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Wise Studies presents The Early Teachings of the Buddha with Sarah Shaw. At Wise Studies, we are committed to illuminating the texts and teachings of the world's great contemplative traditions.

In this series, Sarah looks at several texts in the Pāli Canon from the Dīgha Nikāya, the collection of long discourses. She explores the Buddha's teachings on subjects including meditation, ethics, meditative states, and conditionality. In this first session, Sarah gives an overview of the course. She offers an historical and cultural background for the early suttas, and discusses some of the key teachings in Buddhist philosophy, including the Four Noble Truths and the Eightfold Path.
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Welcome to this introduction to the texts of the Dīgha Nikāya, the long suttas of the Buddha. I chose this selection of texts to introduce Buddhist theory about meditation and practice, because they were the first texts that were introduced to me, and I found them very helpful in understanding how meditation works and how Buddhist theory works in daily life, and on a larger scale, on a cosmological scale. 

The texts have quite a bit of background, so I'll just start off by explaining something about this. They date from around the fourth century BCE, shortly after the death of the Buddha. There's rather a nice story about the composition of these and the other texts of the early Buddhist canon. During the Buddha's lifetime, he had an attendant called an Ānanda, who cared for him constantly and who fielded questions from others, and stood in for the Buddha occasionally, and was a great kindly figure within the Buddhist Sangha, the early monks and nuns. He was, however, not enlightened, all the other monks and nuns who were close attendants and followers of the Buddha achieved awakening and were regarded as something called an Arahant, an awakened one. Ānanda however, could not seem to be able to do it, he was spending so much time caring for others, he was really the monk who was instrumental in ensuring that the Buddha did establish a female Sangha of nuns, he was a great defender of the nuns. And he seems to have been somebody who just looked after people and didn't perhaps have so much time for his own personal practice. He's also the one person who burst into tears when the Buddha announced his forthcoming death in the Parinibbāṇa Sutta. The other arahants, of course, were fully awakened and were unperturbed by this event, but Ānanda just started crying. I think this endears him to us because he really represents to me the common man and the person who is not awakened, but who is very kindly and has many of the attributes that we need to be just human beings together. 

After the Buddha's death, the arahants assembled and decided that they needed to have a council to discuss the transmission of his teachings. Ānanda, however, was not invited because he had not achieved awakening. So, he was quite upset about this and worked very, very hard on his meditation in the time before the first council. Unfortunately, it did not go very well, and the day before the first council, he finally accepted the fact that possibly complete awakening was just not going to happen to him in this lifetime. So, he thought, "well, I'll just go to bed." In between the postures of standing up and lying down, Ānanda achieved awakening as he got into bed. So, the next morning he was able to attend the very first council of the Buddhist elders. I like this story, obviously, because it gives us a sense of encouragement, and also a sense that sometimes it's when you let go of things that they can actually happen. But it was very important that Ānanda did attend this meeting, because he had the most capacious memory of all the Arahant's, and he could, according to the tradition, remember all the discourses that the Buddha gave in his presence. So, every Sutta, or pretty well, every Sutta in the Buddhist canon - and a Sutta is a text that's given on a particular occasion - every Sutta is prefaced by the words Evaṃ me sutaṃ, “thus have I heard; I have heard thus." And it will be something which the reciter of the text will be saying, he will have learnt it from the person who recited the text to him, so, it will be a true statement for the reciter, for the person whom he heard it from and from the person he heard it from, going right back to Ānanda – the "thus have I heard" refers, of course to Ānanda. So, every Buddhist text, most Buddhist texts, are prefaced by this short statement that reminds us of Ānanda's great memory and his ability to recollect the sayings of the Buddha. 

The collection we're looking at and which I've chosen, because it seems so rich, and so various and so human is called the Dīgha Nikāya. And this means the very long texts. So, I'm only going to talk about a few, but I very much hope that this will inspire an interest in the other ones. First of all, I should explain a little bit about the construction of the various texts in the Pāli Canon, and then I will explain, in a more general sense some of the background to the collection we're looking at in these sessions. After the Buddha's death, at a series of councils, the texts were agreed upon - and this seems to have been quite a fluid agreement because we know that further texts were added that people remembered or that came up over time. They were passed on by groups of monks called bhaṇakas, and indeed nuns called bhaṇīkās, who memorised certain sections of the Pāli Canon and transmitted it for further generations. Now, in doing this, they were adapting an older Indian model, whereby texts such as the Ṛg veda, or all of the sacred texts of the Brahmins, were passed on through family lines, so that one family would act as custodians of a particular set of texts. And then when the male child was old enough to learn and recite them, he would be given an initiation and would learn his own family's sacred texts. These would be in Sanskrit; the language was felt to be unchanging and a divine language. And the knowledge was regarded as in some sense secret and very specialised, requiring a priest to sustain it. These were considered very sacred roles in the Brahminic tradition. 

