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Sakaya niruttiya revisited

Introduction

One of the hallmarks of modern critical theory has been the deconstruction of the
language paradigm. No longer can we take the simple early twentieth century referential
theories of symbolic communication for granted: this meaus that, and it exists out there
“in the world”. We now understand that words are loaded with unexamined pre-
conceptions conditioned by our various social, cultural, political and historical biases; nor
is exposing these prejudices and arriving at “the truth” an easy task, for often we are
ignorant of our ignorance. Even with the best of intentions to be objective, Heisenberg
has taught that the observer always adds uncertainty to “objective reality”.

Distrust of the truth value of language is not new. The first person to question the validity
of language in a systematic way was the Buddha in the fifth century B.C. India. He grew
up in a culture where the Vedic hymns were considered sacrosanct, the actual immortal
words of God (Staal 1979, 11). If they were not repeated exactly, their sacramental
efficacy was vitiated or destroyed. The Buddha maintained that words were changeable
and arbitrary; the sonic element had no necessary connection either to the meaning, or to
the referent. Words were often ambiguous and had many meanings, and it became a
distinctive mark of the Buddha’s teaching style that he always used many synonyms in
trying to describe a concept (von Hinliber 1994, 15; Allon 1997, 191f; Levman 2009a);
recognizing that words lacked a centre of denotative meaning, his teachings are a study in
circumlocusory play (Derrida 1980, 289).

How much then can we really know about “what the Buddha said or meant™? We are
separated by some 2500 years from his life and half a world away from his culture. We
know the middle Indic language he spoke only from books, in a state that has evolved
significantly from the original form in which he spoke it. The teachings that have come
down to us have been so differently interpreted by his followers that different sects split
the community apart very soon after his death. Can we achieve what Gadamer calls “the
intelligent and empathetic entry into another’s standpoint™ (1988, 325)?

A case in point about the uncertainty of language is the sakdya niruttiya controversy, an
argument that has persisted for 1500 years, since Buddhaghosa wrote his commentaries
on the teachings. Some scholars believe that the Buddha authorized his teachings to be
transmitted and memorized only in his own language (which Buddhaghosa called
Magadhi). Others have argued (and they are probably the majority) that he allowed his
teachings to be translated into local dialects. Most agree that he forbade the transposition
of his words into Vedic Sanskrit or Vedic chant.'

! The relevant section is from the Vinaya Cullavagga V, 33, (Vin 1I 139, 1-16):
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There are a variety of grammatical, semantic and historical issues involved which 1 will
discuss in an attempt to enter into the Buddha’s viewpoint and understand what he meant.
As to the first issue of authenticity — did the Buddha in fact make this statement? — this
must be passed over quickly for, though there is some controversy over the date of the
Khandakas® (of which the Cullavagga is a part), there is no easy resolution to this
question and therefore we must take what is given. Most of this discussion will centre on
the meaning of three key terms — sakaya, niruttiya and chandaso — w the incident.

One might well ask, why bother? Is this not crambe repetita (cabbage served up again per
Brough, 1980) or pista pesana (Ruegg 2000, 305) grinding what is already ground?
However the stakes are quite high so that it is worthwhile revisiting again. To some
extent the incident in question has become a locus classicus for the view that calls into
question the existence of a recoverable “Archetypos der buddhistischen Tradition”
(Bechert 1980, 26). If the Buddha himself spoke in vartous dialects (Norman 1980, 75 )
and specifically authorized his words to be translated into still other dialects, how can
there be any uniform tradition to recover at ali? We shall return to this question later on.

The meaning of sakava

First, what do the words mean? Saka is an adjective meaning “one’s own” in Pali from
Skt. svaka and related to Skt. svayam, an indeclinable with the same meaning (adjectival
form sva, Pili sa). All are in agreement on this point. Sakdya is an instrumental or
locative form of saka, agreeing with the same form of airutti. A much discussed point is
who sakaya refers to, for it occurs twice in the passage: Te sakdya niruttiya
buddhavacanam disenti.... Anujanami bhikkhave sakaya niruttiya buddhavacanam
parviyapunitunti. It has been argued by Weller (1922, 211), Brough (1980, 36) and
Norman (1971, 330) that sekaya niruttiya must refer to the same person(s) coming as
they do so close to each other.® Therefore, if the monks are ruining buddhavacana with

tena kho pana samayena yamelutekuld nama bhikkhd dve bhatikd  honti  brahmanajatika
kalydnavacakalyanavakkarana. Te yena bhagava ten’ upasarkaminsu. Upasaikamitva bhagavaniam
abhivadetva ekamantam nisidimsu. Ekamantam nisinnag kho te bhikkhui bhagavarram etad avocum: "etarahi
bhante bhikkhit nananama nandgona nandjacca nandkula pabbajita. Te sakaya niruttiya buddhavacanam
disenti. Handa mayam bhanie buddhavacanam chandaso aropema” ti. Vigarahi buddho bhagava. ” Katham
hi nama tumhe moghapurisa evawn vakkhatha "handa mayam bhante buddhavacanam chandaso aropema’ ni.
Neram moghapurisa appasannanam va pasadaya pasannénam va bhivyobhavaya. Atha khy etam bhikkhave
appasannanam ceva appasdddya pasannanan ca ekaccanam annathaitay@d” 1. Vigarahing dhammin
katham karva bhikkhii amantesi: i}

"Na bhikkhave buddhavacanam chandaso aropetabban. Yo dropeyya apaiii dukkatassa. Anjanani

