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* References to Pali texts are made to Pali Text Society
publications for the most part, in which case publication details
are not included in the list of references. All Pali references
have been assigned abbreviations by the Critical Pali Dictionary,
which is recognised and adopted internationally. See: https://
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and Indic words, in italics, except in the following cases:
Bodhisattva/Bodhisatta, Buddha, Dharma/Dhamma, karma/
kamma, nirvana/nibbana, stupa/thupa, yoga, and other
Sanskrit and Pali words that have passed into common English
usage.

« If you are not a native speaker of English, please have your
article proofread by a scholar who is a native speaker before
submission.

All non-solicited articles will undergo a thorough review and evaluation
by at least two members of the editorial board or other academic peers in the
field, with readers’ comments made available upon completion of the review
for potential revisions.

The decision to accept or reject the articles for publication is made by the
editorial board and is final.

Submissions will be accepted until June 1, 2025, to be given full consideration
for the next issue.

ix


https://cpd.uni-koeln.de/intro/vol1_epileg_abbrev_texts
https://cpd.uni-koeln.de/intro/vol1_epileg_abbrev_texts

EDITORIAL
A Fresh Look at Themes Within Early Buddhism

Aleix Ruiz-Falqués

This issue of the JOCBS sees the revisiting and re-evaluation of important long-
standing themes in Buddhist studies, offering fresh perspectives and insights.

Alexander Wynne opens with a reexamination of Luis Gémez’s well-
known and yet half abandoned theory of proto-Madhyamaka philosophy
in the Atthakavagga of the Pali Suttanipata. Wynne presents new insights,
establishing a fascinating correspondence between the apophatic, silence-
oriented traditions of early Buddhism—what he calls No-View Buddhism—
and the development of Prajfiaparamita schools in northwestern India,
particularly in Gandhara. One of Wynne’s thought-provoking ideas is that
the tension between the more radically apophatic tradition of Nagarjuna
and devotional imaginary of the Lotus Sutra is already present in the earliest
corpus of Buddhist texts. He further hypothesizes about the role that Kaccana
could have played in the transmission and development of such teaching
in western and northwestern India. More broadly, Wynne’s paper offers a
general view of the ways in which early Buddhist doctrines and traditions of
practice could have developed, and it importantly draws attention to the fact
that the Prajfiaparamita literature was not necessarily a response to the rise
of Abhidharma/Abhidhamma scholasticism—a tenet that is virtually taken for
granted in our field.

The second article is by Nir Feinberg, who recently obtained his PhD at
UC Berkeley with a thesis that deals with the concept of samvega—a word he
translates as “turmoil”. In the present article, he revisits the Attadanda Sutta
of the Suttanipata and provides a wealth of textual evidence that highlights
the place of turbulent emotions in the earlier stages of the path to awakening,



EDITORIAL

challenging the notion that only peaceful emotions are conducive to
enlightenment. In his own words: “The Buddhist tradition has consistently
recognized that the path to tranquility is filled with emotional turmoil.” His
work enriches the growing discourse on the philosophy of emotion in Pali
literature that is bringing to light evidence of a more complex emotional
landscape within early Buddhist practice.

Bryan Levman contributes the first of a two-part article on Pali textual
variants. As is well known, the Pali canonical texts (and the non-canonical
too, for that matter), contain thousands of variant readings. Not all of them
are of the same nature, and not all of them are of the same significance.
Levman provides a thought-provoking first half of his typology of variants,
analyzing and categorizing them comprehensively. Of course, since the
archive of Pali manuscripts remains largely unexplored, Levman’s typology
is liable to improvements in the future, working as it does, with such a
complex topic, on ‘best inference’. But overall it provides a solid basis for
students of Pali philology to think about variant readings in a complex and
critical way. One special feature in Levman’s method, that would alone
justify the publication of this article, is the effort in tracing non-Indo-Aryan
forms to Dravidian or Munda roots. Particularly in onomastica, this line of
research reveals itself as most fascinating. Levman’s ambitious article will
hopefully invite debate, and prompt further development of this important
area of Pali textual studies.

Following on is another up-and-coming scholar, Bernat Font, who
has recently defended his thesis on vedana, a word that he translates as
“feeling”, at Bristol University.! Font’s paper investigates the specific
topic of the nature of piti “joy”. It is perhaps not known to all that piti
is sometimes categorized as vedana “feeling” and sometimes as sarikhara
“conditioning factor”. The fact that the Theravada tradition has firmly
opted for the latter has major implications: that joy is not something that
is felt, but rather a certain kind of mental anticipation. Font elaborates on
the technical reasons that may have motivated Theravadins to distinguish
piti “joy” and sukha “pleasure” as belonging to two different bundles. In
doing so he also exposes the shortcomings of such scholastic commitment
to systematicity.

! https://research-information.bris.ac.uk/en/studentTheses/what-the-buddha-felt
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The final article of the present volume is by Brian Victoria, a leading
scholar in the field of Buddhism and Violence. His article confronts the
sensitive ideas of karma and rebirth, taking historical instances where they have
been interpreted in ways that legitimize social injustice. Some practitioners,
regardless of their Buddhist tradition, may feel challenged by the directness
in which Victoria addresses certain issues. However, the central question
he raises is essential: “What venues exist in the Buddhist world to address a
controversial topic like this one [viz. karma], for there can be no doubt that
this topic needs to be addressed in light of Buddhism’s commitment to reduce
suffering in its myriad forms.” Such a commitment is, indeed, a foundational
aspect of Buddhist ethics. The JOCBS wholeheartedly welcomes responses to
Victoria’s arguments, and those of any other contributors, for the duty of a
journal such as this one is to serve as an open platform for academic debate.

This issue also includes a review of a recent publication, namely Javier
Schnake’s critical edition of the Ekakkharakosa and its tika (commentary), a
medieval Pali grammar, published by the Pali Text Society this year. The JOCBS
looks forward to expanding its review section in the coming year.
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Proto-Madhyamaka in the Pali Canon Revisited:
Early Buddhism, Gandhara and the Origin of the
Prajiiaparamita’

Alexander Wynne

ABSTRACT—Buddhist Studies has largely overlooked Luis 0. Gémez’s
‘Proto-Madhyamaka’ thesis, according to which apophatic thought
resembling later Madhyamaka is found in the Pali canon. Consequently,
little progress has been made in understanding the history of early
Buddhist thought, from the Buddha to Nagarjuna. According to the
standard account, a period of spiritual pragmatism, in the canonical
suttas, gave way to the reductionism of the Abhidharma, which in turn
inspired the Prajfiaparamita and so laid the foundations for Madhyamaka.
Based on Gomez’s thesis, this paper suggests a different scheme: that
in the late canonical period, an apophatic tradition was transmitted in
the western lineage of Kaccana, before reaching Gandhara where it was
reformulated as the Prajiaparamita.

KEYWORDS: Atthakavagga, antirealism, Kaccana, prajfiaparamitd,
negation, emptiness, Gandhara

e

* This is an expanded version of a paper entitled “‘Proto-Madhyamaka’ in the Pali canon revisited:
reconstructing a foundational spiritual project in early Buddhism’, delivered at the ‘Madhyamaka in
South Asia and Beyond International conference’, August 18-22, 2024, Vienna, Austria.

JOCBS 24: 1-41 ©2024 Alexander Wynne



PROTO-MADHYAMAKA IN THE PALI CANON REVISITED

In his famous article ‘Proto-Madhyamika in the Pali Canon’ (1976), Luis 0. Gémez
claimed that old parts of the Pali canon have a rather exceptional content. He
argued that the Atthakavagga and Parayanavagga, ‘The Book of Eights’ and ‘The
Book on Going to the Far Shore’, the two final books of the Suttanipata, not
only ‘belong to the oldest of the Pali texts” but also ‘anticipate (rather than
foreshadow) some of the key doctrines of the Great Vehicle’ (1976: 139). He
also claimed that the thought of the Atthakavagga cannot ‘be reduced to other,
more common teachings of the Pali Canon without doing some violence to the
text’ (1976: 139), largely due to the fact that they contain ‘some of the most
explicit and representative statements of an extreme apophatic tendency
found elsewhere in Buddhist literature’ (1976: 140).

Now almost fifty years on, a critical evaluation is long overdue. I will here
address the Proto-Madhyamaka thesis in three ways: first, by clarifying the
scope of the concept, based on core teachings of the Atthaka; second, by
reconsidering the place of Proto-Madhyamaka within the Pali canon more
generally; and third, by sketching a line of transmission connecting the
Pali canon to the early ‘Perfection of Wisdom’ (prajfiaparamita) tradition in
ancient Gandhara. I will argue that the Proto-Madhyamaka thesis, properly
understood, opens up a hidden spiritual history which changes how we think
about Buddhist thought and practice prior to Nagarjuna.

1. Proto-Madhyamaka in the Atthakavagga

What Gémez termed the Atthaka’s ‘extreme apophatic tendency’ is most
pronounced in the four texts which have given the collection its name: the
Guhatthaka, Dutthatthaka, Suddhatthaka and Paramatthaka Suttas (II-V), each
of which contains eight (attha) verses.! A prominent theme of three of these
texts (III-V), one shared by five other texts of the collection (VIII-X, XII-
XII), is their discourse on views. Views are said to expose a person (789): a

! Since the chapters of the Atthakavagga are arranged according to increasing number of
verses, the length of verses would seem crucial to its formation; if so, a title based on the length
of its fundamental sections, 11-V, seems likely. Alternatively, the Chinese and Sanskrit title of the
collection assumes that the MI atthaka is to be derived from Skt. artha rather than asta. Bodhi
(2017: 138): ‘There is a Chinese parallel titled #&/E £, “The Discourse of Verses on Meaning,”
which is assumed to be a translation of a Skt title, *Arthapada Siitra. An English translation is
available (Bapat 1951), which also cites parallel verses from Sn. Another Skt form of the title,
mentioned in other works, is Arthavargiya’
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normal person fashions them (910), grasps at or embraces them, sometimes
passionately (832, 889, 891), rationalises them (892), regards them as truth
(882), gets immersed in them (796, 878, 880, 895), and does not transcend them
(781), believing that they bring purity (908). The opposite of this is the sage,
who lets go of views (785), does not form them (786, 799), does not grasp at
or adopt them (802, 837), and so does not rely on them (800), is not led into
them (851), does not follow them (911), has ‘shaken’ them off (787), is released
from them (913) and has no conceit because of them (846). The basic didactic
orientation of the Atthaka is towards negation, therefore, in the sense that the
very prospect of having an abstract view about the world is cut away.

Quite different from this ‘no-view’ perspective is the group of texts that
concludes the Atthaka: the Tuvataka, Attadanda and Sariputta Suttas (XIV-
XVI). These suttas are exhortative, offering advice on spiritual practice,
while saying nothing about views. This does not necessarily mean that these
‘practice suttas’ disagree with the eight ‘no-view suttas” as long as one accepts
that ‘views’ refer to abstract ways of understanding the world, rather than
guidelines for spiritual practice in the here and now, the two groups could
represent different aspects of a single spiritual understanding. For the time
being, I regard the Atthaka as broadly homogeneous, albeit with different
tendencies that might indicate some tension between different perspectives.?
What ties the ‘no-view’ and ‘practice’ suttas together is the collection’s
consistent focus on cognition and experience. This is usually expressed in the
form of a series of interrelated dichotomies: views vs. no views, apperception
vs. non-conceptuality, mundane vs. transcendent cognition, attachment vs.
non-attachment, and so on. As Gémez has pointed out (1976: 142), in the
Atthaka the problem of suffering is caused by the

misdirected mind, specifically the wrongly applied faculty of
apperception (safifia). Apperception leads to dualities, graspings,
conflicts, and sorrow because of its two primary functions: its
power to conceptualize and define (samkha) and its tendency
towards division and multiplicity (paparica).

? For a different view, see Vetter (1988: 102). According to Fronsdal (2016, Introduction: Four
Themes of the Book of Eights), the four basic themes of the collection are: ‘letting go of views,
avoiding sensual craving, the qualities of a sage, and the training to become a sage. These
themes, it should be noted, are carefully interwoven throughout the collection.
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The key terms of this analysis are ‘apperception’ (safifid), ‘conceptual
diversification’ (paparica), ‘view’ (ditthi), and ‘clinging’ (nissaya/nissita; Gémez
1976, 149-50). These define the unenlightened mode of cognition, whereas
their negation defines the opposite:

1. Mundane experience: views, apperception, attachment, the
conceptually diversified world of ‘T, ‘mine’, etc.

2. Experience of the sage: no views, no concepts, non-
attachment, ineffability.

A couple of further points can be added to this rudimentary definition
of Proto-Madhyamaka. The first is an idea that would seem to be implicit in
the Atthaka, rather than stated outright: that what we perceive as external
reality is fundamentally shaped by the mind. In other words, the metaphysical
orientation of the collection is towards antirealism:

3. Antirealism: the dependence of the ‘world’ on a person’s
cognitive apparatus.

A final point is that the Atthaka’s focus on cognition and experience is
often expressed in descriptions of mindful states, both in terms of how an
unenlightened person should experience the world and how a liberated
person actually does:

4. Present-moment mindfulness: the way to sagehood, and the
nature of the sage’s experience.

Only four suttas of the Atthaka make no mention of mindfulness: the
Dutthatthaka (111), Pasira (VIII) and Calaviyiha Suttas (XII), which focus on the
spiritual ethics of debating and holding views, as well as the Tissametteyya
Sutta (VII), which is concerned with the secluded, renunciant way of life. As
can be seen in Table 1, terms and ideas in the other twelve suttas of the Atthaka
presume the practice of mindfulness. In short, mindfulness is a prominent
feature of the Atthaka, one that creates an underlying link that draws together
its apophatic orientation (especially in I1I-V) and the exhortative teachings on
practice/lifestyle (especially in XIV-XVI).
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Table 1. Mindfulness in the Atthakavagga

Mindfulness in general

upekkhako/upekkhati
(Equanimity)

sato, sati
(Mindfulness)

appamatta/na pamajjati/na pamada
(Diligence)

Mindful cognitive states

dittha, suta, muta, etc.
(Direct experience: what is seen,
heard, thought, etc.)

anupalitta/na (upa-)lippati
(‘Unsullied’)

no sanna

(Non-conceptuality)

phassa/phuttha
(Contact/Experience)

855
911-912
972

768,771

855

916, 933

962, 964, 973-75

779
925, 933-34
942

778

790, 793
797-98, 802
812-13
901, 914

778-79
790
812
845

779
802
847
874

778
851
918

X. Purabheda
XIIL. Mahaviyiha
XVI. Sariputta

I. Kama

X. Purabheda

XIV. Tuvataka
XVI. Sariputta

II. Guhatthaka
XIV. Tuvataka
XV. Attadanda

II. Guhatthaka
1V. Suddhatthaka
V. Paramatthaka
VI. Jara

XIIL. Mahaviyiha

II. Guhatthaka
IV. Suddhatthaka
VI. Jara

IX. Magandiya

II. Guhatthaka
V. Paramatthaka
IX. Magandiya
XI. Kalahavivada

II. Guhatthaka
X. Purabheda
XIV. Tuvataka



PROTO-MADHYAMAKA IN THE PALI CANON REVISITED

By ‘mindful cognitive states’ I especially mean statements which imply
present-moment awareness. A few verses from the Tuvataka Sutta are
characteristic of this feature of the Atthaka:

Tuvataka Sutta (Sn 917-18)
internal or external, he should not become fixated on (thamam
kubbetha), for the good do not called this quenching (nibbuti).

He should not think (marifieyya) [of himself] as better, worse or
the same; touched (phuttho) by various forms, he does not linger
imagining (vikappayam titthe) himself (natumanam).’

By imploring the practitioner not to ‘become fixated’ on experiential
phenomena, and not to ‘imagine” himself when experiencing multiple objects,
these verses point towards a certain mindful way of experiencing present-
moment phenomena. As Gémez perceptively noted (1976: 142-43), these
verses show how mindfulness

pulls the mind back to the ever-fleeting present, away from its
extensions into the past and future. In this way it acts in exactly
the opposite direction of the process of apperception, and thus
uproots conception.

Similar sentiments are stated in the Guhatthaka, Suddhatthaka and
Paramatthaka Suttas. The motif of the sage remaining ‘unsullied [by attachment]’
(lippati)* to what is ‘seen, heard (and thought)’ is particularly important:

Guhatthaka Sutta (Sn 778-79)

Dispelling partiality (chandam) for both ends, understanding
contact (phassam), devoid of craving, not doing what he would
blame himself for, the resolute one is not sullied (na lippati) by
[attachment to] what is seen or heard (ditthasutesu).

* Sn 917. yam kifici dhammam abhijafifid ajjhattam atha va pi bahiddha, na tena thamam kubbethana
hi sa nibbuti satam vutta. 918. seyyo na tena mafifieyya niceyyo atha va pi sarikkho, phuttho anekaripehi
natumanam vikappayan titthe. Reading phuttho (B¢) for puttho (E¢).

4 lippati, a passive form of lip, MMW sv: ‘to be attached to (loc.), stick, adhere, I§ Up’.
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The sage, unsullied by [attachment to] possessions (pariggahesu),
understanding apperception (safifiam), might cross over the
flood. Having plucked out the dart, wandering diligently (caram
appamatto), he has no longing for this world or the next.’

These verses advise a certain attitude towards cognition: without
attachment to ‘what is seen or heard’, one should understand contact and
apperception. The implicit meaning is that suffering is overcome by not
conceptualising present-moment experience. A similar understanding is
stated in the Suddhatthaka and Paramatthaka Suttas, which speak of a radical
detachment from phenomena:

Suddhatthaka Sutta (Sn 793)

He is disassociated (visenibhiito) from all phenomena, whatever is
seen, heard or thought (dittham va sutam mutam va). How, here in
this world (idha lokasmim), might one conceive (vikappayeyya) the
one whose vision is thus, who lives openly?°

Paramatthaka Sutta (Sn 802)

He does not fashion (pakappita) even a subtle apperception (ani pi
safifid), here (idha), with regard to what is seen, heard or thought
(ditthe va sute mute va). How, here in the world (idha lokasmim),
might one conceive (vikappayeyya) that Brahmin, who does not
grasp at view?”

We here learn that by not conceptualising present-moment experience,
and being completely detached from it,® the sage cannot be imagined: he is
ineffable. This state of non-conceptual awareness does not look anything like
a state of insight as defined in standard canonical teachings, such as the ‘three

° Sn 778. ubhosu antesu vineyya chandam phassam parififidya ananugiddho, yad attagarahi tad
nopalitto, abbilhasallo caram appamatto nasimati lokam imam parafi ca ti.

¢ Sn 793. sa sabbadhammesu visenibhiito yam kifici dittham va sutam mutam vda, tam evadassim
vivatam carantam kenidha lokasmim vikappayeyya.

7 Sn 802. tassidha ditthe va sute mute va pakappita n’ atthi anii pi safifia, tam brahmanam ditthim
anadiyanam kenidha lokasmim vikappayeyya.

¢ The term visenibhiito (Sn 793), ‘disassociated’, really means something like ‘being
unobstructed’, which, along with the close parallel in Sn 802, suggests a passive state of
cognition beyond conceptualisation.



PROTO-MADHYAMAKA IN THE PALI CANON REVISITED

knowledges’ (tevijja). Indeed, the Suddhatthaka is clear that any cognition of an
object is the antithesis of liberating awareness:

Suddhatthaka Sutta (Sn 788-90)

‘I see what is purified (passami suddham), the ultimate, beyond
disease (paramam arogam): a person’s purification comes through
what is seen (ditthena samsuddhi). Understanding [it] thus,
knowing [it as] ‘the ultimate’, [thinking: ‘I am] observing the
purified’, he depends on knowledge (pacceti fianam).’

If a person’s purity is due to what is seen (ditthena), or he abandons
suffering through knowledge (fianena), that one, purified by
another (afifiena) [would] have a [cognitive] substratum (sophadiko)
— his view, indeed, betrays him as he speaks thus.™

The Brahmin does not say that purity [comes] from another
(afifiato), or [lies] in what is seen, heard or thought, or in virtues
and vows (ditthe sute silavate mute vd). Unsullied with regard to
merit and evil (pufifie ca pape), abandoning what has been taken
up, he does not fabricate (pakubbamano) [anything] here."

The term upadhi normally refers to a material substratum or attachment,
but that sense is inappropriate here. Since the verses are concerned with
cognising an object, upadhi must refer to some sort of cognitive or conceptual
basis.”? Cognising an object, something ‘other’ (afifia), apparently betrays
an unenlightened state of consciousness. Thus for the Suddhatthaka, being
disassociated from phenomena (visenibhiita) means not being in a state of
cognitive duality. While this idea might seem strange in a canonical Pali text,

° Sn 788. passami suddham paramam arogam ditthena samsuddhi narassa hoti, etabhijanam
paraman ti fiatva, suddhanupassi ti pacceti fianam.

10 Sn 789. ditthena ce suddhi narassa hoti fidnena va so pajahdti dukkham, afifiena so sujjhati
sopadhiko ditthi hi nam pava tatha vadanam.

' Sn 790. na brahmano afifiato suddhim aha ditthe sute silavate mute va, pufifie ca pape ca antipalitto
attafijaho nayidha pakubbamano. Cf. Jara Sutta, Sn. 813: ‘A cleansed person does not think (na
mafifiati) in terms of whatever is seen or heard, or in terms of thoughts (ditthasutam mutesu va);
he does not seek for purity from another (afifiena): he is neither impassioned or dispassionate.
(dhono na hi tena maffiati yadidam ditthasutam mutesu va, na afifiena visuddhim icchati: na hi so rajjati
no virajjati ti.)

12 CPD upadhi, ‘lit. that on which something is laid or rests, basis, foundation, substratum’.
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the cognitive nondualism of the Atthaka was well noted by Gémez,"* and can be
seen in the Suddhatthaka’s notion of ‘not being sullied with regard to merit or
evil’ (Sn 790: pufifie ca pape ca aniipalitto).

It is not the Atthaka’s style to generalise, to state anything in the abstract.
But if we were to do so, we might say that, according to the Atthaka, cognitive
duality results from the process of apperception and conceptualisation. The
world in which we exist, our shared realm of objective experience, is a world
we fashion ourselves, whereas liberation is a state in which this cognitive
duality ceases. This happens through paying close attention to the workings
of cognition, such that apperception falls away. Hence, according to the
Kalahavivada Sutta:

Form disappears for a person whose mode of knowing is thus,
for conceptual diversification and naming are founded upon
apperception.*

The Atthaka’s cognitive nondualism implies a profoundly antirealist view
of the world. It suggests that our world of experience, which we assume exists
independently of the mind, in fact depends on the workings of our cognitive
apparatus. The spiritual task is to stop this, so that ‘the world’ ceases.

2. Proto-Madhyamaka in the wider Pali Canon

Negation is a prominent feature of the prose teachings of the Pali canon. The
most obvious ‘no view’ teachings are those that deal with the ten unanswered
questions (avyakata), which avoid making any statement on the ultimate
reality of the self and the world. With regard to the negation of other views,
the most prominent examples are the denials of ‘self’ (atta) found in the
Mahanidana Sutta (DN 15) and the Mahatanhasankhaya Sutta (MN 38), teachings
which specifically address early Upanisadic formulations of truth.

3 The most prominent example is Sn 886ab: ‘There are not, indeed, many truths, fixed and
varied, in the world, apart from apperception’ (na h’ eva saccani bahtini nana afifiatra safifidya
niccani loke). Gémez (1976: 147) claims that this is ‘a possible reason why such a doctrine [of
nonduality] is necessary’.

14 Sn 874 cd. evamsametassa vibhoti ripam, safifidnidana hi papaficasamkhd. The first half of this
verse (padas ab) indicates a liberated state of awareness, even if it is not entirely clear what is
meant: Sn 874ab. na safifiasafifii na visafifiasafifii, no pi asafifii na vibhitasanni.

15 See DN I1.66ff and MN 1.256ff respectively, on which see Wynne (2010a: 132ff; 2018).
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However, the most famous ‘no view’ style teaching is that which denies a
self (atta) in relation to the five aggregates of form, sensation, apperception,
volitions and consciousness.’® This teaching is so well-known that saying
anything new about it might be thought impossible. But it is worth
pointing out that it negates without asserting anything. Instead, a careful
examination of conditioned experience leaves the recipient in a cognitive
vacuum, a ‘no view’ state of mind, as it were, in which incorrect ideas about
the self have been negated, thus paving the way towards disillusionment and
release,” in the sense of a radical detachment from the five aggregates. The
Aggivacchagotta Sutta (MN 72) explains the transcendence of the aggregates
in terms of radical ineffability:

0 Vaccha, the form (yena riipena) with which you would designate
the Tathagata has been abandoned, cut off at its base, uprooted,
annihilated (anabhdavamkatam) and is not liable to arise in the
future. Released from the category ‘form’ (ripasarikhavimutto),
Vaccha, the Tathagata is profound, immeasurable, unfathomable,
just like a great ocean. The statements ‘He is reborn ... not reborn
... both reborn and not reborn ... neither reborn nor not reborn’
do not apply.'®

Thus the Tathagata is in an unknowable condition in the here and now:
ontological definitions do not apply to him." As to the practice leading to this
transcendence, present-moment mindfulness does not seem to be an important
idea in the wider Pali canon.? A notable exception, however, occurs in a teaching

16 On this teaching see Norman (1981), Gombrich (1990: 14ff) and Wynne (2010b).

17 See Wynne (2010b: 210-11).

8 MN 1.487-88: evam eva kho vaccha yena riipena tathagatam pafifiapayamano pafifidpeyyad,
tam rapam tathagatassa pahinam ucchinnamilam talavatthukatam anabhavakatam ayatim
anuppadadhammam. ripasankhavimutto kho vaccha tathagato gambhiro appameyyo duppariyogaho,
seyyathapi mahasamuddo. upapajjati ti na upeti, na upapajjati ti na upeti, upapajjati ca na ca upapajjati
ti na upeti, n’ eva upapajjati na na upapajjati ti na upeti.

1 According to Siderits (2007: 70), the idea that texts such as MN 72 deal with the ineffability of
Nirvana in the present is ‘a misunderstanding of certain early Buddhist texts’. A careful analysis
of the text (Wynne 2007: 95ff) shows that this is not the case; the statement that the Tathagata
is ‘released from the category/concept form’ (riipasarikhavimutto) implies an experiential rather
than an ontological transcendence. For a similar statement of ineffability in the present, see the
citation from MN 22 below (at the end of §4).

20 On which, see Dreyfus (2011).
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to Malunkyaputta, a wanderer who is said to have been obsessed with the
unanswered questions. At SN 35.95 the Buddha comments on the significance of
paying close attention to ‘what is seen, heard and thought’ as follows:

Here, Malunkyaputta, with regard to phenomena you see, hear,
think or will cognise, in what is seen [...] heard [...] thought and
cognised, there will be merely what is seen [...] heard [...] thought
and cognised. When [... it is so ...] Malunkyaputta, then you will
[have] no [connection] with it; when you [have] no [connection]
with it, you will not be [situated] therein; when you are [not
situated] therein, then you will not [be] here, yonder, or in
between either. Just this is the end of suffering.!

Malunkyaputta’s interpretation of this sheds some light on how the practice
of present-moment mindfulness untangles the cognitive roots of suffering:

The one who has no passion for forms,
having seen a form, mindful,

He experiences with a dispassionate mind,
and does not linger attached to that (object).

For him, seeing form in such a way,
staying with (sevato) the sensation,

[that sensation] wanes away (khiyati), and does not accumulate (nopaciyati),
Thus he practices, mindful.

For him, thus reducing (apacinato) suffering,
Nirvana is said to be nearby.?

2 SN 1V.73: ettha ca te malukyaputta ditthasutamutavififiatabbesu dhammesu ditthe ditthamattam
bhavissati, sute sutamattam bhavissati, mute mutamattam bhavissati, vififiate vififidtamattam
bhavissati. yato kho te malukyaputta [...] vififiate vifiiatamattam bhavissati, tato tvam malukyaputta na
tena. yato tvam malukyaputta na tena, tato tvam malukyaputta na tattha. yato tvam malukyaputta na
tattha, tato tvam malukyaputta n’ ev’ idha na huram na ubhaya-m-antarena. es’ ev’ anto dukkhassa ti.

2 SN 1V.74: na so rajjati riupesu ripam disva patissato, virattacitto vedeti tafi ca ndjjhosa titthati.
yathdssa passato riipam sevato capi vedanam, khiyati nopaciyati evam so carati sato. evam apacinato
dukkham santike nibbanam uccati.

11
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Malunkyaputta here expands on an Atthaka sort of teaching from the
Buddha, on how to experience correctly what is ‘seen, heard, thought and
cognised’. He takes this to mean that when experiencing things carefully,
with no attachment, the mind does not fixate on an object, and the
sensations of experience disappear without leaving any trace. Cognitive
conditioning is undone, in other words, an understanding of spiritual
practice that seems to differ significantly from the various schemes of
calm-insight in the Pali suttas.

These teachings from the wider Pali canon complement those of the Atthaka.
But other prose teachings go further than it on the subject of antirealism. For
example, the well-known teaching (SN 22.95) that presents the five aggregates
as more or less an apparition:

Form is like a lump of foam,

sensation is like a bubble,
Apperception is like a mirage (maricika),

constructions are like a banana tree,
Consciousness is like an illusion —

(so) taught the Kinsman of the Sun.?

The idea that the five aggregates are merely an appearance is in keeping
with the statement of MN 72 that they are only conceptually real (e.g. ripa-
sankha). Similarly, some prose Pali teachings regard the ‘world’ not as an
ontological fact out there, but rather as equivalent to a person’s cognitive
apparatus and the resulting conditioned experience. This can be seen in a
number of Samyutta texts, where the term loka is explained in terms of the
sense faculties, their objects and the subsequent forms of consciousness.?
The Rohitassa Sutta (SN 2.26/AN 4.45) similarly understands the world in
terms of conditioned experience:

Where, sir, one is not born, does not age or die, does not fall away
and get reborn — not by actually going there is the end of the
world to be known, witnessed and attained, I say ... But nor do I

% SN 111.142: phenapindipamam ripam vedand bubbulupama, maricikiipama safifia sankhara
kadalipama, mayapamari ca vififianam dipitadiccabandhund. The teaching is reminiscent of MMK
VII.34, XVIIL.33, XXIIL8.

% See SN 35.68, 35.82, 35.84 (= SN 1V.39-40, IV.52, IV.53).

12
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say that one can make an end of suffering without reaching the
end of the world. It is in this very fathom-long cadaver, possessed
of apperception and mind, that I declare that the world’s origin,
cessation and way leading thereto.”

The motif of ‘going to the end of the world’ could perhaps be read as a
metaphor for spiritual realisation within. On the other hand, stating that the
body is endowed with apperception and mind offers ametaphysical perspective,
one which suggests that ‘the world” depends on our cognitive faculties. The
Kevatta Sutta (DN 11) states this more directly, in the form of a story of a
bhikkhu who travels as far as the Brahma world trying to find an answer to
the question ‘where do the four great elements cease without remainder?’.%
Although the bhikkhu’s return to question the Buddha symbolises the futility
of trying to reach the end of the world out there and stresses the necessity of
finding the answer within, the Buddha introduces a metaphysical perspective
by explaining that the material elements depend on consciousness:

Consciousness (vifiianam), which is intransitive (anidassanam),
infinite (anantam) and luminous (pabham) all round,

Here water, earth, fire and wind do not stand firm,
here the great and small, the minute and gross,
the attractive and unattractive,

Here name and form cease without remainder:
with the cessation of consciousness, this ceases, right here.”

This is the most unambiguous statement of antirealism in the Pali canon.

% SN 1.62 = AN 11.48: yattha kho avuso na jayati na jiyati na miyati na cavati na uppajjati, naham tam
gamanena lokassa antam fiateyyam dattheyyam patteyyan ti vadami ti. na kho panaham avuso appatva
lokassa antam dukkhassa antakiriyam vadami. api khvaham avuso imasmififi eva vyamamatte kalevare
sasafifiimhi samanake lokam ca pafifidpemi lokasamudayam ca lokanirodham ca lokanirodhagaminim ca
patipadan ti. Reading sasafifiimhi (B¢) for safifiimhi (E°).

% DN L.215: bhitapubbam kevatta imasmim yeva bhikkhusanghe afifiatarassa bhikkhuno evam
cetaso parivitakko udapadi: kattha nu kho ime cattaro mahabhiita aparisesa nirujjhanti, seyyathidam
pathavidhatu apodhatu tejodhatu vayodhati ti? Reading kevatta (B®) for kevaddha (E*).

7 DN 1.223: vififidnam anidassanam anantam sabbato pabham, ettha dpo ca pathavi tejo vayo
na gadhati, ettha dighafi ca rassafi ca anum thiilam subhdasubham, ettha namafi ca ripafi ca asesam

uparujjhati. vififidnassa nirodhena etth’ etam uparujjhati ti. Reading pabham (B¢) for paham (E°).

13
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And, with this, the case for Proto-Madhyamaka in the wider Pali canon is
concluded: there can be no doubt that the teachings of the Atthakavagga —
on ‘no view’, non-conceptuality, ineffability, present-moment mindfulness
and antirealism — are found more widely among early Buddhist teachings.
Precisely what this means for our understanding of early Buddhism
is difficult to say. But rather than explore this subject, I will here try to
understand how Proto-Madhyamaka shaped the Buddhist traditions which
followed it.

3. From Kaccana to Subhuti

Gémezdidnotbelieveadirect textual relationship between Proto-Madhyamaka
and Nagarjuna could be proved: ‘there is no foolproof way of determining
specifically which were the texts [Nagarjuna] was familiar with’ (1976: 153).
He instead supposed that apophatic discourse was an independently recurring
phenomenon in the history of Buddhism, a way of working out the implications
of Buddhist spiritual practice in different times and places:

In the present state of our knowledge it would be more reasonable
to discard the possibility of a one-line transmission and assume
that the apophatic teachings of the Attha, the Madhyamika and,
perhaps, the Ch’an, represent one type of path theory. It is also
more accurate to envision this type not as a unique and isolated
phenomenon, but rather as one tendency among others that
grew among a complex of doctrinal attempts to define, refine, or
map out the Buddhist mystical path. (1976: 153)

It is not clear why Gémez focused on establishing a connection between the
Atthakavagga and Nagarjuna, given that a more feasible point of connection,
lying chronologically and conceptually between the two, is obvious: the early
Prajfiaparamita tradition. In fact, a simple connection can be made between
the Atthaka, early Prajiaparamita and Nagarjuna; the key to the puzzle is the
figure of Maha-Kaccana, regarded by tradition as one of the Buddha’s ‘great’
enlightened disciples. The salient facts are as follows:

A number of Pali suttas featuring Kaccana show that he was
a pivotal figure in the transmission and interpretation of the
Atthakavagga;

14
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« One of the most important canonical Kaccana texts, the
Kaccanagotta Sutta (SN 12.15, SN 22.90), provides the foundations
for the earliest formulation of the Prajfiaparamita;

+ A Sanskrit version of the Kaccanagotta Sutta is also cited in the
Mala-Madhyamaka-Karika.

The line of transmission between these three phases of thought, perhaps
more meandering than direct, is nevertheless real and significant. The
Kaccanagotta Sutta is a short but intricate text. A full analysis cannot be given
here; for the present purposes, it is important to note its idea that ‘existence’
and ‘non-existence’ are merely conditioned aspects of experience:

As a rule, the world depends on a duality, Kaccana, of existence
and non-existence (atthitafi ¢’ eva natthitaii ca). For the one who
sees as it really is the origination of the world, with correct
understanding, there is no non-existence in the world; (and) for
the one who sees as it really is the cessation of the world, with
correct understanding, there is no existence in the world.”

In this teaching, ‘existence’ and ‘non-existence’ are aspects of experience
that cease with correct understanding. The teaching also mentions the idea
that ‘only suffering, arising, arises, and only suffering, ceasing, ceases’,”
indicating that, in the teaching, ‘suffering’ — i.e. experience — is synonymous
with ‘world’, an idea also stated in the Rohitassa Sutta and related texts (above,
§2). If so, SN 12.15 can be regarded as another antirealist text, according to
which the world is equivalent to what a person experiences, meaning that
‘existence’ and ‘non-existence’ are not objectively real.

Elsewhere in the Pali suttas, Kaccana is closely associated with the
Atthakavagga: in the Udana and Vinaya he is named as the preceptor (upajjhaya)
of Sona, a bhikkhu who is said to recite the Atthakavagga in the Buddha’s
presence (with the Buddha complimenting Sona’s style of intonation),*® and

% SN 11.17: dvayanissito khvayam kaccana loko yebhuyyena, atthitaii ¢’ eva natthitail ca.
lokasamudayam kho kaccana yathabhiitam sammappafifidya passato ya loke natthitd sa na hoti.
lokanirodham kho kaccana yathabhiitam sammapparifiaya passato ya loke atthitd sa na hoti.

» SN 11.17: dukkham eva uppajjamanam uppajjati, dukkham nirujjhamanam nirujjhati’ti na
kankhati na vicikicchati aparapaccaya fidnam ev’ assa ettha hoti.

% Ud 5.6 (p.57-59), Vin 1.196-97.

15
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at SN 22.3 he analyses a verse from the Magandiya Sutta, an important text of
the Atthakavagga (Sn 1V.9). A close connection between Kaccana and Proto-
Madhyamaka can also be made out in two of the three Majjhima Nikaya suttas
(MN 18, MN 133) in which he figures:

+ The Madhupindika, Sutta (MN 18): on non-apperception, non-
disputation and ‘no view’.

+ The Mahakaccana-Bhaddekaratta Sutta (MN 133): on present-
moment awareness.

+ The Uddesa-vibhariga Sutta (MN 138): on meditation.

Of these three texts, the Madhupindika Sutta is probably the most
important Kaccana text in the Pali canon apart from the Kaccanagotta Sutta.
It contains two brief, aphoristic teachings attributed to the Buddha. The first
occurs when the Buddha makes a pithy ‘no view’ statement, in response to
the question of Dandapani, the Sakyan, about what he teaches; the second
occurs when he is asked to elaborate on it. Both utterances resonate strongly
with the Atthakavagga. In fact, the ideas stated and the vocabulary used could
almost be drawn directly from it; for example, having no apperception, not
being in conflict with the world, having no desire for ongoing becoming, and
not taking up the stick and sword.** The meaning of these buddhavacana is
subsequently elaborated by Kaccana through an analysis of the dependent
origination of cognition.

For the present purposes, the content of Kaccana’s teaching matters less
than the style of its presentation. Both here and in other important Kaccana
Suttas (MN 133, MN 138, SN 22.3-4, SN 35.130, AN 10.26, AN 10.172), Kaccana
does not meet the Buddha directly but is asked to explain a teaching in the
Buddha’s absence.’ As far as I am aware, this peculiar narrative scenario is

31 Also see Fronsdal (2016, Introduction: Letting Go of Views): ‘Composed in prose rather than
verse, the first part of this discourse, the Honeyball Sutta, shares so many concepts and so much
vocabulary with the Book of Eights that the two were undoubtedly composed in the same milieu.

32 Apart from MN 18, Kaccana analyses teachings of the Buddha in his absence at MN 133 (=M
111.194-99), MN 138 (= M I11.223-29), SN 22.3-4 (=111.9, 111.12-13), SN 35.130 (=1V.115-16), AN 10.26
(= V.46-47), AN 10.172 (= V.255-60). Kaccana does not meet the Buddha directly in a number of
other Sutta and Vinaya texts: Vin 1.194-96, Vin 1.355, Vin 11.15-16, Vin 1V.66, M (= 11.83ff), SN
35.132 (=1V.116-21), AN 1.65-69, AN 6.26 (= 111.314-17), AN 6.28 (= 111.321-22), Ud V.6 (p.57-59).
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applied only to Kaccana and Ananda in the Pali Nikayas.* But unlike Ananda,
Kaccanaonlyreally comesinto clear focusintexts that maintainastrict distance
between him and the Buddha. Indeed, apart from a few rather formulaic texts,
Kaccana barely has any contact with the Buddha in the Pali canon.* This looks
very much like an intentional narrative pattern: the emphatic textual distance
between Kaccana and the Buddha suggests that he was not an integral part
of earliest Buddhism; that is, he was not a direct disciple of the Buddha. If
so, we could perhaps read the Kaccana texts symbolically, as a code for how
buddhavacana was transmitted and elaborated within Kaccana’s lineage.

This possibility is suggested by the geographical location of Kaccana in the
Pali suttas. The Madhura Sutta (MN 84) places Kaccana in the city of Madhura
after the Buddha’s parinibbana; other suttas locate him in nearby Avanti,
which was apparently politically connected with Madhura by virtue of the fact
that King Madhura, also called Avantiputta, was the nephew of Pajjota, King
of Avanti.”> Whatever the case, both Madhura and Avanti lie well beyond the
core region of early Buddhism (Kosala/Magadha), in a W/NW region which
is marginal in the canonical discourses, but plays an important role in the
Pali account of the Second Council.* If we make a loose connection between
the Second Council and Avanti/Madhura, we can assign the Kaccana texts
to roughly this period, or soon afterwards, that is, towards the end of the 4t
century BC, when Buddhism was expanding West.

If Kaccana’s lineage was prominent in textual production during the early
period of Buddhist expansion, and remained textually active in the soon-to-
follow Mauryan period and beyond, when Sthavira traditions began to reach
Kashmir and Gandhara (the latter no later than the 2" century BC),” we might
expect to find the imprint of this lineage in the old Buddhist literature of the
North-West. Exactly this seems to be the case in the early Mahayana literature
of Gandhara.

33 But there are more Kaccana texts in this style than Ananda texts (at SN 22.90, SN 35.116~
117 and AN 10.115).

% Kaccana appears with the Buddha in only four suttas: SN 12.15 (SN 11.17, repeated in SN
22.90 = SN I11.134-35), SN 14.13 (SN 11.153-54), Ud 1.5. (pp.3-4) and Ud 7.8 (pp.77-78). Kaccana is
also named as the most prominent analyser by the Buddha in AN 1.197 (1.23).

% According to the entries on Madhura and Avantiputta in DPPN.

% Vin 11.298-99.

%7 Salomon (2018: Part I, chapter 1: The Indo-Greeks). ‘Buddhism was flourishing, or at least
was becoming a significant presence there, by the mid-second century BCE.
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A recently discovered Gandharan manuscript of the Astasahasrika
Prajiiaparamita has been dated to the 1% century AD, although the text is
probably much older; according to Falk and Karashima (2013: 100), ‘locating the
Urtext deep in the first century BCE, if not earlier, seems safe’. The Lokaksema
translation of a closely related Gandharan text is slightly later, and both
precede the much-expanded Sanskrit version of the text. However, all three
contain more or less the same ancient core, consisting of the initial teachings
delivered by Subhiiti. The first of these, which negates the Bodhisattva ideal,
will be considered in the following section. The dialogue between Subhiiti and
Sariputra, which immediately follows it, seems to develop the basic idea of the
Kaccanagotta Sutta:

[Subhuti]: ‘Moreover, the Bodhisattva Mahasattva, practising
and cultivating the perfection of wisdom, should train so that he
does not think in terms of the Bodhicitta. Why is that? Because
that thought is non-thought — the original nature of thought is
luminous (prabhasvara).

[Sariputra]: ‘But, Venerable Subhiiti, does that thought which is
non-thought exist?’

Su: ‘Venerable §ériputra, can existence or non-existence be
found in the state of non-thought?’

[Sa]: ‘It is not so, Venerable Subhiti ... But what is this state of
non-thought?’

[Su]: ‘Venerable Sariputra, the state of non-thought is beyond
disturbance (avikara), beyond imagination (avikalpa).*®

% Vaidya (1960: 3): punar aparam bhagavan bodhisattvena mahdsattvena prajiaparamitayam
carata prajiidparamitayam bhavayata evam Siksitavyam yatha asau Siksyamanastenapi bodhicittena na
manyeta / tatkasya hetoh? tatha hi tac cittam acittam / prakrtis cittasya prabhasvard // atha khalv
dyusman sariputra dyusmantam subhiitim etad avocat: kim punar ayusman subhiite asti tac cittam yac
cittam acittam? evam ukte ayusman subhtitir ayusmantam sariputram etad avocat: kim punar ayusman
Sariputra yd acittatd, tatra acittatayam astitd va nastitd va vidyate va upalabhyate va? sariputra aha:
na hy etad ayusman subhiite ... ka punar esa ayusman subhite acittata? subhitir aha: avikara ayusman
Sariputra avikalpa acittata.
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The old Gandharan version of the text differs slightly from this, by stating
that the Bodhisattva ought not to think in terms of ‘Bodhisattva’ rather than
bodhicitta.”® Both the Gandhari text and Lokaksema’s translation also lack the
Sanskrit text’s statement that ‘the original nature of thought is luminous’
(prabhasvara), which recalls the Kevatta Sutta’s teaching that intransitive
consciousness (vifiianam anidassanam) is ‘luminous all around’ (anantam
sabbato pabham).”® If this Sanskrit addition indicates that we are in Proto-
Madhyamaka territory, the same is true of Subhiiti’s initial statement that
‘thought is non-thought’ (tac cittam acittam). While this negation is rather
baffling, Subhiiti goes on to speak more straightforwardly of ‘the state of
non-thought’ (acittata), in which the dichotomy between ‘existence’ and ‘non-
existence’ cannot be found. Just as in the Kaccanagotta Sutta, the fundamental
existential duality of the world is said to be a feature of consciousness, one
that ceases in a transconceptual state. The basic idea of the Kaccanagotta Sutta
is thus placed at the forefront of the Astasahasrika’s opening teachings.” The
same point is made elsewhere in the text,* including the following:

Although those dharmas cannot be found, [foolish, unlearned,
ordinary people] imagine them, and once imagined (kalpayitva)
they adhere to two extremes (dvayor antayoh abhinivisante), relying
on them as a support, an apprehension (tan nidanam upalambham
nisritya). They imagine past dharmas, future dharmas and present
dharmas, and once imagined they adhere to name and form.
Although not being found, they imagine all dharmas. Imagining
all dharmas, which cannot be found, they do not know and see the
path as it actually is.*

% Falk and Karashima (2012: 34) read ‘tena yeva bosisa(t)v- (1-18:) + + + + .; the Sanskrit parallel
is tenapi bodhicittena na manyeta.

“ According to Falk and Karashima (2012: 34), the Gandhari Prajfiaparamita manuscript lacks
a parallel to prakrtis cittasya prabhdsvard; their translation of Lokaksema’s translation (2012: 35)
also lacks it.

41 On the relationship between Kaccana and the Astasahasrikd, see Attwood (2015).

 The initial exchange between Sariputra and Subhiiti (Vaidya, 1960: 3) is repeated more or
less verbatim soon after (ibid.: 10). Much later on in the text (ibid.: 217), the dichotomy is said to
be illusory (maya): so "ham bhagavan anyatra maydya mayopamadva cittat tam dharmasamanusyan
katamam dharmam upadeksyami astiti va ndstiti va? yas ca atyantavivikto dharmah, na so ’stiti va ndstiti
va upaiti / yo 'pi dharmo 'tyantataya viviktah, nasavanuttaram samyaksambodhim abhisambudhyate /

 Vaidya (1960: 8): tasmat te 'samvidyamanan sarvadharman kalpayanti / kalpayitva dvav antav
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According to this antirealist teaching that all dharmas are an illusion,
the imagination of two extremes, existence and non-existence, is once
again drawn from the Kaccanagotta Sutta. All this means that in the earliest
sections of the oldest Mahayana sitra, and in what is almost certainly the
oldest extant statement of the Prajiiaparamita, we find a clear reformulation
of old Proto-Madhyamaka themes, as well as an obvious inheritance from
Kaccana. An appropriate conclusion would be that when the Prajiaparamita
was first formulated, in Gandhara and its surroundings, it occurred within
a tradition closely associated with a Proto-Madhyamaka lineage stemming
from Maha-Kaccana.

This finding suggests that further speculation on the late canonical material
related to Subhti is in order. A marginal figure in the Pali canon, the Udana
singles out Subhiiti for his meditative prowess: he is one who has ‘destroyed
thoughts’ (Ud V1.7, p.71: yassa vitakka vidhipita). In the single verse attributed
to Subhiiti in the Theragatha — the very first stanza of the text — he likewise
speaks of meditating in a forest hut (kutika).** There is also a connection
between Subhati and the North-West, for a verse attributed to Subhati
appears in the fifth and final book of the Milindapariha, set in the city of Sagala
(modern Sialkot in Pakistan) and so part of ‘Greater Gandhara’. According
to von Hiniiber (1996: 83), the original language of the Milindapafiha was not
Pali, but a different Middle-Indic, possibly Gandhari. Although Subhiti’s verse
belongs to what is probably one of the additional books of the Milindapariha
(ibid.: 85), its association with material from the North-West is notable. Like
the Udana, this verse is concerned with the secluded life, speaking favourably
of ascetics (tapassin) who abide in the forest (vana).*

With regard to the Prajiaparamita and early Mahayana, the past-life story
of Subhiiti in the Therapadana is notable.* An ardent ascetic living in the
Himalayas in a past life, Subhiiti’s Buddhist career is said to have begun when

# Th v.1 (p.1). channa me kutika sukha nivata vassa deva yathasukham, cittam me susamahitam
vimuttam atapi viharami vassa deva ti. ittham sudam ayasma subhiti thero gatham abhdsittha ti.

% Mil p.386-87: bhdasitam p’ etam maharaja therena subhiitina: ragipasamhitam cittam yada
uppajjate mama, sayam eva paccavekkhitva ekako tam damem’ aham. rajjasi rajaniyesu dussaniyesu
dussasi, muyhase mohaniyesu nikkhamassu vand tuvam. visuddhanam ayam vdso nimmalanam
tapassinam, ma kho visuddham diisesi nikkhamassu vand tuvan ti. Another verse attributed to
Subhiiti, on the absence of desire, is found at Mil p.391: sasane te mahavira yato pabbajito aham,
nabhijanami uppannam manasam kamasamhitan ti.

% Ap 1.67ff; Apadana I1I: Therapadana, Vagga I11: Subhiitivaggo (21. Subhti).
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he was visited by the Buddha Padumuttara. After worshipping him for an entire
week, Subhiiti is predicted to have many divine and royal rebirths before being
reborn in the lifetime of Gotama and attaining liberation. Padumuttara also
teaches Subhtiti the ‘recollection of the Buddha(s)’ (buddhanussati), a practice
hardly mentioned elsewhere in the Therapadana.”” All these features merit
the hypothesis that Subhati was a Buddhist from a north-western Sthavira/
Theriya lineage, early enough to be mentioned in the Udana and Theragatha,
but late enough for one of his teachings to be transmitted alongside or within
the tradition of the Milindapariha. If his lineage was associated with the practice
of non-conceptuality and recollection of the Buddha(s), a close connection
with the nascent Prajiaparamita/Mahayana seems likely.*

4. The Rhetoric of Negation

A connection between Proto-Madhyamaka and the early Prajfiaparamita can
also be seen in the very first teaching of the Astasahasrika. Before Subhiiti’s
dialogue with Sariputra, the Buddha asks Subhiiti to explain the perfection of
wisdom, and Subhtti replies as follows (in the Sanskrit text):

The Blessed One has said ‘Bodhisattva, Bodhisattva’, but of what
dharma, Blessed One, is this a designation, that is, ‘Bodhisattva’?
I do not perceive the dharma ‘Bodhisattva’, and furthermore,
Blessed One, do not perceive the dharma called ‘the perfection
of wisdom’. Not finding, not apprehending, not perceiving
these dharmas, what dharma ‘Bodhisattva’ and what dharma ‘the
perfection of wisdom’ could I teach and instruct? But if, Blessed
One, when it is being taught thus the heart of the Bodhisattva

%7 The practice of buddhanussati is mentioned in v.36, 39-40, 46, 49-51 of the story of Subhuti
(Ap 1.69-70); elsewhere, it is only mentioned in three places: Ap 1.115 (v.7 of Sucintita-thera),
1.210 (v.3 of Ramsisafifiaka-thera), 11.463 (v.41 of Sugandha-thera).

% The canonical material on Subhiiti has been overlooked in the scholarship on early
Mahayana. Buswell’s Encyclopedia of Buddhism (2004) has no entry on him, the only mention
being a short remark by Skilton (Buswell 2004: 233) in the entry ‘Disciples of the Buddha’: ‘In
later layers of Buddhist canonical literature a number of these disciples continue to appear
as protagonists. Of particular importance is the promotion to chief interlocutor in the
PRAJNAPARAMITA LITERATURE of Subhiiti, a monk and disciple noted in the agamas and
nikayas as chief of those who dwell in the forest and, presumably thereby, also the one most
worthy of offerings.
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does not sink down [...] if his mind does not tremble [...] this
very Bodhisattva, a great being, ought to be instructed in the
Perfection of Wisdom.*

As Nattier has pointed out (2003: 179-80), this teaching follows a negative
type of discourse, which she has termed the rhetoric of ‘absence’ or ‘negation’:

In one of the earliest scriptures of the Prajfiaparamita group,
the Perfection of Wisdom in Eight Thousand Lines (Astasahasrika-
prajiiaparamita-sitra), for example, the term sSanyatd appears
only rarely in the early chapters, and in the Diamond Sitra
(Vajracchedika) it is never used at all. Yet the rhetoric of negation
is nonetheless carried on with great intensity through the use of
other terminology.

In the Astasahasrika the ‘rhetoric of absence’ is often used in statements
focusing on what is not ‘found’, ‘obtained’ (na samvidyate, nopalabhyate),” or ‘not
perceived’ (na ... samanupasyami), as in this opening teaching. Strictly speaking,
this is not a teaching about ‘emptiness’, at least at the formal level: the terms
‘empty/emptiness’ are not used, and there would seem to be little point in making
an ontological point about the Bodhisattva, i.e. that the concept lacks essence or
‘own being’ (svabhava). For what Buddhist would ever have claimed this? Apart
from the first chapter of the Astasahasrikd, teachings on emptiness are marginal
in other early Prajiiaparamita texts. The Vajracchedika Prajfiaparamita does not use
the terms sunya/$tinyatd at all, but instead employs the rhetoric of absence in a

“ Vaidya (1960: 3): bodhisattvo bodhisattva iti yadidam bhagavannucyate, katamasyaitadbhagavan
dharmasyadhivacanam yaduta bodhisattva iti? naham bhagavamstam dharmam samanupasyami
yaduta bodhisattva iti / tamapyaham bhagavan dharmam na samanupasyami yaduta prajfidpdaramita
nama / so ’ham bhagavan bodhisattvam va bodhisattvadharmam va avindan anupalabhamano
'samanupasyan, prajiidparamitamapyavindan anupalabhamano 'samanupasyan katamam bodhisattvam
katamasyam prajfiaparamitayam avavadisyami anusasisyami? api tu khalu punarbhagavan saced evam
bhasyamane desyamane upadisyamane bodhisattvasya cittam navaliyate na samliyate na visidati na
visadamapadyate, nasya viprsthibhavati manasam, na bhagnaprsthibhavati, notrasyati na samtrasyati
na samtrasamapadyate, esa eva bodhisattvo mahdsattvah prajfidpdramitayam anusasaniyah. For the
Gandhari and Chinese parallels to this section of text, see Falk and Karashima (2012: 34); for a
parallel to the description of the Bodhisattva not losing heart in the Bajaur Mahayana Siitra, see
Strauch (2018: 229).

* Nattier (2003: 180, n.18).
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number of ways.* Most typically, it uses statements along the lines ‘X is a non-X,
that is why it is called X".** Also frequent are outright negations along the lines ‘X
does not exist’ (nasti),” along with negations of apperception in statements such
as ‘the apperception/notion (samjfia) of X should not occur (pravarteta)’.**

The situation appears to be the same in the recently discovered ‘Bajaur
Mahayana Sitra’, an old Gandharan text dating to the 1% or 2" century AD,
which is remarkable for its rather positive attitude towards the Sravakayana.
According to Schlosser and Strauch (2016: 331), ‘[d]espite its clear Mahayana
character and its concentration on the path to buddhahood, the world of
the Bajaur Mahayana Stitra is still defined by the values and concepts of the
sravaka path which continue to be recognized and esteemed. Positioned
somewhere between canonical doctrine and the Prajiaparamita, the text
says very little about emptiness: the term sanya/Siinyata barely features, and
the term prajiiaparamita is not found at all. It instead applies the rhetoric of
absence in a number of ways throughout the text, including simple negations
(‘na X’), statements on non-perception (na sam-anu-pas) and stipulations not
to let the apperception (sam-jfia) or conception (pra-jfia) of something occur.”
Of these varied forms of negation, the ‘non-perception’ (na sam-anu-pas) of
something seems most common, more or less exactly the same method which
opens the Astasahasrika.”® According to Strauch (2018: 222, on BajC 2: 7C14), the
text also advises not forming apperceptions with regard to the terms atma,
sattva, bhava, and jiva, a sequence that is also found in the Vajracchedika.’” This

51 Zacchetti (2020, ‘The Development of Prajfiaparamita Literature: A Historical Overview’),
assigns the Vajracchedika to a new phase of Prajfiaparamita literature beginning ‘sometime
during the 4™ century ce’. Harrison (2006: 141) and Schopen (2004: 227) raise the possibility
that the text is older than this; according to Harrison, the text has features that ‘predate the 2
century AD’.

