
 Shabd Braham                       E-ISSN 2320 – 0871   

International Research Journal of Indian languages                             17 February 2024       
Peer Reviewed Refereed Research Journal 

 

This paper is published online at www.shabdbraham.com in Vol 12, Issue 4   11  

Exploring the Significance of Buddhist  
Hybrid Sanskrit in Buddhist Literature 

Dr. Yeshpal 
Assistant Professor 

Department of Languages 
Bhante Dr. Chandrakitti (Champalal) 

Assistant Professor and HOD 
Department of Buddhist Studies 

Swami Vivekanand Subharti University 
Meerut, Uttar Pradesh, India 

Abstract 
Buddhist Hybrid Sanskrit (BHS) stands as a testament to the cross-cultural exchange and evolution of 
language within the context of Buddhism. This research article aims to delve into the significance of BHS in 
Buddhist literature, tracing its origins, development, and influence on Buddhist texts. By examining key 
features of BHS and analyzing its role in the transmission of Buddhist teachings, this study seeks to shed 
light on the unique linguistic and cultural landscape of ancient India. Furthermore, through a comparative 
analysis with Classical Sanskrit, this article explores the distinctive characteristics of BHS and its 
contribution to the preservation and dissemination of Buddhist thought. 
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Introduction 
Buddhist Hybrid Sanskrit (BHS) occupies a 
significant position in the realm of Buddhist 
literature, serving as a bridge between the 
Pali Canon and Classical Sanskrit texts. As 
a linguistic hybrid born out of the interaction 
between Prakrit and Sanskrit, BHS reflects 
the cultural diversity and cross-cultural 
exchange prevalent in ancient India. This 
research article aims to explore the 
significance of BHS in Buddhist literature, 
tracing its historical development, key 
features, and impact on the transmission of 
Buddhist teachings. By situating BHS within 
the broader context of Indian linguistic and 
literary traditions, this study seeks to unravel 
the unique linguistic and cultural landscape 
of ancient India and its influence on the 
evolution of Buddhist thought. 
Origins and Development of  
Buddhist Hybrid Sanskrit 
Buddhist Hybrid Sanskrit (BHS) emerged as 
a unique linguistic variety during the early 
centuries of the Common Era, coinciding 
with the spread of Buddhism across South 

Asia. This period witnessed a rich tapestry of 
linguistic and cultural interactions, with 
Buddhism serving as a catalyst for the 
exchange of ideas, languages, and literary 
traditions. Rooted in the vernacular Prakrits 
spoken by the common people, BHS played 
a pivotal role in transmitting Buddhist 
teachings to a wider audience beyond the 
elite circles familiar with Classical Sanskrit. 
Over time, BHS underwent further 
development and refinement, incorporating 
elements from Classical Sanskrit while 
retaining its distinctive linguistic features. 
This linguistic hybridity allowed Buddhist 
texts to be accessible to diverse linguistic 
communities and facilitated the 
dissemination of Buddhist ideas across 
linguistic and cultural boundaries. 
The origins of Buddhist Hybrid Sanskrit can 
be traced back to the early centuries of the 
Common Era, a period marked by significant 
cultural and linguistic developments in 
ancient India. With the spread of Buddhism 
across the Indian subcontinent, Buddhist 
monks and scholars engaged in missionary 
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activities, spreading the teachings of the 
Buddha to various regions inhabited by 
speakers of different languages and 
dialects. In order to communicate effectively 
with diverse audiences, Buddhist texts 
needed to be translated into vernacular 
languages spoken by the common people. 
The vernacular Prakrits, which were widely 
spoken across different regions of ancient 
India, served as the linguistic foundation for 
the development of BHS. These Prakrits, 
characterized by their colloquial and 
everyday usage, provided the linguistic 
substrate upon which BHS would emerge. 
As Buddhist texts were translated from Pali, 
the language of the Theravada Buddhist 
canon, into local vernaculars, they 
underwent a process of linguistic adaptation 
and transformation. This process involved 
the incorporation of Prakrit elements into the 
existing Sanskrit textual tradition, resulting in 
the emergence of a distinct linguistic variety 
known as Buddhist Hybrid Sanskrit. 
One of the defining features of BHS is its 
hybrid nature, which reflects the linguistic 
diversity and cultural complexity of ancient 
India. BHS retained elements of Classical 
Sanskrit, such as its grammatical structure 
and literary conventions, while incorporating 
vocabulary and linguistic forms from the 
vernacular Prakrits. This linguistic hybridity 
allowed BHS to bridge the gap between the 
elite literary tradition of Classical Sanskrit 
and the vernacular languages spoken by the 
common people. As a result, Buddhist texts 
written in BHS became accessible to a wider 
audience, transcending linguistic and 
cultural barriers. 
Over time, BHS underwent further 
development and refinement, as Buddhist 
scholars and translators continued to 
engage in the process of textual 
transmission and adaptation. Elements from 
Classical Sanskrit, such as technical 
terminology and literary expressions, were 
gradually assimilated into BHS, enriching its 
vocabulary and stylistic repertoire. At the 
same time, BHS retained its distinctiveness 
as a separate linguistic variety, 

