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Abstract

The Theravada tradition claims that the Buddha taught in Pali. This
conflicts with most current scholarship. Yet insights from linguistics and
close reading of sources suggest that the Theravada account has not been
disproved, that it could be correct, and that it even represents a stronger
hypothesis than the current consensus. Instead of authorising translation
of his teaching into dialects, the Buddha promoted a fixed transmission
and the use of standard language. That the Buddha spoke Magadhi is a
late tradition; Tipitaka commentaries instead defined Magadhabhasa,
‘Magadha language’, as Ariyaka, ‘Aryan’, the canonical term for the
Indo-Aryan language. Pali has the expected features of a natural standard
language and can be seen as a precursor of Epigraphic Prakrit. This
working hypothesis suggests a bolder stance for Pali studies of claiming
that Pali is in all probability the formal language of the Buddha.

NOTE: Unless otherwise stated, translations are by this author, and Pali
quotations are from the Myanmar Tipitaka in the Digital Pali Reader
(DPR), available at https://pali.sirimangalo.org/.
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THE BUDDHA TAUGHT IN PALI: A WORKING HYPOTHESIS

1. The issue

The Theravada Buddhist tradition asserts that the Buddha taught in the language
that we now call Pali (§3.2). The model used here to promote that case is
analogous to the situation of modern British English, which includes mutually
intelligible dialects, such as Cockney, Yorkshire, Black Country etc., alongside
a standard language, BBC English or Queen’s English, which predominates
in the south-east, but is spread across England.? BBC English is a sociolect,
i.e. a language of a social class, in this case of the well-educated, as well as
a south-east dialect. Similarly, in 5" century BCE Northern India, the main
language, Ariyaka, ‘Aryan’, had at least three mutually intelligible dialects
and one standard language, whose contemporaneous names we do not have.
The dialects are now called western, north-western or Gandhart and eastern or
Magadhit; Ariyaka, which includes these dialects, is now called Indo-Aryan or
Middle Indo-Aryan (MIA). The standard language, based on the western dialect
and also a sociolect of the well-educated, is controversially called here Pali,
in reference to Buddhist texts, and Epigraphic Prakrit, in reference to post-
AS$okan inscriptions. In addition, there were two religious sociolects, Sanskrit
of Brahmanism and Ardha-Magadhi of Jainism; 500 years later, Sanskrit started
to replace Pali/ Epigraphic Prakrit as the standard language and sociolect of the
educated.

The perspective of this paper is that the academic consensus has misidentified
the language of the Buddha with Magadhi. As the Buddha also taught outside
Magadha, he is assumed to have spoken other dialects. Opinions vary whether
these dialects were close to each other, so Pali is said to have been translated,

2The reader may notice a switch from dialect to language. There is no precise distinction as
linguists and Indologists do not have agreed definitions of the two. Southworth (2005: 35) states:
“The distinction between different languages and different dialects cannot be made on the basis
of objective linguistic criteria. In real life political, historical, and other factors enter in. Thus,
mutually unintelligible spoken varieties of Chinese are treated as dialects of the same language
because they share a single writing system and belong to the same political entity and share
a cultural tradition, while Hindi and Urdu, which are mutually intelligible in many colloquial
forms, are treated as distinct languages using the same criteria (different scripts, different political
entities, partly distinct cultural traditions).”

However, a line can be drawn between accent and dialect. Beal (2010: 25) states ... typologies
of English dialects have tended to be constructed according to phonological criteria; strictly
speaking, they are typologies of accents rather than dialects.” She then goes on to describe dialects
by variations of morphology, syntax and lexis. Here variation in phonology only is called accent,
dialect is always geographical and sociolect is non-geographical.
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transposed, or transformed from these dialects. The result is that Pali is generally
claimed to be an artificial, ecclesiastical language, instead of the natural standard
language advocated here. The consensus is called here the ‘Multiple Oral
Transmission Theory’ (MOTT) because the original teachings were allegedly in
several dialects. This paper dissents and advocates a Single Oral Transmission
Theory (SOTT) of the Buddha teaching in Pali.

This dissent joins a trend of renewed scrutiny of the MOTT: Ruegg (2000),
Levman (2008/9) and Gombrich (2009: 146-8) have offered more plausible
interpretations to the passage alleged to authorise local dialects (§4); Cousins
(2013: 100-101) has claimed there were not enough monastics to maintain
multiple oral canons in different dialects; Gombrich (2018: 691f) has argued
that the Buddha may have preached in Pali.

2. The implausibility of oral translation

The MOTT implies oral translation (leaving aside complete fabrication). There
is no record of the original transmissions allegedly translated into Pali. There is,
however, evidence of an oral transmission of Pali in Sri Lanka in the 1% century
BCE (Norman 1983: 10-11). By rejecting oral translation, we will be left with
no realistic alternative to identifying Pali as the Buddha’s language.

2.1 The impracticality of translation

Norman (1983: 3ff) describes the position that I reject:

Although there is some doubt about the interpretation of the phrase
the Buddha used when asked if it was permissible to translate his
sermons [sakdya niruttiyd, see §4], it is generally agreed that he
did not preach in Sanskrit, but employed the dialect or language
of the area where he was preaching. We must assume that his
sermons and utterances were remembered by his followers and
his audiences as they heard them. In the course of time, during
his lifetime and after his death, collections must have been made
of his words and translations or redactions of these must have
been made as the need arose, either because the collections were
being taken into an area where a different dialect or language
was spoken, or because as time went by his words became less
intelligible as their language became more archaic. As Buddhism
became established in various parts of North India, there must have
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been an attempt made to render all the holdings of any particular
vihara, which were probably still in various dialects as they had
been remembered, roughly homogeneous in language, although
we must bear in mind the fact that, as the dialects of North India
had probably not diverged greatly from each other in the fourth
and third centuries BC, absolute perfection of “translation” was
not essential. The anomalous forms in Pali ... probably represent
the remnants of recensions in other dialects, which had not been
completely translated.

Why, if dialects had not diverged greatly, would the Buddha have varied
his own dialect from place to place? I know of no English speaker who
deliberately in all seriousness switches to a local accent when travelling in
foreign English-speaking countries. Switching accent would distract from
the intended message by producing a comical or satirical effect both now, in
English, and then, in Indo-Aryan.® Furthermore, the sheer volume of Early
Buddhist texts (EBTs), amounting to over 5000 pages*, would preclude oral
translation.> Cousins (2013: 100-1,107) rejected translation when arguing
there were not enough monastics to maintain multiple oral canons. Creating a
sufficiently fixed oral translation for group recitation would be an additional
difficulty as the translator and reciter would need to agree and remember the
precise wording and revisions. An oral translation of this scale and of this
accuracy would be unparalleled in human history, let alone Indian history, yet

3Bechert (1980: 14) thought imitation of another dialect would sound ridiculous only if
there were a standard language; he denied this was the case because of the language variation in
Asokan inscriptions. Although there is an argument for a standard language (§5), that is irrelevant:
comedians entertain with international imitations of accents from Britain, USA, Australia etc.
although there is no standard language common to all English-speaking nations.

*The first four Nikayas amount to 5,512 pages in the PTS editions as follows: D I (252), D 11
(357), D111 (292), M 1 (524), M 11 (266), M 111 (302), S 1 (240), S 11 (285), S 111 (278), S IV (403),
SV (478), A1(299), A II (257), A 11I (452), A IV (466), AV (361). Sujato & Brahmali (2015:
9-10) include the above in their definition of EBTs as well as the patimokkha (55) and parts of the
following: Dhp (60), It (124), Sn (223), Th (115), Thi (174), Ud (94). Thus, 5,000 pages for the
EBTs is a conservative figure.

*Norman in the above quotation put translate in inverted commas. In a later work, Norman
(1989: 374fn) suggests transform or transpose might be more appropriate than translate and
refers to simple sound, morphological or lexical changes without offering examples. However,
it appears that an accumulation of these changes would amount to translation in a conventional
sense; Norman is therefore trying to have it both ways, both transiate and transpose.
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this is the MOTT’s implicit claim. Not only is Norman’s account inherently
implausible, but also there is textual evidence against it.

2.2 The ideal of a fixed transmission

In the suttas, monks are required to learn the teachings byarijanena, ‘to the
syllable’ or, in modern parlance, to the letter.® In response to disputes among Jains
over accurate transmission of their texts, the Buddha stressed the importance
of precise communal recitation in the Pasadika Sutta (D 111.127, DN 29.17).
Wynne (2004: 115) translates:

Therefore, Cunda, asregards the teachings [ have taught to you through
understanding, meeting together again and again, (comparing)
meaning with meaning (atthena attham), (comparing) letter with
letter (byanjanena byarijanam), you should recite communally and
not argue, so that the holy life will be long lasting and endure long...

To judge the authenticity of a text, the Buddha in the Mahaparinibbana Sutta
(D 11.124, DN 16.4.8) urges reference to the four Great Authorities (mahapadesa).
They are the Buddha, a group of monks led by a senior monk, a settled group of
monks or a single senior monk. A teaching is authentic if it matches teachings from
the Great Authorities to the word and syllable/letter. Wynne (2004: 103) comments:

...the ‘words and letters’ (padavyarijanani) of the teaching under
consideration were to be ‘learnt correctly’ (sadhukam uggahetva)
before judgement was passed. If attention was to be paid to the
words and letters of proposed teachings, it implies that the content
of what was known as ‘Sutta’ was also transmitted by paying a
similar attention to its words and letters, i.e. that it was transmitted
word for word. The passage therefore shows that the accuracy with
which a body of literature called ‘Sutta’ was meant to be transmitted
was very high, down to the letter.

°It is problematic to translate vyaiijana/byarijana as ‘letter’ in an oral context; the Rhys Davids
(1910: 134) offer ‘syllable’; Woodward (1979: 52) has ‘letter’, as does Walshe (1987: 111), and
MW confirms both as a possible translation. Von Hiniiber (1987: 119-120) suggests ‘sound’
and ‘syllable’. However, some accommodate the MOTT, mistakenly in my view, with vague
translations that allow the possibility of translation: Walshe (1987: 255, 432) has ‘expression’;
Nanamoli & Bodhi (1995: 848) ‘phrasing’, Bodhi (2012: 150) ‘phrasing’ or (2012: 538)
‘formulation’.
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To resolve disputes over the meaning or the syllable/letter of the dhamma
(atthato...vyaiijanato), the Buddha lays down procedures in the Kinti Sutta (M
I1.239, MN 103.5). These consist of approaching the most amenable monk
on each side and attempting to reconcile differences in the text and accepting
hurt feelings in the process. In these passages (and elsewhere), Wynne (2004:
97) finds evidence for “a relatively fixed oral transmission of early Buddhist
literature”. He cited them to disprove improvisation in the Suttas, but they also
disprove translation. For, if several dialects were employed from the outset,
as Norman suggests, translating them would be altering the syllable/letter. The
only way the Buddha’s requirements could have been met was to use the same
standard language across different regions from the outset (see §5).

There are eighteen suttas in the first four Nikayas which affirm the
importance of learning teachings to the syllable: (1) D 11.124 Mahaparinibbana,
(2) D 111127 Pasadika, (3) M 1.213 Mahdagosinga, (4) M 11.239 Kinti, (5) S
IV.379 Khema, (6) S 1V.394 Moggallana, (7) S 1V.397 Vacchagotta, (8) A 1.59
Adhikaranavagga, (9) A 1.69 Samacittavagga, (10) A 11.168 Mahapadesa, (11)
ATIL.178 Saddhammasammosa [3], (12) A 111.201 Khippanisanti, (13) A1V.140
Vinayadhara [2], (14) AIV.142 Vinayadharasobhana [2], (15) A V.71 Ubbahika,
(16) A V.80 Kusinara, (17) A V.201 Thera and (18) A V.32 Saniida. This weight
of evidence lies in plain sight and is tantamount to forbidding translation.” Yet
none of the works cited in this paper address this evidence against translation.
Nor do any address the futility of translation, the next topic.

2.3 The mutual intelligibility of Indo-Aryan

There are three sources of evidence that the varieties® of Ariyaka, or Middle
Indo-Aryan (MIA), were mutually comprehensible in the Buddha’s day. Firstly,
the Vinaya (Vin II1.27-28) prescribes the language to be used when a monk
disrobes. Von Hiniiber (1977: 239) translates:

“He declares his resignation in Aryan to a non-Aryan and the latter
does not understand: his resignation from the community is not
valid.” (see §3.2 for Pali and further analysis)

"Translation was not explicitly forbidden, but I claim it was never considered as a possibility
in the EBTs.

$Variety’ is a term used in sociolinguistics to denote any language type, without committing
to whether it is a language, dialect, accent or sociolect.
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Similarly, if the resignation is in a non-Aryan language to an Aryan speaker,
the resignation is not valid. The commentary gives Tamil and Telugu as
examples of non-Aryan languages. This demonstrates that Ariyaka, Aryan, was
conceptualised as a single language and that the Vinaya was developed on the
basis that the varieties of Indo-Aryan were mutually comprehensible.

The second source is the Aranavibhanga Sutta, ‘Exposition of Non-Conflict’
(M 111.234-5, MN 139) in which the Buddha gives seven words for ‘bowl’ as an
example of a conflict over terminology. This is analogous to some British and
American English terminology:

American equivalent  British English ~ American English ~ British equivalent

side walk pavement pavement road
underpass subway subway underground
(train)

There are many such examples’ in the two English varieties, which,
remarkably, do not destroy mutual intelligibility. Indeed, conflicts over meaning
can only happen among mutually intelligible varieties.

The third source is the Asokan inscriptions of ca. 250BCE, one and a half centuries
after the Buddha’s death. They are found from Afghanistan to the east coast of India
and from the Himalayan foothills to Karnataka. Norman (1980: 70) argues:

The way in which the dialects of Middle Indo-Aryan continued
to diverge from the norm of Sanskrit after 250 B.C. suggests that
before 250 B.C. the dialects were less divergent than Sanskrit. We
may, therefore, be certain that in the sixth and fifth centuries B.C. the
dialects of Indo-Aryan spoken in North India were morphologically
and phonologically closer together than the dialects spoken at the
time of Asoka, and, as is well known, the latter are in themselves
not very dissimilar.

°E.g. (British first) alternative/ alternate; angry/ mad (or pissed); biscuit/ cookie; braces/
suspenders; breastfeed/ nurse; crisps/ chips; handbag/ purse; homely/ homey; jumper/ sweater;
parting (in hair)/ part; petrol/ gas; pissed/ drunk; trousers/ pants; waistcoat/ vest. In those
examples, one or both of the pairs has a different meaning in the other variety. There are also
synonymous pairs, e.g. flat/ apartment; trainers/ sneakers etc., which are much less likely to
produce disagreement or confusion.
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A fortiorithe Ariyaka of the Buddha’s day showed even less difference. (Some
disagree with Norman, see discussion at §5.3). Therefore, it is a reasonable
hypothesis that the Indo-Aryan dialects were mutually intelligible from the
start of the Buddha’s ministry, ca. 450BCE, to ca. S0BCE, when Pali texts were
written down in Sri Lanka. Certainly, the inscriptions of this time period show
vocabulary, syntax and morphology recognisable to a Pali or Sanskrit reader,
but with much variation of pronunciation. This is a modest claim as the period
of mutual intelligibility can be extended to the 1* to 4™ centuries CE according
to Salomon (1998: 85):

...Iit 1s questionable whether the MIA dialects of the time were
really so different; from the available literary and inscriptional
data, it would appear that they were not yet so widely divergent as
to present major difficulties of communication.

If the dialects were mutually intelligible before they were written and
afterwards, there was no necessity for the heroic effort of oral translation of this
vast literature. However, although mutual intelligibility eliminated the need for
translation, it created a problem for the ideal of fixed transmission: unintended
change.

§2.4 The reality of ‘fixed’ transmission

The Buddha would have known of the precise transmission of the Vedic texts,
so precise that Witzel (1997: 258) claimed “They must be regarded as fape
recordings, made during the Vedic period and transmitted orally, and usually
without the change of a single word.” Some techniques for this precision
are given by Scharfe (2002: 248). They include samhitapatha, ‘continuous’
recitation; padapatha, ‘word by word’, where compounds are resolved and
kramapatha, ‘step’ recitation, where, if four words are represented by abcd, the
recitation order is ab bc cd. Scharfe (2002: 241) also attests to accompanying
head and hand movements by the students of modern Vedic schools to reinforce
their learning.

Yet these methods were not applied to the Buddhist scriptures. Though
effective, Vedic techniques involved some reputational damage: Scharfe (2002:
27) translates Mahabharata V.130,6 (= XI1.10,1) “O king, like the mind—dulled
by the (constant recital of) Veda sections—of a dim-witted unintelligent Vedic
scholar, your (mind) focuses only on morality.” Analayo (2009) points out that
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Vedic techniques were taught to boys from age 8 when they did not fully understand
what they had learnt; on the other hand Buddhists generally learnt the texts only
as fully-ordained adults, aged at least 20; by then they would have understood the
texts, which paradoxically would interfere with perfect recall. Moreover, most
of the texts were in prose, which would offer no mnemonic help from metre. For
Buddhist prose texts, different techniques, including standard pericopes and the
waxing syllable principle were used, as detailed by Allon (1997). Thus, Buddhist
oral transmission would not have had the same accuracy as Vedic.

English speakers intending to repeat a huge luxury yacht accurately might say:

(BBC English) | a hyuge lukshury yot | /2 hju:3 lakfart jot/ or

(Estuary English) | a yuge lugjury yo’ | /9 ju:z lagzort jp?/.

They may sincerely agree that they have repeated the phrase accurately
despite the unintentional differences. Even if the speakers noticed the differences
and chose to get as close to standard English as possible, they still might not
obtain a perfect repetition. It is difficult to lose one’s accent and even a standard
accent is not unitary. On a single page of an English dictionary", the following
variations are noted: /1'baljont/, /1'buljont/ for ‘ebullient’; /ek'sentrik/, /
1k 'sentrik/ for ‘eccentric’; /" ekdrsis/, /ek 'daists/ for ‘ecdysis’; /"efalon/, / e1falon/
for ‘echelon’; /1’ kamado:m/, / 1’ kamovda:m/, / ‘ekamoado:m/ and /' ekamoauvda:m/
for ‘echinoderm’. One page is unrepresentative, but demonstrates some possible
phonetic variation even within the narrow dictionary standard. A4 fortiori, in
ancient India without dictionaries, there would have been greater flexibility on
correct pronunciation.

Similarly, despite the ideal of fixed transmission, phonetic variation
inevitably crept into the Buddhist texts. Von Hiniiber (1987: 104-9) cites the
Vinaya commentary (Vin-a 1399-1400), which lists substitutions which are
acceptable for reciters of the Pali suttas: d for ¢, ¢ for j, y for k and vice versa.
For legal sangha proceedings, however, these changes are not allowed. Another
class of substitutions is allowed, but disapproved of, in legal proceedings:
confusing long and short vowels, inserting or omitting sandhi incorrectly and
confusing heavy and light syllables. (It seems the ancients were more flexible
on the Law of Morae than grammars suggest.) There is also a category that
voids legal proceedings: confusing aspirates and unaspirates, also omitting or

"The Concise Oxford Dictionary, Ninth Edition 1995 p.428.
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inserting nasals incorrectly. Perhaps the allowable changes were the concern of
the Kinti Sutta’s advice not to get into a dispute: “The meaning agrees, but there
is a difference in the syllable/letter. This is a trivial matter, namely, a syllable/
letter. Let not the venerable ones get into a dispute on a trivial matter.”"

We thus have a hybrid of a transmission which was fixed so far as the
available techniques allowed, but nonetheless was subject to phonetic variation.
In addition, the transmission would have been recited by speakers of several
varieties who would accidentally introduce their idiosyncrasies, which could
become the norm if they were common enough. Inevitably, involuntarily and
largely unconsciously the sounds and morphology of the transmission would
shift across geographical areas and across centuries through natural variation and
transmission errors.'> Thus, the variants evident in Pali can all be accounted for
by the model of a single, somewhat fluid, oral transmission. As Cousins (2013:
107) states, “It is important to appreciate that a chanted text simply evolves in
linguistic form with the passage of time as the language itself evolves. There is
no need for any process of translation.”

