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Abstract:

Pali plays a vital role in the cultural history of India, like Sanskrit literature. Complete
canonical early Buddhist literature is available in the Pali language. Pali remains the factual
basis for understanding Buddhism, though later teachers of Mahayana Buddhism have
adopted Sanskrit for their philosophical and logical expositions. Being the very ancient
language of India, Pali has occupied a prominent position in the history of Indian Buddhism.
Vedic Chandas was the oldest language in India. Prakrit, Pali, and Sanskrit languages are
developed with the similarities of the Chandas. Prakrit and Pali were either simultaneous or
immediately grown-up languages. This is due to the similarity between the Chandas. Prakrit
and Pali. In the later period, classical Sanskrit evolved from it. There is no doubt that
Sanskrit was the tremendous and refined language in ancient India, and it is the source of all
modern Indian languages. There are various words in Pali that often get translated into
English but appear not to be much helpful. Translations of terms of this ancient language,
Pali must help us to understand the real sense used by the Buddha.
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Introduction:

If one is interested to know the problems of Pali text translations into English and other
foreign languages, he has to know about the profundity of the Pali language and its
grammatical structure initially. But it is possible only when one studies the Pali language.
Unfortunately, most Indians have forgotten the Pali, an ancient Indian language. Among the
most ancient languages of this Aryavarta, Pali is one. Not only that, Pali is one of the
wealthiest and most beautiful languages of ancient India. It has many sermons and sacred
texts, besides interesting non-canonical literature. But unfortunately, Indians have stopped
learning and even thinking about this language. Yet, this language is essential for
understanding the Buddhist culture and Indian history. Its study will help understand ancient
India’s religious-philosophical issues and incidents.

Pali plays a vital role in the cultural history of India, like Sanskrit literature. Complete
canonical early Buddhist literature is available in the Pali language. Pali remains the factual
basis for understanding Buddhism, though later teachers of Mahayana Buddhism have
adopted Sanskrit for their philosophical and logical expositions. Being the very ancient
language of India, Pali has occupied a prominent position in the history of Indian Buddhism.
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Canonical literature in Pali:

Pali has a large number of canonical works. They are the base of the Buddhist religion and all
kinds of Buddhist studies. Pali canonical literature is called ‘Pali Tipitaka,” which means the
three baskets. They are 1. Sutta Pitaka, 2. Vinaya Pitka, 3. Abhidhamma Pitaka. Among
them, the ‘Suttapitaka’ has five nikayas. Similarly, each pitaka contains many Pali texts.

Tipitaka is the name given to the Buddhist Holy Scriptures. This word is made up of two
words; ti meaning ‘three’ and pifaka meaning ‘basket.” The word basket was given to this
literature because it had orally transmitted for many centuries, like basket of bamboo cane,
which contains the material like bricks at a construction site transfers from the head of one
worker to another head of another worker. The three parts of the Tipitaka are,

1. Sutta pitaka
2. Vinaya pitaka
3. Abhidhamma pitaka

The ‘Tipitaka’ was composed in ancient Magadhi language, later known as Pali, and takes
up more than 40 volumes in its English translation. It is the most important sacred literature
of any excellent world religion. We have non-canonical literature in Pali, which contains
several interesting books. Some of the poems and other texts are unique in this portion.

Ancient status of Pali language:

Vedic Chandas was the oldest language in India. Prakrit, Pali, and Sanskrit languages are
developed with the similarities of the Chandas. Prakrit and Pali were either simultaneous or
immediately grown-up languages. This is due to the similarity between the Chandas. Prakrit
and Pali. In the later period, classical Sanskrit evolved from it. There is no doubt that Sanskrit
was the tremendous and refined language in ancient India, and it is the source of all modern
Indian languages. It was also used for scientific literature and ancient India. Yet we should
consider Pali, whose sisterly language shares the source-ship to its children of Indian
languages. Between the Chandas and its modern derivatives such as Hindi and other modern
Indian languages lay a group of languages known as the ‘Prakrits’ or Middle Indo-Aryan
languages, which were the vernacular dialects of ancient Indians. As these Prakrit languages
are closely related to Chandas and classical Sanskrit, they are usually studied together.
Several of these Middle Indo-Aryan languages became important literary vehicles; the best-
known language among them is Pali, which still serves as the ancient language of India and
the canonical language of Buddhist studies in Asia. Other Prakrit languages such as
Sauraseni, Maharastri, Magadhi, and GandharT embody the various facets of the literature of
both the Hindu and Buddhist traditions.
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Pali, which belongs to the middle Indo Aryan period, is India’s important language.
‘Magadht’ was the original name of Pali as it was spoken language in the land of Magadha
during the 6th century B. C., the period in which Buddha lived. The antique Pali Literature
reveals India’s philosophical, social and religious condition most authentically. In the history
of Indo Aryan languages, Prakrit languages played a predominant role, and Pali, one of these
languages, according to an argument, belongs to the middle Indo Aryan period of Prakrits.
This period is again divided into three parts:

