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FOREWORD

THE VIPASSANAVADA

The purpose of this book is to analyze the textual sources of 20" Century Theravada meditation
theory. The focus is on the prime source works for what may be called the vipassanavada, the
‘vipassana-doctrine’. This is a special interpretation of some central meditation concepts that has
become the de facto orthodoxy in Theravada Buddhism, although not without controversy. The
term vipassanavada is useful in that the Pali suffix -vada points to the crucial importance of the
underlying theory that justifies the practices. More than that, the same suffix comes to mean not
just a doctrine, but also the school that follows the doctrine. This is all too apposite in the current
case, since ‘vipassana’ has come, rather strangely,' to be used as if it refers to an actual school of
Buddhism (rather than an aspect of meditation cultivated in all schools).

The key points of the vipassanavada are reiterated countless times in almost every book on 20"
Century Theravada meditation, but here they may be summed up briefly. The Buddha taught two
systems of meditation, samatha and vipassana. Samatha was taught before the Buddha (so is not
really Buddhist), it is dangerous (because one can easily get attached to the bliss), and it is
unnecessary (because vipassana alone can develop the access samadhi necessary to suppress the
hindrances). Vipassana is the true key to liberation taught by the Buddha. This method was pre-
eminently taught in the Satipatthana Sutta, the most important discourse taught by the Buddha
on meditation and on practice in everyday life. The essence of this practice is the moment-to-
moment awareness of the rise and fall of all mind-body phenomena. Thus satipatthana and
vipassana are virtually synonyms.

It is worth noticing that not all modern meditation traditions accept this dichotomy of samatha
and vipassana. For example, the teachers of the Thai forest tradition often emphasize the
complementariness, rather than the division, of samatha and vipassana. I have heard an
illustration of this attributed to the late meditation master Ajahn Chah. In samatha, you sit down
cross-legged, close your eyes, watch your breath, and make the mind peaceful. But vipassana,
now, that’s something quite different. In vipassana, you sit down cross-legged, close your eyes,
watch your breath, make the mind peaceful, and then you know: ‘It’s not a sure thing!’ I have
always felt that in this question of meditation there was a strong affinity between the Suttas and
the teachings of the forest masters. Works like the present one are my attempt to demonstrate, in
my clumsy, pedantic, and long-winded way, the same truths expressed with such pith and
authority by masters like Ajahn Chah.

In 2000 I wrote A Swift Pair of Messengers, emphasizing the harmony and complementariness of
samatha and vipassana. There, I discussed at some length the treatment of satipatthana as found
in the early Suttas, focusing on the Satipatthana Sutta. The purpose was to demonstrate that
satipatthana, far from being a distinctive or separate mode of development, was embedded both
deeply and broadly in the meaning-matrix of the early Suttas and could neither be understood
nor practiced outside of this context.

Nearing the end of that project I came across an article by Richard Gombrich entitled ‘Retracing
an Ancient Debate: How Insight Worsted Concentration in the Pali Canon’.? Although only
partially convinced by his arguments, I was intrigued by his idea - that the shift in emphasis from
samadhi to vipassana, so obvious in later Theravada, could be traced back to editorial changes
made within the period of compilation of the Pali Nikayas. It jolted some memories of a few loose

3



ends left dangling in my study of satipatthana. I decided to tug on those strands of thought, and
to my amazement the whole Satipatthana Sutta started to unravel before my eyes. This is the
story of how the Satipatthana Sutta was woven, how it unravels, and how this affects our
understanding of Dhamma-Vinaya.

The significance of such a historical approach to the teachings is still largely unrecognised among
practicing Buddhists. In fact, our normal approach to the teachings is the very opposite of
historical. An aspiring meditator first learns from the lips of a teacher whose words as they utter
them must be the very latest formulation of the topic. Then they might go back to read some of
the works of well-known contemporary teachers. Since devotees usually have faith that their
teacher (or the teacher’s teacher) was enlightened, they assume, often without reflection, that
the teachings must be in accord with the Buddha. Finally, if they are really dedicated, they may
go back to read ‘the’ Satipatthana Sutta. Once they come to the text itself, they are already pre-
programmed to read the text in a certain way. It takes guts to question the interpretation of one’s
teachers; and it takes not just guts, but time and effort to question intelligently.

Apart from ‘the’ Satipatthana Sutta, the other discourses on satipatthana, being so much shorter,
are usually ignored under the assumption that they add little new. Even the best of the scholars
who have studied satipatthana from a historical perspective, such as Warder, Gethin, and
Analayo, have treated the Satipatthana Sutta as primary and the shorter discourses as
supplements.

So now I would like to reverse that procedure. Our first step must be to forget all we've learnt
about satipatthana, and to start again from the bottom up. A basic principle of the historical
method is that simpler teachings often tend to be earlier and hence are likely to be more
authentic - we must start with the bricks before we can build a house. It is the shorter, more
basic, passages that are the most fundamental presentation of satipatthana. The longer texts are
an elaboration. We do not assume that shorter is always earlier, but we take this as a guiding
principle whose implications we can follow through.

This stratification, it should be noted, does not claim to be able to decide which teachings were
genuinely spoken by the Buddha. He himself would likely have given the same teachings initially
in simple form, then later expanded on various details. But the universal testimony of the
traditions is that the texts as we have them today were assembled in their present form after the
Buddha’s passing away; so the rational approach is to assume that the texts were the outcome of
an evolutionary process.

Those who disagree with this approach will usually do so for one of two reasons. Either they have
faith that all of the teachings in the Suttas were literally spoken by the Buddha; or they doubt the
possibility of meaningful historical reconstruction due to the unreliability of the sources or the
uncertainty of the method. 1 believe the first position is too credulous and the second too
sceptical. In any case, even if our method fails to reflect the genuine historical situation, it
remains useful as a pedagogical technique. Whether in the Buddha’s day or in the after-years, it is
surely sensible to learn the Dhamma by starting with the simple teachings and working up to the
complex.

So we should start by identifying the smallest, simplest units of meaning used to describe
satipatthana. These are the basic terms and phrases common to all descriptions of satipatthana in
all the schools. It would make sense to start with the Buddha’s first sermon. This raised an
interesting question. This sermon is for the group of five monks, who were, at the time, non-
Buddhist ascetics. However, the text refers to mindfulness as if it assumes the audience would
know what it means. Mahasi Sayadaw noticed this, and felt that the discourse should have
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originally included a more detailed explanation of satipatthana. But I felt that this was
contextually unlikely, for the Saccavibhanga Sutta, which explicitly explains the
Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta ‘in detail’, includes the standard satipatthana formula in this
detailed expansion. What need for such an expansion if the formula was there in the original?
The conclusion seems inescapable: the Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta assumes that the five
monks already knew what mindfulness was, and so from the perspective of early Buddhism,
mindfulness was a pre-Buddhist practice. To check this I felt I had to examine more closely the
accounts of pre-Buddhist meditation found in both the Buddhist and non-Buddhist texts.

I was first alerted to the possibility of historical change in the Satipatthana Sutta by A.K. Warder,
who refers to versions of the Satipatthana Sutta in ancient Chinese translations. After recording
the major differences he notes in connection with the contemplation of dhammas that ‘the
original text simply opposed these good principles [enlightenment-factors] to the obstacles.” It is
through such seemingly innocuous remarks that I have become cognizant of the truly
momentous significance of the comparative study of the Nikayas and Agamas. While the
Theravada Nikayas will forever remain our primary source for exploration of pre-sectarian
Buddhism, the Agamas of the contemporary Sarvastivada, Dharmaguptaka, and other schools,
which are preserved in ancient translations in the Chinese canon, provide an essential and under-
utilised check on the Pali. As the Encyclopaedia of Buddhism puts it: ‘In our days it is impossible
for any scholar to refer to early Buddhism unless he pays due regard to the comparative study of
the southern and northern traditions.” I would be gratified if this survey could at least
demonstrate that the early Nikayas/Agamas are not a mined-out field whose treasures are all
safely housed in the later compendiums.

In the Nikayas/Agamas it is obvious that no one text pretends to present an all-encompassing,
definitive exposition, so each text must be considered in relation to the collection as a whole. This
raises questions of the overall structure and organization of the canon. I began to suspect that the
shorter texts in the Sarhyutta may preserve an earlier perspective on satipatthana, a perspective
that in some respects was better reflected in the Chinese versions of the Satipatthana Sutta than
in the Pali. My suspicions were further aroused by a comment by Bhikkhu Varado on the laxity of
the compilers of the Abhidhamma Vibhanga in omitting much of the material from the
Satipatthana Sutta. Maybe, I wrote back, they weren’t lax at all - maybe the Satipatthana Sutta
had not been written when the relevant portions of the Vibhanga were compiled. (I later found
out that I was not the first to raise this question.) This suggested that I should take account of the
early Abhidhamma texts as well as the Suttas, overcoming, in part, my prejudice that the
Abhidhamma was a late and sterile body of sectarian dogmas. And then, if the early Abhidhamma
period overlapped with the composition of the Satipatthana Sutta, it seemed likely that sectarian
agendas would be involved in the settling of the final text. This called for a closer examination of
the ways the emerging sectarian disputes found expression in the early texts. It then seemed
appropriate to extend the survey to the later Abhidhamma/commentarial period, to try to gain a
deeper insight into the ways the traditions adapted satipatthana to their own particular
perspective on the Dhamma, and to bridge the gap between the Buddha’s time and our own.

To make use of the material on satipatthana translated from the Chinese, I had to improve my
own understanding of the Agamas and other early Buddhist sources outside the Pali. When
examining and comparing these collections, with their very strong connections but also real and
persistent differences, there is a strong need for a resolution, like the feeling in music that comes
when two notes are very close together, but not quite: they yearn to become one. At this time I
was fortunate enough to get to know Roderick Bucknell. Informed by his comparative work on
the structure of the early scriptures, I have endeavoured to clarify the relations between the
various types and strata of texts in the early canon, and have formulated this as the GIST. This



theory suggests a specific relationship and hierarchy of texts in the existing canons, a
relationship that reflects both the doctrinal importance and the historical provenance.

I realized that the methodology that I had been using, largely intuitively, in studying satipatthana
followed closely the outlines of the GIST. No doubt my belief that this approach had been fruitful
in the context of satipatthana prepared me to accept that it could be extended to a general
interpretive theory. So I decided to include a presentation of the GIST together with the study on
satipatthana, although here the general theory is presented first. These two parts substantially
reinforce each other. The study of satipatthana provides a detailed examination of an important
doctrine along the lines suggested by the GIST. It exemplifies the method, providing additional
evidence for many of the basic principles of the GIST, and showing that the GIST does produce
meaningful and useful results. Despite this, however, it should be made clear that the two parts
are not mutually dependent. If my analysis of satipatthana turns out to be misguided, this
weakens but does not destroy the evidence in support of the GIST. Likewise, if the GIST is felt to
be unacceptable, this weakens but does not destroy the evidence in support of the analysis of
satipatthana. To some degree, the two studies may be considered independently; but taken
together they are more meaningful.

We must bear in mind that we are not here embarking on a search for certainty. As long as we
stay in the realm of concepts our ideas can only ever approximate the truth. What is important is
that we are moving in the right direction, moving away from confusion towards clarity, away
from dogmatism towards inquiry. Each of the criteria employed in historical criticism when taken
individually is an imperfect tool. But they are synergistic: where several criteria agree, the
concurrence multiplies our confidence in our conclusions - the whole is greater than the sum of
the parts. So in these studies it is imperative to use as wide a variety of criteria as possible,
sensitively appraise the reliability of each criterion in the relevant context, remain alive to any
contrary indications, and make our conclusions no more certain than the evidence warrants.

I endeavour to make matters no more technical and specialized than necessary, without
sacrificing precision. The translations are from various sources. Research was carried out in many
places - monasteries, libraries, Buddhist centres, internet - and I regret to say that I am not able
to standardize or to check all the references. Special thanks are due to Bhikkhu Fa Qing, who gave
much of his time to help me explore some arcane corners of the Chinese canon, and to Roderick
Bucknell for much illuminating information and challenging ideas. It is to Rod that I owe most of
the detailed information on such texts as the Dharmaskandha, Sariputrabhidharma,
Kayagatasmrti Sttra, and much else. Towards the end of this project, I began a correspondence
with Venerable Analayo, whose inspiring example, encouragement, and practical help was
instrumental in enabling me to get a handle on reading the Chinese canon. Gone are the days
when the Chinese canon was a forbidding, inscrutable place like a cloistered temple perched on a
mountain crag, shrouded in mist. Now anyone, with a little patience, can begin reading with the
excellent CBETA digital canon, and efficient reading software. Of course, it will still take years to
gain a sensitive fluency with the language, but here the primary aim is simply to check the
translations against the Indian idioms.

I have tried to maintain consistency of renderings of technical terms, and have sometimes taken
the liberty of bringing the renderings in quoted passages into line with the main text. Since the
Pali canon is the backbone of this work, and since I am more familiar with Pali, I have rendered
almost all Indian words in their Pali rather than Sanskrit form. Exceptions include proper names
and terms that are unknown in Pali in the relevant meaning, although I cannot claim complete
consistency in this regard. Crucial technical terms such as samatha, vipassana, satipatthana, etc.
are a normal part of contemporary Buddhist meditation vocabulary, so I treat them as anglicised
forms without diacritical marks.



A peculiar difficulty of this work is that it discusses a large number of texts with confusingly
similar titles. I have tried to minimize confusion by spelling out names and affiliations of texts
mostly in full.

It is common practice among scholars to refer to the texts by their language, as for example the
‘Pali Majjhima Nikaya’ and the ‘Chinese Madhyama Agama’. This conveys the entirely misleading
impression that the Agamas, and indeed all the Indian Buddhist texts that happen to be available
to us in Chinese translation, are in some sense ‘Chinese’. We might as well refer to the ‘English
Majjhima Nikaya’ simply because we happen to be reading an English translation. What matters is
the meaning; and this is more significantly affected by the redactors’ doctrinal perspectives than
by their language. It is therefore preferable to classify texts according to school whenever
possible. It is, of course, still necessary to refer to the ‘Chinese canon’, since the texts therein
derive from many schools, and the collection as a whole is obviously a Chinese artefact.

I have tried to give references to all known versions of a particular text, which usually means the
Pali and the Chinese version. Readers should be aware that this refers to a text identified as
cognate’ in available concordances. It does not imply that the particular term, phrase, or idea
under discussion is found in all versions. I have, however, checked as many significant references
as possible, and have indicated relevant differences.

Historical criticism is not nice. I am afraid this presentation may sometimes appear rather more
surgical than inspirational. Relentless analysis can seem opposed to faith. But this need not be so;
the Buddha regarded reason as the foundation of true faith. One who has true faith in the
Dhamma would surely not fear that mere literary criticism could destroy the teachings. And is it
not just fear that wishes to protect one’s sacred scriptures, to enshrine them on a pedestal, to lock
them safely away in a gorgeous chest on one’s shrine, safe from any impious inquiry? Thankfully
such fear, while certainly not absent, does not predominate in contemporary Buddhist circles.
And our findings, no matter how cruelly we wield the scalpel, do not affect the fundamentals of
our faith. There is a massive concurrence between the early sources of Buddhism as to the central
teachings - not just the ideas and principles, but the specific texts and formulations as well. The
discrepancies we shall notice in our explorations undermine not these fundamentals, but certain
implications and trends discernable in the arrangement and emphasis of the more developed
formulations. Even here the differences, to begin with, are slight and few in number. So it is my
intention, not to raise doubts, but to encourage the maturing of faith.



PART 1

THE GIST:
THE HIDDEN STRUCTURE OF THE BUDDHA’S
TEACHINGS

‘Friends, just as the footprint of any creature that walks can be placed within an elephant’s
footprint, and so the elephant’s footprint is declared the chief of them because of its great size -
so too, all skilful principles can be included within the four noble truths.’

(MN 28.2/MA 30)

CHAPTER1: THE MEANING OF ‘BUDDHA’

Buddha.

It is said that even to hear this word is precious beyond reckoning. Through countless aeons,
beings fall into ruin since they are denied the opportunity of hearing it. Finally, after an
incalculably long time, the Enlightened One arises in the world and the word ‘Buddha’ is heard,
like a shower of rain in the parched desert. When the merchant Anathapindika heard this word
he was overwhelmed - his hair stood on end, he could not sleep at night, his heart leapt up with a
strange exultation. Throughout the millennia since the Buddha’s time, this word has developed a
unique aura, a spiritual charisma that lends unparalleled prestige to the religious communities
and institutions that proclaim their allegiance to his liberating teaching. We are the spiritual
heirs of that great being, that man of flesh and blood who walked the rich soil of the Ganges plain
nearly 2500 years ago.

The very words we use to speak about Dhamma, including this word ‘Buddha’, are bound and
limited by the Indo-Aryan culture in which the young Siddhattha Gotama grew up. An
etymologist could tell us that ‘buddha’ derives from an ancient Indo-European root, whose basic
meaning is to ‘wake up’, and which has several cognates with related meanings in existing
European languages. A grammarian could tell us that it is a past participle formed from a verbal
stem. A philosopher of language might find it significant that the past participle, which is
unusually common in Buddhist language, denotes the arrival at or emergence into a certain
condition, rather than an eternal, timeless state of being. A historian of religion could tell us that
the title ‘Buddha’ is used to denote an enlightened or consummate being in several religions, such
as Jainism and Brahmanism, as well as Buddhism. A meditation teacher, on the other hand, might
emphasize how ‘Buddha’ refers to the intrinsic quality of awareness. And so on. All of these
aspects inform and condition the resonance of the word ‘Buddha’; they are part of the meaning of
‘Buddha’.



It is the shared allegiance to this ‘Buddha’ that defines the Buddhist religion. All forms of
Buddhism, from the Buddha himself down through all the schools, have acknowledged two facets,
or rather phases, in arriving at true wisdom. First comes hearing the teachings, the words of
truth that ultimately stem from the Buddha himself; and second is the application, investigation,
and verification of those teachings within our own immediate experience. First we hear the
Buddha teach us of the four noble truths - suffering, the cause of suffering, the end of suffering,
and the way of practice leading to the end of suffering - then we look into our own minds. ‘Yes!’
we realize. ‘There it is, right there! My own attachments, stupidity, and hatred causing this
welling up of suffering and anguish in my heart, and making me speak and act in harmful, foolish
ways, imposing my own pain on others.’

So this inseparable pair, the theory and the practice of Buddhism, each balancing and informing
the other. Theory without practice becomes a mere intellectual mind-game; while practice
without theory tends to drift without direction, or rather, directed by the personal delusions of
the individual. It should hardly need restating that all Buddhists of all times agree that
intellectual knowledge of the Dhamma is insufficient. Intellectual knowledge, due to the ripples
in awareness stirred up by the activity of thinking, must disturb clarity of understanding, and
deep insight arises only when the mind is still and silent. But intellectual knowledge has its uses;
it is not a problem in and of itself. It only becomes a problem when we mistake our intellectual
knowledge for the truth, our opinions for reality. Then opinion becomes conceit, and we easily
succumb to a spiritual arrogance that is very hard to cure. But a skilful meditator, alert to the
distorting potential of ideas and preconceptions, learns to engage fully in the present moment,
seeing the impermanence and emptiness of thought, and growing wise in the ways that, at the
most fundamental levels of consciousness, even the most sublime and refined mental constructs
limit the power of awareness.

It might be useful to consider here the training of a musician. Perhaps one has been inspired by
some great composer or player to take up an instrument. But how to start? I remember being in a
music shop one time, when a student walked in and said he wanted to sound like Mark Knopfler,
who was at the time the most popular guitar player, famed for his delicate and emotive melodic
phrasing. Unfazed, the shop-owner sold the student a $30 fuzz box, and the student walked out a
happy man. Sadly, it’s not that easy. In reality, we must spend many hours learning to read music
off a page, stark black-and white dots and lines that share nothing of the warmth and colour that
was our inspiration. Taking up our instrument, there are countless hours of scales, exercises, and
trivial studies to be mastered before anything vaguely approaching ‘music’ is heard. But once the
technique is mastered, it must be left behind. There is little that is worse in music than hearing a
musician egotistically showing off his technical skill. All the technique, the study, the practice,
must be forgotten as the artist immerses himself in the art that is created there in the present
moment; but paradoxically that present moment is only made possible by the previous study and
application. In this way, the experience of the past creates the magic of the present.

THE AMBIGUITY OF TRADITION

So it is implicit in the claim to be a ‘Buddhist’ that one believes that the Dhamma descends from
the Buddha himself through the transmission of his teachings by the traditions. I believe it is
worth taking this claim seriously. As a monk I am aware that, in a very real sense, I am the
material as well as the spiritual heir of the Buddha. Faithful Buddhists are willing to offer me rice
and curries, just as in the past the people of India offered Siddhattha Gotama rice and curries,
because they take me for a genuine follower, a ‘Son of the Sakyan’. It would be insincere, even
fraudulent, for me to eat that alms food while at the same time believing, practicing, or teaching
things that I knew that Siddhattha Gotama would not agree with.



This raises some interesting, and challenging, problems. It is obvious that the existing cultures
that all claim to be ‘Buddhist’ vary widely in their beliefs and practices. Now, in many cases these
are just cultural variations as the Dhamma-Vinaya adapted itself to time and place. Taiwanese
Buddhists do their chanting in Mandarin, while Thai Buddhists do theirs in Pali; no one makes a
big deal of such things. After all, the Buddha himself urged his followers to learn the Dhamma in
their own language, and not to insist on local dialects.

However, other aspects of cultural Buddhism are deeply opposed to the Dhamma. A disturbing
example of this is the use of Buddhist language and concepts to justify war. This has occurred
frequently in many Buddhist countries, be it Tibet, China, Thailand, Burma, Japan, and even today
in the tragic civil war in Sri Lanka. When Japanese Zen masters teach that to shoot and kill is an
expression of highest enlightenment, or when Sri Lankan monks invoke nationalist mythologies
to justify bloody warfare, we know, without a doubt, that something has gone badly wrong. This
is no innocuous cultural adaptation, but a radical perversion of the Buddha'’s teachings.

Such uncomfortable facts demand that we stop and examine the traditions more closely. It is
simply not good enough to accept with unexamined trust the myths, the stories, and the dogmas
of the schools. As people who have a commitment to understanding and practicing the liberating
message of the Sakyan Sage, there is an obligation to honestly enquire as to what, exactly, our
Teacher taught. We know that the traditions got it disastrously wrong in at least some cases. But
these clear, unambiguous examples are in the minority. There is a wealth of other teachings
presented to us by the schools, some of which differ from each other in the letter; and we need
something better than blind faith before we can intelligently conclude whether they do, or do
not, also differ in the meaning.

All existing schools of Buddhism share a large mass of teachings in common, and yet also include
a large mass of divergent teachings. There is no doubt that the founders and developers of the
various schools believed that there were genuine, meaningful doctrinal differences between the
schools. All the schools agree that they disagree. This is amply demonstrated by the large
quantity of polemical material filling the shelves of Buddhist canons. And, by and large, the
schools also agree on what they disagree about. A text of the Theravada school might allege that
the ‘person’ doctrine of the Puggalavada school contradicts the teaching of not-self; while the
texts of the Puggalavada will vigorously argue that the teaching of the ‘person’ is in fact the
correct way to interpret not-self. Given this situation, it would seem a trifle rash to claim, as some
modernist Buddhists do, that there really are no differences, or that the differences are not
significant. What is needed is not such bland platitudes but an improved methodology, a way of
approaching the teachings that is derived, not from the perspective or doctrines of any particular
school, but from the sensitive evaluation of the textual tradition as lived by Buddhists. Yin Shun,
the renowned scholar-monk of modern Taiwanese Buddhism, evidently felt the same need,
according to these statements in his autobiography.

‘Although “non-dispute” is good, expediently-rendered syncretism that does not know where and
why the disparities are could be far-fetched, too general, and vague.’

‘To understand the origin and transformations of the Buddha Dharma within certain temporal

and spatial contexts in the actual world gradually became the principle of my quest for the
Buddha Dharma.’
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THE DEATH OF MYTH

It is a striking feature, common to all the schools, that they feel the need to justify their
particular doctrines mythologically - this is what all religions do. For 2500 years, Buddhism has
been constantly changing, adapting, evolving; yet the myths of the schools insist that the
Dhamma remains the same. Thus the Theravada insists that the Theravada Abhidhamma was
taught by the Buddha in Tavatirnsa heaven during his seventh rains retreat. The Mahayana claims
that the Mahayana sutras were written down in the time of the Buddha, preserved in the dragon
world under the sea, then retrieved by Nagarjuna 500 years later. Zen claims authority from an
esoteric oral transmission outside the scriptures descended from Maha Kassapa, symbolized by
the smile of Maha Kassapa when the Buddha held up a lotus. All of these are myths, and do not
deserve serious consideration as explanations of historical truth. Their purpose, as myths, is not
to elucidate facts, but to authorize religious convictions. They tell us, not how the teachings came
to be, but how the devotees felt about them. In this way, myth offers an irreplaceable
complement to history, and should never be disregarded. What I am criticizing here is not myth
as myth, but myth as history: the naive fallacy of insisting that the stories of the traditions are
factual. The myths stand as a flagrant denial of impermanence, and so a sub-theme of this work is
to notice the poignant irony of how the very effort to preserve the teachings, so that ‘the true
Dhamma may last a long time’, tends towards a reification of time.

It is one of the great lessons of history that reason displaces myth. There is something about the
human mind that cannot continue to believe in a mythic explanation for what that can be
understood though reason. Mythic explanations fulfill a purpose; they create a sense of meaning
and communal identity that is gratifying and self-affirming. But reason too is a positive force,
since it assumes that the human mind is capable of approaching truth. As rational explanations
for religious claims are progressively advanced, it becomes more and more wearying to sustain
two incompatible belief structures side by side. The myths fall into disuse. Being no longer
inherently convincing, they become redundant and eventually pass away. This is the inexorable
tide of time.

When the modern historical study of Buddhism began in the mid-19" Century there was, as a
result of these competing mythologies (not to mention the even more misleading Hindu myths),
considerable confusion as to the historical picture. In a burst of rationalist enthusiasm, scholars
were prepared to question whether the myths had any factual basis at all. Was there any
historical connection between the different religions practiced in far-separated places like Sri
Lanka, Tibet, and Japan? Did the Buddha really exist? Was he just a sun-god? Was he an Ethiopian
prophet? What did he teach? Can we know? Which traditions are most reliable (or least
unreliable)? Since the traditions had been largely separated due to the forces of history -
especially the destruction of Buddhism in India - they had little information about each other,
and each asserted its own primacy. Each school preserved its traditions in vast collections of
abstruse volumes of hard-to-read manuscripts in wildly different languages (Chinese, Tibetan,
Pali, and other Indian languages such as Sanskrit). But gradually the evidence was assembled. The
traditions were compared; archeological findings confirmed key facts. 1500 year-old Sri Lankan
chronicles mention the names of the monks Kassapa, Majjhima, and Durabhisara sent in the
Asokan period as missionaries from Vidisa to the Himalayan region; a stupa is excavated in Vidisa
and the names of these monks are found there, inscribed in letters dating to the Asokan era.” By
the beginning of the 20™ Century, in works by such scholars as TW Rhys Davies, whose writings
retain their value today, accurate outlines were drawn. There was still controversy in the early
half of the 20™ Century, though, as evidence was still being accumulated, new texts were edited,
and new studies done.
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However, as early as 1882 a scholar called Samuel Beal published a series of lectures under the
title of Buddhist Literature in China. This included information on the process of translating into
Chinese, as well as sample translations from some of the main strata of Buddhist literature - the
early Suttas, the Jatakas, and a Mahayana text. He stated the following:

‘The Parinibbana, the Brahmajala, the Sigalovada, the Dhammacakka, the KasiBharadvadja, the
Mahamangala; all these I have found and compared with translations from the Pali, and find that
in the main they are identical. I do not say literally the same; they differ in minor points, but are
identical in plot and all important details. And when the Vinaya and Agama collections are
thoroughly examined, I can have little doubt we shall find most if not all the Pali suttas in a
Chinese form.”