characterized by its pragmatic and 
accessible style, which resonated with the 
linguistic preferences of the wider populace. 
The development of BHS was also 
influenced by broader historical and cultural 
factors, including the patronage of Buddhist 
monastic institutions and the patronage of 
rulers and aristocrats. As Buddhism spread 
to different regions of South Asia, it 
encountered diverse linguistic and cultural 
contexts, leading to the emergence of 
regional variations of BHS. These regional 
varieties reflected the linguistic diversity of 
the Indian subcontinent, with each region 
contributing its own linguistic innovations 
and adaptations to the corpus of Buddhist 
literature. 
Buddhist Hybrid Sanskrit emerged as a 
distinct linguistic variety during the early 
centuries of the Common Era, serving as a 
medium for transmitting Buddhist teachings 
to a wider audience across South Asia. 
Rooted in the vernacular Prakrits spoken by 
the common people, BHS represented a 
unique fusion of Classical Sanskrit and 
vernacular elements, allowing Buddhist texts 
to be accessible to diverse linguistic 
communities. Over time, BHS underwent 
further development and refinement, 
reflecting the dynamic interplay between 
linguistic, cultural, and historical factors in 
ancient India. As a result, BHS occupies a 
significant place in the history of Buddhist 
literature, serving as a testament to the rich 
linguistic and cultural heritage of South Asia. 
Characteristics of Buddhist Hybrid 
Sanskrit 
Buddhist Hybrid Sanskrit (BHS) is 
characterized by several distinctive features 
that distinguish it from Classical Sanskrit 
while still maintaining a significant degree of 
mutual intelligibility. These characteristics 
reflect the linguistic evolution and cultural 
diversity of ancient India, as well as the 
pragmatic need to adapt Buddhist texts to 
the linguistic preferences of diverse regions 
and communities. This section will explore 
the key characteristics of BHS, including its 
vocabulary, grammar, syntax, phonology, 
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and linguistic flexibility, highlighting how 
these features contribute to the unique 
identity and impact of BHS in Buddhist 
literature. 
Vocabulary : One of the most notable 
characteristics of BHS is its vocabulary, 
which incorporates numerous loanwords 
from Prakrits and regional languages. As 
BHS emerged as a vernacular language 
spoken by the common people, it naturally 
absorbed vocabulary from the local 
vernaculars spoken across different regions 
of ancient India. These loanwords enriched 
the lexicon of BHS and contributed to its 
expressive power and linguistic flexibility. 
Moreover, the incorporation of vernacular 
elements into BHS helped to make Buddhist 
texts more accessible to a wider audience, 
transcending linguistic and cultural barriers. 
Grammar : BHS exhibits variations in 
grammar compared to Classical Sanskrit, 
reflecting its evolution in diverse linguistic 
contexts. While BHS retains many 
grammatical features of Classical Sanskrit, 
such as its system of declensions, 
conjugations, and compound formations, it 
also shows significant simplifications and 
innovations in grammar. For example, BHS 
tends to have a simpler and more 
streamlined system of grammatical forms 
compared to Classical Sanskrit, making it 
easier to learn and use for speakers of 
vernacular languages. Additionally, BHS 
shows greater variability in verb forms and 
syntactic constructions, allowing for greater 
flexibility and expressiveness in literary 
composition. 
Syntax : In terms of syntax, BHS exhibits 
variations in sentence structure and word 
order compared to Classical Sanskrit. While 
Classical Sanskrit tends to favor a more rigid 
word order with a preference for SOV 
(subject-object-verb) constructions, BHS 
shows greater variability in word order and 
syntactic flexibility. This variation in syntax 
allows for greater stylistic variation and 
expressive potential in literary composition, 
enabling authors to adapt their writing style 
to suit the needs and preferences of 

