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Scriptural Authenticity and the Sravaka Schools:
An Essay towards an Indian Perspective

PETER SKILLING

The statement that is meaningful

Relevant to the practice of dharma

That destroys the defilements of the three realms
And that reveals the advantages of Peace (nirvana):
That is the Sage’s statement.

Anything else is not.

Maitreya, Ratnagotravibhaga'

1. Touchstones of Authenticity

THE QUESTION of scriptural authenticity with regard to the Sravaka
schools in India is very different from that beyond the subcontinent.
In China and Tibet, the decisive determinant was whether or not a text had
been translated from an Indian or Indic original (leaving aside here the pos-
sible definitions of India, Indian, or Indic, a Camelot which in the Chinese

I THANK Venerables Analayo and Changtzu Shi, Nalini Balbir, Claudio Cicuzza, Steven
Collins, Anne MacDonald, Jan Nattier, Mattia Salvini, and Alexander Wynne for references,
corrections and suggestions. Translations from Pali, Sanskrit, and Tibetan are my own unless
otherwise noted.

I Ratnagotravibhaga, chap. 5, v. 18 (Prasad 1991, p. 185): yad arthavad
dharmapadopasamhitam, tridhatusamklesanibarhanam vacah, bhavec ca yac chanty
anusamsadarsakam, tad uktam arsam viparitam anyatha (Vamsasthavila meter). Both
arthavat and dharmopasamhita evoke an ancient pairing of artha and dharma in the Agama
traditions (for example, in connection with speech, at Udanavarga, chap. 24, vv. 1-2). The
verse recapitulates a celebrated paragraph of the Adhydasayasamcodana; Prajiakaramati cites
the two together, first the siitra, then the verse: Vaidya 1960b, p. 204.19.
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and Tibetan imaginaires meant an ideal Madhyadesa).2 That is, authenticity
depends upon source language and origins. Did a text have an Indian origi-
nal? Was it transmitted from India to China or Tibet? Or was it an imposter,
a native in Indian garb, a faux-immigrant? The question was one of ances-
try, of genealogy, and not content or thought—although these certainly
could and did enter into the debate.

What were the criteria of authenticity in India? In our investigation, we
do not have much to go on. We have no ancient (or even mediaval) Indian
sitra catalogues, no correspondence or diaries, no specificities whatso-
ever which might expose the historical underpinnings of the ideology of
authenticity—or rather ideologies, given the intricacy of the family tree(s)
of Indian Buddhism. The question must be asked for each of the (con-
ventionally counted) eighteen nikayas, each of which transmitted its own
scriptures.?> What was authentic to one lineage might not have been so for
another, a point cogently drawn by Vasubandhu in his Vyakhyayukti* This
itself is significant: there can be no simple or single answer to our question.

The sources that we do have are scholastic, and decidedly partisan. Early
witnesses to the philosophical ferment of the second and first centuries BCE
are the Mahaviharin Kathavatthu, preserved in Pali; the first two chapters
of the Sarvastivadin Vijiianakaya, preserved in Chinese translation (Api-
damo shishen zu lun W B #E i, T no. 1539);° and the “Pudgalavadin”

2 For the question of scriptural authenticity in China, see Kuo 2000 and the collection of
essays in Buswell 1990. In Tibet, the question usually centers on the status of certain fantras;
it is embroiled in the rivalry of lineages and schools, and further complicated by the tradition
of “treasure texts” (gter ma)—all far beyond the scope of this paper.

3 A nikaya was primarily a vinaya or monastic ordination lineage, and hence is best ren-
dered as “order.” But the orders also transmitted ideas, tenets, and practices, and thus they
were also “schools.” They were not “sects” in the usual senses of the word in English, and
it is important to remember that nikadyas were monastic lineages, rather than lay communi-
ties. The relations between the ancient nikayas and their lay supporters, and to society in
general, remain to be seriously investigated. In the Kathavatthu-atthakatha (p. 3.13) the
terms nikaya, acariyavada, and acariyakula are treated as synonymous: sabbe va attharasa
acariyavada dutiye vassasate uppannd. attharasanikaya ti pi attharasdacariyakulani ti pi
etesam yeva namam. Cf. also Atthasalini, p. 2.3, nikdyantara.

4 See, for example, Lee 2001, pp. 227-29.

5 Recently, the first known Sanskrit fragment of the Vijianakaya has been identified:
see Wille 2000, § 1869, p. 61. On the Chinese translation of the Vijianakaya, see La Vallée
Poussin 1925a, vol. 1, pp. 343-76; La Vallée Poussin 1971, pp. xxxiii—xxxvi; Willemen,
Dessein and Cox 1998, pp. 197-205; Watanabe 1983, chap. 11; Potter et al. 1996, pp. 367—
74 (on p. 367 there is a memorable misprint in the title of La Vallée Poussin’s article [in
addition to a forgettable one]).
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*Sammitinikaya-sastra (Sanmidibu lun =#5EHq, T. no. 1649), also pre-
served in Chinese.® These are compendia of formal dialogic debates which
record competing ideas and measure them against the words of the Buddha.
The question is not the authenticity of buddhavacana—and hence the com-
pendia already go beyond the range of the four mahapadesa (to be men-
tioned below)—but the appropriateness of ideas or views. Final authority
lies in the word of the Buddha; a tenet is defeated if it contradicts the sutra.
From the time of the treatises on, the principle of “contradiction of siitra”
(sitravirodha) is regularly invoked in debate.

The Kathavatthu itself does not ascribe the theories that it raises to
any school or individual—for that we must turn to the commentary, the
Kathavatthu-atthakatha. Was this silence simply a matter of politesse? In
much later periods, authors observed a kind of decorum through which
opponents were not named, and alternate or opposing views were intro-
duced anonymously with statements like “some assert” (keci vadanti) or
“others would have it” (afifie icchanti). If the Kathavatthu must be studied
in tandem with its commentary, we must be careful to remember that the
latter was written four or five centuries later in a quite different intellectual
and geographical milieu.”

6 See Thich Thién Chau 1999, pp. 99-117. To these sources we may now add the “Spitzer
manuscript” and Gandhar scroll BL 28 (Franco 2004 and Cox 2010). These and other
emerging sources demand a complete reformulation of the study of the evolution and inter-
action of the early Buddhist schools.

7 Caution is urged by Frauwallner (1995, pp. 86-87): “A close examination should be
made of the attribution of the controversial doctrines to the various schools. The commen-
tary in which it is contained dates from a late period. It is also hard to believe that the trans-
mission regarding the original opponents of the polemic was preserved over the centuries
out of antiquarian interest. It is perfectly conceivable, indeed perhaps even likely, that the
individual polemics were later related to contemporary schools. This still needs to be clari-
fied.”

Caution is always appropriate when using commentaries, but perhaps Frauwallner exag-
gerates the problem. By the time the commentary was written, some of the schools may have
been extinct, and their positions and tenets no longer living options. In the Sarvastivadin
sastra literature, where the evolution of ideas is somewhat clearer due to the wealth of rela-
tively dateable texts, we see that the same arguments are rehearsed for centuries. We might
suspect that the debates became internalized, indeed ossified, within the school, and that
the refutations were not for the benefit of the perpetually misguided opponents, but for the
members of the school, to reassure themselves that their own positions were correct. But by
“members,” I refer only to those monastics who engaged in scholarly pursuits, and not to the
general monastic membership. These were not dogmas to which the laity or even the monks
and nuns were obliged to adhere, but rather the deliberations of influential scholastics. Some
medizval Indian debates are enacted to this day in the courtyards of Tibetan monasteries.
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The accessible Vibhasa literature consists of three texts, or recensions,
preserved only in Chinese (that is, no Sanskrit versions or Tibetan transla-
tions survive).8 The Vibhasas are treasuries of views, citations, and debates.
Proponents and opponents are often identified, and the arguments can be
quite elaborate. There are also doxographic compendia of tenets, preserved
in Chinese and Tibetan, such as the *Samayabhedoparacanacakra (Ch.
Yibu zonglun lun Bi=G, Tib. GZun lugs kyi bye brag bkod pa’i ‘khor
lo, P no. 5639) by Vasumitra (second century CE?), the oldest such work to
survive.” Later examples are a section of the fourth chapter of Bhaviveka’s
Tarkajvald, which circulated independently under the title *Nikayabheda
vibhangavyakhyana (Tib. Sde pa tha dad par byed pa dan rnam par bsad
pa, P no. 5640, sixth century?),!% and the *Samayabhedoparacanacakra-
nikdayabhedopadarsanasamgraha (Tib. Gzun tha dad pa rim par klag pa’i
‘khor lo las sde pa tha dad pa bstan pa bsdus pa zes bya ba, P no. 5641) of
Vinttadeva (eighth century). These compendia describe the evolution of the
Buddhist schools and inventory their characteristic views; no attempt is made
to refute or deny the views in question. I am not convinced that we under-
stand the purpose of these texts. Were they reference works, simple doxogra-
phies? Were they crammers for monastic courses on comparative Buddhism?
Or were they handbooks for training in debate?!!

Several studies have examined the question of authenticity within Indian
Buddhism on the normative level, using a set of criteria shared by the
early Buddhist samghas. These are the mahapadesa or “great authorities.”
These criteria glimpse back at the age of oral transmission and the forma-
tive period of the scriptural collections.!? The relevance and meaning of
the criteria would have changed after the compilation and writing down of
the distinct scriptural collections of the different schools—that is, by the
first century BCE to the first centuries CE. Nonetheless, the mahapadesa
have continued to be applied in the scrutiny of ideas or texts in exegesis or
debate, from the time of the Nettipakarana (early centuries CE?) to that of

8 For the Vibhasa literature, see Willemen, Dessein, and Cox 1998, pp. 229-39, and Pot-
ter 1996, pp. 511-68.

9 See Lamotte 1958, pp. 301-2: the earliest of three Chinese translations dates to between
385 and 413.

10 See now Eckel 2008, pp. 113-26 (translation), 309-19 (Tibetan text).

1T A rich doxographic literature, based upon and elaborated from Indian exemplars, devel-
oped in Tibet. See, for example, Mimaki 1982 and Hopkins 1996.

12 The classical study remains Lamotte 1947 (English translation by Boin-Webb [1983—
84]). See also Lamotte 1949 (English translation by Boin-Webb [1985]). More recently, see
Lopez 1988, pp. 1-10, and Davidson 1990. See also An 2002, pp. 55-66.
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Vasubandhu and Buddhaghosa (fourth—fifth centuries?) to that of Haribhadra
(ninth century) and Prajfiakaramati (fl. second half of the tenth century), up
to the present.!3

Since the late nineteenth century, Western scholars have tended to use
the Pali scriptures as the touchstone of authenticity. This is problematic.
The idea that Pali texts are the oldest and most authentic is modern; it is a
product of Western philological and text-comparative methodologies. The
claims put forward by the Mahavihara in texts composed in Sri Lanka (the
Dipavamsa and the Atthakathas) follow a different logic, which one might
describe as genealogical: the Mahavihara is the original, unsullied vinaya
lineage and as such it possesses, inherently and by right, the true texts.!
The common contemporary designation of Theravada as the oldest school,
as the sole representative of “original,” “primitive” or “early” Buddhism is
not pertinent to the concept of authenticity from the viewpoint of the North
Indian schools. The Mahavihara’s claims do not directly impinge on the
self-representation of the North Indian schools, for whom the Sthaviras,
insofar as they were known at all, were only one of eighteen schools, and
not, apparently, an especially prominent one.!> But the claims, ideas, and
evolution of the Mahavihara school are certainly relevant to the textual
and intellectual history of Indian Buddhism, and this essay examines some

13 Hardy 1961, pp. 21-22; Wyakhydayukti (Lee 2001, p. 228); Abhisamaydlamkara (Wogi-
hara 1973, p. 402.1); Bodhicaryavatara (Vaidya 1960b, p. 205.2). For further references, see
Lamotte 1958, pp. 180-81; Jaini 1977, pp. 22-28.

14T prefer the term “Mahavihara” to “Theravada.” In the vast oceans of Buddhist scrip-
tures, including those composed in Pali, and including chronicles and inscriptions, the term
Theravada is a rather rare fish. The school that we know today, which performs its rites and
liturgies in a language which has come to be called Pali, was codified primarily by Buddhag-
hosa in fifth-century Sri Lanka at the Mahavihara. The opening stanzas of the Pali commen-
taries—the defining texts of the tradition—identify themselves as representing Mahavihara
thought; Buddhaghosa states further that his selective translations and reworkings of the old
Sinhala commentaries do not contradict the tenets of the Theras, and that they illuminate the
lineage or heritage of the Theras (samayam avilomento theranam theravamsappadipanam:
preamble to his commentaries on Digha-, Majjhima-, Samyutta-, and Anguttara-nikayas).
That is, “Theravada” and “Mahavihara” are not coterminous. Neither term denotes a con-
stant or monolithic tradition; see especially Endo 2003, Endo 2008, Endo 2009 for the intri-
cacies of the Indian—Sthala-Pali conundrums.