Over a century later, the thorough comparative study urged by Beal is still wanting. However,
some progress has been made. In 1908 a Japanese scholar named M. Anesaki published his ‘The
Four Buddhist Agamas in Chinese: A concordance of their parts and of the corresponding
counterparts in the Pali Nikayas” This was followed in 1929 by Chizen Akanuma’s The Comparative
Catalogue of Chinese Agamas and Pali Nikayas,® a comprehensive catalogue of all known existing
early discourses in Pali and Chinese, as well as the few texts available in Tibetan and Sanskrit.
These findings were incorporated in full-scale historical studies such as Etienne Lamotte’s History
of Indian Buddhism and AK Warder’s Indian Buddhism. These studies have largely confirmed Beal’s
initial hypothesis - the Chinese Agamas and the Pali Nikayas are virtually identical in doctrine.
They are two varying recensions of the same set of texts. These texts — popularly referred to
simply as ‘the Suttas’ - were assembled by the first generations of the Buddha’s followers, before
the period of sectarian divisions. They are pre-sectarian Buddhism. Although they are usually
considered by all schools to be ‘Theravada’ teachings, this is not so. Eminent scholar David
Kalupahana went so far as to declare that there is not one word of Theravada in the Pali Nikayas
(although 1 think this is a slight exaggeration.) The contributions of the schools are mostly
limited to fixing the final arrangement of the texts and standardizing the dialect. Interpolations
of sectarian ideas are few and usually readily recognizable. Lamotte comments:

‘However, with the exception of the Mahayanist interpolations in the Ekottara, which are easily
discernable, the variations in question [between the Nikayas and Agamas] affect hardly anything
save the method of expression or the arrangement of the subjects. The doctrinal basis common to
the Nikayas and Agamas is remarkably uniform. Preserved and transmitted by the schools, the
sutras do not, however, constitute scholastic documents, but are the common heritage of all the
sects.”

All other texts, including the Jatakas, the Abhidhammas of the various schools, the Mahayana
sutras, and so on, were written later. Relatively few of these teachings are held in common
between the schools; that is, they are sectarian Buddhism. Through the lens of historical
criticism, the broad picture of the emergence and development of these teachings can be traced
quite clearly, both in the internal dynamics of doctrinal evolution and in Buddhism’s response to
the changing cultural, social, and religious environment. There is no evidence that any of the
special doctrines of these texts - that is, the doctrines not also found in the early Suttas - derives
from the Buddha. Rather, these texts should be regarded as the answers given by teachers of old
to the question: ‘What does Buddhism mean for us?’ Each succeeding generation must undertake
the delicate task of hermeneutics, the reacculturation of the Dhamma in time and place. And we,
in our own tumultuous times, so different from those of any Buddhist era or culture of the past,
must find our own answers. Looked at from this perspective, we can see that the teachings of the
schools offer us invaluable lessons, a wealth of precedent bequeathed us by our ancestors in faith.
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So up to this stage in this essay I have emphasized the importance of understanding the historical
basis of Buddhism. This provides a meaningful foundation for an appreciation of the common
ground between all the schools. Before gaining a firm footing on this common ground, however,
we must admit that the traditional myths of the origin of the Buddhist texts serve the polemic,
divisive purpose of authenticating the particular doctrinal positions of the schools. This is not to
denigrate the important religious role that myths play in Buddhism; on the contrary, we will see
that the Buddhist scriptures have always been embedded in spiritual narrative, which breathes
life into the teachings. The purpose of this endeavor is not to put down the followers of any of the
schools, but to give us the discernment to distinguish the essential from the inessential, and the
courage to let go of the inessential in our quest for the essential. For the remainder of this essay I
will develop in more detail some specific theories that exemplify this quest. The discussion will
become much more technical and detailed, and I fear many readers will find bafflement and
confusion rather than inspiration and clarity. Much of the detail that follows is, of necessity,
speculative. Those who have the time and resources are encouraged to check my reasoning in
detail. For the others, who will have to accept many of my statements on trust, I hope this work
will increase their faith that genuine teachings of the Buddha may still be found.

CHAPTER 2: THE GIST 1 — THREE STRATA OF EARLY TEXTS

What is the GIST? It is a general hypothesis on the origin and development of the Buddhist texts.
Seeing the need for a handy name for this hypothesis, I originally thought, with tongue securely
in cheek, of following the example of the physicists and calling it the ‘Grand Unified Sutta
Theory’. But the acronym ‘GUST’ was unfortunately evocative of a lot of hot air, so I thought of
the ‘General Integrated Sutta Theory’: the GIST. Which is, of course, exactly what we're after. We
seek a tool with which we can reliably prune away the masses of accretions that fill Buddhist
libraries and arrive, as nearly as possible, at the teachings of the Master himself. Even if we limit
our inquiry to the early Suttas and Vinaya we are still presented with a vast array of teachings,
some obviously post-dating the Buddha. There have been several more-or-less successful
attempts to distil this matter into various strata. The most important advance in this regard has
been the collation of the Pali Nikayas with the Chinese Agamas. This takes us back to around a
hundred years after the Buddha’s death. But we are still faced with a mass of discourses with no
apparent way to go further back. The GIST attempts to penetrate even further, to within the
lifetime of the Buddha.

The GIST is ‘General’ because it encompasses the entire gamut of available early scriptures, that
is, the Suttas, Vinayas, and Abhidhammas of all the schools preserved in Pali and Chinese. It is
‘Integrated’ because it offers a synoptic presentation of the essential relations between these
texts. It deals with ‘Suttas’ not just in the obvious sense that the Sutta Pitaka contains the most
important of the doctrinal teachings, but because it suggests a revaluation of the meaning of the
word ‘sutta’ in the earliest texts. For this reason we will not follow the usual practice of referring
to any text in the Sutta Pitaka as a ‘sutta’, but will use more neutral terms such as ‘discourse’,
reserving ‘sutta’ in italics to indicate the special meaning that the term carried in earlier usage.
We may, however, continue to use ‘Sutta’ with a capital to refer to the early texts in general as
contrasted with the Abhidhamma and other later works.
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And finally, the GIST is a ‘Theory’ because it is not certain. No theory can ever fully capture the
truth. 1 think a successful theory is, firstly, one that addresses a genuine problem, secondly,
explains a variety of facts in a way that is at least as plausible as any alternative, and thirdly, is
suggestive of further inquiry. Although the GIST is only a new-born child taking its first tottering
steps, I believe it still satisfies these standards. There is definitely a serious issue at stake: how do
we relate the Pali and Chinese collections together, beyond merely stating that they share many
similar texts? We must try to investigate the similarities and differences more systematically, and
a promising avenue for doing that is to use the structural principles spoken of within the texts
themselves. As for alternatives, I do not feel competent to embark on a comprehensive evaluation
of all the theories that have been proposed for the origin and development of the canon.
However, 1 believe the current theories, while having much merit, do not sufficiently
acknowledge the influence of the structure of the Dhamma itself on the structure of the canon.
Whoever taught the early discourses had an extremely methodical, symmetrical way of thinking,
and there is a glaring discrepancy between the balanced architecture of the teachings themselves
and the sprawling collections within which the teachings are housed today. As for the third
standard, the GIST offers a clear, simple, systematic method for approaching any study of the
fundamental teachings of Buddhism. Rather than promiscuously pulling passages, ideas, or
quotes from here and there to back up one’s own argument, the GIST suggests a clear hierarchy of
significance within the early scriptures. In the second part of this work I undertake such an
inquiry in the subject of satipatthana.

The basic idea for the GIST was sparked by the findings of the renowned Taiwanese scholar monk
Yin Shun, who himself relied on earlier Japanese and Taiwanese research, none of which is widely
known in English-speaking circles. Unfortunately I am unable, at present, to read Yin Shun’s
works in Chinese and the relevant work of his is not translated (although I understand that
translations of his entire corpus are pending). My information comes from the summary of Yin
Shun’s work in Choong Mun-keat’s The Fundamental Teachings of Early Buddhism, and through
conversations with and the writings of Roderick Bucknell. Although Yin Shun’s insights sparked
off the GIST, here the theory is developed significantly further. I will, therefore, not present Yin
Shun’s findings to start with, but will outline the GIST in my own way and present Yin Shun’s
contributions at the appropriate places. While Yin Shun argued back from later texts to establish
the early, I will attempt to leap over the Buddha’s lifetime and approach the Buddha’s teachings
by drifting downstream on the river of time.

The GIST asks three questions. Firstly, what are the earliest texts? This question is applied to
three historical strata: the first discourses, the first collection of discourses, and the first
Abhidhamma. The three strata are each established independently; that is, we do not rely on our
identification of the earliest discourses in order to establish the earliest collection, and we do not
rely on either of these to establish the earliest Abhidhamma. Rather, to establish each layer we
use two basic criteria: the concordance of the texts and the testimony of the tradition. An
important confirmation for the validity of these criteria is the elegance of the results. This
becomes apparent when we answer the second question: how are the three strata related to each
other? And the third question is: how are the three strata related to the rest of the
Nikayas/Agamas? The results of this inquiry, I might mention in advance, are entirely mundane;
so mundane, in fact, that they could easily be dismissed as merely stating the obvious. But what is
important here is not so much the conclusions as the method; we are trying to put on a more
sound basis what, up till now, has been largely a matter of subjective opinion.
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BEFORE THE BUDDHA

We should start by considering possible pre-Buddhist models for the Buddhist scriptures. It is
apparent that new literary compositions in any culture are powerfully influenced by the literary
forms that are available in that culture. It is therefore likely that the organization of the earliest
stratum of Buddhist scriptures would have been primarily influenced by pre-Buddhist models.
Subsequent strata would, of course, be primarily influenced by the earlier Buddhist models. If,
therefore, we find evidence of Buddhist textual structures that are derived from pre-Buddhist
models, this suggests that these structures are not merely early, but the earliest.

The only literary tradition explicitly acknowledged in the early discourses is the Brahmanical
tradition of the three Vedas and various auxiliary works. These are mentioned frequently in the
early discourses and obviously played a dominant role in the cultural/spiritual/literary milieu in
which the Buddhist texts were formed. There are some clear connections in the literary style of
the Buddhist texts and Vedas - especially in the poetic forms - but I do not know of any attempt
to relate the overall structure of the Buddhist texts to the Vedas. This is, no doubt, because the
structure of the existent canons bears little obvious relation to the Vedas. But perhaps it might be
worthwhile to revisit this question to see if the Vedas might have influenced an earlier
organizing principle.

The three Vedas are the Rg, Saman, and Yajur. (The fourth Veda recognized by the later
Brahmanical tradition, the Atharva, is mentioned in the early Buddhist texts but was evidently
extra-canonical at the time.) The Rg Veda is by far the most important. It is a very ancient (1500
B.C.E.?) collection of around 10 000 devotional and liturgical verses. One of the classification
systems of the Rg is in vaggas, groups of about ten lines of verse. The Saman is largely a collection
of hymns taken from the Rg. Even though all the Vedas contain verse, the Saman is the songbook
par excellence; its students were the chandogyas (‘versifiers’). Alone of the Vedas the Yajur
contains prose as well as verse; it focuses mainly on the sacrifice. So we have one central work
and two supplements.

This triune form is probably of religious significance, reflecting the Trinities of deities found so
commonly in antiquity. The Trinity usually consists, not of three equal partners, but of one
presiding deity (god or goddess) who manifests in the world through the medium of two lesser
deities: the One becoming Two, the Two becoming many. The ‘threeness’ of the Vedas is
multiplied in later lists of the extended Vedic literature mentioned in the Pali tradition, where we
find both a sixfold and a twelvefold classification. Various parts of the Vedic literature are
referred to as angas, ‘sections’. In connection with these collections the terms ‘Vedanta’ and
‘Vedanga’ occur. We may also note that the familiar term sutta, which in Buddhism usually refers
to any discourse, in Brahmanical usage means specifically a short, basic doctrinal statement,
which is treated as a basis for elaboration and commentary.

Several of these formal elements may also be noted in the Jain scriptures. Although Jainism is an
older religion than Buddhism, the Buddhist scriptures do not mention any Jain texts existing at
the time of the Buddha, and the Jains themselves agree that their scriptures were formalized
much later. However they clearly contain early elements, and it is possible that early features of
the Jain texts that are still evident in the existing texts may have exerted some influence on the
formation of the Buddhist texts, although it is perhaps more likely that the influence was the
other way around. The Jains acknowledge a list of fourteen purvas (‘previous’) that are now lost,
and twelve angas, eleven of which still exist. One of these angas is called prasnavyakarana, which
means ‘Questions & Answers’. In addition they have twelve upangas, ‘auxiliary sections’. It is
evident that for both the Vedic and the Jain traditions the term ‘anga’ referred to specific texts
that were organized in groups of multiples of three. The Ajivikas, another non-orthodox sect, are
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said, in the Jain sutras, to have possessed prognostic scriptures consisting of angas, in this case
eight in number. We may also note that Jains, like the Brahmans, use the word sutta primarily to
refer to brief doctrinal aphorisms, although like the Buddhists they also use it as a term for the
doctrinal texts in general. For now, we can tuck all these points away in a corner of our minds for
later reference.

THE FIRST DISCOURSES

Now let us turn to the Buddhist texts. How to identify the earliest discourses? As mentioned
above, one of the most powerful tools recognized by scholars for identifying early texts is the
concordance of the different traditions. In Buddhism this study, so far as it has happened at all,
has focussed on the concordance between the texts preserved by the different schismatic schools.
But, of course, what matters is not schism as such, but divergence into different textual lineages.
There is abundant evidence of a significant degree of separation and specialization of textual
study even within the Buddha’s own lifetime, long before any schism. This is the most
fundamental division of the teachings acknowledged by all schools and traditions: Dhamma and
Vinaya. Several times the texts refer to groups of monks who specialize in one or the other of
these areas of study. They had different teachers and lived in different quarters. The Theravadin
account of the First Council says the Dhamma was spoken by Venerable Ananda and the Vinaya
by Venerable Upali. While not all of the details of the First Council can be accepted as historical,
surely this fundamental division must date back to well before the Buddha’s passing away. And of
course, the content of the two collections is almost totally different. All this suggests that the few
doctrinal teachings that are found in the Vinaya have a special significance. They would have
been known, not just to the doctrinal specialists, but to all the monks and nuns, dating back to the
earliest days of the Buddha’s mission, before the collections of teachings grew so bulky that
specialization became necessary. Of course, it is not the case that all teachings shared between
the suttas and Vinaya must be early; discourses may have been shifted or duplicated between the
collections at a later date, and we know in some cases this did happen. So we must look for those
discourses that are not merely found across the Vinayas, but are also fundamental to the
structure of the text itself, things that do not seem as if they could be lightly grafted on.

So what then are these teachings? There are several versions of the early Vinaya available - about
half a dozen different schools are represented in the Chinese canon, the Mulasarvastivada Vinaya
is available in Tibetan and partially in Sanskrit, the Theravada is in the Pali canon; some other
material is also available in hybrid Sanskrit and various Indian and even Iranian dialects. Some of
these collections apparently contain substantial doctrinal material, which would be of great
interest; however most of this material has not been translated, and such studies as have been
done are mostly in Japanese. For now, we shall have to concentrate mainly on the material in the
Theravada Vinaya, with the hypothesis that similar material is available in the other Vinayas.
This hypothesis is confirmed in some important cases, and will be a fascinating arena for future
research.

The outstanding doctrinal teachings in the Vinaya occur in the first chapter of the Mahavagga.
There are three principal sermons: the Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta, the Anattalakkhana
Sutta, and the Adittapariyaya Sutta. Accompanying these are a few verses, notably the request of
Brahma for the Buddha to teach, and the Buddha’s reply:

‘Wide open are the doors to the Deathless
Let those with ears to hear make sure their faith.””
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There are other important doctrinal teachings available in the Theravada Vinaya - notably the
dependent origination and the 37 wings to enlightenment - which reinforce my argument
considerably; however these passages are not as central to the structure of the Vinaya and so
until their authenticity has been confirmed through comparative study of the other Vinayas we
should avoid relying on them.

The Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta is available in at least five Vinayas, as well as in the Nikayas
and Agamas. It is, in fact, by far the most widespread of all the discourses, with no less than 17
existing versions, and is one of only a few discourses that survives in the four main Buddhist
languages of Pali, Sanskrit, Chinese, and Tibetan.' Inevitably, there are many variations in
details, but the basic content is substantially similar - the four noble truths. The
Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta presents these teachings within a framework that clearly relates
to the Buddha’s own spiritual development, his experiences with the extremes of self-indulgence
in the palace and self-torture as an ascetic, and his own recent realization of enlightenment as
the escape from these two. Thus the internal contents of the text itself suggest that it was the
first discourse. The Anattalakkhana Sutta also occurs in several versions, as do the Adittapariyaya
Sutta and the Request of Brahma, although I am unable at present to uncover the full details. All
these texts, however, are available in both the Nikayas and the Agamas.

These discourses form the doctrinal core of the oldest biography of the Buddha, telling the story
from after the Buddha’s enlightenment leading up to the formation of the Sangha. This is the root
legend that forms a unifying narrative for all Buddhists. The story is told in many of the old texts,
sometimes in the Vinaya, sometimes as a Sutta; in later embellished form it became a lengthy
book in itself. But beneath the profuse elaborations remains a remarkable consistency in both the
basic narrative and the doctrinal teachings. Even a late text like the Mahavastu preserves
teachings such as the Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta in nearly identical form." They are
universally regarded as the Buddha’s first teachings, and so we have complete agreement
between the concordance of the texts and the testimony of the tradition. Of course, it is
impossible to ever establish that these texts were literally the first teachings. Nor can we deny
that there are some minor differences between the versions. But we can be sure that these texts
are fundamental to the existing collections of Buddhist scriptures, and there seems no good
reason why this should not simply reflect the historical position.

There is a substantial problem with this neat theory, however. The passage we have been
considering, the first chapter of the Vinaya Mahavagga, is also found in the Sarvastivadin
tradition. However, this is not in the Vinaya, but in the Dirgha Agama under the title Catusparisat
Satra (‘Four Assemblies Sutra’)."” This discourse exists in several versions, attesting to its
popularity. It is very close to the Pali version, though lacking the specifically Vinaya elements.
Several scholars have expressed the opinion that this text was originally part of the Vinaya, and
was later moved to the Agamas. If this is the case, there is no problem. However, it is quite
possible that the movement was the other way around: the text was originally a discourse that
was later incorporated into the Vinaya. This would suggest that these doctrinal passages were
not, in fact part of the original Vinaya. In part, this question must await further inquiry, including
detailed examination of the various Vinayas; some scholarly work has been done in this field. But
I think it is better to consider the Catusparisat Sttra as fundamental to both Dhamma and Vinaya.
In leading up to the first sermon it supplies the background narrative for the Dhamma; and then
Anna Kondanna’s subsequent going forth is the perfect starting point to unfold the Vinaya.

We are trying to discern a glimpse of the earliest phase of Buddhism. In the early years, there
would have been relatively few teachings. All the monks would have known by heart the few
texts and discourses that were regarded as central. In addition, they would have all been familiar
with the simple non-legalistic codes of behaviour expected of them as Buddhist mendicants. Thus
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they would all have known both Dhamma and Vinaya. It would have taken a number of years for
the bulk of the material to grow to the extent that specialization became necessary. From this
point, certain monks and nuns would specialize in Dhamma, while others specialized in Vinaya.
But this specialization has only ever been a matter of emphasis, not of exclusion. All the Vinaya
specialists would have known some Dhamma, while all the Dhamma experts would know some
Vinaya. It is entirely reasonable to suppose that the doctrinal teachings within the existing
Vinayas are remnants, either directly or indirectly, of such a shared doctrinal body. It is also
entirely reasonable to suggest that the monks and nuns would have all been familiar with the
story of the Buddha’s enlightenment, and that this legend would be given concrete literary form,
although incorporating late details, largely to lend authority to this doctrinal core. That is to say,
the Catusparisat Siitra in its developed form may have been incorporated in the Vinaya precisely
because the Vinaya experts were already familiar with the main doctrinal teachings of that
discourse, and they would then be supplied with a historical context linking the doctrine with the
establishment of the Sangha and the laying down of Vinaya. So I would conclude that the
presence of the relevant doctrinal passages within the existing Vinayas remains as supporting
evidence for the primacy of these teachings.

THE GATHA THEORY

The GIST makes a strong case that the traditions, in this case, have got it right. A major scholarly
challenge to this conclusion comes from what we can call the ‘gatha theory’. This theory, which
claims several very eminent scholars among its adherents, claims that the earliest recorded
teachings that we possess today are to be found primarily among certain of the verse collections,
notably the Atthaka and Parayana of the Sutta Nipata." However, while I agree that some of the
verse is early, I do not think that the reasons given suffice to establish that the verses are
generally earlier than the prose. To briefly state the case for and against the gatha theory:

1. The language found in such texts harks back in some respects to the Vedas, and therefore
is archaic.

Verse usually tends to be archaic; this could be supported in any number of cases by comparison
of verse and prose passages by the same author even in modern times. This may partially be a
matter of style, a preference for an archaic flavour, as in English verse one might affect ‘thee’ and
‘thou’. Another factor is that, due to the constraints of metre, it is more difficult to translate verse
as compared with prose from one Indian dialect into another; thus even in the later hybrid
Sanskrit literature, the verse tends to retain more archaic Prakrit features, while the
accompanying prose tends towards more formal Sanskrit. This tells us something about the
translation process, but nothing about the relative ages of the different parts of the original text.

2. Several of these verses are referred to in the prose Nikayas, and therefore must be earlier
than those prose discourses.

This confirms only the chronological relationship in these few specific cases. In many other cases,
verses are tacked on to the end of prose discourses, such as in the Anguttara, and there it seems
likely that often it is the verses that were added later. Anyway, there are also prose passages that
are quoted or referred to in other prose passages, notably the Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta,
which is explicitly or implicitly referred to in several important discourses. The references to the
gathas, moreover, while significant, never declare such passages to be the central message of the
Dhamma. The key teachings, extolled over and again in the early texts, comprise such teachings
as the four noble truths, the 37 wings to enlightenment, the dependent origination, or the
‘aggregates, sense media, and elements’. None of these topics are prominent in the gathas. It
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would be natural to assume that the earliest scriptural body consisted of teachings on just such
core topics. Such references may even refer to specific texts where these doctrines are elucidated.
Currently, the primary source for all these topics is the Sarhyutta.

3. The Atthaka and Parayana have their own canonical commentary within the Khuddaka
Nikaya, the Niddesa.

This argument has recently been repeated by Gregory Schopen, who says that these are the ‘only’
texts that have received commentaries by the time of the earliest known redaction.” This seems
like a strong point, until we realize that the Niddesa really just applies Abhidhamma technique to
poetry, listing synonyms in mechanical, Abhidhamma style for each word in the verses. It is very
similar to the Abhidhamma Vibhanga, etc., and must stem from a similar period as a minor spin-
off from the Abhidhamma project. The Vibhanga is clearly the more important work, and that
consists largely of quotations and commentary of central prose passages of the Sarhyutta and
Majjhima. In fact there is much ‘commentarial’ material even in the four Nikayas: the
Saccavibhanga Sutta, which we will examine further below, is an explicit commentary on the
Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta. Much of the Vinaya, too, consists of a commentary on the
Patimokkha.

4. Technical terminology and formulaic doctrines appear less often.

Again, this is simply part of the normal character of verse. Poetry is for inspiration, not
information.

5. The monks lived as hermits in the forest rather than in settled monasteries, whereas in
the prose this phase of Buddhism is largely absent, the discourses being normally set in
monasteries.

This shift, from the forest life to established monasteries, is depicted in the texts themselves as
having already begun within the Buddha’s lifetime, and there is every reason to believe that this
was so. It is difficult to live in the forest, and the Sangha must have, before very long, started
taking in recruits who were elderly, or infirm, or weak, and who would have required decent
accommodation. This plain common sense is confirmed in many stories in the early texts. Here
we may point out the parallel with the Franciscan order, which was accused by St Francis himself
of backsliding from the rigorous standards he had set. In any case, the prose does in fact
constantly refer to monks living in the forest. The mistake stems in part from the failure to
distinguish between the teachings themselves and the narrative cladding in which the teachings
appear, which must obviously be later. The outstanding example here is the teaching on the
gradual training, the main paradigm for the monastic way of life, found in tens of discourses.
Although the texts as they are today are set in monasteries, the body of the teaching itself refers
simply to the monk, ‘gone to the forest, to the root of a tree, or to an empty hut...” to meditate,
with no mention of monasteries. This is a good piece of negative evidence: we know that later
Buddhism was largely based in large monasteries, hence the fact that so many of the teachings
extol the forest life strongly suggests these teachings must have appeared before the
development of settled monasticism.

So it seems that in this instance the traditional belief can be maintained in the face of modern
criticism. Please remember that we are not saying that the discourses as found today must be
word for word identical with the first teachings, but that these teachings, in largely the same
words and phrases, have been treated since earliest times as the most fundamental doctrines, and
the traditions give us a plausible reason why this should be so. The massive preponderance of the
Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta demands an explanation. The idea, influential for a time in
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Buddhist studies, that these teachings hail from a ‘monkish’ revision of the Dhamma after the
Buddha’s passing away has all the romance of a conspiracy theory, and all of its plausibility.

THE EARLIEST COLLECTION

Having given grounds to establish the earliest discourses, we now ask: ‘What is the earliest
collection of discourses?” Here again we invoke our twin criteria: concordance of the texts and
the testimony of the traditions. First we should seek for the collections that show the highest
degree of congruence. Of the major collections, the following are available. The symbol ¥ denotes
an incomplete collection. The Sanskrit Dirgha is an exciting new finding coming out of
Afghanistan and has not yet been fully edited.

Table 2.1: The Nikayas and the Agamas

Theravada Sarvastivada Other Agamas (in Chinese)
Nikayas Agamas

Digha (Pali) | Dirgha# (Sanskrit) | Dirgha (Dharmaguptaka)

Majjhima (Pali) | Madhyama

(Chinese)

Samyutta (Pali) | Sarnyukta Two ‘other’ Sarhyuktas$ (unknown schools)
(Chinese)

Anguttara  (Pali) Ekottara (Mahasanghika?), Anguttaraf (unknown

school)

It will be useful here to make a few remarks about the early history of Buddhism, especially
regarding the schools relevant to this study. The early chronology of Buddhism is still largely
obscure. Even the most important date, the passing away of the Buddha, is specified very
differently in different traditions, and it is far from obvious which, if any, is more reliable.
Following Gombrich and others we might take the dates 484-404 B.C.E. for the Buddha as being no
less reliable than other estimates. The schisms are undateable in an absolute sense, and even the
relative chronology of the schisms is disputed. This probably reflects the real historical situation,
since separative tendencies may have proceeded at different rates in different areas, and there
may well have been no universal agreement even at the time at to the exact dates of the schisms.
It is even unsure whether the Sangha at the time would have been conscious that it was creating
lasting divisions into schools in the sense that we understand it today. The full implications of the
breaches may only have become apparent many years later. Most of the sources date the first
(Mahasanghika) schism around 100-160 years after the Parinibbana. The Sarvastivada schism was
probably a few decades later, and the Dharmaguptaka later still.

The first separative movement, between the ancestral Theravada and the Mahasanghika, was
driven by differing attitudes towards worldly things. The Mahasanghika (‘Majority Community’)
advocated a relaxing of certain Vinaya rules, especially about handling money. Later this relaxed
attitude was extended to questions relating to the status of the arahant, whom they felt might
still fall prey to certain human weaknesses. The Theravada took a stricter stance on these
questions, and eventually schism resulted. The Mahasanghika proceeded to splinter into several
sub-schools, and it is from these sub-schools that the rise of the Mahayana, much later, is usually
traced. The existing Ekottara Agama, which includes some Mahayanist interpolations, is often
said to come from one of these sub-schools, but the evidence is as yet inconclusive. We will, for
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the purposes of this study, follow the majority of modern scholars in treating the Ekottara as
stemming from one of the Mahasanghika group of schools, although we should always bear in
mind that this is only a tentative hypothesis. The results of our study of the Satipatthana Sutta
tend to support this theory; at least, the Ekottara version of this discourse is relatively more
divergent than the other versions, which is what we would expect of a Mahasanghika text, even
though the divergences are not explicitly sectarian.