2.5 Single transmission compared to translation

The evidence points to translation being impracticable, discouraged and
unnecessary. This applies also to variants of translation, such as transposition
and transformation, which are all intentional processes in this context. The
evidence suggests a single, unintentionally fluid, oral transmission from the
Buddha. As we have evidence of an oral transmission in Pali, we have evidence
the Buddha taught in Pali.

On the analogy that Shakespeare spoke English although his original
pronunciation, vocabulary and grammar differ from modern English, the
Buddha’s teaching language must have differed somewhat from the Pali now
recorded, but it is still Pali. The alleged ‘Magadhisms’ in Pali, which are
claimed as evidence of translation, are to be expected occasionally in a fluid
single transmission across India and will be discussed further in §3. In §5 the
case will be strengthened for identifying the single transmission with Pali.

"M 1I 240, DPR M 3.1.3, MN 103 atthato hi kho sameti, byaiijanato nanam. appamattakam
kho panetam yadidam — byaiijanam. mayasmanto appamattake vivadam apajjittha ti.

2For example, Gombrich (2018: 80-1) offers what he believes to be different dialect forms,
including tattha or tatra, ‘there’, and -e or -asmin or -amhi as endings for -a declension locative
singular endings.
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3. The Buddha did not teach in Magadhi

The basis of the MOTT claim of translation of the EBTs is the argument that the
Buddha spoke Magadhi, not Pali. Although I have not seen a detailed exposition,
the argument seems to be:

* the Buddha had a special connection with Magadha, where he
attained enlightenment (§3.1);

* the Pali commentaries claim the Buddha spoke Magadhi (§3.2-5);

* the eastern As$okan inscriptions, which occur throughout the
entire area where the Buddha taught, are uniformly in a single
dialect which is a form of Magadht (§3.6);

» Pali is predominantly a western dialect, and therefore a change,
whether intentional or unintentional, from Magadht to Pali must
have occurred (§3.7);

* the change was incomplete, and some original Magadhisms are
found in Pali (§3.8).

This apparently formidable argument is now examined.

3.1 The Buddha was a Kosalan, not a Magadhan

Buswell & Lopez (2014: 491, Magadha) exemplify a constant and misleading
refrain: “Magadha has been described as the birthplace of Buddhism, and its
language, the language of the Buddha.”'* Though Uruvela in Magadha was
where the Buddha became enlightened, the Buddha’s primary connection was
with Kosala. Edgerton (1953: 3) points out that the Buddha’s home (Kapilivastu),
one of his favourite dwelling places (Sravasti), the scene of his first sermon
(Sarnath), and the place of his death (Kusinagar) were all outside Magadha; in
fact, they were all, except for Kusinagar, part of the Kosalan state in the time
of the Buddha. Arguably, the birthplace of Buddhism, where the Buddha first
taught, was Sarnath, in the province of Kasi, in the state of Kosala. Furthermore,

BCf. Thomas (1927: 13), “The home of Buddhism lies in what is now South Behar, west
of Bengal and south of the Ganges. This was the country of the Magadhas with the capital at
Rajagaha (Rajgir).”; also von Hiniiber (1983: 2), “...Theravada Buddhism, which holds the view
that the language of Theravada is Magadhi, the language of the province of Magadha, present-day
Bihar, where the Buddha lived and taught”.
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King Pasenadi of Kosala refers to the Buddha as a Kosalan,'* and the Buddha
himself acknowledges he is of Kosalan ancestry."

In the Buddha’s day, King Pasenadi of Kosala and King Ajatasattu of Magadha
had each defeated the other in battle (J 11.237). Pasenadi finally took Ajatasattu
prisoner and then made a peace sealed by giving his daughter in marriage (J
11.404). Ajatasattu in turn prepared for attacks from King Pajjota of Avanti (M
II1.7) and also from the Vajjis (Vin 1.228). Kosala was then at least an equal
military power to Magadha, and their dialects are likely to have been equally
prestigious and acceptable throughout the Ganges basin. The comic effect of
imitation of another dialect and the difficulty of losing a childhood accent give
reason to suppose that the Buddha did not teach in Magadhf; in any case, imitation

“bhagavapi kosalo, ‘the blessed one is a Kosalan’. M 11.124, DPR M 2.4.9.374, MN 89.

YSkosalesu niketino, ‘they have a home in Kosala’, Sn 422, said by the Buddha of his
countrymen, janapado. This takes niketino as a nominative plural in apposition to singular
Jjanapado, influenced by the plural kosalesu. However, the commentary takes niketino as genitive
singular, meaning ‘belonging to one [unspecified] who has a home in Kosala’. It states kosalesu
niketinoti bhananto navakarajabhavam patikkhipati. navakardja hi niketiti na vuccati, DPR
Sn-a dutiyo 3.1. Levman (2013: 157-8) translates: “Saying ‘indigenous among the Kosalans’
(kosalesu niketino), he rejects the new kingship. A new king is not to be called ‘indigenous’.”
This implies that the Buddha was not Kosalan and his clan, the Sakyans, were unwilling vassals of
the Kosalans. In contrast, Bodhi (2017: 867) translates with the opposite meaning “‘native to the
Kosalans’. Saying this, he rejects its rule by a subordinate ruler; for a subordinate ruler is not said
to be native.” For navakaraja, Levman appears to refer to Pasenadi, King of Kosala, and Bodhi to
King Suddhodana, the Buddha’s father. Cone (2010: 515) has ‘new’, ‘a novice’ for this passage;
Bodhi is apparently stretching ‘novice’ to ‘junior’ and ‘subordinate’.

I prefer Bodhi’s ‘native to’ for the text, but Levman’s reading of the commentary. For I think
the Pali commentary is also “under the influence of the evolving Buddha legend”, as Bodhi
(2017: 1468) suggests of the Chinese parallel, which drops any mention of Kosala and turns the
Buddha’s father into a great king. Similarly, the Pali commentary is reinterpreting the vassal status
of Suddhodana to harmonise with legends of his being a great king; this entails implying the father
was a Sakyan, not a Kosalan, and could not be both.

The Buddha appeared to have a close connection with the king of Kosala. Walshe (1987: 409)
gives the Buddha’s view of relations as harmonious (Aggariiia Sutta, DN 27, D 111.83-4): “Now
the Sakyans are vassals of the King of Kosala. They offer him humble service and salute him, rise
and do him homage and pay him fitting service. And just as the Sakyans offer the King humble
service, ... so does the King offer humble service to the Tathagata, ...” Walshe (1987: 409) adds
... thinking: ‘If the ascetic Gotama is well-born, I (Pasenadi) am ill-born ...””, but Analayo (2016:
35) argues from the Chinese Agama that Walshe is translating a mistaken reading nanu ... ti,
‘certainly’, and the Burmese edition na nam ... ti, *... not thinking...’, is correct. This is a third
instance, in addition to the Pali and Chinese commentaries on Sn 422, of a later source editing
away the inconvenient, inferior vassal status of the Buddha’s father.
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was unnecessary among mutually intelligible varieties of Indo-Aryan.

Nor was Magadha the Buddha’s adopted country. Norman (2002: 137)
speculates “Most of his [the Buddha’s] teaching life was spent in Magadha. We
can therefore deduce that on some occasions, at least, he used the Magadhan
dialect of the time, which we can call Old Magadhi.” However, Norman’s claim
is undermined by the evidence in tables land 2. They show, in what is possibly
a complete count of the Buddha’s locations in the first four Nikayas, that he
was recorded in Kosala more often than in Magadha. In table 1 he is recorded
in Kosalan locations (including Sakyans) in 78% of the count and in Magadhan
locations (including Angas) in 12% of the count; in table 2, which excludes the
main cities, the gap narrows to 41% Kosala and 20% Magadha, largely because
Savatthi is excluded.'® This evidence supports Warder (1970: 207), who states
“In fact, the Buddha spent relatively little time in Magadha, teaching in at least
half a dozen other states.”

Table 2 was made because Schopen (1997) argues from the Ksudrakavastu of the
Miilasarvastivada-vinaya that the settings attributed to the six great cities - Sravasti, Saketa,
Vaisali, Varanasi, Rajagrha and Campa (with the Pali tradition substituting Kosambi for Vesali)
- could have been made up. The Ksudrakavastu offers procedures whereby, if the setting or actor
of a sutta was forgotten, they could be substituted by any one of the great cities or an equivalent
main person - Pasenadi, if the sutta were about a king, Anathapindaka, if a layman etc.; choosing
these last two would entail their city, Sravasti, becoming the setting.

Accordingly, Table 1 reflects the view that the choice of these particular cities is in itself
significant even if they were a default in case of memory failure. Table 2 reflects the view that
settings outside the great cities offer a more accurate perspective; it includes unions to show the
relative significance in the Buddha’s life of Magadha and Kosala.
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Table 1: Locations of the Buddha in the first four Nikayas

People

Kosalans

Magadhans

Vajjis

Sakyans

Vamsas

Place (number of suttas) Total %
[DPPN spelling different from the

Myanmar Tipitaka]

Locatives, such as kosalesu, show settings

with no other location marker.

Savatthi (1089), kosalesu (10), 1135 75
Icchanangala (7), Saketa (5), Sala (4),

Nalakapana (3), Ukkattha (2), Uruifia

[Ujunfa] (2), Ayujjha [Ayojjha]*

(2), Ekasala (1), Opasada [Opasada]

(1), Cancalikappa [Candalakappa]

(1), Dandakappa (1), Nagaravinda

(1), Manasakata (1), Venagapura (1),

Veludvara (1), Sankava [Pankadha] (1),

Salavatika (1), Setabya [Setavya] (1).

Rajagaha (133), Nalanda® (9)/ Nalanda 167 11
(1), Uruvela (9), Gaya (3), Andhakavinda

(2), Ambalatthika (2), Ambasanda

(1), Ekanala (1), Kallavalaputta

[Kallavalamutta] (1), Khanumata (1),

Paicasala (1), Pataligama (1), Matula (1),

magadhesu (1).

Vesali (48), Natika [Nadika] (10)/ 80 5
Natika (3), Hatthigama (3), Mithila (2),

Kotigama (2), Ukkacela [Ukkacela] (2),

Gosingasalavanadaya (2), Veluvagamaka

[Beluvagamaka] (2), Bhandagama (2),

Bhoganagara [Bhogagamanagara](2),

Ambagama (1), Jambugama (1).

Kapilavatthu (31), Devadaha (3), Silavatt 42 3
(2), Nagaraka [Nangaraka/ Sakkhara/

Sakkara] (1), Medalupa [Medatalumpa]

(1), Khomadussa (1), Catuma (1),

Samagamaka [Samagamal] (1), sakkesu (1).

Kosambi (15), Balakalonakara (1). 16 1
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Angas Campa (8), Apana (4), Assapura (2), 15 1
Bhaddiya (1).

Mallas Kusinara (6), Uruvelakappa (3), Pava (3), 13 1
Anupiya (1).

Kasis Baranasi (11), Kitagiri (1) 12 1

Kurus Kammasadhamma (8), Thullakotthika 9 1
[Thullakotthita] (1)

Koliyas Haliddavasana (2), Uttara (1), 6 -

Kakkarapatta (1), Pajjanika [Sajjancla]
(1), Samuga [Sapuga] (1).

Bhaggas Susumaragira [Sumsumaragiri] (6) 6 -
Sumbhas Sedaka (2)/ Setaka (1) 3 -
Kalamas Kesamutta [Kesaputta] (1) 1 -
Cetiyans cetisu (1) 1 -
Strasenas Madhura (1) 1 -
Not known  Alavi (4), Veraija (3), Gajangala 9 1

[Kajangala] (1), Calika (1)

Avantikas, Assakas, Kambojas, Gandharas,  No record
Thilus [Khtilus/ Bumus], Paficalas, Biilis, for the
Macchas, Moriyas, Vangas, Sunaparantans. Buddha

Total of records of the Buddha’s location counted in the 1516 100
sample.

*Ayojjha is given instead of Kosambi at S IV.179 in the PTS edition, but neither city is on the
Ganges, as the text states. Kosambi is on the Yamuna and Ayojjha on the Sarayt; this supports the
view that the transmission became corrupt and a great city name, Kosambi, was selected as being
nearest the Ganges. Ayojjha is counted instead of Kosambi on the assumption that the name of the
Sarayl was forgotten and a famous river name, the Ganges, was substituted, followed by another
substitution of another famous city name.

"Nalanda is given in the DPPN entry for Kosala, but this is a misunderstanding of the ambiguous
S IV.323, SN 42.9: “for some time, the Blessed One was journeying around in Kosala with a
large group of monks and arrived at Nalanda; right there in Nalanda the Blessed One stayed at
Pavarika’s Mango Grove.” Here the Buddha has crossed the Ganges from Kosala to Magadha. The
Pavarikambavana is in Nalanda in Magadha, a stop on the Buddha’s final journey from Rajagaha
to Kusinara (D I1.81).
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Table 2: Locations of the Buddha in the first four Nikayas

Excluding the great cities and showing unions

People

Kosalans

Sakyans
Kasis
Kalamas
Magadhans
Angas
Vajjis
Vamsas
Bhaggas
Mallas
Kurus
Koliyas
Sumbhas
Cetiyans
Stirasenas

Not known

Table 1

1135

42
12
1
167
15
80
16

13

9

Deduct great
city locations

Savatthi (1089),
Saketa (5)

Baranasi (11)
Ré&jagaha (133)
Campa (8)
Vesalt (48)
Kosambi (15)

Total

41

42

34

32

—_

13

9

%

20

20

16

15

w A O W

1
4

Union

KOSALA and Dominion

MAGADHA and
Dominion

VAIJJIAN Confederacy

VAMSA and Dominion

INDEPENDENTS

Total of records of the Buddha’s location excluding great cities

Notes to tables 1 and 2
Table 1 was made with this procedure: noting the place names of a country
in the DPPN, such as Nalanda in Magadha; searching the first four Nikayas
with the DPR for terms such as nalanda etc.; scanning search results to discard
those with the Buddha absent, dead or merely mentioning another place;*
cross-checking for alternative place name spellings, such as Nalanda, with
the terms magadhanam, magadhesu etc.; scanning the indexes of the Wisdom
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publications translation of each Nikaya for missing place names and countries;
finally, collating the results.

Problems included: the Myanmar Tipitaka names are often different from
the DPPN, e.g. Sankava for Pankadha and Kesamutta for Kesaputta; sometimes
more than one setting is given in the same sutta, and each was counted; where
the Buddha is travelling between two settlements, both are included on the
assumption that he went to both; where the Buddha is claimed to have teleported
by psychic power, he is treated as if travelling on foot, and both locations are
counted; sometimes a setting can have several names, but only one place name
per setting was counted; significant differences were found in the count of cities
in SN to those of Ireland (1976: 105) and Gokhale (1982: 11), so the DPR count
was used as it was the lowest and least skewed the results towards Savatthi.:

Table 1 may be incomplete: some settings may have been missed due to
alternative spellings or to instances of the Buddha and place name not mentioned
in the same paragraph. Hence, these results are presented as a possibly complete
sample. If incomplete, there is no reason to suppose that any one country would
be disproportionately affected, so inferences from the relative frequency of each
country’s count should be secure.

3.2 Magadhabhasa means Ariyaka, Indo-Aryan

Childers (1875: vii) states “The true or geographical name of the Pali language is
Magadhi, ‘Magadhese language’, or Magadhabhasa, ‘language of the Magadha
people’”. He claims to be following tradition in this understanding, but I find
no evidence in the early texts to support this view. As a computer search will
confirm, nowhere in the Pali canon or its commentaries is there any reference
to Magadhi. Norman (1980: 63) states “Nowhere, to my knowledge, does
Buddhaghosa state that the language of the canon in his day was Magadhi.”
MOTT advocates may claim that this is splitting hairs, and the references in the

*E.g., at different locations the Buddha recalls staying at Senanigama in identical passages in
MN 26, MN 36, MN 85 and MN 100, so Senanigama is not counted.

tFor example, at S V.152 only Veluvagamaka is counted in bhagava vesaliyam viharati
veluvagamake, as elsewhere (at D 11.9.8) Veluvagamaka is treated as a separate settlement with
no mention of Vesall.

ilIreland gives the count for Savatthi in SN as 2,091, Gokhale as 736. Neither author gave
the editions they were using, so the figures cannot be reconciled with my count of 993 from the
DPR, which amalgamates many SN suttas. In the other three Nikayas, there was no significant
difference in counts.
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commentaries (but nowhere in the Tipitaka) to Magadhabhasa and magadhiko
voharo amount to the same thing. To disprove that claim we return in more
detail to the treatment by von Hiniiber (1977: 239) of the disrobing procedure
quoted above (§2.3):

He declares his resignation in Aryan to a non-Aryan and the latter
does not understand: his resignation from the community is not
valid."”

[Von Hintiber’s translation of the commentary:] Here Ariyaka
means Aryan language (i.e.) the language of Magadha. Milakkhaka
means any non-Aryan language (such as) that of Andha, Damila,
etc.'®

[Von Hiniliber comments] According to this passage, then, the
Dravidian languages of the south, Telugu and Tamil, are contrasted
with the language of Magadha, that is to say, of the Buddha.

Thus, where the Vinaya text uses the term Ariyaka, its commentary uses
Magadhabhdsa. Von Hiniiber’s point is that the term ‘Pali’ does not appear
in these passages, so he does not make these further inferences: (1) if the
commentary and text are read together, it is clear that Mdagadhabhdsa is
defined as Ariyaka; (2) Magadhabhdsd/Ariyaka is in contrast to Dravidian
languages like Telugu, not to other Aryan dialects like Kosalt and Magadhr;
(3) the commentaries are not defining Magadhabhdsa/Ariyaka as Magadhi; (4)
functionally, Magadhabhdsa/Ariyaka operates as a term for all Aryan dialects.
It cannot be that disrobing could only be done by affecting a Magadhi accent
or dialect, for there was not even a standard formula for disrobing'®. Equating
Magadhabhasa with Magadhi is a fundamental error, and ‘Magadha’ in the
commentaries must, in the context of Mdagadhabhasa, mean the area where
Indo-Aryan is spoken. This view is confirmed by the Abhidhamma Vibhanga
commentary which von Hiniiber (1977: 240) translates:

7Vin I11.27-28, DPR Vin Para 1.1.54: ariyakena milakkhassa santike sikkham paccakkhati,
so ca na pativijanati, apaccakkhdta hoti sikkha. milakkhakena ariyakassa santike sikkham
paccakkhati, so ca na pativijanati, apaccakkhatd hoti sikkha.

8Vin-a 1.255, DPR Vin-a Para 1.1 sikkhapaccakkhanavibhangavannana: “tattha ariyakam
nama ariyavoharo, magadhabhasa. milakkhakam nama yo koci anariyako andhadamiladi.

Vin I11.26-28
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The mother is a Damili, the father an Andhaka. If their newborn
child hears its mother speak first, it will speak the Damila language.
If it hears its father speak first, it will speak the Andhaka language.
But if it hears the language of neither of them, it will speak the
Magadha language. For even someone born in an uninhabited
forest where there is no-one else who speaks at all, even he, by his
own nature, begins to speak, and it will be the Magadha language
that he speaks......Only in this Magadha language, rightly called
the language of Brahma, the language of the Aryans, it alone does
not change. When the Completely Enlightened One entrusted the
Buddha-word as contained in the Tipitaka to the tradition, he did so
only in the Magadha language®

Reading together these passages from the Vinaya and two commentaries?!
affirms that the Buddha spoke not Magadhi, but Ariyaka, the canonical term
for the language of Indo-Aryan speaking monks, a language assumed to be
equivalent to Pali in the Theravadin consciousness. For Pali means ‘text’ or
‘language of the texts’ and, from the context, must be what the two commentaries
meant by Magadhabhasa.