bhikkhave sakaya niruttiya buddhavacanam pariyapupinun 1i."
At one time there were two brothers named Yamelutekuld of Brahmin birth who had nice voices and
recited clearly. They approached the Buddha, etc. and said: “Nowadays, sir there are many monks, of
various names, various kinds of descent, from various nations and various clans who have gone forth. They
are spoiling the Buddha’s word with their own nirutri, Let us entrust (Gropema) the buddhavacana 10 the
chando.” The Buddha scolded them, “How can you say this. stupid people, ‘Let us entrust the
buddhavacana to the chando™? This is not, stupid people, conducive to the faith of the unbelievers or for
the increase of the virtuous and is an erroneous supposition of a few.” Having scolded them and delivered
a religious discourse he said to the monks, “The Buddha's word is not 1o be entrusted to the chando. For
whoever does so, there is an offence of a dukkata. | prescribe monks, the buddhavacana to be learned
thoroughly with/in sakaya niruttiya.”
? Frauwallner, 1956, 68 believing they were composed in the first half of the 4™ century B.C. and Lamotte,
1958, 194f. disagreeing; also cf. von Hiniiber 1996 {32, 37.
3 Although Weller and Brough take sakdya as referring to the monks and Norman to the Buddha.
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their own nirutti, then the Buddha’s final statement, enjoining learning buddhavacana
must also refer to their own nirutti. However, this js not necessarily the case as Geiger
pointed out in his answer to Weller (1922, 114). He maintained that the meaning of saka
must be determined by the grammatical or logical subject and gave as an example:
“Wenn ein Deutscher zu einem Franzosen sagt: Reden Sie in der eigenen Sprache. Ich
will in der eigenen Sprache antworten™, “eigenen Sprache” (own language) must mean
French in the first clause and German in the second. So, the grammatical subject of the
first sentence is “the monks”, therefore, “own language” must be their own language; in
the second sentence the grammatical subject is “I” (i. e. anjanami, 1 enjoin) so “own
language™ must refer to the Buddha, as Buddhaghosa interpreted it.* Alternatively, one
might say (since the second sentence is made up of two clauses) that the subject of the
second clause is buddhavacana, and therefore sakaya should be read as “its”. In either
case, one arrives at the same meaning: 1 authorize the buddhavacana to be learned in its
(my) own nirutti.” 1t is clear that there is no necessity for sakaya niruttiya to maintain the
same referent in both the above sentences. In fact the Buddha may well have been gently
mocking the Yamelutekula brothers when he used their exact words in a different context
and with a different meaning. So we now have four possibilities: 1) The monks ruining
buddhavacana with/in their own nirutti. 2) The monks ruining buddhavacana with/in the
Buddha’s own niruts. 3) The Buddha enjoining buddhavacana to be leamed in their (the
monks’) own nirutti and 4) The Buddha enjoining buddhavacana to be learned in his own
niruzti. Almost all scholars have taken version 1 over version 2.° The preponderance of
scholars have taken version 3 over version 4.°

The meaning of nirutii

Most scholars have taken nirutri to mean “dialect” or “language”. There is a smaller
group who have taken it to mean “intonation” or “chant”, the suprasegmental prosodic
features of language (Lévi 1915, 441 “fagon de parler”; Renou 1965, 86; Wright 1996,
51; Ruegg 2000, 289) — in effect “recitation”. This will be discussed again below with the
word chandaso. Nobody, however, has taken up a systematic study of the use of the word
nirwtti in the Pali canon. This would indeed be a daunting task as there are 131 Sutias in

¢ Sakaya ninuttiya ti ettha saka nirutti nama sammasambuddhena vuttappakaro magadhiko voharo, usually
translated as “saka nirutzi vefers to the Magadhi dialecr in the form spoken by the Enlightened One.” Sp
1214, 18-19 (Takakusu & Nagai 1924-47 vol. 6, 1214). But see below for further discussion. — Another
example from the Raghuvamsa is:

matparam durlabham marva niinam avarjitam mayéa /

pavap pirvaih svanih$vasaih kavosnam upabhujyare // Ragh 1.67.

“Verily the libation of water, offered by me, is drunk, rendered lukewarm with their sighs, by my
forefathers. thinking that it would be difficult to be obtained after my death.” (trans. Kale 2005, 7). Here
sva- agrees with “ancestors”, which is the logical and grammatical subject of upabhujyate.

3 Except Norman (1992, 78) who believes that the first sakdya nirurriya must also refer to buddhavacana
(irs own nirutti). “The monks are rvining buddhavacana in/with its own niruni”

6 Version 3: Rhys-Davids & Oldenberg, 1885, 151; Lévi 1915, 441f.; Weller, 1922, 212; 1925, 350;
Winternitz 1933, vol. 2, 603; Li-Kouang 1949, 216f.; Edgerton 1957, {1.7; Lamotte 1958, 610f.; Homer
1962, 194; Renou 1965, 86 “one’s own intonation”; Brough 1980, 36; Renou & Filliozat 1985, 326; von
Hintber 1989, 351; Lopez 1995, 37; Wright 1996, 51 “own articulation”; Ruegg 2000, 296, “manner of
speaking”; Version 4: Buddhaghosa; Geiger 1916, 5; Thomas 1924, 254 “in its own grammar”’; Norman
1976, 15; revised, Norman 1980, 63: Smith 1992, 241; Ole Holten Pind, 2000 (email).
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which nirufi is mentioned, 9 passages in the Vinaya and 68 in the Abhidhamma.” What
becomes immediately obvious from studying the usage of the term in the first two
Pitakas is that it almost never means ‘“‘dialect”. In the one instance where it clearly does
mean dialect, in the Aranavibhangasutta (MN 11 230), it is always prefixed by janapada
(“the country” or “local”). Everywhere else it means something else. The PED gives its
definition as “explanation of words, grammatical analysis, etymological interpretation;
pronuniciation, dialect, way of speaking, expression.” But in its usage nirusti seems to be
a synonym for “name” (Ole Pind 2009, email) or “designation”, both of which meanings
are consistent with its etymology from nirv vac, “to express clearly”, “interpret”
“explain” p.p. nirukta; nirukti is formed by the addition of the raddhita suffix 4 to
nirukta and in Skt. has the specific meaning of “Deutung eines Wortes, etymologisches
Worterklarung” (PW), but BHSD just gives it as “explanation, not necessarily
etymological, of the meaning of a word or text” (s. v. nirukti ). One of course usually
explains a word by defining it with synonyms, so the two meanings are very closely
related.

There are several instances in the canon which seem to corroborate this meaning of
nirutti. In the Pottapadasunia the Buddha talks about the different kinds of selves: “But,
Citta, these are merely names, expressions [rirutti], turns of speech, designations in
common use in the world, which the Tathagata uses without misapprehending them.”
(trans. Walshe 1987, 169).® On the face of it there does not seem to be a significant
difference between nirutti, vohara® or pannatti .'® Buddhaghosa’s commentary (Sv
382,15) makes this even more explicit; with analogy to the different kinds of selves, he
talks about the products of a cow - milk, curd, butter, ghee, saying, “it is called,
designated [nirutti], named, defined.”"!

In the Mahdnidanasutia, we encounter the following, “This is the extent to which there is
birth, aging, death, passing away, and re-arising. This is the extent to which there are
means of designation, expression [nirutti], and delineation. This is the extent to which the
sphere of discernment extends, the extent to which the cycle revolves for the manifesting
(discernibility) of this world — i.e., name-and-form together with consciousness.”'
(Thanissaro 2002, 94-95)."* Now two other words — adhivacana and vififatsi'> — have
been introduced, but all three seem to have a similar meaning of designation, description,

7 The program I am using. Digital Pili Reader, counts one time per sutta/passage (no matter how many
times the word occurs in a sutla), so actual word count is higher.