The ancestral Theravada, too, underwent many further schisms. The earliest of significance for
our story was the Sarvastivada schism, which probably pre-dated Asoka’s coronation in 268 B.C.E.
Here the fundamental issue was the conception of time, the special Sarvastivadin doctrine being
that all dhammas past, present, and future, exist. The Sarvastivada schism produced, as well as
the Sarvastivada, another school sometimes called the Vibhajjavada, the ‘Analytical School’. This
label is used widely and inconsistently, but it is convenient to use it here as a term for the school
ancestral to the Theravada and the Dharmaguptaka. These schools are very similar in doctrine,
the main difference apparently being a greater emphasis on devotion in the Dharmaguptaka, as
evidenced by certain Vinaya rules regarding stupa worship, the comparison of the structure of
the Dighas, and the fact that they placed greater emphasis on the merit of making offerings to the
Buddha rather than to the Sangha. This is all marginal stuff, and may be due to the
Dharmaguptaka texts being settled somewhat later rather than a genuine sectarian divergence,
for the Theravadins also embraced stupa worship very strongly, but did not insert it into their
Vinaya. The only clearly sectarian difference from the Theravada is the relative value of offerings
to the Buddha and the Sangha. It seems likely that the divergence between these schools arose at
least partly due to mere geography, the Dharmaguptaka being a branch of the Vibhajjavada that
stayed in Northern India while the Theravada moved to Sri Lanka. The Dharmaguptaka became
well established in Central Asia and initially enjoyed great success in China; Chinese bhikkhus and
Bhikkhunis today still follow the Dharmaguptaka Vinaya.

Bearing this general information about the early schools in mind, we may return to our question
as to which is the earliest collection. Generally, the traditions assert that all four collections were
created simultaneously. Although the idea that they were put together in one session is obviously
incorrect, we can still admit that the period of accumulation of texts largely overlaps. It is not
implausible to even suppose that the four Nikayas/Agamas were started at the same time, and
then finalized at the same time. This would be reinforced by the theory that each of the
collections is focussed slightly differently, and was formed to cater to the needs of different
sectors of the Buddhist community. Nevertheless, we may still distinguish in terms of a tendency
to be earlier or later, even within this framework.

This question can, and should, be approached from a variety of angles - philological, doctrinal,
cultural, and so on. All of these involve complex and large-scale investigations, and the results of
none of these inquiries are yet beyond doubt. One problem with all of these approaches is that
they can tell us, at best, about relative dates of certain phrases, ideas, or passages, but not about
the collection as a whole. Bearing in mind the presence of intratextuality - the persistence of
earlier text in later redactions - in the Nikayas/Agamas, and the vast quantity of material to be
dealt with, it seems clear that only a very large scale statistical analysis of linguistic, doctrinal, or
other features could give us firm answers. I do not know of any studies that even come close to
this ideal.

Shrouded by this mass of darkness, I would suggest that the structural analysis of the
Nikayas/Agamas offers us, at our present state of knowledge, the closest we have to a shining
light. The structural principles of the collections tell us how the redactors of the collections
worked, rather than how the compilers of the individual discourses worked. With the emergence
of the Sarvastivada Dirgha, we now have the full structural details of three Agamas of one, very
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important, school to compare with the Theravada. This means we can directly evaluate the
degree of congruence between the corresponding pairs of collections, without being overly
concerned that sectarian issues might distort the picture.

We still lack a Sarvastivadin collection corresponding to the Anguttara. Meaningful comparative
studies for the Anguttara are very limited in scope, for the Theravada Anguttara and
Mahasanghika Ekottara are very different, calling into question whether they are in fact
recensions of a single work, or whether the existing similarities are merely due to the fact that
they both use the same organizing principle. (There is another partial Anguttara in Chinese that
is closer to the Theravadin version.) So for now, if we do not wish to delve into the complex
question of whether the content of the Anguttaras seems to be earlier or later, all we can do is to
put them to one side. My personal opinion is that the Anguttaras house the shorter discourses
that were ‘left over’ from the main doctrinal topics in the Samyutta, so perhaps their omission
from consideration is not so critical.

What is needed here is a comparison of the comparisons. We must ask, which collections appear
to have the closest structural relationship, the three Dighas, or the two Majjhimas, or the two
Sarhyuttas? I will discuss each of these collections in further detail below, so I just present a quick
overview here. In fact, the answer to this question is really obvious as soon as it is asked. The
three Dighas share many discourses in common, but the sequence and organization of the
discourses are widely divergent. This is particularly the case when the Sarvastivada Dirgha is
compared with the two Vibhajjavada Dighas. Similarly, the two Majjhimas share much content
but little structure in common. Almost all the chapter titles and divisions are completely
different, with a few exceptions discussed further below. (Anticipating the argument, we may
notice that the occasional structural congruencies between the two Majjhimas and the three
Dighas may be derived from the Samyutta and are therefore not necessarily evidence of pre-
sectarian structures in the Majjhimas and Dighas). When we come to the two Sarhyuttas,
however, the picture is radically different. They share all the same major divisions into subjects,
etc., with some variations in the minor chapters and some reshuffling."® So we can say with some
certainty that not only the content but also the structure of the Sarhyuttas were largely settled in
the pre-sectarian period, whereas the structures of the Majjhimas and the Dighas are largely
sectarian. Thus, relying primarily on this very clear structural picture, we conclude that the
concordance of the texts suggests that the Samyutta is earlier than the Majjhima and the Digha.

Some might object at this point that our reasoning proves nothing, since it is the Sarhyutta alone
of the four Nikayas/Agamas that has a meaningful overall structure, so as soon as we choose to
look at structure we will be drawn to it. In other words, our conclusion simply follows from our
choice of methodology. This objection is perfectly true, yet I feel the argument still has force. We
need some criterion, and structure is one possible means at our disposal. It is quite possible it will
tell us nothing, yet we must at least ask the question and follow the answer through. The simple
fact remains that the Sarhyutta does evidence a large scale structural congruence that is lacking
in the other collections, and one rational explanation for this is that the Sarhyutta was settled
earlier. It also seems to be the case that, in the case of the Majjhimas in particular, even when
there is a structural grouping held in common, the actual content of that group is usually very
different. For example, each of the Majjhimas has a vagga called the “Chapter on Kings’. In the
Pali, this consists of ten discourses, in the Chinese, of fourteen. But only two discourses are held
in common in the two vaggas.” Most of the other discourses are found in both the Pali and
Chinese sources, but not in this chapter. Thus both of the traditions had the idea of collecting
some middle-length discourses together on the theme of Kings, but the selection of discourses
was independent. But in the Sarhyutta, we find almost invariably, when a group of discourses has
been formed around a certain theme or principle, there is a very large percentage of the actual
discourses that overlap. This is consistent with the thesis that the structures of the Sarhyutta are
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pre-sectarian, while the occasional structural similarities in the Majjhima may have arisen
through parallel development.

So what of the testimony of the traditions? This brings us to the important findings of Yin Shun.
The Chinese and Tibetan canons contain a monumental treatise called the Yogacarabhiimisastra,
written by Asanga around 400 C.E. This was a fundamental and authoritative work for the
Yogacara school of Mahayana. A section of this work called the Vastusangrahini is devoted to an
extensive commentary on the Sarnyukta Agama. This demonstrates the heavy reliance by the
classical Mahayana on the early discourses, a context that is too often overlooked. It is interesting
that the other great school of early Mahayana, the Madhyamaka, takes as its textual basis
Nagarjuna’s Milamadhyamakakarika (‘Root Madhyamaka Treatise’), which in turn is based on the
Kaccayana Sutta of the Sarhyutta. Thus the two main schools of the Mahayana share the Sarhyutta
as a fundamental scripture, although I do not know of any evidence that Nagarjuna relied on the
Samyutta because he believed that it was historically the earliest collection. Yin Shun has shown
that the Sarhyukta Agama discussed in the Yogacarabhiimiastra is very close to the Sarhyukta
now preserved in the Chinese canon, and has used the Yogacarabhtimi$astra to reconstruct the
earlier sequence of the Sarhyukta Agama, which had become disordered over time. His
reconstruction, which was built on the work of earlier scholars, and has been confirmed by later
scholars, is considered so authoritative that it has been adopted in the Foguang edition of the
Agamas published in 1983. The Yogacarabhimis$astra suggests that the Sarnyukta Agama was the
foundation for the four Agamas. Yin Shun believes that this statement can be interpreted
literally, as affirming the historical priority of the Sarhyutta among the Agamas. There does not
seem to be any direct statement to this effect in the Theravada tradition; however there are, we
shall see, a few hints. The Sarvastivadin tradition, however, regularly lists the Sarhyutta as the
first of the Agamas. Thus as to the first collection of discourses we have satisfied our two criteria,
congruence of the texts and testimony of at least one tradition.

THE FIRST ABHIDHAMMA

What, then, of the first Abhidhamma? Here we rely primarily on the work of Frauwallner. He has
demonstrated that three early Abhidhamma texts share much the same content and must have
been derived from a common ancestor, which we call the “*Vibhanga Mila’. These are the
Vibhanga of the Theravada, the Dharmaskandha of the Sarvastivada, and the Sariputrabhidharma
of the Dharmaguptaka. The details of these works are too complex to go into here; for now we can
take this congruence as established.

Both the Pali and Sanskrit traditions contain evidence that these texts were considered
fundamental to the Abhidhamma. The epilogue to the Chinese translation of the Dharmaskandha
says that it was the basic text of the Abhidhamma and the primary source for the Sarvastivadin
school. The Vinaya of the Dharmaguptaka school outlines their Abhidhamma system, which is
precisely the table of contents of the Sariputrabhidharma. And the Atthasalini, the main
commentary on the Theravada Abhidhamma, in its first chapter includes two prominent passages
where the main topics of the Abhidhamma are listed; in the first passage, these are identical with
the contents of the Vibhanga, and in the second passage very similar.”® So here too the two
criteria of the GIST are clearly satisfied.

To review our findings: we have demonstrated that according to both the concordance of the

texts and the testimony of the traditions the following constitute the earliest strata of Buddhist
texts.
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Earliest Discourses: Dhammacakkappavattana, Anattalakkhana, and Adittapariyaya Suttas, and
the Request of Brahma.

Earliest Collection: Congruent sections of Sarnyutta Nikaya/Sarhyukta Agama

Earliest Abhidhamma: Congruent sections of Vibhanga/Dharmaskandha/Sariputrabhidharma

SOME PROBLEMS

There is a possible objection that I would like to address here. Some might argue that our two
independent criteria are not independent at all. The traditions might have decided which
teachings were earliest and then invented myths expressing this, reinforcing their claim by
multiplying the occurrence of these teachings in the various collections. We can see this at work
even today. The Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta has been reproduced in dozens of Dhamma
books, precisely because it is regarded by the traditions as the earliest teaching.

We must admit that this criticism has some force, especially in the case of the earliest discourses.
But for the earliest collection and the earliest Abhidhamma this objection is weak, since the
traditions, though preserving a dim memory of the priority of these texts, were generally not
conscious of this, and did not make a display of it. Rather the opposite: the party line was that all
the texts stem from the Buddha himself, so they were anxious to de-emphasize or outright deny
any question of historical priority. For example, we said that the Vibhanga could be considered
the fundamental work in Theravada Abhidhamma by referring to the important first chapter of
the Abhidhamma commentary, the Atthasalini, which summarized the Abhidhamma by giving a
list of the topics in the Vibhanga. This reference is itself somewhat incongruous, because these
topics are usually not considered Abhidhamma as such; the distinctive Abhidhamma teachings in
Theravada today are usually said to be the matika of the Dhammasangant, the 24 conditions of the
Patthana, or later developments such as the ‘series of conscious moments’, etc. What is
distinctively abhidhammic about the Vibhanga is not the list of topics, but the special mode of
treatment; but this is not mentioned in the Atthasalini reference. It is possible that here the
Atthasalini is passing on an old understanding of what constitutes Abhidhamma, even as, in the
same chapter, it consciously articulates the myth authorizing the whole of the Abhidhamma
Pitaka. Even in the case of the earliest discourses, though the objection carries some weight, it
does not account for the massive agreement among the schools. Given the popularity of the
Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta, and the universal agreement that it was the first discourse, the
most plausible explanation is simply that the traditions are right. How else would it have gained
the approval of all Buddhists in the pre-sectarian period? Who, if not the Buddha, could have
imbued it with such authority?

Another problem we need to bear in mind is the possibility of later borrowing. There is no doubt
that borrowing did take place between the traditions in all periods. For example, the great
Theravadin commentator Buddhaghosa in his exposition of the practice of the Bodhisattva
adapted parts of the Bodhisattvabhiimi from Asanga’s Yogacarabhiimi$astra. Later borrowing
must be borne in mind as an alternative to the thesis of a shared heritage. Generally, our response
to this criticism is simply to pursue the thesis of shared heritage, follow through the implications,
and see whether that leads to useful results. Working with the material in detail and in depth, it
becomes more and more obvious that later borrowing is unlikely to affect more than a few
details. This whole book can be read as a demonstration of the fruitfulness and reasonableness of
this approach. This is not, it should be remembered, an arbitrary or unusual method. Scholars
working in other areas, whether Bible studies or biology, regularly make use of similar
hypotheses.
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However, it might be useful to demonstrate at least one case where the thesis of later borrowing
is very implausible. Let us consider the well-known Bhara Sutta from the Khandha-sarnyutta.”
This discourse is available in versions belonging to the Theravada, Sarvastivada, and (possibly)
Mahasanghika schools. It states that the five aggregates are the burden, and the ‘person’ (puggala)
is the ‘bearer of the burden’. In light of the teachings on not-self, this is an unusual statement.
While most of the schools took the line that the ‘person’ here was just a conventional way of
speaking, one important group of schools, the Puggalavada, declared that this referred to a real
entity that existed outside the five aggregates. Their Abhidhamma treatise, existing in Chinese
translation, refers explicitly to this same discourse.”” Now, the Puggalavada schism happened
very early, soon after the first (Mahasanghika) schism. So we have a very good spread of this
discourse across all the earliest schools.

One of the important forces leading to schism was discussions and disagreements on the relevant
doctrines. These discussions likely preceded the actual schism by a considerable time. As the split
hardened, the schools began to formulate their position in accepted texts, developing
sophisticated arguments defending their interpretation. This would have been essential training
material for the energetic doctrinal debates that were ongoing. There are two main records of
these discussions of the early period: Moggaliputtatissa’s Kathavatthu in the Pali canon of the
Theravadin school, and Devasarman’s Vijfianakaya, a canonical text of the Sarvastivada
Abhidharma preserved in Chinese. The Kathavatthu is traditionally ascribed to the period of
Asoka; although much of the work is later, there is no reason to doubt that its origins, with some
of the core arguments, stem from that period. Norman has in fact shown that the Kathavatthu,
especially the discussion of the ‘person’, includes an unusual number of Magadhan grammatical
forms, suggestive of an Asokan connection.” The edicts show Asoka’s great concern to prevent
schism in the Sangha, suggesting that the schismatic tendency was evident in his time. The
Puggalavada schism was among the earliest, perhaps even before the split between the
Sarvastivada and the Vibhajjavada.

The first and longest section of both of these works is a lengthy refutation of the ‘person’ thesis.
This is obviously a core issue, perhaps the initial motivation for writing these works. This schism
hurt. It was still fresh in their minds, felt as a direct assault on the cherished doctrine of not-self.

We might then ask: how can this situation best be explained? Let us assume that the Puggalavada
wrote the Bhara Sutta to justify their special doctrine. This must have happened in the early
schismatic period, while they were freshly arguing with their brothers and sisters in the other
schools. The other schools were so persuaded by the authenticity of this discourse, apparently,
that they borrowed it for inclusion in their central doctrinal collections, even as they were at the
same time furiously arguing against the ‘person’ thesis as the worst of heresies. The
Puggalavadins were so successful with their forged discourse that it became accepted without a
murmur of protest or questioning across the schools for all time.

Or let us suppose that another school invented this discourse, say the Theravadins. They had
been arguing with rivals, who they regarded as apostates, over the doctrine of the ‘person’.
Somehow, they produced a discourse that seems to justify their opponent’s arguments and
included it in their canon, being too dim-witted to see the implications. This discourse became
rapidly ‘seeded’ across a variety of schools over the breadth of India; one can only assume that
they were very enthusiastic about their new creation and wished to spread it far and wide. When
it became known to the Theravadins’ arch-rivals the Puggalavadins, they leapt on it with glee to
justify their main thesis, although it is not recorded that they thanked the authors for the gift.

If these options do not appeal, perhaps we might fall back on the drab and hackneyed idea of
shared heritage. There was an discourse called the Bhara Sutta. This was, perhaps, spoken by the
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Buddha; or at least it was accepted as such by the first generations of Buddhists in the pre-
sectarian period. As it dealt with the important doctrine of the five aggregates, it was assembled,
along with many related discourses, in a collection that came to be called the ‘Khandha-
sarhyutta’. Thus its canonicity was assured. As discussions into the meanings of the discourses
went on, some began to see a special significance in the mention of the ‘person’ here, to notice
other places where the word ‘person’ seemed also suggestive, and to develop the ‘personalist’
thesis. Although some attempted to dissuade them, they persisted in their views, and eventually
schism resulted. Each school inherited a version of the problematic discourse, which was already
so deeply embedded in the received canon that its status was unimpeachable, and developed their
own interpretation in accord with their views. These interpretations became embodied in the
Abhidhamma works of the schools.

I trust that the reader, like myself, finds the final option the most plausible. Of course, not every
discourse can be established so easily. But if even one discourse can be shown to be pre-sectarian,
this makes it all the more likely that other similar discourses, and the collections in which these
are found, also include pre-sectarian material. At least we shall not seem unreasonable if we
follow this path to see where it might lead us.

CHAPTER 3:
THE GIST 2 — THE AGREEMENT OF THE THREE STRATA

THE SEEDS OF THE SAthYUTTA

And so to our second major question: what is the relationship of these strata to each other? The
first outstanding feature is that all of the texts identified as earliest discourses are found in the
Sarhyutta, the earliest collection. This is a compelling reason to consider these discourses as the
root texts of all Buddhism, not in any vague or rhetorical sense, but as the literal historical seed
around which the Sarhyutta and then the other collections crystallized.

It may well be the case that the Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta was originally the first discourse
in the Sarhyutta. At present it is number eleven in the Theravada Sacca-sarhyutta; but in the
Chinese it is the first in this chapter. (The position in the Pali can be explained by the later
insertion of a vagga of ten discourses in front.) So if the Sarhyutta was the first collection and the
Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta was the first discourse in its chapter, it doesn’t take too much of
a leap to postulate that the Sacca-sarhyutta may have originally been the first topic in the
Sarhyutta Nikaya. This would, of course, be logical, for the four noble truths is the most general,
all-encompassing teaching, of which the other doctrinal categories are more specialized
explanations.

There is perhaps an echo of this original structure preserved in the title given this discourse in
the Pali. In most manuscripts the name ‘Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta’ does not occur; the
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discourse is called tathagatena vutta (‘Spoken by the Tathagata’). This is, on the face of it, a bit odd,
for most of the discourses are, of course, attributed to the Buddha. However the terms ‘Spoken by
the Buddha’ and ‘Spoken by the Disciples’ occur in the Chinese recension, not as titles of
discourses, but as titles of sections. Perhaps the label tathagatena vutta referred originally, not to
the Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta specifically, but to a section within a collection of discourses
that consisted purely of teachings given directly by the Buddha himself.”

So it seems reasonable to suggest that the Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta was originally, not the
eleventh discourse in the fifty-sixth book of the third collection, but the first discourse in the first
book of the first collection. The internal structure of the existing collections does not, so far as I
can see, suggest that the Anattalakkhana Sutta and the Adittapariyaya Sutta ever enjoyed similar
primacy within their respective collections. There is some suggestion that the Request of Brahma
may have been the first discourse in the Sagatha Vagga, based on Bucknell’s reconstruction,
following the Yogacarabhiimisastra, of the Sagatha Vagga along the lines of the Eight Assemblies;
however the argument is too complex to go into here.”” The Request of Brahma is, surprisingly,
missing from the Sarvastivada Sarhyukta, although it is found in the Ekottara and (Sanskrit)
Dirgha Agamas, and probably elsewhere, appearing immediately before the
Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta, just as in the Vinaya.

The primacy of the Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta as the cornerstone of the canonical
collections is supported in some of the accounts of the First Council, preserved in the Vinayas of
the schools. As might be expected, each school preserves a version of the events at this Council
that serves to authorize its own canon. For example, the Theravada states that the Brahmajala
Sutta was recited first; and in the existing Pali Tipitaka we do indeed find that the Brahmajala
Sutta is the first discourse in the first collection, the Digha Nikaya. This fact tends to discount the
value of the sectarian accounts of the Councils as records of history. But, while not all the
accounts can be accepted, there is no reason why at least one should not be substantially correct.
In fact, given that the general historicity and importance of the First Council is widely accepted, it
would seem likely that some memory of the actual procedures of the main business would be
accurately preserved somewhere in the traditions. Only if the school later re-organized their
scriptures would they feel the need to revise their account. Thus even if the existence of a
corroborating account is not felt to strongly verify a theory of what happened at the First
Council, the absence of a corroborating account would tend to falsify such a theory.

We should therefore consider whether any of the schools included an account of the First Council
that is in line with the GIST. We do not have to look far, for the most influential of the Indian
schools, the Sarvastivadins, say the Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta was the first discourse recited
at the Council. They were followed by the Milasarvastivada Vinaya*. In this narrative, the
holding of the First Council is presaged by the Buddha’s exhortation, shortly before he passes
away, for the Sangha to preserve the Dhamma by reciting the twelve angas. Then, after the
Buddha’s passing away, having convened the Council, Venerable Maha Kassapa requested that
Venerable Ananda recite the Suttas.” He first spoke the Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta. As we
shall see below in the excerpt from the Catusparisat Siitra, the Sarvastivada tradition does not
include the detailed description of each of the truths (as is found in the Pali) in the first discourse.
The detailed description (birth is suffering...) is here said to be the second discourse. The
discourse on not-self, ‘also spoken at Benares for the sake of the five monks’, is therefore said to
be the third discourse. When these discourses were given, all without flaw or criticism, all the
arahants accepted them as the Buddha'’s true teaching.

‘Thus Ananda now explained every teaching. Every arahant unanimously participated in the
Council. And so the five-aggregate-sarnyutta was compiled and placed in the Khandha vagga. And
also the six-sense-media-and-eighteen-elements-sarhyutta was compiled and placed in the
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Ayatana-dhatu Vagga. And also the dependent-origination-and-noble-truths-samyutta was

compiled and placed with the name Paticca-samuppada [text omits ‘Vagga’; note that # i can
stand for either paticca-samuppada or nidana]. All those teachings that were spoken by disciples
were placed in the Sravaka Vagga. All those teachings that were spoken by the Buddha were
placed in the Buddha Vagga. All those dealing with satipatthana, right efforts, bases of psychic
power, spiritual faculties, spiritual powers, enlightenment [-factors], and the path were compiled
and placed in the Magga Vagga. Also the sutras in the ‘with-verses-sarhyutta’. These are now
called the Sarhyukta Agama. All the discourses that were long teachings were named the Dirgha
Agama. All the discourses that were middle-length teachings were named the Madhyama Agama.
All those discourses with one topic, two topics, up to ten topics, these were now named the
Ekottara Agama.”

Notice that after referring to the Anattalakkhana Sutta, the passage goes on to speak of compiling
a sarhyutta of texts dealing with the aggregates. Now, the Anattalakkhana Sutta is the
fundamental text on the aggregates, and this is in fact included in the main group of texts on the
aggregates, namely the Khandha-sarhyutta. Next the text speaks of a collection dealing with the
sense media. Here the Adittapariyaya Sutta is the basic text, and although it is not mentioned in
the above account, in the Theravada tradition this is regarded as the third discourse. It is
included in the Salayatana-sarhyutta. The categories ‘spoken by disciples’ and ‘spoken by the
Buddha’ are found in the existing Sarhyukta Agama. The next passage clearly lists the 37 wings to
enlightenment. These topics are the backbone of the Magga Vagga (or in the Theravada, the Maha
Vagga) of the Sarnyutta. Finally the Sagatha Vagga is mentioned. Clearly, then, this passage
authorises the Saryutta as the central body of the fundamental teachings, collected around the
seeds of the first discourses. Then follows the other three Nikayas/Agamas, compiled after the
Samyutta. While it may be a sheer coincidence, it is worth noting that the title of this section of
the Mulasarvastivada Vinaya is ‘Sarnyukta Vastu’, which could be rendered ‘The Story of the
Sarhyutta’.

So the Millasarvastivada Vinaya account suggests to us some clear relationships between what we
have identified as the earliest discourses and the earliest collection. It then goes on to depict
Venerable Maha Kassapa presenting the matika, the list of contents of the Abhidhamma. This is
not mentioned in the Theravada account, and is clearly a later interpolation. But it is of interest
in that it shows what was presumably regarded as the basic topics of the Milasarvastivada
Abhidharma. This Abhidharma has not survived, and the given topics do not exactly match with
any of the existing Abhidharma works, not even the Sarvastivada. Nevertheless, there are strong
lines of continuity with what we shall later identify as the root-Abhidhamma treatise common to
the schools.

‘The matika is that which makes perfectly lucid and explicit the distinguishing points of that
which ought to be known. Thus it comprises the four satipatthanas, the four right efforts, the
four bases of psychic powers, the five spiritual faculties, the five spiritual powers, the seven
enlightenment-factors, the noble eightfold path, the four kinds of intrepidity [vesarajja], the four
discriminations [patisambhidha], the four fruits of asceticism [samafifiaphala]”’, the four words of
the Dhamma [dhammapada)®, non-conflict [aranadhamma?], remote samadhi [pantasamadhi?],
empty, signless, and undirected samadhi, development of samadhi, right penetration
[abhisamaya], conventional knowledge [sammutifidna?], samatha and vipassana, Dhammasarnganti,
Dharmaskandha - this is in what consists the matika...”

Here appear, yet again, the 37 wings to enlightenment. The standard wisdom topics - aggregates,

etc. - do not appear. Most of the items are dhamma topics, but the final two are titles of books in
the existing Theravada and Sarvastivada Abhidhamma Pitakas respectively. These were probably
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extensive Abhidhamma books, possibly sharing a common basis with their existing namesakes,
and would have dealt with the wisdom topics according to the Miilasarvastivada system.

It is a puzzling feature, highlighted in the narrative of the Buddha’s passing away, but implicit
through the traditions, that the Buddha is said to have encouraged the Sangha to recite the angas;
but the recorded traditions of the First Council say nothing of the angas. What is the missing link
here? Is there some hidden connection between the angas and the existing scriptures?

THE TWO SAMYUTTAS

We know that the existing Sarhyuttas are substantially disordered, if only because they vary
between the Pali and Chinese. Since it is obvious that they are closely related, we are bound to
inquire as to why they differ. Perhaps one is right and the other is wrong, or more likely, each has
diverged in its own way. Any structural similarities may be taken as suggestive of a common
inheritance.

Before looking more closely at the contents of the Sarhyutta, we must briefly remark on a few
confusing terminological ambiguities. The word ‘sarhyutta’, which means ‘connected’, in this
context primarily refers to a collection of discourses on a certain Dhamma theme. Thus we have
the ‘Khandha-sarhyutta’, the collection of discourses on the five aggregates; the ‘Salayatana-
sarnyutta’, the collection of discourses on the six senses, and so on. Sometimes the ‘connection’ is
not a Dhamma theme, but some other criterion, such as literary style (Sagatha Vagga, Opamma-
sarhyutta), or a person (Anuruddha-sarhyutta, etc.). These sarhyuttas are then gathered together
in a large collection called the ‘Sarhyutta Nikaya’ or ‘Sarhyukta Agama’, which is the ‘Collection of
sarhyuttas’. Thus the word ‘sarhyutta’ can be used to refer either to this large overall body (in
which case we conventionally capitalize it as ‘the Sarhyutta’) or to the individual topics (which we
write in lower case as ‘sarhyuttas’). There is a similar ambiguity in the word ‘vagga’. This is used
in the sense of ‘book’ as a term for each of the five great divisions into which the Sarmyutta as a
whole is divided. Each of these ‘Vaggas’ (capitalized) includes a number of sarhyuttas, and is
usually named after its largest sarhyutta, which is usually also its first sarhyutta. But the more
important sense of ‘vagga’ is the small scale (and hence lower case) use within the sarmyuttas,
where it refers to a group of usually ten discourses. The overall ‘vertical’ structure of the
Samyuttas is therefore layered like this:

Sarhyutta Nikaya/Agama (‘Collection of sarhyuttas’)

Khandha Vagga (‘Book [whose first and major section is] on the aggregates’), Salayatana Vagga,
etc.

Khandha-sarhyutta (‘Sarmyutta [collection of discourses] on the aggregates’), Radha-sarhyutta, etc.

Nakulapitu-vagga (‘Chapter [starting with a discourse to] Nakulapita’), etc.

Nakulapitu-sutta (‘Discourse to Nakulapita’), etc.