1. Old Prakrit period
2. Middle Prakrit period
3. Late Prakrit period or Apabhramsa period.

Thus, we must understand that Pali is one of India’s ancient languages. It was a kind of
Prakrit as it is believed that the Prakrit was a collective name of several dialects of ancient
India. Pali is respected in the entire world and Theravada countries in particular’. Though
Pali is not a grammar-oriented language like Sanskrit, it is good to know its grammar if one
wants to learn it systematically. The grammar of Pali is not complex like that of the Sanskrit
language because, basically, it was one of the spoken languages of ancient India, and spoken
language is always simple. It cannot remain within the boundaries of grammar. Due to
assimilation and other simplification methods, Pali became a simple language. Pali is also a
highly fluctuating language, in which almost every word has modified the meaning of its
root.

Prakrits in ancient India and the Place of Pali in them:

The word Prakrit is derived initially from Prakriti. But there has been a most arduous debate
over this issue. The widely accepted etymology of Prakrit is that “taken birth from Prakriti,
i.e., Sanskrit. Thus the Prakrit is originated from Sanskrit. But the other opinion reverses the
position. It says that the Prakriti in Prakrit means the swabhava or nature. Thus they say that
the Prakrit is that which comes from nature. (prakritya swabhavena siddham prakritam or
prakritinam sadharana- jananamidam Prakytan)

It is challenging to understand the formula that led to the use of this term. However, ancient
grammarians who wrote Prakrit grammars have explained the word Prakrit as derived from
Prakriti or Sanskrit. They say Prakriti, i.e., Sanskrit, is the source, and the language that
appeared from it is called Prakrit. 1f this Sanskrit, the source of Prakrits, includes the
Sanskrit and all dialects that period, and it is the Chandas, then there is no problem as all will

! pali Sahitya ka Itihas, p. no. 599-635
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agree with this opinion. Prakrit was widely spoken in ancient India. According to Bharata,
the author of Natyasastra, there were seven kinds of Prakrits in that period.

Magadhavantika prachya sourasenyardha-magadht

bahlika daksinatya ca sapta-bhasah prakirtitah.

The following varieties of Prakrits were famous in ancient India.

1. maharastrt

2. Sourasent

3. magadht

4. ardhamagadht

Out of these varieties, 1. maharastrt 2. sourasent 3. magadhi were the dramatic Prakrits and
1. ardhamagadhi 2. maharastr1 3. Souraseni were used in Jaina canon. Maharastri was
considered to be the Prakrit par excellence (prakrstha). The great prakrit grammarian
Vararuci in the 12" chapter of his text Prakrita prakasa, after explaining some rules to
Sourasent, had left out saying “the remaining is like maharastr 2. Therefore the women
characters, which speak $ouraseni Iin dramas, shift to Maharastri during their singing.
Maharastrt is used in Prakrit epics such as the “Gaudavaho.” This Maharastri was not just
the invention of poets, but it was based on the old spoken languages of the region, which was
on the bank of Godavari River. Souraseni was spoken in sirasena, the region around
mathura. This variety is used in Sanskrit dramas. Only ladies and vidisaka had to use this
variety. But in a “sattaka” named “karpiira mafijarT” one can observe that the king also speaks
in Sourasent. Sourasent seems to be the nearest to Sanskrit. This may be because it was born
in the region where classical Sanskrit literature originated. It forms the intermediate stage
between Sanskrit and Hindi of that region. Thus, with constant closeness with sacred Sanskrit
language and being influenced by the Sanskrit, Sourasent could not progress independently.