Furthermore, we know very little about the traditions of the other branches of Sri Lankan
Theravada—the Abhayagiri and Jetavaniya schools—and the relations between the Sri
Lankan Theravada and the Vibhajyavada of the mainland remain obscure. For the latter, see
Cousins 2001. The Gandhari equivalent of Vibhajjavada (Vivarjavada) occurs in the polemi-
cal manuscript BL 28: Cox 2010.

15 For the problem of the presence and identity of the Indian Sthaviras, see Skilling 1993.
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of these ideas in comparison with those of the great Northern school, the
Sarvastivada.

Modern scholarship has also addressed the question of authenticity with
regard to the Sravaka schools and the Mahayana, almost inevitably with the
received idea that “Sravaka” (or “Hinayana”) equals “Theravada,” and that
the Pali texts must necessarily be older and more complete. The situation
was, however, much more complex. Neither Sravakayana nor Mahayana
was a monolith. The Mahavihara was only one agent among many, and most
of the important Mahayana sitras and sastras predate the defining literature
of the Mahavihara—the works of the prolific Buddhaghosa—by centuries.
The Mahayana was a dynamic interplay of competing streams of thought:
the history of Indian Buddhism was never a simple, two-way contest. Not
only must we consider the relations between the various schools and the
Mahayana on the level of ideas, we must remember that the monastics who
practised Mahayana took Sravaka vows, and shared the same monasteries
with their fellow ordinands. Above all, we should not forget that those who
practised Mahayana accepted the Sravaka Pitakas. They followed one or
the other vinaya, they studied and recited sutras, and they studied the abhi-
dharma. They did not reject the Sravaka Pifakas: they were the word of the
Buddha. The differences lay in questions of interpretation and emphasis,
of ontology and epistemology—the subtleties of neyartha and nitartha, of
yatharuta, abhisamdhi and abhipraya, of samvrti and paramartha.'°

Il. Authority and Language

I do not mean to imply that language has no bearing upon the problem of
authenticity in India. To do so would be absurd—Ilanguage and interpreta-
tions of language are, one might suggest, natural troublemakers. The point
is that, in South Asia, language(s) played roles quite different from that
which it (they) played in China or Tibet. Lamotte counts “the formation of
Buddhist languages™” as one of the two most remarkable accomplishments
of Buddhist monastics during the three centuries leading up to the Christian
Era (the second is “the progress in Abhidharma™).1”7 His evaluation seems
all the more pertinent in the light of the new varieties of Buddhist Sanskrit
evident in the manuscripts of the Schayen Collection and the revelations of
the riches of Buddhist Gandharf literature.!$

16 See Ruegg 1989.

17 Lamotte 1958, pp. 6067 (translation, Lamotte 1988, p. 548-49).

18 For the continually expanding horizons of Gandharf literature, see Allon 2008, Salomon
2003, von Hiniiber 2003, Salomon 2006, Strauch 2008.
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In both textual transmission and ritual practice (performance of
karmavakya), language mattered. The (probably) eighth-century North
Indian scholar Sakyaprabha (representing a Sarvastivadin tradition) and
the later Tibetan polymaths Bu-ston (1290-1364) and Taranatha (1575—
1635) hold that the use of regional dialects affected the transmission of
the buddhavacana from an early date, starting from the second century
after the Parinirvana, and that this led to the birth of the various schools.!®
According to the (probably) eighth-century vinaya specialist Vinitadeva,
the eighteen orders arose from distinctions in region (desa), interpretation
(artha), and teachers (Gcarya).2? Does this mean that there were eighteen
different languages? Given that most of the collections are lost, it is impos-
sible to count the languages used. By the beginning of the Christian Era,
the register of languages already went far beyond the four Indic languages
of the North to be listed below. The Sarvastivadin and Milasarvastivadin
vinayas and the Vibhdasas relate how the Buddha explained the Four Truths
of the Noble to each of the Four Great Kings in his own language, bringing
each one to realize the state of stream-enterer.2! Two of the languages were
Aryan, and two non-Indo-European: a Dravidian language and Mleccha—
the myth indicates the wide sweep of the North Indian Buddhist linguistic
imagination. By the eleventh century, taking into account dialects, vernacu-
lars, translations, and archaic and later forms of languages, the statement
made in the Vimalaprabha Laghukalacakratantraraja-tika that “even 96
languages are said to be found in Buddhist texts” may not have been far
off.22 As Lamotte remarks, “Exaggerations and anachronisms apart, the
Vimalaprabha at least has the merit of drawing attention to the multiplicity
of Buddhist languages, and this is confirmed by manuscripts found in Cen-
tral Asia.”23

19 For Sakyaprabha, see Obermiller 1931-32, part 2, p. 98; Vogel 1985, p. 106 (skad tha
dad kyis ’don pas); for Bu-ston, see Obermiller 1931-32, part 2, p. 96; Vogel 1985, p. 105;
Yuyama 1980, p. 177. For Taranatha, see Schiefner 1868, p. 42.2; Schiefner 1869, p. 52;
Chattopadhyaya 1980, p. 81.

20 «“*Samayabhedoparacanacakra-nikayabhedopadar$anasamgraha” (Gshung tha dad pa
rim par klag pa’i ’khor lo las sde pa tha dad pa bstan pa bsdus pa), P vol. 127, no. 5641, folio
187b7: yul don slob dpon bye brag gis, tha dad rnam pa bco brgyad gsuns.

21 See Lamotte 1958, pp. 608-9 and Hobdgirin, s.v. “butsugo” (vol. 3, pp. 207-9). Also
relevant to the Buddha’s speech is Hobogirin, s.v. “button” (vol. 3, pp. 215-17).

22 yon Hiniiber 1989, p. 361. The reference is to Shastri 1917, p. 77.

23 Lamotte 1958, p. 614 (translation, Lamotte 1988, p. 556). In the Gaoseng zhuan {8 1H,
the early translator Dharmaraksa is said to have studied and mastered thirty-six languages.
This may be a figure of speech, a stock Chinese phrase, but it underlines the importance of
linguistic skills (see Shih 1968, p. 34).
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The language used by an order or school was a key component of the
package that constituted its identity.24 By the medizval period, North Indian
tradition described what we now might call “monastic Buddhism” in terms
of “the four nikayas,” which subsumed the eighteen bhedas.? These were:26

Sarvastivada, who used Sanskrit;
Mahasamghika, who used Prakrit;
Sammitiya, who used Apabhramsga;2’
Sthavira, who used Pai$aci.

In the latter part of the seventh century, Yijing ¢+ (635—713) reported that:

As for the division into various Nikayas (schools), according to
the Western (Indian) tradition, there are only four great systems.
With regard to their appearance and disappearance, and the diver-
sity of their names, there is no agreement on such matters.?8 . . .
Thus it is that in the five parts of India and in the islands in the
South Seas, four Nikayas are spoken of everywhere. 2

Each of the four schools had its own collections of scriptures.3? A stereo-
typed description listed some of their distinctive features in addition to lan-
guage: caste, style of robe, etc. These are deemed to mark the identity of the
four nikayas, but there is no hard corroborative evidence for the latter fea-
tures. The fourfold classification had circulated widely, largely in the North,
by the second half of the first millennium, probably in Milasarvastivadin
circles; its origins need further research. The classification completely

24 For “the Buddhist languages” see Lamotte 1958, pp. 607-57 and von Hiniiber 1989,
passim.

25 It seems that nikdya meant the mainstream school, bheda its divisions.

26 All sources agree that the Sarvastivada, the school that concerns us here, employed San-
skrit. See Yuyama 1980, pp. 175-81; Vogel 1985; Ruegg 1985. For further details see Skill-
ing forthcoming (b).

27 For a note on the language of the Sammitiyas, see Thich Thién Chau 1999, pp. 31-32,
and, more recently, Hanisch 2006. It is likely that, in these sources, Apabhramsa refers to an
carlier Prakrit, an “imperfect” language (compared to the perfect language, Sanskrit) rather
than the later Indian dialect.

28 We might reflect on this when, one thousand three hundred years later, we set out in
quest of absolute answers.

29 Lamotte 1958, p. 601 (translation, Lamotte 1988, p. 544).

30 See, e.g., Yijing’s brief description of the scriptures of the four schools at Lamotte 1958,
pp. 6012 (translation, Lamotte 1988, pp. 544—45), and, for the schools in general, Lamotte
1958, p. 164ff. (translation, Lamotte 1988, p. 150ff.) For the Tripitaka of the Sammitiyas,
see Thich Thién Chéau 1999, pp. 18-31.
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ignores Gandhari as a nikaya language, along with the Dharmaguptakas
or related schools of the Northwest, for which we have increasing early
evidence in the form of inscriptions and, especially, Kharosthi birch-bark
scrolls. Does this suggest that the GandharT traditions had already waned,
or that they had died out by the time the fourfold grouping was codified?
Or is it simply a question of geographical prejudice—for the schools of
Madhyadesa—or of ignorance?

The texts available to us do not make any judgments regarding authen-
ticity on the basis of language or any other factor. Can it be that, at that
time, the schools had been assimilated by the Miilasarvastivada? Was the
interpretation of the term Milasarvastivada as “Sarvastivada, the root of all
Buddhist schools” simply a strategy, a claim, with no historical reality?3! Or
was it—at least in the great Northern monasteries—a fact, accepted by the
surviving schools? Did competition continue until the demise of monastic
Buddhism, or was there accommodation and cooperation?

It is noteworthy that of the Indo-Nepalese manuscripts available today,
only those of the Mahasamghika-Lokottaravadins specify their school and
language.32 No other Indic Buddhist manuscript, whether siitra, vinaya, or
abhidharma, saw fit to supply this information (the same is true for the Pali
manuscripts of Sri Lanka and South-East Asia). When we describe the San-
skrit vinaya recovered from Gilgit as “the Miilasarvastivadin vinaya,” or the
Turfan manuscripts as “Sarvastivadin,” we should remember that we are
voicing hypotheses. The manuscripts do not identify themselves, and it might
be safer to speak of manuscripts by their find-spots or present locations: as
the “Gilgit vinaya,” etc. Only certain translations into Tibetan or Chinese
specify the school of the text. To what degree are modern conclusions regard-
ing the school affiliation of texts based on secondary literary and epigraphical
evidence? To what degree do they correspond to genuine textual identities?

There is no question that partisans of the Mahayana had a flexible atti-
tude towards the use of language. For a bodhisattva, “skill in the analytical
knowledge of languages” (niruktipratisamvid) is the ability to explain the
Dharma in every conceivable language. The Aksayamatinirdesa explains:

31 T refer here to the conclusions of Enomoto Fumio (a theory first published in Japa-
nese as Enomoto 1998): “the word ‘Miilasarvastivadin’ does not refer to a branch/offshoot
of ‘Sarvastivadin’ nor a sect independent from ‘Sarvastivadin® (Enomoto 2000, p. 248).
Rather, the name Milasarvastivadin was used by Sarvastivadins to claim (ahistorically) that
they were the “root” of all other nikayas; that is, it is a self-representation asserted at a cer-
tain point in the history of the school, and nothing else: see Enomoto 2000. For evaluations
of Enomoto 2000, see Skilling 2002 and Wynne 2008.

32 See Roth 1985 and de Jong 1985.
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Herein, what is niruktipratisamvid? It is understanding the lan-
guage of all sentient beings, that is, understanding the language of
gods, the language of ndagas, the language of yaksas, of gandhar-
vas, asuras, garudas, kimnaras, mahoragas, humans, and non-
humans. In sum, insofar as there is language, words, speech, ways
of speech, expression, convention, linguistic practice of beings
born in the five destinies, he understands them all. Understanding
them, with these or those words, with these or those expressions,
he teaches the Dharma to these or those beings in accordance
with their speech. This is niruktipratisamvid .33

Mahayana Sdstrakaras—Candrakirti and Santideva, for example—cite
texts in various forms of Buddhist Sanskrit. Santideva and the author of
the commentary on the Ratnagotravibhdga cite brief excerpts in Pali—or a
language very close to what we now call Pali—from texts that are unknown
to the Mahavihara collections available today. Linguistic variety was an
accepted reality.