Here is the comparison between the basic structure of the reconstructed Chinese and the existing
Pali Sarhyutta.
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Table 3.1: The Sarvastivada and Theravada Sarhyuttas

Sarvastivada Sarhyukta Agama Theravada Sarhyutta Nikaya
1. Sagatha Vagga
2. Nidana Vagga
1. Khandha Vagga 3. Khandha Vagga
2. Salayatana Vagga 4. Salayatana Vagga
3.Nidana Vagga
4, Savakabhasita Vagga
5. Magga Vagga 5. Maha Vagga (-Magga Vagga)
6. Buddhabhasita Vagga
7. Sagatha Vagga

The discrepancies are not as great as would appear. Most of the material found in the
Savakabhasita (‘spoken by disciples’) and Buddhabhasita (‘spoken by the Buddha’) Vaggas is
distributed in the minor chapters addended in the second through fifth Vaggas in the Theravada.
The Khandha, Salayatana, and Magga Vaggas are in the same sequence in both collections. Only
the Nidana and Sagatha Vaggas have moved. There is internal evidence of reshuffling of these
books within the Theravada canon. The Sagatha Vagga consists of discourses with verses, and is
thus clearly distinguished from the remaining prose collections. But there is one other sarhyutta
with verses; this is the Bhikkhu-sarhyutta, which in the Theravada is at the end of the Nidana
Vagga. As acknowledged by Bhikkhu Bodhi, this suggests that it originally belonged to the
Sagatha Vagga, a suspicion confirmed by the fact that the Bhikkhu-sarhyutta is indeed found in
the Chinese Sagatha Vagga.”” Bucknell has further shown that the Pali commentary hints of a
time when the Nidana Vagga, not the Sagatha Vagga, was the first book of the Sarhyutta Nikaya.>
There is a standard passage found in the commentaries to all four Nikayas that describes the
different reasons why the Buddha teaches - in response to a question, from his own inspiration,
etc. In the Digha, Majjhima, and Anguttara commentaries this appears in the commentary to the
first discourse of the collection; but in the Samyutta it appears in the commentary to the first
discourse in the Nidana-samyutta. Since the Bhikkhu-sarhyutta is at the end of the Theravada
Nidana Vagga but at the beginning of the Sarvastivada Sagatha Vagga, it seems plausible that the
rearrangement came about simply by misshelving: there were some pages left blank at the end of
the Nidana Vagga, so the scribe began the Sagatha vVagga by writing the Bhikkhu-sarhyutta of the
same manuscript, but subsequently an unmindful monk took the Nidana Vagga out as the first
book and replaced it as the second book (or took the Sagatha Vagga out as the second and
replaced it as the first.) Thus the Bhikkhu-samyutta became separated from its natural pair, the
Bhikkhuni-sarhyutta. It must be admitted that in this respect the Chinese maintains a more
rational and probably more authentic tradition than the Pali. So while it is not possible to resolve
all the differences in structure between the two Sarhyuttas in any simple way, we can point to
some clear cases of disarrangement of texts, specifically involving those books that are in
different sequence in the two collections. These kinds of disarrangements may clearly have
contributed to the divergence from a common ancestral Sarhyutta to the collections existing
today.

It has been pointed out by several scholars that the overall structure of the Sarhyutta
Nikaya/Agama corresponds roughly with the four noble truths. Bhikkhu Bodhi notes that this
correspondence is more apparent in the Chinese than the Pali.*? The five aggregates and six sense
media pertain to the first noble truth; dependent origination (Nidana-sarhyutta) to the second
and third; and the path is the fourth. We may refer to these fundamental topics in a general sense
as the ‘sarhyutta-matika’. We mentioned above that the backbone of this Magga Vagga is the 37
wings to enlightenment; in the Chinese these are preserved in a sequence that more closely
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follows the standard Sutta sequence.”” We therefore have a number of indications that the
Chinese is more structurally reliable than the Pali: the position of the Bhikkhu-sarhyutta; the
overall correspondence with the four noble truths; and the sequence of the wings to
enlightenment.

We have become so used to considering the 37 wings to enlightenment as a standard doctrinal set
that we automatically think that the Magga Vagga was assembled by taking the list and collecting
appropriate discourses under each topic. But perhaps the situation is the reverse: perhaps the list
of 37 wings to enlightenment has been abstracted from the Magga Vagga topics. The discourses
came first; they were collected according to topic; the collections were given titles; the titles
became used as a shorthand way of referring to the collection; and then the titles became
established as an independent list, repeated and elaborated in countless later works, with their
origins in the Sarhyutta largely forgotten.

If this theory is true it might help to explain some puzzling features of the list. For example, the
five spiritual faculties and five spiritual powers consist of exactly the same dhammas, and there is
no obvious reason why this set is repeated. Traditionally they are explained as being the same
qualities at different degrees; but this is not how the Sarhyutta sees them.”* The situation is even
stranger in the Theravada Samyutta, for the Bala-sarhyutta is virtually redundant, being just a
repetition series on the spiritual powers. But the Sarvastivada Bala-sarhyukta has a substantial
collection of texts, gathering together many of the discourses on different sets of ‘powers’ that in
the Theravada are scattered about the canon, including the five spiritual powers. This is surely
more likely to represent the original collection. The Indriya-sarhyutta, likewise, has discourses
dealing with various sets of faculties in addition to the five spiritual faculties - sense faculties,
feeling faculties, etc. In the Abhidhamma Vibhanga these became fixed into the classic set of 22
faculties. If, then, we compare the two sarhyuttas, one on various faculties, the other on various
powers, they contain substantially different teachings, with the five spiritual faculties and five
spiritual powers being the only overlapping sets. So there is no problem understanding why there
should be two collections, one on the faculties, one on the powers. It is only when the titles
become abstracted and considered to apply exclusively to the five spiritual faculties and the five
spiritual powers that they appear redundant.

It begins to seem as if the entire Sarhyutta is a massive exposition of the four noble truths. This
would be the traditional assumption of the schools; books on exegetical method such as the Netti
and the Petakopadesa teach that the correct understanding of any discourse requires that it be
examined in the light of the four noble truths. But now we can give this traditional interpretation
a more concrete literary form. We have seen that at least some traditions treat the
Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta as the first discourse in this collection, and the seed around
which the collection crystallized. This would suggest that the Sacca-sarhyutta, containing the
Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta, would have been the first collection. This is not so now: it is in
the Nidana Vagga of the Sarvastivada and the end of the Maha Vagga of the Theravada. This type
of ambiguity in position is found throughout the attempts to systematize the relationship
between the truths and the other doctrinal categories. It seems to result from the limitations
caused by imposing a linear textual structure on the organic structure of the Dhamma itself. The
truths, though starting off as the overarching framework within which the other teachings are
encompassed, come to be treated as just one more doctrinal item in the list. But they have no
specific position within the list and can occur in almost any position. It appears that the
correlation with the truths was uppermost in the minds of those who originally assembled the
collections, but that for later generations this memory became dimmed. If our thinking is sound,
therefore, we may infer that the original groundplan of the Sarhyutta reflected the truths even
more closely. Such an inferred original collection is represented in the table below.
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THE RooT ABHIDHAMMA TOPICS

First, however, we must consider the third and last of our strata of texts, the Abhidhammas. The
topics elucidated in the Samyutta remain very close to the fundamental doctrines set forth in the
earliest discourses. Many of the discourses in the Sarhyutta are, in fact, mere variations spun out
of those basic texts. The same situation obtains in the case of the earliest Abhidhammas. Below
are the matikas of the Abhidhamma texts of three schools, identified by Frauwallner as harking
back to a common, pre-sectarian ancestor. He gives considerable detail; however he overlooks a
couple of relevant points. The Dharmaskandha fragments from Gilgit have the dependent
origination leading straight on to the 5 precepts. This suggests the sequence in the Chinese has
been disrupted, perhaps by an accidental reshuffling of manuscripts. If we moved the wisdom
teachings - from the faculties to the dependent origination - to the start, this would restore the
connection between the dependent origination and the 5 precepts, and would also make the
structure of the Dharmaskandha broadly similar to the Vibhanga and Sariputrabhidharma (and
the Sarhyutta). We cannot be sure the change was accidental, though, for the existing structure is
certainly rational, corresponding with the classic threesome of ethics, samadhi, and
understanding. In this aspect the Dharmaskandha is similar to the later Theravada treatise, the
Visuddhimagga. Another curious feature of the Dharmaskandha is that it omits the eightfold
path. We must surely accept that this was part of the original treatise, and its loss must be
accidental. Perhaps it simply fell off the manuscript, or was misplaced. In the following table the
factors common to all three texts are highlighted. Even the factors not shared by all three of
these texts, however, almost all have their own cognates in either Sutta or Abhidhamma.

Table 3.2: The Three Versions of the Primary Abhidhamma Matika

Theravada Vibhanga Sarvastivada Dharmaskandha | Dharmaguptaka Sariputrabhidharma
1 | 5aggregates 5 precepts 12 sense media
2 | 12 sense media 4 factors of stream-entry 18 elements
3 | 36 elements 4 confirmed faiths 5 aggregates
4 | 4noble truths 4 fruits of asceticism 4 noble truths
5 | 22 faculties 4 ways of practice 22 faculties
6 | Dependent origination | 4 noble lineages 7 enlightenment-factors
7 | 4 satipatthanas 4 right efforts 3 unskilful roots
8 | 4right efforts 4 bases of psychic power 3 skilful roots
9 | 4 bases of psychic power | 4 satipatthanas 4 great elements
10 | 7 enlightenment-factors | 4 noble truths 5 precepts
11 | 8-fold path 4 jhanas Elements
12 | 4jhanas 4 divine abidings Kamma
13 | 4 divine abidings 4 formless attainments Persons™
14 | 5 precepts 4 developments of samadhi | Knowledge™
15 | 4 discriminations 7 enlightenment-factors Dependent origination
16 | Khuddakavatthu® Khuddakavatthu 4 satipatthanas
17 | Nanavibhanga® 22 faculties 4 right efforts
18 | Dhammahadaya® 12 sense media 4 bases of psychic power
19 5 aggregates 4 jhanas
20 62 elements 8-fold path
21 Dependent origination Unskilful dhammas®
22 Sangraha®
23 Sampayoga
24 Prasthana
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THE THREE STRATA COMPARED

Now that we have some idea of the content of each of the three strata, we can consider the
relationship between them. Here is a comparative list of the main teachings in these strata,
omitting secondary matter. There is no need to justify this table in detail, since most items are
obvious, but a few notes are given in less obvious cases. In the case of the Abhidhamma, I have
identified the precise texts from which the Theravada Vibhanga has sourced its material; the
Dharmaskandha and Sariputrabhidharma share only some of these sources.” Variant or dubious

texts are marked with an asterisk.

Table 3.3: The Three Strata

Earliest Discourses Earliest Collection Earliest Abhidhamma
Truths Truths Truths (MN 141/MA 31/EA 27.1)
Aggregates Aggregates Aggregates (SN 22.59/SA 34 Anattalakkhana)
Sense media Sense media Sense media®
Elements* Elements (MN 115/MA 181/Tib*; MN 141/MA
162)
Feelings
Origin of suffering Dependent origination Dependent origination (SN 12.2/SA 298/Skt)
Defilements Defilements® Defilements*®
Kamma®’ Kamma

Cessation of suffering | Dependent origination

Dependent origination (SN 12.1, 2/SA 298/Skt)

Attainment of Nibbana*®

Attainment of Nibbana

Eightfold path Eightfold path Eightfold path (SN 45.8/SA 783%)
Satipatthana Satipatthana (MN 10/MA 98/EA 12.1)
Right efforts Right efforts (SN 49)*

Bases of psychic power

Bases of psychic power (SN 51.13)

Spiritual faculties

22 faculties™

Spiritual powers

(Spiritual powers)’'(AN 5.14-15/SA 675)

Enlightenment-factors

Enlightenment-factors (SN 46.3/SA 736, 740, 724%;
SN 46.5/SA 733, etc.)

Training (sikkha)®*

Training (Jhanavibhanga=MN 39/MA 182/EA 49.8,
etc.; Sikkhapadavibharnga = 5 precepts)

This level of congruence is startling, bearing in mind that we established these three strata
independently, without referring to the doctrinal similarities between the strata. These topics are
the backbone of the Dhamma, repeated countless times in countless variations through all
schools in all the history of Buddhism. I have, with no great labour, counted over a dozen
Abhidhamma and commentarial works of various schools that are based on these topics. Usually
the framework of the four noble truths can still be discerned underlying the complex surface
structures. It should hardy need saying that this congruence in the content of the doctrinal lists
does not prove that the schools understood the doctrines in the same way. Each of the schools
evolved its own interpretation, which differed both in detail and in principle.

THE SAMYUTTA-MATIKA IN THE MAHAYANA

The persistence of the sarhyutta-matika in the Abhidharma is unsurprising. It is more striking
how important it remained for the Mahayana as well. The samyutta-matika is fundamental to the
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structure of the Heart Siitra, and thus to the Prajiaparamita and Mahayana in general, especially
the Madhyamakas, for whom the Prajiaparamita provided the chief textual inspiration. The
Heart Sttra, which is usually dated to the second century of the Common Era, starts with
Avalokite$vara seeing that the five aggregates are empty of ‘intrinsic essence’ (svabhava), and
then applying this analysis through the wisdom section of the samyutta-matika. The topics listed
are: the five aggregates, the sense media, the 18 elements, dependent origination, and the four
noble truths. These are all thoroughly equated with emptiness, which Nagarjuna, following the
Sarvastivada Nidana-saryukta, had already identified as dependent origination. Thus the Heart
Sitra critiques an interpretation of the topics of the samyutta-matika in terms of the
Abhidhamma theory of ‘intrinsic essence’, replacing that with dependent origination. This
Madhyamaka philosophy can hardly be regarded as an innovation.

The Sarmdhinirmocana Sttra offers a more explicit (and entertaining) account of what the issues
are about.” This text was apparently composed in the second century of the Common Era to
establish the hermeneutic of the Yogacara school. The main thrust is that conceptual
understanding that concerns itself with the details of things - an obvious reference to the
Abhidhamma schools - is born of imagination and thought-constructs, and takes these to be
reality, but only with the non-conceptual unification of samadhi is true wisdom born. The
following passage shows how a forest monk can sometimes regard the study monks in their big
monasteries, a perspective that is echoed often enough today:

‘The Venerable Subhiti addressed the Buddha and said: “World-honoured One, in the world of
sentient beings, I know a few who state their understanding without pride, but I know
innumerable, untold sentient beings who cherish their pride and state their understanding in a
prideful manner. World-honoured One, once I was dwelling in a grove in a forest. A large number
of monks lived nearby. I saw them assemble after sunrise to discuss various issues and to propose
their understandings, each according to his insight.

“Some proposed their understanding of the aggregates, their characteristics, their arising, their
ending, their destruction, and the realization of their destruction. Others, in a similar fashion,
proposed their understanding of the sense media, dependent origination, nutriments, the truths,
the elements. Others proposed their understanding of the satipatthanas, their characteristics, the
states they are able to control, their cultivation, their arising from a state of being non-arisen,
their non-disappearance after arising, and their increase from repeated practice. Others spoke of
the true severance [=right efforts], bases of psychic power, spiritual faculties, spiritual powers,
enlightenment-factors, or of the eightfold path in a similar fashion.

“...all of them cherished their pride, and, because they clung to that pride, they were unable to
comprehend the one universal taste of the truth of ultimate meaning.”

‘Then the World-honoured One addressed Subhiti and said: “This is so, Subhiiti, for I have been
awakened to the truth of ultimate meaning which is of one universal taste, most subtle, most
profound, most difficult to fathom. Having been awakened, I declare, preach, explain, and
illumine it for the sake of others. What is it that I have preached, Subhati? I have preached that
the purified content of understanding in all the aggregates, [text omits sense media], dependent
origination, nutriments, [text omits truths], elements, satipatthana, true severance, bases of
psychic power, enlightenment-factors, and path factors is the truth of ultimate meaning. This
purified content of understanding is characterized as being of one taste...

“Furthermore, Subhiiti, once those practicing monks who cultivate samadhi have understood the
suchness of a single group, the selflessness of the teaching on ultimate meaning, they will not
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engage in analysing one after the other the aggregates, sense media, dependent origination,
nutriments, the truths, the elements, the satipatthanas [etc.].” ™

The text then regularly mentions this list of dhammas as a fundamental paradigm:
‘ “The World-honoured One in a immeasurable number of sermons has explained the aggregates...
sense media... dependentorigination... nutriments... truths... elements... satipatthanas... right
efforts... bases of psychic power... spiritual faculties... [text omits spiritual powers]...
enlightenment-factors... eightfold path.”

““The World-honoured One has designed the other aspect [of his teaching, that is, other than the
teaching of ultimate emptiness] that ultimate meaning is without essence in reference to the
pattern of full perfection, the purified content of understanding that is the non-self of all things,
that is suchness, that is the pattern of full perfection. This is how the aggregates...sense media...12
branches of existence [= dependent origination]...four nutriments...six and eighteen elements
should be explained....[also the] satipatthanas, right efforts, bases of psychic power, spiritual
faculties, spiritual powers, enlightenment-factors, eightfold path. All these should be explained in
this manner.”*

These teachings become so familiar that the text often abbreviates, simply mentioning, for
example ‘aggregates, sense media, all discussed above...”””; or else ‘the five aggregates, the six
internal sense media, the six external sense media, and suchlike.””® Now, we have referred to this
general list of topics as the ‘samyutta-matika’. The affinity between this list and the Sarmyutta is
undeniable; but in many cases in the Abhidhamma, etc., the situation is complicated by the
addition of other factors. So one might suspect that here we have merely an affinity of ideas,
rather than literal branches of the same historical trunk. But let us compare this specific list,
repeated with reasonable consistency throughout the Sarhdhinirmocana Sitra,> with the
Sarvastivada Sarhyukta. In particular, let us use those sarhyuttas identified by the
Yogacarabhiimi$astra as the central doctrinal chapters (on which more below), leaving aside the
minor sarnyuttas and those spoken by disciples. Angles (<>) are used to indicate where sarhyuttas
have been omitted. In both cases we preserve the original sequence. We also give the list of topics
in the Yogacarabhiimi§astra’s definition of the sutta anga in the Sravakabhiimi section.

Table 3.4: The Sarnyukta, the Sarndhinirmocana, and the Sravakabhiimi

Sarvastivada Sarhyukta Sarndhinirmocana Siitra | Sravakabhiimi®
Aggregates (Radha, Ditthi)®" | Aggregates Aggregates
Elements®

Sense media

Sense media

Sense media

Dependent origination

Dependent origination

Dependent origination

Nutriments (four) Nutriments (four) Nutriments

Truths Truths Truths

Elements Elements

Feelings (no) (no)

< > Sravaka
Pacceka Buddha
Tathagata

Satipatthana Satipatthana Satipatthana

Right efforts (lost) Right efforts Right efforts

Bases of psychic Power (lost)

Bases of psychic power

Bases of psychic power

Spiritual faculties

Spiritual faculties

Spiritual faculties
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Spiritual powers Spiritual powers Spiritual Powers

Enlightenment-factors Enlightenment-factors | Enlightenment-factors

Eightfold path Eightfold path (Eightfold) path
Ugliness (of the body)

Anapanasati (no) Anapanasati

Training (threefold) (no) Training

Stream-entry (no) Confirmed confidence

Thus the correlation is not merely close, it is virtually exact. Particularly relevant is the
coincidence of the four nutriments, which is not standard (the Theravada subsumes this topic
under dependent origination), and the specific sequence: dependent origination, nutriments,
truths, and elements, which is also not standard. There seems to be no doubt that, for the
Samdhinirmocana Sttra, the fundamental teachings of the Dhamma are, precisely, contained
within the Sarhyukta of the Sarvastivada. This may well be the reason why Asanga, in his
Yogacarabhiimi$astra, chose to comment at length on this specific recension of the Sarhyukta
Agama, the foundation of the other Agamas. The Yogacara hermeneutic of the Sarndhinirmocana
proposes that the understanding of these teachings should be based on samadhi rather than
intellect. We do not have to look far within the early texts to confirm that this, like the
Madhyamaka emphasis on emptiness as dependent origination, was no innovation.

CHAPTER 4: THE GIST 3 — THE ANGAS

We can now move on to the last of the major questions of the GIST: what is the relationship
between these backbone texts and the rest of the discourses? In order to approach this complex
question it will be helpful to first consider some more of Yin Shun’s findings based on the
Yogacarabhiimisastra. This work treats the Sarhyukta Agama in terms of three angas (sections):
sutta, geyya, and vyakarana. To understand the significance of this we shall have to take another
step back and consider the anga classifications.

The chief significance of the angas is that they are the earliest recorded system for classifying the
teachings. Classifications such as the Nikayas/Agamas, or the Tripitaka itself, are not referred to
in the early texts, and are attested to only much later. They must therefore post-date the Buddha.
But they cannot be very late, for the division in four main Agamas is widely attested and agreed
among the schools. It therefore seems that it must have been taking shape in the pre-sectarian
period; however the wide divergence in internal structure suggests that the Agamas were not yet
settled in detail. Probably each school inherited a large mass of teachings, largely but not wholly
overlapping, and a general arrangement of texts into the Agamas. I think the huge task of
organizing large numbers of monks and nuns to memorize such vast quantities of scriptures must
have been the primary motivation in changing from the canonically authorized system of angas
to the new Agama system. We think of this process taking place in the period between the first
and second Councils. It is problematic to think in terms of an ‘original canon’, since there is no
particular evidence that the scriptures as a whole were ever considered finalized and universally
accepted in the pre-sectarian period. Nevertheless, there were clearly large bodies of scripture
that were universally accepted before and after the schisms. Since the Agama system was
developed relatively early, then if the angas constitute a still earlier organizational principle, it
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seems very possible that the angas, or at least the kernel of them, existed in the Buddha’s own
lifetime.

THE NINE AND THE TWELVE

There is a list of nine angas, supposed to constitute the sum of the Buddha’s teachings, that is
familiar in the early Pali Nikayas: sutta, geyya, vyakarana, gatha, udana, itivuttaka, jataka, vedalla,
and abbhiitadhamma. These nine are also mentioned in Mahasanghika texts,” and therefore may
pre-date the first schism. This list is usually increased to twelve in the Sanskrit (with the addition
of nidana, avadana, and upadesa). They are all familiar terms, but the exact meaning is
controversial. In the early texts they are simply listed with no further explanation. The later texts
give explanations; but these vary considerably, and involve considerable anachronisms and
improbabilities. Here I will not embark on a comprehensive survey, but will examine the sources
that are available to me with an eye to what gleanings appear reasonable and relevant.

Several of the later items (gatha, udana, itivuttaka, jataka) are the titles of books included in the
Pali Khuddaka Nikaya, and the Theravadin commentaries straightforwardly identify such angas
with the books of the same name. If the later angas refer primarily to the Khuddaka Nikaya, it
seems plausible that the first three are connected in some way with the four main
Nikayas/Agamas. However, most modern scholars think that the angas refer to genres of text
rather than to actual collections. For example, Lamotte says:

‘This [anga] classification does not correspond to any real division of the canon, but lists the
literary styles represented in the canonical writings. One and the same text can be classified in
several of the styles at the same time, depending on which of its characteristics is under
consideration.”

Lamotte is quite correct in mentioning the ambiguity of the anga classification. This, however,
does not show that it was never used as a real division of the teachings, only that any such
division would be in some degree arbitrary. Even in the existing Agama system there are many
such ambiguities; for example the Satipatthana Sutta is middle-length, justifying its place in the
Majjhima; but it deals with satipatthana, one of the main topics of the Sarhyutta; and it teaches by
numbers (‘one’ way path, ‘four’ satipatthanas), and so one Chinese version places it in the
Ekottara. We shall repeatedly see such ambiguities as constituting ‘breaking points’, where the
anga system starts to fall apart, no doubt contributing to the emergence of more systematic
organization.

The most basic reason for considering the angas as mere styles rather than an actual structure
would probably be that some of the angas, particularly the first three, do not occur as titles of
collections; and because, of those angas that are titles of existing collections, the books bearing
these titles are generally held to have been compiled later than the early discourses where the list
first appears. However, it is quite possible that the earliest list may have been shorter, and that as
other books were compiled their names were added to the list. This is a less radical hypothesis
than the proposition that the very idea of a canonical collection in the Buddha’s time was
invented and inserted retrospectively. The divergence between the Pali and the Sanskrit lists
confirms that some additions must have been made, at least for the extra items in the Sanskrit.
Here we will briefly discuss the later angas before returning to a more in-depth consideration of
the first three. None of these attributions are beyond dispute. However, we can at least establish
that it is possible, even plausible, that they referred to specific groupings of texts, many of which
are still available.
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Gatha: Refers primarily to the early portions of the Thera/Therigatha and the Sutta Nipata. The
Thera/Therigatha now exists only in the Pali, but is frequently referred to in the scriptures of
other schools, so they must have had versions of these uplifting verses that are now sadly lost,
apart from some in Chinese (eg., Theragatha 1018-1050 occur as MA 33), and a few Sanskrit
fragments.” The Sutta Nipata as a collection is not known outside the Pali tradition, but many of
the individual texts are known (Khaggavisana, Ratana, Muni, Sela, etc.), and even some whole
chapters (Atthaka, Parayana). Several of these were listed as belonging to the Dharmaguptaka
Khuddaka Nikaya, including the Atthaka and the Parayana. There is clearly a tendency to collect
the gathas in distinct collections.

Uddana: There is evident confusion in the traditions between the texts known in Pali as ‘Udana’
and ‘Dhammapada’. Sometimes the contents of the two are mixed, and there are Dhammapada-
like texts in Sanskrit and Chinese that are called ‘Udanavarga’. The Chinese traditions regarded
the Dhammapada and the Udana as being the same kind of text. Probably only the verses were
originally called udanas, and were later embedded in background material of varying
authenticity. A certain stage in this process is marked by the Pali book called ‘Udana’. In the
verses found in the Pali Dhammapada this process was slower or more uncertain. The background
stories never gained full canonical status but, with abundant imaginative elaboration, took shape
as the Dhammapada commentary, which provided the traditional framework within which the
verses were presented. It is worth noting that, even though the commentary was finalized many
centuries after the verses, at least some information is historically verifiable and stems from an
authentic tradition. One of the stories found in the Pali Dhammapada commentary is attested in
the Sarvastivadin Madhyama (MA 80 Kathinadhamma Sutta). The background stories to the
verses as recorded in Chinese versions of the Dhammapada have little or no correlation with the
Pali stories.

Itivattaka: The Theravada commentaries say that this refers to the Pali book of that name;
however I am not convinced. Incidental evidence of authenticity comes from the commentarial
background story, which says this collection was originally memorized by a lay-woman follower
from whom the nuns later learnt it and taught it to the monks. It is unlikely that the monks
would have invented such a story implying that they forgot their lessons. On the other hand
there is no particular reason why that story should be attached to this particular group of texts.
The Itivuttaka is a small anguttara-style text, including a verse summarizing each discourse, and
the title is derived from the characteristic ‘tag’ at the beginning and end of each discourse: ‘thus
it was said’. This tag is entirely ‘extrinsic’ to the actual teachings and could be affixed to any style
of text. Thus the Itivuttaka is unusual among the angas in that there is no intrinsic relationship
between the name of the anga and the style of text. The Chinese version of the Itivuttaka has a
similar ‘tag’, so if it is not original, it is at least not late. There is a class of Vedic literature called
‘Itihasa’, ‘thus it was’, i.e. ‘stories of the past, legendary histories’, which is sometimes equated
with the Mahabharata and the Ramayana. By analogy, itivuttaka could mean ‘sayings of the past’.
Itivuttaka might then refer to the legendary histories that are found in the Nikayas/Agamas, such
as the Aggafifia Sutta,* and the Cakkavattisthanada Sutta.” Notice that these two discourses are
paired in both the Theravada and Dharmaguptaka Dighas. The Sarvastivada preferred to place
these in its Madhyama, where, however, they are not paired. This theory finds support in some
sources outside the Theravada, which treat itivuttakas as stories of the past, sometimes
interchangeably with apadanas. For example, Asanga in the Abhidharmasamuccaya says itivuttaka
‘narrates the former existences of the noble disciples’;*® in the Sravakabhiimi of the
Yogacarabhiimi§astra he says it refers to ‘whatever is connected with previous practice’.”

