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ABSTRACT

The Buddha considered names of things and people to be arbitrary designations, with their
meaning created by agreement. The early suttas show clearly that inter alia, names,
perceptions, feelings, thinking, conceptions and mental proliferations were all conditioned
dhammas which, when their nature is misunderstood, led to the creation of a sense of ‘', as
well as craving, clinging and afflictions. Although names were potentially afflictive and ‘had
everything under their power’ (Nama Sutta), this did not mean that they were to be ignored or
even neglected; words were to be penetrated and thoroughly understood, as an essential
instrument for liberation.

One of the problems of transmitting the Buddha’s teachings was the large number of
disciples who did not speak an Indo-Aryan language as their first language or spoke a dialect
different from that of the Teacher. This also led to altered transmission of the Vinaya and
Suttas by disciples who could not hear certain phonological distinctions not present in their
own language or dialect. Hundreds of these anomalies are preserved in the different editions of
the canon, testifying to these transmission ambiguities. The passages dealing with this problem
provide a valuable insight into the phonological issues that the early sarigha had to deal with to
try and preserve the integrity of the sasana.

At the same time the etymological practices of Brahmanism were imported into
Buddhism very early, probably from the time of the Buddha himself, to demonstrate the
intellectual superiority of the Buddha and his teachings. Despite the Buddha’s teachings on the
arbitrary nature of language, the commentarial and grammatical traditions developed a
sophisticated theoretical framework to analyse, explicate and reinforce some of the key
Buddhist doctrinal terms. Also, an elaborate classification system of different types of names
(naman) was developed, to show that the language of the Buddha was firmly grounded in
saccikattha, the highest truth, and that some terms were spontaneously arisen (opapatika),
even though such a concept - that words by themselves could arise spontaneously and directly
embody ultimate truth - was quite foreign to their Founder.
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Introduction

Unlike Brahmanism which held sound to possess ontic ultimacy, for the most part the
Buddha treated sounds and the words associated with them as one of the six perceptions



which had only conventional validity; that is, they result because of agreement, and often
this agreement was flawed, as the word used had no true referent. The most persistent
example of this delusion is the common word ‘I' (aham) which is merely a sonic label
referring to a bunch of rapidly changing processes which are impermanent, unsatisfactory
and not under one’s own control; that is, not suitable to be called a ‘self’. Waking up to this
delusion, and seeing reality as it is, disencumbers the individual from his/her attachments
and leads to liberation.

The Buddha and his disciples were well aware that the misunderstanding of words led
to ignorance (avijja), confusion and delusion (moha), both in a practical and an existential
sense. So significant attempts were made to safeguard the integrity of the Buddhadhamma
transmission, especially in terms of its phonology, where meaning-altering mistakes easily
occurred; this was at least in part due to the different phonemic structure of the non-Indo-
Aryan languages spoken by many who were assimilated to Buddhist beliefs in the fifth
century BCE and onwards (Levman 2016).

At the same time Buddhist etymological interpretations for exegetical purposes were
quite loose in their analysis of word derivation, following the Brahmanical practice of
taking all words back to a root or dhatu, often in a very fanciful fashion, based only on sonic
association, not on connation. The major difference was not in the practice, but in the
theory of whether the basic Vedic roots had any ultimate validity; the brahmans arguing for
this position and the Buddhist against. Nevertheless some Buddhist thinkers did maintain
that while many linguistic labels of composite entities had no referent beyond their parts
and were empty of intrinsic meaning, others did have ultimate reality (like the
Abhidhammic categories of mind, mental factors, matter and nibbana in the Theravadin
tradition).!

The Buddhist attitude towards words and language is ambivalent then, even
contradictory. This article will trace some of these attitudes and theories from the suttas
and commentaries through to the work of the grammarian Aggavamsa, in order to elucidate
the Buddhists’ changing views on phonology, etymology and language in general and its
importance for understanding Buddhist thought.

The Suttas
Nama-rapa (name and form)

Name and form are usually considered to be the fourth nidana or link on the chain of
dependent arising, the Buddha’s teaching that all conditioned phenomena are transient and
arise in dependence on other conditioned phenomena; since all phenomena lack
permanence and change continuously, they are also dukkha, that is unsatisfactory and
dysphoric, and anatta, empty of a permanent self or of that which pertains to a self. These
three tilakkhanas (‘three characteristics’) are simply different aspects of the unfulfilling
nature of our existence in samsara, where we mistakenly believe that we are a ‘someone’ or

'In the Abhidhammattha Sarigaha, 82 Tattha vuttabhidammattha/ Catudha paramatthato/Cittam cetasikam
ridpam/Nibbanam iti sabbatha, Translated in Narada 2000: 25, ‘The things contained in the AbhAidhamma, spoken
of therein, are altogether four-fold from the standpoint of ultimate reality: consciousness, mental factors, matter
and Nibbana.’ The middle three aggregates (feeling, perception and mental formations) are included in cetasikam.



‘something’ that we are not. Form is our physical presence and nama represent the other
three aggregates of feeling, perception, and mental formations (see S 11 3-4); consciousness,
the fifth aggregate, both conditions and is conditioned by name and form. In the
Mahanidana Sutta, name and form and consciousness are considered to be mutually
dependent, with consciousness arising from name and form, then name and form arising
from consciousness, hence:

Tasmat ih’ Ananda es’ eva hetu etam nidinam esa samudayo esa paccayo viAiAanassa,
yadidam namarapam. Ettavata kho, Ananda jayetha va jiyetha va miyetha va cavetha va
upapajjetha va, ettavata adhivacana-patho, ettavata nirutti-patho, ettavata pafnatti -patho,
ettavata panfidvacaram, ettavata vattam vattati itthattam pafAfapandya, yadidam nama-
ripam saha vififianena afiiamanfapaccayata pavattati, (D 11 63°-64%)°

Therefore Ananda, this alone is the cause, the source, the origin, the foundation of
consciousness, namely name and form. Just to that extent one may be born, Ananda, one may
age, one may die, one may pass from one state of existence to another and be reborn; just to
that extent is there a range of designation, just to that extent a range of language, a range of
concepts, just to that extent is there a sphere of wisdom, just to that extent does the round
turn, for the purpose of defining this world; that is, name and form accompanied by
consciousness, a state of mutual conditioning occurs.

The close connection between names, perception and affliction is developed more explicitly
in several other suttas, where thinking and naming, and by extension language, are
examined in terms of their potential for affliction. In the Potthapada Sutta, for example,
describing the three kinds of atta-patilabha (‘acquired self’) - the gross, mind-made and
formless acquired selves - the Buddha says ima kho Citta, loka-samarinia loka-niruttiyo loka-
vohara loka-pafifiattiyo yahi Tathgato voharati aparamasan (D 1 202”°), ‘These are merely
names, expressions, turns of speech, designations in common use in the world, which the
Tathagata uses without misapprehending them’ (Walshe 1995, 169); that is they are just
labels for composite, changing things, and not for things which exist in any ultimate sense,
and the Buddha teaches a doctrine for abandoning and transcending these so-called ‘selves’
(atta-patilabhassa pahanaya dhammam desemi, D 1195’ and following).
In his exposition of this passage Buddhaghosa says (Sumarigala-vilasini, Sv 2, 382°°%):

Ima kho Citta 7/ olariko atta-patilabho iti ca mano-mayo atta-patilabho iti ca aripo atta-
patilabho iti ca: ima kho Citta /loka-samanfa. Loke samarifid-mattakani samanujanana-
mattakani etani tatha loke nirutti-mattakani vacana-patha-mattakani vohara-mattakani
nama-paffiati-mattakani etani ti, Evam Bhagava hettha tayo atta-patilabhe kathetva idani:
Sabbam etam vohara-mattakan ti, vadati, Kasma? Yasma param’ atthato satto nama n’ atthi,
surifio tuccho esa loko.

‘There are, Citta ... [quoting the main text as above]’ the gross self-acquisition and the mind-
made self-acquisition and the formless self-acquisition - the expression ‘ima kho Citta ... is a
name in the world, merely a designation, which has been agreed on. Likewise these are
merely expressions of the world (Joke nirutti-mattakani), merely ways of speaking (vacana-

* All references to the canon are from the Pali Text Society (PTS) editions and use their punctuation. The last four
words (afifiamarifia ... pavattati) are an addition only in the Burmese.



patha-mattakani), merely common expressions (vohara-mattakani), names and designations
in common use in the world (nama-pafifiati-mattakani). In this way the Bhagava, having
explained above the three self-acquisitions, now says that all is merely a common way of
speaking. Why? because for truth in the ultimate sense what is called a ‘being’ does not exist;
empty and void is the world.

Buddhaghosa then continues this explication with a description of the Buddha’s two ways of
speaking (sammuti-katha), conventional and ultimate (parama-katha), which we will discuss in
more detail below. This two-fold division was first introduced in the Milindapariha,® about 300-
400 years before the Sv, and became a useful way of reconciling the Buddhist distrust for
language with the need to transmit the teachings in a linguistic medium. More on this later.

Paparica (‘mental proliferation’)

Mental proliferation is closely related to naming and perception. In Sutta-nipata 874
(Kalahavivada Sutta) the Buddha is quoted as saying ‘Name and mental proliferation have
their source in perception (sasifianidana hi paparicasamkha)’,' and these three terms occur
regularly in the suttas in the compound paparica-safifiz-samkha (‘proliferation-perception-
naming’), which has been variously interpreted.’ In the Madhupindaka Sutta, the eye, form
and eye-consciousness lead to contact, feeling, perception, thought and mental
proliferation:

Cakkhufi-c’avuso, paticca ripe ca uppajjati cakkhuvifinanam, tinnam sargati phasso,
phassapaccaya vedana, yam vedeti tam safijanati, yam safjjanati tam vitakketi, yam vitakketi
tam papariceti, yam papariceti tatonidanam purisam paparicasafifidsarikha samudacaranti, (M
1111*-112°)

Dependent on the eye and forms, eye-consciousness arises. The meeting of the three is
contact. With contact as condition there is feeling. What one feels, that one perceives. What
one perceives, that one thinks about. What one thinks about that one mentally proliferates.
With what one has mentally proliferated as the source, perceptions and notions [born of]
mental proliferation beset a man ... (Bodhi and Nanamoli 1995, 203).

In the Sutta-nipata's Kalahavivada Sutta, sensory contact is dependent on name and form
(872; namari ca rapani ca paticca phassa), according to an abbreviated version of the
standard dependent origination sequence. In the Nettippakarana, the proximate cause of

*PTS, page 160: Sammuti maharija esa; ahan-ti, mamati, na paramattho eso. Nagasena talking to King Milinda, ‘It
is a mere commonly received opinion, O king, that “This is I”, or “This is mine”, it is not a transcendental truth.’
(Rhys Davids 1890, 145).