3.3 The name change from Ariyaka to Magadhabhasa

In considering when and why the name change from Ariyaka to Magadhabhasa
was made, two things are immediately apparent: firstly, it is a later development
than the EBTs because Mdagadhabhasa is found only in the commentaries;
secondly, it relates to a period when Magadha had eclipsed Kosala in prominence.
The most likely answer to “when” is during the Mauryan empire, especially

2Vibh-a 387-8, DPR Vibh-a 15.1.1.718, Mata damili, pita andhako. Tesam jato darako sace
matukatham pathamam sunati, damilabhasam bhasissati; sace pitukatham pathamam sunati,
andhakabhdsam bhasissati. Ubhinnampi pana katham assunanto mdagadhabhdasam bhasissati.
Yopi agamake maharaiiiie nibbatto, tattha aniio kathento nama natthi, sopi attano dhammataya
vacanam samutthapento magadhabhdsameva bhasissati... Ayam eveka yathabhucca-
brahmavoharariyavoharasankhata magadhabhdasa na parivattati. Sammasambuddhopi tepitakam
buddhavacanam tantim aropento magadhabhdasaya eva aropesi. This is a part of a long gloss,
arguably a digression, on niruttipatisambhida Vibh 297, No. 731, DPR Vibh 15.2.2.731.

2IAt Vin-a vi 1214, there is a third commentary, discussed at §4.6, which has magadhiko
voharo, the ‘Magadhan language’, and which I claim refers back to the disrobing commentary.
These three are the only Tipitaka commentaries where the Buddha is claimed to have spoken the
‘Magadha language’.
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during the reign of Asoka. The answer to “why” is that not only was Asoka a
Buddhist, but the entire Indo-Aryan speaking world was for the first time united
under a single ruler, king of Magadha and emperor of almost all the Indian sub-
continent.

That ‘Magadha’ became the name of the new empire is suggested by the
Bairat edict which starts “Priyadasi, King of Magadha”.?? This minor rock edict
is in Jaipur District, Rajasthan, 921 kilometres from the then capital of Magadha,
Pataliputra. Magadha, the kingdom in the remote Ganges Plain, would hardly
impress locals half-way across India, but ‘Magadha’, an empire including
them, would have been significant.”* They may have counted themselves as
Magadhans, just as the Sakyans were also Kosalans and the Licchavis were
also Vajjis. What else was this new empire to be called but Magadha? It would
be natural to acknowledge this extraordinary political development by calling
the Indo-Aryan language ‘Mdagadhabhdsa’, a practice sure to be approved of
by the government. It would make sense for a standard language used across
all geographical areas of the empire, i.e. Pali (§5), to have that title, if only as a
technical term among Buddhists.

Norman (1980: 66f) notes that the Buddhist (and Jain) tradition thought
Magadhabhdsa (addhamdagadhabhdsa, ‘Half-Magadht’ in the Jain tradition) was
the root of all languages. He believes this idea of language development grew up
during and because of the Mauryan empire; for ‘Magadht’, which Norman takes
as the language of the eastern A$okan inscriptions, would also include variants
of that dialect elsewhere in India. Norman (1983: 3) has a further explanation:

It is also possible that the prestige attaching to Magadha, and by
implication to Magadhi, during the time of the Mauryan kings,
and also by the way in which the Magadht of the original ASokan
edicts was everywhere in India “translated” into the local dialect
or language, led to the taking over by the Buddhists, at about the

2Hultzsch (1925: 172) gives the original as “Priyadasi laja Magadhe samgharm abhivadetinam
aha apadhatanam cha phasuvihalatam cha”. He translates “the Magadha King Priyadarsin,
having saluted the Samgha, hopes they are both well and comfortable.”, but it could be translated
‘King Piyadassi, having saluted the sangha in Magadha...’

BCompare the politically incorrect use of England to include Wales, Scotland and Northern
Ireland. However, it is still correct to call their common language English after the dominant area
rather than British; this somewhat parallels the use of Magadhabhasa after the dominant area,

Magadha, instead of Ariyaka.
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time of the council which the Theravadin tradition reports was
held during the reign of Asoka, of the idea that their “ruler” too
employed such a language.

All these explanations are simultaneously possible and, crucially for the
argument here, all agree that Magadhabhasa was not a synonym for Magadh.
Furthermore, those restricting Mdagadhabhdasa to Magadht have problems:
Buddhaghosa, who allegedly wrote both commentaries quoted in §3.2, must
have known some Magadhi, yet he described Pali as Magadhabhasa.** This was
not just Buddhaghosa’s idiosyncrasy. In the 12™ century, King Vijayabahu II
of Sri Lanka wrote a letter to a Burmese king in Magadhabhdsa, according to
Ciulavamsa 80.6. Again, this must mean he wrote in Pali, not Magadhi, which
was hardly appropriate for international diplomacy at that time.

Magadhabhdsa in the sense of ‘Pali’ was an anachronistic term for
Buddhaghosa’s time, the 5% century CE, when Indo-Aryan had fragmented
into several dialects. He must have been recording a tradition, but he was also
engaging in propaganda, as the next section explains.

3.4 Magadhabhasa and diglossic competition

A positive pull towards the term Mdagadhabhdsa during the Mauryan empire
was likely, but so was resistance towards reclaiming Ariyaka after the collapse
of this empire. For Ariyaka included a domineering variety, Sanskrit, one of
whose grammarians, Patafijali (ca. 150BCE), criticised usages found in Pali and
Ardha-Magadhi as substandard (apabhramsah, Pischel §8). With increasing
Sanskritisation of inscriptions from the 1% century CE, Sanskrit replaced
Epigraphic Prakrit as the H-language® of India during the 1% millennium CE.
Sanskrit had long called itself, ‘the perfected language’ and ‘the language of the
Gods’.?® Deshpande (1979: 1-2) cites the Rgveda as claiming the Aryan language
was spoken by the gods (RV 8.100.11) and was itself a goddess (RV 10.125.5-

2Norman (1980: 64) argued, unconvincingly in my view, that Buddhaghosa followed tradition
in equating Pali, the Buddha’s language, with Magadhi although he knew this was strictly
incorrect.

2 ‘H-language’ is the H(igh)-language, or formal language, in diglossia, where formal and
informal speech become separate varieties, e.g. in German-speaking Switzerland, where the
H-language is standard German and the L(ow)-language is Swiss German.

2Pollock (2006: 44-5) finds the earliest evidence for ‘the perfected language’ in the Valmiki
Ramayana, before the Common Era, and for ‘language of the Gods’ in Dandin’s 7" century
Kavyadarsa. 1 assume both usages were current earlier than recorded.
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6), so the Pali tradition may have wished to downplay Ariyaka, which included
Sanskrit and its overbearing ideology. Instead, in an act of what Deshpande
(1979: 40f) called “sociolinguistic self-defence”, Magadhabhasa was said by the
Buddhists (and Ardha-Magadhi was said by the Jains) to be ‘the root language of
all people’.?” It was a universal language for both Brahma Gods and men, not an
elitist godly one like Sanskrit. The quote from the Vibhanga commentary (§3.2)
implies this root language was also that of the forest-dwelling noble savage and,
for any repelled by such a basic language, that commentary reminds us that the
Buddha himself spoke it.

Pali commentaries may also have implied with Magadhabhdsa that their
language was that of the cakravartin, the Wheel-turning Emperor. Sujato &
Brahmali (2015: 29-30) suggest that the cakravartin myth is a Buddhist version
of the Brahmanical horse sacrifice, in that the cakravartin and the instigator of
the horse sacrifice both ruled from sea to sea by conquest, though by non-violent
conquest in the Buddhist case. Asoka in RE13 X (KalsT) echoes this legend by
stating “they (his sons and grandsons) should regard conquest by dhamma as the
only (true) conquest.”?® Asoka, the ruler of the first Magadhan (Mauryan) empire
and of all Ariyaka speakers, was the first king in Indian history to rule from sea
to sea. The term, Mdagadhabhdsa, reinforces that parallel, hence its appearance
in the commentaries attributed to Buddhaghosa, who was living during the
Gupta empire, another Magadhan empire that also ran from sea to sea. This
propaganda would counter pro-Brahmanical tendencies in society, evidenced by
Samudragupta’s performance of the horse sacrifice in the 4" century CE (Knipe
2015: 9) and Kumaragupta’s in the 5" century (Agrawal 1989: 193).

3.5 Magadhabhasa changed meaning from Ariyaka to Magadhi

After the Magadhan Empires, Magadha remained as an identifiable province,
and so gradually Magadhabhdsa shifted in meaning to the language of that
smaller region. We have in Ciilavamsa 37.2271f the story of Revata, who asked
Buddhaghosa to go to Sri Lanka to translate the Sinhalese commentaries into
Pali, as India had no commentaries. Pali is there described as Magadhanam
nirutti, ‘the language of the Magadhans’, and Mdagadhda nirutti, ‘the Magadhan

YCulavamsa (PTS) 37. 244 sabbesam miila-bhasaya Magadhdaya niruttiya. The same claim is
made at Vism 441.34.
BTranslation by Hultzsch (1925:49) of tameva cha vijayam manatu ye dhammavijaye.
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language’.? This leaves open whether Ariyaka or Magadht is meant, but other
sources clearly mean the latter. Gornall (2014: 529-30) believes Moggallana, the
12" century grammarian, was distancing his grammar from Sanskrit influenced
models, such as Kaccayana’s Pali grammar, when writing:

Since grammar is manifold on account of the different (languages)
such as Sanskrit etc. (sakkatadi), in order to distinguish my
grammar, it is said ‘Magadha’. Magadha words are those (words)
that are understood in the Magadha region/among Magadhans.
This (work) is a Magadha grammar (lakkhana) of those (words). It
is said ‘A grammar of Magadha’.*°

Gornall (2014: 530) comments: ‘The reestablishment’! of the
Magadhan realm as the site of the Pali language perhaps created a
territory, albeit an imaginary one, on which the Lankan and Cola
sanghas could stake their claim. The Pali language was no longer a
shared, transregional idiom but the site of a struggle between two
competing monastic traditions [i.e. between the Moggallana and
Kaccayana traditions].’

We also have what I believe to be an early use of the term Mdagadhi, meaning
Pali, in a poem added to a sub-commentary on the sakaya niruttiya passage (see
§4) in the 12" to 15" century handbook Vinayalankaratika (34.46): sa magadht
mitlabhasa, Nara yayadikappika;, Brahmano cassutalapa; Sambuddhd capi
bhasare. ‘This Magadhi is the root language. Men of whatever age, Brahma
Gods who have not heard a word and fully enlightened ones speak it.” Around
this time, the term palibhasa, meaning ‘language of the texts’, came into
being according to Crosby (2004), who finds its first definitive use in the
Vinayatthasarasandipani (12-13" century, Sri Lanka). This uses palibhasa, ‘the

P Culavamsa (PTS) 37.230: Tam tattha gantva sutva tvam Magadhanam niruttiya parivattehi.

Culavamsa (PTS) 37.244: parivattesi sabba pi Sthalatthakatha tada/ sabbesam miilabhasaya
Magadhaya niruttiya.

3 Gornall’s translation of Moggallana-paficika 1. 33—1: saddalakkhanassapi sakkatadibhedena
bahuvidhatta sakam saddalakkhanam visesayitum aha magadhan ti magadhesu vidita magadhd
sadda tesam idam lakkhanam magadham, idam vuttam hoti magadham saddalakkhanan ti. [Text
from Gornall]

31Gornall follows the MOTT misreading of Magadhabhasa (§3.2), and I argue ‘establishment’
is the correct term.
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Pali language’, as a language name in contrast with sihala, ‘Sinhalese’. There
may be a connection between these developments, as palibhasa may have been
an alternative to Magadhabhasa for non-supporters of Moggallana’s grammar
who did not wish to imply Pali was Magadht.

Canonical usages such as magadhakhetta, ‘Magadhan field’, for the
robe pattern based on the contours of a Magadhan rice field (Vin 1.287) and
‘Magadhan’ for a type of garlic (Vin IV.259) referred to the province. The Vinaya
commentary used both senses of ‘Magadha’, both ‘province’ and ‘empire’, but
‘province’ became the norm in the later tradition. For, by the time Childers
(§3.2) and D’Alwis were consulting their Sri Lankan mentors, Magadhi was
understood by Magadhabhasa. D’ Alwis (1863: xcviii) attests “the promiscuous
use of the terms Pali and Magadh in Ceylon”. This conflation of the two terms
has no authority from the canon or its commentaries. However, Buddhaghosa’s
non-canonical use of Magadhabhasa, referring to an empire which did not exist
when the EBTs were created, unintentionally misdirected a later Sri Lankan
tradition towards equating Magadhi and Pali. In turn modern scholars have
amplified this misdirection and created the MOTT to explain the discrepancy
between Pali and Magadhi.

3.6 Eastern ASokan inscriptions belie linguistic diversity

Norman (1980: 65) linked Magadhi to the eastern Asokan inscriptions, which
are found throughout the area travelled by the Buddha. He gave as Magadhi’s
features: the nominative singular of short -a stems is -e instead of Pali -o; /
occurs instead of Pali 7; all sibilants become s instead of Pali s. However, an east-
west language division is unsatisfactory. Ardha-Magadhi, which is supposedly
eastern, has the same three features as Pali, although not to the same degree.
Norman (1980: 68) argues that, although Asoka’s Kalinga inscriptions in the
geographical east have nominative singular endings in -e, the later Hathigumpha
inscriptions of that area have ‘western’ endings in -o.
As Cousins (2013: 120) states:

The significant point is that the Eastern or Eastern-influenced
dialect of all other Mauryan inscriptions in India cannot have been
the local or ordinary spoken dialect of most people in the majority
of the places where it is used. That this is so is indicated rather
clearly by the fact that no post-Mauryan inscriptions in this dialect
are extant.
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We cannot, therefore, infer from the eastern Asokan inscriptions that this
language was universally spoken in the Ganges basin, either when they were
inscribed, or in the Buddha’s day two centuries earlier.

3.7 Magadhi could not have changed into Pali

Intentional change has been ruled out in §2, but Cousins (2013: 121) believed
natural language change could account for the difference between Magadht
and Pali:

The language used in the Indian inscriptions of Asoka was the
state language of the kingdom of Magadha; it can only have been
called the Magadha or Magadhi language. I can see no reason to
suppose that the administrative or cultural change which led to the
adoption of some western dialect features would have required a
change of name.

However, Pali cannot be said to have adopted “some” western dialect
features; it is overwhelmingly ‘western’, with a very few ‘eastern’ features.
A second difficulty is that one variety changing into another variety is not a
phenomenon acknowledged in linguistics. In the case of mutual unintelligibility,
Barnes (2010: 39) rejects the theory that Norn, an extinct Scandinavian language
spoken in Shetland within the past three centuries, gradually changed into the
closely related Scots: “...the imperceptible melting of one language into another
they [other scholars] envisage seems to be without parallel.” If we assume the
alternative, that Pali and Magadht were mutually intelligible, contact linguistics
would predict dialect mixing or koine creation in newly settled areas and dialect-
levelling in established areas, but never one variety almost turning into another.
Moreover, the ideal of fixed transmission would limit change drastically. In no
case could Magadht naturally change into Pali.

3.8 Alleged remaining Magadhisms in Pali

The MOTT narrative is that Magadht was changed into ‘western’ Pali, except
for a few ‘eastern’ features, called Magadhisms, which are allegedly residual
frozen phonetics.

The Kathavatthu is a challenge to the MOTT narrative that Magadhisms
signify translation. Norman (1979: 284) points out a frequent contrast many times
in that work between a first speaker who uses mainly the nominative singular
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-0 ending (except for set phrases and repeating his interlocutor) and a second
speaker who uses the -e ending. The differentiation between the speakers, the
time of the Kathavatthu in A§oka’s reign, when Magadhi would have become a
prestigious dialect, and the setting, in ASoka’s capital, Pataliputra, in the heart
of the province and empire of Magadha, all suggest that the Magadhisms are
original, native-language features of the second speaker. In the case of the first
speaker, the intermittent use of the -e ending seems to be a contact Magadhism
in a process of accommodation.’” I have yet to see a MOTT explanation of why
the Kathavatthu was so incompetently ‘translated’. It makes better sense that
this work, like other parts of the Tipitaka, is an accurate record of the original
dialects, even to the point of recording contact Magadhisms, a sociolinguistic
feature probably unidentified by ancient grammarians.

Moreover, it is far from clear which features are ‘eastern’ and which
‘western’. We should write of ‘pre-eastern’ and ‘pre-western’ features, if we
accept the logic of Brough (1962: 115):

The classification of the As$okan inscriptional dialects under
the heading ‘eastern’ and ‘western’ appears to be due chiefly to
extrapolation from linguistic evidence of a much later period;
and the distribution of -e/-0 could hardly be taken as defining
an isogloss.

Pre-eastern features are found in the west. The pre-eastern nominative singular
in -e, emblematic of Magadhisms, is found on the opposite side of Asoka’s India,
in modern Pakistan, at Shabazgarhi. We have also seen the pre-eastern laja
instead of rd@ja in the west at Bairat in Rajasthan (§3.3 fn). Thus, ‘Magadhisms’
in the Asokan era had a wider distribution than the province of Magadha, making
it difficult to determine which are the real Magadhisms in Pali.

Apparent Magadhisms of two types could be present in Pali: one explained
by spelling convention, the other by natural language change. An example of the
first is Brough’s suggestion that -e, as well as -0, was a genuine Gandhar1 form
of the nominative, rather than a Magadhism; it represented developments of a
vowel of mixed quality that could not be adequately notated by either ending.*

32 Accommodation in sociolinguistics refers to speakers adjusting their speech to one another,
usually to minimise differences and demonstrate mutual understanding.

3Brough (1962: 115) explains “So far as we can tell from the writing, the vowel of the
inflexional ending ultimately came to coincide with either the o or the e (according to period
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This phenomenon could apply to Pali, as Gombrich (1994: xxvii) argues:

Before the texts were ever written down, it is not likely that their
dialect was ever completely fixed, or even that the differences
between the dialects were clearly conceptualised; it must have been
a matter of reciting in what appeared like “regional accents”. In the
last resort, Pali was formed at the phonetic level by the spelling
conventions which the first scribes chose to adopt.

As for natural language change, we know from recordings of 80-90 years
ago that even in a standard accent, such as Received Pronunciation in British
English, vowels change so much that the old accent sounds strange to modern
ears. The Uniformitarian Principle, associated with the Sanskritist, Whitney
(Hazen 2011: 30), is also promoted by the linguist, Labov (1972: 101): “the
linguistic processes taking place around us are the same as those that have
operated to produce the historical record.” We must presume a similar fluidity
in Pali as in English in the course of oral transmission over several centuries.

I therefore take issue with the practice, found in standard works like Geiger
(1916) and Liiders (1954) of automatically regarding all -e for -o forms as
‘Magadhisms’. The vocative plural bhikkhave is an example. In a computer
search of the first four Nikayas, the vocative plural bhikkhavo is found only in
sentence final position in prose and is the only verse form, whereas the supposed
‘Magadhism’ bhikkhave is essentially an enclitic which occurs mid-sentence.*
The difference could simply mark a final secondary stress in bhikkhavo by
giving -o its full length and mark no final stress in the enclitic bhikkhave.
Typically, bhikkhave serves as a pragmatic marker® to introduce or emphasise

and dialect) which represent the older diphthongs. This suggests the hypothesis that at an earlier
stage of Indo-Aryan, the ending might have been a vowel of mixed quality: a front rounded
vowel [ce:], or a back unrounded [»:]. Either of these qualities would easily be understandable as
a development from a rather close central vowel [a:], which would be theoretically expected as
a sandhi-variant beside -ah, -as, [oh, as], if the phonetic differentiation of @, a [9, a:] had already
taken place. If a dialect had still preserved an ending such as [ce:, ¥:, or a:] when it was first
reduced to writing, there is no inherent difficulty in supposing that either of the two signs, o or e,
might have been felt to be reasonably adequate notations.”

3*There can be sentence-final use of bhikkhave if phrases like avuso bhikkhave, and tam kim
maiiiiatha bhikkhave, api... have the usual commas replaced by full-stops. However, I have not
found unambiguous sentence-final bhikkhave in the Burmese or PTS editions.

