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Abstract

Buddha’s words in Tipitaka are combined about
language; we first find different ideas in Atthakatha. In the
commentaries where certain parts of the Tipitaka are quoted,
the words of the Buddha are given in the Pali sound itself. The
word used in the Canon for the language famous term is Nirutti.
The terms sakayanirutti (Anujanami bhikkhave sakaya niruttiya
Buddhavacanam pariyapunitum, Cullavaggapali II, 2006:
100) and Janapadanirutti (Janapada niruttim nabhiniveseyya,
Majjhimanikaya III, 2006: 484) found in the Vinaya and Sutta
Pitakas are examples of this. By the 5th century AD, a new idea
about the language of Buddha’s words arose. It is evident from
Ven. Buddhaghosa’s commentary on Sakaya Nirutti. His word
'Ettha sakaya nirutti nama sammasambuddhena vuttappakaro
magadhako voharo' (Samantapasadika I, 1929: 272) (Here
sakaya niratti is the Magadhi dialect spoken by the Buddha)
was a subject of controversy among scholars from both sides.
Investigating all the opinions about this, Kannimahara Sumangala
Thero, who introduces Pali or Magadhi language as a very old
language used for academic activities spread over a large province
of Northern India, thinks that this must have been a living
language that could be understood by the people of Magadha,
Kosala, Ujjayini etc. (Sumangala, Kannimahara, 1964: 71-
72) Commenting on 'Anujanami bhikkhave sakaya niruttiya
buddhavacanam pariyapunitum' mentioned in Cullavaggapali
Khuddakavatthukkhandhaka, Ven. Buddhaghosa says that
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Sakaya Niruttimeans the Buddha's method of preaching Dhamma.
(Ettha sakaya niruttiya nama samma sambuddhena vuttappakaro
magadhako voharo, Samantapasadika I, 1929: 272) But the
Pabbajjasutta of the Suttanipata shows that the Buddha was
not born in Magadha but sakya resident belonging to the kosala
kingdom. (adicca nama gottena sakiya nama jatiya — tamha kula
pabbajitomhi raja na kame abhipatthayam, Suttanipata, 2006:
124) According to this, the birth language of Buddha should
not be Magadha but Kosala language. Considering these facts,
Rhys Davids points out that Pali was the official language for
mutual transactions in Kosala state. (Pali English Dictionary,
2004: V) Ven. Kannimahara Sumangala believes that although
Ven. Buddhaghosa’s definition of Sakaya nirutti is mostly
confusing, it must have meant the same language. (Sumangala,
Kannimahara, 1964: 71-72) The Aranavibhangasutta of the
Majjhimanikaya shows that the name Janapada Nirutti refers
to the different usage that existed in each place. It is clearer from
the various names used to describe the bowl. (Janapada niruttim
nabhiniveseyya, samafifiam natidhaveyya, Majjhimanikaya,
Aranavibhangasutta, 2005: 484) The language used to
introduce the Buddha’s words is separated from other languages
over time and it used in post canonical texts including the special
names in Atthakatha such as magadhika bhasa, magadhi nirutti,
magadhika vohara etc. In particular, the commentators show
a desire to use the name ‘tantibhasa’ in common usage for the
Pali language. (pahayaropayitvana tantibhasam manoramam,
Dhammapadatthakatha I, 1919: 1) In Dathavamsa, which is
believed to have been written in 1211 AD, the Pali language is
named as Magadhi nirutti. (Nirittiya magadhikaya vuddhiya —
karomi dipantaravasinam api, Dathavamsa, 1914: 10).
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