52 Harrison (2006: 136) has called such statements the Vajracchedikd’s ‘signature formula’.

% Such statements usually occur when Subhiiti is asked by the Buddha if a certain dharma
exists (asti). According to Nattier (2003: 180, n.18), such language ‘is only one of many reasons
to suspect that the Vajracchedika is the product of an environment quite separate from the ones
that produced most of the other prajfiaparamita texts’

> E.g. Vaidya (1961: 75, §3) = Harrison (2006: 143).

% These comments are based on the preliminary online edition of the text prepared by
Schlosser and Strauch (http://130.223.29.184/readviewer/BC02.html).

5 Strauch (2018: 222, 227-28) has noted a number of parallels between the two texts.

%7 E.g. Vaidya (1961: 76, §6): na hi subhiite tesam bodhisattvanam mahdsattvanam atmasamjfia
pravartate, na sattvasamjiid, na jivasamjiid, na pudgalasamjiia pravartate.
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similarity suggests that the Astasahasrika, Vajracchedika and Bajaur Mahayana
Stitra were composed in related circles in and around Gandhara.

How are the different applications of the ‘rhetoric of absence’ in the three
texts to be understood? Nothing suggests that it is an offshoot of the teaching
of emptiness. In fact, the situation should rather be reversed: since the Bajaur
Mahayana Siitra, Vajracchedika and early parts of the Astasahasrika almost
completely avoid the idea of emptiness, and instead focus on negation and
absence, it would be more accurate to say that the teaching of emptiness was
formed within a speculative tradition based on negation and absence, rather
than the other way around. It hardly needs to be pointed out that negation
and absence, allied with a focus on non-conceptuality and the stilling of
apperception, are defining features of Proto-Madhyamaka. Just as in the
Astasahasrikd’s initial dialogue between Subhiiti and Sariputra, we are here
dealing with a reworking of Proto-Madhyamaka themes.

The Proto-Madhyamaka inheritance is most evident in the various
negations of apperception (samjiia) in the Bajaur Mahayana Sttra. According
to Schlosser and Strauch (2016: 331), ‘the principle of non-apperception is
factually present in all parts of the text and underlines the coherent character
of the siitra as a literary composition’.®® Strauch (2018: 235) adds that ‘[t]he
Bodhisattva path leading to awakening is described mainly in terms of a
meditational practice characterised by the feature of non-apperception. This
mainstream practice is largely based on conceptions developed in Mainstream
Buddhism!. In this respect it looks very much as if the Bajaur Mahayana Siitra
has taken the Atthakavagga’s teaching (Sn 802) that one should not fashion
‘even a subtle apperception’, and applied it not just to ‘what is seen, heard or
thought’, but to all aspects of Buddhist thought.

The early Prajfiaparamita rhetoric of absence/negation is also strikingly
similar to negations of self in canonical texts such as DN 15, MN 22 and MN
38. These teachings negate and leave the hearer in a cognitive absence, a state
that inclines towards letting go of certain views. The idea of not perceiving
the Bodhisattva, or any other entity, has exactly the same trajectory: such
Prajfiaparamita teachings apply to Buddhist doctrine an approach originally
concerned with the negation of non-Buddhist ideas. The Prajfiaparamita
rhetoric of absence or negation is therefore little more than a reformulation
of the ‘no view’ tendency within early Buddhism. Buddhist thinkers used

58 Schlosser and Strauch (2016: 331).
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to negating views, to asserting nothing about self or world, to valuing non-
conceptuality as the highest form of truth, and to remaining silent when
questioned about the Tathagata, simply applied via negativa rhetoric to
Buddhist doctrine itself. Precisely why they did this will be addressed in the
next section.

That the rhetoric of negation is a reformulation of Proto-Madhyamaka
is suggested by another feature of the Bajaur Mahayana Siitra and Subhiiti’s
opening teaching in the Astasahasrika. In the Bajaur Mahayana Stitra, negative
rhetoric is most emphatically applied to the non-perception of the Tathagata
(e.g.§1.2.1-1.2.2), which recalls canonical teachings on not being able to define
or find the Tathagata (e.g. Sn 793/802, or MN 72; above, §1-2). The notion
that the Prajfiaparamita built upon this specific aspect of Proto-Madhyamaka
is also suggested by a parallel between not finding the Bodhisattva in the
opening teaching of the Astasahasrika, and not finding the Tathagata in the
Alagaddiapama Sutta (MN 22):

When the gods including Indra, Brahma and Prajapati search for
the bhikkhu thus released in mind (cittavimuttam), they cannot
establish that ‘the consciousness (vififidnam) of the Tathagata is
located here’. Why is that? Even in the present, bhikkhus, I say
that the Tathagata is untraceable. Speaking and teaching thus,
bhikkhus, some ascetics and Brahmins falsely slander me: ‘The
ascetic Gotama is a nihilist (venayiko) who declares the destruction,
annihilation and non-existence of an existing being.*

This teaching parallels the opening teaching in the Astasahasrikavery closely.
Both texts state the inability to find the spiritual adept — the Tathagata or the
Bodhisattva — before commenting on the negative reaction this provokes —
the accusation of nihilism, and the Bodhisattva losing heart. The teachings are
of course different, but both have exactly the same structure and apply the
same type of discourse in making their via negativa points.

% MN 1.140: evam vimuttacittam kho bhikkhave bhikkhum sa-inda deva sabrahmaka sapajapatika
anvesam nadhigacchanti: idam nissitam tathagatassa vifiidnan ti. tam kissa hetu? ditthe vaham
bhikkhave dhamme tathagatam ananuvejjo ti vadami. evamvadim kho mam bhikkhave evamakkhayim
eke samanabrahmand asata tuccha musa abhiitena abbhacikkhanti, venayiko samano gotamo sato
sattassa ucchedam vinasam vibhavam pafifidpeti ti.
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5. The Genealogy of Emptiness

We have seen that rather than innovating the rhetoric of absence, the oldest parts
of the Astasahasrika as well as the Vajracchedika and the Bajaur Mahayana Stitra
inherited and developed anegative style of discourse from the canonical teachings.
In these early Prajfiaparamita texts, we see not simply how an important early
Mahayana tradition emerged, but find something more specific and precise: how
Proto-Madhyamaka themes were given a fresh rendering, which in the case of the
Astasahasrika was dependent on the canonical tradition related to Kaccana.

What distinguishes the Prajfiaparamita rhetoric of absence from Proto-
Madhyamaka is its focus on Buddhist doctrine. The point seems to be that from
the ‘no view’ perspective, in which ultimate truth is ineffable, all aspects of
discourse, including Buddhist teachings, are conceptual constructs; from the
perspective of ultimate truth, they cannot be perceived or found. The denial
that fundamental items of Buddhist teaching are ultimately real suggests that
the Prajnaparamita emerged from the internal dynamics of Buddhist debate.
Unlike the canonical period, negation was focused on Buddhist rather than non-
Buddhist ideas. But who were the Buddhist opponents of the Prajfiaparamita?
The standard answer to this goes something like the following:

The early period of the Buddha and his successors was one of
spiritual pragmatism. What mattered was the way to Nirvana, the
practical focus on which set limits to abstract speculation. But
ongoing reflection on the meaning and purpose of the canonical
teachings eventually resulted in the Abhidharma. While this
analysis was primarily psychological, and focused on elaborating
the different mental states discussed in the canonical teachings,
especially those concerning the path, it was also philosophically
grounded on the idea that that all dharmas lack self. Thus
Abhidharma philosophy came to espouse a reductionistic vision
of a selfless cosmos. This provided the impetus for the Perfection
of Wisdom, in which Abhidharmic selflessness was extended to
encompass the ‘emptiness’ (Siinyatd) of all dharmas. Thus the
Prajfiaparamita emerged in reaction to Abhidharma, or as an
extension of it.
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An example of this version of intellectual history, at least with regard to
the transition from Abhidharma to the Prajiiaparamit3, is contained in Paul
Williams” Mahayana Buddhism (2009):

[...] in the early Mahayana, as well as in some schools with no
particular Mahayana association as such, the teaching of dharmas
as those final realities out of which we construct the world was
rejected in favour of a teaching of the emptiness of dharmas
(dharmasiinyata). Dharmas too lack any fundamental status and are
not ultimate realities. Dharmas too can be analysed away. For these
traditions the analysis commonly associated with the Abhidharma
had ended too early, and thus such a prajiia was a defective prajiid,
not the perfection of prajiia, or no real prajiid at all. Now prajiid is
said to be a state of consciousness which understands emptiness
(Stnyata), the absence of ‘self” or intrinsic nature, even in dharmas.
(2009: 50)

The principal ontological message (message concerning what
ultimately exists) of the Prajidparamita is an extension of the
Buddhist teaching of not-Self to equal no essential unchanging
core, therefore no fundamentally real existence, as applied to
all things without exception. In context the suggestion is that
there simply is no such thing as ‘intrinsic nature’ [...] for dharmas,
any more than for anything else, to possess. All things without
exception are just pragmatic conceptual constructs. (2009: 52)

So the terminology of the Perfection of Wisdom is that of the
Abhidharma, but the critique is of the claim to have found some
things which really, fundamentally, ultimately exist, i.e. dharmas.
These early Prajfiaparamita texts constantly ask what dharma is
referred to by the term X; the reply is that no such dharma can be
found, in reality there is no such thing [...] (2009: 54)%

% It should be pointed out that Williams also problematises the scheme whereby ‘emptiness’
emerged as an extension of the idea of the selflessness of dharmas, by recognising that the
Prajidparamita might have deeper roots in ‘teachings akin to those of emptiness in the Sutta
Nipata of the Pali Canon’ (2009: 53).
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A similar reconstruction is stated in Rupert Gethin’s The Foundations of
Buddhism (1998: 235-37):

Central to the Abhidharma is the distinction between the
conventional truth (that persons and selves exist) and the
ultimate truth (that persons and selves are ultimately simply
aggregates of evanescent dharmas — physical and mental
events). The main teaching of the Perfection of Wisdom is that,
from the perspective of perfect wisdom, even this account of the
way things are is ultimately arbitrary. [...]

Abhidharma theory and the associated meditations thus provide
a way of getting behind appearances to a world that is quite
different from the one ordinarily experienced — a way of easing
the mind from the ways and patterns of thought it habitually uses
to understand the world. [...] Our minds have a predilection to
the formulation of views (drsti/ditthi), to conceptual proliferation
(prapafica/papafica), and to the manufacture of conceptual
constructs (vikalpa); it is these which we tend to confuse with
the way things are and to which we become attached. In other
words, we are always in danger of mistaking our own views
and opinions for a true understanding of the way things are.
This danger — and this is the really significant point — may
apply to views and opinions based on the theoretical teachings
of Buddhism (the Abhidharma and the account of the stages of
the path) no less than to views and opinions derived from other
theoretical systems. Perfect wisdom, however, is what sees
through the process of the mind’s conceptual construction and
is not tainted by attachment to any view or opinion. [...] From
the perspective of perfect wisdom all these are seen for what
they ultimately are: empty (siinya/sufifia). That is, the conceptual
constructs of Buddhist theory are ultimately no less artificial and
arbitrary entities than the conceptual constructs of the ordinary
unawakened mind which sees really existing persons and selves.
The mind can grasp at the theory of dharmas and turn it into
another conceptual strait-jacket. [...]
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The teaching of emptiness should not be read, as it sometimes
appears to be, as an attempt to subvert the Abhidharma theory
of dharmas as a whole. After all it applies to the constructs of all
Buddhist theory, including the Mahayana and, crucially, itself:
there are no bodhisattvas and no stages of the bodhisattva path. [...]

In carving up reality into dharmas in the manner of the
Abhidharma, we are essentially constructing a theoretical
‘model’ or map of the way things are. [..] Some maps and
models will reflect the way things are better than others,
but they nevertheless remain models and maps. As such,
none should be mistaken for the way things are. Thus for the
Perfection of Wisdom, just as persons and beings are ultimately
elusive entities, so too are all dharmas. In fact the idea that
anything exists of and in itself is a simply a trick that our minds
and language play on us. The great theme of the Perfection
of Wisdom thus becomes ‘emptiness’ (Sinyatd/sufifiata) — the
emptiness of all things that we might be tempted to think truly
and ultimately exist of and in themselves.

A similar reconstruction focused more specifically on the Prajhaparamita
in Gandhara is found in Bronkhorst (2018):

The special point to be emphasised is that the ‘Perfection
of Wisdom” which is the subject matter of the Astasahasrika
Prajiiaparamitd in its surviving Sanskrit version, only makes sense
against the background of the overhaul of Buddhist scholasticism
that had taken place in Greater Gandhara during the last centuries
preceding the Common Era. It was in Greater Gandhara, during
this period, that Buddhist scholasticism developed an ontology
centred on the lists of dharmas that had been preserved. Lists of
dharmas had been drawn up before the scholastic revolution in
Greater Gandhara, and went on being drawn up elsewhere with the
goal of preserving the teaching of the Buddha. But the Buddhists
of Greater Gandhara were the first to use these lists of dharmas to
construe an ontology, unheard of until then. They looked upon the
dharmas as the only really existing things, rejecting the existence

29



PROTO-MADHYAMAKA IN THE PALI CANON REVISITED

of entities that were made up of them. Indeed, these scholiasts may
have been the first to call themselves sinyavadins. (2018: 124)

The Astasahasrika Prajfiaparamita is largely built on the scholastic
achievements of Greater Gandhara, as are other texts of the
same genre; it draws conclusions from these. One of its recurring
themes is its emphasis that everything that is not a dharma does
not exist. This is the inevitable corollary of the conviction that
only dharmas really exist, but one that is rarely emphasised in the
Abhidharma texts. The Astasahasrika Prajiidparamita goes further
and claims that the dharmas themselves do not exist either, that
they are empty (Sinya). Once again, all this only makes sense
against the historical background of the Abhidharma elaborated
in Greater Gandhara. (2018: 125-26)

These reconstructions are not entirely wrong. They must reflect, to some
degree, actual thought processes that occurred to numerous individuals at
various points in the formulation of the Prajiiaparamita. But according to
the oldest sources, this was not the primary impetus behind their creation.
The dominant feature of the old Prajfiaparamita literature of Gandhara is not
a critique of Abhidharma essentialism, but the rhetoric of absence directed
against standard features of mainstream Buddhism. Contrary to what
Bronkhorst claims, one of the recurring themes of the Astasahasrika is not ‘its
emphasis that everything that is not a dharma does not exist’; his claim that
the Astasahasrika states that ‘the dharmas themselves do not exist either, that
they are empty (Stinya)’ is fictitious. Very little in the text, especially its earliest
sections, gives the impression that it knows and is reacting to a reductionistic
Abhidharma philosophy.

This is not to deny that early Prajiiaparamita texts critique the Abhidharma.
The problem is that such critiques are minor features of these texts, but have
been regarded as their primary focus. Thus Section 1 of the Bajaur Mahayana
Sutra consists almost entirely of negations and the rhetoric of absence.
Alongside this is a rather brief section on not perceiving the ‘inherent nature’
and ‘distinct character’ of dharmas (svabhava, laksana), which Strauch (2018:
214) believes is fundamental to the text:

30



PROTO-MADHYAMAKA IN THE PALI CANON REVISITED

Based on the notions developed in Abhidharma (and particularly
Sarvastivada) scholasticism, the initial dialogue provides an
extensive discussion of the character of dharmas. In a certain way,
the discourse described here paves the way for the teaching of the
entire siitraand establishes a theoretical framework which prepares
the listener for the following instruction in the bodhisattva path.

This reading of Section 1 of the Bajaur Mahayana Siitra seems to overstate
the importance of its rather brief Abhidharma critique. Strauch further claims
(2018: 222) that its brief Abhidharma critique provides the foundations for the
stitra’s teaching on the Bodhisattva path, contained in Section 2 of the text:

The teaching called here bodhisattvatraining has tobe interpreted
as a natural outcome of the preceding instruction regarding the
character of dharmas. Based on the assumption that all dharmas
are empty (Sunya) and without an inherent nature (asvabhava),
they cannot be apprehended (anupalambha). Any notion/
apperception (samjfia) of them as real entities must therefore be
considered a false view or error and has to be strictly avoided by
a person accepting the doctrine of emptiness. Consequently, the
training of a bodhisattva is described as a strict obedience to the
principle of non-apperception/non-notion.

This reading of the sutra follows the long-established idea that
Prajiiaparamita is, essentially, a critique of Abhidharma. But while the
teaching of emptiness is obviously connected to the rhetoric of silence, the
weight of evidence suggests that the logical order is the opposite of what
Strauch claims: it is because they cannot be apprehended, and because all
apperceptions have been negated, that dharmas are said to be empty, rather
than vice versa. The Bajaur Mahayana Siitra in fact agrees with the other early
examples of Prajiiaparamita literature, in that very little in it has anything to
do with Abhidharma. Zacchetti’s presentation of emptiness as a theme within
Prajfiaparamita teaching in general describes the situation more accurately.®!
Schopen is also correct to point out (2004: 495) that the theory that Mahayana
Buddhism emerged in reaction to Abhidharma and Hinayana scholasticism is
based on a ‘disproportionate’ evaluation of the sources:

¢t Zacchetti (2020, ‘Doctrinal Aspects of the Prajfiaparamita’).
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The representation of Hinayana Buddhism as narrowly scholastic
rests almost entirely on a completely disproportionate, and
undeserved, emphasis on the Abhidharma. The abhidharma was
almost certainly important to a narrow circle of monks. But
abhidharma texts were by no means the only things that Hinayana
monks wrote or read. They also wrote — especially it seems in
what should have been “the Mahayana period” — an enormous
number of stories, and they continued writing them apparently
long after the early Mahayana Siitras were in production. Some
of these stories are specifically called Jataka and they have come
down to us as separate Avadana collections.

If we bear in mind that the ‘Hinayana’ stories Schopen mentions include
much mythic material (i.e. Jataka type narratives) and related spiritual ideals
(Bodhisattva type path adventures), we have a much better idea of the sort
of Buddhist realism that the Prajiaparamita was reacting against. Indeed,
Nattier (2003: 180-81) has noted that spiritual realism is deeply embedded in
numerous Mahayana siitras; texts such as the Ugra-pariprccha lack teachings on
emptiness and the rhetoric of absence, but take ‘a quite literal and affirmative
view’ of such things as ‘Arhatship, Buddhahood, or the path’

A comparison of the Ugra with other early Mahayana siitras
shows that it is not unique in this regard. The Aksobhyavyiiha,
for example, is also quite unselfconscious in urging both
sravakas and bodhisattvas to hasten their progress toward their
respective goals by seeking rebirth in Aksobhya’s (apparently
quite real) paradise. Likewise the larger Sukhavativyiha seems
unconcerned about any possible hazards of reification, and
simply devotes its energy to encouraging both bodhisattvas
and sravakas to seek rebirth in Amitabha’s realm. Even the Lotus
Satra — widely read through the lens of “emptiness” philosophy
by both traditional East Asian Buddhists and modern readers —
only rarely uses the term Siinyata, and in general seems more
concerned with urging its listeners to have faith in their own
future Buddhahood than in encouraging them to “deconstruct”
their concepts.
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Nattier (2003: 182) suggests that the general situation is to be understood
as follows:

It is tempting, therefore — and it may well be correct — to view
the Ugra as representing a preliminary stage in the emergence
of the bodhisattva vehicle, a phase centered on the project of
“constructing” ideas about the practices of the bodhisattva that
preceded a later “deconstructionist” — or better, dereifying
— move. Yet it is clear that the move from affirmation to
antireification did not proceed in one-way fashion. On the
contrary, what we see in later literature is more like a series of
zigzag developments, with each new idea about the bodhisattva
path first asserted in positive (or “constructionist”) fashion, and
then negated in subsequent texts.

If the ‘deconstructionist’ sort of early Mahayana, that is the Prajfiaparamita,
stands in a much older Proto-Madhyamaka tradition stemming from the
canonical period, there is no need to regard the Ugra-pariprccha or even
Pure Land Buddhism as historically prior. Both should rather be regarded as
continuations of trends well established in the canonical period. If, for example,
the Atthakavagga is regarded as the oldest source of the negative tradition that
resulted in the Prajfiaparamita, then the Khandhaka (Skt. Skandhaka) section
of the Vinaya plays a similarly foundational role for Bodhisattva realism,
especially if, as claimed by Frauwallner, it was originally part of a longer work
containing a full biography of the Buddha.®?

Both texts could not be more different. Whereas the Atthaka focuses on
cognition, negation and present-moment awareness, the Khandhaka has
a more cosmic vision in which Buddhism is part of the fabric of the world,
celebrated in the higher, divine realms, and even including the idea that
direct contact with the Buddha and reception of teachings from him effects a
decisive and irreversible step along the spiritual path — what Peter Masefield
(1986) memorably termed ‘divine revelation’. We must imagine parallel
trajectories stemming from the early traditions defined by these texts, the
Atthakavagga (and related via negativa teaching) on the one hand, and the
Khandhaka (and related mythic discourses) on the other, between which there

62 See Frauwallner (1956, chapter 3: ‘The Origin of the Skandhaka’).
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was much interaction over time, lots of to and fro, resulting eventually in the
emergence of Bodhisattva realism and Pure Land Buddhism in opposition to
the antirealism of the Prajhaparamita.

Withinthisgrand development of Buddhist spirituality, the Prajfiaparamita
critique of Abhidharma would seem to be peripheral. It is not even clear if
the discourse about being empty of ‘own-being’ was originally formulated
in opposition to Abhidharma. For all the conceptual tools required for
the critique are to be found in the canonical discourses. At SN 35.85, the
expression ‘the world is empty’ (sufifio loko sufifio loko ti) is explained as
‘empty of self and what pertains to self’ (sufifiam attena va attaniyena), which
is then explained in terms of the six senses, their objects, and forms of
sentience/consciousness and experience: all of these are said to be ‘empty
of self and what pertains to self’.* To reach the Prajiiaparamita, this analysis
need only be combined with the teaching of SN 22.95 (§3 above), in which
the five aggregates are presented as an apparition (‘Form is like a lump of
foam ... consciousness is like an illusion’). Since the discourse on emptiness
in the Astasahasrika is most commonly applied to the five aggregates,® what
role did the Abhidharma play in the formulation of these teachings? It is not
logically required.

6. Conclusion

The general failure to consider Gémez’s Proto-Madhyamaka thesis has
been a missed opportunity in Buddhist Studies. For as we have seen, a
careful reconsideration of it opens up new perspectives on the history of
early Buddhist thought. The apophatic thought of the Atthakavagga is much
more prevalent in early Buddhist teachings than Gémez believed: silence,
negation, non-conceptuality, ineffability, present-moment mindfulness

% SN 35.85 follows the format of SN 35.84, on which see n.24 above. These suttas were
evidently the work of the same early Buddhist tradition.

¢ The first teaching on emptiness in the Astasahasrikd begins as an extension of canonical
teachings on the rise and fall of the five aggregates. However, this is not stated as a doctrinal
position to be assented to, but is rather presented as a conceptual understanding to be avoided.
Vaidya (1960: 6): saced ripe carati, nimitte carati / saced riipanimitte carati, nimitte carati / saced
ripam nimittam iti carati, nimitte carati / saced ripasyotpade carati, nimitte carati / saced ripasya
nirodhe carati, nimitte carati / saced riipasya vinase carati, nimitte carati / saced ripam $anyam iti
carati, nimitte carati.

34



PROTO-MADHYAMAKA IN THE PALI CANON REVISITED

and antirealism are found throughout the Pali discourses. These aspects of
early Buddhist teaching can be contrasted with the realistic assumptions
of Buddhist myth and its spiritual dimensions. The latent tension between
these perspectives explodes onto the Buddhist scene in the formative
period of Mahayana, when the apophatic tendency was reformulated as
the Prajiaparamita, and mythic/spiritual realism was reformulated into
different versions of the Bodhisattva ideal, in particular Pure Land Buddhism.

To understand the relationship between the early Buddhist period and
the early Prajfiaparamita, a ‘mapping’ approach has been adopted to locate
canonical persons, lineages, ideas and practices in time and space. This allows
us to situate Kaccana in the West/North-West of the subcontinent (Avanti/
Madhura) around the end of the 4t century BC. Regardless of the historicity
of this individual, we can at least identify a lineage bearing his name that was
deeply involved in the textual transmission of Proto-Madhyamaka in (roughly)
the mid-canonical period. Buddhist Studies has not yet realised the potential
of this approach. But it should be obvious that the ‘Kaccana hypothesis’
proposed here, which connects the mid/late canonical period with the nascent
Prajiiaparamita, and situates it within the expansion of Buddhism towards the
West, is a considerable advance on previous thinking about Prajiaparamita
origins, which has focused on minor scholastic developments more or less
entirely abstracted from the real world.

One implication of this thesis is that the ‘forest hypothesis’, i.e. that
forest asceticism and/or meditation played a major role in the origins
of Mahayana, should be revived.® In the Pali canon, Kaccana is a forest
meditator. In Avanti he stays in a forest hut (arafifiakutika) near the market
town of Makkarakata (SN 35.132); in Madhura he stays in the Gundavana
(MN 84), which the commentary calls ‘the black Gunda forest’ (SN-a I11.319:
kanhaka-gunda-vane);* and in the Udana (Ud 7.8), he is praised by the Buddha
for practising bodily mindfulness.”” Moreover, the ‘practice suttas’ of the
Atthakavagga (XIV-XVI) suppose a strictly ascetic way of life, close to that
described in their sister text from the Suttanipata, the Khaggavisana Sutta (Sn
1.3). The meditative/ascetic character of Kaccana, plus his connection with

% For critique of the ‘forest hypothesis’, see Drewes (2010) and Harrison (2018: 9ff).

% SN 1V.117: ekam samayam dyasma mahakaccano avantisu viharati makkarakate arafifiakutikayam.

¢ Ud 77: addasa kho bhagava ayasmantam mahdakaccanam avidare nisinnam pallankam abhujitva
ujum kayam panidhdya kayagataya satiyd ajjhattam parimukham sipatthitaya.

35



PROTO-MADHYAMAKA IN THE PALI CANON REVISITED

the ascetically inclined Atthakavagga, should not be overlooked in attempts
to trace the origins of the Prajfiaparamita.

Needless to say, meditating in the forest was hardly an unusual vocation in
early Buddhism. One could reasonably argue that the Udana sutta which singles
out Kaccana for his meditative prowess is stereotypical, and repeated for a
number of other bhikkhus.*® However, the Udana description of Kaccana as a skilled
meditator puts him in a rather elite group including Sariputta, Moggallana and
Anfiatakondafifa, followed by the lesser known Kankharevata and Ciilapanthaka,
as well as Pindolabharadvaja and Subhditi. Apart from the very famous disciples,
this grouping includes at least one celebrated ascetic, Pindolabharadvaja, a
pamsukilika bhikkhu according to the Udana, and one extremely marginal figure,
Subhtiti, possibly a meditation master from the late canonical period (§3 above).

Moreover, with regard to Kaccana staying in ‘forest huts’ (arafifiakutika), it
should be noted that such abodes are very rarely mentioned in the Pali suttas,
and not at all in the Vinaya. All this adds up to a small but significant collection
of evidence supporting the ascetic inclinations of Kaccana (or the lineage
using his name). Thus it is reasonable to suppose that the figures of Kaccana
and Subhiiti belonged to successive phases in the spread of an ascetically
inclined lineage to the West/North-West, perhaps from the late 4t to late 3%
centuries BC. The origins of the Prajfiaparamita should be located here, rather
than among groups of scholastics poring over Abhidharma lists in the dusty
corners of their monastic libraries.

To be sure, the strands of tradition on which these claims are made are
rather meagre, especially with regard to Subhiti; sceptics will no doubt
retort that any such historical claims are speculative at best. But constructing
a theory is preferable to ignoring the evidence. The canonical traditions
suggesting that Kaccana and Subhti were forest masters of the W/NW could
be fabrications. On the other hand, why would early Buddhist tradition have
placed Kaccana in such a marginal region, if there were not some truth to it?
And when composing new suttas/sitras, surely it would have been preferable
to memorialise the venerable teachers of one’s lineage, rather than create
entirely fictitious characters. Thus it is preferable to regard Kaccana as an
eminent figure in an apophatic and ascetic Buddhist tradition, of roughly

s See: Ud 3.24-25 (pp.27-28), Sariputta and Maha-Moggallana; Ud 3.36 (pp.42-43), Pindola-
Bharadvaja; Ud 3.40 (p.46), Sariputta; Ud 3.50 (p.61), Ciila-panthaka; Ud 3.57 (p.71), Subhiiti; Ud
3.66 (p.77), Afifiasi-Kondafifia; Ud 3.68 (p.77), Maha-Kaccana.
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the mid-canonical period; to view Subhiiti as a meditation master from the
same tradition in the late canonical period; and to hypothesise that the
Prajiiaparamita emerged from this tradition, some time after Buddhism had
become well established in Gandhara in the 2™ century BC.

While this could be rejected as excessively conjectural, dismissing the
historical value of canonical texts out of hand is unwarranted. Unlike
Mahayana siitras, the canonical discourses are mostly realistic and early;
they were not composed in an historical vacuum.® In this context, a recently
discovered inscription from Deorkothar, central northern India, containing a
lineage stemming from the Buddha via Anuruddha, is important. As Salomon
and Marino have shown (2014), this inscription is found in the region where
Anuruddha is situated in the Pali suttas (the Ceti kingdom). The localisation
of figures in early Buddhist texts should therefore be taken seriously. If there
really was a lineage using Anuruddha’s name in the exact same region where
Anuruddha is situated in the canonical texts, it is reasonable to suppose that
the same applies to Kaccana and a lineage in his name in Madhura/Avanti.
As Salomon and Marino have warned (2014: 37), we should be careful not to
fall into the trap of ‘letting skepticism take over one’s thinking, leading to
the mindset of “In the end, we know nothing””. It is preferable to formulate a
positive hypothesis, to get as much out of the evidence we have, rather than
throwing our hands up in the air and exclaiming ‘who knows?".

The background to the Prajfiaparamita should thus be understood in terms
of a tension between an apophatic and ascetic tradition, and the tendency
towards Buddhist myth and cosmology. Furthermore, the notion that the
Prajfiaparamita was a scholastic reaction to Abhidharma should be regarded
as a projection of later scholastic concerns onto early material which mostly
lacks them. From Nagarjuna onwards, the central tenet of Madhyamaka
philosophy was that all dharmas are empty (siinya) of own-being (svabhava):
Buddhist scholars have taken this philosophical position as intellectual history,
it would seem, an historical mistake compounded by the lack of attention
given to Gémez’s thesis.

All this being said, it should by now be clear that the concept of ‘Proto-
Madhyamaka’ confuses rather than clarifies the intellectual history of early
Buddhism. What Gémez termed ‘Proto-Madhyamika in the Pali canon’

% On the realism of canonical texts, see Sujato and Brahmali (2015: 81-83, §4.3.3; 84-89,
§4.4.1).
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would be better termed ‘Proto-Prajfiaparamita’, since the content, style and
meaning of the Prajfiaparamita is anticipated in the Pali canon, whereas the
Prajfiaparamita itself would be better described as ‘Proto-Madhyamaka’, since
this is clearly the starting point for the later Madhyamaka tradition. However,
reading certain teachings of the Pali canon as ‘Proto-Prajiaparamita’ puts the
cart before the horse, and fails to do justice to the breadth and subtlety of the
early via negativa tradition.

A more suitable emic term to describe this tradition would be ‘No View
Buddhism’, an etic equivalent of which could be ‘Apophatic Buddhism’. Thus
we can conclude that No View/Apophatic Buddhism, comprising a collection
of closely interwoven ideas, themes and practices, fed into the Prajiaparamita/
Proto-Madhyamaka, which in turn provided the resources for the Madhyamaka
philosophical tradition. At all stages of development, from the Buddha to
Nagarjuna, the No View/Apophatic tradition can be distinguished from, and
was most likely in dispute with, mythic and meditative realism. While the
realism of the Abhidharma was a later addition to the philosophical scene
prior to Nagarjuna, by the 2™ century AD it had become the primary target
of the No View/Apophatic tradition. This explains the marginal presence
of Abhidharma critique in the Prajiaparamita texts, followed by its central
position in Nagarjuna’s Madhyamaka.
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Turmoil and Tranquility in the Attadanda Sutta:
A Study of Emotions in Early Buddhist Scripture
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ABSTRACT—Emotions are essential to the Buddhist conception
of the Path. The early Buddhist discourses, in particular, rely
on emotion terms to discuss the motivations and challenges
of renouncing the household life and joining the monastic
community. These canonical texts also describe the emotional
disposition of the Buddha and his enlightened disciples. The
capacity to address the pivotal roles emotions play at different
stages on the Buddhist path is fully displayed in the Attadanda
Sutta. This early scripture depicts the experience of turmoil
(samvega) that set the Buddha on the route to nirvana, as well as
the state of tranquility (santi) that is exemplary of the liberated
sage. In this article, I explore the complex textual representations
of these emotions. I argue that the Attadanda Sutta describes
turmoil and tranquility as existential states, and further suggest
that this Buddhist discourse provides a useful framework for
comprehending how these contrasting emotions can both be
vital to the pursuit of liberation.
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TURMOIL AND TRANQUILITY IN THE ATTADANDA SUTTA

The classical Indian ideal of tranquility (Pali santi; Skt. santi) has long been
associated with the teachings and practices taught by the Buddha. Yet this
prevalent association can be slightly misleading. There is no disputing that
one of the main goals of early Buddhism is to attain a quiet and peaceful
disposition. However, the Buddhist tradition has consistently recognized
that the path leading to tranquility is filled with emotional turmoil. In fact,
experiencing some form of turmoil (samvega) is itself a Buddhist ideal.!
Various canonical Buddhist texts propose that the process of learning to calm
the mind and see reality as it truly is necessarily entails a type of emotional
upheaval.? The Attadanda Sutta, in this regard, is a unique and intriguing early
discourse since it includes normative representations of both the Buddhist
experiences of turmoil and tranquility. In this relatively short scripture, we
have, onthe one hand, the Buddha recalling the tumultuous feeling of samvega
that propelled him to renounce the household life, and, on the other hand,
several verses praising the deep serenity of the sage (muni) who perfected the
Dharma. The juxtaposition of these two canonical representations will be at
the center of this article. In the following pages, I explore how the Attadanda
Sutta along with its commentarial literature® articulate and illuminate the

! One may also refer to samvega, more broadly, as an Indian $§ramanic ideal found in the
Buddhist, Jain, and Patafijala traditions. For a survey of samvega in these different traditions of
renunciation, see Acri 2015.

2 On this function of samvega in early Buddhist canonical literature, see Feinberg 2023.

* There are two separate Pali commentaries on the Attadanda Sutta. These commentaries
are aligned in the way they interpret and explicate this discourse. The first commentary is the
Attadandasutta-vannana, which is located in the Suttanipata-atthakathd. The second commentary
is the Attadandasutta-niddesa located in the Mahaniddesa of the Khuddaka Nikdya. The Mahaniddesa
commentary is more extensive than the Atthakatha and, at times, it can be quite wordy and
repetitive. In many cases, the Mahaniddesa works simply like a second layer of commentary, as
if it were expounding on the remarks made in the Atthakatha. Bodhi (2017: 1189-1202) offers
a complete translation of the Atthakathd commentary on the Attadanda Sutta and a partial
translation of the Mahaniddesa commentary on this scripture that covers its essential parts.
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contrasting Buddhist ideals of turmoil and tranquility.’ I contend that this
early scripture presents these pivotal emotional experiences as existential
states. Rather than painting the familiar picture of emotions as private
mental events, the Attadanda Sutta depicts samvega and santi as modes of
existence that can shape the Buddhist disciple’s perception, interaction, and
basic orientation in the world.®

In recent decades, increasing scholarly attention has been given to the
subject of emotions in classical Indian Buddhism. One emerging direction
of research that is especially germane to this discussion is the study of
transformative emotions like samvega, bhaya (fear) and nibbida (revulsion).®
From a traditional Buddhist standpoint, these emotions are particularly
elusive on account of the difficulty to classify and explain them by means
of meta-categories like cetasika, (mental faculty), kilesa (defilement), vedana
(feeling) or sarnkhara (volitional activity). Exploring the nature of these
emotions, therefore, calls for a close examination of their different functions
and meanings in various types of Buddhist texts. The Attadanda Sutta, in this
context, has not received any careful attention from scholars working on

4 The relationship between the ideals of turmoil and tranquility in Buddhist thought is
occasionally addressed through the traditional pairing of the terms samvega and pasada.
Towards the end of this article, I will bring up the samvega-pasada scheme and briefly discuss its
relevance to my exploration of turmoil and tranquility in the Attadanda Sutta. In the meantime,
it is worth keeping in mind that the samvega-pasada pairing and the complex understanding
of the complementary relationship between these concepts is developed in later phases in
the intellectual history of Theravada Buddhism. In early Buddhist scripture, this pairing
is conspicuously absent. In the Pali canon, for example, we find no sutta in which samvega is
followed by or transitions into pasdda. In fact, the loaded term pasada (Skt. prasada), which
bears different meanings, many of which have little to do with tranquility, is never explicitly
combined with samvega in the early Buddhist discourses. However, the basic idea of samvega
leading to a peaceful state is invoked in the Pali canon, primarily in the Khuddaka Nikaya (see for
example KN 4.37). For more on this topic and the use of this pairing in later Pali and Theravada
literature, see Walker 2018.

° I am using here terminology that is prevalent in existential phenomenology. On emotions
as perceptual modes that shape how one sees the world, see Carron 2008 and Tzohar 2021;
on emotions as ways being embedded in the world, see Ratcliffe 2008 and Kenaan and Ferber
2011; on emotions, phenomenology, and orientations, see Ahmed 2004 and Ahmed 2006.

¢ On samvega, see Thanissaro 1997; Acri 2015; Brons 2016; Walker 2018; Nguyen 2019; Liang
and Morseth 2021; and Feinberg 2023. On bhaya, see Brekke 2002; Heim 2003; Giustarini 2012;
and Finnigan 2021. On nibbida, see Evmenenko 2012.
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such emotions,” nor has it been part of the broader scholarly discussion on
the classical Buddhist conception of emotions. This is an oversight this study
aims to correct.

The Attadanda Sutta is located in the Suttanipata of the Pali Canon,? and a parallel
version of this discourse is extant in Chinese translation.’ Both versions of this text
are comprised of exactly twenty verses. The contents of this Buddhist scripture
raise various exegetical issues, one of which concerns the compositional logic of
the text. Generally speaking, the motives and historical circumstances behind
the composition of the scriptures belonging to the vast corpus of early Buddhist
discourses is a subject of much scholarly debate. Yet when it comes to the Attadanda
Sutta, there is a particularly glaring issue concerning how the verses constituting
this text fit together. Addressing this issue, Bodhi (2017: 147) observes that the
Attadanda Sutta “seems to be constituted by two sections that sit loosely together”.
The first of these two sections is comprised of the scripture’s five opening verses
in which the speaker provides a first-person account of his past experience of

7 In his fascinating essay on samvega, Coomaraswamy (1943: 174) quotes the opening verses
of the Attadanda Sutta, yet he does not comment on their meaning and significance.

8 Sn IV.15 (KN V.53). The Attadanda Sutta belongs to a collection of scriptures called the
Atthakavagga (The Chapter of Octads). On the key themes and compositional history of this
collection, see Bapat 1951: *1-21; and Bodhi 2017: 138-48.

° The early Chinese translation of the only existing parallel version of the Attadanda Sutta
(T.198,189b12-189c22) is dated to the third century AD, and is attributed to the Chinese translator
Zhi Qian. This discourse is part of a much longer text called the King Viradhaka Scripture (wei lou
le wang jing #EREH) E4F). This extensive scripture places the preaching of the Attadanda Sutta
in the aftermath of a story about a rogue king called Virtidhaka. In the Pali tradition, there is
a clear editorial distinction between the framing narrative, which appears in the Atthakatha
commentary on the Suttanipdta, and the twenty verses of the Attadanda Sutta, which are in the
Suttanipata compilation itself. The Chinese text does not make the same distinction. However,
at the point where the narrative about King Virtidhaka ends and the verses preached by the
Buddha begin, the Chinese text clearly states that this (i.e., the Attadanda Sutta) is an “Arthapada
scripture” (yi zu jing £/ 4%). In this manner, the Chinese text also indicates that there is a
distinction to be made between the framing narrative and the twenty verses preached by the
Buddha. (For a translation of the entire King Viridhaka Scripture, see Bapat 1951: 164-81. On
the parallels between the Chinese Arthapada and the Pali Atthakavagga, see Bapat 1951: *1-21.)
I would further like to clarify that the Chinese translation of the Attadanda Sutta is most likely
not based on the Pali version of this text. In fact, many of Zhi Qian’s translations were based on
earlier Chinese translations of Indic Buddhist scriptures that he merely revised. While the early
Chinese translation of the parallel version of the Attadanda Sutta does not perfectly match the
Pali discourse, it is clearly the same text, and it closely aligns with the Pali. For more information
about Zhi Qian and his canonical translations, see Nattier 2008: 116-48.
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samvega. The second section begins with a remark that “interrupts” the flow of
the text,! stating that “At this point, the trainings are recited” (Sn IV.15.6, 183).
After this remark, the fifteen remaining verses of the second section consist of
more typical Buddhist trainings or teachings on nirvana, the Path, and the arahant.

Reflecting on the compositional logic of this discourse, the Atthakatha
commentary on the Attadanda Sutta offers its own exegetical breakdown
of the text.!" Setting aside for now the question of whether the Pali
commentary provides the most plausible explanation for how the different
parts of the Attadanda Sutta fit together, I would like to begin this discussion
by highlighting the commentary’s basic division of the scripture into three
main sections. The first section is made of the five opening verses, where the
Buddha describes the emotional turmoil he underwent when he was initially
struck by the horrible violence and misery permeating the world. The
second section includes the ten middle verses. In this section, the Buddha
delivers a number of doctrinal precepts and speaks about the attainment of
peace'? and other spiritual rewards. The third section consists of the final
five verses in which the Buddha lauds the sage for his tranquil demeanor
and stoic character.

In this breakdown of the Attadanda Sutta, what stands out is the structural
symmetry and thematic contrast that the commentary draws out between
the five opening verses of the text and the five closing ones. The Buddha’s
past experience of turmoil and unrest portrayed in the scripture’s opening
section is counterbalanced with the arahant’s tranquility and indifference
described in the closing section. The point of this contrast is not to suggest

10 Bodhi suggests that “this seems to be a remark by the compilers that was absorbed into the
sutta” For more on this interjection in the sutta, see Norman 2001: 383; and Bodhi 2017: 1539,
n. 2009.

1 According to the Atthakathd, the first five verses of the discourse deal with the Buddha’s
wish to relate in some detail the meaningful experience of samvega he had when he was “still
only a bodhisatta,” i.e., prior to his awakening (Pj II 566). The commentary then states that in
the ensuing sixth verse, the Buddha speaks of the importance of focusing one’s training and
attention on the goal of nirvana. In the next nine verses, the Buddha elaborates on how to train
for nirvana and what it means to attain the state of an arahant. Lastly, the Atthakatha explains
that in the final five verses of the scripture, the Buddha speaks in praise of the arahant, mainly
referred to in this text as the muni (sage).

12 Verses twelve and fifteen specifically mention the benefit of attaining peace or living
peacefully. The Atthakathd also highlights the phrase “living peacefully,” stating that with it, the
Buddha shows the attainment of arahantship. (Pj I 568).
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that experiencing emotional turmoil is bad and that being tranquil is good,
but instead, to demonstrate that both of these emotional states are valuable
and play a significant role at different stages on the Buddhist path. This
contrast also casts light on what exactly it means to be in a state of samvega
and how it dramatically differs from being in a state of santi. In my reading
of the Attadanda Sutta, which is largely predicated on the Pali commentary,
I will illustrate how the opening and closing verses come together to
illuminate each other. My claim is that the emotions represented in the
opening and closing sections of this scripture intentionally correspond
with the existential states that characterize the early and late stages of the
Buddhist path.

The framing narrative and title of the Attadanda Sutta

Before analyzing the representations of turmoil and tranquility in the Attadanda
Sutta, I would like to briefly address two important matters that affect my
reading of this discourse. The first is the original context in which the Buddhist
tradition situates the uttering of this discourse. The second is how to interpret
the compound atta-danda, which appears in the title of this Pali sutta.

The Atthakatha commentary on the Attadanda Sutta places the preaching
of this discourse in the midst of a quarrel between two clans. According
to the Pali commentary, a dispute once broke out between the Sakyans
and the Koliyans over a source of water. As the two clans were about to
wage war against each other, the Buddha intervened, seeking to prevent
any violence from taking place. While deliberately standing between
the furious armies of the Sakyans and Koliyans, the Buddha uttered the
Attadanda Sutta.*

In the Chinese Arthapada, we find a preamble to this scripture that
situates the preaching of this discourse in a different setting. According to
the Arthapada, a rogue king by the name of Virtidhaka had directed a terrible
massacre in which many Sakyans were unjustly killed.* Shortly after the

3 The Theravada exegetical tradition also provides another framing narrative for the
Attadanda Sutta. According to the commentary on the Purabheda Sutta, this scripture was
originally spoken to the gods at the Great Gathering. For more on the different framing
narratives of the Attadanda Sutta, see Bodhi 2017: 147-48.

14 On the different Chinese canonical versions of the story of Virtidhaka’s massacre of the
Sakya (Skt. Sakya) people, see Pu 2013.
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carnage occurred, the Buddha arrived in Kapilavastu, the city of the Sakyans,
and witnessed the aftermath of the horrible slaughter. Then, in front of a
crowd of people consisting of an assembly of monks and the surviving
Sakyans, the Buddha uttered a discourse of twenty verses, which is known in
Pali as the Attadanda Sutta.'®

The differences between these framing narratives are substantial and
have the potential to significantly alter one’s reading of the Attadanda
Sutta. That said, for the purposes of this discussion, I will merely highlight
that both the Chinese Arthapada and the Pali Atthakatha clearly situate the
preaching of this discourse in a violent setting. This fact seems especially
relevant for explicating the scripture’s title and opening lines that include
the compound atta-danda.

Fear is born from one’s own stick (atta-danda);
see the people quarrel.

1 will speak [now] about [my] anxiety (samvega);
how I was anxious [in the past].*®

When examining this verse, the less difficult part to deal with consists
of the third and fourth legs, where the Buddha announces he intends to
speak about his past experience of samvega.'” This announcement sets the
stage for the following four verses that expound on the existential crisis
the Buddha underwent when he was “still only a bodhisatta,” i.e., prior
to his nirvana (Pj II 566). The more ambiguous part of this verse consists
of the first two legs. These legs are made of what seems to be a general
statement about the origin of fear—“fear is born from one’s own stick
(atta-danda)”—followed by the use of the second person to directly address

15 The Chinese preamble adds that this scripture is a summary of the Buddha’s teaching,
which is meant to accommodate the transmission of the Dharma to later generations and
facilitate the long-term preservation of this teaching in the world.

16 attadanda bhayam jatam,

janam passatha medhagam.

samvegam kittayissami,

yatha samvijitam maya. (Sn 1v.15.1, 182)

7 In the fourth leg of the early Chinese translation of this scripture, the Buddha also
announces his desire to speak about how he freed himself from fear (T.198, 189b13). The promise
of eradicating fear and attaining tranquility is thus already suggested in the opening verse of
the Chinese version.
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the audience—*see the people quarrel.” The crucial question with respect
to these opening lines is how to interpret the compound atta-danda in this
context and, more specifically, what to make of the statement that fear is
born from atta-danda.

The Atthakatha commentary offers an illuminating gloss of atta-danda,
clarifying that fear is born “from one’s own misconduct” (attano duccarita-
karana).’* The word karana has a double meaning in this exegetical gloss,
carrying both the sense of “cause” and “punishment.” The claim here is that
fear is caused by one’s bad behavior and more particularly that it comes from
dreading the punishment one will endure because of one’s past misdeeds.
The Pali commentary also includes a sophisticated double use of the word
danda. The literal meaning of danda is “stick,” yet by metaphorical extension,
it also refers to “violence” and “punishment,” both of which often involved
the use of a stick in the ancient world. The Atthakatha thus points out that
fear comes from one’s own violence and the retribution one will eventually
have to face because of it (Pj Il 566). The Mahaniddesa elucidates this claim,
explaining that from a karmic or metaphysical standpoint, the fear, misery,
and grief one experiences in the present are simply the result of wrongful
actions committed in the past. The Mahaniddesa further states that from an
experiential perspective, fear often comes in the form of worrying about
the consequences of our actions, which, in many cases, means dreading the

8 Norman and Bodhi, for instance, reject the Pali commentary’s reading of this opening
leg. Both scholars provide a translation of the sutta’s first leg that deviates from the entire
discussion in the commentary regarding one’s misconduct as the origin of fear. They do so by
considering the first element in the atta-danda compound, i.e., atta, as the past participle “taken
up” or “embraced.” Thus, Norman (2001: 122) translates the Attadanda Sutta’s opening leg: “Fear
comes from [the one who] embraced violence,” and Bodhi (2017: 315) translates it: “Fear has
arisen from one who has taken up the rod.” The two translations are fairly similar, even though
Norman translates danda as “violence,” while Bodhi chooses the more literal translation of “rod.”
Both scholars provide sound philological justification for their translation, referencing at least
one example of a canonical case where the compound atta-danda means “one who has taken
up the rod” or “one who embraced violence.” (Norman 2001: 380-81; and Bodhi 2017: 1539, n.
2003). What I find most intriguing here is the hermeneutical implications of their reading of the
Attadanda Sutta’s opening verse. According to Norman and Bodhi, the sutta opens by stating that
fear comes from the one who has taken up a stick, i.e., the person who resorts to violence. This
interpretation of the text suggests that it is not necessarily one’s own misconduct or violence
that is the root of fear, as the Pali commentary states. Instead, it is the general act of embracing
violence or the threatening act of taking up a rod that is the origin of fear.
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inevitable punishment we will meet because of our past transgressions (Nidd
1.15:1, 402-04).”

Thus, the Pali commentary states that the Buddha reproached the Sakya
and Koliya people in the opening lines of the Attadanda Sutta. In so doing, he
revealed to them how their wrongful actions in the past have led to the current
dreadful situation they perceive around them as they “see the people quarrel”
The Atthakatha further explains that the Buddha then proceeded to talk
about his past experience of samvega as he began to deliver a teaching on the
appropriate disposition and conduct (Pj I1 566). In this manner, the commentary
makes it clear that the framing narrative and opening lines of the Attadanda
Sutta do not merely place this text in the context of violence, but also address
the predominant emotion of fear (bhaya) endemic to those who live in a world
of animosity and misery. In contrast to the fear of the Sakyans and Koliyans,
or, more broadly, the fear of sentient beings trapped in samsara, the Buddha’s
past experience of samvegic anxiety holds the power and promise of pulling
one out of the endless cycle of violence and suffering.” Therefore, the discourse
begins with a depiction of the everyday reality that is characterized by hostility
and fear, to which it will first offer an alternative in the form of the Buddha’s
emotional turmoil, and later in the form of the sage’s tranquility.

Danger vs. security

In the opening verses of the Attadanda Sutta, the Buddha recollects the experience
of samvegic turmoil that set him on the path to Buddhahood. The depiction of
this transformative experience begins with an emphasis on feeling fear. The Pali
term bhaya, which appears in the scripture’s first couple of verses, can denote
both fear and danger. Hence, bhaya may refer to the frightened attitude one has
towards an object as well as to the frightening object itself. With this in mind, I
would argue that the notion of samvega articulated in the opening verses of the
Attadanda Sutta involves realizing what is objectively dangerous and, accordingly,
feeling the appropriate fear. The Buddha describes this experience as follows:

¥ The Mahaniddesa provides both a “worldly” version of retribution for misconduct that is
enacted by the state or the king, as well as a “cosmic” one, which is meted out in hell according
to one’s karma.

2 On the different modes and roles of fear (bhaya, samvega, etc.) in classical Buddhist thought,
see Brekke 2002; Acri 2015; Finnigan 2021; and Feinberg 2023.
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When I saw the people quivering,

like fish in [a river with] little water;

when I saw them hostile towards each other,
fear came upon me.”

The first thing the Buddha perceived in his samvegic state was people
quivering. The Atthakatha commentary hones in on what causes people to
quiver, stating that “in this context, ‘quivering’ [means] trembling out of thirst
and so forth.”? “Thirst” (tanhd) here is a prevalent technical Buddhist term
that refers to one’s primal craving as the source of suffering. The Atthakatha
mentions that thirst is only the first element in a list of reasons why people in
the world quiver. The Mahaniddesa, in its more exhaustive style, names many
other such reasons, including misconduct, lust, and delusion (Nidd I1.15:2,
407-08). The main point both Pali commentaries make is that fundamentally,
people in the world are perpetually shaking because they are conditioned to
suffer. It is not the case that they are temporarily afraid of a specific threat or
some other provisional reason. The trembling people suffer from is inherent
to the type of lives they are leading. Nevertheless, most people remain in some
form of denial of their trembling and the great danger that is intrinsic to their
preconditioned situation. When the Buddha first noticed this, he could not
help but feel deeply concerned and anxious.

In the second leg of this verse, the fish simile appears, illuminating the first
leg and adding a poetic component to the Buddha’s account of his emotional
turmoil. The Buddha says he saw people in the world quiver or flounder®
like fish swimming in shallow water. The Mahdaniddesa unpacks this simile,
explaining that just as fish flounder in a river where the water is evaporating
while different birds are attacking from the air, grabbing the fish with their
claws, and devouring the fish’s flesh, so people in the world quiver with

2 phandamanam pajam disva,

macche appodake yathd.

afifiamarifiehi vyaruddhe

disva mam bhayam avisi. (Sn 1V.15.2, 183)

2 tattha phandamanan ti tanhadihi kampamanam. (Pj 11 566)

» Norman (2001: 122) uses “floundering” to translate the Pali word phandamanam. 1t is an
excellent translation that works particularly well with the simile that compares the movement
of people in the world to that of fish in shallow water. Nevertheless, 1 chose to translate
phandamanam as “quivering” based on the Pali commentary, which glosses phandamanam with
kampamanam, a word that means to shake, quiver, or tremble nervously. (Pj 11 566).
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thirst (Nidd 1.15:2, 408). The commentary’s graphic unpacking of this simile
highlights the anguish and hopelessness that people in the world share with
these miserable fish. This simile, therefore, is designed to stress that for the
person driven by craving, dangerous threats are coming from every direction.
The constant trembling the Buddha witnessed in his samvega is part of a
growing recognition of the great threat of samsaric existence. Consequently,
the fear the Buddha experienced is a direct result of perceiving the reality of
danger that is endemic to the human condition.

The simile of the fish floundering in a river with little water is operating here
on at least two levels. The first level relates directly to the Atthakatha’s framing
narrative, which situates this discourse in the midst of a dispute between two
clans over water. The Buddha thus compares the alarming situation of the
Sakyans and Koliyans, who are fighting over a source of water, to the state
of the frantic fish swimming in a river whose water is quickly evaporating.
However, the commentary makes it clear that on a more abstract level, the
Buddha is also making a general statement about the precarious situation of
sentient beings living in a world driven by craving and permeated by suffering.
The second verse in the early Chinese translation of this scripture can help us
better understand the abstract level on which the fish simile operates.

The people of the world were? all rolling around in agony,”
like fish in a dry [body of] water that was cut from its stream.
Living in agony, their minds wished harm [on others],
replacing their fears with deluded pleasures.?

In this parallel version of the Attadanda Sutta, it is apparent the text is
making general statements about the nature of samsaric existence. The first
leg of this Chinese verse simply tells us that in his samvega, the Buddha became

2 1 translate the opening verses of this Chinese scripture using the past tense. My reason
for doing so is predicated on the Pali version of this text in which the Buddha speaks about his
past experience of samvega. Bapat (1951: 172-173) also elects to translate the opening verses in
the past form.

% Instead of the more literal translation of ¥ as “rolling around in agony,” one could
simply translate this phrase as “repeatedly suffering.”

% JriEy it A

GnEZ KB ER

TEEENER

AR 44, (T.198, 189b14-189b15)
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aware of the pervasiveness of human suffering. Then, in the second leg, the
fish simile appears as it does in the Pali version, yet with a slightly different
emphasis. The Chinese text states that people were rolling around in agony
“like fish in a dry [body of] water that was cut from its stream.” Along with
the emphasis on the misery and helplessness that both fish and people share,
this version of the fish simile strongly underscores the resemblance between
the world and a body of water in a dire state. Finally, in the third and fourth
legs of this verse, we find the claim that people’s hostility and intention to
harm others are rooted in their suffering and, more precisely, in their habit of
replacing fears with deluded pleasures. The Buddha expresses here a critique
of the prevalent human failure to face the facticity of suffering and feel
appropriately terrified. Shirking from embracing the emotion of existential
dread, people remain occupied with casting their frustrations on others and
searching for temporary distractions that will allow them to continue living in
denial of their truly agonizing situation.