* Translated by Norman (2006, 109) as “... for that which is named “diversification” has its origin in perception.’
*Bodhi and Nanamoli 1995: 202, ‘perceptions and notions [born of] mental proliferation; Thanissaro Bhikkhu 2002:
179, ‘perceptions and categories of complication’; Tan, 2003: 107, ‘proliferation of perception and conception’.
samkha (< Skt samkhya) comes from the verbal root kAyZ which means ‘to be named or announced, to make
known, promulgate, proclaim, say, declare’ inter alia. It means name, definition, conception, reasoning, etc.,



perception is name and form.® In the Nibbedhika Sutta (AN 6.63), perception comes first and
then ripens in expression.” In the Sakkapariha Sutta, the source of desire (chando) is thinking
(vitakka) which is caused by this perceptual and conceptual proliferation (paparica-saniria-
sarikha). Although the suttas do not always put the causal sequence in the same order, there
is an inextricable (apparently mutual) relationship between seeing, naming and the
proliferation of thoughts leading to the notion of an ‘T, craving (tanha), conceit (mana) and
views (ditthi), which of course always result in affliction.® Commenting on the phrase
pathavim pathavito sanifiatva (‘having perceived the earth as the earth’) from the
Milapariyaya Sutta(M 1), Buddhaghosa says,

so tam pathavim evam viparitasafifidya safjanitva, ‘Safiianidina hi paparica-sankha’ti
vacanato aparabhage thamappattehi tanha-mana-ditthi-paparicehi idha marifiana-namena
vuttehi mafnati, kappeti, vikappeti, nanappakarato afiiatha ganhati, Tena vuttam: Pathavim
mafifiat ti. (Ps 1 25*%)

Having known the earth with distorted perception, - as in [Sutta-nipata v. 874], ‘Name and
mental proliferation have their source in perception’, - and following that, with the strong
proliferations of craving, conceit and views, spoken here through names and conceivings, one
conceives, one creates, one fixes one’s mind, and in various ways one grasps falsely. Therefore
it is said, ‘One conceives earth.’

The commentary then goes on to explain that a person conceives earth with the
conceivings, ‘I am earth’, ‘earth is mine’, ‘another is earth’ or ‘earth is another’s’ (aham
pathavi ti manfifiati, mama pathavi ti mafifati, paro pathavi ti marifiati, parassa pathavr ti
manifati). This leads to craving, conceit and views, internally, through misperception of the
body parts which he or she becomes attached to and take pleasure in. Then pride arises and
he/she thinks ‘I am better, I am the same, I am worse’ (seyyo ‘ham asmi ti va sadiso ‘ham
asmi ti va hino ‘ham asmi ti va), and he/she becomes even more attached, identifying the
body as being or possessed by self, ‘This is mine, I am this, this is my self’ (efam mama, eso
‘ham asmi, eso me atta). The process is then repeated externally and he/she generates
desire for material goods.’

It is the objectification of the ‘world’ through conceiving, of which naming (samkhya)*
is an integral part, which leads to separation, desire and affliction. A Tathagata is free of all

® Nett 27: aniccasafifiz dukkhasafifia asamanupassanalakkhana attasafifia, tassa namakayo padatthanam.
‘Perception of self has the characteristic of not seeing the perception of impermanence and the perception of
suffering; its proximate cause is name and form.’

"AN 3, 413[88: Katamo ca bhikkhave safifidnam vipako? Voharavepakkaham bhikkhave safifid vadami; yatha
yatha nam safijanati, tatha tatha voharati ‘evam safifit ahosin’ ti, Ayam vuccati bhikkhave safifianam vipako. ‘1 say
that perception has a ripening in expression. Just as one perceives something, in that way one expresses it, “Thus
I have perceived it”; this is called, monks, the ripening of perception.’

¥ In the commentary on the Pathamapatisambhida Sutta (A 7.38, A1V, 32Iff), for example, feelings (and the other
aggregates) are grasped because of mental proliferation, perceptions are the source of views and thought the
source of the conceit ‘1 am’: vedanatiadini papaficamiilavasena gahitani, ... safifid ditthiya milam ... vitakko
manassa mitlam vitakkavasena asmiti manuppattito, Mp 4.

° A very brief summary of Ps 1, 26-27 (§59-62).

' The word is spelled with the niggahita -m- and also with the velar (homorganic) nasal -ri-(sarikha), but the
meaning is the same; I use the spelling as it appears in the relevant PTS edition I am referring to.



conceptualization and of all I-making, mine-making, and underlying tendencies to conceit."
Ahim-kara or aham-kara (‘I-making’) refers not only to the process of generating the sense
of an ‘T’ through illusory thinking and karma, but also to the actual verbal statement, ‘T, an
Upanisadic manifesto associated with the creation of the universe (soham asmi,
Brhadaranyaka Upanisad 13.1.4.1), which the Buddha turns upside down. In Buddhist
thought, the I is not coterminous with the universe as in Brahmanism, but an artifical,
delusory creation of something which has no ultimate existence. For further discussion see
Levman 2014, 434-44.

As a label, ‘T’ refers only to the five aggregates which together make up the complex,
inconstant process we call the individual. When they die, all that is left of any
unenlightened individual - though something flows on to another existence, conditioned by
karma - is the empty label of their name (Sn 808)." This is also why the answer to the well-
known conundrum of what happens to the Tathagata after he dies is, na upets, ‘it does not
apply’. The Tathagata is liberated from reckoning in terms of material form or any of the
other aggregates (ripasarikhavimutto kho Vaccha tathagato, M 1 487*). He is ‘profound,
immeasurable, difficult to penetrate, like the great ocean’ (gambhiro appameyyo
duppariyogaho seyyatha pi mahasamuddo, M 1 487°°*). He is free of sarikha, naming or
reckoning. This of course is one of the goals of Buddhist meditation. The highest meditation
level, the cessation of feeling and perception (sarfifiavedayitaniroha), is attained by ceasing
to form mental intentions and thoughts; as long as one continues to plan and aspire - which
is at least in part, if not wholly a linguistic process - one remains in a conditioned state. So
in the Dhatuvibhariga Sutta (M 1 40) cessation is attained through an absence of intentional
mental formations or formulations towards either existence or non-existence
(anabhisarikharonto anabhisaricetayanto bhavaya va vibhavaya va, M 111 244°). This leads
directly to non-attachment (na upadiyati), lack of fear (na paritassati) and nibbana
(parinibbayati). The ‘tides of conceiving’ (marifiassava, M 111 246°) are eliminated. There are
nine of these marifiitas (conceivings or illusions): ‘I am’, ‘T am this’, ‘I will be’, ‘T will not be’,
‘I possess form’, ‘T am formless’, ‘I am sentient’, ‘I am not sentient’, ‘I am neither sentient
nor not sentient’ (M III 246').

Phonology

Teaching sattham savyafijanam, together with its meaning and its sounds

UM 1 486[88, Aggivacchagotta Sutta. Tasma Tathagato sabbamarifiitinam sabbamathitanam sabba-ahimkara-
mamimkara-mananusayanam khaya viraga nirodha ciga patinissagga anupada vimutto ti vadamiti, ‘Therefore 1
say: “With the destruction, fading away, cessation, abandonment, renunciation, and letting go of all conceivings,
all mental disturbances, all I-making, mine-making and underlying tendencies to conceit, a Tathagata is free.”

2 Jara Sutta of the Atthakavagga, Sn. verse 808:

Dittha pi suta pi te jana, yesam namam idam pavuccati:

namam evavasissati akkheyyam petassa jantuno.

Those people whose name is called are both seen and heard; when they have passed away, it is just their name
which will remain to be expressed.’

B 1In the Cialavedalla Sutta (M 1302), for example, one attains to the cessation of perception and feeling by first,
the cessation of verbal formations, then of bodily formations, and then of mental formations. The verbal
formations are defined in the Sutta (M I 301) as vitakka-vicara (‘directed and sustained thought’), the body
formations are in and out breathing (assdsa-passasa), the mental formations perception and feeling (sarifa,
vedana). See Ps 11 364.



Although one of the primary goals of Buddhism was the elimination of mental proliferation
caused by illusory perception and conceivings, the Buddha was of course equally aware that
his teachings had to be correctly understood in the first place, before liberation could be
achieved and conceivings and language transcended. So he enjoined his disciples to learn
his technical definitions (nirutti) in the way he had taught them, and to make sure they
understood what he was saying." ‘Beings perceive what can be expressed’ the Buddha says
in the Addha Sutta (Itivuttaka, 53**-54%), ‘They take their stand on what can be expressed,
not understanding what can be expressed, they come under the bondage of death.”” The
practical problems of maintaining the purity of the Buddhadhamma transmission were left
to his disciples. In the well-known syncope, the first part of which introduces the
dhammadasa (‘mirror of Dhamma’, D 11 93-94), he says:

idha maha-raja Tathagato loke uppajjati, araham samma-sambuddho vijja-carana-sampanno
sugato loka-vidi anuttaro purisa-damma-sarathi sattha deva-manussanam buddho bhagava.
so imam lokam sadevakam samarakam sabrahmakam sassamana-brahmanim pajam sadeva-
manussam sayam abhifiia sacchikatva pavedeti, so dhammam deseti adi-kalyanam majjhe
kalyanam pariyosana-kalyanam sattham sabyafjanam, kevala-paripunnam parisuddham
brahmacariyam pakaseti. (D 1 62**%)

Here, great king, a Tathagata is born in the world, a noble one, fully enlightened, endowed
with wisdom and virtue, well-gone, a knower of worlds, an unsurpassed guide of men to be
tamed, a teacher of gods and men, an awakened one, a Blessed One. He knows fully this world
with its gods, its Maras, its Brahmas, he knows this generation with its recluses and brahmans,
with its gods and men, he knows this for himself, he has realized it and declares it. He teaches
a dhamma that is good in the beginning, good in the middle and good in the end, fogether
with its meaning and its sounds, and he makes known the religious life complete in its
entirety, perfectly pure.

In his exposition on the meaning of sattham savyarijanam,'® Buddhaghosa shows a
sophisticated understanding of Indo-Aryan phonology' and the dhamma transmission

" See Levman 2008-2009 for a fresh view of the controversial Vinaya injunction on sakiya niruttiya where the
author argues that the Buddha wanted his teachings learned in precisely the way he taught them, without
alteration.