Jataka: It might be assumed that this originally referred to the stories of the Buddha’s past lives
found occasionally in the four Agamas, rather than the well-known book of the same name, which
is obviously later (although there is some overlap between the two strata in the Pali; and at least
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one of the stories in the Pali Jataka book is found in the Sarvastivada Madhyama [MA 60]).
However, the terms jataka, ‘bodhisatta’ (either ‘enlightenment-being’ or ‘one intent on
enlightenment’), and most of the other specific features associated with the Jataka book do not
occur in the Agama stories of past lives. For example, there is no hint that the ‘Buddha-to-be’ was
in any sense destined for enlightenment, or was undertaking practices leading to enlightenment;
quite the contrary, the Buddha takes pains to state that the practices that he did in past lives ‘do

not lead to enlightenment’.”

If the extended list of angas was added later to the first three, it would seem more likely that
jataka here refers to the book, at least to an earlier version. The canonical Jataka book contains
just the verses that tell the kernel of the story; this work is almost never found independently.
This situation should be compared with the Udana/Dhammapada as noted above. The stories
themselves are contained in the commentary, although they must have been passed down
together with the verses in the oral tradition, for in many cases the verses are cryptic and make
no sense without the story. It is crucial to remember when considering the Jataka literature that
the verses and the ‘stories of the past’ belong together, and rarely have any distinctively Buddhist
features, being largely a product of the folk storytelling tradition. Probably the stories were
adopted by Buddhist teachers originally simply as moral fables. Later some of them became
identified with the Buddha in past lives. When they came to be collected as a book it was probably
felt desirable to standardize the literary format; this process not only reflects other verse
collections such as the Udana/Dhammapada, but also the Vinaya, which similarly provides each
rule with an origin story of often dubious historicity (a nidana, one of the later angas). The ‘stories
of the present’, which give the present-day (i.e. in the Buddha’s lifetime) events that were
supposed to have inspired the telling of the story, are an external cladding that were added long
after the stories were originally told. It is, of course, this ‘cladding’ that identifies the characters
in the story with the Buddha, his family, etc. in past lives. This justifies the title ‘Jataka’ (‘Birth
Story’).

These ‘stories of the present’ presuppose a stage in the development of the bodhisatta doctrine
significantly in advance of the early discourses. The evolution of this usage can be traced in the
existing Nikayas/Agamas as follows. The term ‘bodhisatta’ commonly refers to Siddhattha in his
period of striving before enlightenment; this may be taken as the earliest use. This would suggest
that the earliest meaning of the word ‘bodhisatta’ was ‘one intent on enlightenment’ (bodhisakta),
rather than ‘enlightenment-being’ (bodhisattva). There are apparently references in both the
Chinese and Theravada scriptures that acknowledge this meaning. The Mahapadana Sutta, telling
the story of Vipassi, uses the word ‘bodhisatta’ as far back as the descent from Tusita heaven and
birth in the final life.”! The Sanskrit version of this text, although incomplete, appears to be
similar in this respect. The same is also found in the Tathagata-acchariya Sutta of the Anguttara.”
The Theravada Acchariya-abbhata Sutta (evidently an adaptation of Vipassi's story to ‘our’
Buddha) extends the scope of the term back to the previous birth in Tusita.”” The Sarvastivadin
version of the same text takes the significant step of claiming that in the time of Kassapa, the
immediately preceding Buddha, the bodhisatta made the vow to become a future Buddha, an idea
not found in the early tradition.” From there it would take no great leap of imagination to

conceive of the Buddha-to-be toiling through countless lives in his determined struggle for
Buddhahood.

Vedalla: Another problematic term. It is used as titles for two discourses in the Majjhima Nikaya
(MN 43/MA 211, MN 44/MA 44; the versions differ in some questions and details, but there is no
obvious sectarian divergence). The two discourses occur together in both the Theravada and
Sarvastivada. In the Sarvastivada they form the last pair in the second-last chapter; thus, bearing
in mind that textual units seem to frequently move about in chapters (vaggas) of ten or so
discourses, they might at one stage have been the final discourses in the Majjhima.”” However, the
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title ‘Vedalla’ is only used in the Theravada; the Sarvastivadin equivalents are named after the
protagonists, Maha Kotthita and Sister Dhammadinna. The word vedalla does not appear in the
body of the texts at all, so, like the Itivuttaka, it is quite possible that the term was simply tacked
on to the discourses at a late date. In fact, they are straightforward vydkaranas, and there seems
no reason to invent a separate class of literature just for them. The Theravadin commentaries
also include a number of similar discourses under vedalla. All of these are found in the existing
canon except the ‘Sankharabh3janiya Sutta’ (implausibly identified with the Sankharuppatti
Sutta). The term bhdjaniya (‘exposition’), from the same root as ‘vibhanga’, is rare in the early
discourses, and its most familiar appearance is in the chapter titles of the Abhidhamma Vibhanga,
which is not too dissimilar to the existing vedallas. The PTS Dictionary is unsure about the
derivation of vedalla, improbably suggesting veda + ariya. But there is a root dala (= English ‘tear’),
with the basic meaning of ‘break, split’. This is used for the names of certain flowers, in the sense
of the unfolding and separating of the petals and leaves. The form vidala, attested in Sanskrit with
the meaning ‘dividing, separating’, is exactly parallel with vibhanga, and vedalla is just the
abstract form of this. One possibility therefore would be that vedalla was originally the proto-
abhidhamma text we call *Vibhanga Miila. However, given the uncertainty of the term vedalla,
and the tenuousness of the links with the existing texts, we are unable to draw any conclusions
here, except that the two texts now called vedalla were probably paired up together before
incorporation in the Majjhimas. The Sanskrit term here varies, but is usually vaipulya, ‘abundant’,
which was a standard term for the sprawling Mahayana Satras. It is likely that the later
translators or editors substituted this familiar term for the problematic and obscure vedalla, not
coincidentally lending credibility to the disputed claims for the authenticity of the Mahayana. In
fact the Abhidharmasamuccaya (a Mahayana Abhidhamma authored by Asanga) explicitly
identifies this anga as contained in the ‘Bodhisattvapitaka’, and says that the three variant terms
all refer to the same thing: vaipulya (because it helps all beings, and is profound), vaidalya (=
vedalla, said to mean that it ‘shatters all obstacles’), vaitulya, (explained as ‘incomparable’).”® Only
the second derivation appears reliable, although as said above, the meaning is more likely to be
‘splitting’ in the sense of ‘analysis’.

Abbhiitadhamma: Probably the most straightforward of the angas to interpret, this obviously
refers to such discourses as the Acchariya-abbhita Sutta (MN 123/MA 32), the Bakkula Sutta (MN
124/MA 34), etc., which discuss the ‘marvellous qualities’ of either the Buddha or various
disciples. Venerable Ananda is closely associated with this type of literature. In the Theravadin
canon these two outstanding examples of the genre are found together in the Majjhima. In the
Sarvastivada, not only do these two remain close together, but they form part of a chapter of the
Sarvastivadin Majjhima called the ‘Abbhiitadhammavagga’. This chapter also includes a discourse
where the Buddha praises Ananda’s ‘marvellous qualities’ (MA 33). Buddhaghosa’s description of
abbhitadhamma refers to what is probably a similar text, which is now found in the Theravada
Anguttara and Digha (DN 16.5.16). In fact, at AN 4.127-130 there is a group of four texts of this
type. Moreover, there is a cluster of five discourses of this type found together in the Anguttara
eights, and in the Sarvastivada Madhyama AbbhiGtadhammavagga. There is thus clear evidence
that abbhitadhamma refers to a distinct group of texts. The Bakkula Sutta is an interesting case. It
is clearly late, both on internal evidence, and on the statement of the commentary that it was
added at the second council. This is one of the few direct admissions of a text added after the first
council, and it clearly refers to a text belonging to one of the later angas. The only other similar
statements known to me refer to gathds, in the Thera/Therigatha and the Maha Parinibbana
Sutta. These also belong to later angas. This is perhaps as close as we will get to an
acknowledgement by the traditions that the later angas were added at the second council or later.

The following three angas only occur in the Sanskrit lists.
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Upadesa: This means ‘instructions, directions’. It occurs mainly in later texts. I do not know of any
early texts in the Sanskrit traditions that use this title. However, later Chinese scholars including
Hsuang Tsang say that upadesas are treatises that explain the sutras.” This suggests a connection
with the Petakopadesa, (‘Instructions in [interpretation of] the Pitaka’). This is an early work on
exegetical technique, accepted into the Khuddaka Nikaya only in Burma; some suggest that its
origin lay outside the Theravada school. Asanga in the Sravakabhiimi describes upadesa as ‘all the
matika and abhidhamma’ that explain the Suttas; in the Abhidharmasamuccaya he characterises
it as ‘the precise, profound, and subtle teaching of the characteristics of all things.””®

Apadana: This term, spelt avadana in Sanskrit, is very similar to jataka, usually referring to
biographical stories of the past. In Pali, the apadanas usually refer to the past lives of disciples,
while jatakas are past lives of the Buddha; but this distinction is not maintained consistently.
According to Cone, the term has the basic meaning of ‘cutting, reaping, harvest’, applied in
metaphorical sense to ‘reaping’ of the fruits of one’s actions (especially in past lives), and then to
a story about kamma and result. The earliest usage in this sense is the Mahapadana Sutta, which,
however, also includes elements of abbhiitadhamma, vyakarana, udana (or gatha), geyya, and even
Vinaya. This last detail suggests a connection between Apadana and Vinaya, which we will
consider further below. Perhaps the early life stories found occasionally in the Nikayas/Agamas,
such as the Maratajjaniya Sutta, could be regarded as apadanas; however the term itself is not
used in these contexts. The term is the title of a book found in the Pali Khuddaka Nikaya, which
tells the stories of the previous lives of the arahants. Similar works are found in the Sanskrit
traditions.

Nidana: This refers to background or source material. Here it may refer to the Jataka Nidana, one
of the early Buddha biographies. The Abhidharmasamuccaya says nidana is ‘a declaration made
[by the Buddha] when he is questioned, or it is the declaration of a precept with its cause.” The
first of these explanations would seem to apply rather to vyakarana. However, it may refer to such
episodes as when, for example, the Buddha gave his enigmatic smile, and when asked by
Venerable Ananda for the reason for this, he responded by telling a story of the past. The second
explanation, connecting nidana with the Vinaya, is clearly in accord with a straightforward early
usage.

There are, in fact, many ancient sources in Chinese, etc, that connect both nidana and apadana
with the Vinaya.® The nidanas are the origin stories for the rules, while the apadanas are the other
tales included for edification, especially those that compare events in this life with those in past
lifetimes. The Sravakabhiimi, while including apadana in the Suttas, says that nidana is the Vinaya,
while upadesa is the Abhidhamma. This suggests that the difference between the nine and the
twelve angas is not necessarily a matter of historical growth of sectarian material, but that the
ninefold category includes only the Suttas, while the twelvefold includes both Vinaya and
Abhidhamma as well.

This ambiguity of classification reflects the fascinating way the Vinayas intertwine the
hagiographic and the prosaic. For example the locus classicus for the apaddna, the Mahapadana
Sutta, though largely hagiographic, also includes some narrative material in common with the
Vinaya, suggesting that it might be considered, along with the Maha Parinibbana Sutta and the
Catusparisat Siitra, as occupying a position ambiguous between Dhamma and Vinaya. These three
texts form the basis for all later biographies of the Buddha, such as the famous Mahavastu of the
Mahasanghika Lokuttaravada, a text which frequently uses the word avadana, includes many
avadanas, and is sometimes suggestively referred to as the Mahavastu-avadana. An apadana is a
story that forms a parable or simile; in other words, one which points to a greater reality outside
the mere events recorded, in particular, a life story that forms a spiritual paradigm for emulation.
In this respect, the Buddha’s own life story, the ‘Great Apadana’, sets the form for all that follow.
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The parallels between the careers of all the Buddhas presage the theme of repeated patterns,
recurring ethical choices, for good or ill, followed by the inevitable results, cycling on through
the births and deaths of the ages. We have versions of this story in several recensions, each vying
with the other in profusion of detail and magnification of glorious and magical embroidery. A
fascinating sidelight is thrown on the interrelationship between these tales by the colophon at
the end of the Abhiniskramana Siitra, translated under the title The Romantic Legend of Sakya
Buddha:

‘It may be asked: “By what title is this Book to be called?” to which we reply, the Mahasanghikas
call it “Mahavastu”; the Sarvastivadins call it “Maha Lalitavistara”; the Kasyapiyas call it
“Buddha-jataka-nidana”; the Dharmaguptakas call it “Sakyamuni-buddhacarita”; the Mahi$asakas

call it “Vinaya-pitaka-mala”.”®

Thus each school would have its own version, yet each regarded as merely a different perspective
on the same theme. The Abhiniskramana Siitra includes some remarks, perhaps by the later
translators, on some of these variations. For example, as to the crucial question of how far did the
Bodhisatta’s horse travel on the night of his escape from the palace; the text says two leagues, the
Mahasanghikas say twelve, but the Theravadins say a hundred.” The ‘Great Story’ of the Buddha
was subject to expansion almost as limitless as the round of samsara, and yet even in the most
elaborate versions, the basic teachings, the Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta, etc., recur in almost
identical form, like little nuggets of gold washed along in a stream; the stream is constantly
changing, though keeping roughly the same course, but the nuggets remain untarnished and very
slow to change. As a literary style, this may again be compared with several of the other angas we
have discussed above. The Patimokkha rules that form the core of the Vinaya, for example, are, in
the existing Vinayas, embedded in origin stories (niddnas). But while the rules are almost identical
form in all the existing Vinayas, we find considerable variation in the stories; examining the
Lokuttaravada Bhikkhuni Vinaya, I was surprised to find that most of the origin stories hardly
share any common elements. We have noted a parallel situation obtaining in the case of the
verses; most of the collections of verse - Dhammapada, Jataka, Udana - come with their own
background stories, but while the stories and the verses may have originated at the same time, it
is the verses that were fixed in their current form earlier, embedded in a body of prose of varying
flexibility.

THE FIRST THREE ANGAS

So it seems that, despite all the uncertainty, there is no very strong reason to accept the view that
the angas were merely literary genres rather than organized bodies of scripture. Many of the
later angas can be connected in some way with titles of existing texts. Even in the case of those
terms that are not titles of independent books, such as vedalla and abbhiitadhamma, the relevant
texts are fairly consistently gathered together in the existing collections. They have clearly
exerted structural influence on the existing canons. This may give us a clue as to why the scholars
have dismissed the anga classification. Perhaps they have been predisposed to think in terms of
books, and when some of the angas cannot be identified as books, they conclude that they are
merely literary styles. But we have now found a ‘middle way’: the angas tend to be grouped
together within the larger collections. Such recognizable bodies of texts might naturally evolve
into distinct books. If this was the case with the later angas, it seems reasonable to postulate that
the first three angas also originally existed as recognizable groups of texts, distinct sections
within a larger framework. Given the conservatism of religious literature in general, and
Buddhism in particular, it would seem very unlikely that no remnant of this structure should be
preserved in the existing canons. We may, therefore, take this as a test: if no trace of the first
three angas can be discerned in the four Nikayas/Agamas our hypothesis should be abandoned.
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We may first examine more closely the reasons for treating the first three angas as distinct from,
and earlier than, the later angas. Yin Shun points out that the Maha Sufifiata Sutta, in both the
Sarvastivada and the Theravada versions, lists just the first three: sutta, geyya, vyakarana.*”’ He
takes this as evidence that these three were historically the earliest. Given the rigid consistency
with which the Theravada texts normally treat this grouping, the appearance of the three alone
in the Maha Sufinata Sutta does indeed call for explanation. The Tibetan translation of this
discourse has the usual list of twelve, which, as the translator Peter Skilling notes, attests to a
later stage in the development in the angas.* Here is the relevant paragraph from the Pali.

‘Ananda, it is not worthy for a disciple to follow a Teacher for the sake of suttas, geyyas, and
vydkaranas.”® Why is that? For a long time, Ananda, you have learned the teachings, remembered
them, recited them verbally, examined them with the mind, and penetrated them well by view.
But such talk as deals with effacement, as favours the freedom from hindrances of the heart, and
leads to complete repulsion, fading away, cessation, peace, direct knowledge, enlightenment,
Nibbana; that is, talk on wanting little, on contentment, seclusion, aloofness from society,
arousing energy, ethics, samadhi, understanding, release, knowledge & vision of release - for
such talk, a disciple should follow a Teacher even if he is told to go away.’

Here the three angas clearly refer to a formalized set of scriptures. Note the ambiguity: this is
typical of references to formal learning of Dhamma in the early discourses; learning is
encouraged, but not as an end in itself. It might be noticed that such passages, which are quite
common, are likely to precede the formal redaction of the Tipitaka in Sri Lanka, for there the
Sangha decided that scripture came before practice. They would not have invented such passages
that are critical of their own position; in fact it is remarkable that they preserved so many
passages that emphatically place practice over scripture. Mention of Venerable Ananda’s close
connection with the three angas here is intriguing; it seems that the Dhamma learnt by him could
be characterized as sutta, geyya, and vyakarana. Given that the traditions ascribe Ananda the
central role in reciting the Dhamma at the First Council, this is an indication that the Dhamma
compiled there might have consisted of these three angas.

Further evidence comes from the Sanskrit Maha Parinirvana Siitra, which has been published as a
complete reconstructed version, and a partial fragment. The list of twelve angas occurs in both
the complete and the partial versions, and although readings vary slightly, in both cases the first
three occur in declined form, as individual words, while the remaining angas are compounded:
sttram geyam vyakaranam gathodananidanavadanetivrttakajatakavaipulyadbhutadharmopadesah.®® This
looks very much as if the original list of three was supplemented later. Exactly the same feature
occurs twice in a Sanskrit list of the twelve angas in the Sravakabhiimi of Asanga’s
Yogacarabhiimi$astra.”” This text then several times gives just the first three, and then simply
says that the list should be expanded as before.”® The distinctness of the first three is also
suggested in the manner in which Asanga comments on them. In both the Sravakabhiimi and the
Abhidharmasamuccaya he says that geyya is ‘suttas that require further explanation’, and
vyakarana is ‘suttas that are fully explained’.” This seems to treat the two as a closely connected
pair; the explanation is quite close to our interpretation of these terms developed below.

Another interesting case is in the two Pali works on textual interpretation, the Netti and the
Petakopadesa. Both of these works regard the four noble truths as the key and the core of the
Buddha’s dispensation, and refer all other teachings back to them. The Petakopadesa makes
explicit the relation between the Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta and the angas:

‘Between the night of his enlightenment and the night of his Parinibbana without grasping,
whatever was spoken by the Blessed One - sutta, geyya, vyakarana, gathd, udana, itivuttaka, jataka,
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abbhiitadhamma, vedalla - all that is the Wheel of Dhamma (dhammacakka) set rolling. There is

nothing in the teaching of the Buddha, the Blessed One, outside the Wheel of Dhamma. In all his

sutta, the noble dhamma should be sought. In the comprehension of this there is the pentad
7 190

ending with “light”.

These works were composed at a time when the canon was more or less organized as it is today,
referring to such sections as the ‘Sarnyutta Nikaya’, etc., and utilizing specialist Abhidhamma
terminology. The Petakopadesa mentions the ninefold angas only twice without explanation,”
the Netti not at all. This is a bit curious for works that explain in considerable length how to
analyse the discourses.

The Petakopadesa treats sutta very broadly, encompassing all the teachings. One of the main
purposes of the work is to describe various principles by means of which one discourse may be
interpreted using teachings found in other discourses. After describing some such principle, it
frequently says that gathas should be assessed with gathas, vyakaranas should be assessed with
vyakaranas.”” While it is not explicit, this looks like our first three angas, although the word anga
is not used; gatha is a synonym for geyya, and geyya is often explained as ‘with gathds’. The same
grouping occurs in the Netti, though only once.”

It is not immediately clear what the Petakopadesa is getting at. Perhaps, as Nanamoli’s translation
implies, the passage is suggesting that the sutta, the overall teachings, may be divided into verse
(gatha) and prose (vyakarana). This is supported by statements such as: ‘Up to this point, however,
the entire sutta - whether gathd or vyakarana - is not [quoted].” But this does not reflect the
original meaning of the angas very closely. The treatment of gatha and vyakarana as sub-divisions
of sutta is reminiscent of Asanga’s treatment of geyya and vyakarana mentioned above. It evidently
dates from a time when the scope of sutta had been expanded from meaning one section of the
teachings to meaning all of them.

There is at least one passage that is closer to our usage, and even involves the sarhyutta matika.
The Petakopadesa describes the six ‘ways of entry’ (otarana - more on these below) - aggregates,
elements, sense media, faculties, truths, dependent origination - and says that ‘there is no sutta or
gatha or vyakarana in which one or other of these six dhammas is not apparent.” Nanamoli
translates this passage differently, saying ‘there is no Thread [sutta], whether verse [gatha] or
prose exposition [vyakarana]...”*. This is justifiable given the more usual use of these three terms
in this textwe have noted, yet my edition of the Petakopadesa clearly has ‘suttam va gatha va
byakaranam vd.” Given the very bad corruption of the text, it is obviously unwise to make too
much out of such details. Yet there remains the suggestion that the Petakopadesa remembers a
time when the texts, which all constituted elaborations on the first sermon, consisted of suttas,
gathas, and vyakaranas dealing with the topics of the sarhyutta matika.

Another hint that the first three angas were prior to the rest is the fact that the later factors
exhibit considerable variation in both content and sequence, but the first three are almost always
constant.” For example the Dharmaguptaka Vinaya lists the contents of the K§udraka Agama (no
longer existing) as follows: jataka, itivuttaka, nidana, vedalla, abbhiitadhamma, avadana, upadesa,
Atthakavagga, Dhammapada, Pardyana, (?doubtful title, perhaps ‘various problems’), uragavagga.
This seems like an amalgam of the later angas with the existing contents of the Theravada
Khuddaka Nikaya, including several sections currently included in the Sutta Nipata. So it seems
likely that the first three angas were the earliest, or at least were the first to be established as
canonical, while the subsequent angas were gradually elaborated. However, it is not at all obvious
exactly what they refer to. Here a little investigation is called for.
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As one of the three angas, sutta means just one portion of the teachings and cannot be a general
term for any discourse, as it came to mean later. The root meaning of sutta is ‘thread’, and it is
prominently used in the metaphorical sense of a thread on which beads are strung. I think sutta
as an anga reflects this metaphor and means ‘basic doctrinal statement’. This is similar to the
meaning in the Brahmanical and Jain contexts. An echo of this meaning survives in the Vinaya.
The collection of rules constituting the Patimokkha is called, in the Patimokkha itself, the sutta.
The detailed analysis of those rules is called the sutta vibhanga (‘analysis of the sutta’). This
vibhanga material is stylistically similar to the Abhidhamma Vibhanga and probably dates from a
similar period.

The early treatise on exegetical method, the Netti, gives a curious explanation for the word sutta
in the four great references, taught by the Buddha shortly before he passed away.” These great
references declare that if any monk, teacher, lineage, or tradition, no matter how learned and
respected, makes any statement on Dhamma, that statement must be carefully compared with
the Suttas and the Vinaya to ascertain whether it can be accepted as the Buddha’s teachings, or
should be rejected. Now in the Netti, as a work devoted to literary and textual analysis, we would
expect that sutta here would be explained as the Sutta Pitaka. But no - sutta is explained as the
four noble truths. * These are, of course, the main doctrinal content of the
Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta, and I believe we have here a relic from an early meaning of sutta:
basic doctrinal statements, especially the first sermon. I would suggest that the Netti is
essentially right here, and that when the Buddha told us to take the suttas as our authority in
determining what was truly spoken by the Buddha, he meant primarily those core discourses now
preserved in the main sections of the Sarhyutta.

The second anga, geyya, is less difficult to interpret. It is fairly consistently regarded as mixed
prose and verse, and both the Yogacarabhiimiéastra and the Theravada commentaries identify it
with the Sagatha Vagga of the Sarhyutta Nikaya. However, there are geyyas found outside this
collection, too, including a few in the doctrinal sarhyuttas.

The word vyakarana'® means literally ‘answer’ (it can also mean ‘grammar’ and ‘prophecy’, but
these meanings do not apply here). It is chiefly used in the sense of an explanatory answer to a
doctrinal question.'® This meaning of vyakarana is very prominent in the Abyakata-sarhyutta, the
sathyutta on the ‘unanswered questions’, what has been ‘not-vyakaran-ed’. The unanswered
questions are, of course, those such as ‘does the Tathagata exist after death’ and so on. What is
declared (vyakata) by the Buddha, however, is the four noble truths.'”” This alone would suggest
that we look for vyakaranas in the Sarhyutta, the collection built on the scaffold of the four noble
truths. Several discourses present us with a numerical series of dhamma inquiries: one question
(pariha), one summary (uddesa), one explanatory answer (vydkarana).'” Here the meaning of
vyakarana is particularly clear. Only occasionally do we meet with vyakarana in a more general
meaning of ‘declaration’, without specifically being an answer to a question; even here, however,
it might in fact be an answer, only the context does not make this clear.'” In the Anguttara we are
told of four kinds of ‘answers (vydkarana) to questions’: answering by definitive statement, by
analysis (vibhanga), by asking a question in reply, and by placing aside.'” Notice that a vibhanga,
which is a key class of doctrinal teachings, is here described as a kind of vyakarana.

This general understanding of vydkarana is well known, but the particular function of the
vyakaranas as explanations of the suttas is rarely acknowledged. However, Dutt’s assessment is
similar. He suggests that ‘the Suttas in which Sariputta, Mahakaccayana, or Buddha gave detailed
exposition of the four truths or the eightfold path, or of any tenet of Buddhism or of any of the
pithy sayings of Buddha, should have been included [as vydkarana]” '  Asanga’s
Abhidharmasamuccaya has this to say:
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‘What is a vyakarana? 1t is the exposition of various present existences of the noble disciples in
relation to their distant past in different locations. Or it is a sutta that is fully explained, since it is
the open exposition of an abstruse meaning.””

The first meaning here should be apadana rather than vyakarana. The second is, however, on the
right track: vyakarana is detailed explanations of points stated briefly in the suttas. It is perhaps
surprising that this interpretation is not more widely accepted, for this kind of form is absolutely
characteristic of the Indian literary tradition in general. The laconic, cryptic aphorisms of works
like, say, the Yoga Siitra were obviously intended to be explicated through a teacher-student
dialogue. This literary feature is evident in the vast majority of existing discourses. Rarely do we
find an exposition of any length beyond the basic doctrinal statements that is phrased in a
straight declarative form.

In particular, we almost never find a disciple teaching in this way. Disciples virtually always teach
in the form of a dialogue between two monks, or between a monk and the Buddha, or the
teaching, though given by one monk, is phrased in ‘rhetorical’ question and answer format. There
are a few exceptions; but they sometimes just prove the rule. In one Majjhima discourse
Venerable Sariputta sees Venerable Rahula sitting meditation and exhorts him: ‘Develop
anapanasati, Rahula! When it is developed and made much of, anapanasati is of great fruit and
benefit.” This is a straightforward sutta; and it is a direct quote from the Sarhyutta. This
association of teachings by the disciples with vyakaranas agrees with the Yogacarabhtimisastra,
which includes the section ‘Spoken by Disciples’ within the vyakarana anga.

A good example of the meaning of vyakarana can be gleaned from the following passage.

On one occasion, many senior monks were staying at Macchikasanda, in the Ambataka Forest.
Now on that occasion, when the senior monks had returned from their alms round, after their
meal they assembled in the pavilion and were sitting together when this conversation arose:
‘Friends, the “fetter” and the “things that fetter”: are these things different in meaning and also
different in phrasing, or are they one in meaning and different only in phrasing?’

Some senior monks answered (vyakarana) thus: ‘Friends, the “fetters” and the “things that fetter”
are different in meaning and also different in phrasing. But some senior monks answered thus:
‘Friends, the “fetters” and the “things that fetter” are the same in meaning and differ only in
phrasing.”'%

In this case the senior monks were upstaged by Citta the householder, who explained how they
were truly different in meaning:

‘..the eye is not the fetter of visible forms, nor are visible forms the fetter of the eye; but rather
the desire and lust that arise there in dependence on both - that is the fetter there.’

Now, I think the usage of vyakarana in such passages is exactly what the vyakarana anga is all
about. Evidently the Petakopadesa is thinking along similar lines, for it refers to this very
discourse ‘in the Citta-sarhyutta’ as vyakarana.'” Notice that the reply is phrased in terms of the
six sense media; Citta is adapting a specific sutta of the Salayatana-saryutta (SN 35.109/SA 239) to
make his vyakarana.