The notion of a positive and useful experience of fear is strongly insinuated
in the Attadanda Sutta by the fact that in this scripture, the Buddha himself
shares with a crowd of people an intimate account of the pivotal moment in his
past when he was overtaken by fear. In the second verse of the Pali version, the
Buddha explicitly says: “when I saw them hostile towards each other, fear came
upon me.” The Mahaniddesa explains that during this transformative experience,
the Buddha plainly saw the ubiquity of violence and animosity in the world
and realized that all of this hostility leads to nothing but suffering and death
(Nidd 1.15:2, 408). The feeling of fear the Buddha describes in this scripture is
presented as an essential phase in the process of coming to terms with the perils
of samsara. This samvegic turmoil involved in perceiving the terrifying aspects
of sentient existence is taken as necessary and therefore should be considered
a Buddhist ideal.

Nevertheless, the closing verses of the Attadanda Sutta make it fairly obvious
that while samvega is vital for facing reality and shifting one’s attitude from
complacency to urgency, the ultimate goal of the Buddhist path is to eventually
transcend this state of anxious agitation and attain peace. In contrast to the
emotional turmoil depicted in the opening verses as a fearful attitude towards
the danger that is samsara, the tranquility of the sage is described in the closing
verses as a feeling of total security in the world. In the Pali version of the Attadanda
Sutta, the fearlessness of the arahant is articulated in the nineteenth verse.
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For the one who has no lust, the knower,

there is no accumulation [of merit or demerit] at all.
Abstaining from instigating,

he sees security everywhere.”

The Atthakatha explains that this verse portrays the arahant as one who
no longer initiates any type of volitional activity (sankhdra). Free of desire
and endowed with understanding, he transcends the karmic framework of
intentionally engaging in actions that are either meritorious or not. While
inhabiting this position that is beyond good and evil, the arahant “sees
security everywhere” (khemam passati sabbadhi). The commentary glosses
this expression with the phrase “he only sees fearlessness all around”
(sabbattha abhayam eva passati), (Pj 11 569). The translation here is challenging
since the word abhaya means both “lack of danger” and “fearlessness.” With
these two meanings in mind, I believe the commentary conveys the notion
that the arahant does not see danger anywhere, i.e., he perceives only safety,
as well as the idea that all the arahant witnesses in his vicinity are other beings
demonstrating fearlessness.

The Mahaniddesacomments onthe expression “he seessecurity everywhere,”
by explaining that the defilements (kilesd), beginning with passion, hatred,
and delusion, produce fear (bhaya), and thus, the one who has abandoned the
defilements sees security everywhere. We find here the same line of reasoning
used earlier in the Pali commentary, which considers fear to be rooted in
misconduct and the possibility of eradicating fear to be the result of removing
the root causes of one’s detrimental behavior (i.e., the defilements). The
Mahaniddesa also offers several glosses for the word “security” (khema) in the
context of this verse, stating that wherever the arahant looks, he perceives no
danger (abhaya), no misfortune (anupaddava), no trouble (anupasagga), and no
disturbance (anupasattha), (Nidd 1.15:19, 443).

Considering these exegetical explanations, there are at least two plausible
possibilities to interpret the claim that the arahant “sees security everywhere.”
The first is that the sage no longer perceives anything as dangerous. Having

7 anejassa vijanato,

n’atthi kaci nisankhati.

virato so viyarabbhd,

khemam passati sabbadhi. (Sn 1V.15.19, 185)
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attained nirvana, the worldly threats of violence, pain, and even death no
longer concern him. Such is the case since the Buddha’s Dharma holds the
promise of eradicating all fear. For the Buddhist practitioner, “When fear comes,
it must be noticed and seen to be a creation of the imagination, something we
choose to construct. Once identified as such, it can be dismantled, leaving a
peacefulness in its wake.” (Heim 2022: 85). The arahant is one who has mastered
this practice, ceasing to construct a reality of danger that routinely elicits
feelings of dread and terror.

Another exegetical possibility of interpreting the arahant’s pervasive
perception of security and the claim that he “only sees fearlessness all
around” alludes to the power of the sage to extend his peacefulness to his
surroundings. The idea of possessing the capacity to spread one’s tranquility
and non-violence to one’s environment is not exclusively Buddhist. We find
this idea in other classical Indian traditions of renunciation; for example,
fragment 11.35 of Patafijali’s Yoga Stitra states that “In the presence of (a yogin)
firmly established in ahimsa (nonviolence), violence ceases” (Raveh 2012: 132).
Interestingly, Gokhale (2020: 98) suggests that, like many other notions in the
Yoga Siitra, this fragment might be rooted in Buddhist thought. He adds that
supernormal powers (such as spreading peacefulness) are commonly invoked
in Buddhist texts. These powers arise from perfecting certain meditation
practices and are often considered among the fruits of renunciation. Gokhale
further explains that from a rational standpoint, the idea of extending one’s
fearlessness and perceiving it all around reflects the possibility that one’s
temperament and way of life can profoundly influence the sentient beings
in one’s vicinity. Perhaps the Pali framing narrative of the Attadanda Sutta
may serve as an example of this power. According to the Atthakathd, on the
occasion when the Buddha uttered the Attadanda Sutta, his presence resulted
in creating peace between the hostile Sakyans and Koliyans and inspiring
members of both clans to renounce the household life and join the monastic
community (Pj I 566).

There is a striking contrast in the Attadanda Sutta between the samvegic
perception of reality as dangerous in the opening verses, and the serene
vision of the world as completely secure in the closing section. This
contrast reveals two “ways of seeing” that are absolutely essential to the
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Buddhist path.?® The emotions of turmoil and tranquility are represented
in this scripture as different existential modes that shape and color one’s
reality. The former places the unenlightened subject in a world of fear
and terror, while the latter situates the liberated being in a secure and
peaceful environment.

Searching for a home vs. renouncing all possessions

The commotion the Buddha experienced in his samvega also involved feelings
of disorientation and alienation. In the third verse of the Attadanda Sutta,
for example, the Buddha describes a world characterized by disorder and
instability, in which he once struggled to find a place where he could truly feel
safe and at home. In the Pali version, this existential struggle is expressed in
the third verse of the scripture.

The entire world had no essence,

all directions were in chaos.

Searching for a place for myself,

I did not see [one that was] unoccupied.”

The first leg of this verse presents the world as completely devoid of essence. The
Pali commentary elects to explain the essencelessness of the world in metaphysical
terms. What I mean by that is twofold. First, the Mahaniddesa hones in on the word
“entire” (samanta), which modifies the “world” in this verse. By doing so, the
commentary explains that when saying “The entire world had no essence,” the
Buddha is stressing that there is no essence in this world or in the many heavens
and hells that make up the Buddhist universe. The essencelessness of this world
is not juxtaposed with the substantiality of another world. Since there is nothing
permanent and stable one can hold onto anywhere, there is no solid ground to be
found in the entire cosmos. The second point made in the Mahaniddesa clarifies what
it means to have no essence. When the Buddha describes the world as “essenceless”
(asara), he is stating that samsara is bereft of substance, permanence, stability, and

% On emotions as “ways of seeing” in classical Buddhist thought, see Tzohar 2019; and
Tzohar 2021.

2 samantam asaro loko,

disa sabba samerita.

iccham bhavanam attano,

naddasasim anositam. (Sn 1V.15.3, 183)
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so forth. Having established that, the commentary proceeds to compare the world
to a mirage or a magical illusion (Nidd 1.15:3, 409-10).

The second leg of the third verse continues to depict the world the Buddha
inhabited in samvega, yet this time with a focus on what was happening on
the ground. The text describes a world where chaos roams in every corner
and peace cannot be found. The emphasis on physical mayhem joins the
metaphysical characterization of the world as devoid of substance and
permanence. In this manner, the first two legs of the third verse in the Pali
version offer a glimpse of reality shaped by samvega. The third verse in the
Chinese version of this scripture can help us gain a more vivid picture of the
world in this state of emotional turmoil.

The entire world was in flames,

all ten directions in disorder with no peace.

Proud of themselves, [people] did not abandon desire.

Because they did not see [the world burning], they latched onto
deluded thought.®

The fire imagery invoked in this verse is ubiquitous in Buddhist literature.
Typically, Buddhist texts use fire to represent passion, change, instability, and
danger.** When the Buddha says in this scripture that the world is burning,
he is likely stating that everything is in flux and nothing permanent or stable
exists. At the same time, through the fire imagery, the Buddha also conveys
that the world is a dangerous and terrifying place. Much like the famous
burning house parable in the Lotus Siitra,* the image of a world in flames calls

o — PR IREE

BATTALIEZ

HEGA EE

AR, (T.198, 189b16-189b17)

31 On the fire imagery in early Buddhist literature, see Gombrich 2006: 65-66; and Hamilton
2000: 100-02.

32 The fire imagery is prevalent in early Buddhist literature and even the specific burning
house metaphor appears in the Pali canon (see for example AN 1.101). Therefore, it is possible
that Zhi Qian, the Chinese translator of the Attadanda Sutta, was familiar with the image of
a world on fire from his work on dgama literature. However, Zhi Qian also translated serval
Mahayana scriptures, including the Vimalakirtinirdesa and the Astsahasrika Prajiaparamitd. Now,
given that this image of a world on fire is one of the most obvious instances where the Chinese
translation is clearly different from the Pali version (Bapat 1951: 174, n. 17), I wonder whether
Zhi Qian had in mind here the famous Lotus Sutra parable of the burning house.
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for immediate action. The urgency often associated with samvega thus comes
to the forefront through the figurative use of fire. Moreover, considering that
in the third leg of this verse, the Chinese text also mentions the detrimental
force of desire, one might also consider fire here to be a figure used to describe
a world driven by passion and lust. In the fourth and final leg of this verse,
the Buddha explains that people’s inability to see the world burning is the
reason why they continue clinging to their ignorant views. In other words, the
scripture suggests that one must experience reality as terrifying or alarming
in order to abandon the primal confusion that is the root of samsaric existence.

That said, the Buddha’s initial understanding of the human existential
predicament in the Attadanda Sutta goes beyond seeing that everything is
burning. In his samvega, the Buddha also realized that there is nowhere to hide
in the world. The third verse of the Pali version ends with the Buddha recalling
the experience of searching for a place for himself and failing to find one that
was not occupied. The Pali commentary claims that the Buddha is lamenting
here over the fact that there is no place that truly offers refuge or shelter in
the world. Such is the case because every place is occupied by suffering. The
Mahaniddesa states that in his samvega, the Buddha realized that “all youth is
occupied by old age, all health is occupied by sickness, all life is occupied by
death, all profit is occupied by loss, all glory is occupied by disgrace, all praise
is occupied by insult, and all happiness is occupied by suffering.”*

Along with the overwhelming feeling of fear, the emotional turmoil the
Buddha describes in the opening verses of the Attadanda Sutta expresses
a sense of disorientation. In his samvega, the Buddha searched for a home
(bhavana) that would offer him stability but quickly recognized that there was
no place in the world where he could genuinely be secure and at peace. The
feeling of having no abode to dwell in, no solid ground to stand on, no truth to
abide by, and nowhere to turn to in a time of need was crucial in encouraging
the Buddha to seek the path of liberation. Samvega here entails an experience
of searching for a home and realizing the world has nothing permanent and
stable to offer that may qualify as such. This disorienting feeling of having no
direction and nothing constant to depend on is represented in the Attadanda
Sutta as part of the vital experience of emotional turmoil. On the contrary, the

3 sabbam yobbafifiam jaraya ositam, sabbam arogyam byadhina ositam, sabbam jivitam maranena
ositam, sabbam labham alabhena ositam, sabbam yasam ayasena ositam, sabbam pasamsam ninddya
ositam, sabbam sukham dukkhena ositam. (Nidd 1.15:3, 411)
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scripture describes the arahant’s tranquility as a permanent state of having no
abode and no possessions. This Buddhist ideal is explicitly expressed in the
closing verses of the Chinese version.

Having abandoned all name and form,

one is not attached to the thought of having something.
One who has no possessions, also has no abode.

That person feels no resentment towards the entire world.*

It is made fairly obvious here that the opposite of the samvegic search for a
home or anything stable to rely on is not about finding a lasting physical abode or
some permanent metaphysical assurance. Instead, the tranquility of the arahant
is articulated as a radical form of renunciation that entails no attachments,
no possessions, and no abode of any kind. In this state of peace, one is not
merely free of experiencing agony but also devoid of any feelings of bitterness
or animosity towards others. This Buddhist notion of having no possessions is
further developed in the closing verses of the Attadanda Sutta’s Pali version.

One who does not claim as ‘mine’

anything at all here in name-and-form,

who does not sorrow over what is nonexistent,
truly does not lose out in the world.

One for whom nothing is taken

as ‘this is mine’ or ‘[this belongs] to others,

not finding anything to be taken as ‘mine;

does not sorrow, thinking: ‘It is not mine.*s (Bodhi 2017: 317)
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— Y AEELAR, (T.198, 189c15-189¢16)
% sabbaso namarapasmim,

yassa n’atthi mamayitam.

asata ca na socati,

sa ve loke na jiyati.

yassa n’ atthi idam me ti,

‘paresam’ va pi kificanam.

mamattam so asamvindam,

n’ atthi meti na socati. (Sn 1V.15.16-17, 184)
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The argument in the first of these two verses is that the arahant, being one who
does not consider anything to be his own, never loses because he has nothing to lose.
According to the Pali commentary, the sutta is working with the notion that losing
must entail the loss of something and, therefore, the one who has no possessions
to begin with simply never loses.*® In this respect, the Atthakatha explains, for
example, that when it says in the third leg that one feels no sorrow over what is
nonexistent, the point is that the person who never claims anything as ‘mine’ never
grieves once something is gone, i.e., becomes nonexistent (Pj I 568). The second
verse presents a similar argument, yet it seems to push this line of reasoning a step
further by deconstructing the notion of ownership. While in the first verse, the text
states that after ridding himself of a sense of ownership, the arahant overcomes any
sorrow triggered by loss, in the second verse, the arahant is described as one who
does not even make the distinction between what is his and what belongs to others.
Avoiding making this distinction establishes the sage in equanimity and allows him
to never experience anguish over not owning something.*’

With respect to both of these verses, I should mention that the Buddha’s
attack here on the concept of possession or ownership is quite germane to the
context in which the Pali commentary situates the Attadanda Sutta. As I have
mentioned, according to the Atthakatha, the Buddha delivers this discourse
in order to resolve a conflict between two clans over water. It seems these
verses work particularly well as a direct response to the hostile dispute over
the possession of a precious resource.

In the larger sense, the sage’s tranquility is characterized in this scripture as
a state of non-attachment. The Attadanda Sutta thus outlines the stark difference
between the desperate search for something reliable to hold onto associated

% 1t is worth mentioning that if we follow this logic, the one who never claims anything as
‘mine’ also never wins.

%7 One issue worth raising concerns what the text means exactly when it says in the second
leg that the arahant does not consider anything to belong to someone else. Is the sutta stating
that the arahant does not acknowledge the property of others? Unfortunately, the commentary
does not expound much on this issue. (The commentary, Nidd 1.15:17, 438, does, however, quote
different suttas in which the Buddha encourages his disciples to abandon everything. For an
example of such a sutta, see SN 22.33.) The way I make sense of this claim is by gathering that
if one has no notion of “this is mine,” then the notion of “something [belonging] to others” is
rendered meaningless. That is because the concept of something belonging to someone else can
only exist in contrast to the concept of something belonging to oneself. The meaningfulness of
these opposite concepts is interdependent. In this sense, the arahant ultimately transcends the
binary distinction between owning and not owning something.
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with samvega, and the complete renunciation of all possessions linked to santi.
The ideals of turmoil and tranquility are represented here as two opposite forms
of existential orientation. The former entails a restless striving to find a home
or a direction that offers assurance and stability, while the latter involves fully
giving up on this pursuit and arriving at a homeless form of peaceful dwelling.

Seeing the dart vs. witnessing cessation

The Attadanda Sutta’s canonical representation of emotional turmoil ends with
a moment of penetrating vision. In verses four and five of the Pali version,
the Buddha’s experience of samvega begins to shift dramatically as he realizes
that there is a possible way out of the cycle of violence and suffering. This
epiphany is a significant part of the Buddha’s samvegic crisis. It counters
the overarching pessimistic view of the human condition with a productive
insight into the prospect of eliminating suffering.

Even at the end, when I saw [them still] hostile,
dissatisfaction came over me.

Then I saw the dart, here,

difficult to see, stuck in the heart.

Pierced by that dart,

one flees in all directions;

but after pulling out the dart,

one does not flee nor does one sink.*®

These verses begin with the Buddha’s last disappointing look at the people
around him before he keenly perceived the source of their misery. What the

38 osanetv eva vyaruddhe,
disva me arati ahu.
ath’ettha sallam addakkhim,
duddasam hadayanissitam.

yena sallena otinno,

disa sabba vidhavati

tam eva sallam abbuyha,

na dhavati na sidati. (Sn 1V.15.4-5, 183)

61



TURMOIL AND TRANQUILITY IN THE ATTADANDA SUTTA

Buddha saw next is a dart situated in the heart.* The Pali word for “dart” here
is salla, which also may be translated as “arrow.” I am following Norman and
Bodhi’s lead in translating this as a small object that is harder to see, like a dart
or a barb. This translation maintains the ambivalence regarding whether the
Buddha actually saw a subtle object or merely realized something fundamental
about the human existential predicament.

The Atthakatha commentary specifies that the dart the Buddha perceived was
situated in the heart of the hostile beings of the world mentioned previously.
This dart is glossed in the Atthakathd as “the dart of passion and so forth” (ragadi-
salla). As usual, the Mahaniddesa fills in the blanks, identifying this dart with
seven defilements, namely, passion, hatred, delusion, pride, views, sorrow, and
doubt. The Atthakatha also glosses the word “heart” (hadaya) with “mind” (citta),
suggesting that the dart of which the Buddha speaks here is figurative rather
than literal, mental rather than physical (Pj Il 567; and Nidd 1.15:4, 412).

In the second of these verses, the Buddha says that the person pierced by this
dart runs in every direction, but once the dart is removed, that person does not run,
nor does he sink. The Pali commentary elaborates on this, explaining that the one
struck by this dart flees in every direction both in a literal and figurative sense. That
person runs in the different geographical directions as well as in the directions of
misconduct and other such bad habits. This frantic fleeing in every direction ties to
the samvegic sense that people in the world are moving fast yet going nowhere. As
for the person who has removed the dart, the commentary explains that he does
not run in those directions and does not sink in the four floods.*

The Pali commentary’s remarks on the dart perceived by the Buddha indicate
that the Theravada exegetes consider the Buddha’s “seeing” in these verses
primarily as a cognitive act. Thus, if we follow the Pali commentary, the scripture’s
description of the moment the Buddha saw the dart of passion and ignorance
lends a strong cognitive component to the experience of samvegic turmoil. This
component also appears in other early Buddhist discourses that draw on the
connection between feeling fear and perceiving the three marks of existence.”

% This turn occurs in the Chinese translation at exactly the same point in the scripture
(T.198, 189b19).

% According to the commentary, the four floods are the flood of desire, the flood of existence,
the flood of views, and the flood of ignorance (Pj IT 567; and Nidd 1.15:5, 420).

1 On the relationship between fear and knowledge in the Lion Sutta (AN 4.33), for example,
see Feinberg 2023: 85-95.
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Addressing this cognitive aspect of samvega, Coomaraswamy explains that the
samvegic feeling of shock must include a “second phase™ that transcends the
sensory and affective experience alone. In Coomaraswamy’s words:

“[Slamvega is a state of shock, agitation, fear, awe, wonder
or delight induced by some physically or mentally poignant
experience. It is a state of feeling, but always more than a merely
physical reaction. The ‘shock’ is essentially one of the realisation
of the implications of what are strictly speaking only the aesthetic
surfaces of phenomena that may be liked or disliked as such. The
complete experience transcends this condition of ‘irritability.”*

The Attadanda Sutta clearly describes the Buddha’s past experience of turmoil
as one involving a second phase that has a substantial reflective character. The
samvegic insight reveals to the Buddha the disturbing reality of people desperately
running in every direction because of a poison dart that is stuck in their hearts. Yet
at the same time, this insight also opens a horizon of hope, as the Buddha becomes
aware of the possibility of pulling out the dart and ending the condition of suffering,
Hence, the ideal experience of samvega in this scripture involves coming to terms
with the human condition and realizing that something can be done about it.

The Buddha’s awareness of the facticity of suffering and his alarming
sense that immediate action is required for the sake of changing one’s fate is
directly opposed to the Attadanda Sutta’s account of the arahant’s dispassionate
temperament and his tranquil view of the world.

Not following anyone, he arrives at this [liberating] wisdom.
What he seeks is truly impossible to learn.

Being dispassionate, he relinquishes [everything] and has no
karmic bonds.

That person reaches peace as he witnesses cessation.*

“ Trainor (1997: 175-76) offers insightful comments on Coomaraswamy’s conception of
samvega as comprised of two phases.

“ Coomaraswamy 1943: 176.

“ RNE—BUEE
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ZhEE BRI, (T.198, 189¢19-189¢20)
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Unlike the insight into the condition of suffering gained in the experience
of samvega, the wisdom of the enlightened sage has no clear thematic content.
The Chinese version of the scripture, in particular, grants this wisdom a
kind of ineffable quality. The figure of the arahant is repeatedly depicted in
the closing verses of the Attadanda Sutta as one who is not stirred or affected
by his perception of reality. Dispassionate and detached, he cuts off all ties
to the world. The last line of the verse quoted above specifically states that
the arahant “reaches peace as he witnesses cessation.” This portrayal of the
arahant provides us with a mirror image of the Buddha’s samvegic perception.
To recall, the Attadanda Sutta speaks of the fear and restlessness the Buddha
once experienced as he saw an essenceless world burning in the flames of
impermanence. Even in his moment of samvegic insight, the Buddha perceived
the disturbing image of a person pierced by a dart running frantically in
every direction. On the other hand, the scripture says that the arahant
attains tranquility as he witnesses the transient nature of phenomena. Bapat
translates this line: “And Peace doth he attain, having seen the destruction of
things” (Bapat 1951: 180). The vision of everything passing away and turning
into nothing does not elicit from the arahant feelings of fear, despair, or
melancholy; on the contrary, it leads him to a deep state of quiescence.

Finally, just as the Attadanda Sutta begins with the anxiety and emotional
turmoil that once overwhelmed the Buddha, it ends with the equanimity and
peacefulness that characterize the arahant.

The sage does not speak [of himself]

as among equals, inferiors, or superiors;
peaceful (santo), without malice,

he does not take nor does he reject.”

The Mahaniddesa points to an etymological feature that is highlighted in this
verse. The Pali for sage is muni, which is derived from the word monam (silence).
The verse thus explicates that the quintessential silence of the sage is a refusal
to speak about himself out of pride (Nidd I.15:20, 443). More specifically, the sage
avoids comparing himself to others by claiming he is equal, superior, or inferior

4 na samesu na omesu,
na ussesu vadate muni.
santo so vitamaccharo,
nadeti na nirassati. (Sn 1V.15.20, 185)
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to someone else.” The tranquility of the arahant is paired here with silence,
while the experience of samvegic turmoil involves voicing one’s shock, fear, and
dismay.”” The silence of the sage underscored in this closing verse goes beyond
the physical binary of speaking or remaining quiet. It is a silence that reflects
the calmness and stillness of the arahant’s state of mind as opposed to the unrest
and commotion that is experienced in samvega.

Conclusion

In this article, I proposed that the Attadanda Sutta provides an outlook on the
Buddhist pursuit of nirvana that highlights the predominant emotional states
one is expected to inhabit in the early and late stages of the Path. The opening
verses of the scripture focus on the experience of turmoil that can propel one
to renounce the everyday life, while the closing verses center on the state of
tranquility that is exemplary of the enlightened sage. In between these opening
and closing stanzas, the Attadanda Sutta lays out some of the fundamental
precepts taught by the Buddha. Through this unique compositional structure,
the text underscores the crucial role samvega has in driving one to take on
the Dharma and practice it with urgency. Yet at the same time, this discourse
exposes the limits of the samvegic impetus by contrasting it with the coveted
emotion of santi that characterizes the affective terrain of the arahant.

As a whole, the structure and contents of the Attadanda Sutta speak to the
power of engaging with the Buddha’s teachings in a state of samvega. What
makes this scripture special is the fact that the Buddha reiterates his past
experience of turmoil in the first five verses before preaching the Dharma in
the following ten verses. In this regard, the text first provides an account of the
ideal emotional response to the truth the Buddha realized about the nature of
reality, and then proceeds to give the audience a taste of that truth. Another
way of looking at this dynamic involves considering that within the affective
logic of this text, the Buddha is using his past experience to set an example of
how a samvegic reaction should pan out, and then, he invites his audience to

4 Both the Pali sutta and the commentary commend the arahant for not comparing himself to
other people at all. Even the perception of others as equals is considered harmful. The Chinese
text articulates this in a slightly different way: “When superior he is not arrogant; when inferior
he does not dread. Nor is he seen abiding [only] among equals” (_=ANE NAE, FE1E AT
5, T.198, 189c121).

%7 For canonical examples of verbalizing the feeling of samvega, see AN 4.33; and SN 51.14.
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react in a similar manner to the teaching he delivers in the following verses.*
To this dynamic, the scripture adds a depiction of the arahant’s tranquility in
the final five verses, which underlines the ultimate benefit of engaging with
the Buddha’s Dharma in a samvegic mode.

In my reading of the Attadanda Sutta, 1 addressed how the juxtaposition of
turmoil and tranquility can help us better comprehend the depth, character, and
function of these emotions in early Buddhism. For many centuries, Theravada
thinkers have been reflecting on the relationship between turmoil and tranquility
by using the terminological pairing of samvega and pasada (serene confidence).
While the explicit pairing of these Buddhist terms does not appear in the early
suttas nor is it prominent in the early Pali commentaries,* invoking this pairing
here can help to clarify what exactly the Attadanda Sutta contributes to our
understanding of the relationship between turmoil and tranquility in Buddhist
thought. In the Theravada tradition, the samvega-pasada scheme captures two
essential modes of the aesthetic experience. These two modes, which may also be
rendered the poles of our affective experience in general, are stirring (samvega)
and stilling (pasdda) the mind and body.*® Various Buddhist practices, texts, and
images are designed to elicit turmoil and tranquility, for these two emotions have
a significant soteriological purpose in the Buddhist conception of the Path. The
pairing of samvega and pasada is thus used by scholars to outline two noticeably
distinct emotional registers of the Buddhist practitioner. Yet the phenomenology
of these emotions and the matter of how they manifest, operate, and interact
with each other remains much less clear. In this article, I highlighted what the
contrasting framework developed in the Attadanda Sutta can reveal about the
different aspects of the early Buddhist conception of turmoil and tranquility. On
the one hand, I addressed the association of samvega with the reality of danger, the
feeling of alienation, and the understanding of the human condition, and on the
other hand, the relationship of santi with total security, non-attachment, and the
dispassionate attitude towards the transient nature of things.

Finally, I argued that turmoil and tranquility are presented in the Attadanda
Sutta as existential states. The emotions of samvega and santi are described

% On this notion of guiding the audience’s emotional response to the Buddha’s word, see
Feinberg 2023: 60-98.

* Seen. 4.

% On samvega and pasada in Theravada Buddhism, see Walker 2018; Scheible 2016: 28; and
Collins 2003: 652, n. 3.
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in this discourse as ways of being embedded in the world. Everything one
perceives in these existential states is touched by an emotion that completely
reconfigures one’s field of experience. In this regard, the scripture’s notion
of samvega and santi challenges the supposition that emotions in Buddhist
thought are merely considered private mental events. There is a tendency to
rely heavily on the metaphor of inwardness when contemplating the nature
of emotions in early Buddhism.** It is often taken as a forgone conclusion that
emotions simply reflect an internal commotion or inner calm. However, in
the Attadanda Sutta, the depiction of experiencing turmoil and tranquility is
predominantly pointing at the world. The Buddha, for example, does not elect
to articulate in this discourse his experience of samvega by focusing on his
past internal struggles, nor is there an introspective character to the text’s
description of the arahant’s state of santi. Instead, these emotional states are
expressed by speaking of what the Buddha and the arahant experience all
around them, as if their emotions are plastered all over the phenomenal world.
The crux of my argument concerning the Attadanda Sutta’s description of
samvega and santi points to the interactive aspect of these existential feelings
and how they shape one’s reality.

5! For a study that challenges the prevalent rhetoric of “inwardness” in the discussion of
emotions in classical Buddhism, see Tzohar 2021: 284. The tendency of which I speak here
specifically stands out in the way samvega is often defined and explained. For example, Bodhi
(2012: 40) suggests that “samvega might be described as the inner commotion or shock we
experience when we are jolted out of our usual complacency by a stark encounter with truths
whose full gravity we normally refuse to face.” This is a solid explanation; yet, my main concern
with it is the characterization of samvega as an “inner commotion.” Bodhi seems to take it as a
given that the experience of samvega is a private internal event.
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ABBREVIATIONS

AN Anguttara Nikaya
DN Digha Nikaya

KN Khuddaka Nikaya
MN Majjhima Nikaya
Nidd I Mahaniddesa

Pj Il Paramatthajotika II (Suttanipata-atthakatha)
SN Samyutta Nikaya

Sn Suttanipata

Skt. Sanskrit

T. Taisho edition (SAT)
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Pali Variants: A Typology (Part I)

Bryan G. Levman

ABSTRACT—There are thousands of variants in the Pali canon.
This paper examines the reasons and processes by which
they arise with many examples. There are eight major factors
involved: 1) The nature of the source transmission, i.e. the
different dialects and/or koiné in which the Buddha taught
prevalent in north India (§2.1). 2) Natural, diachronic language
change over time which tended to simplify by, for example,
voicing or eliminating unvoiced stops, replacing aspirated stops
with aspirates only, etc. (§2.2). 3) Sanskritizations which acted
to “restore” Pali to its putative “original” OI form (§2.3). 4)
Linguistic diffusion from neighbouring IA languages and dialects
where one dialect might interact with and alter another (§2.4.1);
linguistic diffusion from autochthonous languages (§2.4.2);
linguistic diffusion due to bilingual speakers of Dravidian and
Middle Indic (MI), whose native language was non Indo-Aryan
(IA), and who had to adapt a foreign phonemic system into the
MI transmission (§2.4.3); linguistic diffusion due to foreign word
borrowing from non-IA languages into MI, confusion due to the
transcription of these “foreign” words, and lack of knowledge
of the Pali language (§2.4.4). 5) Oral transmission ambiguity and
errors due to memory, recitation and auditory issues (oral/aural);
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a pot pourri category subsuming all seven of the above processes
(§2.1-82.4.4) and additional variants which are purely sonic in
nature (§2.5). 6) The introduction of explanatory glosses into the
main transmission, a practice which was going on probably from
the time of the Buddha himself (§2.6). 7) Orthographic variation
in spelling and copyist errors, sometimes due to the influence of
the copyists’ native language, whose phonetic/phonemic system
was foreign to MI (§2.7). 8) Harmonization and standardization
of the canon by the later grammarians (§2.8). All of these factors
introduce changes into the Buddhavacana which are preserved in
the canon (or can be reconstructed from it). A series of examples
from the Theragatha, one of the oldest of Buddhist works, is given
to illustrate these processes.

KEYWORDS: Pali language, Dravidian language, Munda language,
Sanskritization, koiné, oral transmission, diachronic change, dialect
change, Theragatha

1. Introduction

There are thousands of variants in the Pali canon. This paper is about the types
of variants that are found and the reasons and processes by which they arise.
Variants arise in the transmission of the Buddhavacana from one generation
to another in both the oral and written tradition, according to the Buddha’s
teaching of anicca (“impermanence”) which affects all phenomena. As is well
known, according to tradition, the teachings of the Buddha were memorized
by Ananda as he taught, and later were transmitted by Ananda to the core of
five hundred monks at the First Council after the Buddha’s parinibbana. Upali
provided the same service for the Vinaya.! As we learn from Ven. Purana in
the Vinaya (see below §1.2), each bhikkhu/bhikkhuni was in effect his/her own
tradent of the teachings, memorizing and passing on the Buddhadhamma to
the public and to other religieux as he/she remembered it. There was also a

! To avoid confusion, all Pali words discussed here are italicized (except place names,
and words borrowed into the English language and found in the Oxford English Dictionary),
including proper names, when their etymology is being discussed, since most of the proper
names are equivalent to or derived from ordinary Pali words which would normally be italicized.
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specialized group of bhanakas (“reciters”) appointed by each Sangha (as the
original Sangha diversified into many immediately after the Buddha’s passing),
who specialized in one or more Nikayas or the Vinaya and transmitted the
teachings to their successors for approximately three hundred years, until
they were written down in Sri Lanka in the first century BCE. Along the way
many changes were introduced, especially in the oral phase, most probably
involuntarily, as the tradents and bhanakas tried to preserve the Buddha’s
teachings to the best of their abilities.

The PTS edition of the canon is usually based on just two manuscript
traditions, the Sri Lankan and the Burmese, and usually includes the mula text
and the commentary where available; occasionally the Thai/Khom lineage
has been consulted if manuscripts, or printed editions, were available; the
PTS DN, for example, sometimes references a Thai manuscript in “Kambojian”
script marked “K” in DN 2: viii.” Even when only two traditions are employed,
variants are considerable. In the new Dhammachai Tipitaka project, which
has so far produced a pilot edition of the Silakkhandhavagga of the Dighanikaya
(2013), there are thousands of variants compiled from Burmese, Sinhalese,
Khom (central Thai) and Tham (northern Thai) manuscripts (Levman 2016b).

1.1 Pali recensions

There are four primary recensions of the Pali canon: Sinhalese, Burmese,
Central Thai (Khom/Cambodian) and northern Thai (Tham); there is also a
Laotian canon in Pali. The PTS or European edition (Ee) a composite, diplomatic
version, may be considered another recension. The Sinhalese is considered to
be the oldest, (but not on that account necessarily the most accurate, because
of the very complex interaction with other parts of south-east Asia, especially
Burma), while the others are thought to be younger.® In addition, we have
fragments of the canon composed in other MI languages such as Gandhari
and Buddhist Hybrid Sanskrit (Edgerton 1953/98), which may be viewed as
a Prakritized Sanskrit or a Sanskritized Prakrit, depending on the extent of
change (e.g. the Patna Dharmapada, the Mahavastu, etc.).

2 For a detailed discussion on text critical practices in PTS editions, see, for instance, Chris
Clark’s PhD thesis (2015: §3.6, pp. 65-80).

3 However, note that in the Thai tradition, coeval with Mahinda bringing the canon and
commentary to Sri Lanka, another group brought the Buddhadhamma to Suvannabhimi
(Thailand) in the third century BCE (Kusalasaya 1965/2005: 4).
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From Sri Lanka, monks exported the teachings of the Buddha to south-east
Asia under a “highly complex system of intertwining historical, geographic,
political, and cultural circumstances” (Keown 2003/2004: 275), which
naturally involved various to and fro movements between south-east Asian
polities. Although the canon was allegedly written down in Sri Lanka in the
tirst century BCE, its oral transmission continued for centuries afterwards and
variants continued to accrue, through inexact memorization and recitation,
faulty or idiosyncratic recollection or deliberate attempts to improve the text,
through dictation process errors (such as faulty pronunciation by bilingual
speakers or faulty hearing by bilingual scribes), manuscript copying faults and
many more issues discussed below (§2.1-§2.4.4).

An attempt was made to fix the commentary to the canon (and to that
extent, the canon itself) in the fourth/fifth century by Buddhaghosa, but
changes continued to accrue and were harmonized in part by Aggavamsa in
his grammar of the twelfth century CE in Burma. The oldest Pali manuscript
we possess (part of the Vinaya) is dated to the ninth century CE (von Hiniiber
1991) and continues to show numerous variants from the “standard” Sinhalese,
Burmese or Thai recensions. Even after Aggavamsa, thousands of variants are
found in the manuscripts utilised by the Dhammachai Tipitaka Series, which
generally are to be dated between the seventeenth and nineteenth centuries. No
attempt is made here to unravel the canon’s complex history of exportation and
transmission across south-east Asia. There is, however, a rationale underlying
this paper that a good deal of the variants are due to the oral transmission process
and the various phonological and phonetic variations which are inherent in it.
As noted, the manuscripts are not old, but the age of the manuscript has nothing
to do with the age of the content; the inference here is that many if not most
of the significant phonological and phonetic variations discussed below stem
from the oral practices (memorization, recitation and dictation) of the bhanakas,
and that many of them go back to the earliest Buddhist traditions, although
it is impossible to date them, except (sometimes) relatively. Presumably, if
manuscripts had existed at the time these variants occurred, they would have
constrained and prevented many of the sound-type anicca witnessed here; I am
not suggesting that all phonological/phonetic variants occurred in the absence
of manuscripts (which, especially in CE times would not be true), but that the
oral/aural tradition of memorization, recollection, recitation and interpretation
(and later, dictation) exercised sway even over manuscripts; before the
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manuscript tradition emerged, it was the only source of transmission. There are
of course variants introduced due to the writing process itself (§2.7), but these
are of secondary importance to the oral transmission. See “A Note on Theragatha
Recensions” below, under Works Cited.

1.2 The variant process

Although variation is a natural process and occurs at every stage in the
chronology of the canon, this paper is principally concerned with variation
in the oral transmission process (which includes of course the later aural
scribal rendition of the oral transmission). It is generally believed that the
Buddha taught in many different dialects (Norman 2002: 111 and also perhaps
in non-IA languages as well; Levman 2023a), and that these teachings were
memorized by Ananda and others tradents and transmitted orally through
generations of bhanakas whose job was to memorize the Buddhavacana and
preserve its integrity. The Buddha himself may have used two different forms
of one word to communicate to different dialect speaking audiences, or more
likely, the bhanakas interpreted the transmission they received in terms of
the phonemic structure of their own dialect or language, which resulted in
variation. The various reasons for variation are discussed in detail below; the
fact of variation is indisputable and no doubt in part paralleled the branching
of the teaching into various sects, which happened from the earliest times,
certainly no later than the Second Council. Considering Ven. Purana’s
statement, who declines to join the First Council recitation because “he
would bear in mind the Buddha’s teachings as he heard it,” not as the Council
prescribed,* variation probably occurred right after the Buddha’s parinibbana.
There is of course the possibility of two separate transmissions from the
Buddha in similar contexts,’” but when the words are phonologically related,
a much more parsimonious inference is that different bhanakas and tradents

* “Your reverences, well chanted by the senior bhikkhus are Dhamma and discipline, but in
that way that I heard it in the Lord’s presence, that I received it in his presence, in that same way
will I bear it in mind” (Horner 1938-66,/2001-07: 2396-97). Se Vin 7, 389'°'% PTS Vin 2, 290%;
susangit’ avuso therehi bhikkhithi dhammo ca vinayo ca, apica yath’ eva maya bhagavato sammukha
sutam sammukha patiggahitam tath’ eva aham dharessami ti.

> A suggestion made to me by Stefan Karpik (pers. communication). Possible examples of which
are discussed in Levman 2025b: §4.3.18, the Pasadikasutta, where the verb sarissaima occurs in Se (“we
will/can go”) while passama (“we see”) occurs in the other three recensions and both are possible.
They are not phonologically related. See also examples §4.3.21c and §4.3.22 in the same study.
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heard certain words differently for the reasons discussed below, and since
both forms were suitable to the context, they were preserved from the earliest
times. This paper gives several examples of phonologically similar variants
from the Theragatha; Levman 2025a (xvi-xvii) gives several other examples
from the Digha Nikaya® where one may conclude that the fact of the variants’
preservation points to different, independent bhanaka traditions, which were
retained despite the fact that they contradicted some manuscripts.

The Buddha himself recognized that variant teachings would beset the
Sangha after his demise and according to tradition, he provided a means
of establishing their authenticity in the Catu-mahapadesa-katha (“Discourse
on the four great precedents”) of the Mahaparinibbanasutta, shortly before
his parinibbana. He instructed that the “words and letters/phrases” (pada-
byafijanani) of such teachings were to be compared to the sutta and Vinaya
and “if they did not fit,” (na ¢’ eva sutte otaranti, na ca vinaye sandissanti)
they were to be rejected. But the case where both words suited the context
was not discussed. And of course there is the question of which suttas
and Vinaya were to be consulted? It is highly unlikely that such a canon
existed before the Buddha had passed away, where there was a “standard”
to consult; the whole mahapadesa story is probably a later interpolation.
Nevertheless it shows that the Sangha recognized the fact of variants from
a very early stage and provides an authority for preserving both variants
where they “fit” the context.

1.3 Objections

One might object that this is all surmise, and it is impossible to determine
whether the variants discussed here can be traced back to the early oral

¢ For example Se sutva (“heaving heard”; transmitted as suttd, sutvd being a Sanskritization)
vs. Be/Ce/PTS suddha (“pure”) in the Mahdgovindasutta; Se suddha-avasa (“pure abode”) vs.
the other recensions satta-avasa (“abode of beings”) in the Mahdpadanasutta. These words are
also confused in the Brahmajalasutta commentary (Sv 1 87'-'2), which notes that kosiya-sutta
(“silk thread”) interchanges with var. suddha-koseyya (“pure silk”) in the Vinaya. Se kammaniya
(“skilful”), Ce, PTS (kamaniya, “beautiful”), Be khamaniya (“bearable”) in the Mahdsudassanasutta.
Se and PTS amiilha-pafiha (“successful in questioning”) vs. Be/Ce amiilha-pafifia (“unconfused
wisdom”) in the Sakkapafihasutta; or Se bandhanti para param, Be bandhanti apara param, Ce
bandhanti ord param, PTS bandhanti aparaparam in the Mahaparinibbanasutta (re: building a raft to
go from the near to the far shore). The close phonological similarity of all these forms “proves”
that they had to come through the oral tradition, and probably are pre-ms, as if there were a ms
to refer to, presumably they would have been harmonized to one standard.
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transmission of the canon. There are thousands of manuscripts available in
each tradition, none earlier than the 9* century CE (von Hiniiber 1991), and
given the complexity of the manuscript situation and the approximately 2500
years that have elapsed since the death of the Teacher, it is impossible to
establish a critical edition of what the earliest or “original” transmission might
be. This objection has some validity and Buddhist scholars have attempted
to ascertain the authenticity of early Buddhist transmissions (of which the
Theragatha is one) for over a century;’ the general consensus among scholars
who specialize in the transmission of early Buddhist teachings is that the
transmission is, by and large, authentic and goes directly back to the Founder
(Rhys Davids, 1877: 15-17; Wynne 2005: 35-66; Sujato and Brahmali 2014:
§3.7 and many references therein). The conclusion is based on many factors
including the internal consistency of the Pali canon itself and the lack of any
significant additions to it in the post-Asokan (mid-third century BCE) and Sri
Lankan periods (first century BCE), with the exception of minor emendations
and harmonizations (Norman 1983: 5; Norman 2002: 140; Wynne 2005: 65-66).
Analayo (2012: 246) notes that the canon was “fairly closed” by the first century
BCE and argues, along with Rhys Davids (1911: 174), Geiger (1916/2004: 7) and
Pande (1974: 16) that the absence of the mention of King Asoka in the canon
points to its completion prior to his reign, that is, the mid-third century BCE (p.
243). Von Hiniiber (2006: 202) makes a similar observation with regard to the
lack of mention of Pataliputra in the Mahaparinibbanasutta as the capital of the
Maurya empire, suggesting that the text is likely pre-Mauryan. Epigraphical
confirmation that some form of canon existed in Asokan and probably pre-
Asokan times is provided by the Asoka Bhabra Edict, which mentions several
canonical works by name and by almost coeval epigraphical evidence at the
Sanchi and Barhut stiipas where the terms dhamma-kathika (“preacher of the
Dhamma”), petakin (“one who knows the pitaka”), suttantika/suttantakini (“a
man/woman who knows a suttanta by heart”) and parica-nekayika (“one who
knows the five nikayas by heart”) are inscribed (Biihler 1894: 92; Rhys Davids
1911: 167-68). A comparison of the Pali with the oldest surviving Buddhist
manuscripts in Gandhari, dating from as early as perhaps the first century,
provides confirmation of this hypothesis of the antiquity of the Pali canon: in

7 “Early Buddhist Texts” are usually taken to include the first four Nikayas, the Sutta Nipata,
Dhammapada, Thera- and Therigathas, the Udana and Itivuttaka, the Patimokkha and other parts of
the Vinaya (e.g. Khandhaka); for a useful definition see Sujato and Brahmali 2014: §0.1.
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substance and often word-for-word, they agree with the Pali. Within the Pali
tradition itself over 98% of the material is the same amongst the four main
recensions.® This is not to maintain that there was an “original” Buddhist
transmission, as a more likely scenario is that there were multiple bhanaka
traditions from the earliest times, even if the variation was quite small (but
nevertheless significant).

1.4 Reasons for retention

Where there is retained variation (aside from minor orthographic differences),
their presence in the canon either argues for a retention from the very earliest
transmission layers, where the variant was not understood or could not be
rationalised, or represented variation in the early teachings and therefore was
preserved by the different bhanaka traditions as a potentially valid reading.
Eschewing “scribal errors” as a sole reason, Norman (2002: 113-15) cites
this possibility—tradents not understanding the derivation or meaning of a
word—as one of the principal causes of variation retention. This is especially
applicable to technical terms, where, in some cases, there are dozens of variant
forms that have been preserved (see, for example, a partial list of variants on
the word pacittiya in Levman 2023a: 90, n. 59).

Variant retention was not idiosyncratic to the Buddhist bhanaka
tradition. Bloomfield and Edgerton (1932/1979: §1) report thousands of
phonetic variants in the Vedic oral tradition, “accompanied by or resulting
in lexical and morphological change at the same time.” They note that rime
and phonetic confusion constitute the “prime motive “in the variation, but
that lexical change was a “real fact of the tradition of a given school” and
that these secondary readings have “their own right to exist ... the genuine
readings of their respective schools” (§3). Most if not all of the variants
found in the Buddhist transmissions are also found in the Vedic tradition.
Bloomfield and Edgerton summarize the findings of their study Vedic Variants
as follows:

There is, however, one kind of interchange which runs as a

¢ See Levman 2025a (introduction, page xii ) which compares the Thai recension to Be, Ce
and PTS and concludes that there is a 98.5% concordance between the four. Of the 1.5% which
consists of variant readings, only 0.005% represents "significant" variants, which means 0.5% of
the variants readings.
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thread through Vedic tradition, and which is so important that it
should receive special treatment and emphasis. We refer to shifts
which suggest possible dialectic influence from popular speech,
by their resemblance to the phonetics of the later Middle-Indic
dialects ... The large mass of variants of this kind, clearly pointing
to extensive influence of Middle-Indic phonetics in the earliest
periods of the languages seems to us one of the most important
results of this volume of the Vedic Variants ... We find, all in all, the
most definite proof of phonetic changes not only in the direction
of Prakritism, but also (no less interesting) in the reverse
direction, ‘hyper-Sanskritism, which latter indicates a rather
definite consciousness, on the part of the handlers of the texts,
of the antithesis between the phonetics of the high speech and of
the popular dialects (§20).

Such variants as consonant lenition, interchange of aspirate and non-aspirate
stops, or replacement of the latter with aspirate only, interchange of labials m
and v, reduction of sibilants, assimilation of conjuncts, etc. are provided in detail;
often the variant is purely phonetic but many have lexical (semantic) import as
well. Each case has to be individually considered; in the Buddhist tradition the
situation is equally complex. Sometimes the variant was preserved because it was
not understood or the tradent considered it a potentially valid dialect form. In
other cases the variant was understood, but it was not clear which variant was
“correct,” so both were preserved, either by the individual tradent or bhanaka,
or by different bhanaka traditions. Or the variant was simply a mistake, a “slip of
memory” by a senior monk, which was not corrected and transmitted to the next
generation (Analayo 2022: 36). Often the variant seems to be purely phonetic; but
often there can be a change in meaning. In the Mahagovindasutta Se DN 2, 278%
PTS DN 2, 244"), the Thai recension has sutva (“having heard”) vs. Be/Ce/PTS
suddha (“purified”), which could only have occurred and been preserved in an
oral environment. Both were understood, but the Thai tradition preserved sutva
as Buddhavacana, while Be/Ce preserved suddha. Since we know that sutva was in
fact a later back-formation/Sanskritization for MI suttd (von Hiniiber 1983/2005:
7-8/190-91), it makes the argument for confusion during the earlier oral tradition
even more compelling; that is, the Thai sutva was probably transmitted as sutta
and the difference between the two suttd/suddha would not be apparent to a
Dravidian bilingual who had no phonemic voiced stops or aspirates in his native
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language. This is also useful for dating; as von Hintiber notes (ibid.: 8/191), because
of the presence of both forms in the older part of the Milindapariha, the Gandhari
Dharmapada and the Buddhavamsa, “it may be assumed that the restoration
of the absolutive ending in -tva had indeed begun before the Theravada canon
was written down in the first century B.C. [...] the roots of the shaping of this
particular linguistic form of Pali must reach back into the last centuries B.C.” OI
conjunct absolutives were already assimilated by Asoka’s time (e.g. -tvd > -tu in
Shahbazgarhi, Kalsi, Dhauli and Jaugada; Hultzsch 1924/1969: Ixxxiv, xcvii, cxi),
and may well go back to the time of the Buddha. As Norman points out (2002:
148) “these features may have formed part of some of the very earliest texts. They
may indeed go back to the original language or languages of Buddhism ... In the
examples below the reader will find many instances of variant readings preserved
where both make sense in the context—probably one of the main reasons for their
preservation—while in other cases they were preserved because, although they
were not understood, they were deemed potentially valid readings.

A reasonable approach is to examine the manuscript variants (evidenced in the
following examples) together with other supporting factors, ascertain where the
evidence points, and evaluate the cogency of the conclusions; that is, to adhere
to the methodology of standard historical, comparative linguistics (see Norman
1997/2006: Chapter 4 and throughout; Levman 2016a: 5-8). Rejecting this hypothesis
based on the lack of a critical edition and the lateness of the mss on which the printed
recensions are based would imply dismissing all of the work of historical phonology
done by scholars like Norman and von Hintiber in the last few decades—indeed, all

° How far awry this can go in the oral transmission is illustrated by one (not uncharacteristic)
example of oral confusion from the Namasutta (PTS SN 1,39*¢) of the Samyutta Nikaya, Sagathavagga,
one of the very oldest of the early Buddhist transmissions (von Hiniiber 1996/2008: §74, “some
parts of the Sagathavagga seem to be very old, actually very near to Vedic texts”). Here we have six
phonologically/phonetically related variants for the word addhabhavi (PTS, Be), anvabhavi (Se, Ce),
andha- and andabhavi (Se vars.), atthabhavi (S1 v.l.) and adanvabhavi (Cambodian v.1.). Bodhi (2000:
130) translates “What has weighed down everything?” taking addha-bhavi as an aorist of abhi + bhii
“to master, command of ”, while Se has anva-bhavi, the aorist of anu + bhii (“to enclose, embrace”)
which requires no change of abhyabhavi > abbhabhavi > addhabhavi (cp Oberlies 2019, § 76). Other
variants are equally cogent, like addha-bhavi (“being in the past”) which is how the tika takes it
(Be Spk-t: 1, 132: kamam paliyam atita-kala-niddeso kato, tam pana lakkhana-mattam, “surely in the
miila this refers to a past time, but is merely a characteristic”) or andha-bhavi (“being blind”), or
attha-bhavi (“carrying the meaning”) or anda-bhavi (“being a fetter” < OI and “to bind,” dnda “one
who makes fetters”) or adanva-bhavi (?). Except for this last (which may be a typo) all of these are
possible in the context, which is presumably why they were retained and transmitted.

80



PALI VARIANTS: A TYPOLOGY (PART I)

work on the historical linguistics of the canon, which seems hardly plausible.

These “supporting factors” are also for the most part pre-canonical
(Dravidian language influence, bilingualism, the influence of other dialects
and/or koiné, etc.), which strengthen the argument presented here as to the
antiquity of the variants. The variations preserved in the transmission, or
“anomalous forms” as Norman calls them (2002: 141), or “oddities” as Wynne
calls them, “are likely to be significant—not produced by the random variation
of an oral tradition, but by causes that in theory can be discovered” (Wynne
2004: 124). As Norman intuits, “We can also assume that traces of this linguistic
diversity were retained when the Buddha’s sermons, which had been preached
in different areas, were first collected together” (2002: 145). This might refer to
the retention of two different dialect forms of a word in two different passages
of the canon, or it might refer to the same word in the same teaching, either
spoken by the Buddha in a different form at a different time, or differentially
remembered by the Buddha’s bhikkhu-tradents and/or bhanakas.

Another important point is the presence of variants in the commentaries,
many examples of which will be shown below from the different commentarial
recensions. As Norman and Endo have noted, parts of the commentary may
go back to the time of the historical Buddha where the teacher and/or his
immediate disciples tried to clarify certain obscure points in the doctrine
(Norman 1997/2006: 149; Endo 2013: 5). If these were simply “scribal errors”
then the commentators would have corrected them. But not only are variants
preserved in different manuscripts, but the commentary itself embeds several
alternate readings within its own transmission, with the expression ti pi
patho, i.e. “so is another reading”; a quick search shows that there are over six
hundred of these in the commentaries, again attesting to the antiquity of the
variants. Some of these may date from the earliest transmission, others to the
time of Mahinda’s transport of the canon and commentary to Sri Lanka in the
third century BCE (Endo 2013: 20 calls this SRIOC, “Sinhala Rendition of the
Indian Original Commentaries”), others to later versions of the commentary
formulated in Sri Lanka.

Although some parts of the commentaries may go back to the mila
transmission, they are by and large later than the miila. A peculiar idiosyncrasy
of the Se variant transmission is the large number of cases where the mila
text is different from the other recensions, but the Se commentary preserves
the variant readings of Be and Ce in the headword. The Thai editors were
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obviously aware of the variant forms (as they were preserved in their own
commentary), but retained the Se reading as a valid Thai tradition, differing
from the others, despite the commentary. The miila text here clearly pre-dates
the commentary."

Charles Hallisey (2024: 92) notes that “one of the services of the
commentaries in the Pali canonical texts is to establish the text, and careful
attentiveness to textual differences and variants eventually became a standard
component in the normative practices of Theravadin Buddhist commentators.”
The expression ti pi patho was only used for variants which were considered
“significant,” that is, “worthy of consideration, reflection and preservation”;
other variants which were not significant were deemed “careless” (pamada-
patha) in the commentaries (p. 92). Each (of the former, significant) variants
has its own narrative, enhancing and potentially revising our knowledge of the
history of the Pali language and its transmission, and suggesting heretofore
unimagined possibilities (99-100). Hallisey does not attempt to deal with the
very complex question of the chronology and interweaving of oral and textual
transmission, other than noting that the Pali was “unitary without being
uniform,” a general condition which would simultaneously create a comfort
with received textual variants ...” (p. 96). The word “textual” here is not
accurate, as Hallisey acknowledges (referring to Gandhari manuscripts) that
“both oral transmission and written transmission co-existed and interacted
with each other in multiple ways and awareness of it enhances what we know
about other oral aspects of Pali textual culture” (p. 101).

Richard Salomon (2024: 20) has also reflected on the importance of variant
readings in the canon, noting that “the variants were already present from the
beginning of the textual tradition ...” and that the “variability precedes [italics
in original] the fixity and stability of the received, canonized texts of the Bible
or of the Buddhist stitras ... discoveries of manuscripts have made it clear that
they involved the suppression of innumerable variants, any of which probably
had an equal claim to originality.”

A second objection might relate to the manuscripts scribal tradition, where
the canon was copied between various Indic (Brahmi, Sinhalese, Karosthi—

10 For example, Levman 2025b: §4.2 has 9 examples of Se mila differing from the Se comm.
(in the DN) and Levman 2025c, has 15 examples of the same phenomenon in the MN. These
instances are very useful for establishing time-lines, showing mila forms as preserving forms
different from and pre-dating the commentary.
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actually a Semitic script in which Gandhari was written) and other south-east
Asian scripts (Burmese, Lanna, Khom, Thai). Certainly mistakes in the rendering
of one script in another did introduce variation into the canon (discussed below
§2.7); especially problematic in some south-Asian scripts where certain letters
were very similar to each other (e.g. Sinhalese ha and bha; Norman 1987: 30).
These changes are all post-oral, however, largely orthographic and are by and
large not significant in terms of the change of the transmission’s meaning. They
should be the subject of a separate study of Theragatha manuscripts, which looks
at the similarity between letters and the effect this may have had on variants
in the written transmission tradition. As noted above, this study argues that
the significant phonological variants mentioned can be traced back to the oral
tradition, which is the main subject demonstrated below.