' Akkheyyasafifiino sattd akkheyyasmim patitthital akkheyyam aparififidya yogam-ayanti maccunol/

' Nanamoli (1991, 210) translates ‘with meaning’ and ‘with detail’/ ‘In spirit and letter’ would be another possible
rendition; i.e. the overall meaning of the words, plus an in-depth letter by letter, syllable by syllable analysis of
how the meaning was derived. In the Sp (Vin-a), commenting on the same pericope from the Verafdjakandam,
various glosses of this phrase are given, the most relevant of which is:
sankasanapakasanavivaranavibhajanauttanikaranapafiattiatthapadasamayo gato sattham,
akkharapadavyanjanakaraniruttiniddesasampattiya sabyafijanam (Sp 127[E8), ‘With the meaning = because of the
conjunction of the right word which is a designation clarifying, uncovering and making known the (right)
explanation; with the sound = because of the attainment of the explanation of its derivation through syllable,
word and letter.’

" The Pali phrase for ‘phonology’ was akkhara-ppabhedo (‘*kinds of sounds’ or ‘analysis of sounds’), glossed by the
commentary as sikkha ca nirutti ca (‘phonology and word derivation’, Sv 247.). Sikkha (Skt siksa) of course has
many different meanings, including being one of the six Vedargas, which taught proper articulation and
pronunciation of Vedic texts, so was not quite equivalent to the linguistic term phonology. Someone who was



issues that resulted from a linguistically heterogenous sarigha, which we will now turn to.
The commentary on this section reads:

sattham savyafijanan #i, yassa hi yagu-bhatta-itthi-purisadi-vannana-nissita desana hoti, na so
sattham deseti. Bhagava pana tatharipam desanam pahaya, catu-satipatthanadi-nissitam

desanam deseti, Tasmasattham desetT ti vuccati.
Yassa pana desanad eka-vyafijanadi-yutta va sabba-nirottha-vyafjana va sabba-vissattha-
sabba-niggahita-vyafijana va, tassa Damila Kirata-Savaradi-(var. Yavanadi)-Milakkhunam
Sithila-dhanitari ca digha-rassam
Lahuka-garukari ca niggahitam
Sambaddham vavatthitam vimuttam
Dasadha vyanijana-buddhiya ppabhedo.
ti evam vuttam dasavidham vyafijanam amakkhetva paripunna-vyafjanam eva katva
dhammam deseti, Tasma savyafijanam desetiti vuccati, (Sv 176’°-177°)

‘(He teaches the dhamma ...) together with the meaning and the sounds.” He does not teach
(the dhamma) with the meaning of the teaching grounded in a commentary on rice-gruel,
meals, women and men, etc. The Bhagava has abandoned teaching of such a nature' and
teaches lessons grounded in the four establishings of mindfulness. Therefore it is said, ‘He
teaches with the meaning.” But the dhamma instruction which is restricted to one sound, etc.,
or non-labial sounds or all unobstructed sounds or all nasalized sounds, that dhamma
instruction is called ‘phonetically indistinct’ (lit: ‘without sounds), because of the absence of a
complete consonantal (inventory), like the languages of the non-Aryan foreigners, the Tamils
(Damila), the junglemen (Kirata) and the aboriginal tribes (Savara; var, Yonaka, the Greeks);
the Bhagavasaid,

Non-aspirate and aspirate, long and short, heavy and light, nasals.
Connected and separated, non-nasal, in ten parts does the understanding of sounds
consist."”
Thus said, not having smeared the ten-fold division, and having expressed the sounds
perfectly, he teaches the dhamma, therefore it is said, ‘He teaches the dhamma together with
the sounds.’

The commentarial tradition, then, was well aware of the possibility of
misunderstanding the meaning of the dhamma because of consonantal confusion and
specifically attributes this to the influence of indigenous language groups who learned
Indo-Aryan as a second language and who interpreted the sounds they heard in terms of the

vyafijana-kusalo (‘skilled in the consonants’), is glossed as akkharappabhede cheko (‘skilled in phonology’, Mp
300[), so savyarijanam (‘with the letters’) essentially means ‘phonologically correct.’

¥ Because, the ¢ika (D-a-t 308[) says, it ‘lacked the goal of deliverance (niyyan’atthavirahato) .

Y For non-nasal (vimuttam) see Sp (Vin-a) 1399., anunasikam akatva (‘not having produced a nasal’). Von
Hiniiber 1987 (2005), 113 (213) translates the gatha’s last line ‘this is the ten-fold division of the thinking of the
sounds [of language]’ on the basis of the tikZ evam sithilidivasena byafijanabuddhiya akkharuppadakacittassa
dasappakarena pabhedo. Sabbani hi akkharani cittasamutthanani yathadhippetatthabyaiijanato byafjanani ca.
Thus on account of aspirates, and the other sound types, one’s understanding of sounds, [which is] the thought
that gives rise to letters, is ten-fold; for all letters have their origin in thought, and sounds [also have their origin
in thought], according to the intended meaning of the sound’ (Author’s translation which differs somewhat from
von Hiniiber’s).



phonemic structure of their own language. 1 have discussed this in detail elsewhere
(Levman 2016), but here it may be said that Dravidian speakers, for example, had no
aspirated stops nor distinction between voiced and unvoiced intervocalic stops in their
phonemic inventory, to name only one example; it was therefore natural that in
pronouncing IA (Indo-Aryan) words that contained such contrasts, they could be easily
mispronounced, and these were prevalent enough to invalidate kammavacas (official acts of
the sarigha, as outlined in the Vinaya), although they were tolerated in sutta recitation. This
situation has been covered very thoroughly by von Hiniiber 1987 (2005); the specific
phonological mistakes that damage a legal proceeding (kammavaca) of the sarigha are
mixing aspirate and non-aspirates, and confusing nasal with non-nasal sounds.” Other
indigenous language groups like proto-Munda and proto-Tibetan speakers experienced
similar problems, depending on which phonemes were foreign to them, and one must
remember that initially at least, the local non-Aryan population far outnumbered the Aryan
immigrants, so their influence on the incoming language was pervasive and persistent.

The commentary specifically mentions four groups:

1) the Tamils or Dravidian speakers (Damila);

2) the Kiratas who were known as ‘junglemen’, presumably one of the native tribes,
living in the north of India (uttarapatha) and Nepal (Law 1943, 282); the language of
modern Kiratis belong to the Tibeto-Burman linguistic group, and this may have been
the case in historical times; like proto-Dravidian, proto-Tibetan also lacked phonemic
distinction between voiced and unvoiced stops and aspirates vs. non-aspirates.

3) the Savaras, who were originally a mountain tribe in the Deccan and later referred
to any ‘savage’ or ‘barbarian’ (Law 1943, 172; MW sv); although almost nothing is known
about the ancient Savara language, a tribe called the Savara survives in India to this day,
and are Munda speakers, inter alia lacking aspirate and vowel length phonemic
distinction, the v-sound and possesing only one post-alveloar sibilant;

4) the Yavanas, or Greek speakers, who would have dated from after Alexander’s
conquests in the fourth century BCE. In the Greek koine prevalent during Alexander’s
time, voiced stops and aspirates were fricativized and vowel length was also non-
phonemic. The Kiratas and the Savaras were perhaps related to the ‘foresters’ (atavi)
mentioned in the A$okan edicts (Rock Edict 13, section M) whom A$oka ‘pacifies and
converts.””!

The D-a-t (Linatthavannana) has the following to say about the peculiarities of these language
groups:

Ekabyafijan’ adiyutta va ¢/ sithil’ adibhedesu vyarjanesu ekappakaren’ eva vippakaren’ eva va
byarijanena yutta va Damilabhasa viya. Vivatakaranataya ofthe aphusapetva uccaretabbato
sabbanirotthavyanjana v4a Kiratabhasa viya. Sabbatth’ eva vissajjaniyayuttataya

®See von Hiniiber 1987: 109 (2005, 207-208): sithile kattabbe dhanitam, dhanite kattabbe sithilam, vimutte
kattabbe niggahitam, niggahite kattabbe vimuttan ti,

% See Hultzsch 1969, 69, section M: ‘And even (the inhabitants of) the forests which are (included) in the
dominions of Dévanampriya, even those he pacifies (and) converts. The Prakrit may be found on page 67, section
M: ya pi cha atavi Devanampriyasa vijite bhoti ta pi anuneti anunijapeti, The word ataviis of Dravidian origin (Skt
atavikah, ‘woodsmen, foresters’)
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sabbavissatthavyafijana va Savarabhasa [ Yavanabhasa, var.] viya. Sabbatth’ eva sanussarataya
sabbaniggahitavyafijana va Parasik’ adimilakkhabhasa viya. Sabba p’ esa vyarijan’ ekadesa -
vasen’ eva pavattiya aparipunnavyafjand ti katva avyafijana t7 vutta. (D-a-t 308*-309°)
Ekabyarijan’ adiyutta va ti‘(The dhamma instruction) which is restricted to one sound etc.’,
= restricted to just one form in regards to the sounds, starting with the non-aspirate ones
(sithiladhibhedesu) etc., or is restricted to the [one] sound with variation, like the Tamil
language. Or, like the Kirata language with all non-labial sounds, it is to be pronounced without
touching the lips which are to be kept open. Or like the Greek [Savara] language with all sounds
unobstructed, [it is to be pronounced] with the employment of visarga everywhere.” Or, like
the Persian foreign language, with all the sounds nasals, (it is to be pronounced) with
nasalization.” Because all these sounds are just a portion (of the whole), because the sounds are
defective in their articulation, they are called ‘phonetically indistinct.’

It is not always clear exactly what linguistic peculiarities the author is addressing (the
Greeks did not have visarga, although perhaps their mode of pronunciation had similarities
to this phenomenon), and this is the first time we have encountered the Persian language as
an adverse influence on Indo-Aryan intelligibility. The Tamil language which is ‘restricted
to one sound with variation” probably refers to the fact that Tamil contrasts with 1A
languages in having three coronal consonants (dental, alveolar and retroflex) and no
sibilants. In any case, without trying to identify exactly the issues here (which 1 have
discussed in detail elsewhere), it is clear that there were significant diffusionary influences
on IA from other coeval languages, which often led to faulty transmission of the

Buddhadhamma.