There remains some ambiguity about the exact boundaries of the vyakarana form, due to the
virtual omnipresence of the ‘rhetorical question’ format. If we were to strictly admit only
discourses with no questions at all as suttas, we'd be left with hardly any; even the
Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta features one or more questions in some of its versions. It seems
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reasonable to count those discourses that are simple, with a small number of rhetorical questions,
as suttas, and the more complex discourses, with a series of questions, as vyakaranas. This
obviously leaves us with some grey areas, which is only to be expected; however, we are usually
able to distinguish fairly readily between the two types.

THE THREE ANGAS AND THE FIRST DISCOURSES

Let us consider again the first discourses. These fall naturally into three divisions. The first
sermon, the Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta, is the root text setting forth the most basic general
statement of the doctrine. The second and third sermons are similar to each other and belong
together in the second division. They can clearly be seen as deriving from a more detailed
exposition of ideas mentioned briefly in the first sermon: the first commentaries. In addition they
emphasize a new literary device. The Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta is almost entirely phrased
as a direct, straightforward statement of doctrine. The second and third sermons emphasize a
question and answer format. While sometimes these are purely rhetorical, in the second sermon
the monks actually reply; thus for the first time we hear the voices of the disciples alongside the
Buddha. The third division is the Request of Brahma. This has a different literary form, being in
mixed prose and verse.

This threefold division corresponds closely with the root meanings of the three angas. The
Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta was, I believe, the paradigm for the sutta classification. The main
paradigm for the vyakarana anga is the Anattalakkhana Sutta, together with the Adittapariyaya
Sutta. The third division consists of the Request of Brahma, which may be seen as the paradigm
for the geyya anga. Geyya literally means ‘song’, and is usually understood to be mixed verse and
prose. The Request of Brahma differs from the previous two divisions not only in literary form,
but also in content and audience. The prose discourses set forth profound philosophical and
psychological propositions in a literal, unembellished manner, whereas the verse is metaphorical
and inspirational. This agrees with Asanga’s statement that the geyya anga is those suttas that
require further explanation. And while the prose is addressed to the monks, the verse is
addressed to a non-monastic, specifically a deity associated with the Brahmanical tradition. The
Request of Brahma also includes an unfavourable allusion, by Brahma himself, to the ‘impure
teaching among the Magadhans’, obviously an aspersion on the Vedic doctrines. This is
significant in that the verse style of the Buddhists evolved directly from the Brahmanical
tradition.

So we can sum up the main distinctive features of the three different divisions, corresponding
with the three angas, as follows.

Table 4.1: The Three Angas

Sutta Vyakarana Geyya

Content | Basic doctrinal | Detailed exposition | Inspirational/devotional
statements

Style Declarative prose Interrogative prose | Mixed prose and verse

Speaker | The Buddha only The Buddha and/or | The Buddha, disciples, and others

disciples
Context | Always monastic Usually monastic Usually with lay people or deities,
often Brahmanical
Paradigm | Dhammacakkappavattana | Anattalakkhana Request of Brahma
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THE ANGAS AND THE VEDAS

We have now covered enough ground to see the relevant connections between this threefold
structure and the three Vedas. The Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta, like the Rg Veda, is the prime
source text. Geyya and vyakarana, like the Saman and Yajur Vedas, are secondary and derivative.
We have seen how the angas multiplied in threes - 3, 9, 12 - just as the Vedic literature multiplied
in threes - 3, 6, 12. We have also seen the twelvefold anga occurring in the Jain scriptures. Well
after the effective dissolution of the anga system, the number three is still basic to the Buddhist
scriptures as the Tripitaka, the ‘Three Baskets’. This term is used in all the traditions, despite the
fact that only the Pali canon is meaningfully structured into three sections. Evidently, then, the
idea of the Tripitaka exerts a fascination on the Buddhist mind beyond that of a mere
classification system.

Other relations between the Vedas and the Buddhist scriptures are also discernable. The Buddhist
texts are classified in vaggas of usually ten texts; the Rg Veda is classified in vaggas of about ten
lines. The title vyakarana occurs in both the sixfold and the twelvefold Vedas, but there it means
‘grammar’; however it also occurs in the Jain angas where it definitely means ‘answers’. We have
also encountered the term suttanga to parallel the vedanga; in addition the term suttanta echoes
vedanta.

The influence of the Vedic model would explain the curious sequence of the three angas. One
would expect that sutta should be followed by vyakarana; however the less closely related geyya
appears in between. This reflects the Saman Veda. As we noted above, while all the Vedas are
mainly in verse, the Saman is essentially a book of sacred songs, and so the position of the Saman
as second Veda may have suggested placing the geyya as second anga. I cannot think of any other
reason for this sequence. In fact, we have seen that the existing Sarmyuttas have moved the
Sagatha Vagga to either first or last position; it seems to have enjoyed a certain independence.

The correlations between the angas and the Vedas are suggestive rather than conclusive. I am not
enough of a Vedic scholar to be able to say anything more definitive on the matter. But I do think
these correlations are significant enough to warrant more detailed investigation in the light of
the GIST. If the three angas were structurally influenced by the three Vedas, this would lend
strong support to the idea that they were the earliest classification of Buddhist texts. It would
also support the idea that the angas were distinct collections of specific texts, not merely literary
genres.

CHAPTER 5; THE NIKAYAS/AGAMAS

We may now return to examine the claim of Yin Shun, based on the Yogacarabhiimi$astra, that
the Sarhyukta Agama consists of the three angas. He identifies sutta as the major doctrinal
collections, geyya as the Sagatha Vagga together with the Bhikkhu-sarmyutta (which is really just a
stray chapter from the Sagatha Vagga), and vydkarana as the supplementary expositions. The
identification of the Sagatha Vagga is straightforward; the Pali commentaries, too, say that geyya
is mixed prose and verse, ‘particularly the entire Sagatha Vagga of the Samyutta Nikaya’.
However, the interpretation of sutta and vydkarana is not exactly along the lines we considered
above. I must be careful here, for having relied on the Yogacarabhtimisastra in principle, I am
straight away criticizing the details. But we must bear in mind that Asanga was recording an
opinion long after the Buddha passed away, and long after the anga scheme had ceased to have
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relevance as a classification of the teachings. As so often in these matters, it is possible that he
has preserved an important truth, at the same time as obscuring certain aspects.

One problem with the Yogacarabhiimisastra’s interpretation is that it does not correspond very
closely to the root meanings of the terms sutta and vyakarana. In fact, it is not at all clear why the
term vydkarana should have been chosen for this collection. Another point is that the Pali
commentaries include the Abhidhamma Pitaka under vyakarana. While this is obviously
anachronistic, it is perhaps not so far off the mark, for the earliest Abhidhamma was based on
texts culled largely from the Sarhyutta; however, these were taken from the major doctrinal
collections, not from the supplementary chapters. This is even more apparent in the Sanskrit
portion of the Dharmaskandha that was excavated at Gilgit, which frequently quotes from central
doctrinal texts such as the Nidana Sarhyukta, often in almost identical phrasing as the Pali, and
usually refers to such discourses as vyakarana."”® Another problem is that Asanga’s opinion in the
Yogacarabhiimisastra does not seem to agree here with his statements in the
Abhidharmasamuccaya. We have seen that there he describes vyakarana as past lives of the
disciples, or ‘fully explained’ discourses. Neither of these fit well with the vyakarana anga as
implied in the Yogacarabhtimisastra, but at least the second interpretation fits well with the GIST.

A closer look reveals that in at least some cases the difference is not so great after all. For
example, the Radha- and Ditthi-sarhyuttas follow after the Khandha-sarhyutta in both collections.
They both consist of a series of question & answers on the aggregates. The Chinese adds another
similar group, called ‘Abandoning’, to these. It seems as if these minor sarhyuttas have been spun
out of a few discourses of the Khandha-sarhyutta. These are considered as vyakarana according to
Yin Shun’s interpretation following the Yogacarabhiimisastra; and they are also vyakaranas by my
reckoning. A similar case is the Anuruddha-samyutta, which is a brief appendix to the
Satipatthana-sarhyutta.

Notice that these minor sarhyuttas directly relate to the four noble truths: the aggregates come
under the truth of suffering; the satipatthanas come under the truth of the path. Now, if we
examine the Sarvastivada Samyutta according to Yin Shun’s reconstruction, the sutta anga is
based on the four noble truths, but the vyakarana anga is not. So why do these samyuttas not find
a home in the sutta anga? There are other sarhyuttas that also fit neatly in the four noble truths,
yet according to Yin Shun’s reckoning they come under the vyakarana anga. For example, the
Sarvastivada preserves a Kammavipaka-samyutta. This contains about fifty discourses on the ten
pathways of skilful action. There is no Theravadin equivalent in the Sarhyutta, but most of the
discourses are found clustered together in the Anguttara tens. This may plausibly be explained as
a sarnyutta that has been moved from the Sarmyutta to the Anguttara. According to Yin Shun, this
belongs to the vydkarana anga. But the subject of kamma, and the three unskilful roots that are
mentioned in this context, belong to the second noble truth. According to the GIST, these
discourses would have been incorporated in the proto-Sarmyutta within the four noble truths
scheme. Similarly, the Anamatagga-sarhyutta on the unknowability of the beginnings of samsara,
with its repeated refrain about ‘beings hindered by ignorance and fettered by craving’, would
seem to fit under the second noble truth. Or again, jhana obviously fits under the fourth truth,
the unconditioned under the third, but these are considered as vyakarana. 1 think it is more
reasonable to regard such discourses or collections as having been originally gathered under the
mainstream four noble truths collection of suttas and vyakaranas. More detailed work needs to be
done to clarify this question, but for now I am content to stick by my approach.

The evolution of the angas of suttas and vyakaranas would seem to follow a very natural process.
The Buddha would teach the basic doctrines very often. These would early become collected. The
size of the sutta collection is self-limiting, for there are only so many simple variations possible on
the basic doctrines. It would be natural for inquiries into the meaning of these texts to be going
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on constantly. A very important early stratum of explanatory texts is the vibhangas, a special
kind of vyakarana, which provide the key for understanding the doctrinal frameworks normally
expressed in condensed, almost cryptic form. Many of the Sarhyuttas have a vibhanga; originally
perhaps all did. Some of the vibhangas missing from the Theravada Sarhyutta are found in the
Sarvastivada, for example the Bala Vibhanga Sutta, which should be restored from the Anguttara
to the Sarhyutta.

But while the suttas are limited in size, the vydkaranas can be expanded indefinitely. It would not
take long for the original simple classification to become inadequate and for new, more elaborate,
structures to be required. Two possible avenues would suggest themselves at this stage. One
would be to keep on accumulating individual vyakaranas, creating new collections for them out of
the material spilling over from the original three-anga collection. Another possibility is to try to
reduce the growing bulk of the texts and consequent inconvenience by assembling all of the main
explanatory texts into one comprehensive Vibhanga that would serve as a key to all the
discourses. I think that the outcome of the first development is the Majjhima, the Digha, and
Anguttara, and the outcome of the second development is the Abhidhamma Vibhanga.

It is normally understood that the four Nikayas/Agamas were compiled first and the
Abhidhamma Pitaka later. But this, while generally true, may need some qualification. The GIST
suggests that the proto-Sarhyutta was compiled first and that work on the Nikayas/Agamas may
have been ongoing at the same time as the earliest Abhidhamma work. The terms ‘abhidhamma’
and ‘matika’ occur occasionally in the early texts (a matika is a list of doctrinal principles that
serves as the scaffolding for an Abhidhamma work). Although these terms here cannot refer to
the existing Abhidhamma Pitaka they might well refer to some early precursor.

There is little hint in the early texts themselves what this might be. Scholars have seen
significance in a passage in the Theravada Nikayas that mentions ‘abhidhamma’ and then
discusses the 37 wings to enlightenment. These do in fact form the main framework for the
meditation section of the *Vibhanga Mila. This seems to be confirmed by a hint in the
Dharmaskandha, the Sarvastivadin version of the developed *Vibhanga Mila material. The
Sanskrit text quotes from the Sarhyukta a passage where the Buddha speaks of the 37 wings to
enlightenment; in the Pali these are called ‘dhammas’, but the Sanskrit calls them dharmaskandha,
which is of course the very title of the book where the quote occurs, and the book does indeed
feature those topics. Later Sarvastivadin accounts of the life of Asoka say that Venerable Maha
Kassapa, the special patriarch of the Sarvastivada, recited the matika, consisting largely of the 37
wings to enlightenment, at the first Council; as we have seen, this is confirmed in the
Milasarvastivadin Vinaya.'!

There is another hint in the Sarvastivadin version of the Maha Gosingavana Sutta. This says that
Venerable Maha Kaccayana is a monk who delights in discussing ‘abhidhamma and abhivinaya’.'"?
(The Theravada attributes this to Venerable Maha Moggallana, but all three Chinese versions
more plausibly praise Maha Moggallana for his psychic powers.) One of the other Chinese
versions does not mention this in the body of the text, but at the end Maha Kaccayana is praised
by the Buddha for his ability to expound the four noble truths.'” In the Theravada Anguttara, he
is praised as the foremost in those who can ‘analyse (vibhanga) in detail the meaning of a saying
given in brief.”""* The Chinese extols him for his ability to discriminate the meaning and teach the
path."” This suggests that the early meaning of ‘abhidhamma’ should be sought among Maha
Kaccayana's discourses. He is regarded by the traditions as one of the founders of the
Abhidhammas, and his teachings contain just the sort of material we would expect - analytical
vydkaranas dealing with the sense media, aggregates, etc. In addition, two of Maha Kaccayana’s
discourses are included in the Vibhangavagga. Thus the earliest Abhidhamma consisted of two
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aspects: the wisdom teachings - truths, aggregates, sense media, dependent origination, elements
- and the meditation teachings - the 37 wings to enlightenment.

If the *Vibhanga Mila of the Abhidhamma was derived, not from the completed Sutta Pitaka, but
from the same source as the Majjhima and Digha along a divergent line of development, the
possibility exists that the *Vibhanga Mila may preserve some more archaic features than the
existing Majjhimas. This of course would only apply to the basic specification of content, not the
existing elaborate form, which is clearly not very early. One possible example of this is the
chapter on the elements. The Theravada Abhidhamma Vibhanga mentions 36 elements. These are
all found in the Bahudhatuka Sutta, and as some of the elements are not standard there is little
doubt that this was the Vibhanga’s source (as well as elaborations from the Dhatuvibhanga Sutta).
But the Bahudhatuka Sutta adds, after these 36, five more elements not in the Vibhanga. (The
Sarvastivada consistently has 62 elements in both the Bahudhatuka Sutta and the
Dharmaskandha.) So it seems likely that the extra five elements were added to the Bahudhatuka
Sutta after it was moved out of the proto-Sarhyutta.''® In A History of Mindfulness I examine a much
more striking example of this pattern in the context of satipatthana.

It is important to note that the GIST does not simplistically assert that the Samyutta discourses
are early and authentic, while other discourses are later. All the collections contain a mixture of
early and late material. We are talking here about generalities, about a complex process forming
collections of hundreds of discourses. Discourses outside the Sarhyutta would have come from a
number of sources. Some were originally included in the proto-Sarhyutta, but were moved out.
Other discourses may have been current in the community, but were not included in the basic
collection. In other cases, discourses might have been passed down in remote areas and were
incorporated later. Other discourses may have been formed later, but merely by combining pre-
existing sections of text. Still others evolved out of the relatively informal narrative and
background material associated with the teachings. And some, no doubt, are pure invention.

ANGAS IN THE SAMYUTTA

We saw above that the later angas have clearly exerted an influence over the organization of the
texts as we have them today. It would seem likely that, if our understanding of the first three
angas is correct, we should be able to discern traces of this system in the existing collections. The
GIST suggests that the major doctrinal sarhyuttas were based on suttas, supplemented by
vyakarana explanations. This structure can be discerned in the existing Samyuttas in residual
form. It is very prominent in the Theravada Salayatana-sarnyutta (SN 35), where the first 52
discourses are mainly suttas; the fifty-third starts with ‘a certain bhikkhu’ approaching the
Buddha to ask questions, and thus launches a long series of vyakaranas. (In fact texts 33-52, which
are represented by just one text in the Sarvastivada, SA 196, seem to be spin-offs from the
Adittapariyaya Sutta that were multiplied to fill out the fifty texts.) This structure is not so
evident in most of the other sections in the Pali.

However, many chapters in the Chinese seem to reflect this form to some degree (using the
reconstructed Sarnyukta Agama). I must caution here: there are serious methodological flaws
besetting my research on this point, which is largely based on the existing catalogues on the
concordance of the scriptures of different schools. These catalogues are not always accurate, but I
have not in every case double-checked. In addition, cognate suttas are rarely exactly identical,
and I know of examples where a statement is phrased as a question in the Pali but as a statement
in the Chinese or vice versa. Bearing these limitations in mind, we find that in, for example, the
Khandha-sarhyutta the first 14 discourses are suttas, and after that is a long series of mainly
vyakaranas. The Salayatana, Nidana, Sacca, Satipatthana, Bojjhanga, Anapanasati, and Sotapatti
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sarhyuttas all seem to reflect this pattern. It will be an interesting project for future research to
see whether the sutta/vyakarana structure of these collections is as apparent as it seems from the
correspondence tables.

Although we cannot deviate here to check all of these collections in detail, let us take the Sacca-
samyutta, the doctrinal cornerstone of the whole Sarhyutta, as an example, going back to the
Chinese and re-checking all the parallels. First let us list the texts in the existing Theravada
Sacca-sarhyutta, classifying them as best we can into one or other of the three angas.

Table 5.1: Angas in the Theravada Sacca-sarhyutta

SN 56 | Sutta/Vyakarana
1-12 S

13-18 \%
19-20 | S

21-22 Geyya
23-28 | S

29-31 \%
32-33 | S

34 \%
35-41 | S

42-43 )4
44 S

45-131 )4

This table confirms that the three angas influence the structure of the existing SN 56. Almost
always, suttas are grouped with other suttas, vyakaranas are grouped with other vyakaranas, and
the two geyyas are paired in the middle. Also, the collection starts with the biggest group of suttas,
and ends with the biggest group of vydakaranas, reflecting the sequence of the angas.

The table below shows the occurrence of angas in the existing Sarvastivada Satya-samyukta. I
also list the settings.

Table 5.2: Angas in the Sarvastivada Satya-sarhyukta.

SA Sutta/Vyakarana | Setting
379-402 | S Benares
392 Geyya

N
403 Geyya Magadha
404 v Rajagaha (journeying)
405 Geyya Vesali, Monkey’s Pond
406 v Monkey’s Pond
407-418 v Rajagaha, Veluvana
419-420 | S Rajagaha, Veluvana
421-426 v Rajagaha, Veluvana
427-433 | S Rajagaha, Veluvana
434-442 v Rajagaha, Veluvana
443 S Savatthi, Jetavana
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Here the tendency for suttas to cluster with other suttas, and vyakaranas to cluster with other
vydkaranas, is even more pronounced. Equally striking is that the collection starts off with an
uninterrupted run of 23 suttas. Four miscellaneous texts, including geyyas, then intervene, and
then 11 vyakaranas. It is suggestive that here, as in the Theravada, the geyyas occur in the middle
of the collection, reminding us of the sequence sutta, geyya, vydkarana. The latter half is slightly
less coherent, but still the angas are readily discernable, mainly vyakaranas. So the collection
clearly suggests an organizing principle of a group of suttas followed by a group of vyakaranas,
with a few geyyas in between.

But it is the settings that offer a startling, and unexpected, confirmation of our thesis. The first
text is the Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta, which is of course set in the Deer Park at Benares. All
of the suttas that follow are also set in the Deer Park. It goes without saying that it is implausible
that the Buddha taught all his basic statements on the four noble truths in the one place. The
settings for the following discourses have been simply mechanically repeated from the first.
Exactly the same thing has happened to the vyakaranas. Leaving aside the four intervening
discourses, the first of the string of vydkaranas is set in Rajagaha at the Veluvana, and the
subsequent discourses merely parrot this setting. This conclusion is substantially reinforced by
two other considerations. The first consideration is that these two discourses are virtually the
only ones in the whole collection to have the same setting in the Pali and the Chinese. The second
consideration is that most of the discourses do not have any inherent indication as to where they
were spoken. They simply give a doctrinal statement that could have happened anywhere. But
the Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta is deeply embedded in its narrative context, and all Buddhists
remember that it was spoken at the Deer Park. The first of the vyakaranas, too, internally confirms
its setting, for, being set in R3jagaha, it tells the story of a person in Rajagaha.

Now let us combine these two lists by presenting a list of the concordance between the two
versions of the Sacca-sarhyutta, expanding the detail by listing each individual discourse that
occurs in both collections. In most cases the Theravada does not specify the setting; this is
indicated by empty brackets ( ). It may be assumed that the setting of these discourses was meant
to be Savatthi. Since the Sarvastivada seems in several respects to be more structurally archaic,
let us use the sequence of texts in SA.

Table 5.3: Concordance of the Two Sacca-sarhyuttas

SA SN 56 Sutta/Vyakarana | Settingin SA Setting in SN
379 11-12 S Benares, Deer Park Benares, Deer Park
382 29 S B ()

390 5-6* S B ()

391 5-6% S B ()

392 22/1ti 4.4 Geyya B Vajji, Kotigama
393.1 3-4 S B ()

393.5 25% S B ()

394 37* S B ()

395 38 S B ()

397 32% S B ()

398 39 S B 0O

399 40 S B 0O

400 34 S(Vin SN) B ()

401 35 S B 0

402 23 S B Savattht

403 21 Geyya Magadha Vajji, Kotigama
404 31 v Rajagaha (journey) Ko$ambi
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405 45 Geyya (Vin SN) | Vesali, Monkey’s Pond Vesali, Great Wood
406 47 v Monkey’s Pond ()

407 41 14 Rajagaha, Veluvana Rajagaha, Veluvana
408 8 \% R,V ()

409 7 v RV ()

410 7* % R,V ()

411 10 v RV 0

412 9 \% R,V ()

416 15 % R,V )

417 20, 27 V(sinSN) | RV ()

418 16 \% R,V ()

421 42 % R,V Rajagaha, Vulture’s

Peak

422 43 \% R,V ()

423 46* \% R,V ()

424 46* v R,V ()

425 46* % R,V )

426 46* \% R,V ()

428 2 S R,V ()

429 1 S R,V Savattht
430 33 S R,V ()

435 32% % Savatthi, Jetavana ()

436 44* % S,J )

437 44* v S,J )

438 36 V(SinSN) |S,] ()

439 49/SN13.1* % S,]J ()

440.1 52 V R,V 0)

440.2 53 V )

440.3 57 v ()
441.1-60 | 49%,55%,59* v S,]J ()
442.1-17 | 51-119 v S,]J ()

This table well illustrates the kinds of issues facing us in these studies. It is obvious that here we
have two very similar collections; yet the internal sequence of texts is very different. As well as a
large number of equivalent texts, we also have various anomalies: a single text in one collection
becomes two or more in another collection; sometimes the texts display significant variations;
occasionally a sutta in one collection becomes a vydkarana in the other, and so on. Nevertheless, it
is apparent that texts are frequently grouped together as either suttas or vyakaranas, and that this
should be recognized as an important structural principle underlying the formation of the
existing collections. Again the list starts with a long list of mainly suttas, and ends with
vydkaranas. Another feature is that in between the suttas and vydkaranas are a few geyyas. The
position of the geyya SN 56.22/SA 392 is evidently anomalous, for the text is closely related to SN
56.21/SA 403. The two occur together in the Theravada, so the position in SA is evidently just a
fault in the SA transmission. If we assume that its correct position was with the other geyyas, we
can see that at least in this sarhyutta the geyyas fall in between the suttas and vyakaranas, in
accordance with the sequence of the angas.

Another striking correspondence is that, in several cases, an identifiable group of texts is found in
both collections. For example, take the texts SA 408-412. This group of suttas corresponds with
the group SN 56.7-10. Thus it seems to be a pre-existing unit common to both traditions. A similar
situation obtains with texts SA 394-401, which loosely correspond with SN 56.32, 34, 35, 37, 38, 39,
40. On a smaller scale, several pairs of texts occur together in both collections. These
correspondences raise the possibility that not merely the content, but also the sequence of the
texts in the two traditions was shared, at least in part.
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This suggestion finds spectacular confirmation in the case of the Kassapa-samyutta. This is a
lively collection of vyakaranas that sheds interesting light on one of the great characters of
Buddhism, especially in his historical role. It is one of the few prose sarhyuttas that is preserved
in entirety in the Theravada and in two of the Chinese Sarhyuttas, the Sarvastivada as well as the
partial ‘other Sarhyutta’ of unknown school, possibly Kasyapiya. Here is the list of texts, using the
sequence of the restored SA.

Table 5.4: Concordance of the Three Kassapa-sarhyuttas

Sarvastivada SA | ‘Other’ SA? | Theravada SN 16
1136 111 3
1137 112 4
1138 113 6
1139 114 7
1140 115 8
1141 116 5
1142 117 9
1143 118 10
1144 119 11
905 120 12
906 121 13

The correspondence is bordering on miraculous. The two Chinese Samyuttas are in fact identical
in content and sequence, if we accept Yin Shun’s suggested restoration of the two final texts (SA
905, 906). The Theravada is also very close. It has two extra texts at the beginning; these may have
been later additions. And one text has been moved, SN 16.5 ‘Old’. This text shares in common with
SN 16.8 a substantial passage on such practices as forest dwelling, alms-food eating, and so on.
Thus it seems reasonable that SN 16.5 should follow SN 16.8, and that the two Chinese versions
have in this case preserved the correct sequence. Leaving aside the two extra texts in the
Theravada, we have eleven texts, close enough to a classic vagga of ten.

Unfortunately, nowhere else in the prose sarhyuttas do we encounter such a neat
correspondence. Wherever we turn, we are beset with anomalies and discontinuities. Each
anomaly is a potential fault-line, a fissure through which we might just be able to discern an older
structure. One obvious explanation for the inconsistencies is that the collection was reorganized
at a later date by people who had either forgotten the sutta/vydakarana structure, or for whom it
had become unimportant. It might, therefore, be possible, relying on a variety of means of textual
sleuthing, to uncover traces of editorial manipulation and to reconstruct what the original angas
might have looked like. This procedure will, however, be speculative, complex, and not essential
for our main argument, so I have relegated further structural investigations to an appendix.

ANGAS IN THE MAJJHIMA

For the remainder of this chapter I will investigate some structural features of the Dighas,
Majjhimas, and Anguttaras, in much less detail than the Samyutta. My main aim is to see if
anything within these collections supports the GIST, or obviously refutes it. Answers to these
questions, if they can be found at all, will require much more specific, detailed study; here I
intend merely to point out some ways of addressing the questions.
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There are several hints of the influence of the Sarhyutta in the formation of the existing
Majjhimas. Most obvious is that several of the chapters in the Sarvastivada Majjhima are called
‘sarhyuttas’. There is a Kamma-sarhyutta-vagga, a Sariputta-samyutta-vagga, a Samudaya-
sarhyutta-vagga, and a Raja-sarmyutta-vagga. Not only does the word ‘sarhyutta’ occur, but also
these are all similar to titles of sections in the existing Chinese Sarhyutta. Furthermore, chapters
6-10 of the Theravada Majjhima have titles that are similar or identical with titles in the
Sarhyutta: Gahapati (=Gamani-sarhyutta), Bhikkhu, [Paribbajaka] (not in the existing Sarhyuttas,
but would come under the eight assemblies), Raja (=Kosala), and Brahmana. With the exception of
the Gahapativagga, these are in the same sequence predicted by Bucknell’s reconstructed Sagatha
Vagga. Again, the final chapter of the Theravada Majjhima, the Salayatanavagga, not only shares
its title and subject matter with the Sarmyutta, but all the discourses are found in the Sarvastivada
Sarhyutta.

The division into three groups of fifty discourses in the Theravada Majjhima even seems to faintly
reflect the three angas. The first fifty presents the main doctrines; although formally these are
mainly vyakaranas, within the Majjhima as a whole they function as basic texts, in a way similar to
suttas. The second fifty as noted above has titles similar to the Sagatha vagga, includes a fair
number of verses, and is often addressed to lay people, thus being related to the geyya anga. The
final fifty tend to be more analytical and expository, classic vyakaranas, including some proto-
Abhidhamma texts, the Salayatanavagga, and the historically important Vibhangavagga.

