During the second session (June 25" 2021) of the Summer Sutta Reading Course on Sabbasavasuttnnana
run by Santavana Monastery, USA, Acariya Kaiyin mentioned what language the Buddha might have used
and the origin of Pali. Query was then put to Maha Thera Bhikkhu Bodhi by Dr. Po-Hui Chuang. In
response, Bhikkhu Bodhi referred to the relevant paragraphs in the 1997 scholarly work by K. R. Norman.
Key information is translated below.
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Norman, K. R. “Buddhism and Regional Dialects.” 4 Philosophical Approach to Buddhism: The Bukkyo
Denduo Kyokai Lectures 1994, The Buddhist Forum, vol. 5, London, SOAS, University of London,
1997, pp. 59-76.

K. R. Norman was President of the Pali Text Society from 1981 to 1994.
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We need then have no doubt that the MIA dialects had been formed, and were in use during the time when
the Buddha was teaching, but we have little knowledge about the dialect geography of the fifth century
B.C.E. If we ask: ‘“What was the language of the Buddha?’’, then we have to admit that we do not know for
certain what language or languages the Buddha spoke.
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It therefore seems very likely that the Buddha's sermons were preached in a non-Sanskritic language, i.e. a
Prakrit, and from the fact that he moved about preaching in various places we can assume that he preached
in a number of dialects, varying his language to suit his audience. Much of his teaching life was spent in
Magadha.... We can therefore assume that on some occasions, at least, he used the Magadhan dialect of the
time, which we may call Old Magadhi. (61-62)
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This belief might appear to be supported by the fact that the Pali commentarial tradition tells us that the
Buddha's language was Magadhi. Unfortunately the commentators use this name about the form of the
canon which they had before them, i.e. the language which we call Pali, and as we can be quite certain that
Pali is not Magadhi, we have to examine carefully just what they meant when they said this. It is probable
that they believed that the Buddha spoke the words as they were in the canon, i.e. in Pali, and as they knew
he lived and uttered the words in Magadha, they believed that Pali was Magadhi. Z{E{Z &2 _E 7 PAE
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We do not know precisely the form which Magadht had at the time of the Buddha. We can deduce to some
extent what form that dialect had at the time of Asoka, and we know what the grammarians writing some
centuries later said were the characteristics of the dialect. Extrapolating from this, we can gain what we may
regard as a fairly accurate idea of the main features of that dialect at the time when the Buddha was
teaching. Its main characteristics would have been: 1 for r, palatal § for all sibilants, -e as the nominative
singular ending.
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If this is correct, then ... the language of the Theravadin canon which we have is certainly not Magadhi .
That would indicate that the language has been translated on at least one occasion, presumably to meet the
needs of the situation. As Buddhism moved from the land of its origin into areas where different dialects or
languages were spoken, and as those dialects or languages developed and changed over the course of time, it
would seem to be inevitable that some sort of translation process was needed if the Buddha's teaching was
not to become unintelligible to those to whom it was preached. Are there any traces of this ? Yes, there are.
If we analyse the language of the Theravadin canon, i.e. the language which we call Pali, we can see that for
the most part it has features which we would class as western, using this in a linguistic rather than a
geographical sense, since we find eastern forms in the version of the Asokan inscriptions in the West at
Sopara. Nevertheless, we can detect anomalous forms in it, i.e. forms which do not seem to follow the
western patterns of phonology and morphology of the language. Some of these have features which are more
appropriate to Sanskrit, e.g. consonant groups containing -r-, and the absolutives in —tva. Disregarding these
for a moment, we can see that there still remain a number of other anomalous forms. There are forms with
eastern kkh where we should expect western cch, e.g. bhikkhu and bhikkhunt; forms with 1 where we should
expect r, e.g. verbs with the prefix pali- instead ofpari-; forms with -e where we should expect -0, e.g.
bhikkhave instead of bhikkhavo, and also some nominative singular endings in -e, instead of -0; examples of
the voicing of consonants, e.g. yadeti; forms with intervocalic y instead of k or t; forms with j where we
should expect y, e.g. jantaghara; dental n instead of retroflex n, e.g. in nibbana; v where we should expect y,
e.g. avuso from the noun ayu(s); and a small group of words where a consonant group including a nasal has
developed in an unexpected way, e.g. nt > nd, nd > nn and mb > mm.
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It is generally agreed that these are dialect forms, from one or more dialects, and they may be regarded as
being remnants of dialects through which the Buddhavacana was transmitted before it was translated into the
language which we find in the Theravadin canon, i.e. Pali. (63)
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But Pali is an abbreviation of pali-bhasa, which means the language of the pali, i.e. the texts, or the canon. It
follows, then, that every feature of the language of those texts, however strange, and however inconsistent
with the rest of the language of the texts, is Pali. We can define it, if we wish, as a western dialect with some
eastern features, although this in itself is a matter for debate ... but it would, technically, be incorrect to talk
about these possible eastern features as anomalous forms. It is even more incorrect to call them non-Pali
forms. Nevertheless, | must call them something in the course of my discussion about what to call them, so |
shall in general call them "anomalous" or sometimes "eastern”, and when | want to stress that the Pali being
used is free from such eastern forms, I shall call it western. (63)
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The presence of these anomalous forms in the Theravadin canon was, of course, noticed a long time ago,
and their value as indicators of an earlier form of the Buddhavacana has been much studied and debated. ....
Why they were retained from an earlier version, and what conclusions can we draw from their retention ?
(63)
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If these anomalous forms are remnants of dialects through which the Buddhavacana was transmitted, then
our task is to identify the dialects and the areas in which they were used, in the belief that this will give
information about the regions of North India through which Buddhism spread. The problem is to see



whether our anomalous forms exhibit any of the characteristic features of any of the dialects about which we
have knowledge, in the hope that this will tell us about the regions through which the texts, or parts of them,
were transmitted. To guide us in our search we have two main aids: the inscriptions found in India, from the
time of Asoka onwards, and the statements of the grammarians. Both sources are to some extent unreliable,
and in any case refer to a time later than the Buddha. ... the belief of some that the Buddha's death is to be
dated c. 400 B.C.E. This means that the Asokan inscriptions are about 150 years after that date, and so we
have to allow that much time for linguistic change, and we have to accept that the Asokan inscriptions
cannot be entirely satisfactory as a guide to earlier dialects and dialect forms. Furthermore, although we can
surmise that Asoka intended his inscriptions to be carved in the dialects appropriate to each site, there is
clear evidence that this was not always done. (64)
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The grammarians were writing many centuries later, from the fifth century C.E. onwards, when the dialects
had, in any case, been standardised by being used for literary purposes, especially in the dramas, although a
literary dialect or language very often represents a fossilised version of a language used as a vernacular long
before, and so may retain very old features. As a third aid, there is also the information which can be gained
from Jain texts, which underwent the same type of language changes as the Buddhist texts, i.e. different
dialects were used as Jainism spread.(64)
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Nevertheless, we can, to some extent, use Jain texts to help with the identification of the dialects of Buddhist
texts, and vice versa.
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There would, however, have been certain items which remained unchanged: 1) words which had a specific
sanctity attached to them because they were regarded as technical or semi-technical terms, and were
therefore, despite the air of strangeness which they must have presented, too important to change; 2) words
which had no equivalent in the receiving dialect, and which therefore had to be retained; 3) words retained
by an oversight. (65)
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The accuracy of such a translation process depended on the knowledge and ability of the translator. (65)
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