Etymology

The scrupulous phonological distinction between consonants was not a feature of Buddhist
etymology, which by and large followed the Vedic nirukta practice (one of the six
Vedangas), evidently because of the large number of brahmans in Buddhism, whose
previous training included traditional word derivation. In this practice one defined the
meaning of a word by tracing it back to its dhatu (verbal root) which were considered the
basic building blocks of the language (Kahrs 1998, 35-39). In fact, this is the way IA
languages are structured, as virtually all nouns are derivable from verbal roots with various
prefixes and suffixes added; but Vedic (and Buddhist) nirukti/nirutti was very casual with
substitutions and alterations of letters freely allowed, so that one word was often defined in
terms of several different roots and meanings which had no cognate relationship; in fact
this form of definition was actually encouraged and considered a mark of learning and
virtuosity on the part of the commentator, ultimately going back to Yaska’s practice in his
Nirukta, the fifth or sixth century BCE treatise on the etymology and semantics of Sanskrit
words.

*2 An audible separation between syllables. Skt visarjaniya, lit. ‘to be sent forth or emitted’, ‘name of a symbol in
grammar (usually marked by two perpendicular dots [:] representing a hard and distinctly audible aspiration.’
(MW)

» Skt anusvara, Pali anussara, and also niggahita. ‘aftersound, the nasal sound which is marked by a dot above the
line [or below] and which always belongs to a preceding sound.” (MW).
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The Buddha himself - who also may have been trained in the Vedas and Vedargas - is
believed to have practised this form of etymology, as in: his definition of a brahAmano as
bahitapapo, ‘he whose sins have been removed’, in Dhp 388, bahita p.p. < bahati, ‘keep away,
ward off’); or his derivation of the word rgja (‘king’) from the verb rasj (‘to please’; a king
‘pleases people with his righteousness’ dhammena pare rasjeti, D 111 93";* or his linking
atta, ‘the self’ to atta, ‘(views) taken up (by the self)’ at Sn 787, 919 (< Skt atta, past participle
of the verb 4 + di ‘to take’.”” So, this had an honest pedigree in the Buddhist tradition, even
if it was primarily a Brahmanical practice. Buddhaghosa of course was a brahman convert,
so it is not surprising that he was well acquainted with nirukti although he does not
mention Yaska, he does quote Panini in one of his etymological digressions (in his
commentary on the Marigala Sutta, see below). Useful here will be to show Buddhaghosa’s
nirutti on the word ‘Bhagava to illustrate how fanciful the derivations can become and to
provide some of the theoretical basis of the subject.

The earliest full etymology of the word Bhagava occurs in the Mahaniddesa, a
commentary on the Sutta-nipata, which was composed no later than the first century BCE
(Norman 2006, xxxiii) and perhaps as early as the early third century BCE (Norman 1983, 86),
which would mean just over a century following the Buddha’s death, for those who believe
in the so-called ‘short’ chronology (which places his death around 400 BCE). Here, the
Niddesa author - tradition ascribes it to Sariputta - is commenting on a verse from the
Tissametteyya Sutta (Sn. 814-23), where the Bhagava is speaking to Metteyya about sexual
intercourse, and the commentator composes a long digression on the derivation of the
word Bhagava, whose normal etymology is from the Skt bhaga-vat (‘possessing good
fortune, happy, glorious, divine, holy’ < Skt verb bAaj, ‘to distribute, grant, bestow, serve,
honour, revere, love’); the nominal form bhaga, is simply a krt suffix -a added to the verb
stem, which undergoes a (normal) change from a palatal stop to a velar one (- > -g-; Pischel
§234; Whitney §216a). The Niddesa author identifies Bhagava with this verb, including
various prefixes, and its nominal/adjectival form bAagin, as well as the verb bharj, ‘break,
shatter, destroy’; the noun bhava (< bhi, to be), ‘existence’ and the past caus. participle
bhavita (‘cultivated’). Of all these the only ‘correct’ derivation (that is by connation) is the
first:

Bhagava = a term of respect. Moreover Bhagava = ‘the destruction (bhagga)® of lust, the
destruction of anger, the destruction of confusion, the destruction of conceit, the destruction of
views, the destruction of obstacles, the destruction of afflictions.” ‘He associated with (bAaji), he
classified (vibhaji), he apportioned (pavibhaji) the jewel of the dhamma’, thus Bhagava. ‘The

** This appears to be an anticipatory echo of Kalidasa’s Raghuvamsa 4, 12) tathaiva so‘bhiid-anvartho raja prakrti-
rafijanat, ‘It is exactly so in accordance with the true meaning he became king, because of pleasing (rafjanat) his
people.” Since Kalidasa lived many centuries after the Buddha, presumably they both drew from a common
niruktastock.

» The usual (and correct) derivation or rgjan is from the root rgj, ‘to rule’. P. attan, Skt atman is usually derived
from the verb an, to breathe or af, to move.

* The Prakrit word bhagga can refer to three Skt words: 1) past participle of bhasj (Skt bhagna, P. bhagga),
‘broken, shattered’ 2) Skt bhigya, ‘fortune, good luck’, P. bhagga, and 3) Skt bhariga, ‘breaking, shattering,
fracture, paralysis, decay, dissolution’, P. bhariga, Amg bhagga, Kuiper 1948: 88, believes this word is derived from
the Munda word parigu, meaning ‘lame’. See also Mayrhofer 1963, vol. 2, 461; also p. 469 sv bhanakti, where he
argues for a connection of bharigawith bharj, bhanakti, whose past participle is bhagna (Whitney §957c).
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Bhagavais an end-maker of the states of existence (bhavanam); his body, his morality, his mind
and his wisdom have been cultivated (bhavita)’, thus Bhagava. Or, ‘The Bhagava has kept
company (bhaji) with the forests, woods and wildernesses, remote sleeping places, where there
are few words, little shouting, with an atmosphere of remoteness, where men may stay in
solitude, suitable for seclusion’, thus Bhagava. Or, ‘The Bhagava is a receiver of (bhagi), robes,
alms, lodgings, support for the sick, medicine, and requisites’, thus Bhagava. Or, ‘The Bhagavais
blessed with (bAagi) the taste of the goal, the taste of the dhamma, the taste of liberation, the
taste of the higher morality, the taste of the higher mind, the taste of the higher wisdom’, thus
Bhagava. Or, ‘The Bhagava participates in (bhagi) the four jhanas, the four infinitudes [love,
compassion, empathetic joy, disinterestedness], the four formless meditations’, thus Bhagava.
Or, ‘The Bhagava participates (bhagi) in the eight liberations, the eight stations of mastery, the
nine gradually ascending stages of meditation’, thus Bhagava. Or, ‘The Bhagava participates
(bhagi) in the ten developments of perception, the kasina meditations, the concentration of
mindfulness with in and out breathing, the concentration on the unpleasant (asubha)’, thus
Bhagava. Or, ‘The Bhagava participates in (bhagi) the four mindfulness establishment practices,
the four right efforts, the four bases of psychic power (iddhipada), the five faculties, the five
powers, the seven limbs of enlightenment, and the noble eight-fold path’, thus Bhagava. Or,
‘The Bhagavais endowed with (bhagi) the ten powers of a Tathagata, the four self-confidences,
the four analytical insights, the six super-powers, and the six buddha-dhammas’, thus Bhagava.
‘Bhagavd is not a name created by his mother, nor by his father, nor by his brother, sister, nor
by friends and colleagues (mitta-amacca), nor by blood relations, nor by recluses or brahmans
or gods. It is [a name] reaching to the end of (anatikam) liberation, at the root of enlightenment
of Buddhas and Bhagavas, a true designation, taken up along with the wisdom of omniscience,
that is ‘Blessed One’ (Bhagava) - so said the Blessed one to Metteyya.”

The theoretical basis for this etymology (nirutti or nirvacana) is given in some detail in
Buddhaghosa’s commentary on the Marigala Sutta of the Khuddika Nikaya at Pj 1
(Paramatthajotika) 106”7-1097. 1t also contains an interesting introduction to the Buddhist
theory of name origin, which is later developed by the grammarians.

7 Nidd 1, 1428-143f. Bhagava ti garavadhivacanam; api ca bhaggarago ti Bhagava, bhaggadoso ti Bhagava,
bhaggamoho ti Bhagava, bhagga-ditthi ti Bhagava, bhaggakantako ti Bhagava, bhagga-kileso ti Bhagava; bhajr
vibhaji patibhaji dhammaratanan ti Bhagava; bhavanam antakaro ti Bhagava; bhavitakayo ti bhavitasilo
bhavitacitto bhavitapafifio ti Bhagava; bhaji va Bhagava arafifiavanapatthani® pantani sendsanani appasaddini
appanigghosani vijanavatani manussaraha-seyyakani patisallanasarapani ti Bhagava; bhagi va Bhagava
civarapindapatasenasanagilanapaccayabhesajja-parikkharanan ti Bhagava; bhagi va Bhagava attharasassa
dhammarasassa vimuttirasassa adhisilassa adhicittassa adhiparifidya ti Bhagava; bhagi va Bhagava catunnam
Jhananam catunnam appamafifianam catunnam ardpasama-pattinan ti Bhagava; bhagi va Bhagava atthannam
vimokkhanam atthannam abhibhayatananam navannam anupubbaviharasamapattinan ti Bhagava; bhagi va
Bhagava  dasannam  safAfabhavananam — dasannam — kasinasama-pattinam — anapanasatisamapattiya
asubhasamapattiya ti Bhagava; bhagi va Bhagava catunnam satipatthananam catunnam sammappadhananam
catunnam iddhippadianam paficannam indriyanam paricannam balanam sattannam bojjhariganam ariyassa
atthangikassa maggassa ti Bhagava; bhagi va Bhagava dasannam tathagatabalinam catunnam vesarajjanam
catunnam patisambhidinam channam abhififianam channam buddhadhammanan ti Bhagava; Bhagava ti n'etam
namam matard katam, na pitara katam, na bhatara katam, na bhaginiya katam, na mitta-maccehi katam, na
Aatisalohitehi katam, na samana-brahmanehi katam, na devatahi katam,; vimokkhantikam etam Buddhanam
Bhagavatanam bodhiya miile saha sabbarifiutafifianassa patilibha sacchika pafifiatti yadidam Bhagava ti,
Metteyya ti Bhagava.
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‘The Blessed One’ (Bhagava), this is a term for one with distinguished qualities, the highest of
beings with honour and respect. As it is said,
‘Bhagavd is the highest word, ‘Bhagava is the ultimate word
He is suitable for respect and reverence, therefore he is called ‘Bhagava.
For a name is four-fold: 1) gvatthikam (MW: ‘being in accordance with or adapted to the
circumstances, suitable;” PTS: ‘befitting, original, inherent;” CPD: ‘denoting a period of life’), 2)
lirigikam, (‘having a certain characteristic’) 3) nemittikam (‘produced by some particular reason
or cause, occasional, special, accidental; based on attributes’), 4) adhiccasamuppannam,
(‘spontaneously arisen, fortuitous, without a cause’). (Pj I 106*'-107°)*