The Vibhangavagga is the only chapter that shares both the same title and almost all the same
content in the two Majjhimas. The exact title in the Sarvastivada is ‘Mulavibhangavagga’, the
‘Root Vibhanga Chapter’, which is very suggestive. Most of the discourses deal with familiar
topics such as the aggregates and sense media. Two of the discourses, the Saccavibhanga Sutta
and the Aranavibhanga Sutta, refer directly back to the Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta. (The
Saccavibhanga Sutta is not in the existing Sarvastivada Vibhangavagga; however Bucknell argues
persuasively that it was removed accidentally at a later date). Unsurprisingly, several of the
discourses in the Vibhangavagga are shared in common with chapters in the Abhidhamma
Vibhanga. All this suggests that this chapter, with its demonstrably close connection to the
Sarhyutta, was an early and fundamental division within the Majjhima.

There is one very important framework, comprising perhaps a third of the discourses in the
Majjhimas and Dighas, which is not found, or at least is not prominent, in the existing Theravada
Sarhyutta Nikaya. This is the ‘training’ (sikkha). This discrepancy has perhaps been a reason why
the dependence of the Majjhima on the Sarhyutta has not been noticed. However, the
Sarvastivada Sarhyukta Agama rectifies this. It has a Sikkha-sarhyutta containing the basic
discourses on the threefold training, which in the Theravada are now in the Anguttara Nikaya. In
the Majjhima and Digha this simple threefold training is usually elaborated into the detailed
‘gradual training’, resulting in many very long discourses. If all the discourses on the training
were assembled, Sarhyutta-style, into one collection it would be long and cumbersome indeed. It
is plausible that such a long collection would be broken into more manageable pieces, which
would form fundamental portions, perhaps the fundamental portions, of the new collections.

ANGAS IN THE DIGHA

We are uniquely fortunate to have three Dighas available for inquiry. The Theravada Digha
Nikaya in Pali is well known, and has twice been translated in its entirety into English. The
Dharmaguptaka Dirgha Agama in Chinese is much less known, and only a few discourses and
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passages have been translated. The Sarvastivada Dirgha Agama is almost entirely unknown, since
only in the last few years have the manuscripts emerged from Afghanistan and been made
available for study (although several of the individual discourses have been edited and translated
previously). I have not been able to study these discourses; the following is from Hartmann’s
essay detailing the structure of the collection, which he has reconstructed with the help of the
information contained in the uddanas (summaries of discourse titles at the end of each section),
and folio numbers.'”” Hartmann says that these results are now ‘close to certainty’.

In addition to these sources, there is some information on a version of the Digha mentioned in
Samathadeva’s Abhidharmako$opayikanamatika (AKO), available in Tibetan. Hartmann says his
conclusions about the Sarvastivada Dirgha in his earlier work based on this source have been
pleasantly confirmed by the discovery of the actual manuscript; however, others have said that
there are certain differences between the Dirgha as inferable from the AKO and the manuscript.'*®
Since the AKO is a commentary on Vasubandhu’s Abhidharmakosa, and that work is a Sautrantika
polemic against the Sarvastivada, it would seem plausible that the Dirgha used by Samathadeva
(and Vasubandhu) belonged to the Sautrantikas.

In any case, for now we have plenty to deal with in the three existing Dighas. Below I present the
contents of the Sarvastivada Dirgha as reconstructed by Hartmann, together with the cognates in
the Theravada (Digha and Majjhima) and Dharmaguptaka (Dirgha). Most of these discourses have
several other cognates in Chinese, Tibetan, and Sanskrit, but since we are mainly interested in the
structural principles of the collections, rather than the content of the individual discourses, I only
mention the cognates in the major collections. We may briefly deal with each section in turn. In
the following table: @ means exists in the DA’ manuscript; # means partially exists; * means exists
only as a title in the uddana (although might exist in other fragments).

Table 5.5: The Three Dighas: First Section

Sarvastivada (DA?) Theravada Dharmaguptaka
Satsiitrakanipata

DA’ 1 Dadottara * DN 34 Dasuttara DA 10, 11

DA’ 2 Arthavistara * No No

DA? 3 Sangiti * DN 33 Sangiti DA 9

DA’ 4 Catusparisat # (= 1% chapter of Vinaya Mahavagga) | No

DA’5 Mahavadana # DN 15 Mahapadana DA 1

DA’ 6 Maha Parinirvana # | DN 16 Maha Parinibbana DA 2

This ‘Six-Stitra Group’, seems to have been a popular set, a ‘greatest hits’ compilation. The
Arthavistara, though absent from the main Nikayas/Agamas, is found in a couple of
miscellaneous translations in Chinese."” These are the last two of the 72 individual discourse
translations located after the complete Madhyama Agama translation, which suggests that the
compilers of the Taisho edition thought they belonged to the Madhyama rather than to the
Dirgha. They are early translations, particularly T 98, which was done by An Shigao (flourished
AD 148-170), the pioneer of translation into Chinese. The two translations largely agree on
contents. The Arthavistara is delivered by Venerable Sariputta and consists of 23 or 25 lists of
dhammas in the style of Dasuttara and Sangiti, but the lists do not occur in ascending numerical
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order and most have numbers over 10. Of the next three, the Catusparisat tells the fundamental
story of the events following the Buddha’s enlightenment: the turning of the wheel of Dhamma,
and the establishment of the fourfold assembly. The Theravada and other schools preferred to
include this text in their Vinayas. The Mahapadana contains much that parallels this, but set in
the time of Vipassi Buddha; the Maha Parinibbana is the complementary narrative of the close of
the Buddha’s life. So this ‘Six-Sttra Group’ is three lists of basic doctrines, and three key
biographical narratives. This makes it seem like it may have served as a basic curriculum for the
beginners in Buddhist studies. One wonders whether these three biographical narratives might
have comprised the apadana anga.

Table 5.6: The Three Dighas: Second Section

Sarvastivada Theravada Dharmaguptaka
Yuganipata

1" varga

DA’ 7 Apannaka * MN 60 Apannaka No
DA’ 8 Sarveka * No No
DA’ 9 Bhargava * DN 24 Patika DA 15
DA’ 10 Salya * MN 105 Sunakkhatta No
DA’ 11 Bhayabhairava * MN 4 Bhayabherava No
DA’ 12 Romaharsana * MN 12 Maha Sthanada No
DA’ 13 Jinayabha * DN 18 Janavasabha DA 4
DA’ 14 Govinda # DN 19 Maha Govinda DA 3
DA’ 15 Prasadikah # DN 28 Sampasadaniya DA 18
DA’ 16 Prasadaniya * DN 29 Pasadika DA 17
2" varga

DA? 17 Paficatraya @ MN 102 Paficattaya No
DA’ 18 Mayajala # No No
DA” 19 Kamathika # MN 95 Canki No
DA? 20 Kayabhavana @ MN 36 Maha Saccaka No
DA’ 21 Bodha @ MN 85 BodhirajakuMara | No
DA’ 22 Sarhkara @ MN 100 Sangarava No
DA’ 23 Atanata @ DN 32 Atanatiya No
DA’ 24 Mahasamaja @ | DN 20 Maha Samaya DA 19

The next section, the ‘Paired Group’, consisting of two vaggas, contains much unshared material.
However, one shared structural feature is the two pairs of discourses DN 18/DA 4/DA’ 13
Janavasabha & DN 19/DA 3/DA? 14 Maha Govinda; and DN 28/DA 18/DA’ 15 Sampasadaniya & DN
29/DA 17/DA’ 16 Pasadika. Both of these two pairs are quite similar in style, and they are found
together in all three collections. They thus seem to belong together, and have maybe stuck
together through the various changes in the collections. Apart from this, however, this section
does not seem to share a common structural heritage.
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This section contains several discourses that, in the Pali, are found in the Majjhima. A striking
fact, pointed out by Hartmann and Bucknell, is that none of these have cognates in the existing
Madhyama Agama in Chinese. Until the discovery of the Sarvastivada Dirgha, this was a puzzle:
were all these discourses invented by the Theravada? But now the puzzle is solved. It seems
certain that the two collections, the Madhyama now found in the Chinese canon, and the Dirgha
recovered from Afghanistan, must have originally been edited conjointly, and the compilers
strictly avoided duplicating any discourses in both collections. This confirms our belief that they
belong to the same school, and from the internal evidence in the Madhyama, it seems very likely
that this was the Sarvastivada. So rather than these discourses being an invention of the
Theravada, both the Theravada and Sarvastivada had versions of these discourses, but the
Theravada chose to include them in its Majjhima, while the Sarvastivada included them in its
Dirgha. This is a caution against overly rash conclusions based on the absence of a particular
discourse from one collection or other.

These discourses sit quite comfortably in the Digha, since all of them deal, in one way or another,
with the question of the relation between Buddhism and the other contemporary religions, which
is also an outstanding theme of many of the other key Digha discourses, especially the
Silakkhandhavagga discussed below. The Sarvastivada Vinaya Vibhasa (a Vinaya commentary
preserved in Chinese) in fact says that the purpose of the Digha (presumably the Sarvastivada
Dirgha) was to refute the heretics. MN 60/DA’7 Apannaka opens with the Brahmans of Sala
hearing of the Buddha’s good reputation, then deciding to go and see him; this stock passage is
found in discourses 3-7 of the Theravada Digha. MN 95/DA? 19 Canki has a similar Digha-style
opening and theme (incidentally, a fragment of a Mahasanighika version of this discourse also
exists). MN 105/DA’ 10 Sunakkhatta and MN 12/DA?* Mahasthanada deal with the dismal spiritual
career of the wanderer Sunakkhatta, who also appears in DN 24/DA 15/DA’ 9 Patika; thus the
Sarvastivadins felt it better to assemble these discourses together in their Dirgha. MN 4/DA* 11
Bhayabherava is addressed to the Brahman Janussoni, who appears, along with a number of other
Brahmans featured elsewhere in the Digha, at DN 13.2. This also deals with the Bodhisatta’s
practices before enlightenment, which link it up with MN 36/DA* 20 Mahasaccaka, MN 85/DA” 21
Bodhirajakumara, and MN 100/DA’ 22 Sangarava, which all treat of the Bodhisatta’s ascetic
practices, in response to challenges by either the Jains or the Brahmans. MN 102/DA’ 17
Paficattaya has been described as a ‘middle-length’ version of DN 1/DA 21/DA’ 47 Brahmajala, a
sophisticated refutation of a range of wrong views. A further unifying Digha-style trait is that
several of these discourses deal with, directly or indirectly, with the gradual training: MN 60/DA’
7 Apannaka, MN 4/DA’ 11 Bhayabherava, MN 36/DA’ 20 Mahasaccaka, MN 85/DA’ 21
Bodhirajakumara, and MN 100/DA’ 22 Sangarava. The other discourse that appears in the
Theravada Majjhima but the Sarvastivada Dirgha is MN 55/DA? 43 Jivaka, which occurs in the next
section of the Sarvastivada Dirgha. This is a slightly odd choice, for the text is quite short,
unusually so even for a Majjhima discourse. Nevertheless, it also addresses the theme of the
Buddha’s response to criticisms from other religions.

The Majjhima discourses taken together number ten. Strikingly enough, there are also ten
discourses in the opposite situation; that is, they are found in the Theravada Digha but in the
Sarvastivada Madhyama. These are as follows: DN 15/MA 97 Maha Nidana, DN 17/MA 68 Maha
Sudassana, DN 21/MA 134 Sakkapafiha, DN 22/MA 98 Satipatthana, DN 23/MA 71 Payasi, DN
25/MA 104 Udumbarika-sthanada, DN 26/MA 70 Cakkavatti-sthanada, DN 27/MA 154 Aggafifia, DN
30/ MA 59 Lakkhana, DN 31/MA 135 Sigalovada. Given that the standard grouping of discourses is
in vaggas of ten, it seems likely that these differences result from the movement of vaggas among
the collections. The question then becomes, where were they moved from? I have not looked at
the question in detail, but I have examined two of the discourses found in the Theravada Digha
and the Sarvastivada Madhyama, that is, the Satipatthana and the Lakkhana. In both of these
cases the Digha versions have substantial quantities of extra material, and the added material on
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internal evidence seems late. Thus it seems plausible that these two discourses were taken from
the Majjhima, padded out, and placed in the Digha. Given that they seem to have been moved as a
group, this conclusion might also hold good for the rest of the discourses, too. Thus we should
entertain the possibility that the Sarvastivada shifted one vagga from the Madhyama into their

Dirgha, and the Theravada shifted a different vagga from their Majjhima into the Digha. Of

course, it is equally possible that both of these vaggas originated somewhere else, perhaps the
Samyutta, and were shifted into either the Digha or the Majjhima. This could be tested by a closer

examination to see whether the discourses displayed any noteworthy Sarhyutta-like features.

Table 5.7: The Three Dighas: Third Section

Sarvastivada (DA?) Theravada Dharmaguptaka
Silaskandhanipata

1% varga

DA? 25 Tridandin @ No No
DA? 26 Pingalatreya @ | No No
DA? 27 Lohitya 1 @ DN 12 Lohicca DA 29
DA’ 28 Lohitya 2 @ DN 12 Lohicca DA 29
DA? 29 Kaivartin @ DN 11 Kevaddha DA 24
DA’ 30 Mandisa 1 @ DN 7 Jaliya No
DA” 31 Mandi$a 2 @ DN 7 Jaliya No
DA?32 Mahallin @ DN 6 Mahali No
DA’ 33 Sronatandya @ | DN 4 Sonadanda DA 22
DA’ 34 Kitadandya @ | DN 5 Katadanta DA 23
2™ varga

DA’ 35 Ambastha @ DN 3 Ambattha DA 20
DA’36 Prsthapala@ | DN 9 Potthapada DA 28
DA’ 37 Karanavadin @ | No No
DA’ 38 Pudgala @ (cf. AN 11 205 ff.) No
DA? 39 Sruta @ No No
DA? 40 Mahalla @ No No
DA’ 41 Anyatama @ | No No
3" varga

DA? 42 Suka @ DN 10 Subha No
DA? 43 Jivaka @ MN 55 Jivaka | No
DA’ 44 R3ja @ DN 2 Samaffiaphala DA 27
DA’ 45 Vasistha @ DN 13 Tevijja DA 26
DA’ 46 Kasyapa @ DN 8 Kassapasihanada DA 25
DA” 47 Brahmajala @ | DN 1 Brahmajala DA 21
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Here, several of the discourses found in the Sanskrit have no known cognate. A meaningful
discussion of this point must wait until the texts are published. But we can see that at least a
couple of the unshared discourses seem anomalous: we have already commented on the Jivaka
Sutta; this seems to have been cut adrift from its Majjhima friends. Especially startling is the
inclusion of Anguttara-style material. Perhaps the redactors consciously used a ‘principle of
diversity’ in assembling the texts: they wanted to include a range of different materials in the one
collection, so deliberately inserted heterogenous material. This principle would seem to have
been at work elswehere, too. For example, the Vinaya, though focussing primarily on monastic
discipline, finds room to encompass a broad range of other styles, from doctrinal teaching, to
historical narrative, verses, story-telling, and so on. This might have been done since the reciters
of any one collection had relatively little knowledge of the content of other collections. In the
Theravada, the compilers made sure, for example, that the Digha reciters would be exposed to
key Anguttara-style teachings by incorporating such matter within larger discourses. The
Sarvastivada also did this, but it seems they also allowed room for material that had not been
adapted to fit in its context.

Leaving these anomalous texts aside, virtually all the discourses in this section are found in all
three collections. This is the most outstanding structural feature of the existing Digha. In the rest
of the Digha, most of the discourses are held in common among the traditions, especially between
the Theravada and Dharmaguptaka, but the slight structural resemblance suggests that the
sequence of discourses was settled after the Dharmaguptaka schism, which was quite late. But in
the Silakkhandhavagga, the discourses are found consistently grouped together, even though the
sequence of texts differs considerably. The few unshared discourses mostly repeat shared
discourses, so do not substantially affect the picture.

Even more striking, the discourses all deal with a similar topic, offering a detailed account of
monastic ethical training, justifying the chapter title ‘Silakkhandhavagga’ (‘Chapter on the
Aggregate of Ethics’). This treatise on ethics is usually complemented by sections on the four
jhanas and then the higher knowledges culminating in the realization of the four noble truths,
thus completing the threefold gradual training (sikkha). The position of the vagga is different - in
the Theravada it is at the beginning, in the Dharmaguptaka and Sarvastivada at the end. In fact
the Theravada here seems correct, for the Vinaya of the Dharmaguptaka states that the
Brahmajala Sutta was the first discourse recited in the First Council; this text is in the
Silakkhandhavagga of both versions, and in the Theravada version it is the first discourse in the
vagga. The Dharmaguptaka Dirgha, therefore, must have been re-organized after their Vinaya
was completed. This re-organization displaces the monastic and meditative discourses from the
beginning of the collection in favour of the biographical and hagiographic; this might even have
occurred under Mahayana influence at the time of translation. Despite this difference in the
position of the vagga, and despite the fact that the internal sequence within the vagga is
different, still it is evident that this vagga was a key structural element in the Digha current in the
ancestral Theravada school before it split into Sarvastivada and Vibhajjavada. This is further
confirmed in the Mulasarvastivada Vinaya, which mentions that the Digha contains the
Satsiitrakanipata and the Silaskandhanipata, although it does not list the individual discourses.'”

In fact, it is possible that the original Digha was just the Silakkhandhavagga. This is supported by
a statement in the introduction to the Dharmaguptaka Dirgha Agama, which describes the
collection as dealing with ‘various ways of practice’, which is exactly the main thrust of the
Silakkhandhavagga. This section has a distinctly Sarnyutta-like character - a group of ten
discourses dealing with the same topic. Thus the Silakkhandhavagga may well have existed at
first in the proto-Samyutta, where it could have comprised its own “*Silakkhandha-sarhyutta’.
Perhaps more likely it was the largest chapter in a ‘Sikkha-sarhyutta’, which was later broken up
because of its excessive length. The Sarvastivada retains a fairly humble Sikkha-sarhyutta
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consisting mainly of the short discourses on the three-fold training, but in the Theravada this has
disappeared. The shorter discourses on the threefold training were moved into the Anguttara, the
medium ones into the Majjhima, and the longest ones formed a group on its own, which attracted
other long discourses and became the Digha. These long discourses are all in dialogue form and
are therefore classic vyakaranas in style, chronicling the vibrant debates between the Buddha and
his spiritual contemporaries.

But by the time the later discourses were being added to the Digha, the three-anga classification
was breaking down completely. A good example of this is the Mahapadana Sutta.” The doctrinal
core of this is a Sarhyutta-style vyakarana on dependent origination (having much in common
with SN 12.4-9/SA 366). This is closely connected with one of the basic sutta passages on the rise
and fall of the five aggregates taken from the Khandha-sarhyutta (this passage is connected with
dependent origination in the Theravadin text SN 12.22 but not in its counterpart SA 348). This is
embedded within an apadana, a form found in the Sanskrit twelvefold anga but not in the Pali
ninefold anga. The discourse begins with an abbhiitadhamma. 1t includes the Request of Brahma3,
which is a paradigmatic geyya. Vinaya material and some udanas (or gathas) from the
Dhammapada are thrown in for good measure. Thus we find, in one existing discourse, no less
than seven distinct literary formats.

THE ANGUTTARA

So if the Majjhima and Digha can be regarded as outgrowths of the vyakarana anga, what of the
Anguttara? The Samyutta and the Anguttara appear to be complementary collections of the
shorter discourses. While the discourses in the Samyutta are collected according to topic (the
‘sarhyutta principle’), the discourses in the Anguttara are arranged according to numerical
sequence (the ‘anguttara principle’). In addition to this main application within the Sutta Pitaka,
this pair of organizing principles is echoed in the Vinaya and Abhidhamma. For example the
Dharmaguptaka Vinaya has two appendices, one called the ‘Sarhyuktavarga’, and one called the
‘Vinayaikottara’.'” We will briefly consider the Abhidhamma below. The fact that the two
principles occur across the schools and also across the Pitakas suggests that they are both quite
fundamental. Given this, is it then possible to decide which organizing principle came first?

As usual, we may first consider the pre-Buddhist texts. From the Rg Veda onwards in much of the
Brahmanical literature the verses of homage to a certain deity - say, Soma, or Agni, or the Maruts
- are collected together in chapters. This clearly presages the sarhyutta principle; indeed, some of
the chapters in the Sagatha Vagga, such as the Sakka-sarhyutta or the Devaputta-sarhyutta,
directly recall Vedic antecedents. Some of the existing Jain texts use the anguttara principle, but
it is not clear if this usage pre-dated Buddhism. So the major pre-Buddhist literature consists
largely of short pieces of text that were gathered together at a later date and sorted out by topic
into a massive architecture. The Sarhyutta could almost be seen as a direct literary challenge to
this Vedic supremacy, taking the same formal elements and applying them far more
systematically. Just as the Vedas were regarded as an emanation of Being into sound, an
expression of the innate cosmic intelligence (veda) as a body of inspired poetry (Vedas), the
Sarhyutta by embodying the four noble truths exhibits the perfect correspondence between
Dhamma as lived experience and Dhamma as formalized teaching.

From the pre-Buddhist tradition, let us then consider the original Buddhist traditions. These were
of course the individual discourses, the teachings given by the Buddha himself. Most of these
discourses consist of short statements on a specific topic, where the relevant aspects of the topic
can be summed up in a small number of fundamental items; for example the threefold training,
the five powers, or the six recollections. So the individual discourses, the building blocks, are
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internally organized by topic, that is, the sarhyutta principle. This suggests that the idea of the
sarhyutta principle is logically prior to the anguttara principle. But while in the majority of cases
it seems clear that thematic affinity was the magnetic force that drew these dhammas together,
the manner of presenting them in lists of distinct items instantly gives them a numerical
standing. In fact, a standard style of openings for discourses is, say, ‘There are these four noble
truths...” This would invite classification under either ‘four’ or ‘noble truths’.

There are some discourses that use number as an internal organizing principle. For example the
Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta features the interlocking set of numbers: 2, 3, 4, 8, 12. Such
discourses invoke the mysterious properties of numbers, which may be divided or multiplied, as
an image seen through prisms that reveal many facets or few. But in such cases the numerical
relationship, though significant, is clearly subordinate to the thematic relationship. Only
occasionally do we see a discourse where the numerical principle links teachings that have no
strong thematic relationship. On a small scale there are discourses such as the Maha Pafiha
Sutta,'” which gives a list of questions on miscellaneous sets of dhammas from one to ten, and on
a larger scale there are of course the Sangiti and similar discourses.'” But even here, while there
is no strong thematic relationship between the different sets of dhammas, each individual set of
dhammas is still internally organized by topic. Wherever we peel back the skin, the sarhyutta
principle seems to lie antecedent to the anguttara principle. While this does not prove that the
Sarhyutta Nikaya is earlier than the Anguttara Nikaya, it remains suggestive.

Perhaps the most influential remnant of the anguttara principle in later Buddhism was the 37
wings to enlightenment. This group well illustrates the interplay between the two organizing
principles. It comprises seven sets of dhammas dealing with the path, which originally comprised
the Maha Vagga (or ‘Magga Vagga’ according to the Sarvastivadins) of the Sarnyutta Nikaya. Thus
the most general overall structure is the samyutta principle (dhammas dealing with one theme,
the way of practice), and so they appropriately form part of the Sarhyutta Nikaya/Agama. Within
this overarching grouping, the standard sequence lists the groups in ascending numerical order,
that is the anguttara principle - four (satipatthanas, right efforts, bases of psychic power), five
(faculties and powers), seven (enlightenment-factors), eight (factors of the noble path). There is
explicit evidence that it was in fact the anguttara principle that is at work here, not some
abstruse progressive structure underlying the sets. This is the second Maha Pafiha Sutta, which
gives the following dhammas in ascending sequence: (one) all beings subsist on sustenance; (two)
name & form; three feelings; four satipatthanas; five spiritual faculties; six elements of escape;
seven enlightenment-factors; eightfold noble path; nine abodes of beings; ten courses of skilful
action.” This fits as many of the wings to enlightenment as possible in this numerical scheme.
Some of the schools, forgetting the arbitrary nature of this sequence, tried to interpret it as
implying an orderly progress of practice; that is, they interpreted a collection of teachings
organized by the anguttara principle as having been organized by the sarhyutta principle.

Gethin points out that many of the matikas of both the Theravada and Sarvastivada
Abhidhammas are constructed with the anguttara principle.'”® The most important example is the
Dhammasangani, which is based on a matika of 22 dyads and 100 triads of dhammas. Many of
these are shared with the early Suttas and the Sarvastivada Abhidhamma; hence, many of the
dyads and triads must be old, although the elaborate working out of them is not. Gethin sees the
key Abhidhamma works as springing from the interplay of such anguttara-matikas and the
sarhyutta-matika: the Dhammasangani is based on an anguttara-matika, and analyses this with
the sarhyutta-matika; the Vibhanga is based on the sarhyutta-matika and analyses this with an
anguttara-matika. '’ However, while correctly stressing the importance of the anguttara
principle, he does not really present any persuasive evidence that the anguttara principle was of
such primary importance as the sarhyutta principle. No doubt the Buddha did teach in numbered
sets, and no doubt these began to be collected from an early date. But the story told by the early
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texts establishes the Sarhyutta as the most fundamental collection, in terms of both time and
doctrine. Furthermore, sarhyutta-principle texts tend to be relatively consistent not merely in
their organizing principle but also in the actual contents (the sarnyutta-matika), whereas there is
no standard content of anguttara-principle texts.

Bucknell discusses the structural features of the Anguttara in some depth. Here is a sample of his
findings.

‘The first is titled Vaggo pathamo (First vagga) - or, in one manuscript, Ripadi-vaggo pathamo
(First vagga, on Visible Form etc.).”” In this case the ten short “suttas” comprising the vagga
belong together as regards both content and form. In the first of the ten the Buddha says:
“Monks, I know of no other single visible form that so enslaves a man’s mind as the visible form
of a woman ...”; in the next four he says the same of the sound, odor, taste, and feel (tactile
experience) of a woman; and in the remaining five he repeats it all but with the words “man” and
“woman” interchanged. The wording is otherwise identical in all ten “suttas”. What the text
identifies as a vagga, a collection of ten suttas, actually has the characteristics of a single sutta in
ten sections, which might have been appropriately located in the Fives, or perhaps in the Tens.
Now, there is a sutta in the Fives that incorporates verbatim the first five of these ten “suttas”;'”’
it differs only in adding more detail, placing the lesson in a context, and supplying introductory
and closing formulas. This is, therefore, likely to be the source of the first vagga of the Ones. The
central portion of the source sutta was lifted out of its context, divided into five sections, and
then duplicated by switching “man” and “woman”, to yield a set of ten pseudo-suttas, each of
which dealt with just one Dhamma topic.*

Bucknell notes that the ten Theravada discourses are represented by two texts in the
Mahasanghika Ekottara (EA 9.7, 9.8), thus supporting the hypothesis. Similar features dominate
the Ones of the Anguttara, and are found elsewhere in the collection, too. One possible reason for
such manipulation - which is found in both the Theravada and Mahasanghika versions - is simply
to provide more material for poorly-represented numbers. There are lots of sets of, say, five
dhammas, but few sets of one dhamma, and this may have prompted the slicing up of some texts
of fives into ones.

Even so, there still remains the question why certain of the fives are chosen and not others. Is this
merely arbitrary, or is there some other guiding principle at work? One obvious reason is that
many of these texts feature the word ‘one’. But not all of them do. I believe that part of the
answer also lies in the symbolic resonance of the numbers. The power and mystery of numbers
exerted a fascination on many of the philosophers of the ancient world; they had not become so
over-familiar with figures as to see them merely as devices for mechanical manipulation and
‘number-crunching’. Number promised the key to unlock the mysteries of the stars. Particular
numbers clearly have a symbolic significance in the Buddhist tradition."” It would be surprising if
such numerological significance had no influence on a collection organized by number. For
example, the number ‘one’ in Buddhism often denotes samadhi or ‘one-pointedness of mind’. The
first fifty-five suttas of the Theravada Anguttara deal with samadhi and its hindrances, and
prominently feature the word ‘mind’ (citta), a word which frequently occurs in samadhi contexts
as ‘one-pointedness of mind’. The first forty texts feature the word ‘one’, but the remainder do
not. These texts are all demonstrably artificial: most of them were constructed by slicing one
longer text into fragments. It is possible that this process was encouraged by the feeling that the
number ‘one’ was particularly appropriate for a samadhi context.