The Buddha had a very different attitude towards texts. He did not advocate the policy of any particular language being regarded as sacred, he said "one should not have the closed fist in teaching." So his teachings were regarded as accessible to everyone. He completely ignored caste in his order of monks. It was of no interest to him, and he allowed women to become nuns, which was pretty revolutionary at the time. So, for him, language was actually a medium for communication. After his death, the monks and indeed one presumes the nuns who sustained the body of texts obviously could not do it through a family line because they were monastics. So we have different groups of chanters doing this Sanghiti, this chanting, singing together and sustaining the lineage of particular groups of texts. 

The texts were divided into three what are called baskets, the Tipiṭaka. There is the Vinaya, which is the rules for monks, and this was really under the custodianship of the arahant Upāli. He was a very low caste barber, who was ordained before all the princes he was accompanying were ordained with the Buddha, so that he could always take precedence over them: because the monastic Sangha only gives precedence on the basis of time of ordination. He made the Vinaya, the rules for monks, his speciality. 

Another collection of the three is the Abhidhamma, which is really the higher teaching which the Buddha is said to have taught to his mother when he visited her in a heaven realm. She had died, so she descended from the heaven realm she was in, to go to the heaven of the Thirty-Three where discussion takes place, and the Buddha taught her this teaching of the mind and its mental states of a very subtle kind. 

The collection we're looking at though, is from the sutta: the basket of suttas, the Suttapiṭaka. This is the collection that refers to specific instances and times and places, and in a way,  it is the one we can relate to most, particularly if we are lay people. Many of them were apparently delivered to lay people specifically, and some to monks, but they involve a lot of stories and particular times when teachings were given. The Buddha's teaching is characterized by certain elements which we do not think were present in early Indian teaching before this, though we do, of course, have little information about that subject. Where his innovation appears to lie is that he actually looked at people who asked him questions and adapted his teachings to them. So that if he is teaching a woman who works in the house, Visākhā, he will use images derived from cleaning and cooking so that she will be able to appreciate what he is saying. If he's talking to a farmer, he'll use agricultural imagery; and if he's talking to a Brahmin, he will often very humorously play with Brahmanical terms and readapt them. So, the teachings are very adaptive and we need to really come across quite a few suttas to get a sense of this wide-ranging and human appeal. 

Amongst the Suttas there are four major collections, the Aṅguttara Nikāya, the Majjhima Nikāya, the Saṁyutta Nikāya and the Dīgha Nikāya. The Saṁyutta Nikāya is the connected discourses; the Aṅguttara Nikāya are the graded discourses, graduated discourses; the Majjhima Nikāya are the middle length discourses and the selection we are looking at are from the Dīgha Nikāya, the long discourses.

There are thirty-four Suttas in this collection. Now, a sutta is a piece of text that many people have related the word to a thread something woven together, which is a very happy analogy because they do seem woven together in various ways. They have a lot of repetitions and what is called redundancy. But we will talk about that in a little while. They do seem like very complex tapestries of elements that you find in other suttas, but which are transported and used slightly differently in different suttas in the collection. So, there is a lot of cross referencing, if you like, or little elements picked up and placed in different suttas in different ways. So it is like a very rich embroidery. In fact, the word does appear to be related rather to the word for “hearing” something, heard or spoken “well.” But I think it is quite nice to think of the thread aspect, because once you start reading these suttas you recognise certain phrases and formulae that you've met elsewhere, but they're used in a slightly different way in the sutta concerned. 