8 Ima kho citta lokasamaiing lokaniruttiyo lokavohara lokapaniiautiyo yahi tathdgato voharati aparamasan
1. DN 1 202.

 PED vohdra: “current appellation, common use (of language). popular logic, common way of defining,
usage, designation, term, cognomen.”

1 PED pajijiarti: “making known, manifestation, description, designation, name, idea, notion, concept.”

" sankhyam niruntim n@émam vohdram gacchati.

12 Enavara kho Ananda jayetha va jiyetha va mivetha va cavetha va upapajjetha vd, emnavaia
adhivacanapatho, endvatd niruttipatho, entavaia viniattipatho. ettdvatd paniavacaram elidvaid vaitam
vattali, (enavatd) itthattam paiiapandya, yad idam namariipam saha vifidnena aifiamanfiapaccayaraya
pavatiari. DN I 631,

¥ Both Walshe (1995, 226) and Thanissaro leave out aitamasiiapaccayaraya pavaiiasi of their translation.
[ would emend to “...name-and-form together with consciousness [which] keep going murually
interdependent.”

' CPD: “name, designalion; metaphorical expression; near-synonym”.

'$ PED: “intimation, giving to understand, information; begging or asking by intimation or hinting”.
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explanation. In the commentary Buddhaghosa makes a differentiation between the three
terms (Sv 503, 34f):
“‘Means of designation’: It is a means of worldly designation regarding the mere
word only, not having understood the meaning of the words sirivaddhako
(‘augmenting glory") and dhanavaddhako (‘augmenting wealth’), etc.” ¢
“‘Means of explanation’: It is a means of worldly designation with reference to
the cause of words like ‘he remembers, [therefore he is] mindful; he knows,
[therefore he is] attentive,’ etc.”” V7
“*Means of description’: It is a means of worldly designation by making known
in their vanety words like ‘wise, experienced, intelligent, subtle, practiced in
disputing with others’, etc.” *
From Buddhaghosa’s examples it looks like he is saying that adhivacana relates to
defining without understanding the underlying meaning, nirusti to defining the karana or
etymology of words (e. g. sato < sarati < Skt. v. smr) and paiifiatti to desjgnation by
synonym."

The Niruniparhasusta (SN 11 71) also seems to use nirutti, adhivacana and pannatti as
synonyms or near synonyms: “There are three pathways of naming, pathways of
designation, pathways of description that are unmixed, that were never mixed, that are
not being mixed, that will not be mixed, that are not rejected by wise ascetics and
brahmins.” ?® (trans. Bodhi 2000, 905).

Al] the references in the first three books of the Surra-Pitaka (with the exception of the
Aranavibhangasuita, mentioned above) then use nirutri as more or less a synonym for
designation, name, description or explanation. In the Anguftara Nikaya, the word has
taken on a more technical meaning. It is mentioned in four suttas,”' third in a group of
terms. In the Saripuita patisambhidasuita and Patisambhidasutta we find “One gains
discriminating insight into meaning, conditions, definitions [nirutti] and intellect.” The
Kathavarthu defines these as “the four branches of logical analysis™ (catupatisambhida ),
explained in the PED (s.v. patisambhida) as attha® analysis of meanings "in extension™;
dhamma’® of reasons, conditions, or causal relations; niruti® of [meanings "in intension”
as given in] definitions patibhana’ or intellect to which things knowable by the foregoing
processes are presented. Buddhaghosa (Mp 274, 5-6, commenting on the
Patisambhidasutra) defines someone who has achieved niruttipatisambhida as “one who
has achieved the analytical wisdom with respect to the explication of the Dharma”.> So

' Adhivacanapatho 1i: siri-vaddhako dhana-vaddhako’ 't ddikassa attham adisva vacanamanam eva
adhiticea pavattassa voharassa patho.

! Niruttipatho 1i: saraif 1i sato, sampajanatt i sampajino ti adikassa karanapadesavasena pavattassa
vohdrassa patho.

'® Paiiattipatho ti: pandito nipuno vyano medhavi katu-para-ppavade ti adikassa nanappakarato
Adpanavasena pavattassa vohdrassa patho.

" See also Badhi 1995, 89-90.

® Tayo me bhikkhave, niruttipath@ adhivacanapathd paiianipathéi asamkippd asamkinnapubba na
“pathways of language” in the first phrase to “pathways of maming™ as more consistent with nirumi’s
meaning, as explained here.

2 Sariputta patisambhidasutta (AN T 160). Patisambhidasutra (AN TIT 113), Akuppasurta (AN T 120),
Khippanisantisutta (AN 1L 201).

2 Atthapatisambhidd, dhammapatisambhida, niruttipatisambhidéa and patibhanapatisambhida.

2 Nirurtipagisambhidappatto i dhammanirunisue pabhedagatam idnam patro.
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now nirufti is more than just explanation; the term suggests a deeper insight into the
meaning of the words. In the Akuppasuna and Khippanisantisutta nirutti is third in a
group of five terms: “Skilled in the meaning, in the dharma, in the explanation [rirutti],
in the letter and what comes before and after.”*

In the Khuddaka Nikaya nirutti is mentioned in 117 passages: once in the Dhammapada,
once in the Theragatha, 19 times in the Apadana (mostly in the phrase
attadhammanirutiisu, patibhane... as above); 13 times in the Maha- and Cullaniddesa
(usually in a long list of synonyms, viz., “purisa is a definition, a designation, a name, a
term, a name, etc, “B similar in meaning, or associated with the catuparisambhida
above); 74 times in the Patisambhida-magga; 3 times in the Milindapaniha; 7 times in the
Nettipakarana; and 7 times in the Petavatthu. Space does not permit me to delve into all
the uses of nirutti in these (rather late) contexts, but at a glance most seem to relate to
explication of the meaning of the Dharma often in association with the other branches of
“logical analysis”. Even the Dhp reference (v. 352) which could be quite old (Norman
1983, 59) seems to refer to Dharma interpretation:

“Without craving, not talking, skilled in words and their interpretation
[nirunipadakovidoe], he would know the combination of letters and which go
before and which after, he indeed, with his last body, having great knowledge, is
called *great man’'. % (Norman 2004, 51).

Buddhaghosa glosses nirutripadakovido as “skilled in word endings and interpretation
and skilled in the four branches of logical analysis.” (Dhp-a 70, 19-20%).