different audiences. Moreover, the flexibility 
of BHS syntax allows for greater creativity 
and innovation in literary expression, leading 
to the development of diverse literary styles 
and genres within Buddhist literature. 
Phonology : BHS also shows variations in 
phonology compared to Classical Sanskrit, 
reflecting its evolution in diverse linguistic 
contexts. While BHS retains many 
phonological features of Classical Sanskrit, 
such as its system of vowel and consonant 
sounds, it also exhibits phonetic changes 
and innovations characteristic of vernacular 
languages. For example, BHS tends to 
simplify complex consonant clusters and 
vowel combinations found in Classical 
Sanskrit, making it easier to pronounce and 
understand for speakers of vernacular 
languages. Additionally, BHS shows greater 
variability in pronunciation and accentuation, 
reflecting the influence of regional dialects 
and speech patterns. 
Linguistic Flexibility : One of the key 
characteristics of BHS is its linguistic 
flexibility, which allows Buddhist texts to 
adapt to the linguistic preferences of 
different regions and communities. Unlike 
Classical Sanskrit, which was primarily used 
for elite literary composition and religious 
discourse, BHS was a vernacular language 
spoken by the common people. This 
linguistic flexibility enabled Buddhist texts to 
reach a wider audience and have a greater 
impact on the lives of ordinary people. 
Moreover, the adaptability of BHS allowed 
Buddhist literature to evolve and flourish in 
diverse linguistic and cultural contexts, 
contributing to the rich tapestry of Buddhist 
literary traditions across South Asia. 
Buddhist Hybrid Sanskrit exhibits several 
distinctive characteristics that set it apart 
from Classical Sanskrit while still maintaining 
a significant degree of mutual intelligibility. 
Its vocabulary incorporates loanwords from 
Prakrits and regional languages, its 
grammar shows variations and 
simplifications compared to Classical 
Sanskrit, its syntax exhibits greater flexibility 
and variability, its phonology reflects the 
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influence of vernacular languages, and its 
linguistic flexibility allows for adaptation to 
different linguistic and cultural contexts. 
These characteristics contribute to the 
unique identity and impact of BHS in 
Buddhist literature, making it a vibrant and 
dynamic linguistic tradition that continues to 
inspire scholars and practitioners alike. 
Role of Buddhist Hybrid Sanskrit in 
Buddhist Literature 
Buddhist Hybrid Sanskrit (BHS) played a 
pivotal role in the transmission, preservation, 
and dissemination of Buddhist literature, 
contributing to the rich tapestry of Buddhist 
literary traditions across different regions 
and time periods in South Asia. As a 
linguistic medium that bridged the gap 
between the elite Sanskrit literary tradition 
and the vernacular languages spoken by the 
common people, BHS served as the 
language of a vast corpus of Buddhist texts, 
including scriptures, philosophical treatises, 
and narrative literature. Its role in Buddhist 
literature was multifaceted, encompassing 
not only the preservation of religious texts 
but also the expression and dissemination of 
Buddhist thought to diverse audiences, 
thereby fostering a shared religious and 
cultural identity among followers of 
Buddhism across South Asia. 
One of the most significant contributions of 
BHS to Buddhist literature was its role in the 
transmission and preservation of Buddhist 
scriptures. As Buddhism spread across 
different regions of South Asia, Buddhist 
monks and scholars engaged in the 
translation of Buddhist texts from their 
original languages, such as Pali, into local 
vernaculars and BHS. These translations 
played a crucial role in making Buddhist 
teachings accessible to a wider audience, 
transcending linguistic and cultural barriers. 
Moreover, BHS served as a medium for the 
preservation of Buddhist scriptures, ensuring 
their survival and dissemination across 
generations. The translation and 
transcription of Buddhist scriptures into BHS 
contributed to the standardization and 
codification of Buddhist textual traditions, 