1.5 Caution

Historical linguistics is the study of the history and evolution of language by
comparing cognate forms and, where possible, tracing back their history to a
shared, common ancestor. It is considered a descriptive science, because of its
rigorous methodology and the potential for falsifying its result; but like its sister, the
descriptive science of palaeontology which proposes cladistic trees of species based
on shared characteristics, its results cannot be considered “proof,” but only best
inference. So, while we can establish that phonologically cognate forms evolved
from a common ancestor and in some cases propose what that ancestor might be,
we cannot consider the result to be definitive; it is a hypothetical reconstruction,
which is why the ancestral form is prefixed by an asterisk (*-), as are all the proto-
Indo-European roots reconstructed by comparing cognate words in the various
daughter languages. Timelines can only be considered relative, not absolute.

The sine qua non of language is sound, and sound like all other elements changes
over time, due to the factors discussed below (§2.1-2.5). There are thousands of
variants which can be attributed to the manuscript copying traditions; the kind of
changes that occur here and their causes have been well established in biblical text-
critical studies (Tov 1992/2001). This paper is principally concerned with changes
that may be attributed to the oral tradition by examining phonologically cognate
forms in parallel passages of the different recensions. They are not copyist or scribe
“mistakes”; presumably, if they were, they would have been corrected long ago. They
are, for the most part, valid readings preserved by the different bhanaka traditions,
either because they were Buddhavacana, or not understood and preserved for that
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reason. Although one cannot “prove” that they pre-date the written manuscripts,
it is a logical and cogent inference based on the data at hand. By and large they
are not minor orthographic peculiarities and idiosyncrasies but significant variants
which often affect the meaning of the passages and/or etymology of the words.

To return to our main subject: why so many variants? Here follows a short
summary of the principal causes.

2. Principal causes of word variation in Pali

2.1 The Prakrits and koiné

The linguistic situation at the time of the Buddha was very complex. In addition
to the Vedic language (which was exclusively reserved for the religious purposes
of Brahmanism), there were several dialects in use in the north-west, west, central
and eastern regions of north India. The Asokan edicts, inscribed 150-200 years
after the Buddha’s ministry, provide detailed evidence of the linguistic structure
in the different regions. Scholars believe the Buddha taught in an eastern Prakrit
but his teachings were also restated into other Prakrits, either by himself or his
successors, resulting in transmission errors, In addition there is a lot of linguistic
evidence which provides a convincing argument for the existence of a cross-India
koiné, lingua franca or common language that was used to simplify inter-dialect
and inter-language communication, in trade and government (Geiger 1916/2004:
3-4; Smith 1952: 178; Norman 1989: 35; Levman 2016a, 2019a); this too led to
potential confusion when the simplified word was interpreted by the receivers.
Based on the linguistic evidence, it is also reasonable to assume (see below §2.4.2-
2.4.3) that the Buddha spoke in one or more indigenous languages, or—since it
is not possible to definitively identify the historical Buddha’s teachings—that his
early tradents did so."* See discussion on the language that the Buddha and early
tradents spoke in Levman 2023a: 60-63. As Norman has opined (2002: 111), it is
a reasonable assumption that many of the variants are preservations of dialect
anomalies due to the Buddha’s sermons being preached in different dialect areas.

1T omit from discussion here the whole question, recently brought up again by Drewes
(2017), of the existence of a historical Buddha. This has already been answered by von Hiniiber
(2019), Wynne (2019) and Levman (2019b); Drewes’ recent response (2022) does not advance
his hypothesis. His suggestion, for example, that “it would be very difficult to get to the idea
that early Buddhism focused on either the quest for religious experience or the practice of
meditation” (ibid,, 20) is ludicrous to anyone who has actually read the Pali canon, where
meditation is an integral part of the three-fold training (sila, samadhi, pafifia).
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2.2 Diachronic language change

In India we can trace a history of change from 0ld Indic (OI) to Middle Indic
(MI) and New Indic. Most of the changes from OI > MI were already present in
the Vedas in inchoate form (Bloomfield and Edgerton 1932/79: §20), and they
continued and accelerated in the centuries before and after the Buddha, often
under the influence of indigenous language speakers. These took such forms as:
the weakening of conjunct consonants > geminates; the weakening and loss of
intervocalic stops; the levelling of all sibilants; the loss of aspirated stops and
their change to aspirates only; the interchange of labials and glides, etc., to name
a few of the major changes. These changes are very old and most are preserved
or foreshadowed in the Asokan dialects, dating the anomalous features in Pali
to pre-Asokan times (Levman 2010; Norman 2002: 111).? Again, this introduced
uncertainties into the transmission. Did a geminate (e.g. -tt-, as in satta) indicate
the conjunct -pt- (sapta “seven” or sapta “cursed”, since s- and s- > s-), -kt- (sakta
“clinging” or Sakta “competent”), -tv- (satva, “warrior”) or -tt- (satta, “seated”)?
The meaning was often clear from the context, but not always.

2.3 Sanskritization

The priestly language (O1) and a form of the vernacular Prakrits have co-existed
since Vedic times (Wackernagel 1896: xvii-xviii), along with the tendency
towards Sanskritization, that is, the action of purifying the ritual language of
Prakritic influence (Edgerton 1930: 27; Bloomfield and Edgerton 1932/1979:
§20, this article §1.4). The ultimate hegemony of the Sanskrit language as a
pan-Indic phenomenon began in earnest after the time of the Buddha, as early
as the Asokan edicts when it became increasingly important as a unifying
cultural and political force in India; from the 3rd century BCE on, Pali has
a lot of words that have been Sanskritized, their Prakrit form “restored” to
their earlier OI form (Norman 1983; 4-5; 1997/2012: 95-112; von Hiniiber
1982: 138, 1996: 190; Salomon 1998: 84; Levman 2020; Levman 2021a: 266-67;
290-91; for a summary, see Levman 2023b: 6-8). Sometimes the transmitter
who interpreted the Prakrit word did not do so correctly. Pali, for example,
retains most intervocalic stops and aspirated stops whereas other Prakrits do
not; some of these are interpretative restorations, and these interpretations

12 For example, the various ambiguities we see between intervocalic voiced and unvoiced
stops in the canon (Levman 2014: 475-94), or the voicing of -tth- > -ddh- etc., all of which we find
in the Asokan edicts (Norman 2002: 142).
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are subject to variations and error. Pali has many anomalous forms where a
simplified Prakrit form is preserved alongside a Sanskritized form: e.g. paha
alongside pabha, “shining” (Levman 2021a: 285); khayita alongside khadita,
“eaten” (PED);" goyana alongside godana (proper name); avayesi alongside
avadesi (Levman 2023b: 3, note 2); achdya (“gift”) alongside achada (BHSG §2.32);
words ending in iya, alongside the same word in -ika, etc., Liiders 1954: §133-
38); and many forms where a simplified Prakrit form has been interpreted in
variant ways: e.g. vijita/vidita pointing to the existence of an earlier form viyita
(Levman 2023b: 3, 11); virato/virajo < viyato, (Norman 1980: §3.2). These date
from the earliest layer of the transmission, at least from as early as Asokan
times (Norman 1997/2006: 125-26) or earlier, as Bloomfield and Edgerton have
provided evidence that Sanskritizing of Prakrit was taking place as early as
Vedic times (Bloomfield and Edgerton 1932/1979: §20).

2.4.1 Linguistic diffusion (synchronic change) from neighbouring

IA languages

Different Prakrit speakers pronounced words in different ways. Some tending to
voice intervocalic consonantal stops and others tended to devoice them. Some

3 While it has been suggested that khadita may be a retention of an 0ld Indic form or dialect
variation (rather than a Sanskritization), it is clear from the appearances in the canon that khayita
pre-dates khadita and that the latter is therefore a restoration. DPD reports 19 instances of khayita
in the first four books of the Sutta Pitaka and three in the early Ciila- and Mahavagga of the Vinaya,
while for khadita there is only one occurrence in the AN (none in the other three Nikayas) and
one in the Mahavagga. Most of the occurrences of khadita occur in the commentary (68 in total)
as opposed to 20 appearances in the commentary for khayita. Total statistics per DPD are (for Be):

Appearances Mila Atthakatha Tika
khayita 57 20 40
khadita 11 68 30

See DPD for breakdown by Nikaya. Mallik (1970) reports a number of cases which he calls
“Sanskritisms” and treats as retentions, but by the same process many of these can be shown
to be restorations, where the Sanskritized form post-dates the Prakrit (e.g. citta, citra, “bright-
coloured”, bhadda, bhadra “good, excellent”; uddaya, udraya “result, profit, outcome”; udraya
perhaps a wrong reconstruction of udaya “rising, profit, outcome, result” per Cone). One form
that is ambiguous is uttasta/uttrasta, “frightened” as both conjunct (-tr-) and geminate (-tt-)
forms of this verb (uttasati, “to be frightened, terrified”) occur in early works.
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omitted the stops altogether or replaced them with a -y- glide, ' a hiatus bridging
sound connecting two vowels. Retroflex stops, an innovation in IA from the
Dravidian languages, were often confused with dental stops (Geiger §41.3, §42).%°
Pali is a mixed language containing dialect forms from different parts of India;
for example the OI word ksana (“instant”), which occurs in Pali in its eastern form
(khana) and its western form (chana), or the word arya (“noble”) which occurs as
both eastern ariya with an epenthetic -i- added and western ayya with a geminate;
or the western word tanha (“craving”) which, along with eastern tasina, derived
from OI trsna. We could also consider a basic word like loka, “world”. Pali treats
the word the same as Sanskrit. In the Asokan edicts it is written as loga in the
northern Jaugada edict; Ardhamagadhi transmits it as loya or loa; Gandhari has
several possibilities including loga, loku and loo. The evidence suggests that the
form transmitted to us in Pali, which one might reasonably expect to be similar
to one of the Prakrit forms (Norman 1983: 4-5) was subject to linguistic diffusion
and later back-formed to loka, that is, it was Sanskritized (Levman 2021a: 276-88).

2.4.2 Linguistic diffusion from autochthonous languages, bilingualism
and word borrowing

When the Indo-Aryans migrated into northern India they encountered a
settled population of Dravidian and Munda speaking peoples (Emeneau 1954:
282). A strong argument can be advanced that the Buddha’s Sakya clan were
historically a Dravidian speaking people in the process of being assimilated into

4 The y-glide was used as a substitute for a weakened or vanished intervocalic stop in the
Prakrits, notated with an overdot -y- in ArdhaMagadhi and just a -y- in other Prakrits. Pischel
(8187) calls it a weakly articulated ya (laghu-prayatnatara ya-kara “Lightly articulated -ya-
syllable”). Von Hiniiber (2001: §171) calls it a “hiatus-eraser” (Hiattilger in German). It is also
found in Vedic writings; Bloomfield & Edgerton note the “similar use of the sound [-y-] in Prakrit
and Pali” (1932/1979: §338), but this is more for external sandhi usage, than representing the
loss of a consonant. Vedic has examples of stop disappearance, but not, that I am aware of,
where they are replaced with a y-glide; see von Hinuber op. cit. §170, Vedic maireya “intoxicating
drink” <* madireya (Vedic madird); Vedic prayuga “forepart of the shafts of a chariot” > prauga
(Wackernagel 1896: §37b)

15 Hallisey quotes an illustrative example from the Sutta Nipata, where, in the first verse of
the Uragavagga, PTS has visata (< vi + sr, p.p. visrta, “spread”), while all the other recensions (Be,
Ce, and Se) have visata with retroflex -t-, although Norman (1990: 34; CP 4: 84) writes that Ce has
a dental -t- (but not present in the BJT version of the text). This may in fact be a difference in
MI dialect pronunciation, as Norman suggests, where the vocalic -r- has changed the dental -t- >
-t- in some, but not all cases. The OI rules of retroflexion do not require such a change.
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an IA culture, judging by the toponyms of the towns they lived in, the names of
many of the monks which are of Dravidian origin (Levman 2021b: 181) and the
linguistic and cultural borrowings from Dravidian found in the Pali scriptures
(Levman 2021a: Chapters 1-4; Thomas 1931: 23 thought their native language
was Munda).*® This extends far beyond simple word borrowing and includes
phonological borrowing, morphological and syntactical influence. We find a
significant imprint of Dravidian language features on Pali from the earliest
parts of the language, that is, the early Buddhism of the early Nikayas, the Sutta
Nipata, the Dhammapada and Thera/Therigatha (for summary see Levman 2021b:
170-72)." The eastern clans were looked down upon by the western Indo-
Aryans; their speech was considered mrdhra-vacah (“obstructed”; Deshpande
1979: 254; Levman 2013: 154-55), which is not surprising considering the
very different phonetic/phonological system in the indigenous Dravidian
and Munda languages. Linguistic diffusion from indigenous south-Asian
languages is often not distinguishable from intra-dialect IA language changes
(as discussed above §2.4.1). Either one could be the cause of, for example, the
weakening or strengthening of an intervocalic stop, or, inter-dialect variations
could be catalyzed and accelerated by the constraints of bilingual speakers’
native phonological systems. Included in this category as well, is tradents’

16 Dravidian Buddhism (which I define as “Buddhism among Dravidian speaking peoples, in
Dravidian speaking areas and influenced by Dravidian culture”; Levman 2023a: 59) is a largely
unstudied chapter in the history of Buddhism in India. It is a matter of Buddhist history that the
Damilas (or at least some of them) were at one time part of the Buddhist Sangha. Asoka brought his
dhamma message to the south, beyond the frontiers of the Colas and the Pandyas (including present
day Tamil Nadu) all the way to Taprobana (i.e. Sri Lanka, Rock Edict 13, Bloch 1950: 130), through
the missionary work of his son Mahinda. The Nagarjunikonda inscription (3'-4" century CE)
congratulates the Buddhist monks for having converted the Damilas to Buddhism (Lamotte 1958/88:
342). Buddhaghosa himself, who went to Sri Lanka and translated all the lost Pali commentaries
from Sinhalese back into Pali, was a southerner who lived for sometime in Kafici in Tamil Nadu (von
Hiniiber 1996/2008: §207; Mp 98*), and undoubtedly spoke a form of Old Tamil. Dhammapala, author
of the Paramattha-dipani (commentaries on the Thera- and Therigatha) was a native of Padaratittha,
near Kafici (Lamotte, ibid., p. 350). Buddhadatta, commentator on the Vinaya and Buddhavamsa, was
born in Uraiyiir and wrote many of his works in the Bhiitamangalagama monastery in the Cola
country. For a comprehensive treatment of the “Dravidian connection”, see Levman 2023a.

17 0n page 172 of Levman 2021b I say “there is no mention in the commentaries of the Buddha
actually teaching in a non-IA language and that teaching being translated into a koiné or Pali.”
While there is no explicit statement to that effect, Etienne Lamotte describes an incident in
the Sarvasativada Vibhasa where the Buddha speaks in Dravidian, and the commentary to the
Parisasutta, strongly suggests that the Buddha was speaking non-1A languages. See below, §2.4.3.
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lack of knowledge of the Pali language which often leads to a confusion of Pali
verbal forms and roots.

2.4.3 Linguistic diffusion: bilingualism

It is quite possible that the Buddha himself was bi- or multi-lingual and certainly
the early tradents were, teaching in one or more MI dialects (including the
aforementioned koiné) as well as one or more autochthonous languages. Lamotte
(1958/88: 550) remarks that “there is no doubt that the Buddha possessed the gift
of tongues and that occasionally, to make himself better understood or to respond
to the preferences of his listeners used non-Aryan languages” He describes a
famous incident in the Vibhasa (3-4™ century CE) where the Buddha converts
four kings, first by speaking in Sanskrit to the first two, then, when the second
two do not understand, speaking in Dravidian and then in Mleccha.’® Although
this is the only incident I am aware of where the Buddha is said to speak Dravidian,

18 The Vibhasd is a Chinese translation of a lost OI work. A similar text occurs in the Gilgit
Manuscripts (Dutt, 1947: 256-60), from the Milasarvastivadin Vinaya, the relevant section of
which reads:

“He addressed the great king Dhrtarastra as follows: ‘O Great King, the body is old, feeling
has been tranquilized, perception has ceased, mental intentions are calmed, consciousness has
disappeared. This is the end of suffering When this Dharma was being taught, the stainless
Dhamma eye arose for the great king Dhrtarastra and some of his hundred thousand gandharbhas
in regards to the Dhamma . (... iti hi maharaja ﬁrnah kayo vedand Siti- bhﬁtd samjﬁd niriddha

.. Then the Bhagava addressed the great kmg Vlrudhaka as follows In the seen let there be
merely the seen, in what is heard, in what is thought, in what is cognized, let there be merely
what is cognized. When this Dharma was being taught the stainless Dharma eye arose for the
great king Viridhaka and some of his hundred thousand kumbandhas ...” (... iti hi maharaja drste
drsta-matram bhavatu Srute cintate vijfidte vijiata-matram ... p. 2581).

“.. Then the Bhagava addressed the great king VirGpaksa as follows: ene mene dasphe
dandasphe that is the end of suffering ... When this Dharma was being taught the stainless
Dharma eye arose for the great king VirGpaksa and some of his hundred thousand
kumbandhas ..” (.. iti hi mahdrdja ene mene dasphe dandasphe esa evazanto_duhkhasyeti ...
p. 2592 with footnote: “Tibetan e ne me ne dab phye dadap phe (573 g & ai ﬁ’il “Qﬁ“ )

... Then the Bhagava addressed the great king Vai§ravana, ‘Here, for you Great King, masa tusa
sam$ama sarvatra virathi, that is the end of suffering’ When this Dharma was being taught the
stainless Dharma eye arose for the great king Viriidhaka and some of his hundred thousand nagas

. (.. atra te mahardja mdsa tusa samsamd sarvatra virathi esa eva-anto duhkhasyeti ... p. 2597).

According to Lamotte (1958/88: 551) ene mene... represents a Dravidian language and masa
tusd... a Mleccha language, but this is not stated in the Sanskrit text. The words ene mene... do not
appear to be Dravidian, nor is the mdsa tusa language identifiable.
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there are references in the commentary to various monks who spoke non-Aryan
languages (including Dravidian speakers; the Kiratas, perhaps of the Tibeto-Burman
group; the Savaras, Munda speakers; and the Yavanas or Greek speakers) whose
mispronunciation of the Dhamma would invalidate akammavaca (an official act of the
Sangha; Levman 2017: 31-33). There is also one statement in the Parisdsutta, where,
in reference to the eight assemblies, the Buddha is quoted as saying “I appeared just
like them, and my voice became like their voice” (Bodhi 2012: 1212); “whatever their
language that became mine” (Hare 1935/2006: 205); which suggests that he indeed
spoke the Dhamma in many other (non-1A) languages, and the “otherness” of the
languages is so stated in the commentary.” Although the commentarial references
are late, it is clear that the tradition believed the Buddha was bi- or multi-lingual
and it should not be discounted out of hand; given all the linguistic data, it is highly
unlikely that the Buddha did not speak a non-IA language like Dravidian.

Murray Emeneau identified bilingualism as the major catalyst of change in
what he called the “Indian Linguistic Area” (1956; 1974; 1980). The indigenous
peoples had to learn the language of the new IA immigrants, a language
which was fast becoming politically, economically and culturally dominant.
But the Dravidian and Munda languages also left a strong imprint on IA; a

19 AN 69 (9), 4, 307%%: tattha yadisako tesam vanno hoti tadisako mayham vanno hoti, yadisako tesam
saro hoti tadisako mayham saro hoti. The comm. (Mp 4, 148) says they are “different languages”
and describes them as: “Their sounds are broken/interrupted/not continuous/cut off (chinna-
ssara), they are incomplete/defective (khanda-ssard) or roaring (gaggara-ssara), declining/
sloping (pabbhara), confused, rumbling, stammering, stuttering (babbhara < Skt. balbala-kr ‘to
stammer or stutter;, barbara = Gr. fapPapog ‘stuttering; people of an unknown language’), the
sound of the crow (kdka-ssara). The Teacher is like the voice of Brahma (sattha brahma-ssaro va,
the supreme voice that can create all sounds). This is said in respect of different languages.”
te chinna-ssard pi honti khanda-ssara (vars. gaggara-ssard, babbhara, pabbhara) pi kaka-ssara pi,
sattha brahma-ssaro va. idam pana bhasa-antaram sandhaya kathitam. For a similar description of
the “obstructed speech” of the non-Aryans in the Satapatha Brahamana, see Levman 2013: 255;
see also Levman 2017: 32 for a similar description of the milakkhanam bhasa (“language of the
barbarians,” the non-Aryans, at Sv 1, 176%). Although the above compound bhasa-antaram may
also be translated as “different way of speaking” (as well as “different languages”), I interpret
it as referring to both the different languages and the different manner in which they are
articulated. The mala and comm. passages are also repeated in the Mahaparinibbanasutta DN
2, 1092 and Sv 2, 5602, The Buddha’s supernatural ability to adopt the appearance, vocal
mannerisms and (in my interpretation) languages of his audience as recounted in the Mp and
Sv commentaries suggests a relatively late date for their composition (like the Vibhasa, probably
early medieval); nevertheless they do shed some light on the tradition’s belief in the Teacher’s
putative bi- or multi-lingualism.
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good summary of some of the features shared by Indo-Aryan and Dravidian
languages (but not by Iranian, Indo-Aryan’s closest Indo-European relative)
is found in Masica 1976: 178-86, Sjoberg 1992: 55-69, and Krishnamurti
2003: 38-42. These include, inter alia, the use of retroflex consonants, the
extensive use of non-finite verbs in strings as a compositional principle, the
use of the quotative marker in reporting direct speech, syntactic parallels
between the proto-Dravidian -um suffix and IA api, and the use of “echo
words” or “expressives.”

Some of the phonological features of the Dravidian and Munda languages led
to confusion in the Dharma transmission, if one of the monks (the transmitter
or receiver) was a bilingual, MI-as-a-second-language-speaker. Dravidian
lacked voiced stops and aspirated stops, to name two major impediments to
accurate Dharma transmission; many variant readings which show both voiced
and unvoiced stops, aspirated and unaspirated stops are possibly attributable
to this cause. Judging from the bilingual or non-IA names of many of the monks
in the earliest transmissions (mentioned above §2.4.2), Dravidian speaking
monks were present right from the beginning of the Sangha formation, which
again points to the antiquity of many of the phonological anomalies to be
discussed below.

2.4.4 Linguistic diffusion: foreign words, word borrowing

The IA immigrants naturally adopted many of the foreign words of the
indigenous inhabitants for biota they were unfamiliar with. They also adopted
foreign technical terms for cultural practices like the kathina practice (Bechert
1968: 324; Hu-von Hiniiber 1994: 4-5) and the kuti meditation hut which they
borrowed from the locals (Levman 2021a: 154-56). Since these words were
native to a foreign phonetic system, when imported into MI various attempts
were made to render them accurately in the IA system and this naturally
resulted in variant interpretations and spellings. There are hundreds, perhaps
thousands of foreign words in the canon (no complete inventory has been
attempted). A good example of the phonetic problems that result from the
importation of a non-IA word is the word jalogi (an alcoholic drink), which
occurs in many different variant forms, many or all of which must have been
present from the earliest strata of the canon, as the word featured prominently
in the second council debates, one hundred years after the Buddha’s passing
(Levman 2019a: 91-92).
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2.5 Oral transmission confusion, ambiguity

For over three hundred years the teachings were transmitted orally from
bhanaka to bhanaka without the aid of a written guide. It is inevitable that
mistakes would happen, especially when facilitated by some of the pathways
outlined above, the propensity of dialect speakers to communicate their own
dialect idiosyncrasies, the natural evolution of language towards simplification
over time, and the constraints of MI speakers who learned the language late in
life and for whom certain sounds were not natural. Along with oral transmission
confusion should be grouped variation due to lack of knowledge of the Pali
language (as demonstrated in Levman 2021b) and the imperfect memory of the
bhanaka, including for example his addition of material that never existed due
to the “vicissitudes of memory” (Analayo 2009); these largely unintentional
changes were caused by a “lack of systematic training of the Buddhist reciters”
comparable to Vedic reciters, resulting in memory slips not being corrected and
being incorporated into the transmission (Analayo 2022: 36, 202). Exacerbating
this phenomenon was the bhanaka’s imperfect pronunciation, or the imperfect
auditory skills of the scribe, when MI was not their native language. To this
last factor may be added the influence of the copyists’ language on manuscript
transmission, e.g. the Thai language, which lacks certain elements phonemic in
Pali—voiced aspirates, all retroflexes, palatal and velar voiced stops, and palatal
nasals—and which may be a factor in some Thai variants.

While it is impossible to quantify this factor, it no doubt had a role to play in
the transmission of variants; the suddhda/suttd confusion discussed above (§1.4)
may be due to this factor, exacerbated perhaps by phonological confusion caused
by the linguistic diffusion issues (§2.4). In effect this category is a “pot pourri”
which subsumes all the seven processes discussed in §§2.1-2.4.4 above, where it
is impossible to determine which one(s) of these processes are operant for a given
variant, or where none of these processes are operant but there is nevertheless
oral confusion that is purely sonic in nature (like incorrect word division in the
example karonta-gacchanti and karonta-agacchanti from the Agafifiasutta; Levman
2025a: v3: 94, n. 204 or syncope (syllable loss) and confused word division in the
Cakkavattisutta: tapasa-brahmacari, vs. tapa-brahmacari vs. tava sabrahmacari, ibid., v3:
30, n. 52); oral confusion and ambiguity are a common denominator of them all.?°

2 The interested reader should look these examples up in the Pali index, as the pagination is
likely to change on final printing.
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2.6 Commentarial glosses

As Endo and Norman have opined, many parts of the commentary may go right
back to the time of the Buddha, and possibly even the Buddha himself, when
monks would ask the teacher to explain certain points (Norman 1997/2006: 195;
Endo 2013: 5). In his mission to Sri Lanka in the mid-3* century BCE, Mahinda
brought a complete commentary to the island and translated it into Sinhalese,
according to Buddhaghosa’s introductory verses to the Digha Nikaya Commentary.*
The commentary often has variants which do not exist in the main text, some of
which are the commentators’ attempt to make sense of a problematic passage,
others which may be synonyms for certain words, spoken by the Buddha and
remembered by the monks. Sometimes the commentary is misplaced in the
miila text (Norman 1997/2006: 200, 206, 210; Analayo 2022: 147-51). Often the
commentary itself talks of alternate readings (ti pi patho, discussed above §1.4).

2.7 Written transmission errors

Once the text was written down, orthographic variation (differences in
transcription protocol) and copying errors, common in the transmission of
manuscripts could, and did take place, that is, errors such as incorrect spelling,
wrong compound and sentence division, haplography, misreading, dittography,
etc. (Tov 1992/2001: 199-286 for the Hebrew Bible). There were also particular
problems with Indic scripts like Brahmi where geminates were not written down
and the marks for long vowels were frequently omitted (Norman 1997/2006:
107), and Karosthi where neither geminates nor long vowels were shown (von
Hiniiber 2015). Several of the south-Asian scripts (Burmese, Thai, Sinhalese)
had letters very similar to each other which could be easily misunderstood.
Nevertheless, most of the phonological (sound transmission) confusions would
not have occurred if a firm base text was present as a guide. I attribute most of
the variants discussed below to the oral tradition, but I also identify instances
where orthographic variation may have played a role.

2 Sumangalavilasini 114-17: verse 6: attha-ppakasana-attham, attha-katha adito vasisatehi.
paficahi ya sangitd, anusangitd ca pacchd pi.

“For the sake of explaining the meaning, the commentary, etc., was sung and afterwards
repeated by the five hundred Masters [i.e. arahats],

verse 7: sithala-dipam pana abhatatha, vasina mahamahindena.
thapita sihala-bhasaya, dipa-vasinam atthaya.

“and brought to the island of Sihala, by the Great Master Mahinda and translated there into
the Sihala language, for the sake of the residents of the island.”
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2.8 Harmonization and standardization

Many problematic areas of the canon were harmonized and standardized by
the medieval Pali grammarians. For example, the absolutive in -tta (OI -tva)
was restored throughout the canon to its OI form, although some vestiges
still remain (von Hiniiber 1983: 7). Problematic passages, especially those
involving foreign words were often preserved since no one knew what they
meant. Helmut Smith hypothesized that the Pali that has come down to us is
really the product of the medieval grammarians (“la conviction que notre pali
est une fonction de celui du 12™ siecle,” referring to Aggavamsa’s Saddaniti
1928-54/2001: vi), who standardized the language. Although Smith’s view is
certainly an exaggeration, there is nevertheless some truth to the fact that
Burmese grammarians exerted a not insignificant influence on the canonical
tradition, especially in Burma. These changes, however, are limited and do not
affect Norman’s observation (1983: 5-6) that only minor changes to the canon
took place after it was written down in the first century BCE. In any case, this
discussion is concerned mainly with changes that can be attributed to the oral
transmission tradition.

There is one other possible source of variation, only touched on in this
study (84.7 below), as it is rarely found in the Theragatha verses explored here:
the possibility of two separate transmissions, not phonologically/phonetically
related, where the Buddha may have used different words and phrases in
similar contexts or they were (mis-)remembered that way by different tradents
(n. 5 above).

3.1 The Theragatha

In the following I chose nineteen examples from the Theragatha, illustrating
the processes listed above in section §2.1-2.8. It is one of the oldest of Buddhist
works which Norman dates between the end of the sixth century BCE to
the middle of the third century BCE (1969/95: xxix). These are utterances
of the monks from the early Sangha, most of whom are said to have been
contemporaneous with the Buddha. In many cases these verses antedate their
rendering into Pali,?? which began to take place from sometime around the 3™

2According to Norman (1990: 34), all Buddhist transmissions we possess are translations
of earlier compositions. This applies as well to the Theragatha which were probably originally
transmitted in the same dialect/koiné/language that the Buddha and his early tradents used.
Evidence of this earlier form will be adduced in the examples below.
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century BCE, perhaps around the same time as when Mahinda and associates
brought the then inchoate canon and the commentary to Sri Lanka (Warder
1967: §13; Norman ibid., p. xxix). The examples could have been taken from
any of the early works, such as the Sutta Nipata, Dhammapada, early Nikayas,
etc., which all exhibit the same variant phenomena. I identify the major
categories of variation before each example, grouped according to the above
list, and highlight some of the important elements, for ease of organization.
The category of harmonization and standardization has been omitted as this is
difficult to date, and in any case, I am primarily interested in changes during
the early oral transmission stage.

3.2 Variant summary

As the reader has no doubt noticed, there are a lot of interconnections and
overlapping in the above categories. The majority may be grouped under the
general category of “oral transmission confusion and ambiguity” (§2.5) with
the other processes (seven categories, §2.1-2.4.4) being in effect the causes
of this ambiguity. Diachronic variation (lenition and loss of intervocalic
stops; loss of aspirated stops and their replacement by an aspirate only;
assimilation and/or resolution of consonant clusters; leveling of sibilants
and glides, etc.) is a natural process, but is catalyzed and accelerated by a
putative koiné, which, for ease of inter-communication, removes distinctive
dialect differences which might obstruct understanding. A koiné might be
conceptualized as a logical development of dialect diffusion, where the
unpredictable effect of one dialect on another (e.g. a dialect that regularly
voices intervocalic consonants vs. one that devoices them) is neutralized by
removing the consonant altogether and replacing it with a -y- glide. This in
itself led to further variation as tradents tried to interpret what the glide
meant, when “restoring” the word to its earlier form. At the same time many
of the IA phonemic differences, which do not exist in a native language
like Dravidian, are not even perceived by bilingual, non-IA first language
speakers, again acting as an accelerant to change and simplification, like,
for example, eliminating aspirated stops (not phonemic in Dravidian) and
replacing them with an aspirate only. Word borrowing is a particularly
good example of the change that results from the other vector, that is, 1A
speakers trying to interpret how a native, borrowed word or phrase should
be spelled and understood in Pali with a very different phonemic system.
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All of these changes were actualized and amplified by the oral/aural®
vagaries of live communication, recitation, dictation and audition, and
alongside these processes was the inchoate impulse to Sanskritize which
began as early as the third century BCE (Levman 2023b: 5-8) with the aim
of clarifying, defining and fixing the meaning. The transmission process was
very complex. Its sole goal was the preservation of the Buddhadhamma in
its “original” form; but nothing could escape the basic rule of the universe:
anicca, change (including even the fabled Veda memorization process,
which itself contains thousands of variants, §1.4 above), and so, through the
mixture of these various factors, thousands of variants resulted, sometimes
with quite different meanings equally contextually plausible, but adding a
slightly different or very different nuance to the passage, or variants not—or
imperfectly—understood and (presumably) preserved for that reason.

4. Theragatha examples

4.1. Theragatha 118, Kimila-ttheragatha (vars. Kimbilo, Kimilo, Kimmilo)
Linguistic diffusion from autochthonous languages and the influence of
bilingualism

Geminate/aspirated geminate ambiguity (-tt-/-tth-)

retroflex/dental ambiguity (-tth-/-tth-)

Diachronic change

(-mb-/-mm-)

Oral transmission ambiguity
(abhisatto/abhisitto)

Abhisattho (vars. abhisatto, abhisattho, abhisitto; comm.: abhisapakato,
abhisankappa, abhisamakato, abhilasapito, abhilapamkato) va nipatati
vayo, riipam afifiam iva ¢’ eva santam; tass’ eva sato avippavasato

# By oral/aural I mean transmission of the Buddhadhamma from the Buddha to his disciples,
from his disciples to other tradents including bhanakas, from bhanakas to other monks and other
bhanakas and from bhanakas to scribes. Along each step of the transmission process there is an
oral communication and aural listening process involved whereby variants can be introduced.
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afifiass’ eva sarami attanan ti.>

“(0ld) age falls upon one as though ordered (abhisattho); the
shape, although the same, is as though different. I remember my
own self as though of another, although I am the same, not having
been away” (Norman, 15).

or

“As if cursed (abhisatto), old age falls ..” or “As if anointed
(abhisitto), old age falls ...”

The PTS has the reading abhisattho, while the Burmese, Sinhalese and Thai
have abhisatto. There are also other variant readings as noted.

A major phonological difference between Dravidian and IA is the former
language’s lack of phonemic voiced stops and aspirated stops, a very prominent
feature in Pali. So when a word like abhisattho is heard by a Dravidian tradent
(someone speaking IA as a second language), he or she would probably hear
it without the aspirate, i.e. abhisatto. This is likely why both readings are
recorded in this poem, which, however, mean different things. Abhisattho is the
past participle of abhisamsati (< OI abhisams, “to blame, accuse” which per the
commentary has the meaning here of abhisas, “order, direct, assign, allot”); both
meanings would work in the context; abhisatto is the past participle of OI abhisap,
“to curse” so the intended meaning in the gatha is unclear as both make sense.

The commentary glosses abhisattho by anusittho, dnatto and abhisattho, all
meaning “ordered” (Be abhisatto, instead of PTS abhisattho); abhisattho is an
alternative way of spelling abhisattho; here the variation is due to retroflex/
dental ambiguity. As is well known, retroflex letters were borrowed from
Dravidian into IA and Dravidian speakers had a threefold discrimination of
dental, alveolar (not in O1/MI) and retroflex stops, more subtle than native 1A
speakers; any slight allophonic variation in pronunciation might easily result
in this kind of refinement of a dental to a retroflex consonant.

The poem is uttered by Kimila in response to the Buddha’s creation of the

» Burmese: abhisattho (Be); abhisatto, abhisattho; abhisapakato, abhisamakato (comm.).
Sinhalese: abhisitto, abhisattho (Ce); abhisankappa, abhilasapito, abhilapamkato (comm.). Thai:
abhisattho (Se); abhisatto. CPD (s.v. abhisattha): abhisatthalapito, abhisatthasapito.

Burmese: Kimilo (Be); Kimmilo. Sinhalese: Kimilo, Kimmilo, Kimbilo (Ce). Thai: Kimbilo (Se). Pali
quotes are from the PTS edition, unless otherwise noted.
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form of a woman in front of him, standing in the first wave of youth; gradually
he showed her overpowered by old age, disease and distress.” He recalls how
his own youth has so quickly passed away and realizes the truth of anicca and
with this as a springboard, soon attains to arhathood.

In a previous life Kimila venerated the relics of the Buddha Kakusandha with
garlands of salala flowers and by building a mandapa (“pavilion”).

Kimila is itself spelled in three different ways, with a geminate -mm-, Kimmila,
and with the conjunct -mb-, Kimbila. See below discussion ad Th 95 re: pakkhando/
pakkhanno for diachronic change of -nt-/-nd- > nn- (nasal + stop > geminate nasal).
He was a Sakyan convert so his name was probably not IA, but Dravidian or
Munda, perhaps related to OI krmi (“worm”) cp DED #1614 kiri “intestinal worm”
and the Munda language, Korku kira “worm, insect, germ”; in Th-a 1, 244 the
Buddha conjures up the picture of a beautiful woman disintegrating into old age
and disease which spurs Kimbila on to reach arhathood. These forms of asubha
meditation invariably show worms crawling out of the corpse’s nine holes.” The
change of -mb- > -mm- may be 1A dialectal in origin or more likely appears to be a
normal diachronic conjunct weakening and assimilation over time (cp Gandhari,
Brough 1962: §46 where mbh- appears as -mm- and -nd- as -n- or -nn-. This also
occurs in Munda (Kuiper 1948b: 383, -nd- > -n-, -mb- > -m-), and historically in
Telugu, a Dravidian language (Emeneau 1970: 109, *-mp- > -mm-).

The two meanings—cursed (abhisatto) and ordered (abhisattha)—are quite
different, although they do not change the overall message. The miila text has
yet another reading abhisitto (“sprinkled” < abhisificati), which is less apt; this
appears to be the case of an oral transmission confusion (abhisatta > abhisitta).

The commentary then gives five other variants or glosses (abhisapakato,
abhisankappa, abhisamakato, abhilasapito and abhilapamkato) a sure sign of an
oral transmission issue, and the CPD lists two others without giving the source
(abhisatthalapito and abhisatthasapito).

What we apparently have here is a Dravidian speaking monk(s) wrestling
with the word abhisatta/abhisattha, trying to decide what it meant and which

» Th-a 1, 244%-% Sattha pathama-yobbane thitam dassaniyam itthi-ripam abhinimminitvd, purato
dassetvd, puna anukkamena yathd jara-roga-vipattihi abhibhiita dissati tatha akasi. Tam disva Kimila-
kumaro ativiya samvegam pakdsento ...

% As in the Buddha's graphic presentation of a corpse to Kulla the monk (Th-a 167 ad
Th 393-98): Atha nam Satthd tassa pekkhantass’ eva navahi vana-mukhehi paggharamana sucim kimi-
kulakulam ativiya bibhaccham duggandha-jeguccha-patikkillam katva dassesi.
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root it came from (abhisattha < abhisams or abhisas or abhisatta < abhisapta) with
several other suggestions arising both phonologically very close (abhisitta,
“sprinkled”; anusittho, “ordered”) with commentarial glosses (the variants
above starting with abhisapakato).”

4.2 Theragatha 3, Karikharevata-ttheragatha
Diachronic language change, influenced by bilingual speakers

Pafifiam imam passa tathagatanam: aggi yatha pajjalito nisithe (vars.
nisive, nisive, nissive).2
aloka-da cakkhu-dada bhavanti ye agatanam vinayanti katikhan ti.

“See this wisdom of the Tathagatas, who, giving light and vision
like a fire blazing in the night, dispel the doubt of those who
come” (Norman, 2).

The PTS, Thai and Burmese all have nisithe “at midnight, at night” which
the commentary glosses rattiyam, idem. The OI word is nisitha < ni + $i, to lie
down, but the verb is not attested with this prefix, as §i already means “to lie
down” so the prefix seems superfluous; a better etymology should be sought
elsewhere. The word occurs in several forms in OI, all meaning “night”: nisita
(Taittiriya Samhitd),” nisa (Sitras), ni§ (Manu), as well as nisitha (Mahabharata =
MBh), per Mayrhofer (1956-76: vol. 2: 168). The Pali form occurs also as nisithe
with three variations nisive, nisive, nissive. There is also a later form nisa which
occurs in Mil and later Pali works. In AMg the form is nisa, nisi- (in compounds,
e.g. nisi-bhatta, “night-meal”) and nisiha, “midnight”; there is also a Prakrit
form nisa, nisi- (compounds), nistha and nisidha.

7 Abhisapakato, “curse made” = “as if cursed”; abhisankappa ~ OI samklp, Pali sankappa,
“thought, intention” = “as if intended”; abhisamakato, “to make like (sama)”?; abhilasapito
“desired” (caus.) < abhilas “to desire, wish for, covet, crave” = “as if wished for”; abhilapamkato,
“to make talk”? (< abhilap, “to talk or speak about”?).

28 Burmese: nisive, nisive, nisithe (Be). Sinhalese: nisive, nisithe (Ce); nisive, nisice (comm.). Thai:
nisithe, nisive (Se); nissive (comm.).

» The brackets show the first occurrence of the word, which is included for dating purposes,
when appropriate.

929



PALI VARIANTS: A TYPOLOGY (PART I)

Although the etymology is not clear,® assuming the earliest form is nisita
(< Ol nisita), all the variants seem to be normal diachronic changes, probably
influenced by bilingual speakers, viz.:

nisita > nisitha > nisitha > nisidha > nistha (AMg), nisiva (Pali)

The interpretation of the dental -t- as an aspirate stop -th- is probably due
to bilingual speakers who had no phonemic aspirate stop; the dental t*- has a
natural allophonic aspirate and was probably interpreted in terms of the IA
phonological system. As an intervocalic consonant, Dravidian speakers would
automatically strengthen it and pronounce it as -d"-. The reason for the vowel
change of -ita > -itha is not clear, but probably due to a change of accent from
the ultimate to the penultimate syllable. The AMg/Prakrit nisiha is the normal
change of an aspirated stop into an aspirate (Pischel §188). The change of -dh- >
-v- is, however, a little unusual. Norman (1992/2006: 157) cites serveral examples
of a v/dh alteration (dhiro/viro Sn 44, 165, 439, 531, 646; vamkam/dhamkam Sn
270-71; avibhii/adhibhii Sn 684; vimutta/'dhimutta, Sn 1071, 1114; Dhp 193) which
he says (1997/2004: 117) arise from “the similarity of the two characters in early
Brahmi script”;* however, there are too many of these for this to be considered
a “scribal error,” and in any case the characters are quite different. The -dh- > -v-
change is more likely a not uncommon dialect change (weakening), as there are a
number of examples in the Vedic writings of d and v alternation (Bloomfield and
Edgerton 1932/79: §869; e.g. disa/visa), and as we have seen, the addition of an
aspirate to a stop was a common phenomenon amongst bilingual speakers (and
also Prakrit speakers, Geiger §40). The dh/v alternation also occurs in BHS (e.g.
avodigbhaga/adhodigbhdga, Study Group 2006: Chapter 9, 56a1). Alternatively
the -v- is simply a hiatus glide (usually pronounced as a -w- in Indic languages);
similar in function to -y- (von Hiniiber 2001: §171), replacing the dental stop,

% Pokorny (1959/1969: 762-63) derives the English word “night” from root nok*t- f., nok*ti,
nok*tu-f., nok*t(e)r from which OI nak, naktam are also derived; but this of course is a long way from
nisitd/nisitha/ni$/nisa. M1 (op. cit.) suggests nisita and the other words were substitutes for the
“Scheu gemiedene alte ‘Nacht’ wort” (“shyly avoided old ‘night’ word”) through the newly imagined
derivation from i (“to lie”). Dravidian has the words narkam (“night”) and nallam (“darkness” < PD
root nal/nal “night”; Kirshnamurti 2003: 528) and the compound nisa narkam (Gadba) which means,
“night stands (still)” pointing to another possible derivation from the proto-Dravidian verb nil-/
nit-/nitt- “to stand” (Krishnamurti, ibid.). The etymology requires further research.

3t The same phenomenon happens in Gandhari, e.g. v. 173 where Gandhari has viru and the
Pali Dhp has dhiro.
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which is also sometimes the case in Gandhari with the sound -h- (Brough 1962:
§39); so nisita > nisita > nisiva, nisiha. If this is the case there would then be two
phonetic pathways involved: this one and nisita > nisitha (as above). The variant
with geminate -ss- appears to be orthographic.

4.3 Theragatha 7, Bhalliya-tthera, (vars. Bhallika, Bhalluka, also Bhaddiya (group
of five monks))??

Variation due to word-borrowing from non-IA languages

Dialect diffusion due to bilingualism and different IA dialects
aspirate ambiguity

retroflex/dental ambiguity

phonetic equivalence of -II- and -dd-

Variation due to Sanskritization

Yo panudi Maccu-rdjassa senam, nala-setum va (vars. nalam, dalam,
dalha-attham, nala-) sudubbalam mah’-ogho*

vijitavi apeta-bheravo hi, danto so parinibbuto thita-atto ti.

“He who has thrust away the army of King Death, as a great flood
pushes down a very weak bridge of reeds, is victorious, with fears
truly gone, tamed, quenched, with steadfast self” (Norman, 1).

Balliya-tthera’s name in the Apadana was Vallikaraphaladayaka; he gave
the fruit of a creeper plant (valli-kara-phalam) to the Buddha Sikkhi in a
previous life.** In the time of Buddha Gotama, Bhallika and his brother
Tapussa were the first people the Buddha met after his bodhi; they were
going along the high road from Ukkala to the district where the Buddha
was staying.

The change of nala to dala (n- > d-) is not common in the Prakrits, but does
occur, e.g. namayanti, “they lead” vs. damayanti “they tame” in variant versions
of Theragatha 19/Dhp 80; Se diyyamana (“being offered”) vs. ka. niyyamana

32 Burmese: Bhalliya (Be, PTS). AN 1, 26% Bhallika. PTS Ja 1, 80*: Bhalluka. Thai: Bhalliya (Se);
Bhallika. Sinhalese: Bhalliya (Ce).

3 Burmese: nalam, nala (Be); dalam, nala. Sinhalese: nala (Ce); dalhattham. Thai: nala (Se).

3 Walters (2018: 777) suggests that this might be the vallika plant, a climbing edible plant
with red berries, Vitis quadrangularis.
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(“being taken”) at Sv 2, 355° The word dala has the meaning of “petal, leaf”
so would fit the context (“bridge of leaves”), while the aspirated form dalha
(“firm, strong, solid, steady”), does not suit, nor does -attham (“goal” or
“meaning”). The word probably intended here is attham (< OI astam “home”),
“like a flood destroying a very strong house”; this is variation due to retroflex/
dental ambiguity because of bilingualism, as is most likely the confusion of
-I- and its aspirated form (lh-), which a Dravidian tradent could not hear as
it is phonemically absent in his/her language. As for the variation of -I- and
-I- (nala vs. nala) this is probably orthographic (Pischel §226, §240) as they
are often interchanged in Pali, without any change of meaning, as they are
here (e.g. see ala/ala “crab claw”; unnala/unnala “vain, insolent”; galati/galati
“to drip, flow”; etc.). Dravidian has a finer resolution of the liquids with three
“I” sounds, normal [, retroflex | and a voiced retroflex fricative or retroflex
approximant ('59) variously represented as I, r, r, zh, and z, and transliterated
asn, d, I, y, r and | in Dravidian and IA languages (n. 40); Caldwell 1875: 59;
Emeneau 1970: 98-99).

The variants are perhaps influenced by the similar sounding Dravidian
words tal “palmyratree, toddy palm” and attam “terraced roof ” or “scaffold”
(DED #93); so the compound tal-attam (echoing dalha-attham) would mean
“a scaffold made of palm trees” (“... like a great flood destroying a scaffold
of palm trees”), but the “bridge of reeds” nala-setum) metaphor seems
more apt.

A more important clue to the indigenous influence is in the name of the
monk Bhalliya, with two variants Bhallika and Bhalluka. The word bhallitka
means “bear” in OI (attested in the MBh, but in Pali, it occurs only in Sadd,
outside of this variant); Bhalliya and Bhalluka are just variants, partially
Sanskritized with presumably the same meaning “bear.” The word may also
be cognate with Bhaddiya (rather than Bhaddiya < OI bhadra, “auspicious”), one
of the group of five monks who were the Buddha’s first converts, as da and la
are often interchangeable in the Prakrits (Pischel §244), as they are in some
of the Dravidian languages (Caldwell 1875: 52). M1 vol. 2: 485 says the word

% This would not normally apply to a geminate, but in the oral tradition they might be heard
as single consonants if not pronounced distinctly or pronounced quickly, in continuous flow
(eka-baddha), that is, with degemination (Levman 2021a: 298). Consider these word sets which
demonstrate the validity of this hypotheses: adda/alla “wet, moist, slippery”; Pali khudda, culla,
OI khulla “small” 0T ksulla idem; Pali chidda, AMg chilla “hole”; etc., and so Bhadda-/Bhalla-.
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bhalliika is “nicht sicher gedeutet” (not determined with certainty); Przyluski
takes the word as derived from AA (1929: 196), relating bhalluka to mallu (both
meaning “bear”), both because of the graphic similarity between bha and ma in
most Indian alphabets and because in AA various dialectal forms coexist with
a b- and m- initial consonant (see also Levman 2011: 52-53 and refs. therein;
also in 2021a: 222-24). Przyluski’s AA connection is supported by the Munda
Etymological Dictionary (Stampe): cp Bodo-Gadaba, Bondo balu, “bear”;
Mundari baluk; Korku, Birhor, Ho, Kol, Mahali, Santali, bana; Juang banae,
banai, bhalu; Sora bud-an; Birhor buria, bana, bir-mindi, bir-barhia; Mundari bugi;
Kharia bo'noi; Koda, Santali, Mundari bhaluk; all meaning “bear.” The words
btaluk and bhalu are almost identical to OI bhallika, with the -I- gemination
and the addition of an IA ending a or -ka. Such a wide distribution in most of
the Munda language families suggests an old age for the word, well before its
first appearance in the MBh; Southworth opines mid-second millennium BCE
for proto-Munda words (2005: 195). Since the word is foreign to MI and has
various spellings in the different Munda languages, its variant orthography in
Pali is to be expected.

As a final note, the same thera in the Apadana is called Vallikaraphaladayaka,
because he gave the fruit of a vallikara plant to the Buddha Sumana (per the
Apadana, Sikkhi per Th-a). The vallikara plant is derived from the Dravidian root
valli, “creeper”; see DED #5317 and cp Tamil, Malayalam valli; Telugu valli, vallika,
and others, all with the meaning “creeper, climbing plant” (Caldwell 1875: 466;
Burrow 1946: 15; M1 vol. 3: 167). Bhallika’s counterpart at the time of the Buddha
Sikkhi was the son of a caravan leader named Ujita, who gave that Buddha (with
his friend Ojita) his first meal. Ujita is a Dravidian name (< ucitam, pronounced
ujitam) with the meaning “propriety, suitability, fitness; excellence, good quality,
transcendence.” Vallika = Bhallika = “creeper” is another possible derivation of
this person’s name, with Sanskritization of v- > bh-, the change bh- > v- being a
common OI > MI diachronic change (see below, §4.5).
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4.4 Theragatha 19, Kula-tthera (vars. Kula, Kula, Kila, Kudda, Kuddha, Kuddala,
Kunda, Kundala)*®

Variation due to word-borrowing from non-IA languages and their
interpretation by bilingual speakers

ambiguity of the letter -|-, --
alternation of NC and CC (N = nasal; C = consonant; -nd- and -dd-)
alternation of -I- and -[- with -t/d- and -t/d

Different interpretation of an underlying koiné

Sanskritization
addition of 1A suffixes

Udakam hi nayanti nettika, usu-kara namayanti (var. damayanti)
tejanam.

darum namayanti (var. damayanti) tacchakd, attanam damayanti
subbata’ ti.

“Truly canal-makers lead water, arrow-makers bend the bow,
carpenters bend wood, men of good vows tame the self” (Norman, 3).

For discussion on kula etymology, see Levman 2021a: 160-63.

Kula is a non-IA name, derived from Dravidian, which accounts for
its different spellings, as kula (Burmese, Sinhalese), kula (Burmese, Thai,
Cambodian) and kiila (Sinhalese); in addition there are five other variants
kunda, kundala and kudda, kuddha, kuddala (Sinhalese comm.). In Pali the word
kula means “clan, family, household” and goes back goes back at least to the
earliest recorded Buddhist transmissions in the Sutta Nipata and the Nikayas;
in OI the first occurrence is in the late RV (book 10; kula-pa) with the meaning
“chief of a family or race or tribe”; there is an earlier occurrence in RV book
1 which Mayrhofer translates as “hollow” or “cavity” referring to a goblet
(M1 238). This probably comes from a different root or is a mis-translation
(Levman 2021a: 160, n. 256).

3 Burmese: Kula (Be); Kula. Sinhalese: Kitla, Kula; Kuddala, Kunda, Kundala (Ce); Kudda, Kuddha
(comm.). Thai: Kula (Se, also PTS); Kula, Kundala (comm.). Burmese: namayanti, namayanti (ka.
var. damayanti), damayanti (Be). PTS namayanti, namayanti (var. damayanti), damayanti; Sinhalese,
Thai: namayanti, namayanti, damayanti (Se, Ce). Dhp v. 145 shows one var. ms (C) where all three
verbs have damayanti.
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Kula in the meaning of “family, herd, multitude” is derived from Dravidian
kulu (kuru) “assembly, flock, herd, heap” (DED #1821; Burrow 1943: 139; 1946:
23; Kuiper 1948a: 55 agrees) as well as kulai/kula “bunch” (DED # 1810; Levman
2021a: 160-63).” These are both very old Dravidian roots. Kulu exists in PSD
(Proto South Dravidian; Southworth: 50) and PCD (Proto Central Dravidian)
and may be dated to the earlier part of the second millennium. Kulai/kula
exists in PSD1 and PSD2 which may be dated to c. 1750-1500 BCE. Both of these
words go back to a PD root *kul (“to accumulate”). A third root traced back to
PD *kul is kuli “pit, hollow, hole, pond, well” (DED #1818), which exists in all
Dravidian language groups (PSD, PCD, and PND, Proto North Dravidian) and
may be dated to c. 2500-2000 BCE.* This latter word is probably the source of
OI kula which has the meaning “declivity, slope, bank, pond, pool, heap” and
Pali “river-bank, embankment, edge of a well.” Krishnamurti (2003: 526) lists
two PD roots: *kul “pit, hollow” (however, the Paragaramuthali takes this root
back to *kul), as well as *kul, “lake”; cp Tamil kulam “tank, reservoir, lake,” <
PD *kul, which itself is derived from*kul (*kul “to accumulate” > *kul “lake” or
accumulation of water).?

Another potential source of variation is the letter -J- in Dravidian (a
retroflex voiced fricative per Zvelebil 1990: §1.7.1), which is transliterated as
(“interchanges with”) n, d, 1, y, and r per Caldwell (1875: 59; also Emeneau 1970:
98-99) and I would add “normal” -I- as well. OI speakers had no equivalent to

7 A Dravidian word for family, Tamil kili “company, multitude, family” (DED #1915)
is fairly late and restricted to PSD1 (the southern branch which excludes Telugu and
associated languages; Southworth: 50). 1t is derived from the PD root *kal (“crowd together,
assemble, muster”) which comes from the PD root *kul (“lake”). Paragaramuthali, p. 666
TAMIL VIRTUAL ACADEMY (tamilvu.org)). See n. 39 below. The usual Dravidian word for
family is kutumba < kuti “house” (DED #1655) > OI/MI kutumba “household, family.”

%8 The dates are rough estimates based on Southworth (195).

% The etymologies are taken from the Tamil Etymological Dictionary (Paragaramuthali, vol.
2 part 2): kulai < kul (p. 518); kuli/kula < kul (p. 536); kulu < kul (p. 543). For the root kul see p. 506,
entry 3 “to collect, to accumulate, to heap, to assemble.” The root kul itself is derived from ul
per the dictionary; see vol. 1 part 3, p. 109, entry 3 for ul with the meaning “to originate, to
appear, to sprout, to grow big.” kutam < kul (p. 344), and kulam < kul (p. 556). Other words to be
discussed below are kuttam < kul (p. 333), kuntam < kul (p. 377). All are derived from kul per the
Paragaramuthali, with the meaning “lake” (per Krishnamurti 2003: 526; kul is not found in the
Paragaramuthali, only kulam on pp. 555-56 with the meaning “tank, pond, reservoir, lake”).

* The different ways of writing this letter (Lp) in Roman script can be quite perplexing: r
(Emeneau and Burrow), [, (TL and modern writers), r (Caldwell), as well as zh, and z.
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the letter -I- and approximated it in different ways. So the Tamil word kuru/
kuram (kulu/kulam, “herd, flock, crowd”) might be transcribed as kudu/kudam,
similar to Kudda (see below).