There are also 9 places in the Vinaya where niruni is used: the incident we are discussing
in the Cullavagga, four in the Parivara and four in the Bhikkhuvibhainga, In the
Vibhaiga passage (Vin III 57) an honest monk takes another’s robe (civaram) that had
been left out in the open, presumably thinking it was abandoned. The monk to whom the
robe belonged then asked who had taken his robe and the honest monk answered “I stole
it” (maya avahatam). Seized by the other monk, he was remorseful and spoke to the
Buddha who asks him, “What were you thinking of?” (kiiicitto tvam bhikkhu?) to which
he responds, “[Saying] ‘I’ was just an expression. (niruttipatho aham bhagava ii.) The
Buddha says, “There is no fault in this case.” (anapani bhikkhu niruttipathe’tt). Here
nirutti seems to have the simple meaning of “expression” or “manner of speaking”.*
There are two other similar incidents related, where a Bhikkhu leaves his robe on a chair,
and another where a Bhikkhunt leaves her robe on a fence. In the Vinitavatthu-
uddanagdthd summary, just before these episodes we read “With explanation there are
five [without fault]” (niruttiva paiica akkhara) where nirusti has the same meaning.

* Bhikkhu atthakusalo ca hoti dhammakusalo ca nirustikusalo ca vyafijanakusalo ca pubbaparakusalo ca.

3 Puriso 1i saikha samannd paiiati voharo namam ndmakantmam namadhevyam ninutti byaiijanam
abhilapo Nidd 1 124,

2 Vitatanho anadano nirunipadukovido

Akkharanam sannipatam jaiing pubbaparani ca

Sa ve antimasariro mahédpainiio mahdpuriso'n viccati.

The Theragarha ref. is the same: niuntipadakovido.(PTS p. 92).

¥ Niruttiyail ca sesapadesu cati nirutriyaii ca sesapadesu ¢t catiisupi patisombhidasu cheko ii attho.

8 See Horner 1997 vol. 4, 95-96.
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In the Parivara, Arthavasakaranam (Vin V 143) nirurti appears in its familiar location
along with artha and dhamma (“One hundred meanings, a hundred phenomena and two
hundred names””) and also in a discussion on knowledge of the kathinam, the wooden
frame used by bhikkhus to sow their robes. Here we find nirutii in a string of nouns, all
having the similar meaning of “naming”: (*’The Kathinam is to be known’: the gathering
of the parts, the combination, the name, the raming, the designation, the expianation, the
characteristic, the expression — all this is the kathinam” >

There are also 68 passages in the Abhidhamma which T have only passed over cursorily;
their usage of nirutri seems to be consistent with the above, almost always appearing after
attha- and dhamma-patisambhida.

We have reached a fairly definite conclusion: nirusti, in its use in the canon does not
mean “dialect”, nor does it mean “language”. How is it possible then that so many
scholars have used the word incorrectly (except Norman 1980, 61°')? Probably because
of Buddhaghosa and his notorious gloss: Sakdya niruttiya ti ertha saka nirutti nama
sammdasambuddhena vuttappakaro magadhiko vohdro, which because of magadhiko has
always been translated as “Here saka nirui is indeed the Magadhian language/dialect in
the manner spoken by the Completely Enlightened One.” I would modify this to “Here
saka nirutti means indeed the Magadhian name/designation in the manner spoken by the
Completely Enlightened One.” We have seen above that vohdra is used as a synonym for
nirutti, meaning “name, designation, definition, explanation”, etc. So the relevant passage
may now be translated as follows: Te sakaya niruttiya buddhavacanam diisenti. “They are
ruining the Buddha’s words with their own names.” Anujanami bhikkhave sakdya
niruttiya buddhavacanam pariyapunitun ti. “Monks, 1 enjoin the Buddha’s words be
learned with its (my) own names.”

The Buddha had developed a specialized vocabulary to communicate his new philosophy.
Words like dukkha, anicca, anatta, ariyasacca, tanhd, aithangikamagga,
paticcasamuppada, satipatthana, nekkhamma, nibbana, etc., while previously existent,
had all been adapted to specific connotations in keeping with the Buddha’s views (or
better, his lack of such). As his teachings spread and monks of different backgrounds
joined, they would explain to each other and themselves, what it is that the Buddha
meant; in their own words, with their own names, definitions and explanations. Someone
might equate nibbana with moksa or anatta with Brahman (tat tvam asi), etc. Surely this

® Trans. by Horner 1997, vol. 6, 232 as “hundred meanings, a hundred clauses and lwo hundred
expressions,...” atthasatam dhammasatant, dve ca niruttisatani.

% See Homer 1997 vol. 6, 285. Kathinam janitabban 1i 1esanjieva dhammanan saiigaho, samavayo, naman,
namakammam, ndmadheyyam, nirutti, byaiijanam, abhilapo, yad idam kathinan ti. Vin V 176.

3 Norman correctly defines nirusti as “synonym (or gloss)™ (p. 62), but his explication of the incident is
still confusing. “People were spoiling the Buddha's words by reciting them with explanatory glosses
replacing some of the original words. The Buddha did not think this was important enough to merit
mranslating chandaso. Even though his words were being spoiled, he gave permission for the practice to
continue. What the people recited and remembered, therefore, and what doubtless became the basis of the
various traditions, were the Buddha's own words, not translated, but somerimes changed a little, by the
Buddha himself, to meet local requirements” (63). The confusion in this explication stems from Norman's
belief that both the first and the second sakdya must refer to the Buddha (see note 5 above), so the
"explanatory glosses” which were spoiling buddhavacana were the Buddha’s own glosses. In my reading
of this incident, the Buddha did not give “permission for the practice to continue”, nor was he sanctioning
his words to be “changed a little, by the Buddha himself, to meet local requirements.” He simply said,
“Memorize it as [ have said it, with my own terms, glosses, explanations, eic., not with theirs.”
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would be ruining the buddhavacana with their own names and descriptions (sakaya
niruttiya); Buddha’s views were a radical departure from the brahminical beliefs of the
day, not an extension of them. True, some monks may have also spoken a different
dialect than Magadhi as well, further complicating issues. But — if this incident goes back
to the time of the historical Buddha — it is highly unlikely that this is primarily a dialectal
issue under discussion, as the changes amongst the dialects would have been minor. For
the Buddha lived and taught in a very confined area — in the city states of Magadha, Vajji,
Malla, Kasi, Sakiya and Kosala, all within a few hundred kilometres of each other
{Anandajoti 2008) — and the languages spoken in these areas would have been Magadhi
(Mg) or Ardha-Magadhi (Amg). Even if there were already monks from western India
who had joined the Sangha and spoke a different dialect, they would have been able to
understand the speech, as the changes were not significant enough to cause much
confusion once the basic rules were known: e. g. eastern (E), nom. sing — > western (W)
—; E, &5 s> W,s; E, kkh- > W, cch-; E, j- > W, y-- E, -[- > W, -r-; etc.
(Liders 1954, 6f; von Hiniiber 2001, {71, §74, (89-91; Norman 20062, 80). We know that
as time progressed the language continued to evolve phonologically and by the time the
words were written down in the first century B. C. they had reached a stage more
phonologically advanced than the Asokan edicts (Lamotte 1958, 627); but we do not
know when these changes took place — presumably not in the lifetime of the Buddha,
although it is possible, as has been argued (Geiger 1916, 3; Bechert 1980, 34) that a
lingua franca arose quite early, in an attempt to make the teachings available to as wide
an audience as possible. However the evidence — particularly the requirement of
memorization and recitation of buddhavacana to be discussed below — suggests that the
language was fairly uniform while the Buddha was alive. Another (albeit negative) proof
that nirusti does not mean “dialect” is this very point; if the buddhavacana was to be
memorized and recited, how could that be, if there were no “standard” buddhavacana to
memorize? The Vinaya story of Sona Kutikanna makes it very clear that the only latitude
that monks had with buddhavacana was their vocal style of recitation (Lévi 1915), not
the words.