In this regard, they have a number of characteristics which we find in most oral literatures. there is no writing at the time when the texts were composed, and they appear to have been transmitted through, obviously, constant repetition and chanting. In 1983, a scholar called L. S. Cousins, who was my teacher, made some comparisons in an article called “Pāli Oral Literature,” (in Philip Denwood and Alexander Piatigorsky (eds) Buddhist Studies; Ancient and Modern, London: Curzon, 1–11) of the Pāli Canon with the various oral traditions of Europe, such as the bardic poems of Yugoslavia, and the Homeric poems. He suggested that we can see many features that you find in these traditions too, and he suggests that Pāli literature was, in the early days, transmitted in much the same way, in a slightly adaptive and flexible way, where you might incorporate, on one occasion a piece of text in one sutta which you might leave out on another. So it would be quite adaptive. This appears to be how the oral traditions of Western Europe were passed down and were transmitted. Some famous scholars, Lord and Parry, worked on this with regard to the Yugoslavian epic and Homeric poems, and their findings have really shaped our understanding of what an oral literature is (Albert B. Lord, The Singer of Tales, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press). It is a literature, even though it's not written down. It is immensely complex, it is very subtle, and there is a great deal of room for quite intricate thought patterns to be worked out and explored, in some ways, perhaps more than is the case in the written word. And certainly, in Sanskrit we have some very subtle oral pieces, where philosophy and grammar were being developed well before the disciplines had really emerged in such a self-conscious way, in the West. 

The formulaic elements in suttas are interesting and I would like to read out here something that Parry wrote about Homer, because I think it brings us to an understanding of the Buddhist texts too. Speaking about how rich and beautiful Homer's poetry is, he says that, although he's using elements, formulae, epithets that are constantly found throughout the poetry, it is how he uses them, which provides us with the great art and effect of the Homeric poems. "These lines could be shown by an examination of parallel passages to be almost entirely made up of formulaic elements." This is what he's saying about a Homeric extract: "that they are so amazingly beautiful, is of course, the consequence of Homer's art in arranging these formula." And I think this is what we find in the Buddhist texts we are looking at: that their beauty lies often in rearrangement, but each one of them has a very strong identity and separate character. 


So, the Dīgha Nikāya is the collection of the long suttas, and this would have been

transmitted by a group of monks and perhaps by nuns too, who would have perhaps

adapted the texts a little bit each time they chanted them. Over the last few decades, there

has been great debate as to the extent that these suttas have been actually crafted or

designed and composed in the sense of authorship we have traditionally understood in the

West, or whether they just emerged. And there have been some very good articles and

discussions of this subject by Richard Gombrich, Alexander Wynne and L. S. Cousins

discussing possibilities in this regard (see, for instance, Wynne, Alexander. “The Oral

Transmission of the Early Buddhist Literature.” Journal of the International Association of

Buddhist Studies 1, no. 27 (2004): 97–128).  I will not enter into the debate because it is a

complex one, and it is not our prime purpose here. But I will say that what seems to me to

be the case in these suttas is that they combine an element of great craft, but also an

element of a certain sort of feeling that there is a spontaneity there, and that they have

been adapted for particular situations and people.



The texts were transmitted in Chinese, Sanskrit, Tibetan, and Pāli, because Buddhism did travel and the Buddhists like to use the native language. So, we have many different versions of them. The version I am using is the Pāli one. Again, there is a great deal of debate as to whether these really are the earliest collection of Buddhist texts. Some Scholars have felt that they were not because, you can find, certainly in the case of the Dīgha Nikāya, thirty in the Chinese Āgamas which probably date from an earlier period as written texts, than the written text of the south Buddhist tradition. Again, this is a very complex debate, and I don't really want to enter into it, because we don't know often which is the earliest version of a particular text. But it seems to me that the Pāli Canon can be taken as the earliest complete collection of texts. It has an Abhidhamma, a Vinaya, and a Sutta collection, and although the view maintained by those, particularly in the Sri Lankan Buddhist tradition, that this is the teaching of the elders and the oldest strain of Buddhist texts, has been challenged, it certainly represents one early school and the language does appear to be one of the ancient languages, which are likely to have been close to the one which the Buddha himself spoke. The texts are in Pāli, though we'll be looking at them in translations, this was thought to be, at one time, a form of Magadhi. This is an Aryan language related to Sanskrit, and as the Buddha was born and taught in Magadha, in which is modern Bihar, it was thought that it was a local dialect around the time of the Buddha. I think recent research suggests that this view has been modified and it does seem to have emerged in its present form at some point after the time of the Buddha, though some of the texts, the early texts such as the Sutta Nipāta, which is part of a collection called the Khuddaka Nikāya, the fifth of the five nikāyas in the suttas, do seem to have language that would probably be very close to the language that the Buddha himself used. 