laying the foundation for the development of 
Buddhist literature in later periods. 
In addition to its role in preserving Buddhist 
scriptures, BHS served as the language of a 
diverse range of Buddhist literary genres, 
including philosophical treatises, 
commentaries, and narrative literature. 
Buddhist scholars and writers composed a 
vast array of works in BHS, addressing a 
wide range of topics related to Buddhist 
philosophy, doctrine, and practice. 
Philosophical treatises, such as those on 
Madhyamaka and Yogacara philosophy, 
were written in BHS, presenting 
sophisticated analyses of Buddhist doctrine 
and engaging in debates with rival 
philosophical schools. Commentaries on 
Buddhist scriptures were also composed in 
BHS, providing readers with exegetical 
interpretations and insights into the meaning 
of Buddhist texts. Moreover, narrative 
literature, such as Jataka tales and 
biographies of Buddhist saints, was 
transmitted and preserved in BHS, serving 
as vehicles for the propagation of Buddhist 
values and teachings through engaging 
narratives. 
Furthermore, BHS played a crucial role in 
the expression and dissemination of 
Buddhist thought to diverse audiences 
across South Asia. Buddhist texts composed 
in BHS addressed the religious, 
philosophical, and ethical concerns of 
Buddhist practitioners and scholars, offering 
insights into the nature of reality, the path to 
enlightenment, and the moral principles of 
Buddhism. These texts were disseminated 
through various means, including recitation, 
oral transmission, and manuscript 
production, reaching audiences across 
different regions and linguistic communities. 
BHS served as a medium for the 
propagation of Buddhist teachings, fostering 
a shared religious and cultural identity 
among followers of Buddhism and 
contributing to the spread of Buddhist ideas 
and values across South Asia. 
Moreover, BHS facilitated the transmission 
and exchange of Buddhist literature and 
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ideas among different Buddhist communities 
and traditions. As Buddhism spread to new 
regions and encountered diverse cultural 
contexts, BHS served as a common 
linguistic medium through which Buddhist 
texts could be shared, translated, and 
adapted to suit local linguistic and cultural 
preferences. Buddhist monks and scholars 
traveled across South Asia, carrying with 
them manuscripts and teachings in BHS and 
engaging in scholarly exchanges and 
debates with practitioners of different 
Buddhist traditions. This facilitated the cross-
fertilization of Buddhist ideas and the 
development of diverse regional and 
sectarian literary traditions within Buddhism. 
Buddhist Hybrid Sanskrit played a crucial 
role in the transmission, preservation, and 
dissemination of Buddhist literature across 
South Asia. As the language of a vast 
corpus of Buddhist texts, BHS served as a 
medium for the expression of Buddhist 
thought and the dissemination of Buddhist 
teachings to diverse audiences. Its role 
encompassed the preservation of Buddhist 
scriptures, the composition of philosophical 
treatises and narrative literature, and the 
propagation of Buddhist values and ideas. 
Moreover, BHS facilitated the exchange and 
transmission of Buddhist literature and ideas 
among different Buddhist communities and 
traditions, contributing to the rich tapestry of 
Buddhist literary traditions across South 
Asia. 
Comparative Analysis with Classical 
Sanskrit 
A comparative analysis between Buddhist 
Hybrid Sanskrit (BHS) and Classical 
Sanskrit offers valuable insights into the 
linguistic and cultural dynamics of ancient 
India. While both varieties share a common 
linguistic heritage, they exhibit distinct 
differences in vocabulary, grammar, and 
style. Classical Sanskrit, with its refined 
literary tradition, was favored by Brahmin 
scholars and elite circles for composing 
religious and philosophical texts. In contrast, 
BHS emerged as a vernacular language 
accessible to a wider audience, facilitating 