The weaning of chandaso

It has long been appreciated that Buddhist monks were expected to memorize and recite
buddhavacana as an integral part of their practice (Rhys Davids 1881, xxi; Lévi 1915;
Gombrich 1990a, 7; 1990b, 32; Collins 1992, 127; Allon 1997, 357f.; Wynne, 2004;
Norman 2006, 64). Yet the fact that this contradicts the conventional understanding of
Cullavagga V, 33 - that each monk was to leam, and presumably recite the Dharma in
his own dialect — has not been noted. For if everyone were reciting something different,
then there is no root text to memorize. In fact, it is exactly this situation that Buddha is
addressing. Monks are to learn his words, with his own terms, not theirs. In this context
Norman's suggestion (1980, 75) that there was “no single language or dialect used by
Buddha” does not make sense, at least in terms of the earliest Buddhist practice, i. e.
when the Founder lived. The Yamelutekula brothers had a different solution to the
problem of linguistic uniformity. Why not render the Buddha’s words chandaso and
standardize them that way, they suggested? Some scholars have taken this to mean
“render into Sanskrit or Veda™ and others as “render into recitatory verse, like the Veda.”
Buddhaghosa quite clearly states the latter: Chandaso aropema ti vedam viya
sakkatabhdsaya vacanamaggam aropema. **Chandaso dropema’ means May we render
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[buddhavacana] into the way of recitation of honoured speech like the Veda?” but was
not always so understood, starting with Rhys-Davids & Oldenberg in 1885.* This
misunderstanding led to the counterposing of “local dialect” with Sanskrit and
contaminated the whole exegesis of the incident. The Yamelutekula brothers wanted to
put the buddhavacana into metrical chant along the lines of the Veda. This was a fixed
system of accent (udatta, anudata, svarita), metrics (s@man, rc, chandas® yajus),
melody (svare) and dynamics (mandra, madhyama, uttara) by which the Vedas were
memorized and recited, preventing the alteration of the words by the complex dovetailing
of all the parts. Consistent with the Buddha’s opposition to and reinterpretation of all
things Vedic, he refuses. After a short diatribe about why this would not be conducive to
the spread of the Dharma, he returns to the main point — learn the buddhavacana with the
Buddha’s own names, not with locally invented ones.

But this is not where the story ends. For as time passed by and the religion spread,
afterwards the Vinaya was translated into Chinese and we have five different versions of
it which are worth discussing for two reasons: these passages have often been used to
“prove” the “each in his own dialect” theory discussed above, and whatever they do
prove, they certainly illustrate the vagaries and complexities of the transmission and
translation processes.

1) Mahiéasaka Vinaya.* There were two Brahmin brothers who chanted the Veda and
left their households to become monks. They heard various mounks reciting passages
“lacking integrity”* and scolded them for not knowing masculine and feminine, singular
or plural, present, past or future tense, long or short stress. They complained to the
Buddha (but made no suggestions) and he allowed “reading and recitation in the sound of
the country” * as long as the meaning of the Buddha is not violated. Now this is usually
interpreted as “Je permets qu’on récite comme on parle dans chaque royaume” (Lévi,
1915, 442) or “suivant les phonémes des pays (kouo-yin, la phonologie dialectale?)” (Li-
Kouang 1949, 219) or “in keeping with dialectal pronunciation” (Lamotte 1958, 612).
But these translations seem to be conflating two related Janguage aspects — phonology
and suprasegmentals (Ruegg 2000). It is not dialect that Buddha is talking about, but the

2 Rhys-Davids and Oldenberg 1885, 150 (*...into (Sanskrit) verse”) ; Lévi 1915, 441 (“... fairc passer.. en
vers™); Geiger 1922, 5 (“Es handelt sich nur darum, ob eine Ubertragung in das Sanskrit stattfinden soll.”);
Thomas 1924, 254 (“in metre’); Winterniz 1933, 603 (“merre” or “Veda”); Li-Kouang 1949, 218
(“sanskritisation™):; Smith 1949, {10] (“d’astreindre ces textes i des régles orthoépiques pour la
récitation”); Horner 1952, 194 (“in metrical form”); Edgerton 1953, §1.7 (“into Vedic”); Renou 1965, 86
(“Vedic intonnation”, sic); Norman 1971, 33( (“in accordance with their various desires™); cf. also 1990,
156 (if chanda = will is rejected, then “it would appear from the Pali uses of the chanda that it means
‘metre’ rather than ‘Vedic language'™); Brough 1980, 36 (“in Sanskrit"): Renou & Filliozat 1953 (1985),
326 (“proscrite... 1a mise en vers 4 la maniére védique... une proscription de la langue sanskrite..."”); von
Hiniiber 1989, 351 (“Vedic Sanskrit for the recitation of Buddhist 1exts™); Smith 1992, 240 (“at will”);
Barrett 1992, 87 (quoting Ji Xianlin, “Vedic or Sanskrit"); Mair 1994, 723 (“mannered, metrical verse and
in this context probably just means ‘Veda™); Lopez 1995, 37 (“a method of chanting employed for the
Vedas which involved melody (s@man) and profonged intonation (@yatasvara)”); Wright 1996, 52 (“as we
wish” with an allusion to Vedic chant); Ruegg, 2000, 291 (“a fixed and regulated form of vocal delivery™);
Collins (quoted in Pollock 2006, 54; “in a (fixed” recitational form, as the Vedas are in Sanskrit™).