So, they are in Pāli and we've given a little bit of background. But what are they actually doing and what is their intention? When the Buddha died, the monks asked him how his teaching should be perpetuated after his death, and he said two things he said “through Dhamma and Vinaya.” The Vinaya is the monastic code, which has its own selection of texts, the Vinaya Piṭaka, basket of the Vinaya, the dhamma is sustained through this collection the suttas and the Abhidhamma. So, the suttas are really repositories of the dhamma, the teaching, and while the Abhidhamma shows the principles and the elements involved in various meditation states and in our understanding of the world around us, in what one could almost say is an abstract form, it describes these elements in a way which can be applied to any situation, suttas are set in a particular situation. 

The Dīgha Nikāya seems to me to have the most various and colourful frame stories and settings of all the collections of Buddhist texts, and they're very long and so, I think when we ask what their purpose was, as texts, I would like to suggest that it's just the fact that they are very long for this collection, and so they allow the mind to rest in the particular world that is being described and created, and, if you like, to follow some of the recommendations, almost like a meditation. 

Ancient societies would not be reading texts, but they would be listening to them, they might not have been literate in our modern sense, but that did not mean they were not educated, and indeed, there is something about those trained in oral traditions that suggests that their memory and ability to encompass a very wide and complex body of information, may actually be much better than us, who are used to reading. So, within these texts, there is a great deal of reference to characters that recur throughout the texts and whom we can read as often representing certain positions within the Buddhist tradition, and certain temperaments and kinds of approaches. My feeling is that it is their very length which is their purpose for these Dīgha Nikāya texts. Scholars such as Joy Manné have suggested that they were intended for laypeople as much as monks, and certainly they would be heard through quite a long period of time (“Categories of Sutta in the Pāli Nikāyas and Their Implications for Our Appreciation of the Buddhist Teaching and Literature,” Journal of the Pali Text Society 15 (1990): 29–87). Each one takes a good hour to chant and some take much, much longer. L. S. Cousins suggested that this collection was primarily suited to night time chanting and recitation, and certainly, that would suggest something of their purpose too, that in the evenings, people can sit in the temples and feel more relaxed and let themselves be soaked in an atmosphere of a text being recited (“Pali Oral Literature.” In Buddhist Studies Ancient and Modern, edited by Philip Denwood and Alexander Piatigorsky, 1–11. London: Curzon Press, 1983). In fact, if you go to a southern Buddhist country around dusk, people often drop in the temple, light incense and candles, and perhaps chat to the monastics there, and on a Poya day or an uposatha day, a day when extra precepts are taken, people will sit and listen to various texts being chanted, explained and described. Just listening to the sutta, chatting about it, discussing it, asking questions about it, all of these are considered a form of what's called bhāvanā, or practice. 

In the West, we have an idea about meditation as being something you do always cross-legged, always away from other people, perhaps, and something which is very secluded. There is certainly this element in Buddhist meditation and in Indian meditation systems in general, but there is also a kind of collective what's called bhāvanā, where people just being together and hearing the texts, and perhaps chanting them, or enjoying them being chanted by somebody else, would be participating in a kind of group meditation. The word bhāvanā is associated with the verb bhaveti, to make, to develop, or to make to become, and meditation is bhāvanā – but so is listening to a text, chatting about it, thinking about it, and perhaps going into one's meditation on the basis of it. I'll just quote a little section of one of the suttas we're going to be looking at in these sessions, but it's rather nice to suggest what people would be doing when they're actually listening to these long suttas. They would have put aside the activities of the day so that the mind would be rested, they would be mindful, but not over involved with daily activities, they could put them aside and just give some of their attention to what's going on. This, according to one of the texts that we will be looking at in the sessions, involves five spheres of freedom: (vimuttāyatanāni)


“Hearing the teaching from one who knows, hearing it from one who has heard it” - so in the chanted texts – “chanting the texts” (sajjhāya, investigating them carefully - so they will be applying the mind to them and thinking about them). “Grasping the sign of samatha meditation” - that's the
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