There are then two basic PD roots *kul and *kul, both related, that account
for the four Dravidian words above and the Pali names Kula (“family”), Kula
(“lake”) and Kila (“pond, pool, heap”). This explains the different spellings
and meanings behind these words, in that they are derived from different,
but related Dravidian roots. All are united by the general meaning of
“accumulation” or “assemble, gathering together.”

The other names for the thera are also related phonetically and semantically
through the same roots and the propensity in Dravidian (e.g. kulam “waterpot”
~ kutam “tank, reservoir” ~ kuttam “pond”; see Emeneau 1970: 98-99 for -I-, -]-,
-r-, -t/d- correspondences and others) and the Prakrits for the alternation of
-l- and -]- with -t/d- and -t/d- (Pischel §226, §244), and CC > < NC (as in Tamil
kuttam ~ kuntam “pond, pool” and Pali santa ~ sanna, “bond, chain”;** Chanda ~
Channa; alambana ~ arammana, “support”), which is not uncommon in both Pali
and Dravidian (also in Gandhari, Brough 1962: §46; Geiger §6.3; Norman 2002:
144; Levman 2022: 21).

The noun kunda has several different meanings in Pali: “water pot, pitcher;
hole; iguana (?); bran (?); crippled” (Cone vol. 1: 706; OI “water pot, hole, pit,
well, spring”). Here it probably means “water pot” which is derived from
the Dravidian kutam (Tamil “water pot” < *kul; Kannada gundi, “jug”; DED
#1651/1669, M1 vol. 1: 226); or “spring” < Tamil kuttam “pond”; kuntam “pool”;
Kannada kundam “pit, pool, pond” (also < *kul, see DED #1669 and many more
cognates in PD and PCD).*

With the meaning “water-pot” the word appears again in Th 15 in the
monk’s name Kunda-dhana thera, which appears to be a bilingual translation
(“water pot-receptacle”), the second word dhana being an IA calque of the
Dravidian-derived Pali word kunda; a kunda is also the bowl of Gangatiriya-
tthera (Th 127), which he describes as chava-sitto’'va me patto (“my bowl is
just a sprinkled corpse”) and the commentary explains as matanam khira-

1 Nago 'va santani gunani chetva (Se); ndgo 'va sannani gundni chetva (Be); “Like an elephant who
has broken his ties and bonds” at Se Sv 2, 3243, PTS has Ndgo va sandana-gunani bhetva at PTS
Sv 3, 708%-2%, See Levman 2014:n. 1100.

2 Compare also Ol kiita “vessel, heap, multitude” which combines the meaning of kula “multitude”
and kunda “vessel.” For the meaning “crippled,” see Dravidian kuntan “cripple” DED #1688.
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secana-kunda-sadiso ti attho, “like a water pot pouring milk on the dead”
Th-a 2, 8°'%?), The word kunda is derived from the same PD root *ku] (“lake”)
and also takes on the meanings of words derived from *kul (O1/MI kiila:
“declivity, pond, pool” ~ Tamil kuli, “pit, pond, well”). Kunda may also be
phonetically related to Pali kullaka (“little basket” and kulla “belonging to
the family” < OI kulya) because of the equivalence of -nd- and I(I)- sounds
in OI and MI (e.g. galla-ganda “cheek”; malla-munda “tribal name”; danda-
dala “stick”; canda “glowing,” culli “fireplace,” etc. (Woolner 1926-28: 67;
Levman 2011: 51, also in Levman 2021a: 220). Notice again that all these
words (IA kunda and Dravidian kutam, gundi, kuttam, kunda) share a meaning
based on the root etymology *ku] (“lake”), that is “holding water” and *kul
“accumulation.”

The name Kudda/Kuddha goes directly back to Dravidian kutam (“water-
pot, well, spring”) and kuttam (“pond”), either through the weakening of
the geminate -tt- > -dd- or because kutam in Dravidian is pronounced kudam,
allophonically weakened between vowels. It is also related, as stated above, to
the word kulam, (“herd, flock, crowd”), which might be transcribed as kudam,
because of the ambiguity of the Dravidian -I- sound. The -la suffixes for Kunda
(Kundala) and Kudda (Kuddala) are adjective derivatives in OI (Whitney §1189)—
that is, Sanskritization.

All the Dravidian words are much earlier than the first appearance of kula
in the RV (perhaps around 1200 BCE), going back to the third millennium
or mid-to-late second millennium (Southworth: 51, 60, 195, 252, 330;
Krishnamurti 2003: 501). Since kula has no convincing IE etymology (for
some speculation, see M2 vol. 1: 372-73), a Dravidian borrowing seems
cogent and is corroborated by the various words and meanings outlined
above. In sum, what we have here is an attempt to interpret a whole series
of names (eight in total) based on the PD roots *kul, *ku] and *kul (Kula, Kula,
Kila) in a foreign phonological system which, because of the ambiguity of
the -I- sound, the alternation of -I- and -I- with -t/d- and -t/d-, and NC > <
CC, resulted in several more forms (Kudda/Kuddha, Kunda, Kuddala, Kundala)
with similar underlying meanings. Since this is very complicated, the
following table may help to clarify:
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Dravidian

kulu “assembly,
flock herd”

kulai/kula

“bunch”

kuli “pond, well,
pit, hollow”

kulam “lake”

kutam/kuttam/
kuntam “water-
pot,” (kutam)
“reservoir, pond,
pool”

kuttam “pool,
pond”

kuttu/kutti “to
pound”

PALI VARIANTS: A TYPOLOGY (PART I)

Root

PD *kul “to
accumulate”

PD *kul, “to
accumulate”

PD *kul “pit,
hollow” <
PD *kul “to
accumulate”

PD *kul “lake”
<*kul “to
accumulate”

PD *kul < PD *kul;
&>t -t >

-nt- (CC > NC);
weakening of

_.t_ > _d_

PD <*kul “to
accumulate”

PD < *kul “lake”
(per Paragara-
muthali)

Pali

kula “family”

kula
“assemblage,
multitude, herd”

kiila “heap,
mound, pond,
pool; shore,
bank; declivity”

not in Pali or OI;
kula in Prakrits
alt. form of kula

kunda (also OI)
“spring, well;
water-pot,
basin, bowl”

kudda (proper
name), kuddha

kutta/kudda
“wattle and

daub wall”

Root

kul “to
accumulate”
(on)

kul “to
accumulate”

kal “cover,
hide; keep off
obstruct” (O1);
Pali, kulati
“obstruct,
constrain”

n/a

< Dravidian
kutam, Kannada
gundi per M1
vol. 1: 226; or <
kuttam/kuntam

< Dravidian;
aspirate
geminate ddh-
due to bilingual
Dravidian
speakers

< kotteti (OI
kuttayati) “to
pound”

Notes

Pali root is a
Dhatup® root
only, back-
formed from kula

Pali root is a
Dhatup root
only, back-
formed from
kila

Pischel §260.

Cp Pali kuduba
“measure of
volume” (change

of -}->-t/d-)

kundala,
Sanskritization
of kunda with -la
suffix (Whitney
§1189)

kuddala,
Sanskritization
of kudda with -la
suffix (Whitney
§1189)

Clearly a
Dravidian
word but
etymologically
unclear in
Dravidian with
root *kul “lake”

 Dhatup = Dhatupatha (“recital of grammatical roots”) is the name of an ancient list of roots
ascribed to Panini (MW).
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There is a Sanskritized version of pada 19-a (udakam hi nayanti nettika, “canal
makers lead water”), in the Udanavarga 17.10 that reads udakena nijanti nejaka
(“washer-persons purify with water”), and also a Chinese version (7K T}
I “sailors control their boats”); for a discussion of these three versions and
a reconstruction of the underlying koiné which gave rise to the variants, see
Levman 2023b: 9.

4.5 Theragatha 22, Cittakatthera

Natural, diachronic language change over time
-bh- > -v-

nasalization, de-nasalization,

vowel lengthening/shortening

Sanskritization
restoration of -bh- <-v-

Orthographic variation
presence or absence of nasal and niggahita

Foreign word borrowing
< Munda word karam (Adina cordifolia)

Nila sugiva sikhino, mora Karamviyam (vars. Karambhiyam,
Karaviyam, Kayamviya) abhinadanti.

te sita-vata-kilita (vars. kilita, -kalita, -kalibha, -kaddita; comm.:
safijata-kalita, kilita, kilt, -kali, kaddita-kalita), suttam jhayam (vars.
Jjhanam, jhayim) nibodhenti ti.

“Blue, with beautiful necks, the crested peacocks call in
Karamvi; urged on by the cool breeze they awaken the sleeper to
meditation” (Norman, 3).
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There are four variants in the mila text as above and the commentary
has many more. The PTS edition of the commentary reads (with variants in
brackets from Sinhalese, Burmese and Thai recensions; capitalization is varied
as per the editions).*

Karamviya (vars. Karambhiya, Karaviya), karamva-rukkham (vars.
karambha-rukkhe, karambha-rukkhe, karamva-rukkho, karavam
rukkham). Karamvi ti va (vars. karavani va, Karambhiya, Karaviti va)
tassa vanassa namam; tasma Karamviya (var. karambhiya) karamvi-
(vars. Karava-, karambha-) namake vane ti attho.

“Karamviyam” = the karamva tree. Or “karamvi” is a name for that
forest; therefore “Karamviyam” means “in the forest whose name
is karamvi” (with suitable changes pari passu).

Thisisahapaxlegomenoninthe canon,only occurringinTh 22, representing
the name of a tree or a forest; the Th-a commentary is not sure of which. The
word occurs in the Bohtlingk and Roth dictionary as karambha, “name of a
plant bearing a fragrant seed (commonly priyangu)” but it is not attested in the
literature (Amarakosa 2.4.2, 26 only). There is also the karambha plant with a
short initial -d- which refers to two plants, priyangu-vrksa (Asparagus racemosus)
and fennel. The word priyangu refers to several different plants (q.v.). The only
Pali dictionary which defines the word is the Burmese Pali Myanma Abhidhan
where it is called the upasaka (vol. 5, p. 668), referring to a tree/shrub or
forest; the word upasaka, per the Myanmar-English Dictionary (p. 609) refers
to the sarsaparilla shrub, Hemidesmus indicus. The roots are used as Ayurvedic
medicine throughout India, ground into a drink.

The large variety of variants and lack of attestation show that this is a
foreign word. For a full list of variants see note 44.

4 The variations in the recensions are as follows: Miila: Burmese, Karambhiya (Be), Karamviya.
Sinhalese, Karamviya (Ce). Thai, Karaviya (Se), Karamviya, Karambhiya (Mc). Commentary: Burmese,
Karambha. Sinhalese, Karamviya, karamva, karamvi; karamva, karamvt; karavam, karavani, karava-namake.
Thai, Karaviya, karamviya, karambhiya; karambha, karamva, karamvi, karavi-namake. In addition, the CPD
lists the following variants not covered above: Karambha, Karamba, Karambhi, Karambhiya, Karambiya,
Karambhi. The variants are only given the first time they appear. For vars. kilitq, etc., see n. 48.
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The alternation of -bh- > -v- is a dialectal variant per Norman (1989: 373;
CP 4: 52), which also occurs in Vedic Variants, so it is quite old; however,
Bloomfield and Edgerton (1932/79: §220-22) note that the change is “not
purely phonetic but always involves tolerable lexical shifts” and that in the
change between abhi and vi “most, probably all” of the former are prior. So
it may indeed be a diachronic indication of normal consonantal weakening
over time. Von Hiniiber (2001: §101) notes the occasional (“vereinzelt”)
change in late Pali (“spiten Pali” abhiyutta > aviyutta) and it is a normal
change in Gandhari (-bh- > v(h)) and in the Niya documents, both later than
early Pali, as is the change of Pali patisambhida > BHS pratisamvid, noted by
Norman (ibid.) and Liiders (1899: 493; also in 1973: 170). Brough (1962: §44)
says that -bh- has four possible spellings in Gandhari (-bh-, -vh-, -v-, and -h-)
but notes that it is probable that -bh- is “merely a historical spelling” for
-vh-; in other words it was pronounced as a glide, regardless of how it was
written. It is likely that in the koiné or common form underlying Pali it was
pronounced as a glide (-v-) or aspirate only (-h-) as in Gandhari, i.e. that
Karamviya or Karamva was the earlier form and the change to -b- or -bh- was
a Sanskritization, restoring the word to its “original” form; this is at least
partly confirmed by Sn 443, where variant vecchami (“I will break”)* appears
opposite Mahavastu bhetsyami (Pali bhecchami, “1 will break” Mv 2, 240").
Here the Mv is definitely later than Pali and, therefore, a Sanskritization.

The variation between -b- and -bh- is either because bilingual Dravidian
speakers couldn’t hear the aspiration, which is allophonic in their language,
or the restoration of -v- > -b(h)- was just a guess, the two being almost
identical. The only other variation of any significance is the niggahita -m- in
the second syllable, which is omitted in two cases (Karaviyam and Karavi);
the variation in orthography of writing a pure nasal (-m- or a niggahita m-)
before the labial consonant is only a minor point of spelling. Usually there
is no niggahita if the nasal is of the same class as the consonant (which -m-
and -b- are); the consonant -m- before -v- would usually have the niggahita
underdot; and sometimes both the nasal and niggahita is omitted, due to
oral or written transmission anomalies (as in Gandhari, Brough 1962: §48,
“sporadic weakening or loss of nasal before voiced consonants”), or because

% The Sn editor (p. 77) takes vecchami as derived from the root vyadh, but that form would be
vacchami (vatsyami in OI).
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the vowel was nasalized anyways, but not so written (Fussman 1989: 478).%
The variant of intervocalic -y- with Kayamviya is probably just a mistake, as
intervocalic -r- never changes to -y-.

This leaves the question of the derivation and meaning of the word. There
are three suggestions (PMA (Pali-Maynama Abhidhan) = karambha = upasaka =
Indian sarsaparilla; OI karambha “Asparagus racemosus, fennel”; Ol karambhaka,
“a kind of Achyranthes”), for what the tree/shrub and/or forest might
represent, none of them more compelling than the other. I cannot find any
reference to the upasaka plant in the canon or commentary or in any dictionary
except the Burmese, and they do not give any reference; in addition the PMA
provides the wrong spelling upasaka as a Buddhist lay devote (male), it should
read updsaka, and the female upasika (609).

The word itself appears to be derived from the Munda word karam
which is a popular festival involving cutting branches off the karam tree
(Adina cordifolia, another possible meaning of karambh-, but at least one
with some phonetic correspondence).” See Bodding 1929-36: vol. 3: 451-52
for a detailed write-up on the festival, where the tree plays the central
role. There is no difference in Munda between kdaram and karam, as vowel
length is not phonemic. The word exists today in Santali, Kharia, and
pre-Mundari (karam = “a kind of tree”) and there are similarities in other
Munda languages, like Bondo kumbi “tree”; Korku kumbi “variety of tree”;
Ho karam and kuumba, idem, and a near exact correspondence in Juang
koromba “a kind of large tree”; see also Juang gombari “gambari tree” and
dumburi “tree” noting Kuiper’s observation of the “many Munda synonyms
with varying initial gutturals, dentals and labials” which he calls “rhyme
words” (1948a: 7). Note that some words preserve the nasal and others
omit it; also aspiration is not phonemic in Proto Munda (PM). There are
also some echoes of the AA affiliation of the word in Mon-Khmer (Shorto
2006: §1570 and §935) *[d]ker “tree, plant” and *krwaan, “a kind of spice-
yielding tree.” Witzel (1999: 8) also considers the word to be AA in origin

6 “Toute syllabe ouverte lourde comporte des vibrations nasales, que sa voyelle soit
une voyelle étymologiquement bréve et nasalisée ou que sa voyelle soit une voyelle
étymologiquement longue, étymologiquement non nasalisée ...” (“Every heavy, open syllable
was nasalized whether the vowel was etymologically short and nasalized or whether the vowel
was etymologically long and not etymologically nasalized.”)

¥ Dhammika 2015: 63 says that the kara tree is the “curry leaf tree.” It occurs in the Jatakas.

112



PALI VARIANTS: A TYPOLOGY (PART I)

but he is referring to the word karambha with two short -d-s (karambha,
meaning “groats”), which, however, must be related to kdrambhd.

In summary then, the word is an unknown native tree with a Munda
pedigree, imported into OI and MI and subject to varied changes according to
its interpretation by Ml speakers. Since neither aspiration nor vowel length are
phonemic in PM (nor does PM have a letter -v-) the earliest form of the word
was probably karamba to which aspiration was added (karamb'a/karambha),
and the long vowel confirmed because of accent; the word was then subjected
to consonantal weakening (-bh- > -v-, karamva), vowel nasalization (karamva),
or loss of nasalization (karava), and variant vocalic interpretation (karavi). This
accounts for most of the variation that we find above.

This may be charted as follows, with the vertical order representing a very
rough relative timeline:

*karamba

}

karamb'a/karambha/karambhi

}

karamva/ karamvi

karava/ karavi

The change of -b- > -bh- > -v- is diachronic; the (de-)nasalization and vowel
changes cannot be dated.

113



PALI VARIANTS: A TYPOLOGY (PART I)

4.6 Theragatha 22
Diachronic change over time

A
-t-> -y-

Sanskritization
-y- > -t-, -y- > -b- > -bh-

Different interpreation of an underlying koiné
kaliya > kaliba > kalibha, kaliya > kilita

Foreign word borrowing or influence
< Dravidian kali, kali, kati

Orthographic variation

-l- and -I-

Nila  sugiva  sikhino, mora  Karamviyam  abhinadanti.
te sita-vata-kilita (vars. kilita, -kalita, -kalibha, -kaddita; comm.:
safijata-kalita, kilita, kili, -kali, kaddita-kalita), suttam jhayam (vars.
Jjhanam, jhayim) nibodhenti ti.

“Blue, with beautiful necks, the crested peacocks call in
Karamvi; urged on by the cool breeze they awaken the sleeper to
meditation” (Norman 3).

In pada c of the verse, there are six variants for the word kilita: kilita, kilita,
kilita, kalita, kadditd, and kalibha. The commentary has the additional variants

-kilt and -kali.*®
These all have different meanings:

var. #1 kilita “having played, having sported” (p.p.); “play, sport,
amusement” (noun) < Pali kilati, ~ OI < kridati/krilati < root krid/
kril, “to play, to sport” (RV, earliest occurrence), but perhaps from
the causative kileti > kilita (same p.p.p. as non-caus.) “made to
play, made to sport.” kilita is a variant with short -i-.

8 Miila: Burmese, kilita (Be), kilitd, kalibhd, kadditd; Sinhalese, kaddita-kalita (Ce), kalitd, kaddita

(comm.); Thai, kalita (Se), kilitd, kinita (Mc). Commentary: Ce -kili, -kali; Se kilita. Be kilitd.
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var. #2 kilita “having played” < Pali kilati (Cone vol. 1: 691, “is
joyful, plays?” [? in original]), OI kilati, not attested in the
literature, just in the dictionaries.

var. #3 kilita “bound, tied” < Pali kilati “to bind, fasten” OI, idem,
not attested in Pali or OI literature, just in the dictionaries.

var. #4 kalita “impelled, driven, urged, made, formed, furnished,
divided, sounded indistinctly” < Pali kalati, OI < idem “to impel,
incite urge on” (MBh). Compare OI kad/kadita, “to be confused or
disturbed by pleasure or pain” (change of -d- > -I- > [- per Pischel
§240).

var. #5 kaddita “made an unpleasant noise” < Pali kaddati, OI <
kardati Dhatup only, “rumble, caw, make any unpleasant noise.”
Not attested except in dictionaries.

Compare also kaddati/kalati “is elated”: OI kadati “to be confused,
disturbed by pleasure or pain; to be elated or intoxicated” and OI
kaddati “to be harsh or severe”; Dhatup only for all.

var. #6 kalibha ? “appearing in anger” < bha “to shine, appear,
show, manifest” + kali “anger, strife, discord.” Possibly an upapada-
tappurisa (like loka-vid, “knowing the world”).

Note that the PTS editors (Oldenberg & Pischel 1883/2006: 4) have kalita
in the main text, so they have decided that was the original (or at least a
better) reading. The Burmese has kilita and only lists two variants (kaddita-
kalita and kalitd).
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So the possible translations are:
1. “Caused to play by the cool wind ...” kilita, kilita. vars. #1, #2.

2. “Bound by the cool wind...” kilita (with var. kilita with vocalic -]-).
var. #3.

3. “Urged by the cool wind ...” kalita. var. #4.

(Norman 1969/95: 3, “urged on by the cool breeze”; Rhys
Davids (1913: 27) has “by cool and humid winds made
musical” taking her cue from the commentary madhura-
vassitam vassantd (Th-a 1, 82'), translated as “musical
call”; lit.: “uttering a sweet call”).

4. “Having made an unpleasant noise (or causative, “an
unpleasant noise having caused to be made” (kaddayita,
kaddita) because of the cool wind (or along with the cool
wind) ...” kaddita < kaddeti. var. #5.

5. “Appearing in anger because of/along with the cool wind ...”
kalibha (and should be kalibha with regular [-). var. #6.

6. In addition Mc has the var. kinita (presumably v.l. for kinita <
kinati “to buy, purchase”), “Bought by the cool wind ...” which
makes no sense in this context; also the commentary has two
variants safijata-kili ti and safijata-kali ti. kali means “distress”
which is the opposite of madhura vassitam (no. 3 above), so
this may be a mistaken shortening for safijata-kalita (“sweet
sound urged on, produced by the cool wind”). kili is a clicking
sound which is presumably made by the peacocks (“the sweet
sound of clicking ...”).

Now the commentary, itself with many variants—some of which
Oldenberg and Pischel call “nonsense”—seems to be clear on one point: that
the peacocks are disturbed by the roar of the storm clouds (megha-gajjitam)
and they in turn raise a noise (abhinadanti), drowning out the other birds and
waking up those sleeping.
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pavusa-kale megha-gajjitam sutva: ke-ka-saddam karonta utu-
sampada-siddhena sare hamsadike abhibhavanta viya nadanti. Th-a
1, 827, “Having heard the roar of the clouds at the time of the
rainy season, uttering a keka (cry of a peacock) sound, because of
the weather, they roar as if drowning out the sounds of the swans
and others.

All the translations except nos. 2 and 6 (“bound by...”; and “bought by...”)
would work, whether one takes the peacocks as simply urged by the roar of
the storm, taking it in a positive sense as Rhys Davids does (“roused to make
music”), and as kilita seems to suggest (“roused to play”), or whether one
takes it in a negative way, as nos. 4 and 5 do (and -kali in no. 6)—the peacocks
are disturbed and/or angry because their tranquility has been broken by the
sound emanating from the clouds. The word sita itself (sita-vata-, OI $ita, “cold,
cool, chilly, frigid”) suggests an unpleasant awakening.

In trying to establish the original (or at least earliest) reading, one may
hypothesize, then, that it was ambiguous (in terms of being semantically
positive or negative), suggesting the verb kad/kadati (“to be confused,
disturbed by pleasure or pain; to be elated or intoxicated”) p.p. kadita as the
original reading, or its MI cognate kalita; OI -d- regularly changes to MI -I-
(Pischel §240/244; Geiger §38.6;) and often this is written as -I-, or kalita, the
variant chosen by the PTS editors. This alternation of -]- and -I- is not just an
orthographic issue, but is also due to the phonetics of Dravidian languages. In
any case, kalita with normal -I- primarily means “impelled” whereas kalita has
the meaning of “to be confused, disturbed by pleasure or pain; to be elated or
intoxicated.” The change of kalita/kalita > kilita/kilita arises with a change of
-a- > -o- (interpreted as -i-).* One or more of these variants would presumably
substitute the intervocalic -t- for a -y- glide (Pischel §186, e.g. kaliya/kaliya),
which, with the substitution of an intervocalic -b- and its aspiration® would
results in kalibha/kalibhd, the sixth variant. Variant #5 kaddita (“an unpleasant
noise caused to be made”) may have been derived from the original kadita

“ Pischel §101 -a- > -i- (schwa, -2-) in syllables before the accent. This assumes that kilita
(“caused to play”) is interpreted as a causative verb kiléti, p.p. kilita with the accent on the
second syllable (which is always the case with a causative verb, cp Whitney §1041).

% My working assumption is that bilingual Pali speakers whose first language was Dravidian
(and who were not yet skilled in MI) were probably unsure if a stop was aspirated or not, because
it was not phonemic in Dravidian languages.
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form with the mixing of dental and retroflex consonants (Geiger §41.3; Pischel
§218, 225) because of dialect ambiguities, or the influence of Dravidian verb
forms (see below).

So a possible sequence may be hypothesized as:

*kadita

*kalita/#kalita *kadita/#kaddita

*kaliya/*kaliya

\

*kalibha/#kalibha/#kili/#kali #kilita/#kilita/#kilita/#kilita*"

(Those marked with * are reconstructed, those marked # are attested
variants in the miila or atthakathd transmissions.)

For the reader who finds this reconstruction overly complex, the following
Dravidian analogies may help to convince him/her; for Dravidian has
three very similar verbs and near-homonymic forms which appear to have
influenced the Pali and which confirm the priority of the kadi- (kati-) and kali-
(kali-) forms.

Potential Dravidian correlates:

1. kali “to be intoxicated, be in rut, exult, rejoice, be proud”
(DED #1374) <root kal “liquor, honey, toddy”. Past participle
kalitta. In Old Tamil (OT) tan-vali (= sita-vata) kalitta,
“rejoicing because of the cool wind.” This is close to the
meaning of kadita and kalita, “being elated or intoxicated
by the cool wind.”

st This derivation chart works well in terms of the diachronic, phonological changes. Stefan
Karpik (pers. comm.) suggests that kilita should be the earliest reading, as it is an early, attested
Vedic form. It is a possibility, but requires a different interpretation of the passage’s meaning.
The Dravidian correspondences also reinforce the interpretation above (with *kadita as the
earliest reading); against *kadita as the earliest reading is the fact that it is an unattested Dhatup
verb (< OI kad, kadati). Nevertheless it works well semantically, provides a cogent diachronic
source for all the variants, and is closest to the postulated Dravidian correlates.
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2. kati “to reprove, rebuke, chide” (DED #1126; pronounced kadi
in Dravidian) < root katu “to be angry”. Past participle katinta,
earlier, pre-Tolkappiyam (Tolk) form katita (Paramasivam
1979: 4 note 4; pronounced kadita).? Old Tamil tan-vali katita,
“having rebuked the cold wind.” This is close to the meaning
of #4 and #5 where the peacock is angry with the wind for
disturbing it and responds noisily.

3. kali “to sound, clamour, roar; to flourish; to appear; to
rejoice” (missing in DED but appears in Sangam literature,
e.g. Ainkuruniru (Aink) 65-1 kalitta ampal, “flourishing
waterlilies”). Past participle kalitta, Old Tamil tan-vali kalitta,
“clamouring/roaring because of the cold wind or “appearing/
rejoicing because of the cold wind.” This verb has either a
positive or negative meaning. The present participle of kali is
kalippa which may be the source of the strange form kalibha
(var. #6 above).

So in Dravidian we have three near homonyms kalitta, kati(n)ta and kalitta
whose meaning fits the context and appears to have influenced the meaning
(and confusion of meaning) in the Pali. It confirms that the original or earliest
transmission was probably a root beginning with either kadi- (kati-) or kali-/
kali-. All of these are old roots in Dravidian,”® whereas 1A words like kaddita/
kadita/kilita are either from the lexicography only (unattested except for the
Dhatup), or quite young (e.g. kalita, MBh, later than their appearance in Th).
The reconstruction suggests that the Th 22 is either a translation from a poem
originally written in Dravidian or, at the very least, that the large number of
variants arose because of these three Dravidian roots, for which a bilingual
Dravidian speaker tried to find an equivalent in Pali, with the results that we
see, variant after variant, each with a different meaning, but all apparently
going back to the Dravidian source. In the end it is probably impossible to

52 The past marker -nt- occurs in class 4 and class 12 verbs; the past marker t(t)- or -t-
occurs in classes 1, 2, 6,7, 9. and 11, confirming its priority. See Krishnamurti 2003: §5.3 where
the nasal is an optional element, (N)P signalling intransitive, and geminate (N)PP signalling
transitive verbs.

% kali is widespread amongst all the Dravidian languages. kalippu is the Old Tamil word for
“intoxication, pride, delight” (cp kalibha above). For Sangam appearances of kali and derivatives,
see Anon., Index des mots, vol. 2 1968: 486-87. For kati and derivatives 423-24. For kali 464-65.
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reconstruct the exact sequence of events in this gatha; but it does appear very
probable that a Dravidian influence is at least in part responsible for all the
variant confusion.

The cry of a peacock (a word of Dravidian origin, cp Tamil mayil; Levman
2021a: 171-73) is particularly loud and grating; I would hardly describe it as
“musical” as Rhys Davids suggests. Based on all the above I would translate:

“Disturbed by the chilly wind, the crested, blue-necked peacocks screamed
raucously in the Karambhi forest, waking those sleeping to meditation.”

This translation uses var. #5 above, kaddita, which includes the sense of
its correlate kadita/kalita and incorporates some of the meaning of all three
Dravidian terms (kali/kali/kadi), transferring some of the sense of these words
to abhinandanti in pada b.

4.7 Theragatha 26, Abhayatthera
Orthographic variation

-d- for -a-, -b- for -v-, saccha- for sacca-
Different verb forms of the aorist
-(a)vijjhim, and avyadhim

Diachronic change/dialect change/bilingual influence
-t- > -dh- (avyatsit > avyadhi)

Commentary misplaced in the mila

saccavyadhi, sacchavyadhim, saccappadi

or

Oral transmission confusion
pacca- mis-heard as sacca-

Sutva subhdsitam vacam, buddhassa-adicca-bandhuno.

paccavyadhim (var. paccabyadhim, sacchabyadhim, saccappadi,
saccabyadi, paccavyadim, comm. paccavyadhim, paccabadhim,
saccavyadhi, paccabyadhim) hi nipunam, vala-aggam usuna yatha’ ti.>*

> Miila: Burmese, sacchabyadhim, saccabyadi, paccabyadhim (Be), paccavyadhim. Sinhalese,
pacccavyadhim (Ce), saccappadi. Thai, paccabyadhim (Se). Comm.: Sinhalese, paccabadhim,
saccavyadhi. Thai, Sinhalese, and Burmese, paccabyadhin ti pativijjhirh, PTS paccavyadhin ti (var.
saccavyadhi, paccabadhim) pativijjhim.
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“Hearing the well-spoken utterance of the Buddha, the sun’s
kinsman, I pierced the subtle thing indeed, as one pierces the tip
of a hair with an arrow” (Norman, 4).

The verbs with their various meanings and derivation:

var. #1 paccavyadhim < verb pativijjhati

Note that the OI form prativyadh “to shoot against, hit, wound”
(RV) has changed in meaning somewhat: cp Pali “pierce penetrate,
see into, comprehend” (Cone vol. 3: 129) and BHS pratividhyati
“penetrate, reach, attain, comprehend.” The aor. 1% sing. of
pativijjhati = pratyavyadhim aor. prati + y + -avyadhi (O -avyatsit,
sigmatic aorist). This root vyadh has two aorist forms (Whitney
§767), one based on an abbreviated form of the root (vyadh- >
vidhyate, a class 4 verb), and one based on the root vyadh- itself:
1) aor. avidhyi/-avidhyim > Pali -(a)vijjhi/(a)vijjhim, and 2) based
on the root vyadh, avyadhi/avyadhim (prati + y + avyadhim in OI >
paccavyadhim in Pali; although per Fahs 1985: 369 this form of the
aorist does not usually take the augment). The form paccabyadhim
is simply a variant spelling with a short -d- (an error apparently,
although Cone gives it as a possible variant) and -b- substituting
for -v-, fairly common, especially in the Burmese recensions.

var. #2 sacchabyadhim “1 have penetrated the truth,” with sacca
misspelled as saccha, and a short -a- which is normally a long -a- in
sandhi > sacca-abyadhim = saccabyadhim.

var. #3 saccappadihi corr. to -dhihi.

Presumably this is a spelling mistake for sacca-apadi(m) hi (“indeed
I have attained truth” saccapadim) < root pad, usually with the
prefix pati-, aorist paccapadi, paccupadi, or patipajji. I am not clear
on what the editors say in the footnotes “saccappadihi (corrected
into -dhihi).” They (Oldenberg & Pischel) seems to be taking the
hi particle as part of a 2" pers. sing. imperative suffix of the verb
pra + dhi “long for, strive after, look out, be on the watch,” sacca-
pradhihi, “strive after truth.” However, the verb is not attested in
Pali (although it does occur in the RV); since it is a class three verb
(didhite), the imperative form would be didhihi, which presumably
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could be shortened to dhihi before a prefix, pra-dhihi. However, the
commentary specifically says the hi is merely a particle or a particle
signifying cause (nipata-mattam ... va hetu-atthe nipato Th-a 1, 89'%)
and equates paccavyddhim = pativijjhim (“I have penetrated,” the
alternate aorist form, see above var. #1). Plus the context, explained
in the ka uppatti story, makes it clear that Abhaya is proclaiming his
attainment of arhathood, so it should be first person. For treatment
as a possible instrumental plural see below (discussion).

var. #4 saccabyadihi = sacca-byadi hi. The same as var. #2 above,
with the hi particle joined to the verb, and with sacca spelled
correctly, “Indeed he has penetrated the truth.” Should read sacca-
abyadhi hi, with the aspirate -dh- and augment a- for the aorist.

var. #5 paccavyadimhi = paccavyadim hi, same as var. #1 above, with
the hi particle joined to the main verb. “Indeed I have penetrated
the truth.” Should read paccavyadhim hi.

var. #6 commentary: paccavyadhin ti (PTS vars. saccavyadhi,
paccabadhim) pativijjhim. The gloss pativijjhim is the alt. form of
prati + vyadh (as above, var. #1) without the augment. saccavyadhi
is a form of var. #4 above. paccabadhim is a different verb <
badhati, “oppress, afflict” pratibadh “to check, restrain, ward off,
repel” which makes no sense in the context; it is just a mistake
for paccabyadhim. Se, Ce and Be have paccabyadhim with a short
-d- which is also a mistake for paccabyadhim/paccavyadhim. The
gloss pativijjhim also has a var. patipajjhi(m) (“I have entered upon
a path” < patipajjati ~ OI pratipadyate).

Discussion

Here we have eight different variants of the main verb paccavyddhim (“I have
penetrated, understood”) from the verb pativijjhati; the OI root (prati + vyadh,
class 4) has a different meaning (“to shoot against, hit, wound”), as the meaning
changed in Pali and BHS. Whitney (§767) notes that the root is abbreviated to
vidh- which is how it appears in BHS (pratividhyati “penetrate, reach, attain” =
Pali pativijjhati). There are two forms of the aorist here from both roots vyadh-
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and vidh-. paccavyadhim is from the sigmatic 3 person aorist prati + avyatsit
= pratyavyadtisit > paccavyati > paccavyddhi, or paccavyadhim (1% person) and has
the variant with a -b- instead of a -v- (usually shown this way in the Burmese),
so paccabyadhim); note the change of -t- > dh-, which may be dialectal or more
likely is caused by bilingual Dravidian speakers who automatically pronounced
the intervocalic -t- as -d-, and add the aspirate which is an allophone of -t"-. The
root with vidh- does not take an augment here (although it could) > pratividhyi >
pativijjhi in Pali or pativijjhim in the 1% person.

The commentary glosses the word paccavyadhim as pativijjhim, which is, as
we have seen, just an alternate form. There are two variants of this ilk, patipajji
the aorist of patipajjati “practice, follow a path” which would fit the context and
is phonologically related and the verb paccabadhinti, I assume the ti is simply
an end quote mark, i.e. paccabadhim < pratibadhati “to oppress, afflict” which
makes no sense in the context, so it must be another variant of paccabyadhim,
with the -y- missing; in other words, a spelling mistake.

This accounts for all the variants except the three starting with sacca-/saccha.
The editors (p. xiii, note 1) call this a “blunder” which is, however, common to all
three manuscripts (two Burmese and one Sinhalese), which they opine are derived
from the same original, now lost. These are sacchabyadhim (ms A). saccabyadhihi
(ms B) and saccappadihi, corrected by the editors to saccappadhihi (ms C).

The simplest way to rationalize these variants is to identify a separate tradition
with sacca + vyadh, i.e. “I have penetrated the truth” (var. #2 above). The hi particle
is then detached from the verb and treated as a separate emphatic (“certainly,
truly”) with saccabyadhi and saccappadihi treated as above (var. #3 and var. #4).
The other possibility is to treat saccappadihi as an imperative, discussed above
(var. #3), which does not seem very cogent. A third possibility is to treat the latter
two variants (saccabyadhihi = saccabyadhihi and saccappadihi) as instrumental
plural commentarial glosses, which have got mixed up in the mila text.

Inthis last scenario, sacca-byadhihiis acompound in the instrumental meaning
“truth and disease/illness/sickness” (satya + vyadhi in O1); sacca-ppadhihi is also a
dvandva in the instrumental plural meaning “with truth and great intelligence”
(satya + pradhi in OI, verb, “strive after”; noun “great intelligence; padhi is not
atttested in Pali), or it might be construed as a tatpurusa/tappurisa compound
ending in a verb root (like loka-vid, “world-knower”), with the meaning “by
those who strive after truth.” This would then be a commentary on paccavyadhim
mistakenly written into the miila text. The realization takes place for “those who
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strive after truth” or “I realize by means of truth and great intelligence.” The
same explanation goes for the first compound (sacca-byadhihi): “I have realized
(the Buddha’s teaching) by means of truth and suffering ...”, a reference to the
four noble truths. The commentary also equates paccavyadhim with penetrating
the subtle four noble truths (Th-a 1, 89* paccavyadhim nipunam catu-saccam,
the truth of cessation or just the four noble truths (nirodha-saccam, catu-saccam
eva va; 89°). It seems highly unlikely that all these were just spelling mistakes,
occurring independently in three different manuscripts, copied blindly from a
lost manuscripts and never corrected by any scribe; one could have made the
mistake, but others would certainly have corrected it. However, since these
are all hapax legomena in the canon (and they are not listed in the PMA), the
argument that they are a mistake is certainly possible.

4.8 Theragatha 31, Gahvara-tiriya-tthera (with vars.: Tahtrati-tiriya, Tahiira-
tiriya, Gahva-tiriyo, Gavha-tiriyo, Gahava-tiriyo; commentary: Ganga-tire, Gavhara,
Nahirati-tiriya, Gahura-, Gahavara-)°>°

Diachronic change
-hv- > -vh-

Foreign word borrowing

Gahva- < Dravidian kahpa, kaluvu “to wash, purify.” Ganga < proto Mon-Khmer
*kan “transverse, to branch, stretch horizontally” < Dravidian kavar, “to
separate into various channels, to bifurcate (as a tree or river)”

Oral transmission confusion
metathesis of kaluvu > Gavuru

Commentarial gloss in the miila
Ganga-tire

Phuttho damsehi makasehi arafifiasmim braha-vane
nago samgama-sise va sato tatra-adhivasaye 'ti.

“Tormented by gnats and mosquitos in the forest, in the great
wood, like an elephant in the van of the battle, one should endure
there mindful” (Norman, 5).

%5 Burmese: Gahvara- (Be), Gahva-, Tahiirati-, Tahiira, Gavha-tiriyo, Ganga-tire. Sinhalese:
Gabbhara (Ce), Gahava-tiriyo, Gavhara-, Nahiirati-. Thai: Gahura- (Se), Gahavara-.
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The monk’s name comes from the place where he lived, Gahvara-tira, which
sounds like the shore of the Gahvara river. Gahvara is a Sanskrit word meaning
“cavern, arbour, bower” (TS, 4"-5% century BCE), “place, thicket, wood”
(Atharvaveda, MBh, Ramdyana) and cavern (lex.); M1 vol. 1: 332 and M2 vol. 1: 481
connect it to gahana, “deep dense, impenetrable, abyss, depth” which they connect
to gambha “depth” <1A root *gambh/*gabh “deep” with -bh- >-h-. The Pali equivalent
is gabbhara (“cave, cavern” Sn; AMg gabbhiya “hollow”). However, this root does
not explain the -hv-/-vh- conjunct which is an integral part of the variants.

There are 11 variants, an astonishing number which points to a possible
foreign source.

Purely on technical (diachronic change) grounds we can postulate the
following (very approximate) time sequence:

Gahva
Gavha (-hv- > -vh-)3¢ Gahvara (addition of -ra suffix)*’
v
Gavhara (-ra suffix) Gahavara (epenthetic -a-), Gahura®® (-v->-u-)

Gahava (-v- > @ to eliminate conjunct; -ra > @)
Nahiira/Tahiira/Tahiirati (change of anlaut)®

Pali Gabbhara (“cave”) Ganga-tire (commentarial interpretation)

% Woolner 1928/96: §54, -hv- > -vh- > -bbh- (e.g. Pali gabbhara, “cave”). Some examples of a
similar Prakrit change, -hm- > -mh- changes may be found in the Asokan edicts with the word
brahmana > bamhana (Levman 2014: 362).

7 Whitney §1188. For epenthetic insertion, see Campbell 2004: §2.7.2. Change of -v- > -u-
is called samprasarana (see MW) and is not time correlated; for possible change of -ava- > -u-
(Gahavara > Gahura), see von Hiniiber 2001: §139.

%8 There is a river called the Gaula/Gaura which Gahura may refer to. It is a branch of the
Ganges, starting in the Lesser Himalayas, joins the Ramganga river and then the Ganges. The
Gahvara is probably just another dialect name for it.

% Note Kuiper’s observation of the “many Munda synonyms with varying initial gutturals,
dentals and labials” which he calls “rhyme words” (1948a: 7).
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Since there is no known IE derivation for Gahvara, one must look to the
indigenous languages. Here we find two possibilities in Dravidian and Munda.
The more compelling source is Dravidian where the phonetically equivalent word
to Gahva is found in Kui a central Dravidian language (kahpa® “to lave, anoint,
wash the face”) with cognates in all the other language branches (DED #1369):
Tamil kaluvu “wash, rinse, purify”; Telugu kadgu, kaduvu “wash, scrub, bathe”;
etc. The meaning is also appropriate for the name of a river. With a presence in
PSD, PCD and PND the word has a very old pedigree extending back into the third
millennium BCE per Southworth (2005: 195); since the first appearance of gahvara
(in the meaning of “thicket, wood”) is the AV (perhaps 900 BCE; in the meaning of
“deep” it first appears in the TS, perhaps 500 BCE), its Dravidian usage pre-dates
OI by perhaps one thousand years. While it is impossible to reconstruct a PD root,
the Kui correspondence is intriguing and the Tamil word kaluvu with metathesis
> Gavuru® would provide another logical variant. Dravidian also has the root kavar
(DED #1325), “to separate into various channels, to bifurcate (as a tree or river)”
which is another possible source, also with a wide distribution. If OI gahvara/Pali
gabbhara are indeed derived from a native word (of which kahpa is one reflex),
one would then have to re-evaluate the traditional association (as in DPD) of
Pali gabbhara with gabbha/garbha (“womb”). Mayrhofer uncertainly identifies OI
gahvara with gambha (“depth”) and gahanah (“deep”; M1, vol. 1: 324, 332).

Since the Ganga river is one of the variants (or a commentarial
interpretation), one wonders if there is a phonetic relation to the Gahvara. The
name Ganga is “probably a foreign (Austro-Asiatic?) river name” per M1 vol.
1: 313, for which cognates appear in Indo China and south China. Sanskritized
(and etymologized) to Ganga because of the similarity to the root gam (MW
Ganga = “swift goer”). The word conceals a pre-IE river name per M2 vol. 1:
457. Compare Munda names for river, gada, ga'da, gaga (Santali); gada or gada
(Korku); gadatala “river bed” (Korku); gal_la;/gada: “river” (Ho); gar'ha, ga'da,
ga'ra (Mundari); ga'ra (Ho); all with the meaning “river.” Compare also AA
cognates in Shorto 2006: 496, Vietnamese ngdnh “branch of a river” < Khmer
kay “to spread,” proto-MK (Mon-Khmer) *kan; *kaan;*kaip[ J; *kion; *kaik (&
*kaak?) “transverse, to branch, stretch horizontally.”

% “Intervocalic *-p- > -v- is almost universal in Dravidian” (Zvelebil 1990: §1.7.7). Although
the -v- here is not intervocalic, other cognates of the word (like Tamil kaluvu “to wash”; Telugu
kaduvu occur with the intervocalic -v-. PD had no voiced stops so g- was an allophone of k-.

¢! The letter -I- in Dravidian is transliterated as n, d, ], y, and r per Caldwell (1875: 59). See n. 40
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4.9 Theragatha 32, Suppiyatthera

Oral transmission confusion
ad hoc glosses on words not understood
confusion of roots ni + me, ni + ma, ni + mi

Diachronic language change
simplification of OI dhdtus and inflections.

Bilingual speakers
lack of knowledge of Pali

Orthographic variation
various spelling “mistakes”

Ajaram jiramanena tappamdnena nibbutim

nimmissam (vars. nimmisam, nimiyam, nimissam, niramisam
“corrected to nimissam per eds.”, nimineyyam, nibbana-miyanti,
nimiyan ti, namiya, niyam)® paramam santim yoga-kkhemam
anuttaran ti.

“I shall exchange the ageing for agelessness, the burning for
quenching, for the highest peace, for unsurpassed rest-from-
exertion” (Norman, 5).

There are five different forms here: nimiyam, nimmissam, nimissam
niramisam and nimineyyam, and three more in the commentary nibbana-
miyanti, namiya, niyam.

Burmese has nimiyam in the mala while the PTS has nimmissam (Sinhalese,
var. nimissam) < ni + me, “to exchange”; future is ni + mesyami (OI) = ni-messami in
Pali (“I will exchange”), with an alternate future ni-missami or ni-missam. The
PTS takes nimissami as the future of the verb minati (“to measure”; niminati “to
exchange, to barter; to change”), which is not an extant form in OI, where the
form would be nimati as a class 2 or nimimite as a class 3 or nimayate as a class 4
verb based on the root ma or niminoti, niminute based on the root mi. It derives
nimissami from the roots ma and mi, a cross between the two; there is no form
ni-misyati in OI, the future of ma would be nimasyati and the future of mi is

2 Burmese: nimiyam (Be), niyam. Sinhalese: niramisam > nimissam, nimmissam (Ce), nibbana-
miyanti, nimiyan ti, namiya, niyam (comm.). Thai: niramisam (Se). Unknown nimineyyam (? var. in Be).
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nimesyati. ni-missati is an artificial, simplified form to match the root vowel.
The form with the double mm- is probably just a mistake (see below).

The Burmese commentary takes nimiyam as an optative glossing it with
parivatteyyam cetapeyyam (both meaning “to exchange” Th-a 1, 98*%). The
ending -yam (OI -yam) is first person thematic ending; the “correct” OI form
would be nimayeyam/nimayeya for the optative of mi (class 1), or nimayam for
the optative of ma (as a 2" class verb; Pali nimineyyam or nimine).

The Thai niramisam is viewed as a mistake by the PTS editors, who correct it to
nimissam. It is actually an adjective form with the meaning nir-amisa (“not worldly”),
to which a first person ending has been added. One might consider it a regular
form of a denominative niramisaya, 3 person nirdmisayati, 1* person niramisayami/
niramisayam with -aya- > -G- (von Hiniiber 2001: §142) > -G- before niggahita >
niramisam. “I spiritualize old age into agelessness, asceticism into extinguishment
.. (lit.: “I spiritualize agelessness by means of old age ...”). Nevertheless it is a hapax
legomenon in the canon (as a verb form) which suggests it is a mistake.

nimineyyam is the first person optative of the verb niminati. This is formed as
if the stem were min- with regular optative endings. The OI endings are as above.

There are three roots here: ni + me “to exchange”; ni + ma “to measure,
adjust”; ni + mi “to perceive, notice, understand”; mi also has the meaning of
“measure” which is presumably how it was combined with ma to form niminati
(as above). It shows several simplifications typical of Pali’s treatment of the
complex OI verbal forms: 1) the future form nimessam regularized to nimissam
so the -i- matches the root form minati; 2) same with nimiyam where the form
nimayam in Ol is changed to nimiyam (with -@- > -i- to match the root; the -a- in
the final syllable is automatically shortened before a niggahita; 3) the formation
of the optative nimineyyam is as if the root were min-. Altogether we have two
optatives (nimiyam, nimineyyam) a future nimissam and an indicative niramisam.
If we take future variant nimmissam as more than just a mistake, then it is
derived from the verb nir + ma which means “to build, to construct, create”
and whose OI future is nirmasyati or nimmassati (nimmissati with change of -a- >
-i- consistent with the above), 1% person nimmissam, “I will create agelessness
with old age, extinguishment with asceticism...” or “I will measure agelessness
with old age ...” The meaning holds good, but “exchange” is still the better
reading and so confirmed by the commentary. It was probably just a mistake
for nimissam in the oral transmission where the scribe imagined he/she heard
a closed first syllable (nim-missam) rather than an open one ni-missam).
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For the commentarial variations: nibbana-miyanti. The verb is 3" person plural,
passive of mindti, “to measure” so would mean that agelessness (ajaram) and
extinction (nibbutim) are measured by means of ageing and burning which is not
particularly coherent, especially since ajaram and nibbutim are in the accusative
here and should be in the nominative for this kind of structure. The word nibbana
is an adjective meaning “desireless” without a modificand, unless nibbana was the
word intended (“those who are without desire”), so the meaning might be: “Those
without desire are measured by ageing (turning into) agelessness, by burning
(turning into) extinction”; I suppose that is possible, but not very likely. The word
niyam (Pali niya = “one’s own”) is presumably a mistake for nimiyam with -im- > &,
if an adjective it would modify paramam santim (“one’s own highest peace”), but
then the gatha has no verb and the metre is short. The word namiya looks like
yet another verb form (< nam, “to bow down”), employing the OI optative form
nameya (“with ageing, I should turn towards agelessness ...”), misspelled as Pali
namiya (which would ordinarily be name or nameyyam in Pali).

How did this happen where one verb has diversified into so many different
forms? First, one must assume that it took place in the oral tradition; if the words
had been written down, presumably tradents would have been able to look up the
words and clarify any confusions. Many or all of the variations were probably ad
hoc glosses on an original word which was not understood; the verb niminati is
very rare in the canon (PTS lists four instances in the Jatakas and one in Mil; Cone
lists the same and a few from Cariyapitaka), so presumably it was not understood—
especially if the tradent’s first language was not IA but Dravidian or Munda—
and attempts were made to understand what was meant. Its occurrence here in
Th was probably its first occurrence anywhere in IA as the OI form ni + me (“to
exchange”) first occurs in the MBh, which likely postdates Th. The verb ni + ma
(“to measure”) does occur in the RV but the meaning is off. The word niramisa
probably got included because of its phonological similarity and because it was
fairly common in the canon and had the right sense for the context (“spiritual”).
The commentarial variations look like further attempts to interpret the meaning,
asnoted above. The exact sequence is impossible to reconstruct but it does provide
some insight into the vagaries of the oral transmission of the Buddhadhamma.

END OF PART I.

Part II will be forthcoming in JOCBS 2025.
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ABBREVIATIONS

Aink Ainkuruntiru

AMg Ardha-Magadhi

AA Austro-Asiatic (of which Munda is a sub-branch)

AV Atharvaveda

Be Chattha Sangayana Burmese recension

BHSD/G Buddhist Hybrid Sanskrit Dictionary/Grammar  (Edgerton
1953/1998)

BJT Buddha Jayanti Tipitaka

comm., commentary

C consonant

Ce Buddha Jayanti Sinhalese recension

CP Collected Papers (Norman)

DED Dravidian Etymological Dictionary (Burrow and Emeneau 1984)

DPD Digital Pali Dictionary Home - Digital Pali Dictionary
(digitalpalidictionary.github.io)

Geiger 1916/2005

1A Indo-Aryan

ka. Cambodian var.

MBh Mahabhdrata (4th century BCE-4th century CE)

M1 Mayrhofer 1956-76

M2 Mayrhofer 1992-96

Mc Mahacula Thai recension (1963)

MI Middle Indic

MED Munda Etymological Dictionary (Stampe, D.)
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MKED Mon-Khmer Etymological Dictionary (Stampe, D.)
MW Monier-Williams, Sanskrit English Dictionary
ms(s) Manuscript(s)

N nasal

non-1A non-Indo-Aryan

Norman Norman 1969/95

o)1 0ld Indic (Vedic)

oT Old Tamil

P plosive

(p.) p-p. (passive) past participle

PCD Proto Central Dravidian

PD Proto Dravidian

Pischel Pischel 1900/1981

PM Proto Munda

PMA Pali-Maynama’ Abhidhan’ (Burmese-Burmese Pali dictionary)
PND Proto North Dravidian

PSD Proto South Dravidian (for PSD1 and PSD2, see Southworth 50)
PTS Pali Text Society

oT Old Tamil

RV Rig Veda

Sadd Saddaniti (Smith 1928-54/2001)

Se Thai Syamarattha recension

S1 Sinhalese recension

Sn Sutta Nipata (4"-5th centuries BCE)
Southworth ~ Southworth 2005

Spk Samantapasadika

t tika

Th Theragatha

Th-a Theragatha atthakatha (Paramattha-Dipani)

TL Tamil Lexicon Tamil Lexicon (uchicago.edu)
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Tolk Tolkappiyam (mid-1st millennium BCE)

TS Taittiriya Samhita

var(s). variation(s), variant reading(s)

vl(l). varia lectio, (variae lectiones), variant reading(s)
Whitney Whitney 1879/2000

~ Alongside, corresponding to, allophone, compare to
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A Note on Theragatha recensions

The principal reference is the Oldenberg and Pischel edition of the Thera-
and Theri-gatha, originally published in 1883, reprinted with additions by
Norman and Alsdorf in 2006. Oldenberg and Pischel made use of four different
manuscripts of Th and Th-a (Paramattha-Dipani) in Burmese and Sinhalese
(p. xii). Woodward’s edition of the commentary, published in three volumes
(1940/1995, 1952/1977 and 1959/2004), has many variants and has also been
used; it draws on five Burmese and Sinhalese manuscripts. In this article,
Burmese readings are referred to as “Burmese” except for the reading in the
miila-text of the Chattha Sangayana recension from 1956 which is labelled “Be.”
Thai readings and variants (not found in the above) are from the Syamarattha
1927 edition and the reading in the miila is labelled “Se” (available at https://
drive.google.com/drive/folders/1gvEv87JkQijpSmBM1jjpuJ1_XIOpJYBV).I
have also consulted the 1963 Mahdcula edition (Mc) of the Thai canon (which,
however, has very few variants not mentioned in the other recensions).
Sinhalese readings are drawn from all the above and are so labelled except for
the reading from the miila of the Buddha Jayanti edition (1957-1993) which is
labelled “Ce”; a roman version of this exists at the Sri Lanka Tripitaka Project
(Sri Lanka Tripitaka Project: Pali Tipitaka Source Texts (accesstoinsight.org)),
which is not a 100% accurate transcription of the Sinhalese original, but in
the process of being revised/corrected. The Ce readings in this paper have
been taken from a romanized version of the Buddha Jayanti edition (original
PDFs available at http://dr.lib.sjp.ac.lk/handle/123456789/2123), which were
transcribed by Ven. Bodhirasa for the author, to whom I offer my sincere
thanks. The commentary has very few other readings not in the other miila
texts or commentaries. Khom Cambodian variants where available in the above
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edition of Th-a, which has the most variants; occasionally the Burmese, Thai
and Sinhalese commentaries have variants not covered by the PTS and they
are included.

Primary Sources

Oldenberg, H. and R. Pischel. 1883/2006. The Thera- and Theri-gatha (Stanzas ascribed
to Elders of the Buddhist order of Recluses). Second edition with Appendices by K.
R. Norman and L. Alsdorf, 2006. Lancaster: Pali Text Society.

Woodward, F. L. 1940/1995-1959/2004. Paramattha-Dipani Theragatha-Atthakatha.
The Commentary of Dhammapalacariya. Three volumes. Oxford: Pali Text Society.

Mahacula edtion of the Thai canon 1963. No editor given. Bangkok: Mahaculalank
aranarajavidyalayena.

Buddha Jayanti edition of the Sinhalese canon (1957-1993), available in Sinhalese
at http://drlib.sjp.ac.lk/handle/123456789/2123; Volume 22 contains the
Theragathd. The Sri Lanka Tripitaka Project. (Sri Lanka Tripitaka Project: Pali
Tipitaka Source Texts (accesstoinsight.org), is a romanization of the original.
This paper used a romanized version of the Sinhalese prepared by Ven.
Bodhirasa for the author; it differs somewhat from the Sri Lanka Tripitaka
Project which has some typos.

Syamarattha edition of the Thai canon 1927. Volume 26 of the miila contains the
Theragathd. Volumes 32 and 33 of the commentary contain the Paramattha-
Dipani. Edited by Somdej Phra Ariyavarhsagataiana (Pussadevamahathera).
Bangkok: Mahamakut Rajavidyalaya.