# chandas is in fact one of the metrical Vedic forms and chandaso is vsed in the Vinaya incident as a
synecdoche.- the part standing for the whole.
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manper in which the verses are chanted (i. e. dii song, which he allows to be done
according to the local custom). In his study “Sur la récitation primitive des textes
bouddhiques” Lévi (1915, 402f) makes it clear that certain recitation styles were allowed
and some weren’t. In the Pali version of the Sona Kutikanna story®’ Buddha praises Sona
for his recitation of the verses in the Arnhakavagga: “Excellent, monk! These
Athakavagga verses have been well grasped by you, joyfully cuitivated, well reflected
on. You are impressive, well accomplished in voice [the words) distinct and clearly
enunciated, making the meaning clear.”® In the various Chinese parallel versions, the
Buddha praises him for his local dialect (“Vous savez déclamer avec l1a prononciation du
pays d’Avanti™® ). It is clear that the monks had an accepted way of declaiming (termed
sarabhafifia which Lévi defines as “en mélopée); what was not allowed was a Vedic
form of intonation, dyatakena gitassarena “with a drawn-out sound™.*' Lévi has a full
discussion on the various Chinese texts on chanting, concluding that sarabhafinia was a
form of chant which avoided the faults of the Vedic ayaraka (435). What concerns us
here is that chanting, intoning, recitation, etc. were allowed, even encouraged,” as long
as it was not done in a Vedic fashion.

2) Dharmaguptaka Vinaya.* There was a brahmin called Yongmeng who had left home
and become a monk. He complains to the Buddha about monks of different background
ruining the buddhavacana and implores the Buddha to fix the situation “using the fine
speech of the world”.* After criticizing this suggestion, the Buddha allows “the sounds
and common language of the country to be used in learning the scriptures by recitation
and explanation”, ** The “fine speech of the world” is clearly Sanskrit and perhaps also
Vedic chant, as it 1§ counterpoised against songx{, the practice of chant. However “the
common language of the country” does appear to mean “dialect”. This passage seems to
conflate intonation/recitation with dialect — which is not all that surprising considering it
is being rendered into Chinese and the translator may have seen this as a justification for
his/her work. Brough (1980, 40) suggests that the source word was janapada-nirutii (the
only use of nirutzi that does actually mean dialect as discussed above), but this seems
extremely unlikely; it is probably just the translator’s misinterpretation, which was, as we
have seen, not the first.

3) Vinayamatrka.*® There were two brahmin monks named Wujieje and Sanmotuo who
complained to the Buddha as above and ask him to allow them, “According to the rules
of the chandas (chdntud) to put the words and sentences in order for the sounds of the
words to be articulated according to their definitive meaning (nit@rtha).” ** The Buddha

¥ Mahavagga V, 13; Vin I 195.
*® sadhn sadhu bhikkhu, suggahitani kho te bhikkhu, anhakavaggikani sumanakasitani siipadharitani.

? Lévi 1915, 407 from the Sarvastivadin Vinaya, translated from the Chinese.

“ English melopoeia “the art or theory of inventing melody” from Greek pelomoielv 1o write a lyric poem
or sel to music.

! Cullavagga V, 3, Vin II 108.

42 See Lévi. p. 430 for a discussion of the five advantages of chanting.
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replied: "In my buddhadharma there is no concern for fine language as long as the
meaning is not violated, this is my intention. You must use whatever sounds people need
to realize awakening. Thus it is known as the obligation to act according to the country,”
** Although this incident is ambiguous, it does not appear to be a guestion of dialect but
of the clarity of the chant. The Buddha's response — to use whatever sounds you need so
that people understand and gain awakening — could refer to either the local dialect or the
recitation practice or both. Brough believes the passage is corrupt (1980, 39).

4) and 5) The Sarvastivadin® and Milasarvastivadin® Vinaya passages are both
unambiguously about chant. In the first two brahmins Qupo and Yepo had recited the
four Vedic books®' from memory; when they became monks they did the same with the
Buddha’s tcachings. When one died, the other forgot the chants and unsuccessfully
sought another companion to instruct him. He was unhappy and this fact was reported to
the Buddha who prohibited “using the chant of the heretics”.*? In the latter
(Mulasarvastivadin)  passage, there are two brahmins, who are now brothers. One of
them dies and the forgetful survivor goes to various of the Buddha's disciples to ask for
instruction but when he is accommodated, in every case he is dissatisfied with their
chanting, which was so unlike the one he remembered. When the matter was brought to
the attention of the Buddha he said that “making songs in long-drawn out musical
sounds” ** was a fault and ordered the practice stopped. Only if the “regional character of
the voice” * requires this practice is it allowed. This whole passage is clearly a reference
to the sarabhaiiia — dyatakena gitassarena Buddhist-Vedic recitation technique
distinction referred to above and has nothing to do with dialect issues. Brough sees the
absence of request for a Sanskrit rendition of the buddhavacana as a political ploy — since
both of these schools had adopted a form of Prakritized Sanskrit for thejr canon — but
even if that were the case, it is clear that the Chinese recensions offer only marginal
evidence in support of the “each to his own dialect theory”, despite assumptions to the
contrary (Lévi, 1915, 442; Li-Kouang 1949, 217; Edgerton 1953, §1.12f; Lamotte 1958,
611; Brough 1980, 38). In fact, only one of the five versions is unambiguously about
dialect and even that one (the Dharmaguptaka) is not only about dialect, but about
intonation as well.

All the Chinese versions must also be viewed through a different historical lens than the
Pali. We may assume that the Pali goes back to the historical Buddha, if not in precise
language. at least in concept. We know that the Chinese was transiated many centuries
later from a now lost Prakritised Sanskrit by Buddhist monks who were anxious to have
their new religion accepted in a new country (Mair 1994, 715, 721); so it is natural that in
some cases (i.e. Dharmaguptaka) they would interpret their source text as allowing or
encouraging the rendition of buddhavacana in a local dialect.

SEREPTHESRE. FERETR, 2TEE, FEARLMEMEIMNESTHARZ. BELA
PR PEVEW:i Fafd zhong bu yii méivan weishi. Déanshi yill bushi. Shi wii yi y&. Sui zhit zhongshéng ying yii
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The Pali

Having reviewed all the direct evidence available, we may now revisit the original Pali
and offer the following explanation. Monks of different backgrounds were spoiling the
integrity of the buddhavacana with their own names, expressions and explanations of
Buddhba’s terms. They were describing the Dharma in their own terms, with their own
games and synonyms drawn from their own backgrounds. Two brahmin brothers
complained of this fact to the Buddha suggesting that in order to preserve his exact
words, they be put into formal Vedic chant, with all its accents, tones and rules. Buddha
rejected the solution and ordered his teachings to be learned in the original terms in
which he had taught them.