the spread of Buddhist teachings among the 
masses. Despite these differences, BHS and 
Classical Sanskrit coexisted and interacted, 
enriching each other's linguistic and literary 
repertoire and contributing to the cultural 
diversity of ancient India. 
Differences : One of the most striking 
differences between BHS and Classical 
Sanskrit lies in their respective vocabularies. 
Classical Sanskrit, as the language of elite 
literary composition and religious discourse, 
features a rich and elaborate lexicon 
characterized by complex compound 
formations and specialized technical 
terminology. Brahmin scholars and poets 
favored Classical Sanskrit for its expressive 
power and aesthetic beauty, using it to 
compose religious scriptures, epic poems, 
and philosophical treatises. In contrast, BHS 
exhibits a simpler and more pragmatic 
vocabulary, incorporating numerous 
loanwords from Prakrits and regional 
languages. These loanwords enriched the 
lexicon of BHS and made Buddhist texts 
more accessible to a wider audience beyond 
the elite circles familiar with Classical 
Sanskrit. The vocabulary of BHS reflects its 
vernacular origins and the pragmatic need to 
communicate Buddhist teachings to diverse 
linguistic communities across South Asia. 
Grammar : Another significant difference 
between BHS and Classical Sanskrit lies in 
their respective grammatical structures. 
Classical Sanskrit, with its highly developed 
system of declensions, conjugations, and 
compound formations, exhibits a complex 
and elaborate grammar that reflects the 
linguistic sophistication of ancient Indian 
literary tradition. Brahmin scholars and 
grammarians meticulously codified the rules 
of Classical Sanskrit grammar in works such 
as Panini's Ashtadhyayi and Katyayana's 
Varttika, laying the foundation for the 
standardized usage of the language in 
literary composition and religious discourse. 
In contrast, BHS shows variations and 
simplifications in grammar compared to 
Classical Sanskrit, reflecting its evolution in 
diverse linguistic contexts. While BHS 
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retains many grammatical features of 
Classical Sanskrit, such as its system of 
declensions and conjugations, it also 
exhibits simplifications and innovations in 
grammar that reflect its vernacular origins. 
These variations in grammar allowed 
Buddhist texts to adapt to the linguistic 
preferences of different regions and 
communities, further enhancing their 
accessibility and impact. 
Style : In terms of style, BHS and Classical 
Sanskrit exhibit distinct differences in literary 
expression and rhetorical conventions. 
Classical Sanskrit, with its refined literary 
tradition, is characterized by its ornate and 
elaborate style, featuring complex 
metaphors, elaborate similes, and intricate 
poetic forms. Brahmin scholars and poets 
used Classical Sanskrit to compose epic 
poems, lyrical verses, and philosophical 
treatises that showcased their mastery of 
language and rhetoric. In contrast, BHS 
tends to exhibit a simpler and more 
straightforward style, reflecting its pragmatic 
and functional orientation as a vernacular 
language. While BHS retains many stylistic 
elements of Classical Sanskrit, such as its 
use of poetic devices and literary 
conventions, it also shows a greater 
emphasis on clarity and accessibility in 
literary expression. This stylistic flexibility 
allowed Buddhist texts to appeal to a wider 
audience and have a greater impact on the 
lives of ordinary people. 
Interaction and Enrichment : Despite their 
differences, BHS and Classical Sanskrit 
coexisted and interacted in ancient India, 
enriching each other's linguistic and literary 
repertoire. Buddhist monks and scholars 
engaged in scholarly exchanges and 
debates with Brahmin scholars, contributing 
to the cross-fertilization of ideas and the 
development of diverse literary traditions 
within Indian civilization. Moreover, BHS 
texts were often composed in dialogue with 
Classical Sanskrit texts, with Buddhist 
authors drawing on the linguistic and literary 
conventions of Classical Sanskrit while 
adapting them to suit the needs and 