IIl. Magadhi: The Root-Language

Someone who is born in an uninhabited great wilderness, where no one speaks to him,
will on his own naturally speak nothing but the language of Magadha. In hell, in the
animal world, in the peta realm, in the world of men, in the world of gods, the language
of Magadha is pre-eminent. . . . When the correctly and fully awakened Buddha deliv-
ered the texts of the buddhavacana of the Tipitaka, he delivered them in the language
of Magadha alone. Why? Because this made it easy to communicate the meaning.
Buddhaghosa, Vibhariga-atthakatha®*

Language looms large in Mahavihara definitions of canonicity, and a theory
promoted in the works of Buddhaghosa asserts not only that Pali equals

3 Aksayamatinirdesasiitra (Braarvig 1993, vol. 1, p. 112): de la ries pa’i tshig so so yarn
dag par rig pa gan ze na? gan sems can thams cad kyi skad la ’jug pa Ses pa ste: lha’i skad
dan, klu'i skad dan, gnod sbyin gyi skad dan, dri za dan, lha ma yin dan, nam mkha’ ldin
dan, mi’ am ci dan, Ito 'phye chen po dan, mi dan, mi ma yin pa’i skad la jug pa ste, mdor
na ji siied du ’gro bar Ilnar skyes pa’i sems can rnams kyi skad dan, sgra dan, dbyans dan,
tshig gi lam dan, nes pa’i tshig dan, brda’ dan, spyod pa ji siied pa, de dag thams cad rab
tu Ses te. Ses nas kyan sgra de dan de dag dan, nes pa’i tshig de dan de dag gis sems can de
dan de dag la sgra ji Ita ba bZin du ’jug pas chos ston te. 'di ni nies pa’i tshig so so yan dag
par rig pa zes bya’o. For translation and commentary, see Braarvig 1993, vol. 2, pp. 431-32.
See also Pagel 1995, p. 363; Mahayana-sitralamkara (Lévi 1907-11, vol. 1, chap. 18, v. 34,
p. 139.1: trtiye vakye pratyekam janapadesu ya bhasa).

34 Vibharga-atthakatha, pp. 387.33-388.8: yo pi agamake mahd-araiiiie nibbatto, yat-
tha aiiio kathento nama natthi, so pi attano dhammatdya vacanam samutthapento
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Magadhi, the language spoken by the Buddha, but that it is the root-lan-
guage (mitlabhdsa)—the natural language, the root of all languages. Such
a claim appears to be unique in Buddhist tradition to the Mahavihara, or
more accurately to Buddhaghosa (and it certainly runs against the sentiment
of the Aksayamatinirdesa). What inspired it? Does it seek to counter Brah-
manical assertions about the status of Sanskrit,3> or to counter Jaina theories
about Ardhamagadhi?3¢ Or is it a dialogue with other Buddhist schools?37
Buddhaghosa, who in the fifth century spearheaded the movement to privi-
lege “Magadh1” over all other languages, gives several reasons for translat-
ing (or rather rewriting) the commentaries into Magadhf.

Before looking at Buddhaghosa’s explanations, we should note another
concept unique to the Mahavihara: that in addition to the buddhavacana,
the commentaries were recited at the three Councils, and that these were
brought to Lanka by the arhat Mahinda, the son of Asoka. The idea that
commentaries also deserve the seal of authenticity of the early councils has
not been traced in any of the Indian schools, and even the term “atthakatha”
(or its hypothetical Sanskrit equivalent, *arthakatha) is so far unattested
outside of the Mahavihara tradition. Sanskrit commentaries, described vari-
ously as tika, vyakhya, vyakhyana, vivarana, etc., are ascribed to historical
authors who lived after the death of the Tathagata.

Buddhaghosa presents the conceptual lineage of the commentaries in the
verse preambles to his great commentaries on the four main sitra collec-
tions:

magadhabhdsam eva bhdasissati. niraye tiracchanayoniyam pettivisaye manussaloke devaloke
ti sabbattha magadhabhasa va ussannd . . . sammasambuddho pi tepitakam buddhavacanam
tantim aropento magadhabhdsaya eva aropesi. kasma. evam hi attham aharitum sukham hoti.
Cf. also Mohavicchedani Abhidhammamatika-atthavannand, p. 186.11: sabhavanirutti ti ca
magadhika bhasa.

35 In the Spitzer manuscript, “the truthfulness of the Buddha’s word” is questioned because
of the fact that it is in Prakrit (prakrtatvad anrtam buddhavacanam). The text is fragmentary,
but “the argument obviously presupposes that one can speak correctly and truthfully only in
Sanskrit” (Franco 2004, p. 93). The context is not clear to me, but the opponent seems to be
brahmanical rather than Buddhist.

36 For a Svetambara description of Mahavira’s preaching, see Lalwani 1988, pp. 177-79.
For aspects of Jaina attitudes to language, see Granoff 1991; Dundas 1992, pp. 60—61; and
Dundas 1996. The Jaina theories, including the Digambara divyadhvani theory, do not pro-
vide direct parallels to the miilabhdsa theory (see Dundas 1996, pp. 140-42).

37 Surviving North Indian Buddhist literature does not seem to be aware of the miilabhasa
theory.
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At [the] First [Council], the five hundred arhats

Recited the commentaries to illuminate the meaning.

Later [at the Second and Third Councils], they were recited again.
Brought to the Isle of the Sthalas by the arhat Mahamahinda
They were translated into the Sthala language for the benefit of
the islanders.3®

Thus the first stage was to make the commentaries—which had been
imported from India and were recited in Magadht (remember that at this
stage transmission was oral)—available to the inhabitants. The next stage,
over five hundred years later, was to translate them back into Magadhi from
written sources. Why was this necessary?

Buddhaghosa’s preamble continues:

Then I, rendering them from Sinhala into the delightful language,
Following the principles of the scriptures, without fault,

Not contradicting the tenets of the Elders, illuminators of the
Elders’ lineage,

Whose interpretations are meticulous, the residents of the Great
Monastery,

Eliminating repetitions, will illuminate the meaning

For the satisfaction of good people and for the long life of the
Dhamma.3?

Here, the great scholar does not name the language into which he has ren-
dered the commentaries, but he does give two reasons why he has done
this: to please good people, and to preserve the teachings. Both of these are
universal motivations for the production of Buddhist literature, anywhere
and at any time, and hence they do not tell us much. In the verse preamble
to his commentary on the vinaya, however, Buddhaghosa is more specific:

38 Dighanikaya-atthakatha, vol. 1, p. 1, vv. 6-7: atthappakasanattham atthakatha adito
vasisatehi, paricahi ya samgitd anusamgita ca paccha pi. sihaladipam pana abhatatha
vasind mahamahindena, thapita sihalabhasdya dipavasinam atthdaya. The same verses are
given at the beginning of the Majjhima-, Samyutta-, and Anguttara-nikaya-atthakathas. For
a translation from the Majjhimanikaya-atthakatha, see Jayawickrama 2003, pp. 73—74. For
the “introductory sections” in general, see Endo 2009.

39 Dighanikaya-atthakatha, vol. 1, p. 1, vv. 8-10: apanetva tato’ham sihalabhdsam
manoramam bhasam, tantinayanucchavikam aropento vigatadosam. samayam avilomento
theranam theravamsappadipanam, sunipunavinicchayanam mahaviharadhivasinam. hitva
punappundgatam attham attham pakdasayissami, sujanassa ca tutthattham ciratthitatthari ca
dhammassa. The same verses are given at the beginning of the Majjhima-, Samyutta-, and
Anguttara-nikaya-atthakathdas.
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Owing to the fact that the hermeneutic tradition [of the
Mahavihara]

Has been composed in the language of the Isle of Sthala

The meaning is not accessible

To communities of monks in other lands.

Therefore, I now undertake this exegesis

Which accords with the principles of the Canon.*0

That is, the production of the Pali commentaries, a massive project, was
undertaken with a view to making the Mahavihara tradition available inter-
nationally, though what “communities of monks in other lands” Buddha-
ghosa had in mind remains unknown.*! More work is needed to understand
the social and historical factors that drove this ideological expansion. If
Buddhaghosa came from India to Sri Lanka, as tradition has it, it was inter-
national to begin with, and if some commentaries were written by natives
or residents of South India (Dhammapala in Badaratittha, for example), the
movement seems to represent a revival, a renaissance of the Mahavihara—
but the degree to which it was an innovation in the name of a revered insti-
tution remains to be seriously investigated. In any case, the adherents of
the Mahavihara certainly succeeded in realizing some of the goals stated by
Buddhaghosa. Good people as well as scholars (the two terms are not nec-
essarily mutually exclusive) enjoy the satisfaction of reading texts in Pali,
which have been well-preserved, and the Mahavihara tradition, long estab-
lished in Sri Lanka and South-East Asia, is growing in Nepal and India, and
it is evolving in the West, where “Theravada Buddhism” competes with
“Tibetan Buddhism,” “Zen,” and other Buddhisms in the global market of
religions. Today, the Pali language is studied academically beyond its tra-
ditional “homelands” of Sri Lanka and South-East Asia—in India, Nepal,

40 Jayawickrama 1962, p. 136, vv. 8-9: samvannana sihaladipakena, vakyena esa pana
sankhatattd, na kifici attham abhisambhunati, dipantare bhikkhujanassa yasma, tasma imam
palinayanuriapam, samvannanam dani samarabhissam (for Jayawickrama’s translation, see
Jayawickrama 1962, p. 2).

41 Tt is appropriate to note here that in India and abroad numerous monasteries proudly
bore the epithet “Mahavihara,” as is known from epigraphy and historical records, and
that such monasteries might belong to any school, or might be shared by several schools
(as, for example, Nalanda Mahavihara). In Sri Lanka, the great Mahavihara of the early
Anuradhapura period was the center of scholastic and educational traditions that spread
beyond the island. In later periods, after the decline of Anuradhapura, several monasteries
bore the name Mahavihara. The significance of this in relation to Mahavihara as an ideal
lineage remains to be determined. For the idea of Mahavihara in China and Japan, see Hobo-
girin, s.v. “Daiji” K=F (vol. 6, pp. 679-711).
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China, Taiwan, Korea, Vietnam, and Japan, often as part of an impetus
towards “Early Buddhism.” These accomplishments are remarkable, espe-
cially when we consider that the other seventeen schools eventually died
out (with the exception of the Sarvastivadin and Dharmaguptaka vinaya lin-
eages, still active in Tibet and East Asia, respectively).

The concern to promote Pali was largely, I believe, monastic: to firmly
establish a coherent body of texts for the maintenance and expansion of the
vinaya lineage. If it is true that “a later Vinaya regulation . . . specifies that
legal transactions of the Order had to be performed in correctly pronounced
Pali to be valid,”? it is only natural, if not inevitable, that this should be
the case for a single monastic lineage, in this case, that of the Mahavihara.
Communal rites and recitations have to be performed in a single language.
As in a formal meeting anywhere, members must agree on a common lan-
guage, common rules, and common procedures. There is nothing mystical
about this; it is a matter of survival.

But does this mean that Mahaviharins rejected other vinaya traditions
entirely? Or did they recognize the validity of other lineages who recited
texts in other languages, and accept them as fellow, at times rival, organi-
zations? Our understanding of nikdya to nikaya relations and exchanges
in India is, to put it mildly, inadequate. We know that, at least at Nalanda,
different nikayas lived side by side, but questions remain: did the members
of the different orders follow a common curriculum? Did they perform
samghakarma together? But if so, how? Did each active nikaya have its
own ritual space (sitna)? Was there tension and conflict, and if so, over what
ideas or practices?43

In the verse preamble to the Jataka commentary, the author (the or a
Buddhaghosa according to later tradition) states that he was requested to
compose the work by three monks: Atthadassi, Buddhamitta, and Bud-
dhadeva. He describes Buddhamitta as “peaceful in mind, wise, belonging
to the Mahimsasaka-vamsa, and adept in principles of exegesis.”** The
author belongs to the Mahavihara, but describes Buddhamitta with respect.
Can the author’s use of the term vamsa for the Mahimsaka tradition have
any significance? Can it imply acceptance of the order as a valid lineage
going back to the Buddha?

42 Collins 1998, p. 48. For a succinct summary of Theravadin attitudes to language, see pp.
46-50.

43 One relevant conflict is mentioned below, the problem of an ordained monastic paying
homage to a lay bodhisattva.

4 Jataka, vol. 1, p. 1, vv. 8cd-9ab: tath’ eva buddhamittena santacittena viiiiund,
mahimsasakavamsamhi sambhiitena nayarnniund.



SKILLING: SCRIPTURAL AUTHENTICITY 15

Whatever the case, for the Mahavihara, Pali was the ultimate language.
Buddhaghosa’s “miilabhasa ideology” contrasts with the more natural atti-
tude towards language presented in North Indian texts that are affiliated
with Sarvastivadin and Vaibhasika thought, which recognize the role of
language in the evolution of Buddhist literature, and seem to regard it in a
positive light.

IV. Authority and Authorship

The Great Sramana Gautama, the Lion of the Sakyas, the Ten-Powered
One, travelled and taught in the region of Magadha for forty-five years. His
life was devoted to teaching, “for the benefit of the many, for the happiness
of the many, for the benefit and happiness of gods and humans.” This teach-
ing was entirely oral, through discussion, debate, and sermon, and it spread
by word of mouth for several centuries and over a vast area. The Sage of
the Sakyas never took stylus, brush or pen in hand, but hundreds of thou-
sands of pages have been written, calligraphed, and printed in his name.