In fact, that is exactly what did happen during the Buddha’s lifetime. The monks
memorized and recited his words, as the story of Sona and other siitras in the canon
tllustrate (discussed below). Local intonation variance was accepted, even applauded, but
we have no indication in the canon that any laxity was allowed with the words
themselves, as Wynne (2004) has convincingly demonstrated, inter alia, contra Cousins’
1983 assertion that the Mahaparinibbana-sutta (DN II 124) sanctioned Jower standards of
authenticity for non-Vinaya teachings. Buddha’s words were to be memorized verbatim.
This is not {0 say that buddhavacana did not change. It too was subject to anicca, and as
time went on, and Buddhism spread into different linguistic areas, it certainly did change.
But in theory anyways, these changes are recoverable by standard methods of
comparative linguistics (Campbell 2004, 122f.; Norman 1990a; Levman 2009b being two
examples), and as Wynne opines (2004, 124) “philological, conceptual, and narrative
oddities in the early Buddhist texts are likely to be significant — not produced by the
random variation of an oral tradition, but by causes that in theory can be discovered.”

The Buddha and the Language(s) he spoke

That the Buddha was master of many, if not all, languages was a common conceit of later
Buddhism. Lamotte (1958, 550) describes a famous incident in the Vibhasa where the
Buddha converts four kings, first by speaking in Sanskrit, then, when the second two do
not understand, in Dravidian and then in Mleccha. Buddhaghosa, in his gloss to DN I
evam me sutam says (Sv 27, 24-5) that the buddhavacana is with one form
sabbasattanam sakasaka-bhasanuripato ‘“‘adapted to the individual dialects of all
beings”. This sentiment was expressed earlier in the Mahayana Mahaparinirvanasitra®
(Weller 1925, 248 quotes the Tibetan version) “...with words which explained the
meaning in a final form in the dialect of each and every one of all sentient beings...”.*
Probably the earliest occurrence of this sentiment is the Dafabhimikasiitra which dates
from the first century A.D. In this work the bodhisattva of the ninth level (termed
sddhumart or “good mind”) has the following skill: “If here, all beings belonging to the
three thousand, great thousand world systems, came in an instant, in a single moment of

% Not the Theravidin version of Waldschmidt, 1950, 1951, which is based on the same source as the Pali
version DN 16.
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time and one by ope and were to ask an infinitude of different kinds of questions - that
which each being asked, a second being would not ask - the bodhisattva would answer it
in words, letters and sounds [understandable] to all beings, and having answered them
with a single uiterance it would satisfy the minds of all beings.” > These quotes highlight
the disparity in time between the Vinaya incident and later development of the language
question. For as Buddhism spread, its language spread and developed and each new
translation form was rationalized by its translators. The rise of Mahdyana schools
introduced a whole new theme into the language discussion: simultaneous polyvocality.

Returrung to our goal stated at the beginning of this article, to put ourselves in the
Buddha's standpoint, using the language he used, with the situation as it was during his
lifetime, things are quite a bit different than the MahayZna picture presented above. Here
we are at the very beginning of the sarigha in a very circumscribed geographical locale,
where,

1) the Prakrit he spoke, a form of Magadht or Ardha-Magadhi or (as Normanp calls it)
“old Magadht” (Norman 1980, 75; Alsdorf 1980), would have been understandable to
most of the populace who lived in the city-states where the Buddha taught. Monks from
other regions of India would also have understood it, once they had learned the
appropriate changes. This is not to deny that on occasion, the Buddha may have made
these alterations himself depending on his audience.

2) Although during his lifetime there was no “canon” as we know it, there was such a
thing buddhavacana, as the Vinaya incident illustrates. The early existence of such a body
of teaching to which monks could refer is also implicit in 1) the standards of authenticity
criteria (mahapadesa) taught in the Mahaparinibbinasutta (DN I 124f); 2) the
patimokkhas which were to be recited every formight; 3) the Kintisurra (MN I 239f.)
where the Buddha is concerned about disagreements over the meaning (atthato) and the
letter (byanjanato) of his teachings and provides means for resolving them; 4) the DN
recitation suttas, DN 33 Sanghisutta and DN 34 Dasuttara Sutta; 5) the Dutiya
Vinayadharasutta (AN 1V 140) where the monk is expected to know the teachings
“chapter by chapter, down to the letter” (suttaso anubyafjanaso); not to mention
numerous other references cited by Wynne (2004) and elsewhere.®

3) The Buddha’s words were expected to be memorized and recited. This, as shown
above, and as is generally accepted, was an integral part of early (and present) Buddhist
practice.

4) The Buddha's teachings were unique — i. e. completely different from the prevalent
Brahminic beliefs — and endowed with their own specialized vocabulary devised by the
Buddha to present his insights effectively.

5 Vaidya 1967, 53. trans. by author. saceitant trisahasramahdsdhasra-lokadhatuparydpannah sarvasattva
upasamkramya ekaksanalavamuhitrtena prasnan pariprccheyuh, ekaikas ca resam
apromananutavimdtraiaya pariprechet, yam caikah sattvah pariprcchen na tam dvitiyah, tam bodhisatvah
sarvasattvarwapadavyaijanam  udgrhniyat / udgrhya caikarutabhivyaharena tes@m sarvasatrvanam
cina$ayan paritosayet.

%As, for example in the Sugatavinayasunia AN Il 148, te bhikkhit bahussuta dgatagama dhammadhara
vinayadhara matikadhara. Te sakkaccam sutiantam param vaventi, (“those monks who are of wide
knowledge, versed in the doctrines, who know Dhamma by heart, who know Vinaya by heart, who kaow
the summaries by heart, - these dutifully hand on a text to another”). trans. Hare, 2006, vol. 2, 152; or the
Sotanudhatasurra, AN 1 185, bhikkhu dhammam pariyapundu: sutta geyyam veyyakaranam gatha, “A
monk memorizes the Dharma: surtas, geyya and exposition...”.
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Given these conditions, how likely would it have been for the Buddha to authorize the
substitation of his followers’ terms, explanations, names or expressions for his own or to
allow his words to be formalized in Vedic chant? The Buddha wanted his very words, in
his own vocabulary and designations, memorized, repeated and recited. This is the gist of
the Cullavagga incident, and the significance of the phrase sakaya nirurtiya.