Buddhaghosa does not appear to be arguing here is for a natural theory of name origin - the
theory first presented by Plato in Cratylus, - for a natural correspondence between sound
and meaning (Levman 2000, 185-188). This theory views sound as a form of spontaneous
emotional expression encapsulated in the very nature of the sound. The sound does not
have meaning; it is the meaning of what is expressed, a sort of visceral isomorphism
existing between the sound and the expression, like the affective warning or territorial calls
of an animal; sound is not symbolic, it is a spontaneous expression inherent in the universe.
This was the Brahmanical view, that sound is coeval with the formation of the universe and
the goddess Vac, wife of Prajapati, is the Progenitrix, mother of the Vedas and according to
various myths, source of the universe. As we have seen, the Buddha saw vocal sound as
arbitrary; but centuries after the Buddha, Buddhist scholasticism developed its own
essentialist theories for the origin of the names of things (with regard to category 4 above)
which come very close to Brahmanism. More on this later. This four-fold division of the
origin of names is only one of the Buddhist classification schemes; there are several others.
And when reading these, we should not forget the Buddha’s teaching on names, that they
conquer all (sabbam addhabhavi), and have everything under their power (Nama Sutta, S 1
39). Whether they arise spontaneously (opapatikena) or artificially (kittimena), no being is
free of a name or free of conditioning by a name.” There is no consciousness without name
and form, there is no perception without names, nor contact, nor feeling. Naming indeed
controls our lives, so it is essential we understand what we are dealing with. The
commentary on the types of names continues with examples of each type:

1) ‘Here a calf, a bullock, an ox yoked to the plough and such like are called avatthikam.

The names are appropriate and befitting (Zvatthikam) because vaccho, calf (< Skt vatsa,
‘yearling’) is a calf; dammo (< Skt damya, ‘to be trained’) is a bullock; and balibaddho (< Skt
balivarda, ‘increasing strength’) is an ox. That is, the words which name the entity also

?® The following sections from Pj T have also been translated by Bhikkhu Nanamoli in The Hllustrator of Ultimate
Meaning (1960, 116-120) and are repeated in his Visuddimagga (Vsm, 1975, 205-208). The gist of Ven. Nanamoli’s
translation and mine are essentially the same, but sometimes the details are quite different, due to issues of
diction, word derivation, sentence division, etc. I thank Peter Harvey for pointing out Bhikkhu Nanamoli’s Pj I
translation, of which I had been previously unaware.

2 Spk 1, 95fM: even if one doesn’t know the name of a tree or stone, its name is called ‘nameless’ (Yassa pi hi
rukkhassa va pasanassa va ‘idam nama namanti na jananti, anamako tveva tassa namam hoti).
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describe it in an appropriate manner; there is agreement between the meaning of the word
and the meaning of the root from which it is derived; it is in that respect ‘inherent’
(avatthikam).

2) ‘A mendicant, a student, a brahman, an elephant and such-like are called /lirigikam.’

A mendicant is ‘one who holds a stick’ (dandi); a student is one who carries his master’s
sunshade (chatti); a brahman has a lock of hair on the top of his head (a top-knot, sikAZ, sikhin,
‘one who has a top-knot’); an elephant is ‘one who has a trunk’ (kari, possessing a kara, ‘trunk’).
Here it is the characteristic which the entity possesses which determines the name.

3) ‘One possessing the three superhuman knowledges or one possessing the six superpowers and
such like are called nemittikam.

The tevijjo possesses the three superhuman knowledges (knowledge of past lives, knowledge
of the passing away and the arising of beings; knowledge of the destruction of the afflictions);
the chalabhififio possesses the six supernatural powers (levitation, the divine ear, knowing
others’ thoughts, recollecting one’s past lives, knowing others’ rebirths (divine eye), certainty
of liberation). These names are produced by a cause, namely the noble eight-fold path. As a
name, Bhagava is nemittikam, in that it is based on the Buddha’s attributes which were
produced by a cause, his commitment to liberation.

4) ‘One who augments his glory (Sirivaddhako) and one who augments wealth
(Dhanavaddhako) and such-like, paying no attention to the meaning of the word, are called
adhiccasamuppannam.’

Because they pay no attention to the meaning of the word (vacana-attham-anapekkhitva),
these names are a spontaneously originating occurrence. Elsewhere we learn that these are
popular names of slaves, and therefore, although the names may be appropriate for their
masters’ aspirations, they are inappropriate to the slaves’ station in life. Later we will look at a
‘spontaneously arisen’ naming which is closer to the Brahmanical conception of a name
capturing the essence of the thing named.

The first three of the names above are ‘truthful’ (sacchikd) in that the name reflects
the qualities of the thing named; the last category is yad-icchakam, named according to one’s
wishes, with no relation to reality; they are conventional, that is sammuti, < Skt sammata,
‘agreed upon’ or < Skt samvrti (‘hidden, concealed’; see Levman 2014, 343-350). In the
commentary on the Potthapada Sutta, Buddhaghosa says that words like ‘being, man, god,
Brahma, etc.’, are conventional as they do not truly exist, while words like ‘impermanence,
suffering, selflessness, aggregates, elements, spheres, establishment of mindfulness, right
exertion’ are what is called an ultimate way of speaking.”® And though the Buddha uses
conventional speech which is ultimately false, he does not speak falsely, but according to what
people can understand:

0 Sy 2, 382-: Tattha: Satto poso devo Brahma ti, adika sammuti-katha nama. Aniccam dukkham anatta khandha
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Whoever is able to attain the victorious state of arahatship, with conventional instruction,
when ‘being’ or ‘man’ or ‘god’ or ‘Brahma’ are spoken, who is able to perceive, to penetrate
and to be delivered, the Bhagava speaks to him/her with the words ‘being’ or ‘man’ or ‘god’ or
‘Brahma’, etc. Whoever is able to attain the victorious state of arahatship with ultimate
discourse, when he/she hears a certain word like ‘impermanence’ or ‘suffering’, etc., who is
able to perceive, to penetrate, to be released, the Bhagava speaks to that person, starting with
the words ‘impermanence’, ‘suffering’, etc. Likewise he speaks with conventional truth to a
being who is on the way to enlightenment, he does not first speak with ultimate truth; but
having woken up to conventional truth, he afterwards speaks with ultimate truth. And he
does not first speak with conventional truth to a being who is being enlightened through
ultimate truth. But, having become enlightened through ultimate truth, he later speaks
conventional truth to him. But ordinarily the discourse of the one speaking ultimate truth
first is of coarse form, therefore the Buddhas, after speaking conventional truth first, later
speaks ultimate truth. Although they are speaking conventional truth discourses, they speak
just truth (saccam eva), just reality (sabhavam) just non-falsehoods (a-musa-eva). Although
speaking ultimate truth discourses, they speak just truth, just reality, just non-falsehoods.

He spoke two truths, the Enlightened one, the most excellent of Teachers.
Conventional and ultimate; a third does not exist.

An agreed upon expression is true, because it is an agreement of the world.
An ultimate expression is true, showing the true characteristics of phenomena.”

This is one way of handling the problem of conventional vs. ultimate truth. Since
the Bhagava spoke it, and it leads to liberation, it is a truth, even if, as in conventional
words like ‘man’ or ‘being’ the word does not correspond to an actual existing entity: yam
kifici subhasitam, sabbam tam tassa Bhagavato vacanam arahato sammasambuddhassa (A TV
1647 ‘All that is spoken by the Bhagava, the noble, fully enlightened one is well spoken’,
also quoted by Asoka in the famous Bhabhra edict, in Prakrit: e kecci bhamte bhagavata
buddhena bhasite savve se subhasite va. Bloch 1950, 154). This of course is something of a
truism and does not really resolve the issue. The Buddha had to use some conventional
discourse because it was too cumbersome to say ‘my aggregates’ when talking of personal

% sv 2, 3828-3830: Tattha yo sammuti-desandya: Satto ti va poso ti va devo ti va Brahma ti va, vutte vijanitum
pativijjhitum niyyatum arahatta-jaya-ggaham gahetum sakkoti, tassa Bhagava adito va: Satto ti va poso ti va devo
ti va Brahma ti va, katheti, Yo param’ attha-desandya: Aniccan ti va dukkhan ti va ti, adisu afifiataram sutva
vijanitum pativijjhitum niyyatum arahatta-jaya-ggaham gahetum sakkoti, tassa: Aniccan ti va dukkhan ti va ti,
adisu afifiataram eva katheti. Tatha sammuti-kathdya bujjhanaka-sattassa pana na pathamam param’ attha-
katham katheti, sammuti-kathaya pana bodhetva paccha param’ atthakatham katheti; param’ attha-kathaya
bujjhanaka-sattassapi na pathamam sammuti-katham katheti, param’ attha-kathaya pana bodhetva paccha
sammutikatham katheti, Pakatiya pana pathamam eva param’ attha-katham kathentassa desana liikh’ akara hoti,
tasma Buddha pathamam sammuti-katham kathetva paccha param’ attha-katham kathenti, sammuti-katham
kathenta pi saccam eva sabhavam eva amusa va kathenti, param’ attha-katham kathenta pi saccam eva sabhavam
eva amusa va kathenti.

Duve saccani akkhasi Sambuddho vadatam varo,

Sammutim param’ atthad ca tatiyam niapalabbhati;

Satiketa-vacanam saccam loka-sammuti-karanam.

Param’ attha-vacanam saccam dhammanam bhiita-lakkhanan i,



16

identity; but he did not misconstrue such.”” The commentarial and later grammatical
traditions dealt with the issue by distinguishing between those words which were sacchikz,
truthful in the sense that they referred back to a dhatu which accurately described the
thing named, and those things which weren’t.