How should we—limiting ourselves to the Sravaka texts—conceive
the question of authorship? The Tripitakas are the collective work of
teams of editors or sangitikaras (known in Pali by the same name or as
dhammasamgahaka).*®> 1t was the samgitikaras who supplied the set-
ting and connecting narrative, and their contributions to the formation
of the Tipitakas are explicitly acknowledged by tradition, for example in
the Milasarvastivadin vinaya and in the Mahavihara commentaries. The
stratigraphy of the editorial process can sometimes be distinguished, for
example in the Lalitavistara, where there are abrupt changes of voice, or in
the Mahavastu, with its duplicated and interrupted texts. The Tripitakas are
certified as genuine buddhavacana because they have been passed down
through a succession of communal recitations (sarngitis). The samgiti is the
pedigree of the Tripitakas.

The fact that the narrative was produced by samgitikaras did not dimin-
ish its authority. On the one hand, the narrative was the vessel for the pre-
cious buddhavacana; on the other, the samgitikaras who participated in the
earliest councils were believed to be all arhats. That is, the product—the
Buddha’s words—was packaged by an elect elite (and further guaranteed
by their pranidhijiiana). What could be more authoritative? The whole text,
the buddhavacana in its narrative setting, was imbued with power and came
to be recited to bring blessings, prosperity, and protection.

45 See Skilling 20009.
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The samghas were never regulated by a central authority, and as they
spread throughout the subcontinent and beyond, new texts were produced
and claims of scriptural authenticity multiplied. Questions of authority
and authorship already surface in canonical collections, for example in the
Andagatabhaya-sitra. In the Pali version, the Buddha warns of five “future
perils, not yet arisen, which will come to be in the future.”* The fourth
peril concerns monks “who have not cultivated the body; who have not cul-
tivated morality; who have not cultivated the mind; who have not cultivated
wisdom” (abhavitakaya abhavitasila abhavitacitta abhavitapania). “When
suttas expounded by the Tathagata, profound and of deep significance,
transcending the world, dealing with emptiness are recited, they will not
want to listen; they will not lend an ear or take interest, and will not think to
retain or fulfill such teachings” (ye te suttanta tathagatabhasita gambhira
gambhiratthd lokuttara sunifiatapatisamyuttda tesu bhafnfiamanesu na sus-
susissanti na sotam odahissanti na anndcittam upatthapessanti, na ca te
dhamme uggahetabbam pariyapunitabbam marninissanti). Instead, they will
be interested in “suttas composed by poets—verses intricately worded and
elegantly phrased—that belong to outsiders, that are spoken by auditors”
(ve pana te suttanta kavikatda kaveyya cittakkhara cittavyarijand bahiraka
savakabhasita).*

In an early Mahayana samadadhi sitra, the Pratyutpanna-buddha-
sammukhdavasthita-samadhi-siitra (hereafter Pratyutpanna-buddha-sitra),
the Buddha speaks about “beings who do not wish to hear this samadhi, and
who will reject this samadhi” [6B].48 He warns of future monks and bodhi-
sattvas “who have not cultivated the body; who have not cultivated the
mind; who have not cultivated morality; who have not cultivated wisdom”
and who are, among other things, “frightened by the exposition of empti-

46 Anguttaranikaya, vol. 3, pp. 106-8.

47 Parallel phrases occur at the Arguttaranikiya, vol. 1, pp. 72.26, 73.8, and the
Samyuttanikaya, vol. 2, p. 267.6. A Sanskrit parallel from a list of sounds or topics to
which a disciple of the Buddha abstains from listening in the Gilgit vinaya (Gnoli 1978, p.
235.18) is kavatikaveye citraksare citrapadavyaiijane. See also the Paricavimsatisahasrika
Prajiiagparamita (Dutt 1934, p. 158.4-5: naitat tathagatenarhata samyaksambuddhena
bhasitam iti kavikrtany etani kavyani naitani srotavyani) and the Astasahasrika Prajiiaparamita
(Vaidya 1960a, p. 163.29-30: yad etat tvayedanim Srutam, naitad buddhavacanam. kavikrtam
kavyam etat. yat punar idam aham bhase, etad buddhabhdsitam, etad buddhavacanam iti).

48 Harrison 1978 and Harrison 1990. References in brackets are to the sections of Harri-
son’s edition and translation. I describe the text as “early” because of the “early” Chinese
translation by Lokaksema, but the distinction is somewhat arbitrary. For “samadhi sitras,”
see Skilling 2010, especially pp. 216-17.
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ness.”*® When the Pratyutpanna-buddha-siitra is being expounded, they
“will not give ear to it or listen to it, will not have faith in it, nor accept,
master, keep, or read it” [6D]. They will deride and denounce it, saying,
“sitras like this are fabrications, they are poetic inventions; they were not
spoken by the Buddha” [6E], or the Pratyutpanna-buddha-sitra is “some-
thing which was not spoken by the Buddha, which is a poetic invention of
their own fabrication, a conglomeration of words and syllables3? uttered
merely in conversation”[6H].

If it is clear that the two texts draw upon a common phraseological
source, it is equally evident that they apply the phraseology to their own
ends. Buddhaghosa’s interpretation, oddly enough, takes the passage to
refer to texts that are not Buddhist at all: he interprets bahiraka as “set up
outside the sasana” and savakabhdasitd as “spoken by disciples of outsid-
ers.”>! I am not certain what he intends by this. The concepts of “outside”
(bahiddha) and “‘outsider” (bahiraka)—rhetorical devices of exclusion,
figures of alienation—in early Buddhist texts merit examination, but this
lies beyond the agenda of this over-inflated article. Remembering that the
pronouncement is a prediction, one might interpret “suttas expounded by
the Tathagata” as the texts of one’s own Tripitaka—rfor Buddhaghosa, the
Mahavihara canon—and the “suttas composed by poets” as the “fabrica-
tions” of other Sravaka schools and of the Mahayana. In the Pratyutpanna-
buddha-sitra, it is a Mahayana tract—the Pratyutpanna-buddha-siitra itself
—that is authentic, but its authenticity is challenged by ill-trained “monks
and bodhisattvas.”>2

49 The trope of the “fear of emptiness” has a long history, and its evolution merits scrutiny.
In the Bodhicaryavatara (chap. 9, v. 41), a rhetorical opponent of the Mahayana questions
the usefulness of the teaching of emptiness: it is the realization of the Four Truths of the
Noble that leads to liberation—what use is emptiness?

50 Txhig and yi ge sna tshogs pa. Cf. the citraksare citrapadavyaiijane of the Gilgit and the
cittakkhara cittavyanjand of the Pali phraseology.

SU Anguttara-atthakatha, vol. 3, p. 272.16-17: bdahiraka ti sdsanato bahiddha thita
savakabhasita ti bahirasavakehi bhasita. In the Mahavihara tradition, the trope of non-
Buddhists, in this case the fitthiya or afina-titthiya, is brought in to explain the state of the
samgha that led to the convocation of the Third Council. This simply doesn’t work, with
the result that the account of the council is exceptionally weak. It is interesting that the
Mahdayana-sitralamkara exposes the fallacy of such a trope in its defense of the Mahayana:
can this show an awareness, if not of the relevant Mahavihara texts (the Mahayana-
Sitralamkara is, after all, older than the Pali Atthakatha) but of the use of this argument by
opponents of the Mahayana? For the argument, see Davidson 1990, p. 309.

52 That the siitra is questioned not only by monks in general but also by bodhisattvas is
intriguing. It seems to lift the debate beyond a simple Sravakayana/Bodhisattvayana conflict.
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The idea of future threats to the Sasana was an enduring concern, men-
tioned as early as the Bairat-Calcutta (or Bhabra) inscription of Asoka. The
Mahdayana-sutralamkara invokes the Buddha’s predictions of future perils
in its defence of the Mahayana: “If [the Mahayana] were to arise in the
future as a threat to the Saddharma . . . why did the Blessed One not predict
this from the start, as [he did for] the future perils?”33 The argument rests
on the idea that the Buddha would have foreseen and predicted the aris-
ing of Mahayana, had this been a real danger—therefore, since he did not,
Mahayana thought and practice are not threats to the “established order” of
Buddhism. What are we to make, then, of the Blessed One’s prediction in
the Anguttara-nikaya, that in future his profound sitras would be ignored
in favor of later literary compositions? This is clearly an anticipation—we
can interpret “predictions” as statements of contemporary concerns—of the
problem posed by “non-authentic” texts, but, as we have seen, in the absence
of any central authority, the trope could be, and was, exploited to differing
ends. The Mahayana-sutralamkara argument seems to explicitly ignore, or
to deny, any identification of the future threats with the Mahayana.

V. Vasubandhu and the Varieties of Textual Expression

The Eye of the World—the Teacher—has closed;

Most of those who saw him with their own eyes have died.
Sloppy thinkers, unscrupulous, who have not seen the truth
Have left the sd@sana in turmoil.

Vasubandhu, Abhidharmakosa*

Modern scholarship has often assumed that the canonical sitra literature of
the various Sravaka schools should be broadly similar. Did not the influential
schools—Sarvastivada, Theravada, Mahasamghika, Mahi$asaka, Dharma-
guptaka—construct their collections according to similar principles?
By length (Dirgha-, Madhyama-), by subject or theme (Samyukta-), by
numerical classification (Ekottarika-), and by genre (verse, jataka, narra-
tive)?35 Do not the schools share many of the same siitras? The Samgiti-

53 Mahayanasiitralamkara (Lévi 190711, vol. 1, p. 3), chap. 1, v. 7: adavavyakaranat
yady etat saddharmantarayi(!) pascat kenapyupdditam, kasmad adau bhagavatd na
vyakrtam andagatabhayavat. See Davidson 1990, p. 309. The argument is repeated in the
Vijiiaptimatratasiddhi: see La Vallée Poussin 1928, pp. 176-77.

54 Abhidharmako$a, chap. 8, v. 41: nimilite Sastari lokacaksusi, ksayam gate saksijane
ca bhuyasa. adrstatattvair niravagrahaih krtam, kutarkikaih Sasanam etad akulam
(Vamsasthavila meter).

55 For details and further examples, see Lamotte 1958, p. 168ff.
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and Sramanyaphala-sitras, for example, are known in Pali, Sanskrit, and
Gandhart versions, and in several Chinese translations. Many other sitras
may be compared in any number of versions. Lamotte went so far as to aver
that ““it can be said that, on the whole, the various Buddhist schools used an
identical Sutrapitaka and several similar Vinayapitakas.” % Before that, La
Vallée Poussin had come to the conclusion that, “judging by the literature
that has come down to us, or of which we have some indication, the numer-
ous branches of the [monastic] community, distinguished by local legends,
practices, dialect, and all sorts of priorities, did not, from a broad perspec-
tive, have more than a single canon,” but he qualified this in a footnote that
did justice to the intricacy of the question.>’

I wonder whether the available materials are sufficient to make such
claims. In the fourth century CE, Vasubandhu assessed the condition of
the literature of the schools and found it problematic. The “original reci-
tation” (milasamgiti) was no longer intact; different schools arranged
their canons differently and included or excluded siitras differently.’®
In the Wakhyayukti and the Karmasiddhiprakarana, Vasubandhu notes
that at his time not all the siitras were preserved.’® The implications of
miilasamgitibhramsa are fundamental to Vasubandhu’s thought. He dis-
cusses the problem in detail in his Vyakhydayukti—in his incisive critique
of the very idea of a perfect buddhavacana—and in passing in his other
works.0

By the second century CE, the Vibhasa had already reported that certain
texts survived only in reduced form or were entirely lost, even if some of
the claims sound exaggerated:

56 Lamotte 1958, p. 198 (translation, Lamotte 1988, p. 180).

57 La Vallée Poussin 1925b, pp. 22-23 and n. 1, p. 23.

58 The term miilasamgiti seems rare. It is used in Pali in the very interesting colo-
phon of the Nettipakarana: “At this point the Netti—which was spoken by the venerable
Mahakaccana, which was endorsed by the Blessed One, and which was recited at the original
recitation—is completed” (p. 193.1-2: ettavata samatta netti ya ayasmata mahakaccanena
bhasita bhagavata anumodita miilasamgitiyvam samgita ). The colophon states explicitly
that the Netti was spoken by Mahakaccana during the lifetime of the Buddha, who “rejoiced
in”— approved—it, and that it was recited at the First Council.

59 Lamotte 1936, § 37b (p. 200): “The Vyakhyayukti has demonstrated that ‘Today, the
complete [corpus of] sitras is no longer extant’”, and therefore one cannot deny the store-
consciousness, alayavijiiana, by saying that it is not taught in the siitras (rnam par bsad pa’i
rigs pa las kyan, den san mdo sde thams cad ni mi snan Zes bsgrubs te, de lta bas na mdo
sde dag las lhans por ma gsuns Zes te, kun gzi rnam par Ses pa 'dod par mi bya ba ni ma yin
no). For Lamotte’s translation, see Lamotte 1936 p. 252.

60 See Skilling 2000, p. 300.
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Originally the Ekottardgama enumerated dharmas from 1 to 100;
today it stops at 10, and between 1 and 10 many are lost ... At
the Nirvana of Sanavasa, disciple of Ananda, 77,000 Avadana
and Sitra, and 10,000 Abhidharmasastra were lost.6!