preferences of their audience. This 
interaction between BHS and Classical 
Sanskrit enriched the cultural diversity of 
ancient India and contributed to the 
development of a vibrant and dynamic 
literary tradition that continues to inspire 
scholars and practitioners alike. 
A comparative analysis between BHS and 
Classical Sanskrit offers valuable insights 
into the linguistic and cultural dynamics of 
ancient India. While both varieties share a 
common linguistic heritage, they exhibit 
distinct differences in vocabulary, grammar, 
and style. Classical Sanskrit, with its refined 
literary tradition, was favored by Brahmin 
scholars and elite circles for composing 
religious and philosophical texts. In contrast, 
BHS emerged as a vernacular language 
accessible to a wider audience, facilitating 
the spread of Buddhist teachings among the 
masses. Despite these differences, BHS and 
Classical Sanskrit coexisted and interacted, 
enriching each other's linguistic and literary 
repertoire and contributing to the cultural 
diversity of ancient India. 
Conclusion 
In conclusion, Buddhist Hybrid Sanskrit 
(BHS) stands as a testament to the vibrant 
linguistic and cultural tapestry of ancient 
India, playing a crucial role in the 
transmission and preservation of Buddhist 
literature. Rooted in the interaction between 
Prakrits and Sanskrit, BHS served as a 
medium for disseminating Buddhist 
teachings to diverse linguistic communities 
across South Asia. Its unique 
characteristics, including vocabulary, 
grammar, and style, distinguish it from 
Classical Sanskrit while maintaining a close 
affinity with the latter. Through its pragmatic 
and accessible nature, BHS facilitated the 
spread of Buddhism among the masses, 
fostering a shared religious and cultural 
identity among followers of Buddhism. 
The distinct vocabulary of BHS, enriched by 
loanwords from Prakrits and regional 
languages, made Buddhist texts more 
accessible to a wider audience, 
transcending linguistic barriers. Its grammar 
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exhibited variations and simplifications 
compared to Classical Sanskrit, reflecting its 
evolution in diverse linguistic contexts and 
enhancing its adaptability to different regions 
and communities. Additionally, BHS 
exhibited a simpler and more straightforward 
style, prioritizing clarity and accessibility in 
literary expression while retaining elements 
of classical rhetoric. 
Despite its differences from Classical 
Sanskrit, BHS maintained a close affinity 
with the latter, enriching each other's 
linguistic and literary repertoire. This 
interaction between BHS and Classical 
Sanskrit contributed to the cultural diversity 
of ancient India, fostering a dynamic 
exchange of ideas and traditions within 
Indian civilization. 
As we continue to explore the linguistic and 
literary heritage of ancient India, the study of 
BHS offers valuable insights into the cross-
cultural exchange and evolution of language 
within the context of Buddhism. By 
understanding the unique characteristics 
and significance of BHS, scholars can gain a 
deeper appreciation for the rich linguistic 
and cultural tapestry of ancient India and the 
enduring legacy of Buddhist literature. In the 
modern world, the study of BHS continues to 
inspire scholars and practitioners alike, 
serving as a bridge between the past and 
the present and enriching our understanding 
of the diverse linguistic and cultural 
traditions that shape human civilization. 
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