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Did the Buddha speak Pali?
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®. Most of his teachings were initially
delivered in some form of what more technically
is called Old Magadhi to distinguish it from Ardha
Magadhi a much later language which was used
for the transmission of the scriptures belonging
to the Jain tradition. But old Magadhi was far
from the only language spoken in India or even
in Northern India at the time. And it seems
likely that the Buddha may have been able to
communicate in more than one language.
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. The word “Pali” is subject
of a very old misunderstanding—
not ours, we inherited it—the
misunderstanding of medieval Asian
traditions—the word doesn’t
appear in the Pali Tripitaka. It’s a
commentarial word from a later
layer of Buddhist literature. When
it does appear it’s the phrase that
appears in Palibhasa, like Bhasa,
Subhasita, etc. It’s just the Pali
language, so it looks like a name of
a language, like the French language,
or the Sanskrit language, or the
Chinese language. Butit’s not. Pali,
as | think some of you already know,
doesn’t mean a language name, it
means texts, specifically, it means

scriptural religious text.
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en. It’s clear that it was not the language
that the Buddha spoke. But not only did the
Buddha not speak Pali, no one spoke Pali. Pali is,
as von Hintber calls it, an artificial language,
cobbled together from a variety of spoken
languages to come up with what von Hinlber
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called, and I’'m not sure it's the best choice,
but he called it a lingua franca for the purpose
of disseminating Buddhist teachings across
dialectal or perhaps language lines. So it’s a
compromise language made up from pieces of
different languages in India at the time. The
reason | have problem with the term lingua
franca is that usually it’s something that you
can speak, usually it can be a marketplace
language for people from different linguistic
backgrounds to haggle over goods in some
common tongue. That’s not what Pali was. It’s
a scriptural lingua franca—don’t think we have
a word for that—but used originally and only
for religious texts, and | mean that broadly, not
only for the canonical scriptures attributed to
the Buddha but later for the commentaries and
for what we call church histories, texts like the
Dipavamsa from the 3rd and 4th centuries and
the Mahavamsa from this century composed to
tell the history of Buddhism and the history of
Sri Lanka in the process, composed in Sri Lanka
much later. So, Pali is already representing a bit
of a divergence from the language we talked
about in the beginning. It’s no one’s language
and ideally everyone’s language, at least as a
language for the study and recitation of Buddhist
texts.
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&. It’s certainly to be classified as one of
the many Middle Indic languages and that in a
certain sense is a Prakrit. But when we map
Pali on to the picture provided by the Asoka
inscriptions, Indological specialists discovered
something very peculiar, for Pali does not fit
the normal profile of an ordinary Prakrit.
Instead, as the great Pali scholar Oskar von
HinUber has shown, it exhibits some mixture of
Eastern and Western features including some
terminology that starts to go back to old
Magadhi itself—even older language. The
majority of the characteristics of Pali, in fact,
wind up with what we know from the inscriptions
would be from Western Prakrits not Eastern.
And this already would call into question
whether it’s anything even close to the language
the Buddha spoke since the Buddha lived in
the eastern part of this region.
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