Continuing the etymology of the word BAagavain the Pj I:

But the name ‘Bhagava arises by reason of his virtues (gunanemittikam), it is not created by
Mahamaya, by the great king Suddhodana, not by 80,000 relatives, nor by the gods starting

with Sakka and Santusita; as the Ven. Elder Sariputa said, ‘Bhagavd is not a name created by

his mother, etc., it is a true (sacchika) designation, that is ‘the fortunate one’ (Bhagava). They
recite this gathain order to explain those virtues which the name encapsulates:
Happy (bhagin), loving (bhaji), blessed (bhagi), giving all details (vibhattava),
He has destroyed (the afflictions, akasi bhaggam), he is honoured (gara), he is auspicious
(bhagyava,
For the self who is well-cultivated (bAavita) through abundant right conduct (bahahi riayehi)

One who has gone to the end of existence (bhava-anta-go), he is called ‘Bhagava’
(Pj 1107"%)

The commentary then refers to the Niddesa, quoted above. Most of the derivations are
founded on the verb bhaj, with the exception of gara (< Skt g7, ‘praise, extol’), bhavita
(‘cultivated’ p.p. of bAd in causative) and the strange construction bhavantago (‘gone to the
end of existence’ bhava-anta-go) which has some similarities to BAagava sonically, but not
cognate. The author gives one more gatha, before proceeding to explain his/her
etymological principles:

Further this is an additional analysis:
Auspicious (bhagyava), fortunate (bhaggava),” endowed with good fortune (yutto bhagehi),
and
giving full details (vibhattava)), worshipful (bhattava), he has renounced existences
(vantagamano bhavesu), thus blessed (Bhagava).
Here, having understood the etymology in this way, ‘Augment of a phoneme, the deletion of a
phoneme’ (var. the reversal of a phoneme) or insertion of a phoneme within a word like (the

2 In the Arahanta Sutta, a god notices various monks using the term ‘I’ and wonders if they are khinasava (‘free
from mental obsessions’), because the use of the ‘T’ designation is associated by the god with wrong view. The
Buddha answers that they are free of afflictions, and are only following the conventions of the world; in the
commentary Buddhaghosa says that they don’t say ‘The aggregates eat, the aggregates sit, the bowl of the
aggregates, the robe of the aggregates’, as this would be violating conventional discourse.

Spk 1, 51.: vohara-mattena #i, upaladdhi (var. apaladdhi)-nissita-katham hitva vohara-bhedam akaronto ‘aham,
mama’ ti vadeyya. ‘Khandha bhurijanti, khandha nisidanti, khandhanam patto, khandhanam civaran’ ti hi vutte
vohara-bhedo hoti. Na koci janati Tasma evam avatva loka-voharena voharati ti. ‘With just an expression’
(vohadra-mattena), having abandoned talk which depends on views, not violating conventional discourse one
might say, ‘I, mine’. It would be violating conventional discourse to say, ‘The aggregates eat, the aggregates sit,
the bowl of the aggregates, the robe of the aggregates’, as no one would understand. Therefore not speaking thus,
he speaks according to conventional discourse.’ (4itvain line 21 is only in the Burmese).

* Or ‘destroying’ (afflictions); see footnote 26 above.
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word) ‘having a spotted belly’ (pisodara), etc. it should be understood that, because he has
produced happiness in this world and the world beyond, because he has crossed over the sea
of perfections of giving and morality, etc., and has good fortune, therefore he should be
called ‘The auspicious one’ and is called ‘Bhagavd. Because he has destroyed (abazji) greed,
hatred, delusion ... [here follows a long list of the afflictions which the Buddha has destroyed],
therefore because of this state of destruction (bhaggatta) he is called the destroyer (bhaggava)
of these dangers and is called BhAagava (blessed one).” (Pj 1107**-108")

The section of vowel-augmentation is actually a reference to Panini 6, 3, 109 and it is
amplified in greater detail at Saddhammapajjotika 1, 264, a commentary on the Tissa-
Metteyya-sutta-niddesa (the Maha-niddesa discussed above). The Panini section, with the
Kasika commentary goes as follows:

‘The elision, augment and mutation of letters to be seen in prsodara prsat-udara > prsodara,
‘having a spotted belly’, with -£- > g, -a- + -u- > -o0-] etc., though not found taught in treatises
of Grammar, are valid, to that extent and in the mode, as taught by the usage of the sages’
(Vasu 1891 [1962], vol. 2, 1241).** ‘varnagamo (varna = vowel/letter/syllable - that is, phoneme,
augment; per Apte ggama is ‘the addition or insertion of a letter’ ), varnaviparyayasca
(‘phoneme reversal, inversion, transposition’), dvau caparau varnavikaranasau (‘and two
further alterations/transformations and eliminations’) dhatos-tad-artha-atisayena yogas-tad-
ucyate paricavidham niruktam, (‘the eminent connection of the meaning of that (word) with
its root, is said to be the five-fold etymology’).

The examples the commentary gives are all of elision and substitution. * The
Saddhammapajjotika section repeats these verses almost identically as follows:

Augment of a phoneme, or its inversion

And two further, alteration and elimination of a phoneme
That eminent connection with the meaning of the roots
Is said to be the five-fold etymology.*

* The Panini text is simply prsodara-adini yathopadistam (‘ prsodara, etc. as has been taught’). The Karika reads:
varnagamo varnaviparyayasca dvau caparau varnavikaranasau |

dhatostadarthatisayena yogastaducyate paficavidham niruktam || which is translated above.

* The word yathopadistam (‘in the manner before mentioned or described’) = Sistairuccaritani (‘articulated by the
learned’). Thus prsad-udvaro yasya = prsodaram, prsad udvanam yasya = prsodvanam (‘extinguishing by a drop of
water’). Here there is elision of -d- So also varivahakah (‘accomplishing waters’) = valzhaka (‘rain or thunder’).
Here vari is replaced by va and /a replaces the va of vahakah; jivanasya mitah = jimitah ‘nourisher, sustainer,
cloud’); here vana has been elided; savanim sayanam (‘bed of corpses) = smasanam (‘cemetery’); here sma
replaces sava, and Sana for Sayana, ardhvam khamasya iti ulikhalam (‘a wooden mortar’) - here ulu replaces
ardha, and khala replaces khama. pisitasah (Pisaca demon, pisita-asah, ‘flesh-eating’) = pisacah (same); bruvanto
‘syam sidanti (‘proclaiming, they sit on it’) it7 brsi (‘grass, the seat of a religious student of ascetic’) - here sad
takes the affix uf in the locative and bruvais replaced by br; mahyam rauti(mahi-yam rauti, ‘it sings’) = mayirah
(‘peacock’) - here mahiis replaced by mayu, and the final ruis elided before the affix ac.

* Vannagamo, vannavipariyayo,

Dve capare vannavikara-nasa,

Dhatinam atthatisayena yogo,

Tad ucyate paficavidham niruttim (var. niruttam) ti, Saddhammapajjotika 26 4[58,
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So, as we have seen in the etymology of Bhagava, etymology has a five-fold path. 1)
augment of a syllable, letter or vowel (bhagga-va, where -g- > -gg-). 2) inversion of a syllable,
letter or vowel , that is, metathesis (bhavantago, where -van has been placed in the second
syllable and -fago added to the end of the word). 3) alteration of a phoneme (bhagyava,
where -g- > -gy-, or bhattava, where -g- > -tt-). 4) elimination of a phoneme ( bhavita, where
-gav- > @ and vit- has been added, with an augment of -a- > -3-). 5) And since all these
derivations are connected with a root (not tAe root, that is, bhaj, but any root (bharyj, bhdg,
gam, etc that is sonically close after these alterations), the etymology is valid. The
commentary then continues with illustrations of the five-fold nirutti (Saddhampajotika
26 414-27):

In this way, having understood the distinguishing features of linguistic derivation (etymology
niruttilakkhanam), the establishment of word meaning is to be known.

1) In this respect: Nakkhattardja-r-iva tarakanam (‘like the moon among the stars’).
Here, like the addition of the ra sound, the addition of a non-existent letter is called
vannaganio.

2) ‘Himsand (harming): when ‘Aimso’ (harming), is to be spoken as ‘sizd’ (lion);” the
exchange of what comes before with what comes after (hetthupariya-vasena, ‘under-above’)
of existing letters (exchange of A- for s- and vice versa) is called vanna-viparyiyayo
(reversal/inversion or metathesis of a group of phonemes) [ Aimso, = si(m)hobackwards].

3) ‘A new kind of donation is given as alms’ (navacchandake dane diyati). Here, the
substitution of one letter for another, like the substitution of -efor -am (in the example given)
is called vanna-vikara (alteration of a phoneme).

4) jivanassa miito, ‘nourishing of life’ = to be pronounced as jimuito (‘rain-cloud’ or ‘sun’)
is called the elimination of existent phonemes (vannavinaso), like the elimination of -va- and
-na(in jivana).

5) ‘Overcoming with harsh words, having struck me, you speak, boy’ (pharusahi vacahi
pakubbamano dsajja mam tvam vadase kumara, Ja, 4, 47"°"). Here what is called ‘eminent
connection with the meaning of the roots’ is a distinctive connection as is appropriate (yatha-
yogam) here and there, like the declaration of the meaning abhibhavamano (‘conquering,
overcoming’) for the word pakubbamano (‘performing’).*

Here are a few more instances of the of Bhagava etymology using these principles that

occur in the Paramathajotika:

Because the word fortune (bhaga-saddo)” manifests in six phenomena in the world, - mastery,
virtue (dhamma), repute, glory, desire and continued exertion - and 1) he has the highest
mastery in respect of his own mind, or, he is complete in all qualities honoured in the world,
beginning with the powers of minuteness and lightness, etc., 2) likewise he has supramundane

¥ Pop. etymology relates: sahana-to ca hanana-to, stho vuccati, ‘because of his power and injury, he is called lion’".
* Which is in fact what the commentary (Ja 4, 47'°) does do: Tattha pakubbamano ti abhibhavanto, as well as
glossing dsajja ‘ti ghattetva (‘having struck’). The word pakubbamano is itself neutral. Notice that the participles
(abhibhavamano in Saddhammapajjotika vs. abhibhavanto in Ja) are different forms,

* bhaga < bhaj, bhajati = ‘luck, fortune, lot, happiness, welfare, dignity, majesty, distinction, excellence, beauty,
loveliness, love. He is basically giving various synonyms of the term; bhaga = issariya (majesty or mastery); bhaga
= dhamma, bhaga = yaso (fame); bhaga = siri (glory); bhaga = kama (love); bhaga = payatta (effort). See MW where
he synonymizes it with yatna, prayatna, kirti, yasas, vairagya, iccha, jiiana, mukti, moksa, dharma, sri.
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virtue, pervading the three worlds (loka-ttaya-vyapako), has attained the virtues in
accordance with the truth, 3) his repute is completely pure, 4) the glory of all his major
and minor limbs, complete in all respects, is able to generate a joyful mind, to lead people
to be eager to see his physical body, and 5) He has desire (kamo), so-called because of the
achievement of the desired goal, through the fulfillment just like that (fath ‘eva) of whatever
desire he has wished for or desired, for his own or another’s benefit. 6) his continued exertion
(payatto) which is called right striving (sammavayama) is the cause of the attainment of the
condition of teacher to the entire world therefore, because he is endowed with these
distinctions, he is called ‘Bhagava’, with the meaning ‘He has these distinctions’ (bhaga assa
santi). (Pj 1108*°-109")

This is simply taking the six synonyms for bhaga in the dictionary and showing how the
Buddha possesses each one. The next section elaborates on what vibhattava, means;
vibhatta is the past participle of vibhajati, ‘he divides, classifies, analyses’ and -vZ is an
ending meaning ‘possessed of’ (< Skt -vant or -mant); vibhattava, therefore means, ‘one who
gives full details’.