3 Pragmatic marker is a term in pragmatics to indicate words not part of the propositional
content of a sentence, e.g. vocatives, conjunctions, disjuncts (frankly, fortunately) etc. Fraser
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a topic. On the other hand, bhikkhavo is a pragmatic marker inviting an answer.
For example, the pericope, tatra kho bhagava bhikkhii amantesi — bhikkhavo
ti. bhaddante ti te bhikkhii bhagavato paccassosum, ‘right there the Blessed
One addressed the monks: “Monks!” “Sir,” the monks answered the Blessed
One.’* There is an analogous phonological change in English the to mark
different functions: /do/ frequently refers to a subject already introduced, but /
01/ introduces a famous name, as in /'m meeting the David Attenborough, and
is a pragmatic marker with the illocutionary force of ‘I expect you have heard
of this person’. The alternative explanation of ‘Magadhism’ is asserted in these
standard works without any examples of an -ave form in any dialect but Pali and
without examples of any Pali plural but bhikkhave.®” It is more likely that the
pronunciation of the original bhikkhavo changed in enclitic positions.*®

(1996: 186) gives the example of a vocative, my friend, as a solidarity marker and bhikkhave/o
may also have had that function.

3 Giving the final syllable its full length may also be analogous to Panini’s Astadhyayi Rule
8.2.83 where a final long, high-pitched syllable is used as a pratyabhivadana, a response to a
respectful greeting, except in the case of a Stidra. The Buddha, having taken his seat, may have
received bows from the audience and used bhikkhavo as a formal acknowledgement.

Geiger (1916: §82) claims bhikkhave is “a ‘Magadhism’ which has penetrated into the
literary language from the popular speech”, but he did not have the advantage of modern computer
searches; Liiders (1954: 13, §1) also asserts a Magadhism. Their case would be more convincing
if they had produced examples of an -ave ending in any variety, apart from the vocative plural in
Pali. So far as I know, no such examples exist: the Asokan inscriptions do not have -ave or -avo;
Pischel §381 has only AMg bhikkhavo vocative plural and Pischel §378-381 on the -u declension
offers no -ave forms for any case in any Prakrit, including Magadhi. In Pali, only bhikkhave seems
to have this -ave ending and only for the vocative plural.

Liiders et al. (1963: 70), writing of the Bharhut inscriptions of western India, go further than
Geiger, claiming that the stem bhikkhu is also a Magadhism: “When translating into the Western
language, which we are used to call Pali, not only numerous faults occurred, but at many places
the Eastern forms have been retained. So, for instance, in the Eastern language the ksh of saiksha
and of bhikkshu, bhikkshuni became kkh, in the Western language, however, it became chchh. But
sekkha, bhikkhu, bhikkhunt were taken over without change as technical expressions in the church
language.” The index (Liiders et al. 1963: 198) shows 4 occurrences for bhikhuni at Bharhut and
10 for bhichhuni. (Sanchi inscriptions show both bhikhu and bhichu.) The fact that bhicchuni is
only western does not mean bhikkhunt is only eastern. An alternative explanation is that in the
West lenition of bhikhu and bhikhuni was developing, but this was not reflected in the earlier and
conservative Pali.

I consider these claims of Magadhisms to be completely unfounded.

#Bechert (1991: 11f) claimed bhikkhavo was a later form which replaced bhikkhave in the
above pericope, which was added later, and also in Sutta Nipata, which was otherwise full of
Magadhisms. Analayo (2011: 22) finds some ambiguous evidence for Bechert’s view, that the
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The SOTT also predicts transmission Magadhisms: that speakers of pre-
eastern varieties would inadvertently colour the transmission of texts with their
own accent. This could explain inconsistent use of pre-eastern features. Norman
(1976: 118fY) points out that Magadhisms are found only for three of six Ajivika
type ascetics, and not consistently within the three. For Pakudha’s doctrine, the
varieties are mixed even in the same passage at D 1.56: “pathavikayo, apokayo,
tejokayo, vayokayo, sukhe, dukkhe, jive sattame”, ‘The seven are the earth
element, the water element, the fire element, the wind element, pleasure, pain
and life’.

Thus it should not be claimed that the existence of the very few Magadhisms
in Pali ‘proves’ incompetent translation from Magadhi. Original and contact
Magadhisms can be taken as proof of non-translation; elsewhere, apparent or
transmission Magadhisms are more plausible alternatives to the MOTT narrative.

3.9 Conclusion: Magadh is a false trail

Current scholarship has followed a false trail by accepting the later tradition that
Madagadhabhdsa is local and equals Magadhi, and ignoring the commentaries
of Buddhaghosa that it is trans-regional and (Indo-) Aryan, meaning Pali.
This has led to unfounded claims that the Buddha’s main connection was with
Magadha, the province, that his language was a precursor to the Eastern ASokan
inscriptions and that Pali is an imperfect translation of Magadhi.

Norman (§3.3), for example, saw that Magadhabhdsa was not synonymous
with Magadhi, but did not extricate himself from the academic consensus
that identified it with that specific dialect. The Einstellung effect may explain
this consensus. Bilali¢ and McLeod (2014: 75ff) explain that the Einstellung
effect in psychology refers to an obvious solution to a problem, in this case
Madagadhabhdsa meaning Magadhi, blocking access to a better solution, in this
case Mdagadhabhasd meaning Ariyaka and Pali. We move on to that better
solution in §5.

above pericope is absent from Madhyama Agama, but is found in a tradition derived from it;
however, he also believes a difference of emphasis is plausible. Manné (1990: 82) believes that
pericopes are likely to be original features, which supports bhikkhavo as the original, as does
the -avo ending in AMg. and Mg. In fact, bhikkhavo is the form used in poetry, even in enclitic
positions, at Sn 280, Sn 385, D [1.272, ATV.89, It 41and Ap 299. The entire Be Khuddhaka Nikaya
has no instances of bhikkhave in verse and I believe this holds true throughout the Pali canon. This
implies that the final syllable of bhikkhave was a shortened sound prosodically.
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4. Sakaya niruttiya

Oberlies (2003: 166), who has provided a recent and clear explanation of the
MOTT (see §6), has made the following claim:

The Buddha is reported to have said that his teachings should be
given to the people not in Sanskrit, but in their own language.

Oberlies does not offer a reference for this point, but almost certainly, like
Norman (§2.1), he is referring to the sakaya niruttiya passage in the Clilavagga
of the Vinaya.?? MOTT advocates will translate the passage broadly as Edgerton
(1953: 1) does:

Two monks, brothers, brahmins by birth, of fine language and
fine speech, came to the Buddha and said: Lord, here monks of
miscellaneous origin (literally, of various names, clan-names, races
or castes, and families) are corrupting (diisenti) the Buddha’s words
(by repeating them in) their own dialects. Let us put them into Vedic.
The Lord Buddha rebuked them; Deluded men, how can you say
this? This will not lead to the conversion of the unconverted... And he
delivered a sermon and commanded (all) the monks: You are not to
put the Buddha’s words into Vedic [chandaso]. Who does so would
commit a sin. [ authorise you, monks, to learn the Buddha’s words
each in his own [sakaya] dialect [niruttiya). [Pali wording added]

Edgerton claims support from Chinese translations of Vinaya sources.*

¥Vin I1.139, DPR Cv 5.285. tena kho pana samayena yamelakekuta nama bhikkhii dve bhatika
honti brahmanajatika kalyanavaca kalyanavakkarana. te yena bhagava tenupasankamimsu,
upasankamitva bhagavantam abhivadetva ekamantam nisidimsu. ekamantam nisinna kho te
bhikkhii bhagavantam etadavocum — “etarahi, bhante, bhikkhii nananama nanagotta nanajacca
nanakuld pabbajita. te sakaya niruttiya buddhavacanam disenti. handa mayam, bhante,
buddhavacanam chandaso aropema’” ti. vigarahi buddho bhagava ... pe ... “kathaiihi nama tumhe,
moghapurisa, evam vakkhatha — ‘handa mayam, bhante, buddhavacanam chandaso aropema ti.
netam, moghapurisd, appasannanam va pasadaya ... pe ... vigarahitva ... pe ... dhammim katham
katva bhikkhii amantesi — “na, bhikkhave, buddhavacanam chandaso aropetabbam. yo aropeyya,
apatti dukkatassa. anujanami, bhikkhave, sakaya niruttiva buddhavacanam pariyapunitun” ti.

“Edgerton (1953: 2) offers three Chinese sources translated by Lin Li-Kouang:

Mahisasaka Vinaya: “...the two originally brahman brothers heard monks reciting the siitras
‘incorrectly’. They ridiculed them, saying: ‘Tho’ they have long since become monks, they recited
the sitras in this fashion! not knowing masculine and feminine gender, nor singular and plural, nor
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However, his reading cannot be correct:

1. This interpretation is in direct contradiction to the evidence
in §2 that oral translation was impractical, discouraged and
unnecessary. This includes 18 passages stressing the value of
learning Suttas accurately, to the syllable.

2. The Aranavibhanga Sutta (M 139) discourages the use of
dialect words (§5.1).

3. Buddhaghosa’s commentary on sakdya niruttiya explains the
Buddha’s teaching is to be learnt in the Buddha’s speech (§4.6).

4. The Vinaya text could have been sakasakaya instead of sakaya
if ‘each in their own dialect’ was intended, but the text does not
specify that meaning.

5. Thetwo occurrences of sakaya are separated by seven sentences
in the PTS edition, so there is no grammatical or logical need
for them to have the same referent.

present, past and future, nor long or short sounds (vowels), nor (metrically) light and heavy sounds
(syllables).” When they appealed to the Buddha, he ordered that the texts be recited ‘according to
the sounds of the regions, but taking care not to distort the meaning. It is forbidden to make of the
Buddha’s words an “outside” (non-Buddhist, heretical) language.””

Dharmaguptaka Vinaya: “... a monk... complained to the Buddha that ‘monks of different
clans and bearing different names were ruining the stitras’, and proposed ‘to arrange them
according to the good language of the world’, that is, no doubt, Vedic or Sanskrit, the language of
culture. In his rebuke the Buddha said it would ruin the siitras to use ‘the language of heretics’,
and that ‘it is allowed to recite and learn the Buddha’s siitras according to the interpretation of the
popular languages of (various) regions.”

Vinayamatrka: (Affiliation unknown). The Buddha states “In my religion, fine language is
not recognised. All I want is that meaning and reasoning be correct. You are to preach according
to a pronunciation (lit. sound) which people can understand. Therefore it is proper to behave (sc.
in the use of language) according to the countries.”

Lamotte (1958: 611-13) also offers a translation from the Sarvastivadin Vinaya: Two brahmins
who had been converted to Buddhism .... had recited the texts of the four heretical Vedas ... they
recited the Buddhist sutras with the same intonations. ... (one) reported the matter to the Buddha.
The Buddha said to him: “Henceforth, whoever recites the Buddhist sutras with the intonations
of heretical books will be committing a misdeed.” and Miilasarvastivadin Vinaya: The Buddha
... announced the following regulation: ... If bhiksus recite the sutras with the intonation of the
chan t’o (chandas), they will be guilty of the offence of transgressing the Dharma. However, if a
regional pronunciation requires the intonation to be long, it is not wrong to do that.”
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If the MOTT claims that the normal role of saka, of referring
to the grammatical subject of a sentence, can be stretched in its
second occurrence to implied subjects, then a fortiori it must
also equally allow the translation, ‘I require you, monks, to
recite the Buddha’s teachings in our language’, a translation
which does include the grammatical subject (among others)
and which undermines the MOTT reading.

The most up to date dictionary does not give dialect or language
for nirutti. Cone (2010: 607) has only explanation, interpretation,
expression, form of words, way of speaking, alternative
terminology, or gloss. (The earlier PED does have dialect.)

It is doubtful that any of the five Chinese sources are referring to
mutually unintelligible varieties that would require translation.
Levman (2008/9: 42, 43) states that all five Chinese sources
refer to pronunciation, and only one source, the Dharmaguptaka
Vinaya, is about language, as well as pronunciation. He translates
it as the Buddha allowing “the sounds and common language of
the country to be used in learning the scriptures by recitation
and explanation.”' Levman believes that the translator was
not accurate elsewhere and may have wished to legitimise the
translation into Chinese with common language. Both ‘sounds’
and ‘common language’ are outside the scope of nirutti as given
by Cone. Perhaps a conscientious Chinese translator, uncertain of
which nuance of niruttii was intended and checking other sources,
indicated a range of possibilities.* Thus, this one equivocal
Chinese source does not confirm the reading of ‘dialect’.

There are at least six alternative and more plausible readings,
the first two take sakaya as Edgerton does, the last four follow
Buddhaghosa in referring to the Buddha’s speech:

#Lin Li-Kouang in Edgerton omits ‘sounds’ from the Dharmaguptaka version, Brough (1980:

39-40) is ambiguous.

“Sincere, competent translators inevitably interpret their sources. For sanditthiko dhammo,
literally ‘dhamma which is completely visible’, Bhikkhu Nanamoli (1995: 358) has “Dhamma,
which is visible here and now,” though ‘here’ and ‘now’ are nowhere in the original Pali; Bhikkhu
Bodhi offers (2000: 98) “this Dhamma is directly visible” even though ‘directly’ is not a normal
translation of the prefix sam; Gombrich (2018: 59) has the non-literal ‘practical’ for sanditthiko.
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4.1 Reading 1: Ruegg (chandaso = Vedic chant, niruttiya = delivery)

Ruegg (2000: 306) follows Lévi (1915) in taking nirutti as meaning prosodic or
phonological features. He states:

In keeping with the prosodic interpretation, the problematic
expression sakdaya niruttiya seems more intelligible in its context if
itis understood to refer to the individual reciter’s manner of speaking
(on both the prosodic and phonological levels). In other words, it is
perhaps best understood as meaning not ‘in one’s own language/
dialect’ but, instead, ‘in one’s own speech’ (i.e. vocal delivery).

As evidence, he cites the Cullavagga (Vin I11.107), where a protracted melodic
recitation style, gitassarena, is not allowed, but sarabhaniia, ‘plainchant’, is
allowed. This is consistent with the description of the Yamelakekuta brothers as
kalyanavaca, which Ruegg translates as “whose voices were good, whose vocal
delivery was good”. This sense of nirutti is not given by Cone, but it is in line
with all five Chinese versions.

4.2 Reading 2: Gombrich (chandaso = Vedic chant, niruttiya = gloss)

Gombrich (2009: 147) takes chandaso as recitation in a particular Vedic reciting
style with pitch accents. As he accepts that monk learnt texts word for word,
sakaya niruttiya means ‘their own mode of expression’ and refers to explanatory
glosses or paraphrases given in their own dialects.

4.3 Reading 3: Geiger (chandaso = Vedic Sanskrit, niruttiya = language)

Geiger (1916: 7) follows Buddhaghosa’s commentary (§4.6) and translates,
“l ordain the words of the Buddha to be learnt in his own language (in
Magadhi, the language used by the Buddha himself).” Geiger regarded
the Buddha as not speaking a pure Magadhi, but a form of popular speech.
Edgerton (1953: 2) is well aware of the commentary and Geiger’s view, but
dismisses them on the grounds that Geiger is in a minority of scholars and
that the Chinese sources are against him and Buddhaghosa. He does not
address Geiger’s arguments: that the comparison in question is with dialect
and Vedic, not between non-Vedic dialects, that there is no vo to connect
sakaya to the monks’ nirutti and that memorisation of the founder’s words is
in accordance with Indian custom.
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4.4 Reading 4: Norman (chandaso = as desired, niruttiya = gloss)

Norman (1971: 331) paraphrases the Brahmin brothers: “let us translate into
the various vernaculars to meet the various needs of these different people who
cannot cope with the language of the Buddha’s words”. According to Norman,
the Buddha then refused translation. He (1980: 63) thought that the Buddha
varied terms or glosses to meet local needs without translating all his speech,
and other reciters followed his practice. He consistently believed sakd@ya cannot
have different referents, but decided (1992: 83) it referred to buddhavacanam,
and not to the Buddha, as he previously thought.

4.5 Reading 5: Levman (chandaso = Vedic Sanskrit/ chant, niruttiya = name)

Levman (2008/9: 39) makes a case for nirutti to mean ‘names’ in the sense
of ‘technical terms’ and takes diisenti to be the confusing of these terms. He
translates, “Monks, 1 enjoin the Buddha’s words be learned with its (my) own
names.” He has no difficulty with sakdya having different referents.

4.6 Reading 6: Karpik (chandaso = verse, niruttiya = way of speaking)

Though it is something of a rarity in discussions of this passage, the obvious
meaning of chandaso as ‘into verse’ must be considered.” 1 interpret the
crucial sentence as ‘Monks, | require you to learn the Buddha’s words in
my (his/ its) own way of speaking (i.e. prose or verse, whichever was the
original).” Or, to paraphrase, ‘Monks [ require you to learn the Buddha’s
words in the original.’

Thomas (1927: 254) takes chandaso as ‘metre’ and, on the basis of a
tendency to versify late texts, notably the Parivara of the Vinaya, he
concludes “there was once an attempt to versify the Canon, and it was
rejected, at least to the extent that the versifications were not allowed to take
the place of the fundamental texts.” It must have been a daily frustration for
brahmin converts to Buddhism to memorise suttas in prose when they had
been trained from boyhood to use metre as a memory aid. This frustration
must have been aired with the Buddha at some point, and the advantages
of metre suggested to him, so it would be unsurprising to have a record of

BThomas (1927: 254) has ‘metre’, but gives sakaya niruttiya as ‘in its own grammar’. As
I cannot see how nirutti can mean ‘grammar’, I have altered his reading to Cone’s ‘way of
speaking’. Horner (1963: 194) has ‘into metrical form’.
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that suggestion being made. Another advantage of metre, the brothers might
think, would be reducing variation; for example, metre would eliminate
variation in long and short vowels. Communal chanting, as encouraged in
the Pasadika Sutta (§2.2), in a variety of broad accents would offend them
as lacking clarity. This is the minimum of what the complaint, diisenti, ‘they
are spoiling’, means and is sufficient to understand this passage.
Buddhaghosa’s commentary on this passage is given in full:*

‘Fine speech’ — pleasant sounding. ‘Let us elevate it into verse’
[chandaso] - letus put the words into the style of refined language
like the Veda. ‘Own way of speaking’ [sakaya niruttiyd] — In
this case, ‘own way of speaking’ is the previously stated*
Magadhan language, [mdagadhiko voharo]*® of the Perfectly
Awakened One.

Buddhaghosa’s “style of refined language like the Veda” appears to be
a periphrasis for ‘gatha language’, which had archaic forms reminiscent
of the Vedas. The Brahmin brothers would have been proposing the gatha
verse style, putting Buddhist prose into Buddhist verse. The Buddha refused
and this refusal would be consistent with the prohibition of gitassarena
(§4.1), which can be seen as a wish to make chanting nearer normal speech
and less like song. Magadhiko voharo, ‘the Magadhan language’ refers to
Magadhabhdsd and Ariyaka (§3.2-5) and signals the ordinary, inclusiveness
of the Buddha's speech, the miilabhasa, ‘root language’, of the noble savage,
a speech far from the exclusiveness imputed by MOTT advocates and to

“Vin-a VL1214, DPR Vin-a Cv 5.285 kalyanavakkaranati madhurasadda. chandaso
aropemati vedam viya sakkatabhdsaya vacanamaggam aropema. sakdya niruttiyati ettha saka
nirutti nama sammasambuddhena vuttappakaro magadhiko voharo.

* Previously stated’ refers to the section on disrobing in Vin-a [.255, DPR Vin-a Para 1.1.54
(§3.2), the commentary on Vin I11.27-28, DPR Vin Para 1.1.54 (§2.3). Norman (1980: 61) rejects
Horner’s “the current Magadhese manner of speech according to the awakened one” and (1980:
62) offers “the Magadhi terminology in the form spoken by the Enlightened one”. However, I
stand by my translation, which is supported by the PED entry for pakara.