In certain instances, this rhetoric of loss was a device to justify doctrines
not found in the extant canon (such as the six causes, hetu)—amtarhitam
tat sitram, “‘that siitra is lost”—but it is evident that texts sad been lost (the
“new” Gandhart texts amply confirm this), and that this fact was part of the
received picture of the buddhavacana. At a later date, it was also believed
that many chapters or sections of Mahayana sitras and fantras were no
longer extant.% The Vibhasa noted further that false texts had been inserted
into the siitra, vinaya, and abhidharma.®3 At one point, Vasubandhu
laments, “What can we do now? The Teacher has passed away: leaderless,
the religion is divided into many factions, and today they do whatever they
like with texts and ideas.”6%

Nonetheless, Vasubandhu did have access to a wide range of sources
belonging to a wide range of schools—far more than we have access to
today. In his Abhidharmakosa, he makes reference to the textual traditions
of schools other than the Sarvastivada, either by name or as the reading
(pdatha) of “another school (or other schools)”: nikdya-antara, nikaya-
antarika or nikaya-antariya.®> In at least one case, he refers to a reading
common to all schools, sarvanikayantaresu . . . pathad.°® That is, he makes

61 Lamotte 1958, p. 179 (translation, Lamotte 1988, p. 163); La Vallée Poussin 1971,
p. 245, n. 2. The Sanskrit is given in the Abhidharmakosavyakhya as a statement of
the Vaibhasikas (Wogihara 1932-36, p. 188.24-25: tatha hi ekottarikdgama a satad
dharmanirdesa asit. idanim tv a dasakad drsyamta iti).

62 Bu-ston in Obermiller 1931-32, part 2, pp. 169-70.

63 Lamotte 1958, p. 180 (translation, p. 164).

64 Abhidharmakosabhasya (Pradhan 1975, pp. 122.24-123.2): kim idanim kurmo yac
chasta parinirvrtah sasanam cedam andyakam bahudhda bhinnam bhidhyate cadyapi
yatheccham granthatas carthatas ca.

65 Abhidharmakosabhdsya (Pradhan 1975, p. 114.1): nikaya-antara-pathad, ibid. (Pradhan
1975, pp. 55.8, 72.7): nikayantariyah [l correct from -tah] siitre pathanti. In other cases,
Vasubandhu uses the term nikayantara for the interpretations or opinions of other schools
rather than for citations; this also demonstrates that he had access to sources that presented
their tenets. In some cases, Vasubandhu may be citing a citation rather than the original text
(a custom that becomes more and more evident in later texts), but I do not doubt that he had
an enviable library at his disposal.

66 4bhidharmakosabhasya (Pradhan 1975, p. 439.5). Cf. Candrakirti, Prasannapada, in
La Vallée Poussin 1903—13, p. 269.11, idam ca sitram sarvanikayesu pathyate, tad asmad
agamad yathopavarnitayas copapatter narhati (“This siitra is read in all schools.”); p. 549.8,
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use of his encyclopadic knowledge of the texts, and invokes the principle
of siitravirodha to invalidate an opponent’s argument.

Reasonings similar to those of Vasubandhu’s Vyakhyayukti are often pre-
sented in idealized debates in favor of the authenticity of the Mahayana,
for example in the Mahayana-sitralamkara and the Tarkajvala.®” In the
commentary to chapter 9 of the Bodhicaryavatara, the Sravaka announces
that his own tradition is uncontested because of its status as buddhavacana
(madagame buddhavacanatve ’vivadah), while the Mahayana is contested
(savivadam savipratipattikam mahayanam). Prajiiakaramati turns the tables
to show that the Sravaka doctrine is also contested. Firstly, the four nikayas
with eighteen divisions do not agree with one another, and secondly, even
within the same nikaya, specialists in siitra, abhidharma, and vinaya do not
agree with one another.®® The same point was made earlier by Haribhadra
in his Aloka on the Abhisamaydlamkara, where he notes the discrepancies
among the Tripitakas of the eighteen nikayas.%®

In one extraordinary case in the 7arkajvald, Bhaviveka quotes extracts
from the scriptures of all eighteen schools in order to demonstrate that,
from the point of view of scripture (a@gama), it is allowable for an ordained
monastic, a bhiksu, to offer homage to a lay bodhisattva.’? The question was
not merely theoretical—it impinged directly on the quotidian worship of
bodhisattva images by ordained monastics, which seems, at a certain point,
or at certain points, to have stirred up the dust of debate in the corridors
of the monasteries. The question was sufficiently important to galvanize
Bhaviveka to cite by title one text of each of the eighteen schools in support
of the concept—something that neither he nor anyone else does anywhere

etds ca gathah sarvanikayasastrasutresu pathyante (“These verses are found in the treatises
and siitras of all schools”). The Tibetan equivalent, sde pa thams cad, occurs, for example,
in the Madhyamakavatara (La Vallée Poussin 1907-12, p. 250.19, sde pa thams cad kyis "don
pa yin te) and elsewhere. See also La Vallée Poussin 1925b, p. 23 n. 1.

67 For another debate on this subject, see *Vijiaptimatratasiddhi (La Vallée Poussin 1928,
pp. 175-78). A comparative study of these passages may unravel the intertextual tangles. For
now [ assume that Vasubandhu was one of the initiators: this might well prove to be wrong if
earlier or shared sources can be traced.

8 Bodhicaryavatara (Vaidya 1960b, p. 206).

89 Abhisamayalamkara (Wogihara 1973, p. 402.10-15): tathaikaikasmin siitranta-pitake
‘nyani sutranta-pitakani na sarva-prakaram avataranti, tathaikaikasmin vinaye ‘nye vinaya
na sarva-prakaram samdysyante, tathaikaikasmin nikaye ya dharmata vyavasthapita na sa
‘nyesu nikayesu dharmatam sarva-prakaram anulomayatity evam astadasa-bheda-bhinnani
sitra-vinayabhidharma-pitakani parasparam granthartha-vyatibhinnani. For an English
translation, see Sparham 2006, pp. 279-80.

70 See Skilling 1997a; Eckel 2008, pp. 16673 (translation), pp. 348-54 (Tibetan text).
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else. That is, this is the only place that I know of where samples of texts of
the eighteen schools are cited side by side. It is regrettable that the passage
survives only in Tibetan translation, since the citations may well have been
in several different Buddhist languages.

Bhaviveka’s excerpts are tantalizingly brief, but one thing is certain: most
of the texts, titles, and even genres are unknown to us today. His brief cita-
tions of lost texts offer a glimpse of another side of the iceberg: they are not
mere variant versions of known texts, but are texts about which we know
absolutely nothing. This fact, combined with the recent revelations arising
from the study of the GandharT manuscripts, the Scheyen manuscripts, and
new manuscript finds from Xinjiang and Tibet, leads us to the conclusion
that there is much we do not know about the Buddhist literatures of the
early period.

VI. Inclusion and Exclusion: The Mahavihara Canon

The Mahaviharavasins of Sri Lanka were aware that other schools transmit-
ted siitras that they themselves did not, and that other schools arranged their
sitra and vinaya collections differently. An early report of this is made in
the Dipavamsa, which describes how the “schismatics,” that is, the “eigh-
teen schools,” “broke up the original redaction (miilasamgaha) and made
another redaction,” and how they “rejected parts of the profound Sutta and
Vinaya and made a different, counterfeit (patiriipa) Suttavinaya.”’! The
passage also refers to differences of exegesis and of grammar and orthogra-
phy—that is, of language.

The miilasamgaha of the Dipavamsa is a semantic counterpart of Vasu-
bandhu’s miilasamgiti, but the terms are put to opposite uses. For Vasu-
bandhu, the miilasamgiti is lost, and we can access the buddhavacana only
through an imperfect textual pluralism. For the Dipavamsa—and for the
Mahavihara tradition up to the present—the miilasamgaha survives, despite
the depredations of other schools: it is the Pali canon.

At an early date, the Suttavibhanga of the Pali vinaya defines “Dhamma”
as spoken by Buddhas, spoken by auditors, spoken by sages, and spoken

7V Dipavamsa, chap. 5, vv. 32-38. The passage is cited at the beginning of the
Kathavatthu-atthakatha, pp. 3-5. Is patiriipa an innocent term, or does it evoke the
saddharma-patiripaka of the decline of the True Dharma (for which see n. 78 below and
Lamotte 1958, pp. 210-22)? The date of the Dipavamsa is not known; a third—fourth century
date is often proposed. The ideas of counterfeit dharma and the decline of the True Dharma
were well-established by that time, but remained a concern for the Buddhist communities.
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by deities, pertaining to welfare, pertaining to practice.’? Is this an oblique
recognition that the Dhamma, the texts, are products of multiple or collec-
tive authorship? Not according to the commentary, the Samantapasadika,
which restricts its examples of the four categories to known Pali texts in
which the sages and deities play subordinate roles as interlocutors. It inter-
prets attha-upasarihito as atthakatha-nissito, “grounded on the commentar-
ies,” and dhamma-upasarihito as pali-nissito, “grounded on the Pali,” i.e.,
the Tipitaka.”® This considerably narrows the scope of what might seem
to be a very generous and open definition of Dhamma—here it is recast in
exclusively Mahaviharin categories.”

The Pali Sarasangaha, composed by Siddhattha at Polonnaruva in the
late thirteenth or early fourteenth century, follows the Samantapasadika
definition, describing the “Dhamma” as the “Pariyatti-dhamma”—textual
Dhamma, transmitted by the samgha through the recitation councils, and
acquired through memorization and study. The two texts list titles that “were
not recited at the three Councils,” as follows: 7>

Kulumba-suttam
Rajovada-suttam
Tikkhindriyam
Catuparivattam
Nandopananda-damanam
Apalala-damanam.

72 Vinaya, vol. 4, p. 15.9-10: dhammo nama buddhabhdsito savakabhdsito isibhasito
devatabhasito atthupasaiihito dhammupasaiihito. The Shanjianlu piposha ¥ RAERED (T
no. 1462) is rather different, but not without interest: Bapat and Hirakawa 1970, pp. 446—
47 (for the problem of identifying this text with the Samantapasadika, see Pinte 2010. For
a different, earlier opinion, see Endo 2006, which is a response to Guruge 2005.) For exam-
ples of texts spoken by auditors, see Lamotte 1947, p. 215 (translation, Boin-Webb 1983—
84, p. 6); for sages and gods, Lamotte 1947, pp. 215-16 (translation, Boin-Webb 1983—
84, pp. 6—7). The Dharmaguptakas also give the same fourfold definition (loc. cit.). For a
fivefold classification, see below.

73 Samantapasadika, vol. 4, p. 742.9.

74 One example of Dhamma transmitted by a deity that the commentary does not mention
(though it does finish with an adi [“etc.”]) is the Atanatiya-sutta of the Dighanikéya, one of
the most important long siitras of early Buddhism in the sense that we have evidence of its
use as a ritual and textual source across “Buddhist Asia” from an early period to the present.
The text—which I cannot help but see as dramatic or operatic—is framed in two move-
ments, the first spoken by Vaisravana to the Buddha, the second spoken by the Buddha, who
upon the morrow transmits Vaisravana’s text to the monks.

75 Samantapasadika, vol. 4, pp. 742.24; 743.6; Sarasangaha, p. 45.24: idam sangitittayam
anarilham (1 follow the spelling of the Sarasarigaha).
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Although they were not recited at the councils, they do not seem to be
explicitly accepted or rejected, and their status is not clear to me. One title,
Nandopananda-damana—the subduing of the dragon-king Nanandopanda—
may be identified with a text cited by Buddhaghosa in the Visuddhimagga.
Buddhaghosa quotes it by the title Nandopanandadamana, and does not
describe it as a sitra—but this is done in a thirteenth-century Tibetan trans-
lation and in Thai tradition.”® The story itself is integrated into the “eight vic-
tories” of the Buddha in the Bahiim or [Attha] Jayamargala verses (Verses
on the Blessings [brought by the] Eight Victories [of the Buddhal]), in Thai-
land today one of the most common chants for blessing and success. The
Apalaladamana must have been a similar narrative on the Buddha’s conver-
sion of the ndga king Apalala, a well-known but extra-canonical story, fre-
quent in Gandharan narrative art.”” The other titles have not been identified.

Our two sources then list titles of texts which are “not the word of the
Buddha” (abuddhavacana). More or less the same list is given in the com-
mentary on the Samyuttanikaya, where the titles are given as examples of
the counterfeit Dharma.”® The late fourteenth-century Sinhalese-language
Nikayasangrahaya—composed by Samgharaja Dharmakirti, “the greatest
scholar of his day in Ceylon, and . . . one of those rare men of learning and
genius whose greatness is for all time and all climes”79—attributes some of
the titles to different schools, as follows:80

Samantapasadika, Sarasangaha  School according to Nikaya-

sangrahaya
Vanna-pitaka Hemavata
Angulimala-pitaka Rajagiri
Ratthapala-gajjita Parvasailt
Alavaka-gajjita Aparasailt
Gulha-ummagga e
Gulha-vessantara Siddharthaka

76 See Skilling 1992, pp. 124-26 (q.v. for a pre-Buddhaghosa Chinese translation of a
related narrative that awaits study).