Because he gives full details of all phenomena, starting with virtuous ones, etc., or he gives
full details of virtuous dhammas, etc., starting with the aggregates, the spheres, the elements,
the truths, the faculties, dependent origination, etc., or he gives full details on the noble truth
of lack of fulfillment in the sense of suffering, being conditioned, torment, change; (full details
on) arising in the sense of striving, causes, bonds, impediments; (full details on) cessation in
the sense of escape, detachment, non-conditioning , the deathless; (full details on) the path in
the sense of the causes leading out of samsara and mastery of insight; that is to say, ‘Having
classified (all this), having revealed it, and having taught it’, therefore he is deemed ‘Bhagavd
when it is said that ‘He gives full details.” (Pj 1 109'*"*)

The next passage derives Bhagava from the word bhatta (< Skt bhakta, ‘faithful,
honouring, worshipping, serving, devoted’), past participle of bAaj, again with the suffix -vZ,
‘he who possesses devotion, worshipful’ (bhattava):

And because he has associated with, served and devoted himself to the divine Brahma noble
abidings, detachment from the attachments of body and mind, the liberations of emptiness,
desirelessness and signlessness, and other worldly and transcendental truths beyond the
human, therefore he is deemed ‘Bhagavd when it is said that ‘He possesses devotion.” (Pj I
10918-22)

And finally, in an ingenious twist of metathesis and other changes, Bhagava, becomes
vantagamano (‘one who has renounced going [to existences]’):

Because going, called craving, to the three states of existence (kama, ripa, aripa) was
renounced by him, therefore he is called Bhagava, when it is said that ‘He has renounced
going to existences’ (bhavesu vantagamano), and from the word existence (bhava) he has
taken the bha- syllable, from the word going (gamana) he has taken the ga- syllable and from
the word renounced (vanta) he has taken the vasyllable and made the va- syllables long (va),
just as in this world mekhala (‘girdle’) is composed from me hanassa (male/female organ), kha
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(space) and madla (covering) [ with the meaning, ‘covering the space of the male/female sexual
organ’]. (Pj 1109*%)

The Buddhist etymology of Bhagava then has approximately six different roots, not to
mention their various grammatical forms and affixes (bAaj, bharyj, bhi, vam, gam, gr).

Aggavamsa’s Saddaniti

Given the close connection between Buddhist and Brahmanical etymological theory and
practice, it is not surprising that by medieval times, some essentialist thinking on
etymology had crept into Buddhist thought, (despite the Buddha’s firm refutation of this).
In this last section we will briefly look at Aggavamsa’s twelfth century work Saddaniti,
which both reviews old systems of nominal classifications and adds some new ones,
specifically the category of opapatika-nama, ‘naturally given name’, which is similar if not
the same as the Mimamsa concept of autpattika (‘inherent, eternal’), the assertion that a
(Vedic) word has a natural connection with its meaning, which is eternal and infallible
(Holdrege 1996, 120). But even leaving the question of Brahmanism’s influence on Buddhist
thought aside, Aggavamsa’s treatment of name classification illustrates the continuing
importance the Buddhist tradition placed on the correct understanding of name theory and
etymology.

In Chapter 27 of the Saddaniti (Suttamala), Aggavamsa reviews some of the
classification system of nouns and names. In very broad outline there are two:

In this respect ‘name’ pays homage (namati) towards the meaning and name bends the meaning
(nameti, causes the name to pay homage) to itself. Names like ghata (‘water-pot’), pata (‘cloth’),
and whatever, themselves pay homage to the meaning of ghata, pata, etc., because of the origin
of the name of these words in a true [that is, conformable to the root] meaning. It bends each
meaning to itself because of the impossibility of knowing the meaning when the name is not true.
That name is two-fold, conformable to the meaning (anvattha) and on account of common usage
(ralhi). (Sadd 878™")

We have seen these categories before. Ghata is a suitable (anvattha, CPD: ‘conformable to
the meaning, adequate, appropriate’) name for a water-pot as people are always busy with it,
filling it with water (< Skt root ghat, ‘to be busy with’); the word pata may easily be traced to
its root, pat, ‘to wrap.” The word rialhi (Skt. riidhi) refers to the popular meaning of a word
by tradition or custom, not related to the root.

At one end there is conforming to the meaning (anvattham) in words such as ‘world’ (loka <
lok, ‘to see’, ‘Buddha (< budh, ‘to wake up, understand’) etc.

At the other end, according to common usage (ria/hkam), are words like yevapana
(‘reciprocal’), telapayi(‘oil-drinking’).

Words like Sirivaddhako (‘increasing fame’), etc., when used with regard to slaves
are common usage, or conformable to the meaning when used with regard to a ruler.

Words such as go (‘cow’), mahisa (‘great lord’), etc. conform to the meaning (of the root), but
are also the same as common usage,
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Because they are also used in other (words) of going, being, and lying down, etc. [where
they do not relate to the root]. (Sadd 878%*)*

Then Aggavamsa takes these two categories and reinterprets them in terms of the
categories neruttika (‘formed or explained as formed from a root or a grammatical
operation’, Cone 2010, sv) and yadicchaka (‘whatever one wishes’). Neruttika is similar to
nemittika (‘arisen for a reason’) which we encountered above in Buddhaghosa’s
commentary, but in this case, the cause is the grammatical root which the word is derived
from:

Likewise the name is two-fold: neruttika and yadicchaka. In this regard, what is called
neruttika, having been formed based on (paccayam) just root forms (dhaturdpani)
referring to perceptions (sarifiasu) and after that, being formed by (other operations starting
with) the augment of a letter (vannagama),” etc., it is called a name, which is  perfected by
the characteristics of the sound (sadda). What is called yadicchakam (‘whatever one wishes’) is
aname deprived of the meaning of the letters which has merely been formed according to
one’s wishes. (Sadd 878%™)

Neruttikam is any etymological operation which derives the word from its root, including
those roots which have been transformed, or altered according to the phonological rules
discussed above. yadicchakam is the same as adhiccasamuppannam (‘uncaused, arbitrary’),
where the meaning of the word does not agree with the meaning of its letters or root. As we
saw above, calling a slave Sirivaddhiko is an example of a name that is ‘uncaused’, not in the
sense of opapatiko (‘spontaneously arisen’), which we will discuss shortly, but uncaused in
the sense of not related to the meaning of the root from which the word is derived; for
there is indeed a cause, the master’s anticipated reputation growth. Aggavamsa then goes
on to give a three-fold definition of a name:

Thus the name is three-fold: on account of anvattha (‘agreeing with the true meaning,
conformity with the meaning’), karima (‘artificial; adventitious; arbitrary’); wupacarima
(‘metaphorical’). In this respect what is called anvattha is a name depending upon an
etymological meaning; what is called karimam is a name assigned according to whatever one
desires (yadicchakata); and what is called opacarimam (Skt: upacara, ‘a figurative or
metaphorical expression’) is an expression of the real nature of something which has not
become that. (Sadd 878*-879%)

The term karima is another word for adhiccasamuppannam and yadicchakam.opacarimam
is a new term, meaning ‘metaphor’, which may be described by Aggavamsa as a-tab-
bhiitassa tab-bhava-voharo, ‘an expression of the true nature of something (tab-bhava)
which has not become that (a-tab-bhitassa). Sadd gives no examples here, but the common

“Why telapayiis rifhikam is not clear as payi comes from the root pz, ‘to drink,” and tela < tila (‘sesame seed’) <
til (‘to be unctuous’). yevapana comes from the phrase ye va pana (see PED) and is not derivable from a root.

“' This is a direct reference to the Panini sutra discussed above which Aggavamsa also quotes in §1343 (Smith 1930
[2001], 877.
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metaphor ‘He was a lion” would fit the definition, as would any transference metaphor. The
four-fold definition of a name follows:

Thus the name is four-fold: samarifiz-namam (‘a name given by general assent’); guna-namam
(‘hame of virtues or qualities’); kittima-namam (‘artificial, made-up names’); opapatika-
namam (‘naturally given name’).

Here, having been authorized by the public in the first age, because it was arranged by them,
the name of the king Mahasammato (‘Great honoured one’) is what is called samarifia-nama.
For in that way ‘the name occurred by common consent of the people, by designation’ - which
is called samarifiz-namam. (Sadd 879*°)

This name is a mixture of the sammuti-sacca we discussed earlier (a name by convention)
and the anvattha-nama (a name that conforms with the meaning of the root), as the
meaning of the name accords with the meaning of the root.

dhamma-kathiko (‘one who expounds the dhamma), pamsukiiliko (‘wearing robes made of
rags’), vinayadharo (‘expert in the Vinaya’), tepitako (‘three baskets’), saddha (‘faith’) saddho
(‘devoted’); a name which has been handed down in such a form because of virtuous qualities,
is called guna-namam (‘name of virtue’). Several hundred names of the Tathagata starting
with Bhagava, araham, sammasambuddho, etc., are just gunanamani, (Sadd 879°")

Earlier Buddhaghosa told us that the epithets of the Buddha were nemittikam (‘arisen
for a reason’); the gunanamam may be looked upon as the cause which produced the
nemittika-namam.

After attending kinsmen have paid their respects to those worthy of receiving offerings on
the name day of the prince’s birth, after considering and deciding, saying ‘This one is called
such and such’, they create his name, - this is called kittima-namam (‘an acquired name, not
necessarily connected with one’s nature’ Cone 2000 sv). (Sadd 879"°)

The kittima-namam is similar to both the adhiccasamuppanam and the karima-namans,
the name is arbitrary and its root does not necessarily correspond with the nature of the
child, which at birth, is probably unknown.