133


http://dr.lib.sjp.ac.lk/handle/123456789/2123
https://accesstoinsight.org/tipitaka/sltp/index.html
https://accesstoinsight.org/tipitaka/sltp/index.html

PALI VARIANTS: A TYPOLOGY (PART I)

Secondary Sources

Analayo, Bh. 2009. “The Vicissitudes of Memory and Early Buddhist Oral
Transmission.” Canadian Journal of Buddhist Studies. Vol. 5: 5-20.

——. 2012. “The Historical Value of the Pali Discourses.” Indo-Iranian Journal 55:
223-53.

——.2022. Early Buddhist Oral Tradition, Textual Formation and Transmission. Somerville:
Wisdom Publications.

Anon. 1967-1970. Index des mots de la littérature tamoule ancienne. Vols. 1, 2, 3.
Pondicherry: Institut Francais d'Indologie.

Bechert, H. 1968. “Some Remarks on the Kathina Rite.” Journal of the Bihar Research
Society 54: 319-29.

Bloch, J. 1950. Les Inscriptions d’Asoka. Paris: Société d’Edition “Les Belles Lettres.”

Bloomfield, M. and F. Edgerton. 1932/1979. Vedic Variants. Vol. 2, Phonetics.
Philadelphia: Linguistic Society of America.

Bodding, P. 0. 1929-36. A Santal Dictionary. Oslo: I kommisjon hos J. Dybwad.

Bodhi, Bh. 2000. The Connected Discourses of the Buddha, A Translation of the Samyutta
Nikdya. Boston: Wisdom Publications.

——. 2012. The Numerical Discourses of the Buddha. A Translation of the Anguttara Nikaya.
Boston: Wisdom Publications.

Bohtlingk, 0. and R. Roth. 1855-75/1990. Sanskrit Worterbuch. New Delhi: Motilal
Banarsidass Publishers Pvt. Ltd.

Brough, J. 1962. The Gandhari Dharmapada. Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass Publishers.

Biihler, G. 1894. “Votive Inscriptions from the Sanchi Stiipa.” In Jas Burgess, ed.,
Epigraphia Indica. Vol. 2: 87-115. Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass.

Burrow, T. 1943. “Dravidian Studies I11.” Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African
Studies. 11(1): 122-39.

——. 1946. “Loan-words in Sanskrit.” Transactions of the Philological Society. Vol. 46:
1-30.

——. 1948. “Dravidian Studies VII. Further Dravidian words in Sanskrit.” Bulletin of
the School of Oriental and African Studies, University of London. Vol. 12, 2: 365-96.

Burrow, T. and M. B. Emeneau. 1984. A Dravidian Etymological Dictionary. Second
Edition. Oxford: Clarendon Press.

134



PALI VARIANTS: A TYPOLOGY (PART I)

Caldwell, R. 1875. A Comparative Grammar of the Dravidian or South-Indian Family of
Languages. London: Triibner & Co., Ludgate Hill.

Campbell, L. 2004. Historical Linguistics. Cambridge: The MIT Press.

Clark, C. 2015. A Study Of The Apadana, including an Edition and Annotated Translation af
the Second, Third and Fourth Chapters. PhD thesis, University of Sydney. https://
ses.library.usyd.edu.au/handle/2123/13438

Cone, M. 2001-2020. A Dictionary of Pali. Bristol: Pali Text Society.

Deshpande, M. M. 1979. “Genesis of Rgvedic Retroflexion: A Historical and
Sociolinguistic Investigation”. In M. M. Deshpande and P. E. Hook eds., Aryan
and non-Aryan in India: 235-315. Ann Arbor: Center for South and Southeast
Asian Studies, The University of Michigan.

Dhammika, S. 2015. Nature and the Environment in Early Buddhism. Singapore: Buddha
Dhamma Mandala Society.

Dharmakaya Institute 2013. Dighanikaya. Volume 1. Silakkhandhavagga. Thailand:
Dhammachai Institute, Dhammakaya Foundation.

Drewes, D. 2017. “The Idea of the Historical Buddha” Journal of the
International Association of Buddhist Studies 40: 1-25.

——.2022. “The Buddha and the Buddhism that Never Was.” Paper presented at the
XIXth Congress of the International Association of Buddhist Studies, Seoul,
August 15-19.

Dutt, N. 1947. Gilgit Manuscripts. Vol. 3, Part 1. Calcutta: Calcutta Oriental Press.

Edgerton, F. 1930. “Dialectic Phonetics in the Veda: Evidence from the Vedic
Variants.” in Studies in Honor of Hermann Collitz. Baltimore: John Hopkins Press.

—. 1953/1998. Buddhist Hybrid Sanskrit Grammar and Dictionary. Delhi: Motilal
Banarsidass Publishers.

Emeneau, M. B. 1954. “Linguistic Prehistory of India.” Proceedings of the American
Philosophical Society. Vol.98 No. 4: 282-92.

—.1956. “India as a Linguistic Area.” Language 32: 3-16. Also available in Emeneau
1980: 126-166.

—.1969. “Onomatopoetics in the Indian Linguistic Area.” Language. Vol. 45 No. 2,
Part 1: 274-99.

——. 1970. Dravidian Comparative Phonology, A Sketch. Tamil Nadu: Annamalai
University.

135


https://ses.library.usyd.edu.au/handle/2123/13438
https://ses.library.usyd.edu.au/handle/2123/13438

PALI VARIANTS: A TYPOLOGY (PART I)

—. 1974. The Indian linguistic area revisited. International Journal of Dravidian
Linguistics. Vol. 3: 92-134,

——. 1980. Language and Linguistic Area. Stanford: Stanford University Press. A
collection of essays edited by A. S. Dil published between 1954-1974.

Endo, T. 2013. Studies in Pali Commentarial Literature. Sources, Controversies and Insights.
Hong Kong: Centre of Buddhist Studies The University of Hong Kong.

Fahs, A. 1985. Grammatik des Pali. Leipzig: VEB Verlag Enzyklopidie.

Fussman, G. 1989. “Gandhari écrite, Gandhari parlée.” In C. Caillat ed., Dialectes
dans les littératures indo-aryennes: 433-501. Paris: Collége de France, Institut de
Civilisation indienne.

Geiger, W. 1916/2004. Pali Literatur und Sprache. Strassburg: Verlag from Karl. J.
Tribner. English translation in Geiger, W. 2004. Pali Literature and Language,
translated by Batakrishna Ghosh. New Delhi: Munshiram Manoharlal
Publishers. Originally published in 1943.

—. 1916/2005. A Pali Grammar, translated into English by Batakrishna Ghosh,
revised and edited by K. R. Norman. Oxford: The Pali Text Society.

Ghosh, A. 2008. “Santali” In G. D. S. Anderson, ed., The Munda Languages: 11-98.
New York: Routledge Taylor & Francis Group.

Hallisey, C. 2024. “Seeing Shadows in the Shade. The Narrative Quality of Textual
Variants and the History of Buddhism in South and South-east Asia.” In Glenn
W. Most, ed., Variants and Variants in Classical Textual Cultures: 85-108. Boston/
Berlin: Walter de Gruyter.

Hare, E. M. 1935/2006. The Book of the Gradual Sayings (Ariguttara-Nikdya) or More-
Numbered Suttas, Volume 4. Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass Publishers.

Hintiber, O. v. 1982. “Pali as an Artificial Language.” Indologica Taurinensia 10; 133-
140. Also published in Harry Falk und Walter Slaje eds., Kleine Schriften, Teil 1
(2009): 451-58. Wiesbaden, Harrassowitz Verlag.

——. 1983. “The Oldest Literary Language of Buddhism.” Saeculum 34 (1983): 1-9.
Also published in Selected Papers on Pali Studies (2005): 177-94. Oxford: The Pali
Text Society.

——. 1991. The Oldest Pali Manuscript, Four Folios of the Vinaya-Pitaka from the National
Archives, Kathmandu. Mainz, Stuttgart: Akademie der Wissenschaften und der
Literatur; Franz Steiner Verlag.

—. 1996/2008. A Handbook of Pali Literature. New Delhi: Munshiram Manoharlal
Publishers Pvt. Ltd.

136



PALI VARIANTS: A TYPOLOGY (PART I)

—.1996. “Linguistic Considerations on the Date of the Buddha.” In H. Bechert ed.,
When did the Buddha live? The Controversy on the Dating of the Historical Buddha:
185-94. Delhi: Sri Satguru Publications.

——. 2001. Das Altere Mittelindisch im Uberblick. Wien: Verlag der Osterreichischen
Akademie der Wissenschaften.

——. 2006. “Hoary past and hazy memory. On the History of early Buddhist texts.”
Journal of the International Association of Buddhist Studies. 29(2): 193-210.

—. 2015. “Languages: Indic” In J. Silk, R. Bowring and V. Eltschinger eds.,
Brill's Encyclopedia of Buddhism Online. Leiden, The Netherlands; Boston:
Koninklijke Brill NV.

——.2019. “The Buddha as a Historical Person.” Journal of the International Association
of Buddhist Studies. Vol. 42: 231-64.

——. 2001. Das Altere Mittelindisch im Uberblick. Wien: Verlag der Osterreichischen
Akademie der Wissenschaften.

Horner, 1. B. 1938-66 /2001-07. Book of the Discipline. Six volumes. London: Pali Text
Society.

Hultzsch, E. 1924/1969. Inscriptions of Asoka, New Edition. Delhi: Indological Book
House.

Hu-von Hintiber, H. 1994. Das Posadhavastu Vorschriften fiir die buddhistische
Beichtfeier im Vinaya der Mulasarvastivadins. Hamburg: Dr. Inge Wezler Verlag
fiir Orientalistische Fachpublikattionen.

Jones, J. J. 1949-1956. Mahavastu. Vols. 1, 2, 3. London: Luzac and Co.

Keown, D. 2003/2004. Oxford Dictionary of Buddhism. Oxford/New York: Oxford
University Press.

Krishnamurti, Bh. 2003. The Dravidian Languages. Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press.

Kuiper, F. B. J. 1939. “Indoiranica.” Acta Orientalia Ediderunt Societates Orientales
Batava Danica Norvegica. Vol. 17: 17-64.

——. 1948a. Proto-Munda Words in Sanskrit. Amsterdam: N.V. Noord-Hollandsche
Uitgevers Maatschappij.

——. 1948b. “Munda and Indonesian.” Orientalia Neerlandica, A Volume of Oriental
Studies. 372-401. Leiden: A. W. Sijthoffi’s Uitgeversmaatschappij N. V.

—. 1954. “Two Rigvedic Loan-words.” In Sprachgeschichte und Wortbedeutung;
Festschrift Albert Debrunner. 241-50. Bern: Francke.

137



PALI VARIANTS: A TYPOLOGY (PART I)

Kusalasaya, K. 1965/ 2005. Buddhism in Thailand Its Past and Its Present. Kandy, Sri
Lanka: Buddhist Publication Society.

Lamotte, E. 1958/1988. History of Indian Buddhism: From the origins to the Saka Era.
Sara Webb-Boin, trans. Louvain-laNeuve: Université Catholique de Louvain
Institut Orientaliste.

Levman, B. G. 2010. “Asokan phonology and the Language of the Earliest Buddhist
Tradition.” Canadian Journal of Buddhist Studies. Vol. 6: 59-88.

——. 2011. “The munda/mundaka crux.” What does the word mean? Canadian Journal
of Buddhist Studies. Vol. 7: 45-78. Also in Levman 2021a: 210-35.

—. 2013. “Cultural Remnants of the Indigenous Peoples in the Buddhist
Scriptures.” Buddhist Studies Review. Vol. 30, No.2: 145-80.

—. 2014. “Linguistic Ambiguities, the Transmissional Process, and the Earliest
Recoverable Language of Buddhism.” PhD diss., University of Toronto,
Department for the Study of Religion. Available from Dissertations & Theses @
University of Toronto; ProQuest Dissertations & Theses Global. (1566171666).

—. 2016a. “The Language of Early Buddhism.” Journal of South Asian Languages and
Linguistics. Vol. 3, No. 1: 1-41,

—. 2016b. “Towards a Critical Edition of the Tipitaka.” Nanasamvara Journal of
Buddhist Studies. Vol. 1: 83-120.

—. 2017. “Language Theory, Phonology, and Etymology in Buddhism and their
relationship to Brahmanism,” Buddhist Studies Review. Vol. 34, No. 1: 25-51.

—.2019a. “The language the Buddha spoke.” Journal of the Oxford Centre for Buddhist
Studies. Vol. 17: 63-105.

—.2019b. “The Historical Buddha: Response to Drewes.” Canadian jJournal
of Buddhist Studies. Vol. 14: 25-56. https://thecjbs.org/wp-content/
uploads/2019/07/Levman_The-Buddha-as-An-Historical-Figure.pdf

—. 2020. “Sanskritization in Pali.” Journal of South Asian Languages and Linguistics.
Vol. 7, No. 1: 105-49. doi.org/10.1515/jsall-2021-2030.

——.2021a: Pali and Buddhism Language and Lineage. Newcastle upon Tyne: Cambridge
Scholars Publishing.

—. 2021b. “A Dravidian Poem Translated into Pali? Apadana-atthakatha/
Visuddhajanavilasini (53413-53728, vv. 12-48).” Buddhist Studies Review. Vol. 38,
No. 2: 169-223.

138


https://thecjbs.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/Levman_The-Buddha-as-An-Historical-Figure.pdf
https://thecjbs.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/Levman_The-Buddha-as-An-Historical-Figure.pdf
http://doi.org/10.1515/jsall-2021-2030

PALI VARIANTS: A TYPOLOGY (PART I)

—.2022.“The influence of Proto-Dravidian on Indo-Aryan Phonology, Morphology
and Syntax.” Part 1. International Journal of Dravidian Linguistics. Vol. 51, No. 2:
11-65. Part 2 in [JDL, Vol. 52, No. 1.

——. 2023a. “Dravidian Buddhism.” Buddhist Studies Review. Vol. 38, No. 1: 59-114.

—. 2023b. “Descent with Variation.” Journal of the Oxford Centre for Buddhist Studies.
Vol. 23: 1-40.

——. 2025a. Digha Nikdya, a New Translation. Alexander Wynne, ed. Bangkok: Royal
Thai Translation Project. Forthcoming.

——. 2025b. “The Thai Pali Tradition, A Prolegomenon, Part I.” Nanasamvara Centre
for Buddhist Studies. Forthcoming.

—. 2025c¢. “The Thai Pali Tradition, A Prolegomenon, Part I1.” Nanasamvara Centre
for Buddhist Studies. Forthcoming.

Liiders, H. 1899. “Bemerkungen zu dem Kharosthi Manuscript des Dhammapada
(MS. Dutreuil de Rhins).” Nachrichten der Gesellschaft der Wissenschaften zu
Géttingen, Philologisch-Historische Klasse Berlin: 474-94. Also in Kleine Schriften
151-171.

——. 1954. Beobachtungen tiber die Sprache des buddhistischen Urkanons. Berlin:
Akademie Verlag.

——. 1973. Kleine Schriften. Oskar von Hintiber, ed., Wiesbaden: Franz Steiner Verlag
GMBH.

Mallik, M. 1970. “Sanskritism in Pali.” Vishveshvaranand Indological Journal: 103-08
(no volume given). Hoshiarpur: Vishveshvaranand Institute of Sanskrit and
Indological Studies, Panjab University.

Masica, C. P. 1976. Defining a Linguistic Area. Chicago: The University of Chicago
Press.

Mayrhofer, M. 1956-76. Kurzefasstes etymologisches Warterbuch des Altindishchen. A
Concise Etymological Sanskrit Dictionary. Three volumes. Heidelberg: Carl Winter,
Universititsverlag.

—. 1992-96. Etymologisches Worterbuch des Altindoarischen. Two volumes.
Heidelberg: Carl Winter, Universitdtsverlag.

Mehendale, M. A. 1968. Some aspects of Indo-Aryan linguistics. Bombay: University of
Bombay.

Monier-Williams, Sir. M. 1899/1986. A Sanskrit English Dictionary. New Delhi: Motilal
Banarsidass.

139



PALI VARIANTS: A TYPOLOGY (PART I)

Norman, K. R. 1965. “Middle Indo-Aryan Studies V.” Journal of the Oriental Institute
(Baroda). Vol. 15: 113-17.

——.1969/1995. The Elders’ Verses I Theragatha. Oxford: Pali Text Society.

—. 1980. “Four Etymologies from the Sabhiya-sutta.” Buddhist Studies in Honour of
Walpola Rahula, Somaratna Balasooriya (et al.) eds., 173-184. London: Gordon
Fraser. Reprinted in Norman, K. R., Collected Papers 2 (1991): 148-161. Oxford:
Pali Text Society.

——. 1983. Pali Literature. Wiesbaden: Otto Harrassowitz.

—. 1987. “An epithet of Nibbana.” In Sramana Vidya: Studies in Buddhism (Prof.
Jagannath Upadhyaya Commemoration Volume): 22-30. Also published in Collected
Papers 3 (1992): 183-89. Oxford: Pali Text Society.

——.1989. The Pali language and scriptures. In Tadeusz Skorupski ed., The Buddhist
Heritage, 29-53. Tring, UK: Institute of Buddhist Studies. Reprinted in Norman,
K. R. 1993. Collected Papers 4: 92-123. Oxford: The Pali Text Society.

—. 1990. “Pali philology and the Study of Buddhism.” In T. Skorupski ed., The
Buddhist Forum. Vol. 1. London: School of Oriental and African Studies: 31-39.
Also published in Collected Papers 4 (1993): 80-91. Oxford: Pali Text Society.

——.1992/2006. The Group of Discourses. Lancaster: Pali Text Society.
——.1997/2004. The Word of the Doctrine (Dhammapada). Oxford: Pali Text Society.

—.1997/2006. A Philological Approach to Buddhism. The Bukkyo Dendo Kyokai Lectures
1994, Lancaster: Pali Text Society.

—. 2002. “Pali and the languages of early Buddhism.” In Nicholas Sims-Williams
ed., Indo-Iranian Languages and Peoples, Proceedings of the British Academy:
135-50. Oxford: Oxford University Press. Also published in Collected Papers 8
(2007): 96-120. Oxford: Pali Text Society.

Oldenberg, H. and R. Pischel 1883/2006. The Thera- and Theri-gatha (Stanzas Ascribed
to Elders of the Buddhist Order of Recluses). Lancaster: Pali Text Society.

Osada, T. 2008. “Mundari.” In Gregory D. S. Anderson, ed., The Munda languages:
99-164. New York: Routledge Taylor & Francis Group.

Pali Myanma Abhidhan’. 1964-2014. Myanmar: Ministry of Religious Affairs Department.
Pande, G. C. 1974. Studies in the Origins of Buddhism. Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass.

Paragaramuthali, 1985-2007. A Comprehensive Etymological Dictionary of the Tamil
Language. Eight volumes. Tamilnadu: Government of Tamilnadu. http://www.
tamilvu.org/ta/library-ldpam-ldpam00-html-ldpam0ohom-244696.

140



PALI VARIANTS: A TYPOLOGY (PART I)

Paramasivam, K. 1979. Effectivity and causativity in Tamil. Trivandrum: Dravidian
Linguistics Association.

Pischel, R. 1900/1981. Comparative Grammar of the Prakrit Languages, Subhadra Jha
trans., Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass.

Pokorny, J. 1959-69. Indogermanisches etymologisches Worterbuch. Bern: Francke.
Available online at J. Pokorny’s Indo-European Etymological Dictionary

Przyluski, J. 1929. “Emprunts Anaryens en Indo-Aryen.” Bulletin de la Société
Linguistique, Paris. Vol. 30: 195-201.

Rajams, V. S. 1992. A Reference Grammar of Classical Tamil Poetry. Philadelphia:
Memoirs of the American Philosophical Society, Vol. 199.

Rhys Davids, C. A. F. 1913. Psalms of the Early Buddhists II. Psalms of the Brethern.
London: Henry Frowde, Oxford University Press.

Rhys Davids, T. W. 1877. Buddhism, being a sketch of the life and teachings of Gautama
the Buddha. London: Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge.

—. 1899/1923. Dialogues of the Buddha. London: Humphrey Milford, Oxford
University Press.

——. 1911. Buddhist India. New York: Putnam.

Salomon R. 1998. Indian Epigraphy, A Guide to the Study of Inscriptions in Sanskrit,
Prakrit, and the Other Indo-Aryan Languages. New Delhi: Munshiram Manoharlal
Publishers Pvt. Ltd.

——. 2000. A Gandhari Version of the Rhinoceros Siitra. British Library Kharosthi
Fragment 5B. Seattle and London: University of Washington Press.

—. 2024. “Forgotten Buddhist Literatures as Revealed by Manuscript Discoveries
in India and Beyond.” Philological Encounters (published online ahead of print
2024). https://doi.org/10.1163/24519197-bja10054

Shorto, H. 2006. A Mon-Khmer comparative dictionary. Paul Sidwell ed., Assisting
editors, D. Cooper and C. Bauer. Canberra: Pacific Linguistics Research School
of Pacific and Asian Studies The Australian National University.

Sjoberg, A.F. 1992, “The impact of Dravidian on Indo-Aryan: An overview.” In Edgar
C. Polomé & Werner Winter eds., Reconstructing languages and cultures: 507-29.
Berlin: Mouton de Gruyter. Reprinted in Sjoberg, A. F., Dravidian language and
culture, (2009): 55-80. Srinivasavanam: Dravidian University.

Smith, H. 1928-54/2001. Saddaniti, la grammaire palie d’Aggavamsa. Vols. 1-4. Oxford:
Pali Text Society.

141


https://indo-european.info/pokorny-etymological-dictionary/index.htm
https://doi.org/10.1163/24519197-bja10054

PALI VARIANTS: A TYPOLOGY (PART I)

—. 1952. “Le futur moyen indien et ses rythmes.” Journal Asiatique. Vol. 240:
169-83.

Southworth, F. C. 2005. Linguistic Archaeology of South Asia. London and New York:
RoutledgeCurzon.

Stampe, D. SEAlang Munda Etymological Dictionary. http://www.sealang.net/munda/
dictionary/

Stampe, D. SEAlang Mon-Khmer Etymological Dictionary. http://sealang.net/
monkhmer/dictionary/

Study Group on Buddhist Sanskrit Literature. 2006. Vimalakirtinirdesa, A Sanskrit
Edition Based upon the Manuscript Newly Found at the Potala Palace. Tokyo:
The Institute for Comprehensive Studies of Buddhism, Taisho University,
Taisho University Press.

Sujato Bh. and Bh. Brahmali. 2014. The Authenticity of Early Buddhist Texts._https://
bodhi-college.org/wp-content/uploads/Sujato-und-Brahmali_2014_The-
authenticity-of-Early-Buddhist-Texts.pdf

Thomas, E. J. 1931. The Life of Buddha as Legend and History. London: Routledge &
Kegan Paul.

Tov, E. 1992/2001. Textual Criticism of the Hebrew Bible. Minneapolis: Fortress Press.

Wackernagel,]. 1896-1954. Altindische Grammatik, Part I-111. G6ttingen: Dandenhoeck
und Ruprecht.

Waldschmidt, E. 1979. “The Varnasatam, An Eulogy of One Hundred Epitheta of Lord
Buddha Spoken by the Grhapati Updli(n).” Nachrichten der Akademie der Wissenschaften
in Gottingen I Philologisch-Historische Klasse. Jahrgang 1979, Nr. 1: 3-19.

Walters, J. S. 2018. Legends of the Buddhist Saints. Apadanapali. Whitman College:
Jonathan S. Walters and Whitman College.

Warder, A. K. 1963/2001. Introduction to Pali, Third Edition. Oxford: Pali Text Society.

——. 1967. Pali Metre, A Contribution to the History of Indian Literature. London: Pali
Text Society.

Whitney, W. 1879/2000. Sanskrit Grammar. Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass Publishers.

Witzel, M. 1999. “Substrate Languages in Old Indo-Aryan (Rgvedic, Middle and Late
Vedic).” Electronic Journal for Vedic Studies Vol. 5: 1-67.

—. 2009. “South Asian Agricultural Terms in Old Indo-Aryan.” In Toshiki Osada
ed., Linguistics, Archaeology and Human Past in South Asia: 79-100. New Delhi:
Replika Press Pvt. Ltd.

142


http://www.sealang.net/munda/dictionary/
http://www.sealang.net/munda/dictionary/
http://sealang.net/monkhmer/dictionary/
http://sealang.net/monkhmer/dictionary/
https://bodhi-college.org/wp-content/uploads/Sujato-und-Brahmali_2014_The-authenticity-of-Early-Buddhist-Texts.pdf
https://bodhi-college.org/wp-content/uploads/Sujato-und-Brahmali_2014_The-authenticity-of-Early-Buddhist-Texts.pdf
https://bodhi-college.org/wp-content/uploads/Sujato-und-Brahmali_2014_The-authenticity-of-Early-Buddhist-Texts.pdf

PALI VARIANTS: A TYPOLOGY (PART I)

Woolner, A. C. 1926-28. “Prakritic and non-Aryan Strata in the Vocabulary of
Sanskrit.” In Sir Asutosh Memorial Volume: 65-71. Patna: J. N. Samaddar.

——. 1927-32. Ardha-Magadhi Kosa. London: Probsthain and Co. Four Volumes.
——.1928/96. Introduction to Prakrit. New Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass.

Wynne, A. 2004. “The Oral Transmission of the Early Buddhist Literature.” Journal
of the International Association of Buddhist Studies. Vol. 27, No.1: 97-129.

—. 2005. “The Historical Authenticity of Early Buddhist Literature”. In: Vienna
Journal of South Asian Studies. Vol. 49: 35-70.

—. 2019. “Did the Buddha exist?” Journal of the Oxford Centre for Buddhist Studies.
Vol. 16: 98-148.

Zide, N. H. 2008. “Korku.” In Gregory D. S. Anderson, ed., The Munda Languages.
London: Routledge.

Zvelebil, K. V. 1990. Dravidian Linguistics, An Introduction. Pondicherry: Pondicherry
Institute of Linguistics and Culture.

143



Is joy (piti) a feeling (vedana)?
Perspectives from early Buddhism
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ABSTRACT—Different schools of systematic Buddhist thought disagree
on whether joy (piti) belongs to the bundle of feeling (vedanakkhandha)
or to the bundle of conditioning factors (sarikharakkhandha). In
this paper I suggest this discrepancy may stem from how different
traditions solved a scholastic problem concerning the meditative states
known as jhana. Scholars have projected the Theravadin conception
of piti as a sankhara back onto the suttas, interpreting it as a conative
element, mostly intense or agitating, and bodily, none of which is
apparent in canonical piti. Instead, 1 argue we have grounds to read
joy in the Pali suttas as a feeling (vedana), and as roughly synonymous
with happiness (somanassa). T base this on texts that show piti and
somanassa as interchangeable, therefore possibly pointing to the same
experience; and on how their subtypes—domestic/renunciant (gehasita,
nekkhammasita) for somanassa, carnal/spiritual (samisa, niramisa) for
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piti—seem equivalent as well. These equivalences reveal how various
early Buddhist practices have basically the same outcome in affective-
hedonic terms, allowing us to see the underlying hedonic curve of that
soteriology. But they also raise the question of why have different terms,
which I explain with recourse to the parallelism between Buddhist piti
and Brahmanical ananda.

KEYWORDS: piti, vedand, happiness, pleasure, positive affect, jhana,
meditation, early Buddhism, Pali Buddhism

Introduction

When discussing piti, some scholars of early Buddhism (Arbel 2017: 59; Bucknell
1993: 381; Gunaratana 1980: 82) specify that it is not a vedand, but a sarnkhara.
In doing so, they are aligning themselves with the Theravada interpretation.’
While the early discourses do not always classify things into neat categories,
we must approach them with the awareness that later exegeses disagreed on
what category piti belonged to. So, relying exclusively on the Theravadin view
does not do justice to the early discourses, even the Pali suttas. It can hinder
seeing how piti works in them, how it relates to other skilful positive affective
states, and how the concept of piti evolved in Pali literature.

Imagine a tomato. People think of it as a vegetable, even though botanically
it is a fruit—a berry, to be specific. But given how I use tomatoes and how I use
strawberries in the kitchen, I am unlikely to group them together in my mind,
no matter my botanical knowledge. Similarly, we must emphasise how joy
functions in the texts besides how it may (or may not) be defined and classified.
For, in a way, the suttas’ undefined stance on joy foretells the later abhidharmic
disagreement over classifying it.

I aim to establish that reading piti as a feeling in the suttas is very plausible
and reveals correspondences between various descriptions of how spiritual
progress is supposed to feel. If we go beyond ‘category politics’, we can see how
even in the later Pali tradition piti retains much in common with the feeling
called somanassa—though of course, perfect synonyms rarely exist. While my

2 This is not necessarily a criticism. Gunaratana, for example, is studying the jhanas in the
Theravada tradition.
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focus is the Pali tradition, I use other texts and existing comparative works
when relevant to emphasise possibilities of interpretation and engage with piti
in a way that facilitates discussing positive affective states in early Buddhism.

This paper begins with the canonical raw material on piti. Then it compares
that data to scholarly views that piti is mainly intense, even agitating, and bodily.
Following this, the third section looks at the exegetical debate on classifying pitiand
suggests why abhidharma schools may have ended up with different views. In the
fourth section, I assess arguments for reading piti in the Pali discourses as pleasant
mental feeling and as a synonym of somanassa. I suggest both terms have roughly
the same experiential referent, and in the fifth section I establish the centrality of
such positive affective state in early Pali Buddhist soteriology. In the sixth and final
section, I explore the parallelism between Buddhist piti and Brahmanical ananda,
since I believe this can help us understand why and how the Pali suttas use two
different terms—piti and somanassa—for the same affective experience.

1. What is this thing called joy (piti)?

I translate piti as ‘joy’. The PTS dictionary defines it as ‘emotion of joy, delight,
zest, exuberance’ (Rhys Davids and Stede 1966: 462); Margaret Cone’s (2020:
484) as ‘joy, pleasure’; Stefan Baums’ and Andrew Glass’ dictionary of Gandhari
renders pridi as ‘happiness’;* and for priti, the Sanskrit dictionary of Monier-
Williams (1994: 711) has ‘any pleasurable sensation, pleasure, joy, gladness,
satisfaction’, ‘joy at having done anything’, as well as friendly disposition,
affection, love, and ‘joy or gratification personified’. So, what is this thing? Just
once do the early discourses give us something like a definition. We find it in
the Discourse on the Spiritual (Niramisa Sutta, SN 36.31) of the Vedana Samyutta.
This presents three types of joy: carnal, spiritual and beyond-spiritual.® First,
the text explains carnal joy (samisa piti) as follows:

3 Many others have translated ‘joy’ (Analayo 2019b; Gethin 2008: 28; Rhys Davids 2002: 2:84;
Arbel 2017; Cousins 1973: 121; Bareau 1955, 175; Harvey 2018: 6). Others choose ‘rapture’ (Kuan
2005; Bronkhorst 2009: 124; Bodhi 2005), ‘delight’ (Walshe 1995: 95) or ‘zest’ (Bodhi and Narada
2016; U Thittila 2002: 335).

4 Available at https://gandhari.org/dictionary [Accessed: 13 November 2020].

5 I choose the term ‘spiritual’ with some reservations, but it is quite common and it reflects
the opposition between flesh (amisa) and spirit, that is, what is not ‘of the flesh’. Margaret Cone
(2001: 318) gives ‘not worldly; not physical or material; pure’, and the PTS dictionary has ‘free
from sensual desires, disinterested, not material’ (Rhys Davids and Stede 1966: 370).
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What are the five strands of sense desire? Forms known by the eye
that are desired, pleasing, arousing ... tactile sensations known by
the body that are desired, pleasing, arousing. These are the five
strands of sense desire. The joy that arises conditioned by the five
strands of sense desire is called carnal joy.°

Secondly, spiritual joy (niramisa piti) is identified as the first and second
jhanas. The third type, ‘beyond-spiritual’ joy (niramisa niramisatara piti),
refers to ‘the joy that arises when a mendicant who has eliminated the
intoxicants reviews their mind free from lust, aversion, and delusion’.” A more
phenomenological description of joy, together with pleasure,® is found in the
verses of the elder Khitaka:

So light is my body

Touched by great joy and pleasure.
Like cotton shaken by the wind,

So much my body floats.’

Joy shows up mostly, and almost invariably, in descriptions of progress
towards awakening. Thus, in the early discourses we find joy in four formulaic
places: in descriptions of jhana, in the feeling section of mindfulness of
breathing, as the fourth awakening factor (pitisambojjhanga), and in a sequence
I call ‘the gladness formula’. We do not find it in satipatthana instructions—

¢ SN iv 235: katama ca, bhikkhave, samisa piti? pafic’ ime, bhikkhave, kamaguna. katame parica?
cakkhuvififieyyd ripa ittha kanta mandpa piyaripd kamipasamhitd rajaniya ... pe ... kayavififieyyda
photthabba ittha kanta manapa piyartpd kamipasamhita rajaniya. ime kho, bhikkhave, parica
kamaguna. ya kho, bhikkhave, ime pafica kamagune paticca uppajjati piti, ayam vuccati, bhikkhave,
samisd piti. All translations from Pali texts are my own.

7 SN iv 235.

® Piti and sukha stand often, though not always, next to each other. In some contexts they
appear to happen simultaneously (jhana), in others sequentially (the gladness and ‘bojjhariga
process’ formulas), and still in others it is ambiguous (mindfulness of breathing). It is hard to
tell how significant this is, but the terms are not equivalent, or at least that is not always a
possibility. Piti is mental in nature, as I argue below, whereas sukha can be both mental and
bodily. This could suggest that the latter aspect is stressed when paired with piti. The suttas do
not solve these questions.

° Th 104: lahuko vata me kayo, phuttho ca pitisukhena vipulena. / tilami vaeritam malutena,
pilavativa me kayo ti.
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except in one satipatthana text featuring the gladness formula®—nor in
general definitions of vedana. In what follows, I look first at formulaic, then
non-formulaic appearances of joy.

To begin with, piti appears in the first and second jhanas. In the first, the
pair ‘joy and pleasure’ (pitisukha) are said to be born of withdrawal (viveka)
from the hindrances, whereas in the second one they are born of collectedness
(samadhi). All traditions coincide in these features (Bucknell 2019, 394). Here is
a stock passage for the first jhana:

Quite withdrawn from sense desires, withdrawn from
unskilful qualities, they" enter and dwell in the first jhana,
which is the joy and pleasure born of withdrawal,'? with
thinking and reflection. They fill, drench and pervade their
body with the joy and pleasure born of withdrawal, so that
no part of the entire body is unpervaded with the joy and
pleasure born of withdrawal.®

Secondly, we encounter joy in step five of mindfulness of breathing, the
first of the vedana section, immediately followed by pleasure. This is also
shared by different transmission lineages (Analayo 2007: 139). The mendicant
trains as follows:

10 SN v 156.

1 While the subject in the Pali text is masculine (‘bhikkhu’), Collett and Analayo (2014) have
argued this functions as a gender-inclusive term that addresses a broader audience, not just
male mendicants/monastics. Today, this is expressed with the singular gender-neutral pronoun
‘they’, and I follow this habit in this paper.

12 Often translators treat joy and pleasure (and thinking and reflection) as things that the
first jhana has or is accompanied with, rather than what it consists of or is. I take pitisukham as
being in apposition with pathamam jhanam, the implication being that ‘first jhana’ is a name for
a particular kind of joy and pleasure that the formula describes. As Rahula (1978, 105) writes: ‘a
dhyana is merely a designation for the arising of a certain number of psycho-physical qualities
in a given combination. (...) For the convenience of linguistic expression we generally say that
such and such a dhyana has so many factors, but in fact we should say that such and such a
dhyana is the combination of such and such factors’

3 DN i 73: so vivicc’ eva kamehi, vivicca akusalehi dhammehi savitakkam savicaram vivekajam
pitisukham pathamam jhanam upasampajja viharati. so imam eva kayam vivekajena pitisukhena
abhisandeti parisandeti pariptireti parippharati, ndssa kifici sabbavato kayassa vivekajena pitisukhena
apphutam hoti.
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‘Iwill breathe in experiencingjoy’, ‘1 will breathe out experiencing
joy’, ‘I will breathe in experiencing pleasure’, ‘I will breathe out
experiencing pleasure’."

Thirdly, joy is the fourth of the seven awakening factors. Here are two
passages describing it:

A: When a mendicant’s energy is activated, spiritual joy arises.
On that occasion the awakening factor of joy is activated in the
mendicant, they cultivate it, and it becomes fully developed in
them.”

B: When there is joy with thinking and reflection, and when there
is joy without thinking and reflection, that is the awakening
factor of joy.°

Passage A shows it is spiritual joy that constitutes the awakening factor
of joy. To identify this awakening factor with spiritual and therefore jhanic
joy, as Arbel (2017: 107) has done based on an observation by Gethin (2001:
170-72), finds further support in passage B, which strongly suggests the
first and second jhanas, and in two other texts that define spiritual joy as
jhanic joy: the Niramisa Sutta (SN 36.31), seen earlier, and the Subha Sutta
(MN 99). The latter compares a fire that burns without depending on fuel
to a joy that does not depend on sensory desire and unskilful qualities—the
definition of spiritual joy—and explains it as the first and second jhanas.”
In spite of all this, Analayo has argued that the joy awakening factor need

1 MN iii 82: pitipatisamvedi assasissami ti sikkhati, pitipatisamvedi passasissami ti sikkhati,
sukhapatisamvedi assasissami ti sikkhati, sukhapatisamvedi passasissami ti sikkhati.

> SN v 68: yasmim samaye, bhikkhave, bhikkhuno araddhaviriyassa uppajjati piti niramisa,
pitisambojjhango tasmim samaye bhikkhuno araddho hoti, pitisambojjharigam tasmim samaye bhikkhu
332, where it is addressed to Ananda.

16 SN v 111: yada pi, bhikkhave, savitakkasavicara piti tada pi pitisambojjhargo, yada pi
avitakkaavicara piti tada pi pitisambojjhargo.

7 MN ii 204: katama ca, manava, piti afifiatreva kamehi afifiatra akusalehi dhammehi? idha, manava,
bhikkhu vivicceva kamehi ... pe ... pathamam jhanam upasampajja viharati. ayam pi kho, manava, piti
afifiatreva kamehi afifiatra akusalehi dhammehi. puna ¢’ aparam, manava, bhikkhu vitakkavicaranam
vipasama ... pe ... dutiyam jhanam upasampajja viharati. ayam pi kho, manava, piti afifiatreva kamehi
afifiatra akusalehi dhammehi.
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not be jhanic joy, for it can come from insight.'® He points to some verses in
the Dhammapada where contemplating the impermanence of the khandhas
gives rise to joy and gladness (pitipamojja).”* However, it does not seem his
inference is textually supported. The commentary does not see that joy as
an awakening factor, instead glossing it as ‘joy in the dharma, gladness in
the dharma’.” It never calls that joy ‘spiritual’, whereas as we are seeing, the
discourses do call the awakening factor of joy ‘spiritual’, and they explicitly
define spiritual joy as jhanic joy.” Here we have a lot of consistent internal
cross-references, fingers pointing at the same moon. Instead, Analayo’s
example belongs to a sometimes ambiguous type of piti that is skilful and
ethical, yet it is not called spiritual, and which I address below.
The last of the formulaic places to house joy is ‘the gladness formula’:?

When one is glad, joy is born. When the mind is joyful, the body
relaxes. With a relaxed body, one experiences pleasure. When one
experiences pleasure, the mind becomes collected.?”

In the Fruits of the Ascetic Life (Samafifiaphala Sutta, DN 2), this sequence
is triggered when the mendicant sees (samanupassati) that the hindrances are

18 Despite acknowledging that pitisambojjhariga refers to niramisa piti, he considers this need
not be jhanic. He also contests generally that jhana is attained by cultivating the awakening
factors despite the overlap shown here (Analayo 2006: 234 n. 17; 2017a: 133).

1 Dhp 373-74: suAifidgaram pavitthassa, santacittassa bhikkhuno. / amanusi rati hoti, samma
dhammam vipassato. / yato yato sammasati, khandhanam udayabbayam. / labhati pitipamojjam,
amatam tam vijanatam.

20 Dhp-a iv 110: pitipamojjan ti evam khandhanam udayabbayam sammasanto dhammapitim
dhammapamojjafi ca labhati.

2 cannot know if this was Analayo’s reasoning, but while it may seem logical to infer that a
joy arising from insight, such as contemplating the impermanence of the khandhas, contributes
to awakening and is thus an awakening factor, even in that case I do not see why this would
weaken the association between the awakening factor of joy and the label ‘spiritual’—and
therefore jhanic. Analayo seems to rely on a preconception that jhana happens from and only
from ‘samatha meditation’ and cannot be triggered by insight, a preconception Arbel (2017;
2015: 179-206) challenges.

2 The gladness formula appears at: DN i 73, DN i 182, DN i 207, DN i 250, DN iii 242, DN iii 279,
MN 37, MNi 283, SNiv 78, SN iv 351, SN v 156, SN v 398, AN i 243, AN iii 21, AN iii 284, AN v 329,
AN v 333, In some of these discourses it appears multiple times.

% DN i 73: pamuditassa piti jayati, pitimanassa kdyo passambhati, passaddhakayo sukham vedeti,
sukhino cittam samadhiyati.
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absent in them?—in other words, that their mind is quite skilful. The gladness
formula, which appears in Chinese texts as well and may even be more
emphasised there (Sujato 2012: 321), strengthens further the connections we
have seen. First, it is virtually identical to a segment of the awakening factors:
joy — relaxation — collectedness. So much so that, in a presentation of this
teaching Rupert Gethin (2001: 168ff) termed ‘the bojjharga process formula’,
pleasure (sukha) pops up between relaxation (passaddhi) and collectedness
(samadhi) and thus gets included in the unfolding of the awakening factors.?
Secondly, the gladness formula is also the central segment of transcendental
dependent arising (lokuttara paticcasamuppada), also called the ‘spiral path’,?®
where faith (saddha) bridges the lokiya chain of dependent arising and the
gladness sequence, which continues to liberation.” To sum up: the gladness
formula is where most models of progress to awakening overlap.”

As for non-formulaic appearances of piti, for carnal joy I have only found
two examples. The first is the Lakkhana Sutta, which speaks of layman’s joy
(gihissa piti) when illustrating the prosperous life of a king who has many
children.” The second is in the opening poem of the Atthakavagga, the Kama
Sutta, where it portrays the joy of succeeding at getting sense pleasures.** While
neither of these use the term ‘carnal’ (samisa), they clearly match descriptions

% DN i 73: tass’ ime parica nivarane pahine attani samanupassato pamojjam jayati, pamuditassa piti
jayati, pitimanassa kayo passambhati, passaddhakayo sukham vedeti, sukhino cittam samadhiyati. so
vivicc” eva kamehi, vivicca akusalehi dhammehi savitakkam savicaram vivekajam pitisukham pathamam
jhanam upasampajja viharati.

»E.g., SNV 68.

% On the spiral path, see Bodhi (1980), Attwood (2013) and Jones (2019).

? For a good survey of all the variants of this sequence, see Attwood (2013: 6-13).

% Peter Harvey (2018: 3-4) explains the gladness formula as ‘what later came to be called
access (upacdra) concentration’, following the commentary to the Samafifiaphala Sutta—Sv i 217.
This view relies a lot on that particular context, where the process of the gladness formula is
followed by the process of jhana, a phenomenon exclusive to the silakkhandha vagga (DN 2, 9,
10 & 13). I argue that these two processes rather cover the same ground. Yet texts can only be
sequential, they cannot say several things simultaneously, so if equivalent formulas meet in one
text they will inevitably stand in succession, leading to interpretations like the one followed by
Harvey. But I see no reason why the jhana formula, instead of describing something happening
after the gladness formula, in temporal succession, could not just be explaining it further. Lance
Cousins (2022: 33), who takes the same view as Harvey, says the gladness formula is absent ‘in
some (or all?) other recensions’ of this text, but provides no references.

# DN iii 162.

*Sn772.
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of carnal joy—and also of domestic happiness (gehasita somanassa), which is
relevant for the third section. More common are instances that refer to an
‘ethical’, skilful joy: piti felt in an encounter with a Buddha* or the community
of mendicants,* upon hearing the word sambuddha,®® or in connection to
faith directed at Gotama;* pitisomanassa felt by gods listening to the praise of
Sariputta® and by a Koliyan man reflecting on how the Buddha’s words helped
his wife give birth;* and pitipamojja arising in Channa when he is reassured
of his capacity to grasp the teachings,” arising in a mind with faith, ethics,
learning, generosity, and wisdom,* or arising through mindfully observing
the bundles of clinging (upadanakkhandha) arise and pass away.”® Pitipamojja is
also used to describe an affective state that the Buddha instructs disciples to
dwell in when, upon review (paccavekkhamano), they know (janati) that there
are no unskilful qualities in their mind regarding sense experience,” that an
act they have done is not harmful but skilful,* or other examples of knowing
that the mind is skilful.”

All examples in the paragraph above show a skilful, ethical piti which is
not called spiritual (niramisa), and yet it is certainly not carnal (samisa).
This is probably because they mostly do not portray meditation, whereas it

1 Sn 692, MN ii 45.

32 MN iii 258, SN'i 71, SN i 126.

* Sn 1000.

* Sn 1149.

* SN i 146.

e ud1e.

7 SN iii 134.

% AN iii 181.

 Dhp 373-74.

% MN iii 294: sace pana, Sariputta, bhikkhu paccavekkhamano evam janati ‘yena caham maggena gamam
pindaya pavisim (...) natthi me tattha cakkhuviifieyyesu rizpesu chando va rago va doso va moho va patigham
vapi cetaso’ ti, tena, Sariputta, bhikkhuna ten’ eva pitipamojjena vihatabbam ahorattanusikkhing kusalesu
dhammesu.

' MN i 417: sace pana tvam, Rahula, paccavekkhamano evam janeyyasi ‘yam kho aham idam
kayena kammam akasim idam me kayakammam nevattabyabadhayapi samvattati, na parabyabadhaya
pi samvattati, na ubhayabyabadhaya pi samvattati, kusalam idam kayakammam sukhudrayam
sukhavipakan’ ti, ten’ eva tvam, Rahula, pitipamojjena vihareyyasi ahorattanusikkhi kusalesu dhammesu.

2 MN 1 98 (reflecting on one’s relationship to views), AN iii 307 & iv 321 (being mindful of death).
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is in meditative settings that ‘carnal’ and ‘spiritual” tend to be contrasted.”
Nevertheless, they strengthen a canonical overall image of piti as a mainly
positive, pleasant quality. Essentially, piti describes a religious sentiment: in
both formulaic and non-formulaic instances, it tends to arise in connection to
something skilful and religiously significant, be that a person, an action, or a
mind state.

2. Intensity, body and soul

Here 1 address two points of interpretation about the nature of piti: first,
whether it is intense and agitating, and secondly, whether it is mental or
physical. (There is a third point about whether piti is linked to anticipating
something or to experiencing it either in the present or in review. I address
this point in the next section because it relates to classifying piti as a vedana
or a sarikhara.)

As for the first issue, I believe the discourses paint a picture of joy as
something more uplifting than agitating—let us remember Khitaka’s poetic
reference to the lightness of cotton, as well as examples from the previous
section such as encountering a Buddha or being reassured of one’s capacity
to grasp the teachings. Yet many scholars say piti is intrinsically or mainly
intense and even agitating, often in a comparison with sukha, which is
viewed as calmer (Guenther 1974: 51ff; Analayo 2015: 61; Cousins 1973: 122;
Griffiths 1983: 60; Harvey 2018: 7; Payutto 2017: 1066). Since this difference in
intensity is not explicit in the jhana formulas or in mindfulness of breathing,
where does the idea come from? It could be explained, on the one hand,
because of joy’s location in the awakening factors—between energy (viriya)
and relaxation (passaddhi)—and on the other, due to how the concept of piti
evolved in Pali literature.

According to the Aggi Sutta (SN 46.53),* joy is an energising awakening
factor: the meditator should cultivate it when their energy is low in order to
add vitality. But in both this model and the gladness formula joy flows into

 There can be ambiguity sometimes, as in the example of observing arising and passing
away in the khandhas, which one could argue is a meditative exercise. Analayo uses it to argue
that the joy awakening factor need not be jhanic, as I have discussed earlier in this section.

“ SN v 113.
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calm—because, say the commentaries, one has no distress when one is joyful.*
So joy is also calm inducing; it is distress that seems to bring up agitation.
What might influence the aforementioned common scholarly view? If joy
leads to relaxation (passaddhi), joy must be more agitated than relaxation
itself or whatever follows it, which is often sukha. One reasons: therefore,
sukha must be calmer; and in turn, this feeds the image of piti as agitating.
Cousins (1973: 120-22), who takes this perspective himself, grounds it in two
things: the expression cetaso uppilavita(tta) or ‘mental excitement’, and the
commentarial view that piti is the delight at attaining the desired object while
sukha is the experiencing of its flavour. But a difference in intensity does not
follow from this commentarial distinction—which I tackle in the next section.
As for ‘mental excitement’, the expression appears in three early texts, mostly
referring to the elation that may arise from being praised.* The one time
that mental excitement explicitly refers to piti and to a context of formal
meditation is a passage from the Brahmajala Sutta (DN 1) that discusses how
each jhana is coarse compared to the next:¥” the joyful mind (pitigatam cetaso)
of the second jhana is described as uppilavitatta. Since this is a comparison in
a meditative context we could be speaking of very subtle differences, which
then get magnified. Moreover, that the passage calls out joy in particular
rather than mentioning the second jhana as a whole, and that joy falls away
in the third jhana while pleasure stays on, may lead to regarding the latter as
calmer than the former—at least it must be more capable of calm, have more
‘quiet range’.

On top of this, the Visuddhimagga presents a gradation of joy in intensity
and pervasiveness whose lowest of five levels already makes body hairs rise,
albeit moderately, while the next one is compared to lightning flashes.*
Lance Cousins (1973: 130 n. 46) observed that this presentation is not
found (nor anticipated, I would add) in the discourses, and is exclusively
Theravadin®—although the Sarvastivadins also acknowledge a gradation in

5 Sv i 217: pitimanassa kdyo passambhati ti pitisampayuttacittassa puggalassa namakdyo
passambhati, vigatadaratho hoti.

4% DN i 3, MN i 140, Ud 37. In these instances, it is connected to the terms ananda and
somanassa, certainly close to piti, as I address later on in the dissertation. The expression also
appears at Mil 183.

7 DN i 37: yad eva tattha pitigatam cetaso uppilavitattam, etenetam olarikam akkhayati.

8 Vism 143 (IV 94-99).

# See Cousins (1973: 120-22) for an overview of the commentarial view on piti.
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that they mention a joy in approaching the first dhyana which is unlike that
of dhyana (La Vallée Poussin 1923: 180, n. 1). Compared to the canonical data
gathered up until this point, the Theravadin ‘five joys’ shade towards the
excited side of the spectrum. I find the term ‘uplifting’ more fitting for the
early conception of piti—it even connects to literal meanings of uppilavati,
to float or rise up (Cone 2001: 497; Rhys Davids and Stede 1966: 152). Such
uplift can of course get intense and shade into exhilaration, and Theravada
exegesis seems to have developed along those lines: it came to associate
joy mostly with the intense segment of the whole range, but there is little
indication that the suttas did the same. I am not saying the exegetical view
departs drastically from what we find in the discourses, but its emphasis
is not so evident in them either, so it does not seem justified to project the
later conception back onto the discourses.

The Theravadin ‘five joys’ also relate to the second issue of interpretation,
for they are very bodily. Certainly in the jhanas the meditator feels piti (and
sukha) with the whole body,* though it arises from mental contact. The
Theravadin view has led Peter Harvey (2018: 8) to emphasise the physicality of
piti versus the mental nature of sukha. Here we can identify a shift of emphasis
in how joy is presented, since I would argue that the early discourses actually
stress the mental nature of piti. We shift from speaking of joy as a mental
brightening to a bodily energy that can be agitated. The gladness formula
says: ‘When there is joy in the mind, the body relaxes. Several examples from
the previous section showed that often joy arises from a skilful mind, even
from the practitioner’s knowledge of that. These things do not mean that joy
cannot have a physical counterpart,® but that it is born of mental contact and
the mental aspect is emphasised.

The gladness formula describes a mind-body feedback loop of increasing
calm and well-being, and I take piti to be on the mental side and sukha on the
bodily side. Some commentaries identify this sukha as both mental and bodily,
others as only mental,” but mostly they de-emphasise bodily experience by
interpreting kdya in its sense of collection or group (Cone 2001: 670) as the

®DN1i73.

*! Indeed, in jhana the meditator suffuses the body with both joy and pleasure, as seen in the
stock jhana formula above, see also Th 382.

52 Sv 1 217: sukham vedet ti kayikam pi cetasikam pi sukham vedayati.

% Ps i 174: passaddhakdyo sukhan ti evam viipasantakayadaratho cetasikam sukham patisamvedeti.
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mental khandhas (namakdya)* or, in another context, as the ‘body of in-breath
and out-breath’.® This may be due to the exegetical idea that jhana does not
admit sensory awareness.* But I would apply the following philosophical razor:
when a phenomenology of meditation says that a mental quality affects the
body, the body just means the body, even if only a subtle or perceived body—or to
use a term by Harvey (2018: 6), the ‘experienced body’. While discussing this in
more depth would be a distraction, we can summarise that the Buddhist textual
tradition tries to account for the embodied nature of meditative experience but
without giving the impression that it arises from stimulating the sense of touch,
which is the specific meaning of kaya in the abhidharma.”” What is clear is that,
in the Pali discourses, piti arises from mental contact and there is no evident
emphasis on its bodily manifestation, at least not in comparison with sukha.

3. You say vedana, I say sankhara

Let us move on to how systematic Buddhist thought conceived of joy (piti),
beginning with the Theravadins. The Dhammasangani classifies joy in the
bundle of conditioning factors (sarikharakkhandha),”® as do the Abhidhammattha
Sangaha® and, implicitly, the Vibhanga.®® Buddhaghosa treats joy as a
sankhara and defines it as ‘the satisfaction of obtaining a desirable object’.®*
He distinguishes it from sukha using the following simile: a tired person in
the desert would feel piti upon seeing a pond, whereas sukha would be the
satisfaction of actually drinking from it. This simile, cited by virtually every
scholar discussing piti, may have shaped the Theravadin conception of piti, or
at least the scholarly understanding of it. Karunadasa (2010: 133) writes:

* Sv i 217: pitimanassa kdyo passambhati ti pitisampayuttacittassa puggalassa namakdyo
passambhati, vigatadaratho hoti.

% Spk i 187: passaddhakayo ti catutthajjhanena assasapassasakayassa passaddhatta passaddhakayo.

%6 Also to not suggest jhana can be achieved by regularly stimulating the body.

57 Some discussion of this embodiment can be found in Analayo (2014: 47) and Harvey (2018: 14).

* Dhs 17.

* See Bodhi and Narada (2016, 57 (I 18-20)).

% Vibh 257 explains piti as pamojja and without mentioning feeling, which it does when
explaining sukha.

' Vism 145 (IV 100): ittharammanapatilabhatutthi piti (...) sankhdarakkhandhasangahita piti.
As I argue in the next section, this hardly differs from the canonical definition of ‘domestic
happiness’ (gehasita somanassa)—a vedana.
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Piti is a conative factor included in the aggregate of mental
formations. Sukha is a variety of feeling and is therefore included
in the aggregate of feeling. What the Theravadins mean by piti
is not pleasant feeling but pleasurable interest or zest. It is a
conative factor dissociated from any hedonic content.

I find his ‘dissociated from any hedonic content’ incoherent with
characterising joy as pleasurable interest or zest, but besides that, he reads
Buddhaghosa’s definition of joy as ‘delight that results in attaining a desired
object’ (my emphasis).®? There seems to be no grammatical justification for
his rendering, making me wonder if it is rather influenced by Buddhaghosa’s
imagery, which suggests anticipation. Similarly, Gunaratana (1980: 82) speaks
of piti as ‘not hedonic but directive’ and includes it in the sarikharakkhandha,
pointing out how Shwe Zan Aung (1910: 243) explains it as interest in an object
felt desirable. And Bucknell (1993: 381) too treats piti as ‘a conative factor
(placed under sarikhdra-khandha in the Abhidhamma classification)’. All this
reflects the Theravada abhidhamma understanding but is not much evident
in the discourses, as surveyed in the previous section. In the discourses, piti
is clearly a hedonic factor related to the present or reviewed experience of a
desired object, not the anticipation of it—the conative or directive element
that seems to support considering it a sarikhara is just not there.