77 See Dictionary of Pali Proper Names, s.v. “Apalala.”

78 Saddhammapatiriipaka, Saratthappakasini vol. 2, p. 201, penult.

79 Fernando 1908, p. v.

80 The left-hand column gives the titles from Samantapasadika vol. 4, p. 742.29 and
Sarasangaha, pp. 45-46. The right-hand column gives the school attributions of Nikaya-
sangrahaya (Fernando 1908, p. 9). I have attempted to regularize the names of the schools,
but have had no opportunity to consult the original Sinhalese.
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Gulha-vinaya Vajraparvata
Vetulla-pitaka8!
etc.

The texts cannot be precisely identified. Two seem to be related to well-
known jatakas, the Maha-Ummagga or Mahosadha (Jataka no. 546) and
the Vessantara (Jataka no. 547), but the significance of gu/ha, “secret,”
is anybody’s guess, as in the case of the Gulha-vinaya.8? Do some titles
refer to known Mahayana sitras like the Argulimala-sutra and the
Rastrapalapariprccha? Are any of them tantras? Whatever the case, none
of them merits buddhavacana status. The Sarasangaha explains that they
were composed by “non-Buddhists in bhikkhu’s robes,” and gives a con-
densed version of the classical account of the Third Council .83

The old Atthakatha list ends with “Vetulla-pitaka, etc.” (adi). The
Sarasangaha expands the list, and the Nikayasangrahaya expands it further.
In these lists we find some familiar titles:

Sarasangaha Nikayasangrahaya

1. Ratanakiitam _
2. Mayajalatanta 1. Mayajala-tantra

— 2. Samaja-tantra

3. Mahasamayatatvam 3. Mahasamayatattva
4. Tatvasamgaham 4. Tattvasangraha

5. Bhiuitacamaram 5. Bhutacamara

6. Vajjamatam 6. Vajramrta

7. Cakkasamvaram 7. Cakrasamvara

8. Dvadasacakra

9. Bherukadbuda

8. Mahasamayam 10. Mahasamaya
9. Padanikkhepam 11. Padanihksepa
10. Sabbabuddham 12. Catuspistha

81 Variant spellings in the Samantapdasadika include Vedalha and Vedalla. Vaidalya,
Vaitulya, and Vaipulya are epithets of what later became the “Mahayana.” See also the list at
the Samyutta-atthakathd, vol. 2, p. 201.

82 Gulhavessantara-gulhaummagga-gulhavinaya-vedallapitaka are mentioned by Bud-
dhaghosa at the Digha-atthakatha (vol. 2, p. 566) and Arnguttara-atthakatha (vol. 3, p.
160.6), in the context of the mahdapadesa, apparently in the words of Sudinna Thera, as texts
which are not found in the 7ripitaka and do not lead to the subduing of desire.

83 etani vannapitakadini abuddhavacanehi kehi katan ti. bhikkhuvesadharehi titthiyehi
katam (p. 45.31).
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13. Paramarda
14. Maricudbhava
15. Sarvabuddha
11. Sabbabhuyam 16. Sarvaguhya
12. Samuccayam. 17. Samuccaya
and the Kalpasastras:
18. Mayamarici-kalpa
19. Heramba-kalpa
20. Trisamaya-kalpa
21. Raja-kalpa
22. Vajragandhara-kalpa
23. Mariciguhya-kalpa
24. Suddhasamuccaya-kalpa

Here, some of the titles can be provisionally identified. Ratanakiita may be
the Ratnakiita-sitra, also known as the Kasyapaparivarta. The others are
tantras, among which the Mayajala, Tattvasamgraha, and Cakrasamvara
are well known, and others evoke familiar titles or cycles.

What can we learn from these fragmentary reports of texts known to
the learned scholars of Sri Lanka? The titles in the earliest list cannot be
identified, with the exception of Vetulla- (Vedalha-, Vedalla-) pitaka, which
seems to have been an early term for a collection of proto-Mahayana or
pre-Mahayana texts—that is, Mahayana avant la lettre, before a cohe-
sive Mahayana identity was consciously forged.3* Even the style of some
of the titles is unusual: I do not believe that there are other instances of
titles ending in -garjita, for example.85 If we accept the attributions of the
Nikayasangrahaya, we might conclude that most of the texts were trans-
mitted by South Indian schools. And this might give us pause: few if any
texts of the Southern schools survive, especially from the early period when
Buddhism flourished at sites like Amaravati, Nagarjunakonda, and Phani-
giri in Andhra Pradesh, or Kanaganahalli in Karnataka. We might conclude
from the titles listed in the Samantapasadika and Nikayasangrahaya, from
the excerpts from the canons of the Southern schools cited by Bhaviveka,
and from the few citations in other texts, that Southern literature had a
distinct character, quite different from the literature that survives in Indian

84 The terms Vedalla, etc., are used by Asanga and others as synonyms of Mahayana, and
one of the forms, Vaipulya, persists in the literature. But whether a collection called Vetulla-
pitaka ever actually existed, whether orally or in manuscript, is an unknowable.

85 The term is used elsewhere in Pali commentaries, however, for example, in the
Donagajjita. See An 2003, p. 213 and n. 3 with reference to the Manorathapiirant, vol. 3, p. 77.
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languages or in translation, which, with the exception of the Pali texts, is
distinctly North Indian, whether Sarvastivadin, Lokottaravadin, or Dhar-
maguptaka. We might conclude that there is an enormous blank spot on our
literary map of the subcontinent: the South.36

These passages show that the Mahavihara excluded texts from its
Tripitaka, and categorically classed certain texts of other schools as abuddha-
vacana. It is evident that the school was aware of textual innovations and
intellectual developments on the mainland—not only in the South, with
which monastic relations are explicitly mentioned, but also in North India.
The Tikas, for example give close paraphrases in Pali of passages from the
scholastic literature of the Vaibhasikas.87

There remains the puzzle of the untraced citations in the Milindapariha,
Nettipakarana, and Petakopadesa. These works cite passages from siitras
that are not found in, or differ from, the Mahavihara Tripitaka that we know
today.®8 A further discrepancy that haunts these works is that, for example,
on occasion the Pali commentaries cite the Petaka, but the cited passages
cannot be found in the extant Petakopadesa.8® What does all this signify?
I find it hard to believe that the texts were excluded or removed individu-
ally from the Mahavihara Tripitaka by a series of considered and collective
editorial decisions over the centuries. Firstly, they are cited in the works in
question for their very authority as buddhavacana. To reject them would be
to render invalid the arguments that they are enlisted to support. Secondly,
they do not introduce any radically new ideas or turns of language.

What other possibilities are there? The three texts are not Mahavihara
works as such; they were originally produced in India using a different
Tripitaka or Tripitakas. The citations, and other indicators, show that the
three works were not collated and edited to agree with the Mahavihara
Tripitaka. 1t is also possible that at one point the Mahavihara, or its prede-
cessors, had to choose among variant recensions, and chose a recension or
recensions that differed from those cited in the texts in question. That is,
it was not a question of deliberate rejection, but of selection, of choice of

86 For something of what we do know, see Monius 2001.

87 For examples, see Skilling, forthcoming (a).

88 For the Milindapafiha, see Horner 1964, pp. ix—xviii (and in general, see Skilling 1998,
pp. 81-101). For the Nettipakarana, see Nanamoli 1962 (translator’s introduction, pp. lv—lvi
and a list of quotations, pp. 283-87); for the Petakopadesa, see Nanamoli 1964 (translator’s
introduction, pp. xxiv—xxv and a list of quotations, pp. 381-85). For early Chinese refer-
ences to and translations from a text or texts parallel to the Petakopadesa, see Zacchetti
2002a; Zacchetti 2002b.

89 Nanamoli 1964, pp. xxix—xxxii.
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another version. In any event, the citations reveal that the textual tradition
of the Mahavihara is not as uniform as has been claimed.

VII. Texts Unique to the Mahavihara

We have seen that the Mahavihara was aware that other schools arranged
their Tripitakas differently and that they transmitted texts which the
Mahavihara did not accept as buddhavacana. To turn the tables, we will
now examine texts transmitted by the Mahavihara that are, as far as we
know, unique to that school. We have no explicit evidence that other schools
actively rejected these texts, but we at least know that they were not part of
their textual transmissions.

These texts belong to several genres and to all three Pitakas. The
Khuddaka-nikdya of the Mahavihara Sutra-pitaka preserves commentar-
ies and treatises, in the form of Niddesa and Patisambhidamagga, as well
as a handbook, the Khuddakapatha (for which see further below). None
of these texts are known outside the Pali versions. The Khuddaka-nikaya
includes the Buddhavamsa and Cariyapitaka, texts whose authenticity has
been questioned (and usually rejected) by modern scholarship from the
early years of Buddhist studies. Although both belong to genres developed
by other schools as well, the two Pali texts are thoroughly unique and inde-
pendent. The succession of past Buddhas presented in the Buddhavamsa is
not known to any other school (apart, of course, for the shared seven Bud-
dhas leading up to Sakyamuni). The configuration of jatakas in relation
to perfections in the Cariyapitaka is specific to that text. The numerically
arranged verses of the canonical Jataka are also unique as a collection,
although some of the verses have counterparts in the literature of other
schools (and in Indian literature in general).?0

Included in the Vinaya-pitaka is the Parivara, a digest or handbook com-
piled in Sri Lanka by the learned monk “named Dipa” and completed by
the first century CE.%! The integration of this text into the vinaya—at the
end, as the last book—shows that the Mahavihara 7ripitaka was not closed
until the first century CE at the earliest. The Abhidhamma-pitaka preserves
a post-Asokan treatise, the Kathavatthu.

90 For the texts of the Khuddaka-nikaya, see von Hiniiber 1996, §§ 84-128.

91 Vinaya, vol. 5, p. 226.4-7: pubbdcariyamaggar ca pucchitva 'va tahim tahim, dipanamo
mahapaiiiio sutadharo vicakkhano, imam vittharasamkhepam sajjhamaggena majjhime,
cintayitva likhapesi sissakanam sukhavaham. See further von Hiniiber 1996, §§ 41-42.
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Can it be mere chance that the Dipavamsa alleges that the
“Mahasangitikas” rejected just these texts (along with a few others)? It
states that they rejected the Parivara, Atthuddhara,”* Patisambhidamagga,
Niddesa, and part of the Jataka, along with the six (!) books of the Abhi-
dhamma, and made up their own versions.?> Buddhaghosa introduces an
otherwise unidentified Sudinna Thera who seems to reject all works that are
not called sutta.9* Might this not reflect uncertainty about the status of these
works within the Theravadin, or at least the Mahavihara, fold itself? It is nat-
ural that other schools would not accept the Mahavihara Abhidharma, since
they had their own abhidharmas, which in some cases may have developed
earlier, and in any case would have reached their final form independently.®?
The early abhidharma literature that survives today—of any school, in any
language, including the seven books of the Mahavihara Abhidharma—is
the end-product of several centuries of intellectual endeavor that began with
early pedagogical and exegetical practices and was formalized with the for-
mation of the Pitakas, as seen in the Vibharngas of the vinayas and in certain
siitras or nikayas, especially the Arnguttara.9® The Abhidharma is not only

92 Atthuddhara presumably refers to the Atthuddhara-kanda of the Dhammasarigani: see
von Hintiber 1996, § 134.

93 Dipavamsa, cited at the Kathavatthu-atthakatha, p. 4.9-11: parivaram atthuddharam
abhidhammam chappakaranam, patisambhidaii ca niddesam ekadesaii ca jatakam, ettakam
vissajjetvana tani ca aiifiam akamsu te. For chappakaranam, see Lamotte 1958, p. 200. One
might ask whether the missing seventh work is not the Dhdatukatha, as Lamotte suggests,
but rather the Kathavatthu. The status of the Kathavatthu was contested even within the
school itself, and it is logical that it would be the last book to enter the Abhidhamma-pitaka.
It is also a cumulative text, that, according to Lamotte, may not have achieved its final form
until the second half of the third century CE (see Lamotte 1958, p. 202). I am not convinced,
however, that we need to wait so late for Vetullavada doctrines to have been introduced to
either the Kathavatthu or to have reached the Isle of Tabropane.

94 Digha-atthakatha, vol. 2, p. 566.7-8; Anguttara-atthakatha, vol. 3, p. 159.11-12: su-
dinnatthero pana asutta-namakam buddhavacanam nama natthi ti tam sabbam patikkhipitva.

95 For a survey of the abhidharma literature, see Lamotte 1958, pp. 197-210 and the intro-
duction to Cox 1995, also Cox 1992.

