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Lexical Ambiguities in the Buddhist Teachings,
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Abstract

The actual words that the Buddha spoke are inaccessible to us; his teachings
were orally preserved over time and either gradually evolved according to
natural phonological rule and/or changed at the point they were committed
to writing in local or artificially fabricated dialects, starting perhaps from
the time of Asoka, but certainly by the first century B.C. The phonological
simplifications we see in the ASokan edicts were also prevalent in the Buddhist
oral tradition and often led to homonymic ambiguities and confusion on the
part of translators. Language was arbitrary, changeable and imprecise according
to the Buddha, and his teaching style reflects language’s inability to precisely
express the Dharma he attained: one of the characteristic features of the
Buddha’s oral style is synonymic or near-synonymic word repetition; another is
a malleable, polysemic approach to key individual word meanings. This article
exams one keyword—pramuricantu—from one of the gathas in the story of the
Buddha’s Great Hesitation, his initial decision not to teach the Dharma after
his enlightenment out of concern that people would not understand him. The
word was variously interpreted in four different Middle Indic traditions and the
different interpretations can help identify an underlying homonymic oral source
form. The ambiguity in the source form and the translators’ decisions as to its
meaning led to various other rationalizing alterations in the surrounding lexemic
and semantic structure. The article concludes that the original composer of the
gathas was likely aware of and comfortable with the polyvocal nature of the
teachings, which added a richer and deeper dimension to the teaching.
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