Magadhi was one of the famous verities of Prakrits in those days. It was spoken in
the eastern part of India. Madagha region in ancient India was the land in which this Prakrit
was current. Like $ourasenti, this Prakrit was also used in Sanskrit dramas by low characters,
and it was used in “mrccakatikam” of sudraka. Magadhi differs from other dialects of
Prakrits in its phonetics. For example, “sa’ is replaced by “Sa’ and ‘ra’ by ‘la’. Many
scholars, especially Sri Lankan monks, have called Pali as Magadhi. But in Pali, we never
find such changes. So the question remains that the Magadhi used in Sanskrit plays like
“mrccakatikam” of Sidraka was the same of present-day Pali? All agamas or canonical
literature of Jains is collected and preserved in ‘ardhamagadhi’ Prakrit. This dialect is so-
called (‘ardhamagadhi’-half-magadhi) as it was mainly based on the dialect, which was in
vogue between ‘Sirasena’ and ‘magadha’ and therefore it naturally resembles the ‘magadhi’
in its phonetic character for some extent. It has older grammatical traces than souraseni;
hence it is freer from the influence of Sanskrit.

2 ‘Sesam maharastri-vat’- Dandin says that “Maharastri is the variety par excellence

“maharastrasrayam bhasam prakystham Prakrtam viduh” -12" chapter, Kavyadarsa, 1.35.
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Prakrit languages were sources to all Indian languages. It is not appropriate to
understand the very ancient status of these languages with an understanding which developed
out of politicized language policies prevailed at the present day. Unfortunately, even the
ancient language issue is politicized in India. Scholars should come out of this political
narrow-mindedness. Of course, Vedic literature is available in various languages, which is
now called Vedic Sanskrit (Sanskrit Grammarians called it Chandas) or chandas. Likewise,
early Jain literature is in Prakrit, and early Buddhist literature is in Pali. But based on this
situation, if someone thinks that these languages were spoken only by those particular
religious communities or sects in ancient India, it is a misconception and not acceptable for
numerous obvious historical reasons. All people, in general, used these languages.

Hence identifying these languages with a particular sect or religion is a mistake.
Indians and all those who want to learn these languages should make their humble attempt to
study them without identifying them with a particular group, sect, and religion. Such noble
effort will unfold the unknown mysteries of our past. Magadhi (Pali) is highly influenced the
Indian languages and literature as it could reach almost every corner of India due to its
affiliation with Buddha-dharma. If we carefully analyze the relation between the Kannada
and Pali, we can understand that the Pali had influenced Kannada and also Kannada had
influenced the Pali. This influence was mutual. Even Sanskrit has borrowed words from other
languages. Mr. Ferdinand Kittel, in his dictionary named ‘A Kannada English Dictionary,’
has clearly explained that the words mina, pilu, kuntala, herambha, palandu, punnaga, marica,
vrihi, atavi, putra, mandira, kharjira, k$ipu, putta, Sanku, balaka, etc. words have entered into
Sanskrit from south Indian languages. The languages, which were spoken in south India, are
none other than the Prakrits. Bharata in his Natyasastra mentioned them as ‘Daksinatyah.’
Rolamba and Taltira words are the de$i words which were wrongly identified as Sanskrit
words. This was clearly pointed by Hemacandra in his De§inamamala “rolambasabdarin
samskrte’pi kecid-gatanugatikataya prayunjate”®. Therefore one must be very careful
when he translates the Sanskrit, Prakrit, and Pali texts.

Present status of Pali in India and the world:

Many people think that Pali is a dead language in the world. But Pali is still spoken in
some circles in India, Laos, Burma, Sri Lanka, Thailand, and Vietnam. In Cambodia, there
were great scholars of Pali, but due to the genocide and civil wars, which took place in this
country, all scholars of Pali were killed. This is a regrettable incident. Now Cambodian
monks are reviving Pali in their Pagodas and Buddhist universities. The canonical texts were
written down in Sri Lanka in the first century B.C. E., Pali was a living language there at that
time. Pali literature includes Buddhist philosophical works, poetry, and some grammatical
works. Some of the texts in Pali are Jataka tales, Dhammapada, Dhammapadatthakatha and
Dipavarhsa, and Mahavarmsa. Some of the prominent Pali grammarians are Kaccayana and
Moggallana, who had extended their significant contribution to the grammar of Pali.