#<The term, Magadhan’ contrasts with ‘refined’ [gatha] language like the Vedas. Buddhaghosa
thought the brothers cared about aesthetics (‘fine sounding’, ‘refined language’) and wished his
readers to be clear that the Buddha’s prose language was to be followed. By referring back to
the disrobing passage, he is contrasting Magadhabhasa with non-Aryan languages and implying
wide-spread, non-elitist, language of no particular variety.
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which they rightly object’’. Buddhaghosa was implying the Magadhan
language, i.e. Pali, was truly a language for all.*

This theme of non-elitism fits in well with the five Chinese sources who all
refer to the Buddha allowing local sounds. Although the Buddha recommended
standard language, he would not, like the Vedic reciters, seek to fix pronunciation
to ensure the efficacy of ritual, but had to allow to some degree regional
accents in the delivery of the standard language, given that Vedic techniques
of transmission were not used. Doubtless, monks would try to tone down their
local accent, if any, to conform to the western standard during recitation of texts
(§5.6), but not everyone can adapt their accent fully. Hence, the transmission
would have been somewhat phonetically fluid (§2.4).

That the Buddha was not elitist over pronunciation and did not want his
prose elevated into elitist verse is my reading of the Pali Vinaya passage, its
commentary and also of the Chinese sources.

4.7 Sakdya niruttiya: a red herring

In conclusion, the meaning of the expression sakdya niruttiya remains
controversial, but provides no solid evidence for the MOTT. The MOTT reading,
exemplified by Edgerton, is merely one of seven interpretations and it is by far
the worst for the reasons given above. I leave the reader to decide which of the
other six readings is best as that is not relevant to this argument.

5. Inferring the Buddha’s teaching language

If we accept the evidence for the ideal of a fixed transmission (§2.2), this leaves

YMOTT advocates might mistranslate ““‘Let us put it into Vedic’ [chandaso] — let us put our
manner of speech into the Sanskrit language like the Veda. Here ‘own dialect’ [sakaya nirutti] is
the manner of speech, the Magadhi usage [magadhiko voharo] of the Perfectly Awakened One”
and thus reject this gloss.

“This addresses misreadings of Buddhaghosa, of which Law (1933: xii-xiii) is a forthright example:

“It is beyond our comprehension how Buddhaghosa went so far as to suggest that by the term
sakanirutti, the Buddha meant his own medium of instruction and nothing but Magadhika or the
Magadht dialect. Nothing would have been more distant from the intention of a rational thinker
like the Buddha than to commit himself to such an opinion which is irrational, dogmatic and
erroneous. He could not have done so without doing violence to his position as a sammaditthika
and vibbajjavadin. To give out that Magadhi is the only correct form of speech for the promulgation
of his teachings and every other dialect would be an incorrect form is a micchaditthi or erroneous
opinion which the Buddha would ever fight shy of. Buddhaghosa has misled us all.”
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as the only possibility a single variety suitable for use across all Indo-Aryan-
speaking areas, i.e., a standard language.

5.1 Textual evidence for a standard language

In the Aranavibhanga Sutta [MN 139, M 111.234-5], already discussed in the
context of mutual intelligibility of varieties (§2.3), the Buddha recommended
standard vocabulary. Horner (1959: 282) translates:

When it is said: ‘One should not affect the dialect of the
countryside, one should not deviate from recognised parlance,’ in
reference to what is it said? And what, monks, is affectation of the
dialect of the countryside and what is departure from recognised
parlance? In different districts they know (the different words):
Pati ... Patta ... Vittha ... Sarava ... Dharopa ... Pona ... Pisila.
Thus, as they know the word as this or that in these various
districts so does a person, obstinately clinging to it and adhering
to it, explain: ‘This indeed is the truth, all else is falsehood’.
Thus, monks is affectation of the dialect of the countryside and
departure from recognised parlance. And what, monks, is non-
affectation of the dialect of the countryside and non-departure
from recognised parlance? In this case, monks, they know (the
different words) Pati .... Patta ... Pona ... Pisila, yet although
they know the word as this or that in these various districts a
person does not cling to it and explains: ‘These venerable ones
definitely explain it thus.” Thus, monks, is non-affectation of the
dialect of the countryside and non-departure from recognised
parlance. When it is said: ‘One should not affect the dialect of the
countryside [Cone: ‘local terminology’], one should not deviate
from recognised parlance,’ it is said in reference to this.*

“DPR M3,4.9, MNI139 Aranavibhangasutta. 331.“ ‘janapadaniruttim nabhiniveseyya,
samarnniam natidhaveyyati — iti kho panetam vuttam. kificetam paticca vuttam? kathaiica,
bhikkhave, janapadaniruttiya ca abhiniveso hoti samaniiaya ca atisaro? idha, bhikkhave,
tadevekaccesu janapadesu ‘patiti sanjananti, ‘pattan'ti safjananti, vittan'ti sanjananti,
‘saravan ti sanijananti ‘dharopan ti safijananti, ‘ponanti saijananti, ‘pisilavan ti, safjananti.
iti yatha yatha nam tesu tesu janapadesu safijananti tathd tatha thamasa paramasa abhinivissa
voharati — ‘idameva saccam, moghamarinian ti. evam kho, bhikkhave, janapadaniruttiya ca
abhiniveso hoti samarnifidya ca atisaro.

332. “katharica, bhikkhave, janapadaniruttiya ca anabhiniveso hoti samarifidya ca anatisaro?
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Nanamoli & Bodhi (1995: 1084) concur: “One should not insist on local
language, and one should not override normal usage.” Von Hiniiber (1995: 190)
states “The advice given in this paragraph from the Majjhimanikaya is clear:
one should use standard language, what should be meant by samarifia here,
and avoid dialects or colloquialisms.” Brough (1980: 40) and Norman (1980:
62), both MOTT advocates, take janapadanirutti as meaning local dialect, but
do not address the corollary that samariiia therefore means standard dialect.
Cone (2010: 204) takes a different tack and translates janapadanirutti as “local
terminology”, thus implying that samarniid means standard terminology, which
is confirmed by the commentary.>

This injunction to use samarnnid, ‘standard vocabulary’, has been widely
misread by MOTT advocates. One reason may be that the normally authoritative

Lamotte (1958: 611) arrived at the opposite meaning and others have followed.*!

idha, bhikkhave, tadevekaccesu janapadesu ‘pati'ti safijananti, ‘pattanti sanjananti, vittanti
sanijananti, ‘saravanti sanjananti, ‘dharopanti safjananti, ‘ponan'ti safijananti, ‘pisilavan ti
sanijjananti. iti yathd yatha nam tesu tesu janapadesu sanjananti ‘idam kira medayasmanto
sandhdya voharanti ti tathd tathd voharati aparamasam. evam kho, bhikkhave, janapadaniruttiya
ca anabhiniveso hoti, samanfiaya ca anatisaro. janapadaniruttim nabhiniveseyya samaniiam
natidhaveyya ti — iti yam tam vuttam, idametam paticca vuttam.

The commentary states (DPR M-a 3.4.9.232): samaififian ti lokasamariiiam lokapannattim,
‘samarina is universal terminology, universal description.’. This implies a standard vocabulary.
There is no comment on janapadanirutti.

S'lLevman (2014: 110) confirms that the mistake is Lamotte’s. Lamotte (1958: 611) cites
Jjanapadaniruttiya ca abhiniveso, “affectation of the dialect of the countryside’ and samarniiaya ca
atisaro, ‘departure from recognised parlance’. Then he mistakes this description of how conflict
arises for the recommended conduct. As four pages earlier Lamotte (1958: 607) had claimed “The
main achievement of the sects was to have put the word of the Buddha into the vernacular”, I
take this error as confirmation bias. He may have been influenced by Law (1933: xvi) who offers
a paraphrase which also reverses the meaning: “Now a man of a particular locality, when he is in
other localities where different names of the same thing are in vogue, knowing that in different
localities different names of the same thing are used conventionally by the gentlemen, uses different
names in different localities without any attachment to his own local form.” Wimalawamsa &
Perera (1976: 5) also misunderstand: “... it is clear that the Buddha did not pay undue attention to
language. When several terms are used to describe one thing in different states or regions, one must
not stick to one particular term only.” Piyasilo’s (1996: 146) misreading is more nuanced: “... it
is said the ‘middle way’ is not to insist unduly on his own provincial dialect and at the same time
not to diverge from general or recognised language....for instance, a different word is used for
‘bowl’: pati, patta, vittha, sarava, dharopa, pona, pisila, and that each one considers his word the
only correct one, but that in the interest of peace, it is best for each one to use the word currently
at hand.”; unfortunately for Piyasilo’s reading, the ‘middle way’ applies only to the first of the six
recommendations for avoiding conflict, that of avoiding both sensuality and self-mortification.
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Norman (1988: 12fn) too seems to have misunderstood and has used this very
passage as part of an argument that the Buddha must have used local dialects.

This passage contradicts the MOTT claim that the Buddha and his disciples
taught in local dialects. Furthermore, although it does not unambiguously refer
to a standard language, it strongly implies it, as von Hiniiber realised.® For
it is hard to see how a standard vocabulary arises independent of a standard
language. When combined with the evidence of the 18 suttas that affirm learning
dhamma to the syllable (§2.2), this is strong circumstantial evidence of the use
of a standard language across all dialect areas for transmission of texts.

5.2 The inferred characteristics of the Buddha's teaching language

If a standard form of Indo-Aryan existed in the Buddha’s day, we can infer
its probable characteristics: a western variety, evidenced in inscriptions and
showing pre-Asokan features. All these features are evident in Pali.

5.2.1 A western variety

A western variety becoming the standard in a dialect continuum spanning the
north-west, west and east of India is what one might expect. For there is a
tendency for the central variety to become the standard. This was the case in
medieval England, as noted by John of Trevisa in 1385,% and in Germany, as

As these four readings claim support from the standard MOTT misreading of sakaya niruttiya
as authority for translation (§4), I attribute these mistakes to confirmation bias.

S2However, von Hiniiber dismissed this passage in favour of the MOTT misinterpretation of
the sakaya niruttiya passage (§4). Von Hiniiber (1995: 190f) questioned the fact of multiple terms
by arguing that only patta and pati are precise synonyms and the other words refer to different
objects. He gives no references and the significance of this point is not clear; he may think only
synonymous pairs present difficulties. However, I believe the passage refers, not to synonyms,
but to semantic divergence where the same word applies to different objects in different dialects,
as in pavement, subway etc. in British and American English (§2.3). If true, compared to English,
semantic divergence was considerable in MIA dialects.

SFreeborn (2006: 94) modernises John of Trevisa:

... also concerning the Saxon tongue that is divided into three and has barely survived among
a few uneducated men (there) is great wonder, for men of the east with men of the west, as it
were under the same part of heaven, agree more in (their) pronunciation than men of the north
with men of the south. Therefore it is that Mercians, who are men of middle England, as it were
partners of the extremes, understand better the languages on either side, Northern and Southern,
than Northerners and Southerners understand each other.”

(The East Midland variety became standard English in the fifteenth century.)
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noted by Luther in the 16" century.’* Of course there are exceptions,* but not
India. Patafijali claims that the inhabitants of the Aryavarta, a central region
north of the Vindhyas, are the normative speakers of Sanskrit (Deshpande 1986:
316-7). Epigraphic Prakrit was a central-western variety (§5.2.2). Later, the
normative speakers of Prakrit were from the Deccan, another central area due
south. Bubenik (1996: 12) states:

Maharastri, according to the grammarians, was the Prakrit par
excellence, the ‘standard’ Prakrit. While the grammarians describe
its features, in the case of other Prakrits they mention only how
they deviate from the ‘standard’ Prakrit. According to Dandin (6™
c. A.D.), Maharastr1 was the most ‘excellent’ Prakrit. It was based
on the living tongue of the north-western part of the Deccan (along
the river Godavari)...

Srona Kotikarna (Pali Sona Kutikanna), a native of Avanti in modern Madhya
Pradesh or else of Aparanta(ka) further west, was praised by the Buddha for
his recitation of the whole Atthakavagga.’® The Buddha also regarded him as
foremost of monks with a fine speaking voice.”” The Buddha definitely praises
the delivery of the Atthakavagga recitation®®, but his western accent and dialect
were also valued,* for eastern varieties were not prestigious.

S Russ (1994: 13) translates Martin Luther:

“I haven’t any certain, special language of my own but I use the common German language so
that both North and South Germans can understand me. I speak according to the Saxon Chancery,
which all the princes and kings in Germany follow; all Imperial Towns, princely courts write
according to the Saxon Chancery of our prince, therefore that is the most common German
language.” Saxony is in the centre of Germany.

For example, from the French Revolution onwards, the government promoted the non-central
Parisian French as the standard language.

Vin 1.196, DPR My 5.258 sabbaneva atthakavaggikani sarena abhdsi and Ud 59, DPR Ud
5.6.18 atthakavaggikani sabbaneva sarena abhani.

A 1.24, DPR A 1.14.2.206, AN 1.206 etadaggam, bhikkhave, mama savakanam bhikkhiinam
kalyanavakkarananam yadidam sono kutikanno. Foremost, monks, of my monk disciples with
fine speaking voices is Sona Kuttikanna.’

®Horner (1962: 264) translates the Pali (Vin 1.196-7): “Good, it is good, monk, that by you,
monk, the Divisions of Eights are well learnt, well reflected upon, well attended to, and that you
are endowed with lovely speech, distinct, without hoarseness, so as to make the meaning clear.”
Tatelman (2005: 89) translates the Sanskrit version “Excellent! Excellent, Shrona! Mellifluous is
the Dharma you have spoken and presented.”

3¢ Accent’ is possible for sarena and is confirmed by Lévi (1915: 404fn.): “une prononciation
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Bronkhorst (2007: 7-8) points out the language of the east had low status.
He cites the Satapatha Brahmana (3.2.1.23) giving the speech of demons
as he’lavo he ‘lavah; according to Patafijali, this stands for the Magadhi
he’layo he ‘layah; in Sanskrit, it corresponds to he’rayo he ‘rayah, Hail
Friends!” Hock (1991: 1) translates this passage: “The Asuras, deprived
of (correct) speech, saying he lavo, he lavah, were defeated. This is the
unintelligible speech which they uttered at that time. Who speaks thus is a
barbarian. Therefore a brahmin should not speak like a barbarian, for that is
the speech of the Asuras.”

Bronkhorst (2007: 9) follows up with the Jaiminiya Brahmana (1.337-38)
which relates how a certain Brahmin called Brahmadatta Caikitaneya was
appointed Purohita, ‘head-priest’, by the king of the Kosalans, Brahmadatta
Prasenajita, but left claiming the king’s son spoke like an easterner and could
not be understood.®® The Brahmin’s unwillingness to adapt attests to the low
status of the eastern variety. We can infer that in the late Vedic period Kosala
must have been a transition zone where a western variety predominated,
though an eastern variety was becoming more accepted by the younger
generation. From his analysis of Vedic dialects, Witzel (1989: 226) concluded

CLIS

spéciale, un accent locale”, ‘a special pronunciation, a local accent’” Lévi offers parallel passages
from: Divyavadana from the Mula-Sarvastivadin Vinaya (1915: 404) “avec le timbre du pays d’

CLINS]

Aparantaka”, ‘in the accent of the country of Aparantaka’; from the Sarvastivadin Vinaya (1915:
407) “avec la prononciation du pays d’ Avanti”, ‘in the pronunciation of the country of Avanti’;
finally, from the Mahi$asaka Vinaya (1915: 409) with the Buddha enquiring “Les hommes de ce
royaume prononcent-ils tous ainsi?”, ‘Do all the men of this kingdom pronounce in this way?’
Tatelman (2005: 88-89) confirms ‘accent’ at Divyavadana 1.159 “in the accent of Ashmaparantaka,
but with the proper intonation” for asmaparantikaya svaraguptikaya.

However, the Theravadins appear to have a different tradition on sarena, taking it as ‘delivery’
instead of ‘accent’: Ud-a and Vin-t offer suttussaranasarena abhasi, sarabhaniavasena kathesiti
attho, ‘he spoke the suttas in a high-pitched voice, the significance is because he recited in
plainchant.”; Vin-a makes no comment. Rhys Davids & Oldenberg (1882: 37) give “intoned”;
Horner (1962: 264) translates sarena as “from memory”, which would only be correct if reciting
from a written text were the norm in the Buddha’s day; Masefield (1994: 105) has “melodically”,
but this is specifically forbidden at Vin I1.107. The commentary to A IV.63 on Velukantaki
Nandamata’s recitation of the Parayana gives sarena bhasafiti ... madhurena sarabhaiifiena
bhasati, ‘she intoned ... she recited in a pleasing plainchant’.

®n case the reader believes this undermines my claim of mutual intelligibility (§2.3), allow
me to quote Trudgill (2010: 182): “It is well known that mutual intelligibility can increase with
exposure; it can depend on the willingness of the parties involved to attempt to understand each
other and to make themselves understood; it may not be equal in both directions; and so on.”
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“The Kosala land, occupied by the Kanvas, Baudhayaniyas, and Séndilyas,
however, is in many ways a transitional area (usually with a strong Western
influence) ...” ¢!

The Sakyans were possibly considered rough spoken.®? Certainly one
brahmin regarded them, and presumably their language, as lacking prestige
and a negative evaluation of the Buddha’s people in a Buddhist text must be
significant. Whatever, the truth of matter, the Buddha is likely to have been
educated, as a chief’s son, to speak a standard western dialect suitable for
conversation with members of the Kosalan governing elite, including royalty.®
The Buddha’s praise of the westerner Sona Kutikanna’s accent makes most
sense if there existed such a standard variety.

Although eastern Asokan inscriptions are in the court language of the east,
it is uncontroversial to say those of Girnar in Kathiawar in the west are close to
Pali. Lamotte (1958: 626) wrote:

. we can conclude that neither Magadhi nor Ardhamagadhi
constitutes the linguistic basis of Pali, and that the cradle of the
latter - if we can speak of cradle for such a composite language - is
to be sought amongst the Western Prakrits, in the area of Avanti
extending into Kathiawar.

o'T assume this linguistic situation continued through the Buddha’s time until changed
by the Mauryan empire. The bias against eastern varieties must have abated then, but
returned afterwards, for eastern varieties disappeared from the inscriptional record and
Magadht had a low status in Sanskrit drama.

©The Brahmin Ambattha calls Sakyans pharusa (pharusa, bho gotama, sakyajati D 1.90,
DPR D 1.3.264, DN 3); this could mean ‘rough-spoken’ without the suffix -vaca. However, the
commentary gives khara, ‘rough’ for pharusa.

S'Wynne is quoted in Gombrich (2018: 82) as suggesting that the Buddha’s dialect would have
been a western-type Kosali as he was based in Savatthi, Kosala’s capital, midway between Delhi
and Magadha. This is compatible with my argument that the Buddha would not have spoken
Magadhi (§3.1)

However, the linguistic situation of Kosala could have been complex. Given the evidence above
that Kosala was a transitional area in the late Vedic period, we cannot assume the dialect of Savatthi
was the same as that of Kapilavatthu, the Buddha’s home town, some 100km east and potentially
across an isogloss demarcating a more eastern variety. The Savatthi dialect may itself have been a
mixture of eastern and western types. We cannot even be sure the Buddha was a native Indo-Aryan
speaker; Levman (2013: 157) infers that he may have spoken a Munda language. Moreover, the
Kosalan elite, including the Buddha, may not have spoken a local dialect, but a standard sociolect.
Finally, the Buddha may have spoken both a local dialect and a standard sociolect.
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This, of course, is the home region of Sona Kutikanna. What is controversial,
however, is the claim here that the Buddha spoke this (non-composite) language.