Postscript

One of the arguments advanced for the spread of Buddhism was the liberality of its
language policy (Mair 1994, 722 £*) and this was certainly the case after Buddha’s
parinibbana. 1t is well known that the Buddha had a completely different view of
language and words than was prevalent in his time. For him words were not eternal and
unchangeable as the Veda was for the Brahmins; words were simply social conventions.
His teachings reflects this view, using a “decentered” approach to language with
synonymic and near-synonymic word repetition being a constant feature of his style .
Ultimately Buddha believed that words could not communicate his liberative insights
which were atakkavacaro (“beyond the realm of reasoning”) — that is why after his
awakening, he chose not to teach as he felt no one would understand him; it took a visit
from Brahma to persuade him to turn the wheel of Dharma. In one sutta important to the
later Chan tradition (Atthattasutia SN IV 400), he renounces the use of words altogether,
for they only create misunderstandings. Why then was he concerned that his words be
learned to the letter? The answer { think is found in the Namasurta (SN I 39), where a
divine being asks the Buddha,

kim su sabbam addhabhavi® kisma bhiyyo na vijjati,

kissassa ekadhammassa sabb’ eva vasamanvagiiti.

“What is overpowering all, what is unsurpassed? All are under the power of what one
thing?”

The Buddha replies,

namam sabbam addhabhavi nama bhiyyo na vijjati,
namassa ekadhammassa sabb’ eva vasam anvagii ti.

“Name overpowers all. Nothing surpasses name. All are under the power of this one
thing, name.”

Nama-riipa is the fourth link in the chain of dependent origination. Once consciousness
has arisen, depending on it, name and form arises. Once we name things, “reality” begins
to take shape and conditions the origin of the six sense fields leading to contact, feeling,
craving, etc. and the suffering of samsara. So though names are arbitrary, conditioned
and non-absolutive, they do have a lot to do with the way we perceive reality, for they
“create” the world by superimposition on form which takes shape based on our

* In footnote 4, at the bottom of page 722 Mair mistakenly derives Pali sakaya from Sanskrit sarkdya
(meaning “personality). It seems that Mair is unfamiliar with the case endings in Pali. The stem word is
saka and the Skt. root is svaka. sakaya is instrumenta) fem. sing. (sometimes read as locative which has the
identical case ending).

® addhabhavi, Burmese tradition; anvabhavi (“participates in”), Sinhalese tradition.
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understanding of the name. Nama is part of the Buddha’s specialized teaching
vocabulary. So, although words by themselves may not be able to communicate Buddha’s
supralinguistic insights, it is essential to correctly understand how the Buddha uses and
explains them in order to enter into his standpoint and have the opportunity to see what
he saw.

Abbreviations

AN = Angutrara Nikaya

BHSD = Buddhist Hybrid Sanskrit Dictionary (Edgerton, 1953)
CPF = Critical Pali Dictionary (http://pali.hum.ku.dk/cpd/)

DDB = Digital Dictionary of Buddhism (http:/www.buddhism-dict.net/dbb/)
Dhp = Dhammapada

Dhp-a = Dhammapadatthakatha (. C. Norman 1970)

DN = Digha Nikaya

MN = Majjhima Nikdaya

Mp = Manorathapiirani (Kopp 1936)

PED = Pali-English Dictionary

PW = Sanskrit (Petersburg) Worterbuch (Bohtlingk & Roth)

Sp = Samantapasadika, (Takakusu & Nagai 1924-47)

Sv = Sumangala-Vilasini (Rhys-Davids & Carpenter 1886-1932)
Vin = Vinayapiraka
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SUMMARY

This paper revisits the well-known incident in the Vinaya (II, 139) where the Buddha is
believed to authorize translation of the buddhavacana into “the monks’ own dialects™,
The key phrase sakdya niruttiya is analyzed in detail, showing that in the first key
statement, fe sakaya niruttiya buddhavacanam disenti,  “They are ruining the
buddhavacana with their own nirusti”, the word sakdya (“one’s own”) refers to the
monks, while in the second key statement, anujanami bhikkhave sakaya niruttiya
buddhavacanam pariyapupitum, “I prescribe monks, the buddhavacana to be learned
thoroughly with my own nirutti”, the word sakaya refers to the Buddha. The paper looks
at the use of the word nirutti throughout the Pali scriptures and concludes that the word
does not mean “dialect” as most translators have taken it, but “name”, “term”,
“explanation” “definition™ or “designation”. So the correct sense of the passage is that
various monks are ruining buddhavacana using their own names for the Buddha's terms
and the Buddha therefore orders that buddhavacana be learned with the names and terms
that he has designated. Presumably this refers to the specialized vocabulary unique to the
Buddha’s teaching, like anatta, anicca, paticcasamuppada, etc., for which other terms
were being substituted. The Buddha also forbids his words to be rendered into Vedic
recitatory verse (chandaso). The Chinese versions of this incident are also examined.
Although the Buddha does authorize learning and reciting buddhavacana in the “sounds
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of the country”, it appears — from examining all recensions — that he is talking as much
or more about recitation as he is about dialect. The paper ends by examining the
longstanding Buddhist recitation tradition and concludes that the Buddha wanted his
words memorized and recited exactly as he spoke them.

RESUME

Cet article reprend la question du fameux incident relaté dans le Vinaya (II 139) ol le
Bouddha est supposé avoir autorisé la traduction du buddhavacana dans «le dialecte
propre des moines ». L’expression sakdya niruttiya est analysée en détail. On montre que
dans la premiére affirmation-clé, te sakaya niruttiva buddhavacanam diisenti, « ils ruinent
le buddhavacana avec leur propre nirutti », le mot sakdya (« son propre ») renvoie aux
moines, tandis que dans la seconde affirmation-clé, anujanami bhikkhave sakaya niruttiva
buddhavacanam pariyapunitum, « je permets, & moines, que le buddhavacana soit appris
complétement dans ma propre nirutti, le mot sakaya renvoie au Bouddha. L’article
examine les emplois du mot nirurti » dans les textes palis et conclut que le mot ne signifie
pas « dialecte », selon la traduction adoptée le plus souvent, mais « nom », « terme »,
« explication », « définition » ou « désignation ». Le sens correct du passage discuté est
donc le suivant : les moines ruinent le buddhavacana en employant leurs propres termes
pour les termes du Bouddha et le Bouddha demande donc que son enseignement soit
appris avec les noms et les termes qu’il a établis. Il pourrait s’agir du vocabulaire
spécifique 4 I'enseignement du Bouddha, des termes tels que anatta, anicca,
paticcasamuppdda, etc., qui se trouvaient remplacés par d’autres termes. Le Bouddha
interdit aussi que ses mots soient rendus en vers récités a la védique (chandaso). Les
versions chinoises de 1’épisode sont aussi passées en revue. Bien que le Bouddha autorise
a enseigner et a réciter le buddhavacana dans les « sons du pays », il semble, & examiner
toutes les recensions, qu’il parle autant, sinon plus, de récitation que de dialecte. Enfin,
I’article examine la longue tradition bouddhique de récitation et conclut que le Bouddha
tenait & ce que ses mots soient mémorisés et récités exactement comme il les avait
prononcés.