But an earlier designation (parifatt) which occurs in a later designation, an earlier
appellation/expression (voharo) which occurs in a later appellation, namely: although in an
earlier aeon, the moon was just called candbo, at present it is also just cando; in the past the
sun, the ocean, the earth, the mountain, were just called pabbato (etc.), today also they are
just called pabbato - this is called opapatika-namam (naturally given name), whose meaning
is ‘a name whose nature (si/2) is to arise (sayam eva upapatana) just by itself’. (Sadd 879'*')

This is clearly not a Buddhist belief, for in the Buddha’s teaching there is no such thing as an
essential, unchanging nature in any phenomena (sabbe dhamma anattd) The word moon
(canda) is derived from the verbal root cand or scandwhich means ‘to shine, be bright’ with
the addition of a simple -a krt affix. Similarly suriya (‘sun’) is derived from the root svr, or
svar, ‘to shine’ (Skt, sirya> P suriya with addition of an epenthetic -i- and suffix); samudda
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(< Skt sam-udra (‘with the waters’) is derived from wudra, ‘water’ < root und, ‘to flow, spring
forth’ with addition of affix sam- and suffix -a; pathavi (Skt prthivi, ‘earth’) is derived from
the < root prth, ‘to extend’) with affix (fem. ending) -vi and pabbato (Skt parvata,
‘mountain’) is derived from the adj. parvan (‘knot, joint’) and suffix -vat, parva-vat
(‘possessing knots; knotty, rugged’), probably < root p7, ‘to fill’. The above passage seems to
be saying that these names occur and re-occur in different aeons, because that is their
nature; this might be just another statement of anmvattha (that the appellation is in
conformity with the root; that is, a name that means ‘to shine” appears to designate cando
in one aeon, and then another name which also means ‘to shine’” appears in a later aeon),
but it appears to go further than this and say that the very name cando (which means to
shine) appears in one aeon and then the very same name cando reappears in another aeon;
that is, there is something constant and immutable in the nature of the moon and its sonic
representation that causes its appellation to manifest as the name cando in one aeon, and
continue with the exact same name in later ones. This would reflect an essentialist theory of
language origin, which is indeed the Brahmanical one, that sound is inherent in the nature
of the universe and language - specifically Vedic - is its manifestation. In this view the gods
spoke Vedic; a view which is echoed in many cultures including the Jewish belief that
Yahweh spoke ancient Hebrew, and even enters into Pali cultural mythology in the story of
the wild boy who grows up without language and any social influence in the jungle and
spontaneously speaks Pali when he is exposed to language (Collins 1998, 49).

Although the word opapatika means, ‘spontaneously born, without cause’, it is in fact
not generally used in that sense in the canon. For nothing in Buddhism is without cause or
condition except nibbana. Opapatika occurs in the common trope of the lay-followers who
have been spontaneously reborn, typically in the pure abodes, by the destruction of the five
lower fetters and gain nibbana from that state without returning to this world;* but this is
not without cause, as this rebirth occurs because of the destruction of the lower fetters and
because the higher fetters still remain. The word also occurs in the description of the four
types of birth, by egg, viviparous, by moisture, and spontaneously; the latter occurs with
gods, hell-beings, some men, and some of those born in the lower worlds, and again are
caused by past karmic actions.

This view of ‘opapatika as a naturaly given name also appears in a commentary on
namardpa by Buddhaghosa, glossing the dyad nama-rapa from the Sarigiti Sutta (D 33):

namam are the four formless aggregates and nibbana. Here the four aggregates are namam
with the meaning of ‘bending, turning towards’ (namana). ‘With the meaning of bending,
turning towards’, = with the meaning of ‘naming’

For unlike the name (of the king) ‘Mahasammato’ (‘great-agreed upon’, a king who lived in
the beginning of the present age), who was selected by many because of the agreement of the
people; unlike a mother and father, saying, ‘Let this one be called Tissa, let this one be called
Phussa’ who in this way create an artificial name (kittima-nama) for their son; or unlike a
name stemming from qualities like ‘One who expounds the dhamma’ (dhamma-kathiko) (or),
‘He who is expert in the discipline’ (vinaya-dharo)names do not occur in this way for (such

“D W 92: upasako paficannam orambhigiyanam samyojandnam parikkhaya opapatiko tattha parinibbayt
anavattidhammo tasma loka
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names) as feeling, (and the other formless aggregates and nibbana). For feeling and the other
aggregates, like the great earth and the other elements arise, making a name for themselves.
When they arise, just their name has arisen. For no one says to the feeling which has arisen,
“You be named feeling’, nor does the feeling perform the action of taking a name. Just as when
the earth has arisen, there is no name-designation, saying ‘You be called earth.” And when the
world-encircling mountains and Mt. Sineru and the moon, sun and stars arise, there is no
name-designation saying ‘You be called the world-encircling mountains, you be called the
stars.” The name has just arisen; a naturally given designation (opapatika parifiatti) occurs. In
this way when a feeling has arisen there is no name-designation, ‘You be called feeling.” When
it has arisen, it is the name ‘feeling’ which has just arisen. This is also the process with respect
to perception and the other aggregates. For in the past, feeling was just feeling, perception
just perception, mental formations just mental formations, consciousness just consciousness.
Also in the future and in the present. And nibbana is always also just nibbana. Thus the name
has the meaning of bending. And also here, what is called the four aggregates also has the
meaning of bending, turning towards. For they bend towards the sense objects. (Sv 977""%)

So it is Buddhaghosa who appears to be the source of this strange notion of spontaneously
originating names which arise as a naturally given designation in the past, present and future.
Perhaps this is because the aggregates - in Theravadin orthodoxy - are considered truly
existent, ultimate phenomena (see above, footnote 1). Aggavamsa then goes on to classify the
name as five-fold, all of which categories we have already seen;* six-fold which classifies
according to the form the name takes: that is, nama-namam (kinds of names)," kitaka-namam
(names from verbal roots with suffixes), samasa-namam (compound names), tadhita-namam
(names formed from other nouns with suffixes), sabba-namam (words beginning with sabba),
and anukarana-namam (imitation names); three-fold on account of gender; another four-fold
classification, most of which we have seen (samarifiz, ‘general assent’, guna, ‘virtue or quality’,
kiriya, ‘action name’, and yadicchaka, ‘what one desires’); and eight-fold on account of the
different vowels (Sadd 8797-880").

Conclusion

The Buddha considered names to be an arbitrary designation, with their meaning created by
agreement. It was not until well after his death that the distinction between conventional and
ultimate naming developed, in the hands of his disciples. The early suttas show clearly that
inter alia, names, perceptions, feelings, thinking, conceptions and mental proliferations were
all conditioned dhammas which led to the creation of a sense of ‘T, and craving, clinging and
afflictions. Although names were potentially afflictive and ‘had everything under their power’

* yadicchakam (‘as one wishes’), avatthikam (‘inherent’), nemittikam (‘arising for a reason), lirigikam (‘having a
characteristic’), and ralhikam (‘popular meaning, common language’).

* nama-namam itself has a four-fold classification. Names like ghato (‘water-pot’) and pato (‘cloth’) are called
samithika (‘aggregating’), because this kind of name arises in a multitude of many materials; names like vedana
(‘feeling’), safiria (‘perception’) etc., are individual names (pacceka-namamy), because each one arises depending
upon a unique phenomenon (ekekam eva dhammam paticca sambhiita-namatta), names like deso (‘region
country, spot’), kalo (‘time’), okaso (‘space, occasion, opportunity’), etc. are vikappa-namam (‘imaginary names’),
because they arise on account of deluded thinking about phenomena which have no self nature; and names like
sitam (‘cold’), unham (‘heat’) are patipakkhika (‘opposed’), because they arise as mutually opposing opposites.
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(see the Nama Sutta quoted above, page 13), this did not mean that they were to be ignored or
even neglected; words were to be penetrated and thoroughly understood, and the Buddha’s
words were an essential instrument for liberation, even though eventually they too had to be
discarded, along with anything else that one depended upon.

One of the problems of transmitting the Buddha’s teachings were the large number of
disciples who did not speak an IA language or spoke a dialect different from that of the
Teacher. Constrained by misunderstanding of phonemes that did not exist in their own
language, this also led to altered transmission of the Vinaya and Suttas. The passages dealing
with this problem provide a valuable insight into the phonological issues that the early sarigha
had to deal with to try and preserve the integrity of the sisana, ‘with its meaning and its
letters’.

At the same time the etymological practices of Brahmanism were imported into
Buddhism very early on - probably from the time of the Buddha himself - to demonstrate the
intellectual superiority of the Buddha and his teachings. And, despite the Buddha’s teachings
on the arbitrary nature of language, the commentarial and grammatical traditions developed a
sophisticated theoretical framework to analyse, explicate and reinforce some of the key
Buddhist doctrinal terms. Bhagavais one such example which we have discussed at length, and
there are hundreds more in the commentaries. Also, an elaborate classification system of
different types of names was developed, again to show that the language of the Buddha, his
epithets and teachings were firmly grounded in saccikattha, the highest truth, even though
such a concept - that words by themselves can directly represent truth in a non-symbolic
fashion - was quite foreign to their Founder.

While the path can be expressed in words, the ultimate nature of what the Buddha saw,
nibbana and dependent origination (M I 167), was atakkavacaro, beyond the sphere of thought
(and therefore words), because words were simply agreed upon designations and did not
capture ultimate truth in their ‘sonic essence’, as the word ‘On7 was supposed to do in the
Brahmanical tradition. Words could only point to the truth which must be experienced in
meditative insight, a non-verbal understanding transcending words; they themselves had no
inherent, unchanging essence. Therefore they cannot directly ‘correspond’ to reality, but only
intimate the ultimate. ‘Correspondence’ indicates a harmony or equivalence found only in the
highest meditation stages (anulomariana) beyond words. Words are dualistic and symbolic,
pointing to something beyond themselves, and ultimate reality is beyond all dualities.
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Abbreviations
A Anguttara Nikaya
Apte The Practical Sanskrit-English Dictionary
Cone Dictionary of Pali (Cone 2001-2010)
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CPD Critical Pali Dictionary (Trenckner, Andersen and Smith 1924-)
D Digha Nikaya
D-a-t Linatthavannana
1A Indo-Aryan
M Majjhima Nikaya
Mp Manorathapirani (Aniguttaranikaya-atthakatha)
MW Monier Williams Sanskrit English Dictionary
Nett Nettippakarana
Pj Paramatthajotika
Ps Paparicasidani(Majjhima Nikaya-atthakatha)
PTS Pali Text Society’s Pali-English Dictionary
Sadd Saddaniti (Smith 1928-54)
S Samyutta Nikaya
Spk (S-a)  Sarattha-ppakasini(Samyutta Nikaya-atthakatha)
Sn Sutta-nipata
Sp Samantapasadika (Vinaya-atthakatha)
Sv Sumarigala-vilasini (Digha Nikaya-atthakatha)
Vsm Visuddhimagga
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