3 De$tnamamala, 7-2’s vivrti
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Studies of Pali are taking place in many parts of the world. There is also a Pali
University in Sri Lanka. There are Pali institutes in Thailand and other southeast Asian
countries. Though there is no number of universities and institutions of Pali in India like that
of Sanskrit, Pali studies are not entirely ignored in India. India, which is the source of Pali, is
once again concentrating on the promotion of Pali. There are graduate and post-graduate
departments in Calcutta, Banaras, Nalanda, Nagpur, and Pune. In some universities situated
in these places, even P. G. and Ph. D. degrees are offered in Pali. It is excellent that now even
Karnatka has geared up for the Pali promotion by establishing a Pali institution.

Translation of Pali texts:

There are various words in Pali that often get translated into English but appear not to be
much helpful. Translations of terms of this ancient language, Pali must help us to understand
the real sense used by the Buddha. Usually, we translate ‘Dukkha’ as suffering, stress,
unsatisfactoriness. But Dukkha is best left untranslated as we cannot get equivalent in
English. It does mean both “suffering” and “stress.” Still, it also means “unsatisfactoriness,”
basically “getting what one does not want” and “not getting what one does want” (yam
picchasz na labhati, tampi dukkho-Abhidhammapizaka). It covers all those little niggling
feelings through which one feels that life is not perfect. In fact, according to some scholars,
the word Dukkha means a bummer?. | want to give some translations from Pali to English
done by me. In one in one of the verses of the Pali text ‘SUTTANIPATA’ Buddha appears
advising —

ﬁ@-!a q%-g W"

FTAT ATAg TTSTATAT

UGH T T SAToqH =T

T T GRIAGTOTRT 5|

English translation:

“Like a lion not frightened by sounds, like a wind not caught in a net, like a lotus not touched
by the water, an ascetic wonderer should roam all alone like a rhinoceros.” We often find the
similarities between Pali and Sanskrit literatures. Like some of the Lotus similes occurs in
‘Jarasutta’ of Suttanipata in which the momentary-ness of life is depicted in a lucid poetic
style. “In what way the water drop cannot stick to the lotus petals, so also the sage stands
unattached with the false views, false wisdom and false theories of the world.”

SAELCRRIERIECEY
TgH aTie 7T 7 fereafa
T g Arafereata

4 An unpleasant or depressing experience, especially one induced by a hallucinogenic drug; a disappointment,
failure.—oxford English dictionary, for example, “it was a real bummer being ill on holiday” —see Longman
dictionary of contemporary English, page 195.

> Suttanipata 3.37
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Here we can find a similarity between Pali and Sanskrit literatures. Sage Vyasa says in
‘Bhagavadgita’ that “He, who acts offering all actions to God (Brahma), abandoning the
attachment, remains untouched by the sin like a lotus petal by the water.

TR[UATITT FHTTOr

TS FaFeaT FUTT T |
oo 7 9 e
CEEEIECIRS L ]

Let me conclude this topic of Pali translation that the exact translation is possible only within
the field of mathematics. Two and two make four, this is the exact translation. But in
language even the simplest translation is the approximate translation only. Therefore we have
to use nearest word for conveying the real meaning of either Sanskrit or Tibetan or Pali
language. But the best method to understand the Buddhism is to learn the source languages
like Sanskrit, Pali and Tibetan.

Early translations:

If we want to understand the most ancient works of translations we have to study the works of
Bhadanta Buddhaghosa. He was a 5th-century Indian Buddhist commentator and scholar.
Buddhaghosa was reputedly responsible for an extensive project of synthesizing and
translating a large body of Sinhala commentaries on the Pali Canon. His Visuddhimagga
(Path of Purification) is a comprehensive manual of Theravada Buddhism that is still studied
today. The Mahavarh$a ascribes many books to Buddhaghosa’s composition, some of which
are not believed to have been his works, but rather were composed later and attributed to him.
Below is a listing of the fourteen commentaries traditionally ascribed to Buddhaghosa. They
are Pali atthakatha texts on Pali Tipitaka texts.