In contrast to the Theravadins, the Sarvastivada-Vaibhasika school
considers joy (priti) to be a vedand and treats it as a synonym of happiness
(saumanasya). Occasionally, they even have a pritindriya instead of
somanassindriya (Dhammajoti 2009a: 96). Their view is found in Vasubandhu'’s
Abhidharmakosabhasya (from here onwards, AKB).® The equation seems to be
so self-evident for the Vaibhasika that they are shocked when questioned:
‘What else would it [priti] be?’ (kim anyat bhavatu).* It is less clear what opinion
Vasubandhu himself holds, or who is his interlocutor holding the view that joy
is not pleasant mental feeling, if not an account of Theravadins. According to
P’ou Kouang and Fa Bao, it is the Sthaviras.®® Louis de la Vallée Poussin (1923:
vol.V, 159) assigns it to the Sautrantikas, a view followed by Gethin (2001: 155).

62 He cites the Pali slightly different (ittharammanapatilabhe tutthi piti), although I think this
makes no difference.

3 See La Vallée Poussin (1923: vol. II, 114; vol. V, 147, 151).

¢ AKB 440.14 (La Vallée Poussin 1923: vol. V, 159).

% See footnote 3 in La Vallée Poussin.
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On their part, the Yogacarins did not consider priti a separate dharma, so
they must have understood it as pleasant mental feeling (saumanasya)—are
there other candidates? Xuanzang assigns sukha (4%) and somanassa (&) to the
first two dhyanas (Li 2023: 704). Yogacarins thus agree with the Sarvastivadins.
Interestingly, in a passage of Asanga’s Abhidharmasamuccaya, Pradhan’s
Sanskrit reconstruction has saumanasya while Walpola Rahula argued that
priti suits the context best because it mentions dhyana (Bon-Weibb and Rahula
2001: 108). In a footnote, Rahula comments that ‘Priti is a member of dhyana
but not of [sic] saumanasya’. One could wonder if Rahula was influenced by the
Theravada take on this. Lastly, the Tattvasiddhi-sastra, whose school affiliation
is disputed, names priti as a dharma separate from vedand like the Theravadins
(Lin 2015: 82).

In recounting the Buddhist disagreement on joy, the AKB may contain the
clue as to why different schools put joy in different baskets. It could be that
the various positions relate to each school’s attempt to make sense of jhana/
dhyana. All, except the Darstantikas, need to interpret dhyanic sukha as not
bodily, since they hold that sensory awareness does not happen in dhyana.®®
Since dhyanic sukha cannot mean bodily pleasant feeling, now two factors
compete for the position of mental pleasant feeling—sukha and priti—and
only one can get the job. The Vaibhasikas give it to priti and relocate sukha to
the relaxation (prasrabdhi) department.” Another view in the AKB, from an
unnamed school, chooses sukha over priti, and then argues that the latter is
not vedand. So the reason both this unidentified school and the Theravadins
regard joy as a separate dharma could well be that they take sukha to mean
somanassa/saumanasya in the dhyanas.® Vasubandhu spells this out: if priti is
other than sukha, then it must also be other than saumanasya.®® Joy becomes
the victim of the previous doctrinal commitment that sensory awareness does
not happen in dhyana. Lacking such a commitment, the Darstantikas remain
the only ones who take dhyanic sukha to be bodily.” Strangely, though, they
argue that for the first three dhyanas there is no mental pleasure whatsoever,

6 AKB 438.24 (La Vallée Poussin 1923: vol. V, 150ff).

7 AKB 438.21-26.

% Vibh 257: tattha katamam sukham? yam cetasikam satam cetasikam sukham cetosamphassajam
satam sukham vedayitam cetosamphassaja sata sukhd vedana: idam vuccati sukham.

% AKB 440.14-16 (La Vallée Poussin 1923: vol. V, 159).

70 AKB 439.01-07 (La Vallée Poussin 1923: vol. V, 151ff).
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but only bodily pleasure. I wonder if this is why La Vallée Poussin sees the
Darstantikas—often identified with the Sautrantikas’—as holding that priti is
not saumanasya. Because, on the other hand, they could see it as saumanasya
if they wanted to, whereas other schools cannot unless they shuffle other
dharmas around.

To summarise, there were broadly two understandings of joy (piti) among
early Buddhist interpreters: those who thought of it as a vedana (Sarvastivada-
Vaibhasika, Yogacara and possibly Darstantika) and those who saw it as a
sankhara (Theravada, unidentified school). 1t is a plausible hypothesis that
their view ultimately stems from how they conceived of jhana/dhyana, which
required them to (re)interpret jhana/dhyana factors accordingly. For there
seems to be no other apparent benefit to classifying joy as a sarikhara than
solving these technical problems of interpretation. Even Buddhaghosa’s
definition of joy, cited at the beginning of this section, could easily be read
as describing a vedana. Yet since this was not an option for Theravadins, they
may have needed to introduce a distinction—the element of anticipation—to
justify considering it a sarikhara.

The status of joy has attracted little interest from scholars of early
Buddhism, who tend to simply follow the Theravada tradition.”? Keren Arbel
(2017:59) argues that Buddhaghosa’s understanding of piti as a sanikhara fits the
early discourses given its mental nature. But this is not enough justification,
for it does not rule out mental feelings. In contrast, Tse-Fu Kuan (2005: 302)
agrees with the Sarvastivadins and others that piti should be classified as a
feeling, and Robert Buswell (2018: 78) suggests seeing it as a form of spiritual
feeling (niramisa vedana).” However, Kuan adds, the early discourses do not
support the Sarvastivada view that joy refers to the faculty of happiness
(somanassindriya). Perhaps Kuan wants to be cautious here, but if joy is a
feeling, can it be anything other than pleasant mental feeling? Joy is clearly
of a pleasant hedonic tone and, in terms of origin, mental—and is that not the
definition of the pleasant feeling known as the faculty of happiness?

This is called the faculty of happiness: mental pleasure and

71 On the relationship between these two school names, see Dhammajoti (2016: 230-33).

72 Bucknell (1993: 381), Cousins (1973: 120ff), Guenther (1974: 51-57), Gunaratana (1980: 82).
Guenther mentions the different interpretation of priti and sukha in the AKB, but does not go
beyond that.

7 See also Meyers (2012: 275).
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comfort, the pleasant and agreeable feeling born from mental
contact.”

Anything that is experienced bodily or mentally as pleasant or
agreeable is pleasant feeling.”

Joy (piti) falls within these definitions. Even if we understood it as a subtype
of pleasant mental feeling, it functions similarly and inhabits similar spaces
as does happiness (somanassa). In the following section, I continue where
Kuan stopped and offer some arguments for why accepting at least a rough
equivalence between piti and somanassa makes more sense than not doing so,
while supporting the thesis of piti as vedana more broadly.

4. Come joy or come happiness

Here I explain why I think it reasonable to regard piti in the early discourses
as a vedand,” roughly synonymous with somanassa. To begin with, carnal joy
(samisa piti) and domestic happiness (gehasita domanassa)—which is a vedana—
are defined very similarly. Let us remember carnal joy:

What are the five strands of sense desire? Forms known by the eye
that are desired, pleasing, arousing ... tactile sensations known by
the body that are desired, pleasing, arousing. These are the five
strands of sense desire. The joy that arises conditioned by the five
strands of sense desire is called carnal joy.””

7 SN v 209: katamafi ca bhikkhave somanassindriyam? yam kho bhikkhave cetasikam
sukham cetasitkam satam manosamphassajam sukham satam vedayitam, idam vuccati bhikkhave
somanassindriyam.

s MN 1 302: yam kho, avuso Visakha, kayikam va cetasikam va sukham satam vedayitam ayam sukha
vedand.

76 On the notion of vedand in the suttas, see Heim (2021) and Font (2023: chpt. 1). In the latter,
I defend that something belongs to this category when its hedonic aspect dominates; it does not
depend on whether something is a physical or mental sensation, a mood or even a thought, nor
on its intensity or duration.

77 SN iv 235: katama ca, bhikkhave, samisa piti? pafic’ ime, bhikkhave, kamagund. katame parica?
cakkhuvififieyyd ripa ittha kanta mandpa piyaripd kamipasamhitd rajaniya ... pe ... kayavififieyyda
photthabba ittha kanta manapa piyartpd kamipasamhita rajaniya. ime kho, bhikkhave, parica
kamaguna. ya kho, bhikkhave, ime pafica kamagune paticca uppajjati piti, ayam vuccati, bhikkhave,
samisa piti.
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Now let us compare it with domestic happiness:

Happiness arises for one who considers it a gain to obtain forms
known by the eye that are desired, pleasing, connected to worldly
matter ... phenomena known by the mind that are desired,
pleasing, connected to worldly matter; or for one who recalls
those previously obtained that have gone, ceased, changed. Such
a happiness is called domestic happiness.”

Both passages use almost the same adjectives (ittha, kanta, manapa)
to denote the objects’ desirable and pleasing nature. I would argue they
describe the same sort of pleasant feeling that arises from the valued
acquisition or consumption of sense experience.” In other words, both
‘domestic’ and ‘carnal’ describe feelings conditioned by an unskilful
perception. A linguistic point hiding in the Niramisa Sutta supports this:
carnal joy, pleasure and equanimity are described using the phrase ime
pafica kamagune paticca uppajjati (‘conditioned by the five strands of sense
desire there arises ..”), which is also used for joy in the Subha Sutta (MN
99).% I would argue that the language and structure of this phrase logically
require a vedanad. In fact, all other thirteen occurrences of this phrase in
the suttas are followed by a vedana.®

Moving on to the skilful, in the Fruits of the Ascetic Life (DN 2),
right before one realises that the hindrances are absent, the discourse
compares the hindrances to being ill or in servitude, and abandoning
them to recovering one’s health or gaining freedom, among other
similes.®? It then relates how the healthy or freed person, thinking of

7 MN iii 217: cakkhuvififieyyanam rapanam itthanam kantanam manapanam manoramanam
lokamisapatisamyuttanam patilabham va patilabhato samanupassato pubbe va patiladdhapubbam
atitam niruddham viparinatam samanussarato uppajjati somanassam.

7 We have also encountered this feeling under the alternative name of ‘layman’s joy’ (gihissa
piti, DN iii 162), a lexical midpoint between gehasita somanassa and samisa piti. Gihi, layman or
householder, is related to Sanskrit grha and Pali geha meaning house, from where we get gehasita.
It is usually contrasted with pabbagjita, ascetic, whereas gehasita pairs with nekkhammasita (Cone
2010: 53; Rhys Davids and Stede 1966: 250).

8 MN ii 203.

8 MN i 85, MN i 92, MN i 398, MN i 454, MN ii 43, MN iii 233, SN iv 225, AN iv 415, plus the other
occurrences in the Niramisa Sutta itself (SN iv 235).

82 The similes begin at D i 72.
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their newfound desirable condition, would obtain gladness (labhetha
pamojjam) and happiness (adhigaccheyya somanassam). Like a trailer of the
full movie that is about to screen, starring the gladness formula and the
jhanas, this is a partly overlapping description where somanassa, instead
of piti, follows pamojja.

Another example of piti and somanassa as interchangeable or equivalent is
as follows:

Realising the transiency of forms, their change, fading, and
ceasing, for one who truly sees with perfect wisdom that all
forms, both before and now, are transient, unsatisfactory, and
subject to change, happiness arises.®

This defines renunciant happiness (nekkhammasita somanassa). But in the
Dhammapada this insight is connected to the arising of piti and pamojja instead
of somanassa:

Because of thoroughly knowing
the rise and fall of the bundles,
they acquire joy and gladness
—they know this as the deathless.*

While one passage uses the template of the six sense fields (salayatana)
and the other that of the bundles (khandha), it does not seem the insights
differ really—and crucially, they are both ‘insight’ exercises. It seems the
terminology ‘carnal/spiritual’ and ‘domestic/renunciant’ are themselves
more or less equivalent and interchangeable, as Analayo (2009: 84; 2013:
§VII.5) and Boisvert (1995: 74-76) have observed. The Cilavedalla Sutta (MN
44) supports this. There, Dhammadinna presents three feelings that are not
conditioned by the habitual tendencies (anusaya) and should be cultivated.
She identifies the skilful pleasant feeling as the first jhana—that is, spiritual

8 MN iii 217: ripanam tv eva aniccatam viditva viparinamaviraganirodham, pubbe ¢’ eva riipa
etarahi ca sabbe te riipa anicca dukkha viparinamadhamma ti evametam yathabhiitam sammappafifidya
passato uppajjati somanassam.

% Dhp 374: yato yato sammasati / khandhanam udayabbayam; / labhati pitipamojjam / amatam
tam vijanatam.
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joy and pleasure (niramisa piti and niramisa sukha)®—whereas the skilful
unpleasant feeling is explained with a passage that elsewhere® refers to
renunciant unhappiness (gehasita domanassa):

‘When will T enter and dwell in those spheres in which the
noble ones enter and dwell now?” For one who establishes such
a yearning for the unsurpassed liberations, unhappiness arises
conditioned by it.*’

Lastly, Dhammadinna’s skilful neutral feeling is the fourth jhana—that is,
spiritual equanimity (niramisa upekkha).®® As we can see, she switches back and
forth smoothly from one terminology to the other, even though it is clear that
certain terms settled into particular contexts.* On the basis of this and the
previous equation of carnal joy and domestic happiness, it is hardly a leap
to consider that spiritual joy (niramisa piti) may more or less correspond to
renunciant happiness (nekkhammasita somanassa). Perhaps the latter stresses
the cognitive dimension and the former its felt aspect, but these need not be
too different anyway: insight into the nature and drawbacks of sense desire is
linked to renunciant happiness and helps settle the mind into jhana, which is
a spiritual pleasant feeling—see the examples of the Tapussa and Nibbanasukha
suttas in the next section. In short, in both their skilful and unskilful strands, it

8 Nirdmisd piti is defined as the first and second jhanas, and niramisa sukha as the first three
jhanas. SN iv 236: idha, bhikkhave, bhikkhu vivicceva kamehi vivicca akusalehi dhammehi savitakkam
savicaram vivekajam pitisukham pathamam jhanam upasampajja viharati. (...) dutiyam jhanam
upasampajja viharati. ayam vuccati, bhikkhave, niramisa piti. (...) idha, bhikkhave, bhikkhu vivicceva
kamehi vivicca akusalehi dhammehi savitakkam savicaram vivekajam pitisukham pathamam jhanam
upasampajja viharati. (...) dutiyam jhanam upasampajja viharati. (...) tatiyam jhanam upasampajja
viharati. idam vuccati, bhikkhave, niramisam sukham.

8 MN iii 219.

¥ MN i 303-04: ‘kudassu namaham taddyatanam upasampajja viharissami yadariya etarahi
dyatanam upasampajja viharanti’ ti iti anuttaresu vimokkhesu piham upatthdpayato uppajjati
pihdppaccaya domanassam. The only difference with the passage at MN iii 218 is the odd spelling
pihdppaccaya/pihapaccaya.

% SN iv 237: idha, bhikkhave, bhikkhu sukhassa ca pahana, dukkhassa ca pahana, pubbeva
somanassadomanassanam  atthangamd, adukkhamasukham upekkhdasatiparisuddhim catuttham
jhanam upasampajja viharati. ayam vuccati, bhikkhave, niramisa upekkha.

% Keren Arbel has linked renunciant unhappiness to the second and third jhanas. However,
as contended by Analayo (2016: 276), this is a dubious claim. An argument he does not bring up
is how the Piti Sutta (at AN iii 207) says the joy of seclusion, i.e. the first jhana, is devoid of pain
and sadness connected to the skilful.
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seems reasonable to consider that happiness (somanassa) and joy (piti) inhabit
the same ‘space’ and have the same experiential referent, or almost.

Indirectly, these correspondences support the plausibility of reading joy
as a feeling in the Pali suttas. Treating joy as a feeling is further suggested by
two ‘variables’ of joy: the analysis into carnal and spiritual itself, and whether
it is accompanied by thinking (vitakka) and reflection (vicara). The latter is
a subclassification of spiritual joy, which, as seen in the first section, means
jhanic/awakening-factor joy. While some could argue this is a mark of samadhi
in general,” to me it seems to qualify the felt, affective dimension of experience
specifically. In Sakka’s Questions (Sakkapafiha Sutta, DN 21), the Buddha sifts
happiness (somanassa), unhappiness (domanassa) and equanimity (upekkha)
each into two piles: those types that should not be developed and those that
should be. Among the latter, the Buddha declares that those without thinking
and reflection are better.”" Then the text moves on to other phenomena—
some of them, like bodily and verbal conduct (kdyasamacara, vacisamacara),
quite identifiable with the bundle of sarikhara—but to none does it apply the
distinction of ‘with or without thinking and reflection’.

Regarding the analysis into carnal and spiritual, as far as I know nowhere
do the Pali suttas apply it to other categories like safifia or sarikhara, but only to
vedana.” ‘Carnal’ and ‘spiritual’ show up, famously, under the contemplation of
feelings (vedananupassana) in the Satipatthana Sutta (MN 10),” as well as in two
discourses of the Vedana Samyutta.* The Niramisa Sutta (SN 36.31), which is one
of them, applies that analysis to liberation (vimokkha) as well—and liberation
is not a vedana. But we must note this is the single one occurrence in the whole
of the early discourses of such an idea.”

However, beyond quantitative arguments, this evidence is not without

% DN iii 219, SN iv 360, SN v 111, AN iv 299.

L DN ii 278.

%2 Morrison (2001: 107) says other elements are applied the label amisa. These are listed in
AN i92-94 as follows (in order): dana, yaga, caga, pariccaga, bhoga, sambhoga, samvibhaga, sarigaha,
anuggaha, anukampd, santhara, patisanthdra, esand, pariyesand, pariyetthi, puja, atitheyya, iddhi,
vuddhi, ratana, sannicaya, vepulla. The contrasting label for those items, though, is dhamma, not
niramisa.

S MN i 59.

% Agara Sutta (SN iv 219) and Niramisa Sutta (SN v 235).

% The next and only other canonical instance of it is in the Patisambhidamagga, dating from
the Common Era (von Hiniiber 1996: 59-60).
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problems. While, according to the Niramisa Sutta, joy, pleasure, and equanimity
are carnal (samisa) when they derive from the five strands of sense desire,
spiritual (niramisa) when in jhana, and beyond-spiritual (niramisa niramisatara)
when they spring from the self-review of a liberated mind, liberation does
not follow this symmetry. Carnal liberation (samisa vimokkha) is liberation
connected to form, spiritual liberation (niramisa vimokkha) is connected to
the formless, and beyond-spiritual liberation (niramisa niramisatara vimokkha)
arises in the self-review of a liberated mind. The first we can easily understand
as jhana, as liberation from the carnal; but the second introduces the formless,
which is a new element; and the notion of a liberation that arises upon the self-
review of a liberated mind is slightly odd. In the other cases, ‘beyond-spiritual’
refers to feelings that arise from recognising that the mind is liberated. But
this does not work in the case of liberation: can one get even more awakened?
... by simply reviewing that one already is7°° Also, as expected, carnal liberation
does not use the phrase ime pafica kimagune paticca uppajjati (‘conditioned by
the five strands of sense desire there arises ...), which I have argued must be
followed by a feeling. It seems reasonable to consider that the terms carnal
(samisa) and spiritual (niramisa) originally referred to feelings. In correlating
feelings with liberation states, the terms extended to vimokkha, and in so doing
its meaning had to adapt, with somewhat confusing results. But these only
foreground the symmetry between sukha and upekkha and piti.

Another challenge lies in how the Niramisa Sutta defines carnal pleasure
(samisa sukha) as ‘the pleasure and happiness that arise conditioned by the
five strands of sense desire’. In including happiness (somanassa) within carnal
pleasure, this passage seems to say that carnal joy (samisa piti) is something
different.” It could also be acknowledging piti as a subtype of pleasant mental
feeling, more specific than the generic somanassa. But given how sukha
sometimes means pleasant bodily feeling alone (as sukhindriya) and sometimes

% The Chinese parallel to the Niramisa Sutta (SA 483) assigns these three labels differently,
especially ‘beyond-spiritual’, which it uses to denote something superior to whatever it has
deemed ‘spiritual’: if spiritual pleasure corresponds to the second jhdana, beyond-spiritual
pleasure is the third; if spiritual equanimity means the third jhana, beyond-spiritual equanimity
means the fourth. It lacks the notion of the self-review of a liberated mind, and beyond-spiritual
liberation is simply the cessation of desire, hatred, and delusion (Choong 2000: 128).

°7 SN v 237: ya kho bhikkhave ime pafica kamagune paticca uppajjati piti, ayam vuccati bhikkhave
samisa piti ... yam kho bhikkhave ime pafica kamagune paticca uppajjati sukham somanassam, idam
vuccati bhikkhave samisam sukham.
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pleasant feeling generally (as sukha vedana, encompassing both sukhindriya
and somanassindriya), it is not surprising to find both terms here. This may be
due to reciter habits, since this description of the type of pleasure that should
not be pursued is a stock passage that happens elsewhere in the canon without
piti lurking around, as in the Aranavibhariga Sutta (MN 139).”® The compilers or
reciters could have kept somanassa in a common, memorised formula although
this particular context did not need it. Curiously, the Chinese parallel to the
Aranavibhanga Sutta contains this formula with the characters for piti (&) and
sukha (4%),” which is not strange considering the Sarvastivada leanings of the
Madhyama Agama (Analayo 2017b)—remember that Sarvastivadins see priti as
a synonym of saumanasya. In isolation, this second challenge could weaken my
theory, but we need to take it together with the previous evidence that points
to an overlap (to say the least) between piti and somanassa and between the
terminologies ‘carnal/spiritual’ and ‘domestic/renunciant’.

5.In a pleasant tone

Despite the diversity of practices found in the Pali suttas, most (if not all)
eventually lead to the same place: a wholesome positive feeling. The experience
of something that feels good but is unrelated to defilement, cognitive or
affective, seems to be what pushes forward the rolling dharma wheel, mirroring
the Buddha’s own spiritual journey upon experienceing the first jhana, under the
rose apple tree. Evidence of this, gathered in this paper so far, sometimes uses
happiness (somanassa)—insight into the impermanence and unsatisfactoriness
of sensory experience—and others joy (piti)—insight into the impermanence
of the khandhas, the jhanas, mindfulness of breathing, the awakening factors,
and the gladness formula. The latter, besides arising from the absence of the
hindrances as mentioned under section 1, can also arise from lack of remorse
(avippatisara) due to good conduct,'® restraint of the senses (indriya samvara),"®*
visceral attention (yoniso manasikara),’? dwelling vigilantly (appamatta) in

% MN iii 233.

% T10702c04.

10 AN v 1-7, AN v 311-17.
1 SN iv 78.

102 DN iii 288.
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solitude,’® experiencing ‘the point of the teaching® (atthapatisamvedin,
dhammapatisamvedin),' the practice of the recollections,’® and meditation
on rejoicing (mudita).’” To all this we can add how both satipatthana'® and the
brahmaviharas'® lead to a pleasant dwelling and should be cultivated with joy
and pleasure.

The Discourse on the Cooks (Sida Sutta, SN 47.8)'° illustrates well
how successful satipatthana practice leads to a positive affective state of
‘sukhavihara’:'" just as a cook who prepares dishes for the king must ensure the
king enjoys them and must adjust the recipes to the king’s liking, the meditator
must ensure the mind finds comfort and pleasure, adjusting the meditation to
that end.’? The simile emphasises a meditative hedonic dimension. We find
another interesting perspective in the Discourse to Tapussa (Tapussa Sutta,

103 SN v 399.

1% The meaning here seems to be to experience the benefit or goal (attha) of the teaching
(dhamma), the truth (dhamma) it points to, namely, a liberated mind—one without lust, aversion
and delusion—which, according to AN iii 357, is visible here and now (sanditthiko) by discerning
whether those three forces are present in oneself or not.

195 DN iii 241, DN iii 279, AN iii 22. Inspiration can arise from hearing, teaching, reciting
or reflecting on the teachings, as well as by properly attending to a sign of collectedness
(samadhinimitta).

106 AN iii 285, AN v 329-34, SN i 203, Th 382.

107 AN i 243.

1% SN v 150 (and its parallel SA 616 at T ii 172b23), SN v 156.

109 AN iv 300.

10 SN v 150 and SA 616 at T ii 172b23.

11 The expression sukhavihdra features in the stock definition of the third jhana (DN i 75); it
is an epithet of all four jhanas (DN iii 113, DN iii 223, MN i 33, MN i 41, MN i 354, MN iii 11, MN iii
97, SN ii 278, AN ii 23, AN ii 36, AN ii 88, AN iii 114, AN iii 131, AN iii 262, and a few more in AN); it
appears related to mindfulness of breathing (SN v 326, AN v 328)—including in Chinese parallels
(Dhammajoti 2008: 1); and to meditation more generally (SN ii 239, SN iii 169, AN iii 212). But we
also find it in not overtly meditative usages (MN i 23, AN iv 363, MN i 459, MN iii 153).

12 A related scholarly debate, which would distract us from our aim now, is to what extent
the outcome of satipatthana is jhana. This discourse (Siida Sutta, SN 47.8) mentions abandoning
defilements, both part of satipatthana and the starting point of jhana—MN i 181, MN i 270,
MN iii 136, EA 12.1 (Sujato 2012: 294). Right mindfulness—the four satipatthanas—and right
collectedness—often the four jhanas—appear in that order on the noble eightfold path. For
different views on this, and on whether the four jhanas are the original definition of samma
samadhi, see among others Analayo (2019a; 2021: 118-37), Kuan (2001: 179-81), Arbel (2017: 88),
Gethin (2019: 182), Sujato (2012: 182), and a response to Sujato (Analayo 2019c: 2342).
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AN 9.41)"% and the Discourse on Nirvanic Pleasure (Nibbanasukha Sutta, AN
9.34).1% In these two texts, the inadequacy of the sensory domain—and of
each subsequent state one reaches—is compared to feeling pain; and tasting
a superior state to feeling happy. I believe this is more than just a metaphor.
The notion of seeing the drawbacks of pursuing sensory pleasures reminds us
of renunciant happiness (nekkhammasita somanassa), presented as an insight:

Realising the transiency of forms, their change, fading, and
ceasing, for one who truly sees with perfect wisdom that all
forms, both before and now, are transient, unsatisfactory, and
subject to change, happiness arises.!

Inthe Tapussa Sutta, the insightful seeing of drawbacks in sensory experience
matures instead into the first jhana, not coincidentally labelled ‘the pleasure
of renunciation’ (nekkhammasukha),'** marked by spiritual joy and pleasure
(niramisa piti and niramisa sukha). We have all this overlapping terminology
with overlapping definitions: spiritual joy, spiritual pleasure, renunciant
pleasure, renunciant happiness. And we have its centrality in early Buddhist
soteriology. All main models of progress studied here describe a hedonic curve
that, leaving behind carnal pleasures, leads to (a skilful) pleasantness, just as
the Analysis of the Six Spheres (Saldyatanavibhanga Sutta, MN 137)' instructs
the mendicant to move from domestic happiness to renunciant happiness.
(The hedonic curve later mellows into neutral feeling or equanimity.) The
language differs depending on the case and context, and terms may not be
used with the technical precision one might expect from later systematic
Buddhist thought. Yet the general message of how spiritual progress is meant
to feel, according to the discourses, is clear and fairly consistent.

None of this is to paint the way to awakening as a bed of roses. Mendicants
face—and are meant to face—difficult, unpleasant experiences which

13 AN iv 439.

14 AN iv 415. I translate ‘nirvanic pleasure’ idiomatically, but the Pali is best read as ‘nirvana
is pleasure’.

115 MN iii 217: ripanam tv eva aniccatam viditva viparinamaviraganirodham, pubbe ¢’ eva riipa
etarahi ca sabbe te ripa anicca dukkha viparinamadhamma ti evametam yathabhiitam sammappafifidya
passato uppajjati somanassam.

116 MN i 454, MN iii 233.

17 MN iii 220.
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are part of the path too."® My argument is that a very central strand, at
least, in the Pali suttas presents progress as involving an affective-hedonic
transformation towards pleasantness. There is of course soteriological value
in unpleasant meditation objects and reflections,'® which one text calls ‘the
unpleasant path’ (dukkha patipada).’*® Exercises like contemplating corpses
or the unattractive (asubha) use the affective pull of unpleasant vedana—to
turn away from it—in order to counter unskilful qualities such as craving
(tanha) and bring about valued ones like renunciation (nekkhamma). But as
they do that, they eventually lead to positive affective states; the feeling
evolves.'” Similarly, recognising that the experience of dukkha triggers search
(pariyesand)'®? and urgency (samvega), early Buddhists devised systematic
reflections on what Liang and Morseth (2021) have called ‘aesthetically
unpleasing existential truths’. Again, these difficult experiences are said
to evolve towards faith (saddha) and the spiral path, which includes the
gladness formula—and therefore joy.' Fear (bhaya) plays a key role in early
Buddhist soteriology as well (Brekke 2005, chpt. 5), and Shulman (2019: 101-
10, 125-26) has noted how, in various narratives of the Buddha’s awakening,
after overcoming fear come samadhi and jhana. Thus, often, ‘negative’ or
unpleasant affective states in the path are framed within a progression that
includes positive ones later on.

118 Staying alone in the forest is not easy. SN 9.9 (SN i 202) portrays a mendicant feeling lonely
and defeated, who is then reassured by a deity and gains a sense of urgency (samvega).

119 For a related contemporary reflection, see Obeyesekere (1985).

120 AN 4.163 (AN i 151) mentions the perceptions of the unattractive in the body, of the disagreeable
in food, of non-delight in the whole world, of impermanence in all conditioned things, and of death.
AN 7.49 (AN iv 47) breaks down the last one into three: the perception of impermanence, of suffering
in what is impermanent, and of not-self in what is suffering. The same list is found in a Chinese text
(T111c26). On this topic, see Dessein (2014), Shaw (2016: 130), Kong (2019) and Dhammajoti (2009b).

121 Analayo (2017a, 54ff), Giustarini (2011, 109, n. 33), and Dhammajoti (2009b, 275, 279), who
mentions the Atthasalini image of feeling better after vomiting—I wonder if we should take it as
illustrating this—and explains how the Sarvastivada expanded this exercise into a visualisation
and experience of the body as fantastically beautiful.

122 AN 4.255 at AN ii 247.

12 On the spiral path, see n. 26.
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6. That old feeling

In this last section I look at piti in its religious context, which helps explain the
use of the term piti and why it seems to be specific to accounts and formulas
of spiritual progress, whereas somanassa features less frequently in those but
shows up in generic explanations of feeling. I argue that, against the popular
image of Buddhism and Brahmanism as confronted,** and despite differences
in doctrinal and metaphysical teachings, early Buddhism has affective
continuities with Brahmanism.

The old Vedic religion places great emphasis on prosperity, both in this life
and in the world of the ancestors (Witzel 2003, 84), and sexuality and offspring
often connect and symbolise both things. In this way, Vedic religion affirms
sensual pleasure. Crucial is the central role of ritual as a means to achieve
prosperity. During a ritual, the priest consumes the sacred drink soma, a mind-
altering substance that induces intense pleasure (ananda).’> Soma not only
leads to the goal of prosperity symbolised by sex and offspring, but is itself
compared to semen, and so soma-induced ecstasy mirrors sex-induced ecstasy.

Then, in the late Vedic period, a soteriology emerges and offspring is
replaced as a religious good with knowledge of the Self (atman).’*® But while
the goal shifts, the idea of pleasure and its sexual connotations linger on. The
blissful union of two persons is now the blissful union with the absolute; the
organ connected with that religiously significant pleasure is now the mind
instead of the penis; the Brhadaranyaka Upanisad articulates the equation of
ananda and mind with reference to sexual desire (Olivelle 2012: 89). As Patrick
Olivelle (2012: 77-78) puts it, there is an ‘explicit and unambiguous connection
between ananda as orgasmic rapture and ananda as the experience of brahman/
atman’. Religious practice is still often pleasurable (Wynne 2007: 98, 112), but
chronologically, this Vedic religious pleasure has shifted from something more
carnal to something more ‘spiritual’.

In contrast, for Jains it is physical pain that has soteriological value
and helps effect liberation. While their goal may be described in terms
of pleasure or bliss,'?” or at least as a state where pain is blocked, the

12 For a survey of scholarly views on the Buddhist-Brahmin relationship, see Walser (2018: 98-106).

12 Some explanation of the drink and its ritual can be found in Witzel (2003: 74) and Galewicz
(2020: 37).

126 Brh-Up 4.4.22, cited in Olivelle (2003: 276).

127.US 23.83, US 32.2 (see Jaini 1977: 155; 1979: 104; Colette 2003: 115; Dundas 2002: 104).
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same cannot be said about their way towards liberation: by inflicting
pain on themselves, Jains would speed up the burning of past deeds and
precipitate liberation, thus conforming to an instrumental model of
(religious) pain'?® which early Buddhists strongly criticise. In this sense,
early Buddhists are closer to mainstream Brahmanism, and to an extent
the heterodox and unaffiliated wanderers, paribbdjakas, who often have
Brahmanic influence, and whom Buddhists recognise as practising on a
similar wavelength.'?

There were Vedic strands of asceticism too that granted liberating power
to painful experiences, but against Bronkhorst, Alexander Wynne (2007:
98, 112) has argued that while there may have been Brahmanic ascetics,
the mainstream meditative tradition was not painful. Cezary Galewicz
(2020: 39) shows that ascetic elements can be found already in early Vedic
hymns and, like Wynne, sees it as a tradition outside the mainstream soma
sacrifice. Given the lively circulation of ideas and practices in the Indian
period around the Buddha’s life, Vedic and non-Vedic ascetics surely cross-
pollinated; but in comparison, the Brahmanic traditions clearly ascribed
less of a role to painful feelings than did Jainism, and they had a positive
discourse around pleasure that Jains (and Ajivakas) lacked.

A key to the affinity between early Buddhists and Brahmins lies in the
parallelism between piti and ananda. Brahmanic ananda bridges sexual and
meditative bliss—the Upanisads openly compare the two. While early Buddhist
texts do not, in them piti still bridges those two kinds of pleasure. Like ananda,
piti has specific romantic connotations that a term like somanassa lacks
(Cousins 1973: 121), and it refers to mental joy, just like ananda came to denote
the joy of erotic union rather than its physical pleasure. When the Brahmajala
Sutta (DN 1) speaks of an excited mind, in one place it uses ananda and in the
other piti—and the commentary understands that ‘ananda’ as piti."** Moreover,

128 Self-inflicted pain is a widely known religious phenomenon. The belief that one will avoid
future suffering by experiencing it now, or a symbolic link between pain and ideals of compassion
and harmlessness, can lessen one’s perception of pain and give it meaning. Furthermore, the
stimulus overload that is intense pain can alter the sense of self, which would fit Jain ideas of
liberation as isolating the jiva. See Salim (2020: 511), Dundas (2002: 166), Fuller (2008: 133-37)
and Glucklich (2001: 42-44, 52ff, 60, 99).

129 Syjato (2012: 179) remarks how the early discourses attribute Buddhist attainments to
these wanderers very generously.

B DNi3(Svi53),DNi37.
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both terms tend to be preceded by words from the root Vmod—Sanskrit: moda,
pramud/pramoda (Olivelle 2012: 78ff; van Buitenen 1979: 29); Pali: pamojja. The
continuity is clear. From a purely affective-hedonic stance, the experience of
union with atman/brahman has resemblances with Buddhist forms of spiritual
pleasure as described in jhana or the gladness formula. In fact, when the Yoga
Sttra lists samadhi factors, in spite of Buddhist influence it retains the ‘native’
terminology of ananda instead of piti.

We should note it is only in the Yajurvedic Brahmanas and Upanisads
where we find brahman defined as pleasure (ananda) (Olivelle 2012: 87,
99; van Buitenen 1979: 30-32), and scholars generally agree these are
precisely the Brahmanical teachings most likely to have interacted
with early Buddhism.”! In examining parallels between the Upanisadic
contemplation of upasana and Buddhist satipatthana, Sujato (2012: 156,
160) notes certain meditation objects are common to both, like bliss, and
that the satipatthanas of vedana and citta correlate to brahman’s attributes
of ananda and cit.

We can make yet another observation here. The early Buddhist hedonic
training, in commanding to replace carnal with spiritual pleasure, or lay
with renunciant happiness, essentially mirrors the Vedic history regarding
positive religious affect—namely, that it came to replace a more sensual
pleasure with a more spiritual one. In the centrality it gives to pleasure on
the path, it seems to me early Buddhism is influenced by a Brahmanical
trend, and since Buddhist spiritual pleasure is not as sexualised—the only
remnant being the term piti—it represents a further step in Indian religion’s
movement to decouple religious pleasure from sensual and ordinary ones.
It makes more sense to understand early Buddhism in light of this history
than vis-a-vis non-Vedic asceticism, which swaps sensual pleasure for self-
inflicted pain.

Now we can answer the main question of this section: why have two words
(piti and somanassa) if, as I have been arguing, they are basically synonyms?
Because piti belongs to a lineage of celebrating meditative pleasure in
comparison and reference to sensuality. While piti is often paired with generic
words and quasi-synonyms, acknowledging a certain non-specialness, at the

1 See, for example, Wynne's (2010: 206-09) defense that the YajAavalkyakanda circulated
around Magadha as an independent work before being incorporated into the Brhadaranyaka
Upanisad, against Bronkhorst’s famous challenge to the scholarly consensus.
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same time its special presence in models of spiritual progress sends a message
somanassa would not. Somanassa is rather used generically, when presenting
models of vedana and displaying all options, as in ‘things can feel dukkha, sukha,
domanassa, somanassa, upekkha ... Spiritual seekers may have picked up on the
undertones of piti and its affinity with Brahmanical practice. Perhaps this is
why Brahmins and paribbdjakas were drawn to the Buddhists, and why Jains
thought Buddhists were indulgent, given to pleasures. Using piti rather than
sukha alone, or somanassa, clarifies how the early Buddhist path feels precisely
because of the historical religious context.

Conclusions

I have argued it is reasonable to read joy (piti) as a pleasant mental feeling, a
vedand, in the early (Pali) discourses. Here is the main evidence summarised: we
tind piti in the vedana contemplation of mindfulness of breathing and in the Vedana
Samyutta; we have sukha, piti, and upekkha as carnal and spiritual, which is vedana
language, as is the phrase ‘ime parica kamagune ... used to describe carnal piti; piti
and somanassa are often associated, defined very similarly, and sometimes replace
each other, both in their skilful and unskilful strands. All this is worth contrasting
with gladness (pamojja), another related term but about which these lines could
not have been written, despite Theravadins equating it with piti.***

Most exegetical schools saw piti as somanassa, a view which I have argued can
be seen, implicitly, in the canonical discourses. I have suggested that Theravadins
classified it as a sarikhara to solve the problem of interpreting jhana factors when
sensory awareness is off the table. Scholarly reliance on the Theravadin account alone
downplays the hedonicaspect of pitiand its centrality ina conversation early Buddhists
had with other schools regarding how the path to liberation feels. Yet when we read
piti as a synonym of somanassa, we see more easily how many formulas and accounts
of progress to liberation involve a similar—if not the same—positive affective state,
and how they share an underlying hedonic curve to awakening. Moreover, projecting
Theravadin understandings onto the Pali suttas hinders seeing how its conception of
piti evolved towards the physical and intense sides of the spectrum.

132 Dhs 20-21, Vibh 257.
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ABBREVIATIONS

I follow the abbreviation and citation methods of the Critical Pali Dictionary,
except I do not indicate line numbers. When I use discourse numbers,
these follow the 6™ Council edition, which is my main source for Pali texts,
as available on SuttaCentral or the Digital Pali Reader, comparing it with
the Pali Text Society’s edition. To Visuddhimagga references, I add between
parenthesis the chapter and paragraph number of Bhikkhu Nanamoli’s
English translation.

AKB: Abhidharmakosabhdsya, digital edition by Dan Lusthaus and Paul
Hackett, from 2020.

US: Uttaradhydyana Sutra, 1997 transcription by Yumi Ousaka and Moriichi
Yamazaki.
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Can Karma Cause Suffering?

Brian Victoria

ABSTRACT—Needless to say, the Buddhist doctrine of karma is one
of the central tenets of the faith. In his book What the Buddha Thought,
Richard Gombrich describes karma as “a kind of lynchpin which holds
the rest of the basic tenets together by providing the perfect example
of what they mean”. Gombrich explains this is because the Buddha
taught that all thoughts, words and deeds derive their moral value, both
positive or negative, from the intention behind them, making intention
the basic criterion for morality. As positive and attractive as this
understanding appears on the surface, this article raises the question
of what this understanding of karma has led to when put into practice
in various Buddhist-influenced countries in Asia over the centuries and
continuing to the present.

On the one hand, there can be no doubt that a belief in karma, in
combination with compassion, has led socially engaged Buddhist
groups like Tzu Chi, based in Taiwan, to engage in a wide range of
charitable activities throughout the world. Followers believe the world
can be made a better place by planting good karmic seeds. They view
these “seeds” as the prerequisite for flowers to bloom and bear fruit. In
other words, they believe the workings of karma lead to the creation of
a better society as a result of good actions and pure thoughts.

JOCBS 24:181-215 ©2024 Brian Victoria
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While this article is not meant to denigrate, much less ignore, the
wonderful work of karma-inspired Buddhist charitable organizations
like Tzu Chi, there is another side to karma, one to which little attention
has been paid, i.e. the negative effects that alternative interpretations
of karma have produced, especially in Japan but also in other Buddhist-
influenced Asian countries. Inasmuch as Buddhism s areligion dedicated
to the removal of suffering, it is deeply ironic, if not contradictory,
that these alternative, and widespread, interpretations of karma have
been the cause of so much suffering, both past and present. How is this
possible?

KEYWORDS: karma, suffering, fate, intention, socialism, capitalism,
rebirth, killing, Zen

Introduction

“Karma” (Pali: kamma) is one of the relatively few words of Buddhist/Hindu
origin, like the word “Buddha” (lit. “awakened person”) itself, to have become
so anglicized that it no longer needs to be italicized when written. Thus, when
discussing what happened to a particular person, typically something negative
in character, it is unsurprising to hear someone say, “It was his karma.” In
this case, karma becomes very close to meaning “fate,” suggesting a power
outside of one’s control that determines what happens to a person. Karma
thus becomes a synonym for an “act of God” in which the person acted upon
has almost no control, including no responsibility, for what occurs.

“Karma” (kdrman) is a Sanskrit word that originally simply meant “action.”
This early understanding of karma can be traced back to the Vedas, a large
body of religious texts in ancient India predating Buddhism. From the early
Vedic period, the term karma appears in the Rgveda (c.1500-1000 BCE) about
forty times where it only means work or deeds, although embodying a degree
of moral significance connected to the proper performance of purification
rituals and sacrifices. In this extended meaning of karma we can see the seeds
of the belief that actions have consequences.

The doctrine of karma was further developed in the Upanisads, a series
of philosophical texts composed from the 6th to 4th centuries BCE. In the
Upanisads we find, albeit briefly, the introduction of the idea that karma
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refers not just to ritual acts but ethical acts as well, including the teaching
that every person will eventually reap the rewards of their good deeds and
the consequences of their bad deeds. Yet, at the same time, primary emphasis
remained on karma-producing actions that are ritually correct.!

While, on the one hand, the historical Buddha incorporated the concept of
karma into his teachings, he stressed that karma is most definitely not a power
outside of one’s control. He asserted that every intentional action we undertake,
whether mental, verbal, or physical, creates an imprint that influences our future
experiences. The quality and intention behind these actions shapes the nature
and intensity of their outcomes. In short, positive actions generate positive karma
(aka spiritual merit), leading to favorable consequences, while negative actions
result in negative karma (aka demerit, or evil: papa) and unfavorable outcomes.

The key contribution the Buddha made to an understanding of karma is
the central role played by intention, thereby turning karma into an ethical
concept. The Buddha is recorded as having taught:

[ say that intention, bhikkhus, is kamma. Having intended, one
does kamma by way of body, speech, & intellect.?

Note, however, that in addition to “intention” Sanskrit/Pali cetana can also
be translated as “volition,” or “directionality,” i.e. a mental factor that moves
or urges the mind in a particular direction, toward a specific object or goal.?

Thus, when the Buddha sought to explain the workings of karma, he
emphasized that the quality of an action is determined by the intention or
volition behind it, with special reference to its influence on the development
of moral character. As recorded in the Dhammapada, he said:

Phenomena are preceded by mind, superseded by mind, consist of
mind. If with a corrupt mind one speaks or acts, then unhappiness
will follow them like the (wagon) wheel follows the foot of the
(animal) that pulls it.*

! Richard Gombrich, Theravada Buddhism, p. 46.

2 The classical definition of kamma is at AN 1I1.415 (Nibbedhika Sutta, AN 6.63): cetanaham
bhikkhave kammam vadami, cetayitva kammam karoti kayena vacaya manasa.

3 See: https://encyclopediaofbuddhism.org/wiki/Cetan%C4%81 (accessed April 17, 2024).

* Dhp 1: manopubbangamd dhamma manosettha manomaya, manasa ce padutthena bhasati va
karoti va, tato nam dukkham anveti cakkam va vahato padam.
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Therefore, while two individuals may engage in what appears to be the
same outward action, their karma will differ based on the intentions behind
their behavior. If one seeks to generate positive karma, cultivating wholesome
intentions is of crucial importance. As Richard Gombrich has noted, “the
Buddha took the extremely bold step of claiming that we are the masters of
our own destinies, each responsible for our fates.”

Origins of thecontroversy

To some extent the origins of the controversy can be traced to a statement
attributed to the Buddha himself:

I am the owner of my actions [karma], heir to my actions, born
of my actions, related through my actions, and have my actions
as my arbitrator. Whatever I do, for good or for evil, to that will I

fall heir ...¢

The controversial aspect of these words lies when they are combined with
the commonly accepted Buddhist belief that the effects of karma, good or
bad, extend beyond a single lifetime. This is reflected in the allied concept of
rebirth which maintains that there is a continuous cycle of birth and death.
That is to say, the actions we perform in our current lifetime create the karmic
conditions that shape our circumstances in future lives.

On the one hand, this cyclical nature of existence encourages individuals to
be mindful of their actions, for they can exert a positive or negative influence
on future rebirths and experiences. Buddhist scholar Stephen Jenkins notes:
“Karma is often used in classical narrative to tell the wealthy that, if they are
not generous in uplifting the poor, they will find themselves impoverished
in this life and the next. In this way kindness and generosity are seen as
protective, even as a kind of armor.”

On the other hand, karmic reward and punishment resulting from actions
in past lives can be, and frequently has been, used to explain if not justify the

° Richard Gombrich, What the Buddha Thought, p. 195.

¢ Anguttara Nikaya, (Upajjhatthana Sutta (AN 5. 57): kammassako 'mhi kammadayado kammayoni
kammabandhu kammapatisarano. yam kammam karissami kalyanam va papakam vd, tassa dayado
bhavissami ti. For the translation see: https://www.dhammatalks.org/suttas/AN/AN5_57.html
(accessed April 17, 2024).

7 Jenkin’s comments were included in an e-mail sent to the author on January 14, 2024.
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situation one finds oneself in one’s current life. In so doing karma comes close
to becoming a sociological if not political doctrine or ideology. In short, it has
been used as an instrument to justify the status quo, no matter how unjust or
unfair to those involved.

One of the best examples of this latter usage occurred at the time Japanese
Buddhist leaders faced the need to clarify the workings of karma in the face of
Christianity and Western thought. For example, in September 1893, in an address
entitled, “The Law of Cause and Effect, As Taught by the Buddha,” Shaku Soen
addressed the World’s Parliament of Religions held in Chicago, Illinois as follows:

We are here enjoying or suffering the effect of what we have done
in our past lives ... We are born in a world of variety; some are
poor and unfortunate, others are wealthy and happy. This state of
variety will be repeated again and again in our future lives. But to
whom shall we complain of our misery? To none but ourselves!®

On the one hand, Scen was clearly attempting to refute God as the determinative
factor in events in this world, including the fates of individuals. Yet at the same time,
he was also asserting that something as abstract as “social injustice” let alone the
class-based, capitalist society of his day could be the cause of one’s poverty and low
social status. Equally, those who were wealthy and of high status were so as a reward
for their previous good deeds, i.e. good karma, accrued over previous lifetimes.

Interestingly, it was D.T. Suzuki, Soen’s lay disciple, who would later refute
Soen’s understanding of karma. In Outlines of Mahayana Buddhism, published
in 1907, Suzuki first dismissed advocates of the traditional understanding of
karma as no more than “pseudo-Buddhists” (p. 187) before claiming:

No, the doctrine of karma certainly must not be understood to
explain the cause of our social and economical [sic] imperfections.
The region where the law of karma is made to work supreme is
our moral world, and cannot be made to extend also over our
economic field. Poverty is not necessarily the consequence of
evil deeds, nor is plenitude that of good acts. Whether a person
is affluent or needy is mostly determined by the principle of
economy as far as our present social system is concerned.’

¢ Quoted in Victoria, Zen War Stories, 2nd ed., pp. 81-82.
° Suzuki, Outlines of Mahayana, p. 189.
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D.T. Suzuki as a young man

A further quotation from the same book makes clear that Suzuki’s criticism
of Soen was derived from the former’s embrace of socialism:

As long as we live under the present state of things, it is impossible
to escape the curse of social injustice and economic inequality.
Some people must be born rich and noble and enjoying a
superabundance of material wealth, while others must be groaning
under the unbearable burden imposed upon them by cruel society.
Unless we make a radical change in our present social organization,
we cannot expect every one of us to enjoy an equal opportunity
and a fair chance. Unless we have a certain form of socialism installed
that is liberal and rational and systematic, there must be some who
are economically more favored than others. [Italics mine]*

1 ibid., p. 191.
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Although Suzuki, following his return to Japan in 1909, never again wrote
about the need for a socialist society in his voluminous writings in Japanese,
he had previously shared his interest in socialism while still in the U.S. in
private letters written to his good friend, Yamamoto Ryokichi. On January 6,
1901 Suzuki wrote:

RecentlyThave had adesire tostudy socialism, for lam sympathetic
to its views on social justice and equality of opportunity. Present-
day society (including Japan, of course) must be reformed from
the ground up. I'll share more of my thoughts in future letters."

True to his word, on January 14, 1901 Suzuki wrote Yamamoto:

Inrecent days I have become a socialist sympathizer to an extreme
degree. However, my socialism is not based on economics but
religion. This said, I am unable to publicly advocate this doctrine
to the common people because they are so universally querulous
and illiterate and therefore unprepared to listen to what I have
to say. However, basing myself on socialism, I intend to gradually
incline people to my way of thinking though I also believe I need
to study some sociology.®

In addition to introducing us to an almost completely unknown side
of Suzuki, i.e. as a left-wing radical, the above quotes raise the even more
intriguing question of whether it was possible to oppose the prevalent
understanding of karma in Japan without having first embraced socialism,
with its understanding of social injustice as the product of a class-based
society in which the ruling classes ensure their ongoing wealth and power
through the creation and maintenance of unjust social structures rather than
the karmic consequences of actions, wholesome or unwholesome, undertaken
by members of the working class. Unfortunately, for reasons of space, this is a
question that cannot be addressed in this article.

It should also be noted that Suzuki was not the only Japanese Buddhist to
criticize what was then a widely accepted understanding of karma as it related
to social inequality. A Sot5 Zen priest and self-identified anarcho-communist

1 Quoted in Victoria, The “Negative Side” of D.T. Suzuki’s Relationship to War, p. 106.
2 Quoted in ibid., p. 106.
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by the name of Uchiyama Gudd wrote the following in a 1909 pamphlet he
addressed to tenant farmers:

Is this [your poverty] the result, as Buddhists maintain, of the
retribution due you because of your evil deeds in the past? Listen
friends, if, having now entered the twentieth century, you were to
be deceived by superstitions like this, you would still be [no better
than] oxen or horses. Would this please you?*

Uchiyama Gudo

In 1911 Gudd was executed for his alleged participation in a plot to
assassinate the emperor, not to mention his radical writings. At his trial,
Chief Prosecutor Hiranuma Kiichiro identified Gudd’s writing, including
a scathing denunciation of the imperial system, as “the most heinous
pamphlet ever written since the beginning of Japanese history.”14 Further,
Gudd’s status as a Zen priest served as the pretext for Toyota Dokutan,

B Quoted in Victoria, Zen at War, 2 ed., p. 43.
 Quoted in ibid., p. 46.
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administrative head of the Myoshinji branch of the Rinzai Zen sect, to
condemn Japanese socialists and anarchists as follows:

The essence of the Rinzai sect since its founding in this country
has been to protect the nation through the spread of Zen. It is for
this reason that in front of the central Buddha image in our sect’s
temples we have reverently placed a memorial tablet inscribed
with the words, ‘May the current emperor live for ten thousand
years’, thereby making our temples training centers for pacifying
and preserving our country ...

We make certain that adherents of our sect always keep in mind love
of country and absolute loyalty [to the emperor] ... that they don’t
ignore the doctrine of karma or fall into the trap of believing in the
heretical idea of ‘evil equality’ [as advocated by socialists, et al.]'s

The designation of socialism as promoting the heretical idea of “evil equality”
was a common criticism made by Buddhist leaders up through the end of the Asia-
Pacific War (1937-45). As early as 1879, for example, the noted Shin sect priest and
scholar Shimaji Mokurai wrote an essay entitled “Differentiation [Is] Equality”
(Sabetsu Byado). Shimaji asserted that distinctions in social standing and wealth
were as permanent as differences in age, sex, and language. Thus, those struggling
for social equality, most especially socialists and the like, were fatally flawed
because they failed to understand that differences in social and economic status
were not the result of either social injustice or economic exploitation but were,
instead, solely the reward (or punishment) for an individual’s actions in past lives.
That is to say, without going into detail, Shimaji maintained that socialists failed to
understand what these Buddhist leaders claimed was the basic Mahayana Buddhist
teaching that “differentiation is identical with equality” (sabetsu soku bydo).!®

While the teaching that “differentiation is identical with equality” may
seem puzzling, even contradictory on its surface, it encapsulates the belief that
on a moral plane, differences in one’s station in life, or physical condition, etc.,
are the result of one’s past karma. Therefore, inasmuch as the law of karma
applies equally to everyone, it becomes possible to equate “differentiation” in
status with “equality.”

15 Quoted in ibid., p. 50.
16 See discussion and quotation in ibid., pp. 41-42.
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Doctrinal justification

As demonstrated above, it is relatively simple to demonstrate that by ethicizing
the concept of karma, focusing on the intention behind the act, the historical
Buddha’s formulation of karma was meant to encourage a moral life, not serve as
a justification for social injustice and economic exploitation. Nevertheless, there
are Buddhist sutras, claiming to contain the Buddha’s teachings, that suggest
persons beset by one or more physical ailments are experiencing the just desserts
of their unwholesome actions in past lives. One of the clearest examples of this
interpretation of karma is found in what is perhaps the most famous and influential
of Mahayana scriptures, the Lotus Sutra. In Chapter 28 of this Sutra, we learn:

“0 Samantabhadra! Those who preserve and recite this Sutra in
the future world will not be greedy for clothes, bedding, food
and drink, and the necessities for life. Their aspirations will not
be unrewarded, and their happy reward will be attained in this
world. If there is anyone who despises them, saying: “You are mad.
This practice of yours is in vain and will attain nothing at the end,
they will have no eyes in life after life as a reward for this wrongdoing. If
there is anyone who pays homage and praises them, he will attain
tangible rewards in this world. If anyone sees those who preserve this
Sutra and speaks maliciously about their faults, whether true or not,
such a person will suffer from leprosy in this life. If anyone scorns them,
that person’s teeth will be either loose or missing; their lips will be ugly,
their nose will be flat, their limbs will be crooked; they will squint; their
body will stink and be dirty, suffering from evil tumors, oozing pus; their
belly will swell with water; and they will have tuberculosis and other evil
and serious illnesses.” [Italics mine]?

Such is the karmic fate of those who dare to criticize followers of the Lotus
Sutra. And since they will be born eyeless, etc., “in existence after existence,”
it is clear that the blind, lepers and the physically deformed of this world are
themselves at fault for their afflictions. In short, they had it coming. Or as
Shaku Soen expressed it: “But to whom shall we complain of our misery? To
none but ourselves!”

17 The Lotus Sutra. Berkeley, CA: Numata Center for Buddhist Translation and Research, 1993,
p. 339.
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In light of this understanding of karma, it is no wonder that when wedded
to the strong, Confucian-influenced familialism of East Asian countries,
physical or mental impairment as well as serious disease has long been a
source of great shame for not only the affected individuals themselves but for
their entire family. Over the centuries many thousands of such individuals
and their families have had to endure discrimination, blame, ridicule,
isolation, harsh treatment and worse because of the alleged “evil” they
were believed to have committed in past lives. For example, Susan Burns of
the University of Chicago, wrote about the connection between karma and
leprosy in premodern Japan:

For one, leprosy - long endemic to Japan - was the object of
particular stigma from the medieval period onward. As Buddhism
became an object of popular faith, leprosy became known as the
“karmic retribution disease” (J. gobyd). As this term suggests, it
was regarded as divine punishment for evil acts committed in the
present or former incarnations. As a result, according to Kuroda
Hideo, by the eleventh century, sufferers of ‘leprosy, a term
which undoubtedly encompassed a wide range of skin diseases in
addition to true leprosy, were already among those categorized
as hinin (non-people) who congregated on the road that led to
the Kiyomizu Temple in Kyoto ... Sufferers were often forced from
their homes by family members to become itinerant beggars,
while some came together to form so-called ‘leper villages,
organized communities of sufferers.'®

Note, however, that according to Burns, even during the medieval period,
leprosy sufferers were somewhat ambivalent figures in that even while
discriminated against as the physical manifestations of past bad karma, they
were potentially capable of providing a chance for salvation to those who
showed compassion toward them. It was the latter attribute that led priests
such as Ninshd, Eizon, and others to create shelters for leprosy victims in the
thirteenth century.