96 Perhaps not even a finished product: see Lamotte’s cogent remark that “the Abhi-
dhamma abounds in repetitions, rectifications, reclassifications and explanations which give
it the character of an unfinished work still in the process of elaboration” (Lamotte 1988,
p. 184. Original French [Lamotte 1958, p. 202]: “I’Abhidhamma abonde en reprises, en
rectifications, en reclassements et en explications qui lui donnent le caractére d’une ceuvre
inachevé, encore en pleine élaboration”). I suggest below that the Abhidhamma (along with,
for example, the Prajiagparamitd), is an ideal text: with its multiple layers of abbreviation
and cross-reference, it cannot be finished or be fully written down. What we have are sample
recordings, working texts.
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“the Doctrine pure and simple, without the intervention of literary develop-
ments or the presentation of individuals,”7 but an intellectual movement of
definition, classification, and synthesis—the Abhidharmikas are precisely
described as “categorizors” (laksanika).

The Mahavihara seems to be alone in its literal ascription of the seven
books of its Abhidharma to the Buddha himself (literal with the excep-
tion of the Kathavatthu). The school holds that the Tathagata first realized
and reviewed the contents of the seven books in the fourth week after his
awakening, in a Jewelled Residence constructed for him by the gods to the
north-east of the Bodhi-tree.?® Later he delivered six books, in toto as books,
in the Tavatimsa Heaven,”” and laid down the outline of the seventh, the
Kathavatthu, to be completed several centuries later by Moggalliputta Thera.
Such radical claims are not made by other schools for their abhidharmas.
The Vaibhasikas of Kashmir do maintain that the 4bhidharma was spoken
by the Buddha, but they explain that it was spoken here and there, and then
later collected by his auditors!%%—a position which in some cases is not far
from the truth, in the sense that the basic works of the Sarvastivadin 4bhi-
dharma hinge on and revolve around extensive citations of sitras. Other
schools at best claim multiple authorship, by the Buddha’s close auditors,
notably Sariputra, or by later historical (but obscure to us today) figures.!0!

In the case of the abhidharma, as in the case of sitra, vinaya, and sastra,
more texts have been lost than have been preserved. Among the manuscripts
carried back to China by Xuanzang %#: (602—-664), in addition to siitras,
vinayas, relics, and Buddha images, were sastras belonging to the Sthavira,
Mahasamghika, Sammitiya, Kasyapiya, Dharmaguptaka, and Sarvastivada
schools,!02 most of which were never translated into Chinese and are

97 Lamotte 1958, p. 197 (translation, Lamotte 1988, p. 180).

98 Fausboll 1962, p. 78.2-5: catutthe pana sattdhe bodhito pacchimuttaradisabhdge
devata ratanagaharam mapayimsu. tattha pallamkena nisiditva abhidhammapitakam
visesato ¢ ettha anantanayam samantapatthanam vicinato sattaham vitinamesi.

99 See Skilling 2008.

100 See Lamotte 1958, pp. 200201 and 203, with reference to Bu-ston (Obermiller
1931-32, part 1, pp. 49-50) who is paraphrasing the Abhidharmakosabhdsya and
Abhidharmakosavyakhya (Kosa 1:3). The Vibhasa cited by Lamotte (1958, p. 205, transla-
tion, Lamotte 1988, p. 187) would have it both ways: “The Abhidharma was originally the
word of the Buddha, but it is also a compilation by the Arya Katyayaniputra.” On the intrica-
cies of the claims, see Cox 1992, pp. 160-61.

101 See Lamotte 1958, pp. 20210 for the several traditions, which often bear traces of
memory of historical post-nirvana authorship, obscured by a growing trend to move them
back to the auditors and time of the Blessed One.

102 Lamotte 1958, p. 199, referring to Watters 19045, vol. 1, p. 21.
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assumed to be lost. A remarkable feature of the Gandharan commentarial
or sastra literature that is currently being studied by Cox and others is
that none of the texts has any parallels in extant Sastra literature, whether
preserved in Indic languages or in translation. Of the vast and magnificent
library of Buddhist literature, the contents of only a few rooms remain.

The conclusions of the great Belgian savant Lamotte still merit citation:

Despite their supposed canonicity, the Abhidharmas are the works
of schools and it is only through contrivance that they are con-
nected with the Buddha and disciples contemporary with him. . . .
However, whoever the authors of the Abhidharma may have
been, they reveal themselves as strictly faithful interpreters of the
“Meaning of the Sitras”: at the most they limited themselves to
compromising the doctrinal integrity of Sakyamuni’s message.
They therefore have every right to present their Abhidharma as
the Word of the Buddha.193

Mahavihara texts are rich in narrative. Commentaries on “canonical” texts,
such as that on the Dhammapada (Dhammapada-atthakatha) relate stories
and events unknown to other schools, or relate shared stories in versions
substantially different from those of other schools. Translated from Sin-
hala to Pali on the Isle of Sri Lanka seven or eight hundred years after the
passing of the master, the Dhammapada-atthakatha is an unlikely candi-
date for authority by modern standards. But through its association with
the canonical Dhammapada, through its purported authorship by Buddha-
ghosa, and through language—the very fact that it is in Pali—its stories
have achieved the status of history or biography, and for many Theravadins
the Dhammapada-atthakathd is as authoritative as any siitra, and certainly
more familiar.

As a general principle, we might say that texts achieve authority through
use. The Buddhavamsa and other texts of the Khuddaka-nikaya consid-
ered “later” by modern scholarship—Vimanavatthu, Petavatthu, Jataka,
Apadana—are precisely the texts that were deemed important and became
familiar—not, perhaps, as texts, but through their narratives, mediated
through the sermon. They were resource collections—the stuff from which
sermons are fashioned.!0* They were also recited in rituals and illustrated
on the walls of temples and in cloth paintings and other media.

103 Lamotte 1958, pp. 209-10 (Lamotte 1988, p. 191).
104 The Suttasamgaha (Chaudhuri and Guha 1957; Norman 1983, pp. 172-73; von Hiniiber
1996, § 157) is a good example of a source book for sermons—the selection of texts is very
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VIII. Sitras Unique to the Sarvastivada'03

The Sarvastivada produced an immense literature which has come down to
us only in part. Like the Pali vinaya, the Sarvastivadin vinaya allowed sev-
eral sources of the Dharma, as reported in the Dazhidu lun K78 Ei:

The Buddha said this in the Vinaya: What is the Dharma of the
Buddha? The Dharma of the Buddha is that which has been
uttered by five types of person:

1. That which was uttered by the Buddha.

2. That which was uttered by the Buddha’s auditors.

3. That which was uttered by the sages.

4. That which was uttered by the deities.

5. That which was uttered by magically conjured humans/per-
sons. 106

When we compare the available texts of the Sarvastivadins with those of
the Mahaviharavasins, an interesting picture emerges. Both schools divide
their siitra collections into four primary (the Agamas or Nikayas) and one

different from those “canonized” by modernity, and the collection has elicited little interest
from contemporary scholarship.

105 Here, 1 use “Sarvastivada” for all inflections of the school: the so-called
Mulasarvastivada, the Central Asian Sarvastivadins, and the Sarvastivadas of the Chinese
Madhyaméagama and Samyuktagamas, including the philosophical movements within these
lineages, the Vaibhasikas, Sautrantikas, and so on.

106 Dazhidu Iun, T 25, no. 1509: 66b4—6. See Lamotte 1944, pp. 81-82:

Ainsi le Buddha a dit dans le Vinaya: Qu’est-ce que la loi bouddhique (buddhad-
harma)? La loi bouddhique, c’est ce qui est énoncé par cing sortes de personnes:
1. Ce que le Buddha a énoncé (buddhabhasita); 2. Ce que les disciples du Bud-
dha ont énoncé (sravakabhasita); 3. Ce que les sages ont énoncé (rsibhdsita); 4.
Ce que les dieux ont énoncé (devabhasita); 5. Ce que les étres apparitionels ont
énoncé (upapdadukabhasita).

The translation of number (5) differs from Lamotte’s. His interpretation of hua ren ft A as
upapaduka does not seem justified. In Kumarajiva’s translation of the “Lotus Sttra,” hua ren
corresponds to nirmita (Kern and Nanjio 1908-12, p. 235.1. See Karashima 2001, p. 120).
Further, upapdduka or aupapdaduka is one of the four types of birth, referring to “apparitional
beings.” They are not known to teach the Dharma. On the contrary, in Mahayana sitras,
the Dharma is often taught by humans conjured up by Buddhas or bodhisattvas. Only the
Dazhidu lun passage includes the fifth category. See Lamotte 1944 [p. 82, n. 1] for some of
the parallels in vinayas and other sources.
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miscellaneous (Ksudraka, Khuddaka) collection, and their Pitakas share
many siitras. But the Sarvastivada transmitted sitras that were not known
to the Mahavihara. These siitras, some of them very long, were full mem-
bers of the Sutra-pitaka, and were invoked as fully authoritative in the
exemplified debates reported in Sarvastivada or Vaibhasika scholastic lit-
erature. That is, texts unknown to the Mahavihara were not only canonical
buddhavacana for the Sarvastivada, but they enjoyed prominence and full
authority.

Because no complete Tripitakas or even registers of any of the
Sarvastivadin Tripitakas exist, we cannot draw up a complete list of the
sitras of the Sarvastivadins, and because the same is true for the other
schools such as the Mahasamghikas, with the exception of the Mahavihara,
we cannot with any security know whether a text was only transmit-
ted by the Sarvastivada. But it is possible to list a number of texts which
are certainly not found in Pali, which were certainly authoritative for the
Sarvastivada (and for the Vaibhasikas and Sautrantikas), which in their
extant recensions are certainly Sarvastivadin, which are not found or
referred to in the literature of other schools, and therefore were almost cer-
tainly unique to the Sarvastivadins. The list includes both long and short
texts. In some cases, we know to which Agama a text belonged, in others
we do not—and some may have been transmitted outside of the Agamas
—extra-Agama or extra-Tripitaka, for which the term may have been
muktaka-siitra, although this is not certain.

Long siitras unique to the Sarvastivada:

Arthavistara-sutra (Dirghagama)

Mayajala-sitra (Dirghagama)

Catusparisat-sutra (Satsutrakanipata of the Dirghagama)
Tridandi-siatra (Silaskandhika of the Dirghdgama)
Bimbisarapratyudgamana-sitra (Madhyamdgama)
Nyagrodha-siitra

Arthaviniscaya-siitra

Ayuhparyanta-siitra

Garbhavakranti-siitra

Some of the texts are quite distinctive. Others—Ilike the Bimbisarapraty-
udgamana and the Catusparisat-siitra—are composite reorgani-
zations of elements found in the collections (mainly the vinayas)
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of most other schools. Once again, it is the editorial voices—those of the
samgitikaras—that make the difference. The whole of the Bimbisarapraty-
udgamana makes up one section of the Catusparisat-siitra.'%? The
Ayuhparyanta-siitra'®® and the Arthaviniscaya-sitra,'® both available
in Sanskrit (the first from Gilgit, the second from Nepal) and Tibetan,
are encyclopadic compilations, the first of cosmological material and
verses gathered in part from various shorter sitras, the second of lists
and categories. The Garbhavakranti, available in two Tibetan versions,
is also composite; not only is it a sitra, but it is incorporated into the
Milasarvastivadin vinaya and the Tibetan Ratnakiita, which is otherwise a
collection of Mahayana texts.!10 It is not clear whether the Ayuhparyanta,
Arthaviniscaya, and Garbhavakranti were included in one or the other
Agama, or whether they were transmitted extra-Agama.!l

107 Waldschmidt 1952-62. The title carries a conundrum: the siitra does not deal with the
“four assemblies” but only three. The bhiksuni assembly was not yet founded during the
period covered by the siitra. The Catusparisat-siitra is found in the Samghabhedavastu of
the vinaya. This is an example of one type of intertextuality in the Sravaka collections.

108 Sanskrit and Tibetan edited by Matsumura Hisashi (1989).

109 Samtani 1971 (Sanskrit text) and Samtani 2002 (English translation).

10 Vinayaksudrakavastu (’Dul ba phran tshegs kyi gZi), P vol. 44, no. 1035, folios 119b8—
145b7; Ratnakiita, “Ayusmannandagarbhavakrantinirdesa™ (Tshe dan ldan pa dga’ bo mnal
du ’jug pa bstan pa), P vol. 23, no. 760, part 13 (as far as I know this is the sole Sravaka
siitra in the Ratnakiita collection); cited at Abhidharmakosabhdsya, chap. 1, v. 35ab (Sastri
197073, part 1, p. 93.10), as well as in the *Sarasamuccaya (Chos mnon pa la ’jug pa
rgya cher ’grel pa snyin po kun las btus pa), P vol. 119, no. 5598, folios 320a8, 320b2, the
Paiicavastukavibhasa (Sastri, n.d., p. 22.10), the Yogacarabhuimi (Bhattacharya 1957, p. 27.6),
and (several times) in the Bhavanakramasitrasamuccaya (P vol. 102, no. 5329). For some of
the complications in the transmission of the Garbhavakranti, see de Jong 1977, pp. 29-31. We
await Robert Kritzer’s study, edition, and translation of the Milasarvastivada vinaya version.