5.2.2 A variety evidenced in inscriptions
Salomon (1998: 77) states:

Like the eastern dialect under Asoka, the central-western dialect of
the post-Mauryan era was used far beyond what must have been
its original homeland. Thus we find inscriptions in this standard
epigraphic Prakrit as far afield as Orissa in the east, for instance, in the
Hathigumpha inscription ..., while in the south it is abundantly attested
in inscriptions from such sites as Nagarjunakonda and Amaravati. This
central-western MIA dialect was, in fact, virtually the sole language
in epigraphic use in the period in question, and therefore seems, like
Pali, to have developed into something like a northern Indian lingua
franca, at least for epigraphic purposes, in the last two centuries B.C.
This is not to say that the inscriptions in this dialect, which Senart
called “Monumental Prakrit”, are totally devoid of local variations. ...
But all in all, the standard epigraphic or “Monumental” Prakrit can be
treated as essentially a single language whose use spread far beyond
its place of origin, and which should not be taken to represent the local
vernacular of every region and period where it appears.

Not only did post-Mauryan inscriptions default to a roughly homogeneous
western variety, some are remarkably similar to Pali. Therefore, Epigraphic
Prakrit is taken here as a reflex of Pali. Barua (1926: 119) states of the 2™ century
BCE Bharhut inscriptions in Madhya Pradesh “Barring the provincialisms, the
language of the Bharhut railing can be regarded as a Pali dialect.” This is hardly
surprising in a Buddhist site. However, in Orissa in the Hathigumpha cave, there is
a completely secular inscription of the 1* century BCE recording the rule of King
Kharavela, who claims to respect all sects. Barua (1929: 157) says of it: “Leaving
the spelling and pronunciation of a few words out of consideration, we can say
that their language is Pali, and nothing but Pali.” Norman (1993: 87) concurs:
“There is, in fact, very little difference between Pali, shorn of its Magadhisms and
Sanskritisms, and the language of the Hathigumpha inscription.” Cousins (2013:
124-7) described Epigraphic Prakrit as ‘Old Pali’, and of the much later inscriptions
found at Devnimori in Gujarat (ca. 400CE) and Ratnagiri in Odisha (ca. 500 CE)
von Hintiiber (1985a: 197) states ““... the language, although closer to Pali than any
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should be classified linguistically as two new varieties of continental Pali...”

This sketch of the geographical scope, non-sectarian character and longevity
of Epigraphic Prakrit on the Indian mainland is offered as evidence that it had
the status of a standard language. The similarities to Epigraphic Prakrit suggest

that Pali also had the same status.*

5.2.3 A variety predating the Asokan inscriptions

The antiquity of Pali is suggested by features paralleled in Vedic and absent

from classical Sanskrit. Oberlies (2001: 7-14) offers:

1.

71 words found in Pali and Vedic but missing from classical
Sanskrit;

Pali and Vedic use the aorist as the standard preterite, but
Sanskrit does not;

Pali -a stem m. nom. pl. endings -@se/-d@so, n. nom. pl. -a@ and
m., n. instr. pl. -ehi and -7 stem acc. sg. -iyam parallel Vedic
-asah, -a, -ebhih, -yam and contrast with Sanskrit -ah, -ani,
aih, -im;

the Pali dat./gen. sg. of the personal pronouns and the loc. sg.
of ta(d) without anusvara, mayha, tuyha and tamhi, parallel
Rgvedic mdhya, tubhya and ydsmi/ sasmi and contrast with
Sanskrit mahyam, tubhyam and tasmin,;

Pali and Vedic preserve suffixes missing from Sanskrit: the
infinitive in -tave, the participle in -avi(n), the suffix -ttana
forming abstract nouns;

6 words in Pali and Vedic, but with a meaning lost by classical
Sanskrit; e.g. senad ‘missile’ or the distinction between Pali
kasati, ‘ploughs’, and kassati, ‘drags’ (Vedic krsati and karsati)
fused into Sanskrit karsati, ‘plough/ drag’.

®The silence of Indian grammarians on Epigraphic Prakrit and Pali gives the opposite
impression that this variety was a marginal language. Von Hiniiber (1985b: 72) explains the
silence as Pali being subsumed under Paisaci. It is also possible that Sanskrit grammars were

ignoring the competition for the H-language by linking other Prakrits to Sanskrit.
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The Vedic and Pali -#vana absolutive is another example absent from classical
Sanskrit.

Pali has early features which are not found in inscriptions.®® In some cases,
they are also clearly older than classical Sanskrit or Ardha-Magadhi.

1. Barua (1929: 158) noted Pali is close to Vedic in retaining /
rather than adopting Sanskrit d, However, the Hathigumpha
inscriptions (H) follow Sanskrit (Skt) and Ardha-Magadhi
(AMg). Pali kilika, ‘sport’, (krila in Vedic) becomes krida
(Skt), kidiya (AMg) and kidika (H). Pali kifita, ‘played’, (krilita
Vedic) becomes kridita (Skt), kidda (AMg) and kidita (H). Pali
pila, ‘pain’, (Vedic pipile, ‘was pressed’) becomes pidayati
(Skt), pida (AMg) and pidapayati, ‘oppress’, (H). Pali talaka,
‘reservoir’, becomes tadaka (Skt), and tadaga (Skt, AMg, H).
Pali veluriya, ‘beryl’, becomes vaidiirya (Skt) and veduriya
(AMg, H). Pali kalara ‘tawny’ becomes kadara (Skt, AMg,
H).% Salomon (1998: 35-6) states of the Brahmi script used for
Tamil inscriptions of 2™ century BCE at the earliest “...it has
four entirely new characters, interpreted as na, ra, ra and la,
which were evidently created in order to represent Dravidian
phonemes not represented in standard (northern) Brahmi.”.
It appears that la had not been needed in Epigraphic Prakrit
because it had already developed into da. For example, in the
Asokan Pillar Edict V, Pali elaka, ‘ram’, and elaka, ‘ewe’,
become edaka and edaka (Skt edaka, edaka).””

®There is no database of Indian inscriptions to check with and these observations are based
on a small sample.

®Pischel §240 states that in the literary Prakrits d is generally /. This is the exact opposite
of what I propose for Epigraphic Prakrit. However, I am speaking of historical sound changes
proven by / vanishing, but d remaining in modern Hindi, Urdu, Bhopuri, Magahi, Maithili, Nepali,
Sindhi and Kashmiri (Cardona & Jain 2003). Pischel (§226) is referring to spelling conventions
of North India which were broadened to the extent that ta, da or, na could become la or la. These
conventions were unlikely to apply to the Sri Lankan Pali tradition; modern Sinhala retains ¢, d,
n, [ and /, as does Oriya, Panjabi, Gujarati, Marathi and Konkani. Cardona & Jain (2003) do not
present a modern Indo-Aryan language that retains / but loses d.

¢"However, Hultzsch (1925: 225) reads elaka at Topra and Rampurva PE V C (d at other sites)
and elake at every site but Topra PE V J, which has d. He also reads dudfr ‘tortoise’ (Skt dudi/ duli)
for PE V B for Allahabad, but disregards Buhler’s dadi for Topra and offers da/7 instead along with
dulr for three other sites; there is no Pali equivalent. For Pali pannarasa ‘fifteenth’ Hultzsch reads
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2. Oberlies (2001: 99) states that in Pali -vv- as a result of -vy-,
-vr- or -rv- is represented by -bb- in medial position.®® The
-rv- cluster has a unique development to -bb- in Pali and later
to -vv-. Vedic, Sanskrit and Western Asokan conserve sarva,
‘all’, Pali has sabba, which develops to Eastern Asokan,
Bharhut, Saiici and Hathigumpha sava® and Ardha-Magadhi
savva (with a separate development for North-western A§okan
savra). Similarly, Vedic and Sanskrit conserve parvata,
‘mountain’, Pali has pabbata, which develops into Eastern
Asokan, Bharhut and Hathigumpha pavata and Ardha-
Magadht pavvata. The -vy- cluster has a unique development
to -bb- in Pali and later to -vv- or -viy-. For the gerundive,
Sanskrit and Western Asokan conserve -tavya, Pali has
-tabba, North-western Asokan -tave, Ardha-Magadht -yavva
and Eastern A$okan -faviye. As Pischel §201 gives medial
-b- changing to -v- in literary Prakrits, we can infer -bb- in
Pali became -vv- in Epigraphic Prakrit and its absence from
inscriptions makes -bb- pre-Asokan. 7

pamnalasam at Araraj and Nandangarh PE V H, but pamnadasaye at every site but Nandandgarh
PE V J. In each case, Hultzsch is substituting / for Buhler’s ¢ on the basis of Buhler’s admission
of some uncertainty on interpreting the shapes of worn characters and Liiders’ certainty that /
was correct here; Liiders (1911: 1089) thought / was more widely used in Epigraphic Prakrit and
Sanskrit than generally supposed and etymologies needed to be revised accordingly.

In conclusion, Hultzsch and Liiders are contradicted by Salomon’s claim that early Brahmi
script had no /, and I defer to Salomon as he is more up-to-date; however, if a future critical edition
of the Asokan inscriptions should vindicate Hultzsch, I would modify my argument to say that the
change from / to d was in progress at the time of ASoka though, as / predominates in Pali, Pali has
pre-Asokan characteristics.

By accepting this, [ do not wish to imply that Pali is derived from Vedic or Sanskrit. I
subscribe to the model following Wackernagel in Hock & Pandharipande (1978: 13) of parallel
developments of Vedic and Prakrit with a pre-Vedic common ancestor.

“These are written in the Brahmi script, which gives single letters for double consonants.

The initial by- cluster is unique to Pali. Pali frequently also has vy- for the same word, but
this is the sole form in other varieties. Pali byarjana/ vyaiijana ‘syllable/ letter’, has equivalents
vyanijana (Vedic and Sanskrit), vivamjana (A$ Sarnath) and vayajana (A$ Rupnath). Pali byatta/
vyatta ‘clever’, equates to vyakta (Vedic and Sanskrit) and viyata (A$ Pillar Edicts). Pali byappatha/
vyavata, ‘busy’, equates to vyaprta (Sanskrit), vvapata (Western Asokan) and viyapata (North-
western and Eastern Asokan).

It could be argued that the difference between by- and vy- is regional: Burmese and Thai
manuscripts prefer the former, whereas Sinhalese manuscripts prefer the latter; therefore, while
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3. The absolutive ending -tva is usually considered a
Sanskritisation, on the dubious assumption that the Buddha
used (Ardha-)Magadhi -(i)#ta.” If, however, one acknowledges
the Theravada tradition that Pali dates from the Buddha and the
evidence above that Pali is in some respects closer to Vedic

-bb- is used across all regions, it might merely represent a consensus on orthography and not an
original sound.

Against this argument are the following observations:

To my knowledge, the Burmese and Thai editions only have by-; this may be related to the lack
of [v] or [v] in the Burmese or Thai phonetic inventory.

Sinhalese has both [b] and [v] and Sinhalese editions, as given by GRETIL, http://gretil.sub.
uni-goettingen.de/, show the following distributions of by-/vy-: D I, 122/ 43; D 11, 83/ 6; D III,
146/ 34; M 1, 352/ 58; M 11, 129/ 28; M 111, 54/ 60; S 1, 13/ 7; S 11, 156/ 58; S 111, 6/ 5 ; S 1V, 7/
276; SV 53/ 155; A132/ 130 ; A1 79/ 78; A 11l 68/ 184; ATV 21/ 92; AV 552/ 126. Only five
examples, M III, S IV, S V, A IIl and A TV, show a preference for vy-, whereas the other eleven
examples prefer by-. I claim that these results do not show any levelling or evidence of a later
redaction, unlike the Thai and Burmese texts.

The argument for regional orthographic variation implies the doubly implausible scenario of
(a) one orthographic convention, v, for inscriptions and a different convention, b, for manuscripts
and of (b) an exemption from levelling in Sinhalese manuscripts for by-/vy-, but a complete
levelling of -vv-/-bb- to -bb-.

The absence of by- from the inscriptional record suggests it is pre-Asokan and confirms -bb- as
also pre-Asokan. The scenario envisaged here is that b is a genuine phonetic variant of v, well
entrenched in the Buddha’s day in medial position, but influenced in the by- cluster by contact
with other varieties to become vy- at times. Later, /b/ had changed to /v/ in Epigraphic Prakrit (and
in literary prakrits), but was conserved as -bb- and by- in the Sinhalese Pali tradition along with
the vy- alternative, which would be pronounced [vj] or [vj]. The vy- alternative was levelled to by-
in the Burmese and Thai Pali traditions, possibly because it was suspected of being a Sanskritism,
possibly because [v] and [v] are not in their phonetic inventories, v being pronounced [w], and
because [wj] is difficult to pronounce.

"Norman (1997: 78) states “Writing down would have been an excellent opportunity for the
homogenisation of forms — all absolutives in -#/@ being changed to -tva ....” However, Oberlies
(2001: 265) gives eight endings for the Pali absolutive, -(i)tva, -i)tvana(m), -(i)tu(m), -tina, -(i)ya
(-cca), -(i)yana(m), -eyya - and am. He does not include -#ta. Against Norman’s view, it is unlikely
that only the alleged -#ta ending would be completely ‘Sanskritised’, while other absolutive forms
remain unedited.

Von Hiniiber (1982: 136) argued for an absolutive in -#f/a@ by comparing the agent noun chetta at
Sn 343 in the PTS edition with the Burmese edition absolutive chetva; he suggested that the agent
noun was mistaken for the alleged -#/@ absolutive and was edited in the Burmese edition; however,
he has no definitive examples of -#G as an absolutive.

Norman and von Hiniiber sought evidence of -##a in Pali on the hypothesis that the Buddha
spoke a kind of Magadhi. I do not think that they succeeded.
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than Sanskrit (including the Vedic and Pali -tvana absolutive
missing in Sanskrit), we can hypothesise that this absolutive
is an original feature. Then we have a simple trajectory of
the development from -(i)tvana (Vedic and Pali) > -(i)tva
(Vedic, Sanskrit and Pali) > -(i)tta (Ardha-Magadhi) > -(i)ta
(Hathigumpha) with separate developments for -(i)fu (Eastern
and North-western Asokan) and -(i)tpa (Western Asokan). On
the basis of Occam’s Razor, as advocated by Hock (1991: 538),
taking -fva as an original feature is preferable to the redundant
Sanskritisation narrative and thus supports the Theravada
tradition.

4. Brahmana ‘brahmin’ is also usually considered to be a
Sanskritisation, but by taking it as a 5 century BCE feature we
have a simpler and therefore a preferable development from
brahmana (Vedic, Pali, and Sanskrit) > brahmana (Western
AsSokan) > bram(h)ana (Bharhut) > bamhana (Hathigumpha)
with separate developments, bramana (North-western A§okan),
bammana (Ardha-Magadhi) and bambhana (Eastern Asokan).
Almost certainly brahmins called themselves brahmanah
in every area of India, and this is likely to be a loanword in
Pali before being naturalised in other varieties by the sound
changes recorded in inscriptions.’

"2There are two problems with brahmana in Pali. (1) Oberlies (2001: 93) states that in word
initial position in Pali only single consonants are allowed. This is certainly a strong tendency in
Pali, but not a rule: the br- cluster is repeated in all derivatives of brahman and also in brahant,
brati and britheti and their derivatives; initial clusters of, ty-, tv-, dr-, dv-, by-, vy- and sv- are
also found in Pali dictionaries. (2) The long first vowel contravenes the Law of Morae, though
Geiger, (1916 §7, 8) notes exceptions and the ancients were not always strict about this ‘law’
(§2.4). Oberlies (2001: 107), relying on Saksena, states “brahmana- is a Sanskritism and does not
comply with any Pali sound law; its ‘etymologies’ (e.g. bahitapapo ti brahmano, Dhp. 388) show
that it was pronounced as b(r)ahana-."” The Dhammapada abounds in polysemy and wordplay,
so its ‘etymology’ may say more about a word play than its actual pronunciation; I cannot find
an attested example of b(r)ahana. Pace Saksena, one would not necessarily expect a borrowing
from another variety to reflect the host language’s sound conventions. In English, rendezvous
is frequently pronounced as in French with a nasalised first vowel although this feature is not
part of English phonology. The French hors d’ oeuvres, ‘starters’, is pronounced /o: do:v(ra)/ in
Britain, approximating the French, although in America it is naturalised to /o:r do-:vz/. Similarly,
brahmana could be considered either as an original anomalous feature or as a loanword which
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The MOTT claims that Pali represented a translation from Magadhi, as
exemplified in the Eastern A$okan inscriptions, into a western literary variety. If
so, it would be most unlikely to have features pre-dating Classical Sanskrit, Ardha-
Magadhi, the Asokan inscriptions or Epigraphic Prakrit. If, however, Pali is a natural
language of the 5 century BCE, one would expect a few of its features to evolve in
its reflex, Epigraphic Prakrit, and in other varieties. This is what is actually found.”

5.3 Linguistic conditions supporting a standard language

In §2.3, there were arguments for the mutual intelligibility of Indo-Aryan in the
Buddha’s day and beyond.  now argue that the standard vocabulary recommended
by the Buddha (§5.1) would have strengthened mutual intelligibility among the
dialects. For, with standard vocabulary, their differences were overwhelmingly
of accent, with very few of syntax and of morphology.

First, we look at a controversy. Regarding the ASokan Rock Edicts, Cousins
(2013: 97) seems to agree on mutual intelligibility: “...the North-Western forms
of Middle Indian in the early Mauryan period were certainly relatively close
to the dialects spoken on the Gangetic plain.” However, Levman (2016: 2),
speaking first of the Buddha’s time, disagrees:

was naturalised in later varieties.

Lamotte (1958: 627-8) came to the opposite conclusion: that Pali post-dates the Asokan
inscriptions on the basis of archaisms found in the north-west, e.g. three sibilants compared to
one in Pali, dhrama (Pali dhamma) and drasana (Pali dassana), showing r retention; he also
found archaisms in the west: e.g. long vowels before consonant clusters, e.g. atpa (Pali atta),
and unassimilated clusters such as gerundives in -favya. His reasoning is fallacious because:
(1) he would not have found these archaisms had he made the comparisons with the dominant
eastern Asokan variety; (2) language varieties do not change at the same rate in the same features,
Thus typically any variety compared to another will have both more archaic and fewer different
archaic features. Lamotte (1957: 626) acknowledges that Pali has some archaic features closer
to Vedic than Sanskrit, but these are apparently ignored when coming to his final conclusion that
Pali is less archaic; (3) the retention of r in dhrama and drasana continued into the Common
Era in the north-western variety’s reflex, Gandhari. On Lamotte’s reasoning we could wrongly
deduce that Pali post-dates the beginning of the Common Era; arguably, these are not archaisms,
but later developments by metathesis from Sanskrit dharma and darsana; (4) to make a valid
relative dating, the same features need to be compared across all available varieties to identify
trends in the majority of varieties, as above in the bullet points of §5.2.3, but Lamotte selected
different features in each variety and compared only two varieties at a time. Lamotte also refers
to a six-member compound aniccucchadanaparimaddanabhedanavidamsanadhammo (D 1.76)
‘an impermanent thing, subject to erosion, abrasion, dissolution and disintegration’ and correctly
points out such long compounds are not characteristic of early Indo-Aryan texts; however, six
member compounds are untypical of Pali and suggest later editing.
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We know, for example, that the north-western dialect (GandharT)
was quite different from the eastern dialects, and it was unlikely
that they were mutually comprehensible. Certainly by Asoka’s
time the dialect differences between, for example, the dialect of
Shabazgarht in the north and KalsT in the east were considerable.

Levman is not alone, as Gombrich (1988: 128) opines:

The Mauryan Empire was a political unit of a new order of
magnitude in India, the first, for example, in which there were
speakers of Indo-Aryan languages ... so far apart that their dialects
must have been mutually incomprehensible.

Levman and Gombrich offer no evidence and, to argue the contrary,
an excursion into linguistics is offered, exemplifying what Bechert (1991:
6) advocated: “... we should make use of the results of research into related
developments outside India.” We start with this comparison from Fennell (2001:
92) who is demonstrating the influence of Old Norse on English:

The children are playing in the street (standard Present Day English)
The bairns are lakin out on t street (Modern Humberside dialect)
Barnen leker ute pd gatan (Modern Swedish).