8 Burns, Susan L. “Making Illness into Identity: Writing ‘Leprosy Literature’ in Modern
Japan,” Japan Review, p. 16.
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Contemporary manifestations of karmic punishment

No doubt some readers will attribute the above interpretation to a uniquely
Mahayana aberration or misunderstanding of karma that can be safely
dismissed as a relic of Buddhism’s feudal past, an understanding that may
have crept into the Mahayana sutras themselves. In this regard, however, 1
recall a conversation I had with a senior Thai monk while participating in
the 13 Congress of the International Association of Buddhist Studies held
at Chulalongkorn University in Bangkok in 2002. Having long been aware
of, and concerned about, the plight of child prostitutes in Bangkok, I asked
the Venerable, “Why doesn’t the Thai Sangha speak out against the rampant
sexual slavery imposed on children in Bangkok and other Thai cities?” He
immediately replied, “Oh, you must understand, these girls did something
evil in their past lives, perhaps they committed adultery. That is why they are
being punished as prostitutes in this life. Of course, there is hope for them in
their future lives if they act properly in this life.”

I responded to the Venerable, saying, “Do you really believe these children
are being punished for their evil deeds in past lives?” The Venerable took
my hands in his own, looked me in the eyes and replied, “You must be a
bodhisattva!” With that our conversation ended.

However, my concern about the exploited and sexually abused children
did not end there, for in 2012 I was invited to make a presentation at the
annual conference of the World Federation of Buddhists (WFB) held in Yeosu,
South Korea. In my address I recounted my earlier experience in Bangkok
and asked the assembled delegates if they thought the senior Thai monk I
had talked to accurately explained the Buddhist understanding of karma.
Before I could elicit a response from members of the audience I was abruptly
interrupted by the senior Sri Lankan monk serving as the conference’s
moderator. In a loud and irritated voice, he informed me and the assembled
delegates that “the WFB does not tolerate criticisms of any of its members.
Your comments are unacceptable.”
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WFB Conference (author seated third from left)

However, that evening, when conference delegates lined up for a buffet-
style meal, I was approached by a group of young Thai monks who, somewhat
to my surprise, thanked me for having brought up the issue of child prostitutes
in my earlier presentation. “We needed to hear that,” said one of them while
the others nodded in assent. While I was gratified to learn that at least
some young Thai monks shared by concerns, I could not help asking myself
why these monks had chosen to remain silent when I had been so severely
criticized earlier. Yet I also knew the answer to my question, i.e. in the rigidly
hierarchical communities of Buddhist clerics in Asia, no junior monks would
dare to speak out against their monastic superiors. This, too, is a topic worthy
of further discussion but lies beyond the scope of this article.

With regard to this episode, it might be comforting to supporters of
Theravada Buddhism to identify the senior Thai monk’s understanding of
karma as uniquely his own distortion, unsupported by anything written in the
Pali canon upon which this Buddhist tradition is based. Alas, that is not the
case, as demonstrated by ‘The Shorter Exposition of Action Sutra’ (Pali: Cila-
kammavibhanga-sutta). Its opening paragraphs contain the following:
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Then the brahmin student Subha, Todeyya’s son, went to the
Blessed One and exchanged greetings with him. When this
courteous and amiable talk was finished, he sat down at one side
and asked the Blessed One:

“Master Gotama, what is the cause and condition why human
beings are seen to be inferior and superior? For people are seen
to be short-lived and long-lived, sickly and healthy, ugly and
beautiful, uninfluential and influential, poor and wealthy, low-
born and high-born, stupid and wise. What is the cause and
condition, Master Gotama, why human beings are seen to be
inferior and superior?”

“Student, beings are owners of their actions, heirs of their actions;
they originate from their actions, are bound to their actions, have
their actions as their refuge. It is action that distinguishes beings
as inferior and superior.”*

On the one hand it is true that the Buddha only addressed how actions
determine one’s position as either an inferior or superior being. On the other
hand, the Buddha didn’t dispute that the characteristics of such beings are
manifested in their wealth or poverty, health, intelligence, etc. These attributes
were assumed to be an integral, if not determinative, part of inferiority and
superiority, the differences in which were all determined by “the owners of
theiractions,” i.e. their positions were due either to their credit or to their fault.
Thus, the senior Thai Buddhist monk who determined that the actions of child
prostitutes in their past lives were responsible for their sexual exploitation did
indeed have a canonical basis for his position.

Returning to Japan, we find yet another example of finding fault with
the victim(s) in connection with the massive earthquake and tsunami that
struck the Fukushima area of northern Japan on March 11th, 2011. On March
14th, 2011 Tokyo Governor Ishihara Shintaro held a press conference at
which he stated:

1 This sutta is contained in the Majjhima Nikdya 135. Available on the Web at: https://
suttacentral.net/mn135/en/bodhi?reference=none&highlight=false (accessed April 17, 2024).
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The identity of the Japanese people is greed. This tsunami
represents a good opportunity to cleanse this greed (J. gayoku),
and one we must avail ourselves of. Indeed, I think this is divine
punishment ... though I do feel sorry for the disaster victims.?

Ishihara Shintaro

It should be noted that in making this claim, Ishihara was following a well-
established Buddhist precedent in Japan, one that can be traced at least as far
back as priest Nichiren in the thirteenth century. In 1260, with Japan facing a
series of calamities at home and the threat of Mongol invasion from abroad,
Nichiren submitted his famous Rissho-ankoku-ron (‘Treatise on Pacifying the
Country through the Establishment of True [Buddhism]’) to Japan’s warrior
rulers in Kamakura. The first dialogue contained the following passage:

2 Risshd-ankoku-ron. Available on the Web at: https://nichiren.info/gosho/RisshoAnkokuRon.
htm (accessed April 17, 2024).

195


https://nichiren.info/gosho/RisshoAnkokuRon.htm
https://nichiren.info/gosho/RisshoAnkokuRon.htm

CAN KARMA CAUSE SUFFERING?

The people of today all turn their backs upon what is right; they
give their allegiance to evil. That is the reason why the benevolent
deities have abandoned the nation, why sages leave and do not
return, and in their stead come devils and demons, disasters and
calamities that arise one after another.”!

Depiction of Nichiren

Although Ishihara spoke of divine punishment and Nichiren to the
abandonment of Japan, their references to “greed” (one of the three Buddhist
poisons) and failure to do “what is right” are clear reflections of the doctrine
of karma. Interestingly, while Nichiren never renounced his views, Ishihara’s
attempt to fault the victims for their victimization created such an uproar that
he was almost immediately forced to apologize. His apology took the form of
a second press conference on the following day, March 15th, at which he took
back his remarks and offered “a deep apology” for having made them.

2 ibid.
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Like the young Thai monks who approached me in South Korea, this episode
reveals, I believe, the need, even the necessity, to change the long established,
karmically justified, practice of finding the victim(s) of misfortune at fault for
what has befallen them.

Can karma kill?

While the questions raised above are in serious need of addressing, there is
yet one more topic, perhaps the most controversial of them all, that needs to
be addressed, i.e. can karma kill? If, as was made clear at the beginning of this
article, the historical Buddha’s formulation of karma was meant to encourage
wholesome acts leading to a moral life, then the very idea that karma could
in any way be connected to, let alone excuse, killing would appear to be an
oxymoron of the first order. Could killing ever be considered to be a moral act?
Isn’t the first precept undertaken by all Buddhists, lay and cleric, of whatever
tradition, school or sect, to abstain from taking life?

Unfortunately for those who believe it to be a religion of peace, Buddhism
has, over the centuries, developed sutras that muddy the waters concerning
the act of killing. Perhaps the best known of these is the “Skill in Means Sutra”
(Skt. Upayakausalya Sitra). This Mahayana Buddhist sutra aims to show that
the life of a Buddha is not determined by karma, but rather that his deeds
depend on the needs of the present and are inspired by the skill in means he
demonstrates. Specifically, the sutra includes a story about Sakyamuni Buddha
when he was still a Bodhisattva. On board a ship he captained, Sakyamuni
discovers that there is a robber intent on killing all passengers and, after
debating with himself about what to do, decides to kill the robber, not only for
the sake of the passengers but also to save the robber himself from the karmic
consequences of his horrendous act.

According to traditional karmic doctrine, the negative karma from killing
the robber should have accrued to Sakyamuni, consigning him to a long period
of punishment in the future. However, according to the sutra, Sakyamuni
explained: “Good man, because I used ingenuity out of great compassion at
that time, I was able to avoid the suffering of one hundred thousand kalpas
of samsdra [the ordinary world of form and desire] and that wicked man
was reborn in heaven, a good plane of existence, after death.”? In short, the

2 Quoted in Victoria, Zen Terror in Prewar Japan, p. 206.
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Buddha’s compassionate intent saved not only the ship’s passengers but even
the robber himself, and, still further, had the effect of eliminating the negative
karmic consequences of his murderous act.

Given its date of composition, the content of the Skill in Means Sutra can
safely be dismissed as containing, at most, a semi-fictional account of the
Buddha’s life. Nevertheless, it can be shown to have played a significant role
in the ethical history of East Asian Buddhism up to the modern era, for it
provided the basis for the belief that selfless, compassionate intent had the
power to overcome or erase any negative karma that might result from the
normally proscribed act of killing. In fact, in prewar, 1930s Japan this sutra even
formed the ethical basis for acts of domestic assassination directed against
Japan’s business, political and military leaders. This in turn led to the end of
democratic governance, known as Taisho democracy, and the assumption of
total political power in the hands of Emperor Hirohito and his advisors.?> Note
that, as Herbert Bix shows, the postwar assertion by US military occupation
authorities that Emperor Hirohito was a peace-loving monarch controlled by
the Japanese military was a falsehood created for the preservation of an anti-
communist, capitalist regime in Japan.

While an extended discussion of this period is beyond the scope of this
article, interested readers are invited to read my book, Zen Terror in Prewar
Japan: Portrait of an Assassin. Inoue Nissho was the Zen-trained layman who
headed a band of Buddhist assassins described in this book. As revealed by
the photograph Inoue included of himself in his autobiography, he included
an inscription of four Chinese characters, i.e. issatsu tashd (Kill One [in order
to] Save Many, —#%Z%4:) that drew its ethical justification from the Skill in
Means Sutra.

5 For further details, see Herbert Bix, Hirohito and the Making of Modern Japan. pp. 533-646.

198



CAN KARMA CAUSE SUFFERING?

Inoue Nissho

Inoue and his fellow assassins believed that by killing a small number of
corrupt business, political and military leaders, they would be able to save
the many, i.e. the Japanese masses, especially tenant farmers and factory
workers, from the dire economic straits they faced in depression-era Japan.
Inoue and his band fervently believed in something they called the “Showa
Restoration” (J. Showa Ishin) in which complete political power would be
restored to Emperor Hirohito who, as the alleged benevolent ‘father’ of the
Japanese people, would act to save his children, the Japanese people, from the
severe economic hardships they were undergoing.

While the doctrine of karma cannot be held directly responsible for the
emergence of Buddhist terrorists like Inoue and his band, the Skill in Means
Sutra propagated the belief that the purity of one’s intention, i.e. being
completely and self-sacrificially compassionate, meant that the perpetrator(s)
would be free of karmic punishment in future lives. This belief further allowed
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the perpetrators to believe that acts of killing, so long as they were grounded in
genuine compassion, were fully compatible with the teachings of the Buddha.
In short, the message of this sutra served as a “get out of jail free card” with no
need to fear karmic punishment.

For adherents of Theravada Buddhism, however, this is one instance where the
responsibility for this understanding of karma can be fairly placed on the Mahayana
tradition, for the Skill in Means Sutra is clearly a product of that tradition.

Seeking venues to address the nature of karma

Let us next turn to the question of how, exactly, karma influences an individual’s
rebirth. In doing so, the first question to be asked is how and where such a
resolution could be reached. In other words, the question is what venues exist in
the Buddhist world to address a controversial topic like this one, for there can be
no doubt that this topic needs to be addressed in light of Buddhism’s commitment
to reduce suffering in its myriad forms. Rightly or wrongly, the understanding of
karma expressed above clearly serves to increase suffering rather than reduce it.
Further, it is equally clear that this a pan-Buddhist topic that needs to be addressed
by all traditions of Buddhism, Mahayana and Theravada alike.

But where to address this topic? In the Japanese Zen school, a cleric, prior
to formal Dharma transmission, is required to engage in a ceremony literally
known as “Dharma combat” (J. hdssen) in order to demonstrate that s/he has
mastered the fundamental teachings of Buddhism. At least in theory this might
be a place, or an opportunity, to address controversial topics. Unfortunately,
“Dharma combat” in today’s Japan is no more than a mere ritual in which
questions related to the nature of the Dharma, and the answers given are
memorized in advance. Thus, it is unthinkable that controversial questions
like the workings of karma could be discussed in this venue.

In Tibetan Buddhism there remains to this day a strong emphasis on
monastic debates. At least in theory, these debates could serve as a venue
to explore the negative social effects of karma. Unfortunately, similar to its
present-day Zen counterpart in Japan, contemporary monastic debates have
also been criticized for, among other things, their emphasis on a rigid and
dogmatic understanding of Buddhist philosophy; the focus is on formalism,
logic, and memorization leading to a lack of effective application to real-life
situations, not to mention an ossification of certain dogmas and practices
inhibiting adaptation to contemporary challenges and cultural shifts.
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Despite these criticisms, Tibetan Buddhism does have one additional
authoritative resource, i.e. the Dalai Lama, who might, again at least in theory,
address the problematic application of karma. However, as the following
quotation makes clear, the Dalai Lama’s explication of karma reveals that he,
too, finds nothing problematic about the manner in which karma is popularly
understood:

As an adult, when either good or bad things happen to us, it is
quite common for we Tibetans to think of karma as the fruition of
actions we committed in the past.

“This year has been full of tragedy and misfortune. This is my
bad karma.” We believe that the seed for this current tragedy was
planted at some time in our past, and is now bearing fruit.

Even when bad things happen to good people, we think of the
misfortune as consequences of past bad actions. We believe
that somewhere in his or her past, perhaps even in a long-ago
lifetime, she or he performed some bad actions and now must face
the consequences. [Italics mine]*

Thus, the question remains - how and where can Buddhists, especially in
an international context, address an understanding of karma which, at least
in part, can be seen as increasing rather than eliminating suffering? It is here
that scholars of Buddhism may be able to offer assistance, for it is generally
recognized that the Lotus Sutra was composed in stages over time. Earlier
versions were possibly written in Prakrit or other early Indic languages with
the final version only emerging sometime between the 1st and 2nd centuries
CE. Eventually, the Lotus Sutra was translated into Chinese, with the most
famous and best-known translation by Kumarajiva in the early 5th century
CE. Kumarajiva’s translation went on to become the standard version in East
Asia and significantly influenced the development of Mahayana Buddhism in
East Asia as a whole.

% Quoted in “What is Karma and How Does it Work?” Available on the Web at: https://
www.yowangdu.com/tibetan-buddhism/karma.html (accessed September 16, 2023).
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In terms of karma, the question scholars may help answer is at what
point in the development of Mahayana Buddhism did diseases like leprosy,
tuberculosis, blindness, etc., become identified as forms of karmic
retribution? Was this karma-linked identification present in the earliest
stages of this sutra, or Buddhist sutras as a whole at that time? Was the
section in question part of the earliest formulations of this sutra or was
it a later accretion? Was the attribution to religion of illnesses whose
causes were unknown at the time part of a general societal trend or was it
unique to Buddhism? The exploration of these and related questions are
well suited to the expertise of not only scholars of Buddhism but of the
history of religions in general.

That said, it is too often the case that sophisticated Buddhist
scholarship, and the conclusions arrived at, remains in the hands of
scholars themselves, confined to the scholarly journals in which they
publish. This is compounded by the fact that there are today few venues
available in the Buddhist world for actively debating questions like
the nature of karma, especially at the international level, i.e. debating
questions related to Buddhist praxis as it exists in a country (or even a
sect) other than one’s own.

While it is true that there are online publications such as the jJournal
of Buddhist Ethics or the Journal of Global Buddhism that do allow for robust
debate, this debate seldom reaches the broader Buddhist community.
Additionally, as these journals demonstrate, English has come to serve
as a common means of communication among Buddhists internationally.
This means that their discussions remain limited to a small portion of the
broader Buddhist community, i.e. those who are fluent in English.
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Scholars speak

Walpola Rahula’s stance

In his discussion of karma, the distinguished Buddhist monk and scholar,
Walpola Rahula, pointed out that karma should not be confused with either
moral justice or reward and punishment. He noted that the idea of moral
justice or reward and punishment stems from the belief in a supreme being,
e.g., God, who acts as both a law-giver and judge of what is right and wrong.
These insights led him to conclude: “Every volitional action produces its
effects or results. If a good action produces good effects and a bad action bad
effects, it is not justice, or reward, or punishment meted out by anybody or
any power sitting in judgement on your action, but this is in virtue of its own
nature, its own law.”?

Inasmuch as Buddhism does not assert the existence of a supreme being,
Rahula is certainly correct in rejecting an understanding of karma based on
rewards or punishment meted out by a God-like being. But the question must
be asked, does this rejection address, let alone alleviate, the plight of child
prostitutes in Bangkok? Inasmuch as Rahula’s explanation still allows for
the possibility that the destiny of child prostitutes is the result, or fruit, of
their own past actions, we are still left with the possibility that the Buddhist
interpretation of karma presented in this article can serve to enhance suffering
by blaming the victims for what has befallen them.

Peter Harvey’s stance

In his discussion of karma in An Introduction to Buddhist Ethics, Peter Harvey,
focused on a lengthy description of the series of rebirths that are ordered and
governed by the law of karma, i.e. beings are reborn according to the nature
and quality of their actions in this and past lives. Thus, acts of hatred and
violence lead to rebirth in a hell while acts of greed lead to rebirth as a ghost
or an animal. On the other hand, abstaining from evil actions and encouraging
others to do so leads to a heavenly rebirth.

Harvey notes, however, that while none of these realms lasts forever, they
all end in death and then (for the unenlightened), another rebirth. Thus, even
life in the hells, though long lasting, is not eternal. To illustrate his point
Harvey goes so far as to point out: “This means that there is hope even for

» Rahula, What the Buddha Taught, p. 32.
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Adolf Hitler: at some time in the far, far distant future, he might even become
enlightened! - if he were to strive to develop moral and spiritual perfection.”?

More importantly, at least in terms of this article, Harvey claimed: “Poor,
ill or ugly people are not to be presently blamed for their condition, however,
for the actions of a past life are behind them, and the important thing is how
they behave in the present and how others act towards them.”” However, in
claiming this, Harvey is not necessarily denying the understanding of someone
like Shaku Sden who, it will be recalled, simply said, “We are here enjoying or
suffering the effect of what we have done in our past lives ... But to whom shall
we complain of our misery? To none but ourselves!”

In saying this, Soen was not attempting to blame others for their condition,
however miserable, but, instead, sought to explain why they, and they alone, were
reaping, as a result of their past actions, whatever ills had befallen them. It was
they who were at fault. Given this, one would like to ask Harvey, just how child
prostitutes in Bangkok should “behave in the present” as they ply their ‘trade’?

A further point Harvey made is one that the Buddha himself made in
the Sivaka Sutta (SN 36.21). In this sutra the Buddha emphasized that while
karma plays arole in the experiences we undergo, it is not the only factor, for
other natural, physical, and mental causes can also lead to various outcomes
in life. Thus, the Buddha did not teach everything that happens to a person
is due to their past karma. Harvey summarized the Buddha’s teaching as
follows; “any unpleasant feelings or illnesses that one has can arise from
a variety of causes: ‘originating from bile, phlegm, or wind, from union
(of bodily humours), born from seasonal changes, born from disruptive
circumstances, arriving suddenly [due to the action of another person], or
born of the fruition of karma’.”?

Nevertheless, Harvey goes on to claim that “aspects of life which are seen
as the result of past karma include one’s form of rebirth, social class at birth,
general character, crucial good and bad things which happen to one, and even
the way one experiences the world.”?

While the preceding quotations make it appear that Harvey was himself
unaware, or at least uncritical, of the harmful aspects of the popular Buddhist

% Harvey, An Introduction to Buddhist Ethics, p. 14.
7 ibid., p. 16.

% ibid., p. 23.

» ibid.
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understanding of karma, this was not the case. While not criticizing this
understanding of karma, he did comment:

As an aid to planning courses of action in a karma-influenced world,
many traditionalist Buddhists use divination methods such as
astrology at certain points in their lives, so as to try to gauge what
their karma has in store for them. The idea of the influence of karma,
while not fatalistic, does encourage a person to live patiently with a
situation. Rather than making new bad karma by getting angry with
society, family, or other people, blaming them for his or her lot, he or
she can view the situation as the result of his or her own past actions
... Like people of other religions, however, Buddhists sometimes have
an idea of fate, in parallel with their idea of karma, or they may even
use past karma as an excuse for continuing with present bad karma.*

Harvey is not alone in pointing out the historical fatalistic understanding
of karma in Asian societies. For example, Buddhist scholar Marte Nilsen wrote:

Regardless of its philosophical basis, the concept of karma has
been used to cement social hierarchies and, ultimately, evaluate
people’s worth. These hierarchies are often pivotal in the
justification of violence in Buddhist societies.*!

Despite the earlier section on the relationship of karma to killing, readers
may be surprised to learn of the connection between karma and war. However,
inasmuch as it is axiomatic that war involves killing on a massive scale, one
question that inevitably arises is who is responsible for the killing. During
the Asia-Pacific War there was only one acceptable answer to this question
in Japan, for under no circumstances could a soldier’s death on the battlefield
be associated in any way with the Imperial military’s supreme commander,
i.e. Emperor Hirohito. Instead, Satd Gan’ei, a military chaplain with the True
Pure Land sect (J. Jodo Shinshi), explained the situation as follows, to family
members worried that their loved ones might die on the battlefield:

% ibid., pp. 23-24.

3t Nilsen, reviewer. “Buddhist Violence and Religious Authority: A Tribute to the Work
of Michael Jerryson”. Journal of Buddhist Ethics, Volume 30 2023. Available at: https://blogs.
dickinson.edu/buddhistethics/files/2023/09/Nilsen_Review_of_Kitts_Juergensmeyer_
Buddhist_Violence_and_Religious_Authority.pdf (accessed April 17, 2024).

205


https://blogs.dickinson.edu/buddhistethics/files/2023/09/Nilsen_Review_of_Kitts_Juergensmeyer_Buddhist_Violence_and_Religious_Authority.pdf
https://blogs.dickinson.edu/buddhistethics/files/2023/09/Nilsen_Review_of_Kitts_Juergensmeyer_Buddhist_Violence_and_Religious_Authority.pdf
https://blogs.dickinson.edu/buddhistethics/files/2023/09/Nilsen_Review_of_Kitts_Juergensmeyer_Buddhist_Violence_and_Religious_Authority.pdf

CAN KARMA CAUSE SUFFERING?

Everything depends on karma. There are those who, victorious
in battle, return home strong and fit only to die soon afterwards.
On the other hand, there are those who are scheduled to enter
the military yet die before they do so. If it is their karmic destiny,
bullets will not strike them, and they will not die. Conversely,
should it be their karmic destiny, then even if they are not in
the military, they may still die from gunfire. Therefore, there
is definitely no point in worrying about this. Or expressed
differently, even if you do worry about it, nothing will change.*

On the one hand, it can be said that Saté Gan’ei invoked karma in this manner
in an attempt to reduce the suffering caused by the death of a loved one on the
battlefield, i.e. reduce the suffering experienced by those close to the deceased.
Viewed objectively, however, it also served once again as a mechanism to find the
victimat faultfor his own deathratherthan finding fault with a dictatorial, militarist
and aggressive government, headed by an allegedly divine emperor whose orders
could not be questioned. In so doing it contributed to the ongoing willingness of
the decease’s loved ones to continue their support of, and participation in, the war
effort, no matter how many of their fellow Japanese, let alone the ‘enemy; died in
the process. Can the increased suffering that came about as a result be denied?

Satd Gan’ei’s understanding of karma was by no means limited to priests
of the True Pure Land sect. Yet another example is provided by the wartime
writings of Soto Zen scholar-priest, Yamada Reirin. In a 1942 book entitled,
Evening Talks on Zen Studies (Zengaku Yawa), he wrote:

The true form of the heroic spirits [of the dead] is the good karmic
power that has resulted from their loyalty, bravery, and nobility of
character. This will never perish ... The body and mind produced
by this karmic power cannot be other than what has existed up to
the present ... The loyal, brave, noble, and heroic spirits of those
officers and men who have died shouting, ‘May the emperor live
for ten thousand years!” will be reborn right here in this country.
It is only natural that this should occur.*

32 Quoted in Zen War Stories, p. 153.
% Quoted in ibid., p. 156.
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By claiming that those Japanese soldiers who died on the battlefield would
be reborn “right here in this country” Yamada was making quite a surprising
assertion. Surprising in that, as Harvey has pointed out: “The full details of
[the fruits of the volition associated with actions], in specific instances, are
said to be ‘unthinkable’ (Skt. acinteyya) to all but a Buddha.”**

Perhaps this assertion is not so surprising to adherents of the Soto Zen sect,
for in postwar years Yamada was never criticized for his wartime writings.
Instead, he rose steadily through the ranks until becoming the seventy-fifth
head of Eiheiji, the monastery established by Zen Master Dogen, the 13t
century, founder of Sotd Zen in Japan. At least for Soto Zen adherents, Yamada
remains a worthy successor to Dogen and, as such, a “Buddha” to this day.

Richard Gombrich’s positive evaluation

In his book, What the Buddha Thought, Richard Gombrich of Oxford University
provided a highly positive view of karma: “I believe that it [karma] is not only
fundamental to the Buddha’s whole view of life, but also a kind of lynchpin
which holds the rest of the basic tenets [of Buddhism] together ...”* Like
previous commentators, Gombrich pointed out that, in accordance with
karmic doctrine, humans have free will and are wholly responsible for their
own actions. Gombrich was, however, not unaware of what may be called the
‘dark side’ of karma. He wrote:

This picture of a universe under control [due to one’s own actions]
is from one angle reassuring; but in its belief that there is really
no undeserved suffering it can also be harsh. Logically it solves
the problem of theodicy, but at a price.** Many have found this
solution as unbearable as the situation it resolves, and it is hardly
surprising that Buddhism as it developed after the Buddha’s death
became rich in ways of obscuring or escaping such an intransigent
law of the universe, often at the cost of logical consistency.”

3 Harvey, An Introduction to Buddhist Ethics, p. 24.

% Gombrich, What the Buddha Thought, p. 11.

%6 Theodicy is defined as “the vindication of divine goodness and providence in view of the
existence of evil.”

%7 Gombrich, What the Buddha Thought, p. 26.

207



CAN KARMA CAUSE SUFFERING?

Nevertheless, Gombrich remained firmly convinced in the importance of
karmic retribution on the part, not of a god-like figure, but what he identified
as a “law of nature” stemming from a belief in karma. He wrote:

Making the individual conscience the ultimate authority is both
a liberating and a dangerous move. What if someone acts on
wrong moral reasoning? Society needs a sanction. That is why
it was immensely important for the Buddha, and indeed for the
whole tradition that followed him, to keep stressing that the law
of moral reckoning worked throughout the universe: that good
would be rewarded and evil punished in the end.>

However, Gombrich was aware that belief in karmic justice occurring in
some future life is beyond empirical proof. He attempted to solve this problem
by introducing what he called a necessary “leap of faith” on the part of
Buddhist adherents, something he described as follows:

When one introduces the Buddha’s teaching to a modern
audience, one very often stresses at the outset - as indeed I have
done - that he asked people to use their own judgement, to go by
their own experience and take nothing on trust. One soon has to
qualify this, however, by saying that there was one belief which
he held himself and relied on in his teaching, the belief in the law
of karma; and if that was not to be obviously falsified by every cot
death, it had to entail belief in rebirth. One tends to add, perhaps
in an apologetic tone, that these were beliefs that the Buddha
inherited and simply could not shake off ... The Buddha’s version
of the law of karma was entirely his own; but to accept it was the
leap of faith he demanded of every follower.*

Note that even prior to Gombrich, modern scholars of Buddhism were aware
of the need for faith over reason when it came to the acceptance of various
beliefs, e.g. the existence of heaven and hell, related to the law of karma. For
example, in his 1886 book, Shinri kinshin (Golden Compass of Truth), Inoue
Enry0, a Japanese scholar-priest active during the second half of the Meiji

3 ibid., p. 27.
% ibid., pp. 27-28.
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era (1868-1912) who was affiliated with the True Pure Land sect of Buddhism,
championed the law of karmic retribution as follows:

Upon teaching the cause and effect of good and evil [i.e. karmic
retribution], the need to suppose heaven and hell follows a
natural course of thinking. It is not necessarily irrational or
illogical. The stories of devils and [boiling] kettles in hell or lotus
flowers and music in heaven are simply beyond reason. Seen from
a nonreligious standpoint, they are nothing but illustrations of
happy or painful conditions. In other words, these are questions
of faith, not of reason.®

Based on Gombrich and Inoue’s viewpoints, it is clear that the need for faith
in various aspects of karma is beyond empirical proof. Thus, one question to be
asked is what happens to those who otherwise accept the Buddha’s teachings
but are unwilling to accept the need for faith in some kind of karmically-
influenced afterlife? Is their unwillingness sufficient reason to be expelled
from the community of Buddhists?

In addition, what if there were those who accepted the concept of “rebirth”
but interpreted it to mean rebirth, or continuation, of “life” writ large. That
is to say, for example, in the form of life-producing rain resulting from the
evaporation of the approximately 60% of the decease’s body composed of
water, plus the “recycling” of the remaining 40% carbon and other chemicals
comprising the decease’s body that, once returned to the earth, also serves
as the basis for new life forms. This understanding of rebirth would, needless
to say, be readily empirically verifiable, thereby satisfying the need for a
scientifically grounded explanation of its meaning.

The problem is that a cyclical, life-producing rebirth would take place
without the need for a karmically-determined entity continuing in one of
the traditional six realms of existence, i.e. the realms of gods, pugnacious
demi-gods, humans, animals, hungry ghosts, and numerous hells. These
realms would be seen to be no more than a form of Buddhist “expedient/
skillful means” (Skt. updya-kausalya) created to convince/frighten otherwise
recalcitrant Buddhist clerics and laity into living moral and wholesome lives.

4 Schulzer, Rainer. Quoted in “Religion as Political Postulate in the Writings of the Modern
Buddhist Philosopher Inoue Enryd”; The Eastern Buddhist 3/2: pp. 21-42.
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Nevertheless, even while refusing belief in the traditional six realms of
existence, it would still be possible to accept, from an empirical viewpoint,
not simply rebirth as life writ large, but also the fact that life, even in the
midst of repetition, is a continuously evolving process. In the human species,
for example, if the past did not influence the future we would still be moving
about on all four limbs rather than walking upright on two. That is to say, it
would be possible to understand rebirth as synonymous with, or occurring
together with, evolution. It would not, however, be a rebirth in one of the six
realms dependent on the moral quality of one’s acts in previous lifetimes.

In short, it would be an understanding of rebirth differing substantially
with the traditional view of karma, something that many, if not most, Buddhists
would likely be unwilling to accept. This leads to the question of whether belief
in rebirth based on the continuous, unending, yet everchanging evolution of
life, albeit lacking a karmically determined rebirth in one of the six realms,
should be considered a form of litmus test, used to determine who is, and is
not, a Buddhist.

As important as these questions are, they lie beyond the scope of this article
and must await future exploration. Here, the key question to be answered is
whether the acceptance of the prerequisite “[leap of] faith” would do anything
to extricate child prostitutes in Bangkok, dead soldiers on the battlefield,
people with physical or mental impairments, et al. from their karmic fates
due to the unwholesome acts they had allegedly committed in their past lives?

Conclusion

In light of the many negative examples presented above, one is forced to ask,
how did it come to pass that so many millions of Japanese Buddhists, like
many others in Asian Buddhist countries, have remained uninformed of how
karma actually functions? How did all of these Buddhists ‘get it so wrong’? Or,
alternatively, can this be explained as one of the ‘subtleties’ of this Buddhist
doctrine that somehow ‘got lost along the way’?

By now the answer to the title of this article should be clear. As demonstrated
above, a popular and widespread interpretation of karma can be, and
definitely has been, the cause of suffering (and continues to be so). This is
amply illustrated by statements made by leading clerics in all of Buddhism’s
major traditions, past and present. While scholars like Rahula and Harvey are
correct, at least doctrinally, in their exposition of the workings of karma, they
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both fail to acknowledge just how harmful some aspects of the actual historical
practice have been. In particular, the fatalism stemming from the “victim is at
fault” is, and remains, as widespread in Buddhism as it is harmful, having been
incorporated even into major Buddhist writings like the Lotus Sutra.

Given this, has not the time come for both scholars and practitioners alike
to reexamine the doctrine of karma, purging it of its socially reactionary uses?
Fortunately, I am not alone in calling for this reexamination. In an article
entitled “Buddhism and Disability” Stephen Harris of Leiden University first
noted: “Negative effects of karmic action include not only rebirth in a negative
realm, a short life, or poverty but also a number of conditions that overlap with
certain kinds of disability.”** This led Harris to conclude: “The traditional view
that disabilities are negative results of past karmic action can be rethought.”*?

Isn’t it time for Buddhists to examine, if not revise, an understanding of
karma that has been used to increase, rather than decrease, suffering? Isn’t
it time for Buddhists to have a serious debate concerning the implications of
D.T. Suzuki’s comments as introduced at the beginning of this article? Note,
too, that Suzuki further asserted the traditional understanding of karma was
closely linked to social injustice. He wrote: “Do we not thus see many good,
conscientious people around us who are wretchedly poverty-stricken? Shall
we take them as suffering the curse of evil karma in their previous lives, when
we can understand the fact perfectly well as a case of social injustice?”*

The reader will recall that in Outlines of Mahayana Buddhism, Suzuki
made it clear that socialist teachings lay at the heart of his criticism of the
popular understanding of karma. At the same time, Suzuki revealed his
criticism of Shaku Soen, his own Zen master, was derived from the former’s
embrace of socialism:

As long as we live under the present state of things, it is
impossible to escape the curse of social injustice and economic
inequality. Some people must be born rich and noble and
enjoying a superabundance of material wealth, while others must
be groaning under the unbearable burden imposed upon them
by cruel society. Unless we make a radical change in our present

' Harris, “Buddhism and Disability,” in Disability and World Religions: An Introduction, p. 37.
2 ibid., p. 45.
 Suzuki, Outlines of Mahayana Buddhism, p. 189.
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social organization, we cannot expect every one of us to enjoy an
equal opportunity and a fair chance. Unless we have a certain form
of socialism installed that is liberal and rational and systematic,
there must be some who are economically more favored than
others.* [Italics mine]

As previously noted, following his return to Japan in 1909, Suzuki never
again wrote about the need for a socialist transformation of society in his
numerous Japanese language writings. On the one hand, it is understandable
that Suzuki never put at risk his increasingly prestigious teaching positions
in Japan to engage in the very risky political actions that would have been
necessary to reform Japanese society in line with socialist ideals “from the
ground up.” Even then, i.e. the early years of the twentieth century, socialism
and socialists were the enemy of the state, for Japan was well on its way to
embracing imperialism based on capitalist expansion. How many of us would
have risked our livelihoods, let alone the danger of incarceration, or even
death, to act differently than Suzuki did?

Even while recognizing that wealth and social status, etc., have been
explicitly identified as the result of good karma from Buddhism’s earliest
teachings, isn't it time for contemporary Buddhists to become aware of, if
not welcome, the insights provided into the structural origins of poverty and
exploitation by the social sciences, including socialism and similar ideologies?
Isn’t it far more likely that child prostitutes in Bangkok are the victimized
offspring of poverty-stricken tenant farmers in rural Thai society (and those
of neighboring countries) than they are of transgressions allegedly committed
in their past lives?

Failure to investigate, or be concerned about, the suffering caused by
structural inequality within society suggests a bleak future for Buddhism in
an increasingly globalized world. People of good will can hardly be blamed
for rejecting a religious faith in which some adherents have engaged over the
centuries in one of the classic rationalizations for justifying oppression and
social discrimination: “the victim is at fault.”

As for those readers who state that, for better or worse, there is ample
evidence in the sutras that the historical Buddha himself embraced an
understanding of karma that, at least in effect, allowed victims to be faulted

“ ibid., p. 191.
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for whatever befell them, it is important to recall what the Buddha taught in
the well-known Kalama Sutta. That is to say, he advised the Kalama people not
to accept teachings simply through tradition, speculative reasoning, personal
preferences, what one thinks should be true, or respect for a particular teacher.
Rather, he taught:

When you, O Kalamas, know for yourselves: ‘these states are
unwholesome and blameworthy, they are condemned by the
wise; these states, when accomplished and undertaken, conduce
to harm and suffering’, then indeed you should reject them.®

Even if it could be demonstrated that the Buddha failed to recognize the
many expressions of economic and social discrimination caused by a class-
based social structure, he can hardly be faulted for having failed to anticipate
the emergence of a capitalist society in future millennia. However, what he did
anticipate, and quite correctly, was that any teaching conducive to harm and
suffering was to be rejected.

Given this, it can be assumed that even a presumed teaching of the Buddha
himself that can be shown to result in harm and suffering should be rejected.
This suggests that the Buddha Dharma is not a ‘closed book, impervious to
change. Instead, as new insights into the causes of suffering are discovered, or
at least better understood, Buddhism can and should change accordingly.

In the case of karma, when there is a clear need, new understandings or
interpretations are required that do not serve to find victims at fault (nor
excuse the larger Buddhist community from striving to ameliorate social or
structural injustice when it plays a role). Contemporary Buddhist charitable
organizations like Tzu Chi exemplify the promise that a positive understanding
of karma can offer Buddhists and non-Buddhists alike.

As we survey the world around us today, it could not be clearer that whole
groups or classes of human beings are being made to suffer not because of
their individual acts, whether wholesome or unwholesome, whether done
with good intent or ill, but simply because they were born as members of
a particular group or class. Would any Buddhist claim, for example, that
the thousands of children killed in Gaza had, on an individual basis, done
something so horrendous in their past lives as to deserve their present fate?

% Quoted in Harvey, An Introduction to Buddhist Ethics, p. 10.
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If not, then it is clear there exists something called “collective punishment”,
i.e. punishment based on membership in an ethnic, national, economic, racial
group, etc., that plays a decisive role in the fate of each member of the group
irrespective of the actions of individual group members. About this possibility,
traditional Buddhism appears to have said relatively little. Once again, this
silence can only serve to provide those responsible for collective punishment
with a mechanism to deny or at least evade their responsibility. This question,
too, must be addressed in any reformulation of the doctrine of karma.

Should Buddhists fail to seriously address the issues raised in this article
they will be left to answer the question that Uchiyama Gud6 so insightfully
and presciently raised more than a century ago:

Listen friends, if, having now entered the twentieth century, you
were to be deceived by superstitions like this, you would still be
[no better than] oxen or horses. Would this please you?
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Saddhammakitti’s Ekakkharakosa and its Tika
edited by Javier Schnake

Reviewed by Aleix Ruiz-Falqués

The present book by Javier Schnake consists of a
critical edition of a short grammatical text
called the Ekakkharakosa “Treasure of
Monosyllables” by the Burmese scholar-monk
Saddhammakitti, along with its tika, or
commentary. The latter provides a detailed
exegesis of the main text, elucidating its
meaning with examples, making its sources and
references explicit, and containing an historical
introduction and colophon. The editions of
these two texts are presented separately and are
preceded by a general introduction touching on
the works’ significance and historical
background, issues of authorship and dating, a
survey of the structure of the texts, and a note
on the methodology of the critical edition. This introductory section builds
on an earlier paper by Schnake, published in 2021, entitled “Pali ekakkharas
Revisited” (Journal of the Pali Text Society XXXIV 2021, pp. 125-50). The edition
is exemplary in its use of a large number of manuscripts and in providing a
friendly layout that clearly distinguishes two sections in the critical
apparatus: variant readings and references. The effort of the Pali Text Society
for improving the presentation of their critical editions, such as the
implementation of LaTeX, is commendable and credit must be given to the
editorial team for their work.

SAD S MARTE T

EEAEKHARARQSA
ARTE TS TIEA
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Saddhammakitti’s Ekakkharakosa is one of the well-known “Minor Pali
Grammars” in Burma—a set of fourteen, or sometimes fifteen, texts belonging
to different periods ranging from the 11th to the 15th century ce and dealing
with particular aspects of Pali grammar.! It was composed around 1525 (p.
xxvii), which corresponds to the date given in the Sasanavamsa, namely 887
of the Burmese Sakkaraj era (cf. Sasanavamsa, ed. Bode, p. 76). A number of
scholars had previously proposed a date of 1465, but this no longer seems
tenable after Schnake’s careful scrutiny of several manuscripts. The author of
the tika remains unknown, although presumably it was someone close to the
scholarly circle of Saddhammakitti (p. xxvii).

As Schnake explains in his introductory essay, the role of lexicons of
monosyllables transcended mere grammatical scholarship and was linked
with traditions of numerical and alphabetical symbolism. As I will exemplify
subsequently, this is not a mere practical dictionary, but in a sense a structured
inventory of syllables of different types, arranged in a manner that, on first
appearances, seems artificial and somewhat impractical. However, this
organisational rationale can be explained, on the one hand, as a reflection of the
elevated, transcendental status of Pali language and grammar as a “scientific”
medium to master the sacred word of the Buddha, and, on the other, by the belief
that syllables (akkharas) are the ultimate constituents of the Buddha’s language
(see Kaccayanavutti ad Kacc §1). As Schnake explained in his most-informative
2021 article (cited above), a lexicon such as the Ekakkharakosa was intended to
be both playful and entertaining, at the same time as pedagogical. This subject
is one that Schnake had already explored in detail in his PhD thesis entitled “Le
Dhamma par le jeu desprit et de la langue: le Vajirasaratthasarngaha, texte pali du
Nord de la Thailande (XVIe siecle)” (“The Dhamma through wit and word play:
the Vajirasaratthasarigaha, a Pali text from northern Thailand, 16th century”),
PhD Thesis, University of Paris, 2018, and his work on such dimensions of
language-play speaks to his suitability to present this critical edition.

The body of the Ekakkharakosa consists of 130 mnemonic stanzas, written
in a typical scholastic style that does not lend itself to easy comprehension,
without assistance. For instance, these are the first two stanzas for syllables
beginning with p- (p. 15):

! There are actually many more minor grammatical texts, but they were not “canonized” in
the anthology of fifteen minor grammars of the Icchayasa Press, 1954, published as part of the
Chatthasangayana (Sixth Council) series.
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70. vatunhe paramatthe po roge vise apayake
hirikopinaparkesu / pa tu vate ca pitari.

71. pi bhattari kalattamhi / pu karisamhi niraye
pd tu panavane patte pirane / pi tu tappane, etc.

70. The syllable pa [is used] in the sense of wind (vata), heat
(unha), ultimate reality (paramattha), disease (roga), poison (visa),
misfortune (apdyaka = cty. apaya), private organs (hirikopina) and
mud (parika). / The syllable pa [is used] in the sense of wind (vata),
father (pita).

71.The syllable pi[is used] in the sense of husband (bhatta) and wife
(kalatta) / The syllable pu [is used] in the sense of faeces (karisa)
and hell (niraya). / Again, Vpa [cty. “as a verbal root (dhatu)”, [is
used] in the sense of drinking (pana), protecting (avana), obtaining
(patta), and filling (pirana). / In turn, [the verbal root (dhatu)] Vpi
[is used] in the sense of warming (tappana), etc.?

The commentary is therefore essential for understanding the cryptic
style of the verses. The material is arranged alphabetically, beginning with
vowels and moving on through the consonants (i.e., k, kh, etc.). The dictionary
includes a wide range of monosyllabic words, from adverbs to verbal roots. It is
designed as a resource for grammarians, or at least for those who are familiar
with the grammatical system of Kaccayana and Saddaniti. For instance, in
the letter ch, we find the monosyllable (c)cha (spelled in the nom. sg. ccho).
This is not a conventional word but a paccaya (“affix”) taught in Kaccayana’s
grammar (see Kacc §478). Another example: the syllable gha used in the sense
of feminine -d stems, following the conventional nomenclature of Kaccayana
(see Ekakkharakosa-tika 56,2ff. and Kacc §60 a gho). These suffixes, namely
ccha and gha, are not natural Pali words, but they are used in the Kaccayana,
Saddaniti, and similar systems of classical Pali byakarana (“grammar”).

Javier Schnake’s critical edition of the Ekakkharakosa with its tika represents
a landmark in the philology of medieval Pali texts. His work typifies the
efforts of the broader scholarly trend of the past decade, a period that has
witnessed a remarkable growth in academic publications about medieval and

? My translation. cty = commentary.
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early-modern Pali literature from South and Southeast Asia.* The edition
under review offers an exemplar of editorial practices that other scholars
will hopefully adopt. Indeed, despite the relatively wide circulation of Mabel
Bode’s Pali Literature of Burma (1909), the large majority—over 95%—of the
Pali texts produced in Burma and mentioned by Bode have not yet been
critically edited. Notwithstanding that most of them are now available in local
editions—even Gunasagara’s Mukhamattasara, a text that most Burmese Pali
scholars had never seen and for which I myself was preparing a critical edition
based on five manuscripts, has now been published in Mandalay by Sayadaw
U Kesara—a thorough critical edition of such works, in Roman script, remains
a desideratum.

There are likely several reasons for this gap in our access to editions of
younger Pali texts, one being the perceived irrelevance, for the modern
student, of some of these manuals and commentaries. It is understandable
that readers may feel discouraged by the dry scholastic style of composition,
which requires some familiarity with the idiosyncratic nomenclature of Pali
classical grammars. Even when the system is learnt, its relevance to the study
of canonical Pali texts remains unclear and, prima facie, the texts do not seem
to add any relevant insight regarding the teachings of the Buddha.

But medieval Pali scholars saw things in a different way. They argued
that scholastic works are essential in preserving and perpetuating the
Teachings of the Buddha. A famous poem by Ratthasara, a 15"-century
Burmese poet-monk, directly links salvation to the mastery of scholastic
texts. Describing the spiritual quest of a young monastic, perhaps an ideal
one, Ratthasara states:

He must be familiar with verses in Pali,

Various forms of address and old difficult words,
He must know the meanings and formations,

Of elements, use of metaphors and versification,
Grammatical method and annotation,

And how to reason forwards and backwards.

* For more information on the mentioned publications, a detailed list of publications is
included in the bibliography at the end of the article. See also Trent Walker, “Theravada
Literature After ‘Roads Taken and Not Taken’: Reflections on Recent Textual Studies,” Journal of
Global Buddhism 2021, Vol. 22 (1): 199-209. DOI: 10.5281/zenodo.4727617
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Then if he knows all this he will have recognition.

He will be celebrated in this life as a man of erudition.
In future rebirths in this Samsara

He will come near Buddha Arya Maitreya.

Then for him not too far distant will be Nirvana.*

Beyond personal salvation, the work of the grammarians was also aimed at
the salvation of the Buddha’s word. This is particularly true with Dhammakitti’s
Ekakkharakosa. As Schnake explains in his introduction:

The end of Buddhist time is here depicted as the driving force
underlying the composition of the Ekakkharakosa. Buddhaghosa’s
conceptualizations regarding the end of the Sasana are put in the
foreground, notably the trio pativedha-patipatti-pariyatti (penetration
of the meaning/practice/study), the last of which plays an essential
role in the preservation of the sacred texts. (p. xxx)

Of course, now that we have preserved the sacred texts, one might argue
that we could do without the study of grammatical treatises. But what
Dhammakitti and his fellow scholars, and poets such as Ratthasara, meant
was that their works were instrumental in the right interpretation and moral
assimilation of the texts, not simply to their mechanical replication. To this
end, maintaining a system of Pali learning within the monastic institution was
crucial. The Ekakkharakosa’s commentary offers illustrative historical notes
that depict the dramatic context of Dhammakitti’s labours and somehow
suggests that Dhammakitti had already redirected his focus—away from the
wider dissemination of Pali scholarship within his own lifetime, and towards
providing resources from which future monastics could retrieve the extensive
knowledge that Dhammakitti saw slipping away before his own eyes:

For at this time, because of the fear of the tribe that inhabited
the distant kingdom of the Northern part, that plundered, was
violent, and had wrong views, and because of the people’s fear of
famines, thieves and diseases that had arisen in this very Tamba

4 Friedrich V. Lustig, Burmese Classical Poems, undated, online access: https://www.
burmalibrary.org/docs22/Lustig-ed-burmese_classical_poems-bu+en-tu.pdf [accessed
30/10/2024]
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country, by means of death and by means of being separated
from other regions, the beings—house-holders, monks, and even
animals—for the most part encountered great misfortune and
misery in this Tamba contry.

[.]

The texts of the canonical and commentarial books encountered
great destruction, by virtue of being taken to other countries,
and being dispersed, scattered, broken up and being burnt. Few
were liberated from the fear mentioned above; and the remaining
monks because of the fear arising again as aforementioned, had
their mind disturbed and bewildered, completely oppressed
by the disorder due to the king’s actions. And as it was said
regarding the texts, they had the mind unavailable for sustaining
and learning their pure words. And at this moment, the master®
[thought]: “The tradition of the Sasana through the study [of texts]
(pariyatti) developed in this country will be interrupted soon. [...]
As I am composing this work, once in a future time, when the
aforementioned fears will be appeased, the sons of good families,
modest and devoted, confident, will leave the household life for
the sake of salvation in the Sasana. Through the support of this
work [i.e. the Ekakkharakosa], they will again and again produce
effort for hearing, memorizing and learning, etc., of canonical
texts, commentaries, etc., and will have the true understanding”.
(pp. xxvili-xxix)

Assuming that this report contains an element of truth, it is noteworthy
that, among all options to preserve Pali grammatical knowledge, Dhammakitti
decided to compose a book on monosyllables. The main sources of the
Ekakkharakosa are Sanskrit Ekaksarakosas and Pali grammatical texts (for
more details, see Schnake 2021), with only relatively little material coming
from canonical and commentarial usages of monosyllables—only in the
commentary do we find more examples taken from the older Pali literature.
However, that is not to imply that the Ekakkharakosa and its commentary blindly
follow Sanskrit models. For instance, when it comes to the syllable ria, older

5 This refers to Saddhammakitti, the author of the Ekkharakosa.
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treatises on monosyllables are acknowledged. The commentary explains that
“even though the monosyllable has two meanings in ancient Ekakkharakosas,
namely ‘The syllable ria represents Bhairava (a form of Shiva), and it also
means desire for sensual objects (visayappihd)’, nevertheless, in the Kaccayana
and similar Pali grammatical treatises, the syllable is found separately simply
expressing its own phonetic form. But because it is not found in the canon and
the commentaries that are composed in the original language of Magadha, in
this treatise no specific meaning for this syllable is given” (my translation).®
This passage from the commentary evinces clear intention to preserve words
that are relevant to canonical Pali, referred to here as “the original language
of Magadha”.

For the large majority of Pali scholars in pre-modern Burma, the vocabulary
of grammar formed the foundation of their Pali knowledge. Hence many
suffixes that are monosyllabic, for instance the verbal ending -ti of the 3rd
person singular of the Present, were considered as Pali monosyllabic words.
Likewise, verbal roots (dhatus) are often monosyllablic and therefore were
incorporated into the kosa (“treasure [of words]”, i.e. “dictionary”, see the
English word ‘thesaurus’). Thus it would be reductive to dismiss the work as
empty scholastic fireworks (2021: 141 n. 21) citing R.O. Franke’s assessment of
the Ekakkh, a work “without importance for our knowledge of Pali”.

As Schnake has insightfully argued, “the compilation of what best
embodies the value of the syllable, because of its range of meanings, is
considered [...] as a concentrate of the Buddhist doctrine” (Schnake 2021:
143). Indeed, monosyllables and particles are one of the most fascinating
areas of Pali grammar, for, on the one hand and in many cases, they are
redundant or inconsequential, but in others, the precise interpretation of
a passage hinges on the correct understanding of a single monosyllable. All
Pali students are acquainted with ubiquitous particles such as kho, hi, pi, va,
nu, etc., sometimes combined with adverbs, as in atha kho, tena hi, tathd pi, na
nu, etc. A well-known principle among Pali grammarians is that “particles
have many meanings” (anekattha nipatda, cf. Mukhamattadipani, Burmese

¢ Ekakkh-t 57, : nakaro pana yadi pi poranekakkharakose nakaro Bhedavakhyato rakaro
visayappihd ti atthadvaye pavatti vuttd Kaccayandadisu ca sartipavasen’ eva visum vutta
sabhavaniruttimagadhabhasasu pana paliatthakathadisu visum avijjamanatta na-y-idha tass’
atthabheda vutta. The Sanskrit model is quoted in note iii Ekak I §11 fa-karo bhairave prokto

fiakdro visayasprhd.
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edition of 1933, 27,, ). The Devil is in the details, and mastery in such minute
and seemingly innocuous words is praised by medieval scholars such as
Ariyavamsa Dhammasenapati of Sagaing (also 15th century, Burma). In his
Ganthabharana “Ornament of the Books”, a monograph devoted to nipatas, he
writes the following stanzas:

88.1f someone studies a book without having mastered indeclinables,
his mind, like a bottle gourd on the water, will never reach any depth.

89. Without knowledge of indeclinables, whatever that fool says,
even if it is on worldly matters, will sound as disgraceful as the
rambling of a mad man.’

Ariyavamsa was likely Dhammakitti’s teacher or, at least, very close
precursor.® However, there are interesting differences between the
Ganthabharana and the Ekakkharakosa. For instance, in the Ekakkharakosa
particles such as pi and ti and va are not covered, which suggests they
were taken as api, iti and eva, not as authentic monosyllables. In contrast,
Ariyavamsa’s Ganthabharana includes them (see stanzas 6 for api, 40 for eva,
64 for iti). Similarly, Ariyavamsa seems more grounded in commentarial
explanations of adverbs, whereas Dhammakitti exhibits a special interest
in completing the alphabet. This formal aspect cannot pass unnoticed. For
even when certain monosyllables hold no particular interest or meaning
beyond their standard grammatical application, they are included for the
sake of comprehensiveness. For instance, the last item of the dictionary is
the syllable am (Ekakkh-t 169, ), the last “letter” of the Pali alphabet. This
syllable is explained as meaning Madhava and Vasudeva, two explanations
clearly borrowed from Sanskrit/Hindu sources and hardly applicable to Pali
texts. In addition to that, the author adds usages of am in Pali, but they are
restricted to grammar: am is the bindu or the “dot” graphically representing
the nasalised vowel; am is also taken as the suffix of the accusative singular

7 Ganthabharana 88-89:
asikkhitva nipatanam yo gantham v’ idha sikkhati
alabu v’ assa toyambhi cittam n’ adhimutam sadd.
yam yam bhdasati so mando lokiyam pi ca tam vind
ummattakavacanam va asobham tassa bhasitam.
¢ Mabel Bode, Pali Literature of Burma, Royal Asiatic Society, London, 1909, p. 45.
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ending am; and finally, it is described as a replacement of m before a consonant
(Kacc §830). In such cases it is clear that the author/s of Ekakkh and Ekakkh-t
follow the general trend of taking the language of grammar as part of the Pali
that students need to master. As previously noted, there are cases such as na
that, strictly speaking, do not warrant inclusion, since they do not function
in Pali as monosyllables. But the fact that such “words” are included should
be taken as indicative of Dhammakitti’s aim at comprehensiveness.

All in all, the Ekakkharakosa and its commentary, presented now in an
excellent edition by Javier Schnake, perfectly encapsulate the development of
scholastic Pali in the second millennium. The use of Sanskrit sources and the
primacy of Grammar as the queen of scholastic sciences are common features
of Pali works written in Southeast Asia from the 11th century ce onward. The
corpus of philological texts such as the Ekakkharakosa is indeed a treasure
in helping us understand the systems of thought of those who edited and
transmitted the Pali canon for centuries. Schnake’s pioneering edition is not
only a precious contribution to our understanding of this fascinating aspect
of medieval Theravada Buddhism, but also an exemplary model for future
scholarship to follow.

Saddhammakitti’s Ekakkharakosa and its Tika is published by the Pali Text
Society, 2024. (xlviii + 203 pp.) £45.50. ISBN: 978-086013- 544-9.
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