Pali Buddhaghosa’s
Tipitaka Commentary
from the | Vinaya (general) Samantapasadika
Vinaya Pitaka | Patimokkha Kankhavitarani
from the | Digha Nikaya Sumangalavilasini
Sutta Pitaka | Majjhima Nikaya Paparicasudani
Samyutta Nikaya Saratthappakasini
Anguttara Nikaya Manorathapurani
from the | Khuddakapatha | Paramatthajotika (1)
Khuddaka | Dhammapada | Dhammapada-atthakatha
Nikaya Sutta Nipata Paramatthajotika (1,

6 Suttanipata, ‘Jarasutta’ verse-9

7 Srimadbhagavadgita V. 10
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Suttanipata-atthakatha

Jataka Jatakatthavannana,
Jataka-atthakatha
from the | Dhammasangani Atthasalini
Abhidhamma | Vibhanga Sammohavinodani
Pitaka Dhatukatha Paficappakaranatthakatha
Puggalapaiifatti
Kathavatthu
Yamaka
Patthana

While traditional accounts list Buddhaghosa as the author of all of these works, the current
Consensus among scholars accepts only the Visuddhimagga and the commentaries on the first
four nikayas as Buddhaghosa’s work.

Survey Pali translations in Indian languages:

Governments of Andhra Pradesh and Karnataka have given grants for the translation of Pali
Texts into Telugu and Kannada. The Pali-Telugu Tipitaka project is entrusted to Mahabodhi
Society, Bangalore founded by the late Acharya Buddharakkhit in 1956. As part of this
project, the following Pali texts are translated with Pali Text in Telugu script on the left page
and Telugu Traslation on the right.

Completed Translations:

Dhammapada

Visuddhi Magga (Pali text not given)

Sutta Nipata (Both Pali and Telugu)

Vinaya Pitaka — Part 1 — Bhikkhu Vibhanga

Translations underway:

Milinda Pafiha

Anguttara Nikaya

Udana and Itivuttaka

Nidana Katha

Jataka katha —Vol 1 with 100 stories (pali text not given)
Thera gatha

List of Completed Texts in Kannada Tipitaka Project

Digha Nikaya — 3 Vol (Pali and Kannada)
Majjhima Nikaya — 6 Vol (Pali and Kannada)
Jataka — 5 Vol (Pali and Kannada)
Khuddaka Patha Pali —1Vol (Pali and Kannada)
Sutta Nipata — 1 Vol (Pali and Kannada)
Milinda Pafiha — 1Vol (Pali and Kannada)
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There are some Marathi translations too.
Sidhartha Jatak (FBrgm STa®) (Vol.l to 7) translated in to Marathi. Udan (33T9),

Visuddhimagga Sar (@@ &%), Abhidhammatthasangaho, vfHk/kEeRFklaxgks,
Jataka Kathasangrah (Bhag- 1 to 3) (SITdeh T HI8: AN -1-3).

Rashtriya Sanskrit Sansthan:

Rashtriya Sanskrit Sansthan, the Deemed University at Delhi, (Sansthan is upgraded as
Central Sanskrit University recently) has translated Pali texts into English and Hindi and
Sanskrit. They also run A bi-annual journal in the field of Pali and Prakrit named “Pali Prakrit
Anusilanam” (A bi-annual journal of Pali and Prakrit language and literature from Rashtriya
Sanskrit  Sansthan). The following Pali texts were translated into English, Hindi, and
Sanskrit.

Khuddakapathapali, Udanapali and Itivuktapali — Translated in Sanskrit Hindi and English.
Suttanipatapali — Translated in Sanskrit Hindi and English.

Vimanavatthupali and Petavathupali - Translated in Sanskrit and Hindi.

Theragathapali and Therigathapali- Translated in Sanskrit and Hindi

Sanyuttanikayapali- Translated in Sanskrit and Hindi
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