To an English native speaker, the last sentence is unintelligible and the middle
sentence is understandable only if the local vocabulary (bairn, lak out) of the
Humberside dialect is understood. The different phonology (final /n/ instead of /1)/
in lakin and reducing the to /t/) presents no problem to a native English speaker.

Therefore, the criteria suggested for mutual intelligibility are: a difference
of phonology alone, i.e. of accent, does not normally create a barrier to
comprehension; a difference of vocabulary will be a problem until it is learnt.
However, differences of grammar, will pose a barrier that mere exposure to the
variety cannot resolve, as in the Swedish example.”

"Even a pidgin based on English vocabulary, such as Bislama from Vanuatu in the West
Pacific, is unintelligible to a native English speaker, so crucial is the role of grammar. Freeborn
(2006: 420f1f) offers parallel versions of the Bible, Matthew 26:73:

Bislama (Gud Nyus Bilong Jisas Krais): “Gogo smol taem nomo, ol man ia we oli stap stanap
long ples ia, oli kam long Pita, oli talem long em, oli se, ‘Be i tru ia, yu yu wan long olgeta. Yu
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5.3.1 Underlying similarities in Asokan inscriptions
The opening of the first Asokan (AS$) rock edict (RE1) illustrates Levman’s

comparison:

Kalst (As$K), India, near Dehra Dun.
(Hultzsch  1925:  27): (A) Iyam
dhammalipi Devanampiyena Piyadasina
lekhita. (B) hida na kichhi jive alabhitu
pajohitaviye.

‘(A) This law edict is inscribed by
Piyadasi, Beloved of Gods. (B) Here
no life whatever is to be taken and
sacrificed.’

Shabazgarhi (A$Sh), Pakistan, near
Peshawar. (Hultzsch 1925: 51): (A)
Aya dhramadipi Devanapriasa raiio
likhapitu. (B) hida no kichi jive arabhitu
prayuhotave.

‘(A) This law edict of the King, Beloved
of Gods, is inscribed by order. (B) Here
no life whatever is to be taken and
sacrificed.’

Although the wording of the two sets is not identical in all cases, it is striking
that there are arguably no differences in syntax in either set of inscriptions.” In
terms of morphology, the differences that could potentially affect comprehension
are similarly very small, 1-2%¢, and so we can rule out the unintelligibility

luk, tok bilong yu itok bilong man Galili ia.””

English (New English Bible): “Shortly afterwards the bystanders came up and said to Peter,
‘Surely you are another of them; your accent gives you away?’”

“Twelve differences are noted using Hultzsch’s edition: RE1(A) instrumental with non-
causative v genitive with causative; RE1(G), (H) Timni/ tini panani v trayo prana - neuter v
masculine; RE111(C) etaye v etisa — genitive v dative; REII(C) athaye v karana - dative v
ablative; REIII(E) hetuvata v hetuto — instrumental v ablative; REIV(B) dasana v drasanam —
plural v singular; REVI(H) uthanasa v uthanasi genitive v locative; REVIII(C) nikhamitha v
nikrami - imperfect v aorist; REIX(G) etc. dasa-bhatakasi v dasa-bhatakasa — locative v genitive;
REXI(A) hd v hahati — aorist v perfect: REXI(C) dasa-bhatakasi v dasa-bhatakanam — locative
singular v genitive plural. Ten of these differences are merely stylistic and the two instances from
REI(G) and (H), masculine v neuter, tini panani v trayo prana, may not be a mistake in the other
dialect, as Pali has both panani and pana. These are a mere twelve out of 134 sentences in ASK
and 137 in A$Sh, 133 of which are comparable. Thus, the differences in syntax are minimal and
probably non-existent.

"®Whether a variation is phonological or morphological is sometimes moot: Beal (2010: 10)
states that article reduction from the to ¢’ could be seen as either (cf. the Humberside example
from Fennell); Bloomfield and Edgerton (1932: 15) acknowledge that what they treat as phonetic
variation is often accompanied by or results in lexical or morphological change; at ASK and A$Sh,
two instances, REVI(E) hakam v aham and REX(B) dhataye v etaye, appear to defy classification
into morphological or phonological or lexical. Following Hultzsch (1925: Ixxxvii), in this paper
variant inflections involving a single phonetic change are taken as phonetic variants; for example,
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of unfamiliar grammar paralleled for English speakers by Swedish. Crucially,
there is hardly any lexical difference, only four lexemes in A$Sh representing
about 1% of vocabulary used.”’

5.3.2 Mutual intelligibility despite different accents
Despite great uniformity in other features, there is considerable variation in
phonology, i.e. in accent. While differences of accent are often initially difficult to

with nominative masculine singular -a declension endings in -a, -e or -o, my reasoning is: (1)
There are many obvious phonetic variations in the inscriptions and a native Aryan speaker would
have been more likely to process variant inflection as yet another variant pronunciation. (2) At
both sites, all these variants are found (Hultzsch 1925: Ixxvi, xc), which suggests that they were
processed by native speakers as morphophonemes, i.e. interchangeable pronunciations of the
same nominative masculine singular morpheme.

Some morphological variants in both varieties are found in a single language, Pali: at REII(A)
etc. -asi (ASK) and —e (A$Sh) are both locative singular endings. The same goes for the causative
variants at REIII(E) etc. anapayisamti v anapesamti; the standard ASK causative stem in -aya- is
also found in A$Sh at REVI(F) etc. in anapayami instead of the usual A$Sh -e- stem; Pali also
shows both forms in many verbs. Moreover, -asi, the standard ASK ending, is also found in the
other variety, AsSh, at REI(F), etc. (The A$Sh variant of -aspi for -asi is regarded here as a
phonological variation.) Therefore, these variants are likely to be mutually comprehensible.

One objective measure of morphological change is a difference in the number of syllables.
On this basis, the remaining morphological variants which may cause initial difficulty in
comprehension are: REI(G), XIV(A) yeva v vo; REII(A), (E), (F), II(A) (twice), 4(B), (F),
VII(F), XIII(A) lGjine v raiio; REIII(B), (K) duvadasa v badasa; REIV(K) lGjina v raiia; REV(D)
mamayd v maya; REVIII(B) husu v abhuvasu; REIX(H) suvamikena v spamikena; REXII(G)
kalata v karamino; REXI(J) kayanaga v kalanagama; REXIII(H) eva v vo. This amounts to 20
changes that might be temporarily unintelligible in an estimated 10 lexemes per sentence and 133
comparable sentences, which equals 1330 tokens, between one and two percent of vocabulary.

(An exception to the number of syllables criterion is -iy-, as in REI(B) pajohitaviye versus -v-
as in prayuhotave; this is -vy- in Girnar, as in prajihitavyam; ASK inserts an epenthetic vowel to
produce -viy-, whereas AsSh reduces to -v-. This change occurs in nouns as well as gerundives; at
RE13(H) there is the noun vyasanam in Girnar, viyasanam in ASK and vasanam in A§Sh Therefore
the missing syllable -iy- in A$Sh is a phonological not morphological change.)

""Hultzsch (1925: xlii) observes that A$Sh dipi instead of /ipi is found in Persian inscriptions
and considers As$Sh nipesapita (RE14(A)) as an ancient Persian loan word synonymous with
likhapita. Norman (1970: 123-4) includes them in his list of independently verified dialect
words, all of which come from A$Sh, and adds spasu for bhagint and kupa for udupana. Thus the
number of identified dialect words at A$Sh is a mere 4. Dipi occurs 6 times, nipista 4, nipesita 1,
nipesapita 1, spasu 1, kupa 1, a total of 14 occurrences. At an estimated 10 lexemes per sentence
and 133 sentences, they approximate to 1% of the vocabulary used. (There are also what I infer
are transmission errors, which are not counted, e.g REIV(B) ASK agi-kamdhani, ‘masses of fire’
v A$Sh joti-kamdhani, ‘masses of light’.)
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comprehend (and this may be all that Levman and Gombrich meant), they become
comprehensible to a native speaker with sufficient exposure.” Native speakers
would realise in the case of Sanskrit dharma (Pali dhamma) that in ASK dhamma r
was assimilated, but in A§Sh dhrama r was moved before the vowel. (In Pali there
is a similar metathesis of » which realises Sanskrit arya as ariya or ayira). There
is a similar pattern of » retention, dropping and metathesis in English:

Standard spelling General American Standard British  Non-standard

(Sanskrit analogy ~ (KalsT analogy (Shabazgarht
with 7 retention, with » dropping, analogy with
dharma) dhamma) r metathesis,
dhrama)
Perhaps /parhaps/ /pohaps/ /prohaps/
Performance /parfo:rmons/ /pafa:mans/ /prafa:(r)mans/

Until the 17th century, the » was pronounced throughout England as it is in
modern General American English (Sanskrit analogy), but afterwards the r was
dropped in southern British English. Non-standard pronunciations on both sides
of the Atlantic of *prehaps for the standard perhaps and *preformance™ for
performance are analogous to Shabazgarhi.®

It is cumbersome to describe this sound change in English, but a native
speaker of any variety of English can process these differences within fractions
of a second quite unconsciously and without loss of intelligibility. For the
non-native speaker, however, such changes could be glaringly disconcerting.
Similarly, the differences in the Asokan inscriptions may have been unnoticed
or irrelevant to native speakers with good exposure to different accents,
while appearing highly significant to a modern scholar. Another asymmetry

8By sufficient exposure, I mean staying with a family which speaks the unfamilar variety for a
week. It would not be possible for an English speaker to learn Swedish in this time.

For example, Paul Gambaccini, an authority on popular music, can be heard on the BBC
using this pronunciation consistently.

$9The comparison is not perfect, as the ASK accent compensates for r dropping by inserting m,
whereas the British accent compensates by lengthening the preceding vowel if stressed; thus car;
bird, deer, care and poor are (American first): /kar>ka:, bard>b3:d, dir>dis, ker>kes, pur>pua/,
while the unstressed /pa/ in /po haps/and /pa’fo:mans/remains unchanged.
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between native Indo-Aryan speakers and modern readers, is the optical illusion
of difference caused by broad and narrow transcriptions. English uses broad
transcription where a single spelling of exif will stand for several pronunciations:
/"eksit/, /"egzit/, /'egzi?/etc.; the position is reversed in the Asokan inscriptions,
and a single word, dharma, is spelt dhrama or dhamma to reflect its local
pronunciation. Thus, ASokan inscriptions can deceptively appear to have
greater variation than modern languages with standardised spellings.®!

An explanation for different accents in the Rock Edicts runs as follows:
messengers memorised the edict in court language and recited it to the recipients
who in turn memorised the edict, but inevitably coloured it with their own
accent before it was written down or inscribed. Reliance on memory was the
norm: Megasthenes, the Greek ambassador to the court of Asoka’s grandfather,
remarked on the absence of written laws, and Salomon (1998: 7-8) argues that
writing had a lesser status compared to the spoken word in much of Indian
discourse. Reliance on memory explains the different wording and even omission
of sentences in some versions of the Rock Edicts. (The uniform wording and
language of the Pillar Edicts suggest lessons were learnt and written messages
were used.) Therefore, the linguistic variation evident in the Rock Edicts would
not significantly obstruct mutual intelligibility.

5.3.3 Implications for the Buddha’s teaching language

The difference between the ASK and A§Sh varieties is therefore overwhelmingly
one of accent, though some embryonic dialect features are also evident in lexis
and morphology. Different accents of the same language are generally mutually
comprehensible.®> We are now able to answer Norman (1980: 70), who objects:

$1To illustrate the claim that narrow transcriptions made accents look more divergent than they
sound to a native speaker, here are transcriptions from Trudgill (2000: 68) of very few cars made
it up the long hill in regional accents:

NortheastVeree: few cahs mehd it oop the long hill, /veri: fju: ka:z me:d 1t up 8o lpy hil/

NW Midlands: Veri few cahs mayd it oop the longg ill, /verr fju: ka:z meid 1t vp 8 long 11/

Central Southwest: Veree few carrs mayd it up the long iooll, /veri: fju: ka:rz merd 1t ap 09
Iog ol/

None of these differences interfere with intelligibility to a native speaker.

82 A native English speaker challenged this claim from personal experience of being able to
understand Krio, an English-based creole of Sierra Leone, only in written form, and not when
spoken. I believe the different syntax, morphology and lexis of Krio make it difficult to separate
out the beginnings and endings of words when spoken; on the page, the work of separation is
done. However, with Indo-Aryan dialects, the differences of syntax, morphology and lexis have
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Geiger suggested that the Buddha spoke a lingua franca, free from
the most obtrusive dialect features, but it is hard to imagine what
this could be, for while s and / might well be obtrusive in an area
where s and » were normal, the opposite would be the case in a
region where a dialect with § and / were spoken. It seems much
more likely that the Buddha varied his language to suit his audience.

Firstly, these changes seem trivial and unobtrusive. It is plausible that these
variations were widely acceptable and unobtrusive because they are merely
differences of accent. Secondly, if these differences affected the meaning, the
context would make matters clear. In English, a Chinese waiter referring to
“flied lice” will be understood from the context as referring to ‘rice’ and not to
a meal of insects.

Thus, the linguistic situation was not comparable to that of English and
Swedish, but closer to standard English and Humberside. The Buddhist Sangha
conversing with each other would merely have toned down their dialects,
removing dialect words as required by the Buddha (§5.1). This would produce
varieties which were essentially different accents with some minor morphological
variation. The equivalent for Humbersiders would be to say the children are
playing on t street instead of the bairns are lakin out on 't street, eliminating the
dialect words but retaining much of their local pronunciation and morphology.
As explained in the following three sections, for recitation of texts this degree
of variation would be further reduced to the Indo-Aryan equivalent of standard
English, the children are playing on the street.

5.4 Social conditions supporting a standard language and accent

Rhys Davids (1903: 147), an early SOTT advocate, described how the Wanderers,
paribbajaka, were able to converse with each other:

...the Wanderers talked in a language common among the cultured
laity (officials, nobles, merchants and others), which bore to the
local dialects much the same relation as the English of London,
in Shakespeare’s time, bore to the various dialects spoken in
Somersetshire, Yorkshire, and Essex.

been shown to be insignificant (§5.3.2).
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The London and Home counties dialect of Shakespeare’s time was also used
by the educated nationwide.®® Originally an East Midlands, i.e. central, dialect
that had spread south and had reached London some time after the Black Death
of 1348, it also became a national sociolect of the educated two centuries later. A
sociolect can be spoken in a standard accent or a local accent. Trudgill (2000: 2-3)
states that ‘BBC English’ is Standard English spoken in an accent called Received
Pronunciation and is spoken by 3-5% of the population of England; however,
another 7-12% speak Standard English in a regional accent. Standard English
is understood everywhere in the country and is used in some homes. Similarly,
a standard Indo-Aryan could have originated as a prestigious geographical
dialect in the west, but also have become within several generations a sociolect
of the educated, and not be restricted to formal situations. The Buddha’s accent
apparently differed from Sona Kutikanna’s, but they could both be speaking
standard Indo-Aryan.

However, there was no single pre-eminent political and commercial centre
in the Buddha’s day equivalent to medieval London to promulgate a standard
language. The drivers towards a standard language in 5th century BCE North
India would have been at least three. Firstly, accommodation to other dialects
over centuries would accomplish dialect-levelling and the emergence of regional
standard languages, one of which could become a supra-regional sociolect.
Crystal (2005: 243-8) gives a parallel in the history of English: dialect levelling
in the 14™ and 15" centuries and the emergence of regional standard dialects,
with that of the East Midlands, a central and prosperous region, becoming a
national standard.

Secondly, centres of learning existed in Taxila and Benares and perhaps
elsewhere. Such centres could have performed a similar role in the
standardisation of Indo-Aryan as the British boarding schools did for Received
Pronunciation in English.® Not that this standard was a Taxila or Benares dialect;

$Cf. George Puttenham’s Of the Arte of English Poesie 1589 Book 3 Chapter 3, quoted by
Freeborn (2006: 321):

“...ye fhall therfore take the vfuall fpeach of the Court, and that of London and the thires lying
about London within Ix. myles, and not much aboue. I say not this but that in euery fhyre of
England there be gentlemen and others that fpeake but fpecially write as good Southerne as we of
Middlefex or Surrey do, but not the common people of euery thire, to whom the gentlemen, and
alfo their learned clarkes do for the moft part condefcend...”

$4Crystal (2005: 468-9) describes the development in the 19" century of Received Pronunciation,
originally called Public School Pronunciation:
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the probability is that dialects from across India accommodated to the regional
standard language of an economically active and reasonably central area of
Aryan India, Avanti for example. Such an area would produce more students,
and their central speech would be more readily understood and influential in
forming a new variety, based on the western dialect. Such a variety could then
filter down through government, education, the religious and the army and
by intermarriage across dialect areas. We have examples of these processes.
The Buddha had contact with five men who had studied at Taxila: King
Pasenadi of Kosala; Mahali, a Licchavi chief and educator; Jivaka, physician
to King Bimbisara of Magadha; Angulimala, the mass murderer, possibly a
Kali devotee®®, turned Buddhist monk and Yasadatta, a Mallan convert to the
Buddhist order.

King Pasenadi could have influenced the spread of this standard language
through his connections across dialect boundaries: two Mallans, Bandhula, a
classmate of King Pasenadi at Taxila, and Dighakarayana, Bandhula’s nephew,
served as generals in the Kosalan army; Kosaladevi, Pasenadi’s sister, was
married to King Bimbisara of Magadha; Vajira, Pasenadi’s daughter, was
married to Ajatasattu, the following King of Magadha. This educated sociolect
could move through such networks across dialect boundaries. Once used at
home, the children would become native sociolect speakers and the sociolect
would spread beyond the formally educated and the elite through networks of
government officials, merchants and religious wanderers to become a standard
language accepted throughout India.

A third driver would be the recent rise of urban settlements. Chambers and
Trudgill (2004: 166) argue that linguistic innovations move, not as a ripple from
the innovation source, but as a pebble skipping across water in discontinuous
movements, going from population centre to centre and then rippling out from
the many centres. Urban settlements would have facilitated the spread of the
educated sociolect in this more efficient pattern.

“There was never total uniformity, therefore, but this new accent was certainly one which was
more supra-regional than any previous English accent had ever been. The regional neutrality,
Ellis believed, had come from a natural process of levelling, with educated people from different
regional backgrounds increasingly coming into contact and accommodating to each other’s
speech... University education had brought people from many regional backgrounds together.
Schoolteachers were exercising an increased influence on their charges, and a momentum was
building up within the schools themselves ...”

% Gombrich (1996: 135ff.)
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Sanskrit did not perform the function of a standard language until the
Common Era, judging from epigraphical evidence. Deshpande (1986: 317)
writes of Sanskrit in the time of Patafjali “It was mainly restricted to the
sacrificial and academic activity of learned Brahmins of the Aryavartta. Women
and non-Brahmins were not the normative speakers of Sanskrit.” Even though
Sanskrit was available, probably as a taught second language among Brahmins,
the Buddha would not have adopted it, for ideological reasons. As Deshpande
(1978: 41) states:

On the higher philosophical plane, Buddha totally rejected hereditary
caste rank . . . However, on the lower plane, there is a clear assertion
that Ksatriyas are superior to Brahmins. Thus, from his point of view,
far from being an inferior dialect, Buddha must have considered his
own dialect superior to that of the Brahmins, as he considered his
own Ksatriya rank superior to theirs . . . only on this interpretation
can we explain why the Pali Buddhist tradition came to view Pali to
be the supreme original language of all beings including gods.

The standard language of inscriptions before Sanskrit was Epigraphic Prakrit.
A language with the geographical scope, longevity and non-sectarian character
of Epigraphic Prakrit could not have appeared out of nothing. It must have had
a long and broad hinterland of several centuries of development across India.
From the evidence of §5.2.3, the precursor of Epigraphic Prakrit, an India-wide
standard language based on a western dialect, was Pali. We have now seen the
processes whereby Pali, also a western dialect, could have developed into the
standard Prakrit by the time of the Buddha.