11 The Sanskrit Ayuhparyanta-siitra is from the Gilgit finds, which suggests by associa-
tion (with the famous vinaya and sundry Sravaka texts) a Millasarvastivadin affiliation; it is
cited in full by Samathadeva in his *4bhidharmakosatikopayika (Chos mron pa’i mdzod kyi
‘grel bsad fie bar mkho ba, P vol. 118, no. 5595, hereafter *Upayika-tika), a collection of
Miilasarvastivadin sources. Yasomitra (4bhidharmakosavyakhya, chap 1, v. 3 [Sastri 1970—
73, part 1, p. 15.18]) states that the Sautrantikas classify the Arthaviniscaya under Abhi-
dharma. The Sautrantikas make this statement in a debate with the Vaibhasikas about the
status of the Abhidharma and the Abhidharma-pitaka; for the assertion to be meaningful,
the siitra must have been accepted by the Vaibhasikas. (See Samtani 1971, pp. 28-30, on the
importance of the Arthaviniscaya.) Since both the Sautrantikas and the Vaibhasikas belonged
to the (Mila)Sarvastivadin fold, the siizra must have been transmitted in that school.
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Short siitras unique to the Sarvastivada:!12

Paramarthasinyata-siitra''3
Mahasunyata-sitra'l*

Manusyaka-siitra''>
Vidyasthanopama-siitra'10
Sahetusapratyayasanidana-siitra'l’
Hastatadopama-siitra'8

Siitra comparing the Buddha to a physician'!®

At least some of these short siitras belonged to the Samyuktagama. All but
the Vidyasthanopama are cited as authoritative in the Abhidharmakosa in
the course of “debates” within the Vaibhasika tradition.

Should one propose that these texts were lost in Pali, or that they did not
enter into the final Mahavihara transmission? Or are they examples of the
bold and innovative literature of the Sarvastivadins? Clearly, for that tra-
dition these texts had canonical authority, since they are cited or referred
to in the Vibhasa compendia, the Abhidharmadipa, the Abhidharmakosa,
and other manuals and Sastras, as well as by others such as Asanga and
Harivarman. The “traditional” comparative model, in which the presence
or absence of a Pali version has an absolute chronological value, even in
regions where the Pali texts were not transmitted, has had its day. It is time
to experiment with new models which take into account the geography and
the linguistic realities of South Asia.

112 For translations of short siitras from the Chinese Samyuktagama, many of which have
no precise parallel in Pali, see Choong Mun-keat, 2004.

113 Lamotte 1976, pp. 2135-37; cited in the Abhidharmakosabhdsya and * Upayika-tika.

114 This Mahasinyata-siitra deals with pratityasamutpada, and is not to be confused with
the Mahasunyata-mahasitra or the Pali Mahdasuniiiata-sutta: see Skilling 1997b, references
in part 2, introduction to Mahdasiitra 4, section 4.

1S *Upayika-tika, P vol. 118, no. 5595, folio 112a4; cited in the Abhidharmakosabhasya
and Abhidharmavatara.

116 Edited from Central Asian manuscripts in Waldschmidt 1959; translated in Skilling
1979 (pp. 64-67).

17 gbhidharmakosabhdsya chap. 6, v. 3 (Sastri 1970-73, part 3, p. 888.1); cited in the
Abhidharmakosavyakhya and *Upayika-tika.

118 Abhidharmadipa (Jaini 1977, p. 271.18); cited in Abhidharmakosabhasya, Vyakhyayukti,

119 T do not know the title of this siitra, which is cited in the Abhidharmakos$abhdsya and
Abhidharmakosavyakhya.
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IX. Anthology and Authority

Tripitakas are ideal collections: as books they are sets of resource materi-
als, deemed by their editors to be comprehensive and complete, rather like
encyclopadias. Only a scholarly elite had the need, ability and leisure to
consult or to master them. Otherwise, selected texts were anthologized for
practical use: for curricula, for sermons, for ritual (including ritual copying
for merit-making), and for handbooks (mutthipotthaka) to be carried about
in a monk’s bag.!20 (In fact we know next to nothing about the produc-
tion, storage, circulation and use of manuscripts during the period, or about
monastic libraries, apart from stray references in inscriptions.)

One of the earliest anthologies in Pali is the Khuddakapatha of the
Khuddaka-nikaya, “a collection of nine short pieces gleaned from the canon
and put together most probably for practical purposes as a kind of hand-
book.”121' A later example, compiled in Sri Lanka at an uncertain date, is
the Catubhanavara, a collection which serves both curricular and ritual
purposes. The Suttasamgaha presents itself as a source book for sermons
(desana). Several paritta or raksa collections, compiled at different places
and different times, are used in the Mahavihara lineages. These include the
above-mentioned Catubhanavara, the Paritta and Mahdaparitta, and the
Ciillardjaparitra (Sattaparitta) and Maharajaparitra (Dvadasaparitta).}22

Another genre is condensation, which summarizes narratives or doctrines in
a few stanzas, and is recited both as a raksa and as homage (vandana). Exam-
ples in Pali include the Jayamarngalagatha (invoking the power of the eight
victories of the Jina), the Sattamahatthanagatha (homage to seven sites in the
vicinity of the Bodhi-tree at Vajrasana) and the Atthamahatthanagatha (homage
to the eight great sites of Sakyamuni’s life and career).!23 The Bojjharngaparitta
is a verse summary of three suttas from the Samyutta-nikaya, whose power
lies in an invocation of truth (etena saccavajjena sotthi te hotu sabbada).
The Atanativaparitta is only an excerpt of the opening verses of the long
sitra of the same name, and many other paritta are similarly only extracts.
Condensations of the seven books of the Abhidhamma, the Sattapakarana-
abhidhamma, are among the most common manuscripts found in Thai and
Khmer collections.

120 Majjhima-atthakatha, vol. 2, p. 91.6. I owe the reference to von Hiniiber.

121 See von Hiniiber 1996, pp. 43—44. In fact, one text is not found in the Pali Tripitaka, as
the author himself notes.

122 For these, see Skilling 1992.

123 For the last two, see Skilling and Pakdeekham 2010.
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The examples that I have given are all in Pali. We know much less about
collections used in other traditions, although it is likely that many of the
fragmentary manuscripts of Central Asia belonged to liturgical or apotro-
paic collections. The Sarvastivadins had collections of the Mahasitras;
the lists of titles and the Mahdasiitras preserved in Tibetan show the diverse
type of texts which could be used as raksa.!?* In Nepal, there is the famous
Paricaraksa, and in Nepal and Tibet there are numerous collections of
dharanis (dharanisamgraha, gzuns 'dus), which include texts parallel to the
Pali Paritta and to the hrdayas of the great Mahayana siitras.

The collections were (and are) transmitted in independent manuscripts
or books, “outside the formal canon”; they were (and are) committed to
memory. They usually mix canonical and non-canonical material, but the
distinction between the two is not meaningful to the users. Whatever mod-
ern scholarship may say about their authenticity, for tradition their author-
ity is unimpeachable, and many indeed invoke the power of truth (sacca-
adhitthana, satya-adhisthana). Their very efficacy lies in their truth, in the
fact that they are the word of the Buddha. Even those that are abstracts or
condensations of narratives or of siitras transmit the power of the word,
deeds, or truths of the Buddha and other realized beings. Perhaps the
condensed version is even more powerful, as in the “essence formulas”
(hrdaya) that concentrate entire collections or texts into a few syllables.
Their recitation invokes the presence of the Buddha, which dispels dangers
and bestows felicities.

X. Questions without Conclusion

What was the situation on the ground at the time of Vasubandhu and Bud-
dhaghosa? It is likely that they both saw a Buddhism with multiple recen-
sions of Tripitakas, with different nikayas making competing claims to
possess the authentic word. Buddhism had undergone disruption in some
parts of India, and the golden age, if there ever was one, had passed. Cer-
tainly the great age of composition and compilation had passed, issuing in a
period of consolidation, condensation, and attempts at reconciliation of dif-
ferent views.

I have shown, I hope, that the individual Sutra-pitakas of different
schools, the Mahavihara and Sarvastivada, each contained texts that the
other did not possess, and that these texts were fully authoritative to the

124 See Skilling 1997b, vol. 2, parts 1 and 2, tables 1-3.
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school in question. Each school accuses the other schools of adding books
to the canon, and each, in its own way, is right. The Pitakas of different
schools are products of different contexts, different imperatives, and differ-
ent principles of redaction.

To what needs did these “new texts” respond? To what degree were the
needs doctrinal, to what degree were they social? To what degree were they
generated by historical change, by geographies, by localisations, disloca-
tions, disruptions? Texts were designed, selected, or promoted to fulfill spe-
cific and socially significant functions: protection against calamity (raksa),
promotion of welfare (svastigatha, svastyayanagathd), rejoicing in merit
(anumodand), mobilization of funds and works through promise of bless-
ings (anisamsa), source books for sermons (desana).!?> Texts were canon-
ized by function, and I wonder whether they were ever meant to be absolute
statements of the buddhavacana in the abstract.

The primary evolution is one of ideas, not one of texts. Texts are
bounded; ideas are not. Modern scholarship has set up chronological hier-
archies of authenticity: from canonical to paracanonical, to postcanonical,
to noncanonical, to apocryphal. This hierarchy coincides to some degree
with traditional models. For example, the Mahavihara tradition has Pali,
Atthakatha, Tika, Mulatika, Anutika, Pakaranavisesa, etc. We have no evi-
dence for such a tiered system of commentary in North India, where the
main contrast is between buddhavacana and Sastra.

When we take the role of the samgitikarakas into account, it is obvious
that every word of a siitra or of a Tripitaka cannot be buddhavacana. This
fact, recognized by Buddhist tradition, is sometimes ignored in modern
scholarship.

All of these canonical collections reflect what the schools con-
cerned (Theravada, Mahasamghika, Sarvastivada, Dharmagup-
taka, etc.) eventually considered to be the [author’s emphasis]
Canon [author’s capitalization], the authentic statement of the
teaching of the Buddha as remembered, transmitted, and eventu-
ally written down. Each school claimed to represent unadulter-
ated the original Buddhism of the Buddha. . .. In the Theravada
tradition, all the contents of the Tipitaka are held to stem from the
Buddha himself either directly or through his active approval of
the teaching of other enlightened monks.!26

125 Without question many or most texts were (and are) multi-purpose.
126 Williams 2000, p. 31.
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I find a number of problems in this statement. First, all canons contain
a great deal of narrative material, which tradition attributes, not unreason-
ably, to the editors, the samgitikarakas (although we may reasonably ask,
“which samgitikarakas?”). This is explicit in the Mulasarvastivadin vinaya
and in the Pali commentaries. Canons are the work of samgitikaras, of suc-
cessions of editorial committees; they contain the statements of the Bud-
dha, within narrative settings, and the statements of others—as the vinaya
remarks, of auditors, sages, and deities. They contain statements of Mara
(marabhasita) and of opponents of the Buddha like Devadatta. Narrative
truth is efficacious in its own right; it edifies, inspires, and entertains. But it
is not, and does not pretend to be, the word of the Buddha. Thus the canons
are not—and cannot be—coterminous with buddhavacana, the “speech of
the Buddha.” Secondly, we do not have evidence that “each school claimed
to represent unadulterated the original Buddhism of the Buddha.” Wil-
liams may be projecting a selective Theravadin perspective onto the other
schools. For some of the schools, we have no evidence whatsoever that they
made such a claim, while for others the evidence suggests that they did not
make such a claim at all.

The question of authenticity is not simple. It is not a binary question,
as it is often presented: it is not a question of Theravada versus the other
nikayas, or Theravada versus Mahayana, or Mahayana versus Theravada.
The positions of different schools and texts agree on many points, while
even within a single school there is disagreement about what texts were
buddhavacana, what texts not, what texts were nitartha, which neyartha,
and so on. Texts were continually measured against the sayings of the Bud-
dha, and all schools sought to avoid sitravirodha. But given that textual
plurality was the rule, and that, as diverse strategies of exegesis developed,
a single text or statement could yield multiple meanings, decisions of
authority were never final.

ABBREVIATIONS

P Eiin Pekin ban saizdo daizokyo HCFNACRRTE RS (The Tibetan Tripitaka:
Peking Edition), 168 vols., ed. Suzuki Daisetsu #3ARK K4l . Tokyo; Kyoto: Suzuki
Gakujutsu Zaidan, 1955-61.

T Taishé shinshii daizokyo KIEFHEKRAE . 100 vols., ed. Takakusu Junjird @AflE
Hs and Watanabe Kaigyoku J&iJ¥#/i . Tokyo: Taisho Issaikyd Kankokai, 1924-34.
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