5.5 Pali was not originally an artificial language

Geiger (1916: 2) states “There is now on the whole a consensus of opinion that Pali
bears the stamp of a “Kunstsprache,” i.e. it is a compromise of various dialects.”
Geiger (1916: 5-6) proposed that an artificial language, Kunstsprache, must have
been created after the death of the Buddha based on his language, supposedly
a lingua franca based on Magadhi. Geiger’s evidence for Kunstsprache was
the lack of homogeneity in Pali, and indeed Lamotte called it a composite
language (§5.2.1). What compromise and composite mean in this context is
not clear. English, for example, commonly uses words of Danish origin like
‘they’, ‘them’, window’ and words from French, Latin, Dutch etc., but this does
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not make English an artificially constructed language. Lack of homogeneity
is normal,® and even in the exceptionally homogeneous Sanskrit, there are
borrowings from non-Aryan languages. Geiger argues that numerous double
forms prove Pali to be a mixed dialect and therefore an artificial compromise,
but a natural language like English has these features. Crystal (2005: 75) gives
the following dialect words derived from Old Norse followed by the standard
English: almous/ alms, ewer/ udder, garth/ yard, kirk/ church, laup/ leap, nay/
no, scrive/ write, trigg/ true. Furthermore, in the past tense we see the following
doublets: bet/ betted, burnt/ burned, cost/ costed, crept/ creeped, crew/ crowed,
dove/ dived etc. English is not an artificial language like the completely regular
Esperanto; instead it is as natural a language as any, despite double forms.

Kunstsprache means literally ‘art-speech’ and has connotations of an artificial,
constructed, literary language. This was perhaps a natural influence on a German
scholar 45 years after the unification of Germany in 1871, when there was a need
for a state-wide standard language and committees, sometimes at the behest of
government, designed compromises amongst the varieties to establish standard
vocabulary and also standard pronunciation for the stage (Russ 1994: 12-16).
However, for the Buddha’s day, a better model to use would be that of 15" century
England, which was not a newly-formed state, which lacked state education,
which had little literacy and in which printing was a novelty. According to Fennell
(2001: 123-5), English had evolved three standard varieties, one of which, the East
Midlands dialect, was adopted by a government department from 1430 onwards
and by Caxton as a printing standard in 1476; this went on to become standard
throughout the educated classes by Shakespeare’s day.

In acknowledgement of its prominence, the East Midlands dialect had help
from government and printing which accelerated its progress to becoming a
national standard. However, prior to this Fennell (2001: 125) believes there
existed unattested standard languages to meet the needs of a mobile population
involved in pilgrimages, crusades, universities, inns of court and royal
households. These examples suggest that evolution and natural or deliberate

$Lodge (1993: 35) writes“... Latin, like any natural language, was an amalgam of varieties,
not the homogeneous monolith depicted in the ‘Latin myth’.”

70berlies (2003: 166) suggests that Magadhi was based on an artistic MIA Dichtersprache.
Dichtersprache was a supra-regional written literary language of the 12" century Hohenstaufen
court. However, it is doubtful that this language, based on Swabian, a southern German dialect, was
ever a spoken supra-regional standard, even in royal courts. As he did not refer to Dichtersprache,
I assume Geiger did not have this in mind for Kunstsprache.
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selection can also produce standard languages. Natural selection in medieval
England is a better model for Pali than the intelligent design of 19" century
Germany. The earlier social situation matches ancient India better, and no-one
would design a language like Pali with so many irregularities and double forms.
By contrast, the precision of Sanskrit suggests intelligent design to eliminate
irregularities from an existing language.®®

A religious Kunstsprache of a new order of celibate monks could not have
produced the scope, longevity and non-sectarian character of Epigraphic
Prakrit. It would not have become the standard inscriptional language ahead of
the Sanskrit of centuries-old Brahmanism. The social need for communication
across dialects would not have originated with the Buddha and must have been
met already by an existing standard language.¥ Kunstsprache is implicit in the
notion of Hochdeutsch, standard German, which originated as an amalgam of
book German dialects; however, it is superfluous and anachronistic in oral Pali
and puts an unnecessary wedge between the Buddha’s language and Pali.

5.6 Conclusion: the Buddha adopted western Prakrit for his order

We are now able to infer the language of the Buddhist order on formal and
informal occasions. By requiring his monks to use standard vocabulary (§5.1),
the Buddha ensured mutual intelligibility within the Sangha because the
remaining dialect differences were essentially different accents (§5.3). The
standard vocabulary would have been from western Prakrit (§5.2) and this
would have ensured harmonious informal communication within the Sangha.
However, to meet the needs of a sufficiently fixed transmission for group
recitation, standard morphology and pronunciation were also required and these too
would have been adopted from western Prakrit. The result was Pali, which provided
the medium for the ideal of fixed transmission and was lexically, morphologically
and syntactically fixed, but phonetically somewhat fluid, although identifiably
western. Effort would have been required for those unfamiliar with this sociolect
to understand it, but preaching would often be in the local dialect by disciples
native to that area, who could explain recited Pali texts; in any case, exposure to
Pali recitation would make it more easily comprehensible. If he was not a native

$8Kulikov (2013: 68) tracks the debate over whether Panini’s Sanskrit accurately reflected
language in actual use.

$This argument against Geiger’s Kunstsprache applies also to Gombrich’s hypothesis (2018:
78) that the Buddha created a lingua franca.

69



THE BUDDHA TAUGHT IN PALI: A WORKING HYPOTHESIS

speaker of Pali, the Buddha himself would presumably have set a good example
by preaching in Pali, at least on formal occasions or to a mixed-dialect audience,
often the case with the accompanying Sangha. Furthermore, this sociolect of the
educated would have offered the gravitas of a formal register to occasions such as
the Buddha preaching, uposatha observances and recitation of texts.

6. The MOTT refuted

Oberlies (2003: 166) provides a recent and clear explanation of the MOTT. I
summarise him first and then reject the MOTT point by point:

1. The Buddhais reported to have said that his teachings should be
given to the people not in Sanskrit, but in their own language;

2. This report explains the varied languages used for early
Buddhist texts;

3. The Theravada commentaries state that the Buddha spoke
Magadhi, a language of the Ganges basin of the fifth century
BCE akin to that of the eastern ASokan edicts;

4. Pali is the result of recasting proto-canonical Magadhi into a
western dialect, although some eastern features remain that
represent ‘frozen’ phonetics;

5. As Buddhism spread westward, the transformation of Magadht
into the more archaic language of Pali over-reached itself with
hyper-forms such as Isipatana for Rsyavrjana;

6. In that way Pali originated as a mixture of dialects, as a kind
of lingua franca;

7. The transformation of the eastern proto-canonical language
into Pali was done orally before the writing down of the
Theravadin canon.

6.1 MOTT Point 1. sakaya niruttiya does not mean ‘each in his own dialect’

§4 has shown there is no solid evidence for understanding sakaya niruttiya in
terms of the MOTT. Of the seven possible interpretations, Edgerton’s MOTT
reading is clearly the weakest.
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6.2 MOTT Point 2. The varied languages of early Buddhist texts

§2 has argued against oral translation and for a single phonetically fluid oral
transmission. §5 argues that a standard language, Pali, was available at the outset
of Buddhism and was the only solution to the ideal of a fixed oral transmission.
There is not a single Sutta to be found in these alleged varied languages.

6.3 MOTT Point 3. The ‘Magadh?’ of the Theravadin commentaries is an
eastern dialect

§3 explains this is a misreading of the commentaries’ Mdagadhabhdsd and
Madgadhiko voharo.

6.4 MOTT Point 4. Pali is the result of recasting Magadhi into a western dialect

Intentional recasting, transposition or translation could not have happened
during oral transmission of Buddhist scripture (§2). Apart from the Kathavatthu,
the very few pre-eastern features found in Pali are better explained by imprecise
oral transmissions of a pre-western variety among speakers with different
accents (§3.6-8).

6.5 MOTT Point 5. Hyper-forms were created as Magadhi transformed
into Pali

§3.7 explains that Magadht could not have changed into Pali by any natural
process, therefore transformed is taken as and meaning ‘translated’ in this context.
Norman (1989: 375) defines hyper-forms as “... forms which are unlikely to
have had a genuine existence in any dialect, but which arose as a result of bad
or misunderstood translation techniques.” However, the existence of hyper-forms
does not prove translation as they exist in any natural language and are created by
native speakers. In the case of English, Trudgill (2000: 76) writes:

Bristol speech is famous for the presence in this accent of a
phenomenon known as the ‘Bristol 1’. In the Bristol area, words
such as America, India, Diana, Gloria are pronounced with a final
‘I’ - ‘Americal’, ‘Indial’, ‘Dianal’, ‘Glorial’ - with the result that it
was once said that there was a family of three sisters there called
‘Evil, Idle and Normal’... Nobody can be sure why this is, but it
may be an example of what dialectologists call hypercorrection.
This happens when speakers try to acquire a pronunciation which
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they perceive as having higher status than their own, but overdo it.
An example is when northerners trying to speak with a southern
accent change not only ‘oop’ /up/ to ‘up’ /ap/ and ‘bootter’ /buts/
to ‘butter’ /bate/ but also ‘hook’ /huk/ to ‘huck’ */hak/ and ‘good’/
gud/ to “*/gad/. It may be that ‘I’ at the ends of words disappeared
in Bristol, as a natural sound change, and was then restored even
where it did not belong by speakers trying to talk ‘correctly’.

English is not unique in having native speakers who produce hyper-forms.
Vedic and German also offer examples,” and Pali should be assumed to have
behaved similarly. Both Norman (1989: 375) and Oberlies (2003: 166) give the
example of Pali Isipatana for Prakrit *isivayana, Sanskrit Rsyavrjana, as proof
of translation. Yet native speaker hyper-corrections based on a confusion over
whether the place name *isivayana meant ‘gathering of the seers’ or ‘wild-animal
enclosure’ are an alternative explanation. Oberlies (2001: 79) gives as examples
of Pali hyper-forms using unvoiced for voiced consonants, including ajakara-
‘python’ for Sanskrit ajagara and chakala ‘he-goat’ for Sanskrit chagala; he
tendentiously calls them ‘hyper-translations’. Yet, in the first case, this could
be a native speaker hypercorrection or simple mistake, as Pali normally has
voiced ajagara and only one instance of unvoiced ajakara (J 111.484). In the
second case, Pali has both unvoiced chakala and voiced chagala and one could
consider the latter to be the result of a process of lenition common across the
Indian languages (Bubenik 1996: 54-8; Pischel §192, §198, §200, §203, §204);
we should not assume, as Oberlies appears to, that the Sanskrit form is earliest.

6.6 MOTT Point 6. Pali originated as a mixture of dialects, as a kind of
lingua franca

This opinion is not universally held even amongst MOTT advocates. Edgerton
(1953: 11) regarded each of Pali and Buddhist Hybrid Sanskrit (BHS) as
essentially a single dialect:

As is well known, Pali also shows linguistic differences between the
gathas, canonical prose, later prose etc. ... and dialect mixture in all of

PBloomfield & Edgerton (1932: 20) refer to hyper-Sanskritisms in Vedic. Wells (1987: 310)
provides the following examples of hypercorrection by a native German speaker, King Frederick
Wilhelm I, father of Frederick the Great: pfeldt, pfahren, pfertig, anpfandt, hundespfott. 1 am
informed by my translator that these refer to Feld, fahren, fertig, Anfang and Hundespfote.
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them. I should add that, as in the case of Pali, I find no reason to question
the essential dialectical unity of the BHS Prakrit. Such differences as
occur are minor compared to the great mass of resemblances.

Arguments against Pali being a lingua franca were presented in §5.4 and §5.5.

6.7 MOTT Point 7. The transformation into Pali was done orally

Transformation into Pali, both intentionally (§2) and unintentionally (§3.7), has
been rejected.

7. Evaluation of the MOTT and SOTT

I believe I have shown how the commentaries could be correct in their claim
that the Buddha spoke Pali (§3.2). Yet, under the philosophical system of Karl
Popper, to which I subscribe, nothing in this paper definitively proves the Buddha
did so, as definitive proof'is never possible, only definitive disproof. However, I
do claim that the MOTT has been disproved, whereas the SOTT has not.

For those who remain unconvinced, I now offer the argument that the SOTT
represents the stronger hypothesis. There are two theoretical weaknesses of the
MOTT: redundancy and lack of testability. Taking a very poor theory as an
example, we could propose that the Buddha received his teachings from aliens
from another planet. This is a poor theory because, first, there is no necessity
to consider extra-terrestrials to explain the Buddha’s teachings and because,
second, there is no way to disprove their presence in India in the 5th century BCE;
absence of evidence of aliens is not evidence of absence of aliens. Similarly,
the MOTT is a poor theory because, first, there is no necessity to hypothesise
multiple oral transmissions when a single transmission will explain the data
more economically and, second, because the myth of lost oral transmissions in
other dialects cannot be disproved. Thus, the MOTT does not meet the criteria
of Occam’s Razor and of testability.

On the other hand, the SOTT does not have these problems: there must have
been at least one oral transmission for the written texts to exist, so there is no
redundancy. It is also disprovable by the following evidence which would entail
modification or abandonment of the SOTT:

1. Evidence from an oral culture, preferably of South Asia, of a
large volume of communally recited material which changes,
by accident or design, into another dialect.
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2. Early Buddhist Texts in Magadhi, Old Magadhi or Old Ardha-
Magadh.

3. Early texts describing a process of homogenising several
dialects into one ‘literary’ language.

4. Texts describing translation from one dialect to another.

Moreover, the commentaries of Buddhaghosa are not just one body of work
amongst that of many other scholars; they are evidence for the SOTT. The
MOTT on the other hand has not a single sample to offer of the multiple dialects
allegedly spoken by the Buddha, let alone a whole sutta or Nikaya. Modern
scholarship has not disproved the Theravadin claim of the Buddha teaching
only in Pali, it has merely misread it with a lack of sympathy. According to
Carl Sagan’s dictum, an extraordinary claim, such as the MOTT’s implied
oral translation of over 5,000 pages of text, requires extraordinary evidence.
Until the Theravadin tradition is disproved by unambiguous evidence, the only
intellectually rigorous position to adopt is to take the Buddha teaching in Pali
as its working hypothesis. As Gombrich (1990: 8) states, “I also think it sound
method to accept tradition until we are shown sufficient reason to reject it.” We
have not been shown sufficient reason so far and must reject assertions such as
von Hintiber’s (2006: 209) “the Buddha did not speak Pali.”

8 Implications of the SOTT

One might think that adopting the SOTT would produce a major shift in Buddhist
scholarship. Far from it. While the SOTT may increase subjective interest in
Pali significantly, it might have only a minor incremental impact on objective
scholarship. In fact, this potentially minor impact would explain why the MOTT
has been unchallenged for so long.

8.1 A non-sectarian approach to Early Buddhist Texts

I suspect in the MOTT a kind of “political correctness”, the premise that all
sects of Buddhism are to be treated impartially and, if some sects have had the
language of their texts altered, then all sects must have had them altered.’! If
this is the motivation behind the misinterpretations® of the MOTT, then it is

I'This may be the thinking behind Law (1933: xi-xxv) and Lamotte (1958: 607).
2Viz. the misreadings of sakaya niruttiva (§4), samanisiam natidhaveyyati (§5.1) and
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political correctness gone mad. The MOTT is entirely unnecessary to achieve
the laudable aim of impartiality. Acknowledging that the Pali canon is in the
original language of the Buddha does not mean that the Pali canon is the original
transmission; that would be naive in the extreme. In the Pali transmission, there
may have been mistakes, later additions and reorganisations peculiar to the
Theravadins. Thus this paper in no way confers priority on the Pali version
of the EBTs, which in fact needs other recensions to amend corruptions of its
texts.” The SOTT in no way implies Theravada fundamentalism, and the trend
of modern scholarship to treat each recension of scripture on an equal basis is
completely unaffected.

8.2 A historical approach to Early Pali texts

The findings of this paper reject what Sujato & Brahmali (2015: 145) call
Denialist Buddhism, “a rhetoric of scepticism”. For example, Gregory Schopen
is quoted in Wynne (2004: 116) as saying:

Even the most artless formal narrative text has a purpose, and
that in “scriptural” texts, especially in India, that purpose is
almost never “historical” in our sense of the term... Scholars of
Indian Buddhism have taken canonical monastic rules and formal
literary descriptions of the monastic ideal preserved in very late
manuscripts and treated them as if they were accurate reflections
of the religious life and career of actual practising Buddhist monks
in early India.

Wynne counters that such narrative can be taken as circumstantial evidence
and therefore valuable in a historical approach. This paper follows Wynne’s
approach and infers the linguistic reality in which the Buddha operated. It
rejects Schopen’s approach as potentially corrosive and leading to a slippery

magadhabhdasa (§3.2).

%For example, Levman (2014: 34-8) gives the example of Dhp 414-b samsaram moham,
‘samsara, delusion’ as compared to Udanavarga 33.41-b samsaraugham, ‘the flood of samsara’.
He believes the original Pali was samsaramo(g)ham, ‘the flood of samsara’ and ogha, ‘flood’, was
reduced to oha, leaving the ambiguous samsaramoham meaning either ‘the delusion of samsara’
or ‘the flood of samsara’; the Pali commentary refers to both these meanings, but the PTS and Be
texts support only the meaning ‘delusion’. As the BHS, Sanskrit, Chinese and Tibetan versions
support only the meaning of ‘flood’, it appears that the Pali is corrupt, and other recensions are
needed to correct its text.
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slope: if we do not have the language of the Buddha, then we do not have the
original teachings, and, if we do not have the original teachings, then perhaps
the Buddha is a mythical figure.

Furthermore, this paper reinforces Wynne’s conclusion (2004: 124) that
Pali literature can in principle be stratified, for Pali was a natural, not artificial,
language.

8.3 The continuity of Pali and Epigraphic Prakrit

The claim of a Pali/ Epigraphic Prakrit continuity is explicit here, but has been
hinted at by several scholars (§5.2.2). Yet it has not so far been examined in
detail by the academic community, perhaps because of the prevailing MOTT
ideology that Pali is an artificial language. A database of Epigraphic Prakrit is a
desideratum to investigate this claim further. Such a database might also assist
the stratification of Pali texts.

8.4 Reworking Pali historical (socio)linguistics

The SOTT requires adjustments to Indian historical (socio)linguistics.
Principally, the search for the Ur-language of Buddhism can be dropped as the
evidence points to its being Pali. This means that the extent of Sanskritisation
and Magadhisms in Pali needs to be revised downwards, though the data
collection on which the claims are based remains useful. That Pali was the
Buddha’s teaching language could also be a partial explanation why the
Asokan inscriptions did not use Pali or Epigraphic Prakrit: ASoka for reasons
of state did not wish to show partiality towards Buddhism just as he equally
avoided the Sanskrit of the Brahmins and the Ardha-Magadhi of the Jains. The
narrative of translation from Magadhi needs to be abandoned together with the
claim of Pali being an artificial language. For Pali remains overwhelmingly
a western dialect with minimal intrusions from other dialects and it is a
testimony to the efforts of perhaps hundreds of thousands of personnel across
twenty-five centuries to preserve, not only the Buddha’s teachings, but also
his language.
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Abbreviations

Abbreviations are as in the Dictionary of Pali, Volume I with the following
additions:

AMg Ardha-Magadht

AN Anguttara Nikaya

BBC British Broadcasting Corporation
Be Burmese/ Myanmar edition

BHS Buddhist Hybrid Sanskrit

Cv Culavagga

DN Digha Nikaya

DOP Dictionary of Pali

DPPN Dictionary of Pali Proper Names
DPR Digital Pali Reader

EBT Early Buddhist Text

fn footnote

H Hathigumpha inscription

IPA International Phonetic Alphabet
Mg Magadht

MIA Middle Indo-Aryan

MN Majjhima Nikaya

MOTT Multiple Oral Transmission Theory
Myv Mahavagga

MW Monier-Williams Sanskrit English Dictionary
PE Pillar Edict

PED Pali-English Dictionary

PTS Pali Text Society edition

RE Rock Edict

Skt Sanskrit

SN Samyutta Nikaya

SOTT Single Oral Transmission Theory
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