We have already seen how some of the important doctrinal matter in the Anguttara seems to
have been moved from the Samyutta. And indeed we often find, within the large-scale disorder of
the Anguttara, smaller groups of discourses collected together according to topic, such as the
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threefold training, the various groups of powers, the six recollections, the tenfold path, etc.; these
form mini-sarhyuttas within the Anguttara, which in some cases are matched by genuine
sarhyuttas in the Sarvastivada Sarhyutta. Sometimes these form a classic vagga, such as AN 3.82-
932 on the threefold training, reminiscent of the ten (or so) discourses on the gradual training
found in the Dighas. Most of these are found in the Sarvastivada Sikkha-sarhyutta, concentrated
within one and a half vaggas. But the material generally considered most characteristic of the
Anguttara is simple, lay-oriented teachings on ethics and devotion, and in many of the discourses
the prose is supplemented by a verse summary. This reminds us of the geyya anga. In addition,
there is a substantial number of vydkaranas, dealing with familiar topics such as the sense media,
dependent origination, etc. About 78 discourses, mainly vyakaranas, are found in the Theravada
Anguttara but the Sarvastivada Madhyama. Some of these appear like ‘Majjhima-style’ discourses,
and hence may have been moved from the Majjhima into the Anguttara. In other cases there are
substantial groups of consecutive discourses in the Sarvastivada Madhyama that share the same
number; these may have been moved from the Anguttara.

I would suggest as an initial hypothesis that the Theravada Anguttara might have started life as a
much smaller collection derived from the geyya anga. It would have included shorter discourses
dealing with relatively minor topics that were not included in the Sarhyutta. Probably its main
purpose was to provide convenient material for sermons, especially for lay devotees; this
function is acknowledged by the schools. At a later date it was filled out greatly with material
from the Majjhima and Sarhyutta. Most of this material probably belonged originally to the other
collections and was moved over to the Anguttara in order to give it more doctrinal weight, ensure
that the Anguttara students got a complete education, and balance out the Nikayas into four
reasonably similar-sized collections for the purposes of memorization.

It is difficult to know how far these speculations, tentative enough in the case of the Theravada,
might also apply to the Anguttaras of other schools. The Sarvastivada versions of all three other
Agamas are all long, in the case of the Madhyama and Dirgha in particular, much longer than the
Pali, so they might have had a smaller Ekottara. But the existing Ekottara is quite sizeable, and
includes much substantive material; perhaps it was chosen by the Chinese for translation
precisely because it was one of the more substantial versions of that collection.

CHAPTER 6: THE EVOLUTION OF THE TRUTHS

In this chapter we will look more closely at how the teachings evolve in the different strata and
types of text we have been discussing. We will take as the main paradigm the four noble truths.
As well as having central position in the Dhamma, this framework offers a particularly clear
model for the kinds of changes we are interested in here. In particular, the texts themselves
suggest an evolution in the presentation of the doctrine.

THE SANSKRIT DHAMMACAKKAPPAVATTANA SUTTA

The Theravada version of the Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta, which is by far the best known,
presents the teaching material in the following manner. First come the two extremes and the
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eightfold path; then come the definitions of the truths; finally comes the description of the ‘three
rounds and the twelve modes’.

This presentation is not common to all the versions. Most importantly for our current concerns,
several omit the definitions of the truths; we have mentioned that this is the case with the SA
Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta. One version even omits the truths entirely, presenting just the
extremes and the middle way. The Sarvastivada Catusparisat Shtra offers an interesting
perspective on how these variations may have come about. Here I offer a condensation of this
important narrative. This was published as part of Kloppenborg’s translation of the Catusparisat
Sitra; but I have substantially revised Kloppenborg’s translation to bring out the closeness of the
Sanskrit with the Pali. The teachings begin after an extended dialogue between the Buddha and
the group of five monks, similar to the account in the parallel passage in the Theravada Vinaya
Mahavagga.'” The five monks had been criticizing the Buddha for backsliding, reverting to a life
of luxury, abandoning the hard task of asceticism. The Buddha responded:

11.14 ‘Monks, these two extremes should not be cultivated nor enjoyed nor attended by one who
has gone forth: devotion to indulgence in sensual pleasures, which is low, vulgar, ordinary,
practiced by ordinary persons; and devotion to self-mortification, which is painful, ignoble, and
pointless.

11.15 ‘Avoiding these two extremes is the middle way, which brings vision, brings knowledge,
and leads to clear knowledge, enlightenment, and Nibbana.

11.16 ‘What is this middle way? It is the noble eightfold path, that is: right view, right intention,
right speech, right action, right livelihood, right effort, right mindfulness, and right samadhi as
the eighth.’

11.17 The Lord succeeded in persuading the five monks by means of this teaching. In the
morning the Lord instructed two of the five monks, while three went to the village for alms. Six
of them nourished themselves on that which the three brought.

11.18 In the afternoon the Lord instructed three of the five monks, while two went to the village
for alms. The five of them nourished themselves on that which the two brought. The Tathagata
only ate in the morning, at the proper time.

12.1 Then the Lord addressed the five monks:

12.2 * “This is the noble truth of suffering.” For me, monks, when I paid causewise attention to

these dhammas unheard of before, vision arose, and knowledge, realization, and awakening
(buddhi) arose.

12.3 * “The is the noble truth of the origin of suffering, the cessation of suffering, and the way
leading to the cessation of suffering.” For me, monks, when I paid causewise attention to these
dhammas unheard of before, vision arose, and knowledge, realization, and awakening arose.

12.4 * “The noble truth of suffering should be fully known with clear knowledge
(abhjfia)”...awakening arose.

12.5 * “The origin of suffering...must be abandoned with clear knowledge”...

”

12.6 * “The cessation of suffering...must be witnessed...”...
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”

12.7 * “The way leading to the cessation of suffering... must be developed...”...

12.8 * “The noble truth of suffering has been fully known with clear knowledge
(abhjfia)”...awakening arose.

12.9 * “...the origin of suffering...has been abandoned with clear knowledge”...

”

12.10 * “...the cessation of suffering...has been witnessed...”...

12.11 * “The noble truth of the way leading to the cessation of suffering has been developed with
clear knowledge.” For me, monks, when I paid causewise attention to these dhammas unheard of
before, vision arose, and knowledge, realization, and awakening arose.

12.12 ‘As long as, monks, regarding these four noble truths with the three revolutions and the
twelve modes, vision did not arise, nor did knowledge, nor did realization, nor did awakening
arise, even so long, in this world with its deities, its Maras, and its Brahmas, with its ascetics and
Brahmans, this generation with its princes and people I could not claim to be released, destined,
disconnected, liberated...with the unexcelled perfect enlightenment.

12.13 ‘But when, monks, regarding these four noble truths with the three revolutions and the
twelve modes, vision did arise, as did knowledge, as did realization, and as did awakening arise,
then, in this world with its deities, its Maras, and its Brahmas, with its ascetics and Brahmans,
this generation with its princes and people, I claimed to be released, destined, disconnected,
liberated...with the unexcelled perfect enlightenment.’

13.1 When this dhamma exposition was given, Venerable Kaundinya attained the stainless,
immaculate vision of the Dhamma regarding dhammas, together with 80 000 deities.

13.2 Then the Lord addressed the Venerable Kaundinya:
13.3 ‘Kaundinya, did you deeply understand the Dhamma?’
13.4 ‘I deeply understood, Lord.’

13.5 ‘Kaundinya, did you deeply understand the Dhamma?’
13.6 ‘I deeply understood, Sugata.’

13.7 The Dhamma was deeply understood by Venerable Kaundinya, therefore Venerable

”

Kaundinya was called “Ajnatakaundinya”.

13.8-12 [The various orders of deities, from the earth yakkhas to the Brahma gods, take up the
cry to announce the revolving of the Dhamma wheel with its three revolutions and twelve
modes.]

13.13 Thus this Dhamma-wheel of the Dhamma with its three revolutions and its twelve modes is
revolved by the Lord in the Deer Park at Isipatana. Therefore this exposition of the Dhamma is
called ‘The Revolving of the Wheel of the Dhamma’.

14.1 Then the Lord said to the five monks.

14.2 ‘There are, monks, four noble truths. What four?
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14.3 ‘The noble truth of suffering, the origin of suffering, the cessation of suffering, and the way
leading to the cessation of suffering.

14.4 ‘What is the noble truth of suffering?

14.5 ‘Birth is suffering, aging is suffering, sickness is suffering, death is suffering, separation from
the liked is suffering, association with the disliked is suffering, seeking but not getting what one
wishes is suffering. In brief, the five aggregates associated with grasping are suffering. In order
to fully know this, the noble eightfold path must be developed.

14.6 ‘What is the noble truth of the origin of suffering?

14.7 ‘The craving which pertains to rebirth, associated with relishing and lust, which delights
here and there. In order to abandon this, the noble eightfold path must be developed.

14.8 ‘What is the noble truth of the cessation of suffering?

14.9 ‘It is the complete abandoning of that very craving which pertains to rebirth, associated
with relishing and lust, which delights here and there; the relinquishing, destruction,
evaporation, fading away, cessation, appeasement, and ending of it. In order to witness this, the
noble eightfold path must be developed.

14.10 ‘What is the noble truth of the way leading to the cessation of suffering?
14.11 ‘It is the noble eightfold path, that is: right view...right samadhi. This must be developed.’

14.12 When this Dhamma exposition was given, Ajfiatakaundinya’s mind was released from
defilements without grasping, and for the rest of the five monks the stainless, immaculate vision
of the Dhamma regarding dhammas arose. At that time there was one arahant in the world; the
Lord was the second.

15.1 Then the Lord addressed the rest of the five monks:
15.2 ‘Monks, physical form is not self....
15.3-18 [The Buddha teaches the Discourse on Not-self, almost identical to the Pali.]

15.19 When this Dhamma exposition was given, the minds of the rest of the four monks were
released from defilements, without attachments. At that time there were five arahants in the
world; the Lord was the sixth.

There are too many interesting points in this narrative to mention them all; the reader is invited
to compare carefully with the Theravadin version. Obviously, the teaching sections are virtually
identical. The only noteworthy differences in the content is the omission of ‘sorrow, lamentation,
pain, grief, and despair are suffering’, a phrase that is standard in the Theravada, but omitted
elsewhere in the Sarvastivada, such as the Saccavibhanga Sutta. Also the phrases ‘sickness is
suffering’ and ‘association with the disliked, separation from the liked” are sometimes omitted in
the Theravada. None of these differences are sectarian. The most striking difference is in the
structure of the narrative. The Theravada combines the teachings into one session - the two
extremes, the definitions of the truths, the three revolutions and twelve modes - at the end of
which Venerable Kaundinya attains the Dhamma-vision. Then, over the next few days, the
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Buddha gives further teachings. These are not specified, but first Venerables Vappa and
Bhaddiya, and then Venerables Mahanama and Assaji, attain stream-entry. Each, immediately on
seeing the Dhamma, requests ordination under the Buddha, and it is this that forms the thematic
link to the Vinaya, serving as introduction to the development of ordination procedure. Such
specifically Vinaya elements are absent from the Catusparisat Siitra. Then, during the Discourse
on Not-self all five attain arahantship. So the presentation of events in the Sarvastivada makes
good sense of the Theravada account, too: first the basic teachings on the path and the truths
were given, followed by more detailed explanation. Later, it seems, the Theravada wished to
combine the teachings into one longer discourse.

Some elements in the Sarvastivada are obviously late, such as the insertion of the ‘80 000 deities’;
but it must be admitted that the work in general hangs together extremely well as a narrative.
The two extremes and the middle way are presented more directly and explicitly as a response to
the critique of backsliding. Then the fundamental teachings on the three revolutions and the
twelve modes are given. These, here emphasized more than in the Theravada, become a recurring
theme. They are included in the proclamation of the gods, and again referred to in the later
definitions of the truths, in the phrases ‘In order to fully know this... [etc.]’; neither of these
contexts are in the Theravada account. It appears that in this tradition, the very meaning of the
title of the discourse, ‘The Revolving of the Wheel of the Dhamma’, refers to these three
revolutions (see section 13.13 above). Only after the presentation of the three revolutions and
twelve modes is the detailed definition of the truths given. This is phrased in a rhetorical
question format, whereas in the Theravada these questions are absent. Thus in the Sarvastivada
version the initial statement of the basic doctrine in declarative form is followed, at a later time,
by the detailed exposition in question & answer form. This corresponds exactly with the
sutta/vyakarana model. Notice the structure here:

1. Statement (sutta): There is suffering...origin...cessation...path...

2. Question: What is suffering?

3. Explanation (vyakarana): Birth is suffering...the five aggregates associated with grasping are
suffering.

Now the Discourse on Not-self picks up from here, by explaining how the five aggregates are
suffering. It is as if another question had been asked:

1. Statement (sutta): There is suffering...origin...cessation...path...

2. Question: What is suffering?

3. Explanation (vyakarana): Birth is suffering...the five aggregates associated with grasping are
suffering.

4. [Question: How are the five aggregates suffering?]

5. Explanation: Physical form is not self. If physical form were self, it would not lead to affliction...

So the explanation on one level becomes the basic text for a deeper explanation. This explanation
then introduces a whole new field of doctrine, the five aggregates, demanding further
explanation; according to the GIST, this is the source of the Khandha-sarhyutta. Thus the concept
of vyakarana is a relative one, depending on what level of text one is explaining. This suggests
that the category of vyakarana will be flexible, and will evolve as the explanations become ever
more abstracted from the original text.
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SPIRALS OF ELABORATION

The same explanatory process is explicit elsewhere in the Suttas, too, most characteristically in
the teaching of Venerable Sariputta. Here is the beginning of the Maha Hatthipadopama Sutta:

‘Friends, just as the footprint of any living being that walks can be placed within an elephant’s
footprint...so too all skilful principles can be included in the four noble truths. What four? The
noble truth of suffering...origin...cessation...path.

‘And what is the noble truth of suffering? Birth is suffering...the five aggregates associated with
grasping are suffering.

‘And what are the five aggregates associated with grasping? They are: the aggregate of physical
form associated with grasping, the aggregate of feeling...perception...activities...cognition
associated with grasping.

‘And what is the aggregate of physical form associated with grasping? It is the four great physical
properties and the physical form derived from them.

‘And what are the four great physical properties? They are: the property of
earth...water...fire...air.

‘And what is the physical property of earth? The physical property of earth may be either
internal or external.

‘And what is the internal physical property of earth? Whatever internally, belonging to oneself, is
solid, solidified, and grasped; that is, head hairs, body hairs, nails, teeth, skin...”***

Here the recurrent rounds of text/explanation are carried out to an elaborate degree, focussing
ever finer, from the truths to the aggregates to the physical properties, showing how all these
‘skilful dhammas’ are contained within the four noble truths. Given the pervasive ambiguity of
the term ‘dhamma’, it is perhaps not inexcusable to read the term here as referring both to
‘qualities, principles’, meaning that all contemplative practice takes place in the broader
framework of understanding the four noble truths, and also ‘teachings’, meaning that all the
teachings can be classified within the four noble truths (=proto-Sarhyutta). For the early
Buddhists, this would have been, not an abstruse theory, but a reflection of how the teachings
embody at a profound level the structure of reality.

The Saccavibhanga Sutta exemplifies this elaborative process even more explicitly.” It is set in
the Deer Park at Benares, and the Buddha recalls his own teaching of the
Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta there. He praises Venerable Sariputta for his ability to teach the
four noble truths in detail, and then retires to his dwelling. Venerable Sariputta gets the hint, and
proceeds to analyse the truths. Whereas in the Maha Hatthipadopama Sutta he concentrated
minutely on the four physical properties, here he offers explanations for all aspects of the truths.
The teaching has the following structure:

1. Statement (sutta): The Buddha taught the four noble truths

2. Question: What four?

3. Explanation (vyakarana): Suffering...origin...cessation...path...

4. Question: What is suffering?

5. Explanation: Birth is suffering... the five aggregates associated with grasping are suffering.
6. Question: What is birth?
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7. Explanation: The birth of beings into the various orders of beings...

In these central texts on the four noble truths the traditions directly correlate their historical
origin with the stage of elaboration. First is the statement of the truths; then the explanation of
the truths; then the explanation of the terms used in the explanation. Notice that this final level
of explanation is credited to a disciple, not the Buddha himself. And we should not be surprised to
find that these detailed explanations, unlike the basic teachings, show considerable divergence.
For example, the Sarvastivada version offers a detailed explanation of the phrase ‘sickness is
suffering’, which is not found in this context in the Pali (the Theravada tradition is quite
ambiguous as to the inclusion of ‘sickness’ in the noble truths definition). Much other material,
too, is expanded in the Sarvastivada version. In particular, there is one of the most explicit
statements found within the compass of the Agamas on the Sarvastivada doctrine of time: ‘This
noble truth of suffering has existed in the past, is existing in the present, and will exist in the
future...” It is easy to see how statements such as this, affirming that the Dhamma is a timeless
principle, could have slipped into a doctrine that ‘dhammas’ (phenomena) exist throughout the
three modes of time.

The evolution of the teachings on the four noble truths was not to stop here. The Maha
Satipatthana Sutta incorporates the doctrinal body of the Saccavibhanga Sutta, adding even more
material. We will examine this further in the treatment of the Satipatthana Sutta. The main
addition is a lengthy expansion of the second and third noble truths. The truth of suffering is also
expanded in more subtle ways, with the addition of ‘sickness’ and ‘association with the disliked,
separation from the liked’ to both the summary and detailed explanation. There is considerable
inconsistency in the way the traditions treat these phrases. Both of them are found in the
Sarvastivadin, but not the Theravadin, Saccavibhanga Sutta. Thus the Maha Satipatthana Sutta
presentation of the truths clearly suggests a further historical elaboration of doctrine, although
in this case the historical context is not confirmed in the text itself. In fact, this is clearly an
artificial text, so the absence of meaningful historical context is unsurprising.

The Theravada Maha Satipatthana Sutta presentation of the truths was taken up by the
Abhidhamma Vibhanga in its exposition of the truths. Here we witness further additions. Instead
of referring to one afflicted by ‘some kind of misfortune’, the Vibhanga specifies misfortune due
to failure in family, wealth, sickness, ethics, or views. Also, ‘the cutting off of the life faculty’
(jivitindriyassupaccheda) was added to the definition of death. Generally, however, the Sutta
Exposition remains remarkably faithful to the Suttas. The following Abhidhamma exposition
employs the developed form of abhidhamma concepts to analyse the truths. Strangely, the first
and second truths are in reverse order. As usual, the exposition trails off in an increasingly
meaningless and pedantic series of questions. The only interest to the final ‘questions’ section,
standard in the Vibhanga, is that it once again reflects the statement/question form we have seen
evolving throughout the evolution of the texts. Here even the developed Abhidhamma Exposition
becomes the basic text, subject to further questioning. In fact, the Abhidhamma is sometimes said
to be characterised by this ‘question method’, which seems odd when we know how prevalent
questions are in the Suttas, too, but becomes explicable when we realize that the Abhidhamma is
largely derived from the vyakarana anga.

The evolution of the material analysing the truths in detail was: Saccavibhanga Sutta > Maha
Satipatthana Sutta > Vibhanga. At each stage more material was added. It seems that some of the
material added in the final Vibhanga version then found its way back into the Burmese (VRI)
Maha Satipatthana Sutta. This includes possibly ‘association with the disliked is suffering,
separation from the liked is suffering’, and certainly the addition of ‘the cutting off of the life
faculty’ to the definition of death. This material then filtered down to the Burmese Satipatthana
Sutta, and ‘the cutting off of the life faculty’ even made it back into the Saccavibhanga Sutta, thus
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‘devolving’ in this way: Vibhanga > Maha Satipatthana Sutta > Satipatthana Sutta/Saccavibhanga
Sutta.

So we can confirm that, in the case of at least one important doctrine, the treatment of the
teachings in the different collections is exactly as predicted by the GIST. The fundamental
teachings are found in the Sarhyutta and the Vinaya. The traditions tell us that the simpler
presentations of the teaching occurred first, and the more complex presentations later. The basic
statement is in declarative form, spoken by the Buddha. The more complex elaborations are in
question & answer format, and become attributed to disciples. These evolve from the Sarhyutta to
the Majjhima to the Digha to the Abhidhamma.

CHAPTER 7: WHAT HAPPENED IN THE SATTAPANI CAVE?

Before he passed away, the Buddha exhorted the monks:

‘Therefore, Cunda, all you to whom I have taught these dhammas, having witnessed them with
my own clear knowledge, should come together and recite them, setting meaning beside meaning
and expression beside expression, without dissension, in order that this holy life may continue to

be established for a long time, for the benefit and happiness of the many, out of compassion for

the world, for the benefit and happiness of gods and humans. And what are the dhammas that
you should recite together? The four satipatthanas, the four right efforts, the four bases of
psychic power, the five spiritual faculties, the five spiritual powers, the seven enlightenment-
factors, the noble eightfold path.**

This is the Theravada version. In the Dharmaguptaka, the 37 wings to enlightenment are replaced
by the twelve angas.” There is evidently a problem here. The 37 wings to enlightenment and the
twelve angas are, on the face of it, very different things: the wings to enlightenment are doctrinal
topics, while the angas are literary styles. But if the wings to enlightenment are, as I suggest,
primarily a table of contents of the meditation section (Magga Vagga) of the proto-Sarmyutta, and
if the three angas may be broadly identified with the proto-Saryutta as a whole, then the
problem dissolves.

In the Maha Parinibbana Sutta a similar exhortation occurs. The Buddha, after relinquishing his
will to live on, assembles the monks together in the Gabled Hall in the Great Forest in Vesalt. In
the Pali, the Buddha encourages the monks to learn and practice the 37 wings to enlightenment,
in terms similar to above, but not specifically mentioning reciting them together."® The
Sarvastivada version in Sanskrit version has a similar passage, but the setting is the Capala
Shrine. Just as the Pali, this mentions the 37 wings to enlightenment, but adds that these

dhammas should be ‘borne in mind, well understood, and recited’.'*
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Another Sanskrit version, of which we only possess this fragment, describes the same episode as
taking place at the Gandhamadana Shrine. This mentions the angas as well as the wings to
enlightenment. 1t is a little curious that the wings to enlightenment, which are teachings on
practice, are to be recited, while the angas, which are literary texts, are to be practiced; this
dissolves any division between theory and practice, and tends to further imply the integration of
these two groups. We note in passing that some of the phrases in the following passage (‘with
mutual rejoicing, without disputing, in unity, with unified recital..” etc.) are reminiscent of
Vinaya material.

‘Therefore, monks, those dhammas that I have declared, having witnessed and entered upon with
my own direct knowledge - that is: the four satipatthanas, the four right efforts, the four bases of
psychic power, the five spiritual faculties, the five spiritual powers, the seven enlightenment-
factors, the noble eightfold path - therein you should all, in togetherness and harmony, with
mutual rejoicing, without disputing, in unity, with unified recital, one like milk and
water...(?)...should dwell in comfort.

‘Therefore, monks, those dhammas that were taught by me - that is, sutta, geyya, vyakarana, gatha-
udana-nidana-avadana-itivuttaka-jataka-vepulla-abbhitadhamma-upadesa - those dhammas should
be well and thoroughly learnt; having been learnt they should be borne in mind; having been
borne in mind they should be investigated; having been investigated they should be understood;
having been understood, in just that way they should be practiced.”*

A little after this episode, in both the Pali and Sanskrit versions, comes the famous teaching of the
great references, which we have met before: whenever anyone makes a statement about the
Buddha’s teachings, then, no matter how learned or prestigious they may be, their statement
must be compared with the Suttas and Vinaya,"' and only if it agrees with them may it be
accepted as the word of the Buddha. The Sanskrit brings out the essential principle more
explicitly than the Pali: ‘The monks must rely on the Suttas, not on individuals’.'*” In the narrative
flow, this clearly harks back to the earlier statements, and implies that the ‘suttas’ here are
related to the wings to enlightenment and/or the angas; i.e., the proto-Sarhyutta.

The Sanskrit version records an additional, similar statement. This is given great prominence by
being included in the famous deathbed teachings of the Buddha. In terms identical to the
previous context, the Buddha says that those skilful dhammas are to be learnt, remembered, and
recited, but instead of mentioning the wings to enlightenment it mentions the twelve angas.'*’ In
both of these cases, the same dhammas are mentioned in the same contexts in the account found
in the Milasarvastivada Vinaya (although I cannot be sure from Rockhill’s paraphrase whether
this text specifically mentions chanting)."**

These passages support our thesis, regardless of whether they represent authentic sayings of the
Buddha. If they are not authentic, they must have been invented by the Sangha, presumably to
authorize after the fact the recitation of the First Council at Rajagaha. They could not be very late
interpolations, for then they would surely mention the recitation of the Nikayas, as does the
account in the Vinaya Cllavagga. The fact that they refer, seemingly without distinction, to the
37 wings to enlightenment and to the angas, suggest that if they were an interpolation they hark
back to a time when these were seen as constituting the key teachings recited at the First Council.

And if they are authentic, it seems incredible that the Sangha should have ignored or disregarded
such an important instruction. There seems no good reason to doubt that the Buddha did, shortly
before he passed away, encourage the Sangha to preserve his central teachings by coming
together to recite them. And I believe that they did exactly as the Buddha encouraged. After he
passed away, the Sangha came together in the Sattapani Cave, in the craggy hills overlooking
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Rajagaha, and recited, out of compassion for the world, the core teachings of the Dhamma: the
suttas, geyyas, and vyakaranas that we find today principally in the Sarhyutta Nikaya.

These inferences from the Maha Parinibbana Sutta dovetail rather nicely with the Theravada
exegetical tradition of the Petakopadesa and the Netti. The passage on the great references says a
statement should checked to see if it ‘fits in” with the Suttas. The word we render as ‘fit in’ is the
Pali otarana, literally ‘descending, entering’. L.S. Cousins comments:

‘This is an unusual expression; it is best interpreted in the light of the Petakopadesa tradition
where otarana is one of the sixteen haras [‘modes of conveying an interpretation’]. It may be taken
as a particular mode of exegesis which links a given discourse into the teaching as a whole by
means of one of the general categories of the teaching. The Petakopadesa in fact specifies six
possibilities: aggregates, elements, spheres, faculties, truths, dependant origination. Any of these
can be used to analyse the content of a discourse and their use will automatically place it in the
context of the teaching as a whole. Something on these lines, if perhaps a little less defined, is
surely intended in the mahapadesa [‘great reference’] passages. What is envisaged for sutta is not
then a set body of literature, but rather a traditional pattern of teaching.”**

In the list of the six topics under otarana in the Petakopadesa we have, of course, yet another
example of the sarmyutta-matika. We have already noticed how the Netti treats sutta in the great
references as pertaining to the four noble truths, which points us straight to the
Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta and the major collection that it is found in. This dissolves the
dichotomy set up by Cousins in his last sentence: sutta is a body of literature that has been
patterned after the central teachings.

There is a suggestive passage in the Samantapasadika, the Theravada Vinaya commentary, that is
perhaps inadvertently revealing of the historical picture here. The passage deals with the
question of how the 500 monks were chosen for participation in the First Council.

‘Leaving aside many hundreds and thousands of monks who are had memorized the entire nine
anga textual dispensation of the Teacher, the ordinary persons, stream-enterers, once-returners,
non-returners, and dry-vipassana arahants, the Elder [Maha Kassapa] gathered 499 monks who
had memorized the Tipitaka with all its textual divisions, attained to the discriminations, of great
might, mostly those included in the foremost disciples, gainers of the three realizations, etc., all
being arahants.” '*°

Obviously the first group are being unfavourably compared with the latter; thus it is implied that
the nine anga scripture is somehow inferior to the Tipitaka. This is implicit in the traditions
anyway, since they moved from the angas towards the Tipitaka, there must have been some
dissatisfaction felt with the old system. This passage suggests that the First Council was the pivot
point for this change, the time when the Tipitaka system started to come into its ascendancy.
Although we cannot accept the suggestion that the Abhidhamma was part of the recitation -
which is not even supported by the Theravada Vinaya account of the Council - we can agree with
the suggested dynamic. Again this harmonises quite nicely with the account of the First Council
in the Miulasarvastivada Vinaya, for there the business of compiling the Sarhyutta Agama (the
GIST’s first three angas) was given pride of place, and led on to the compilation of the other
Agamas.

We are now poised to draw together some of the strands in the above chapters, and to paint a
more coherent overall picture of the structure of the Dhamma & Vinaya. The two discourses, the
Catusparisat Siitra and the Maha Parinibbana Sutta, are a complementary pair. This is quite
evident from many parallels and similarities in their details and structure. It is unnecessary to
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examine this in detail here; suffice to exemplify a few features. Both start out in or near Rajagaha;
both involve the King of R3jagaha; both tell of the Buddha journeying; both intersperse the
journey with important teachings; the Catusparisat tells of the first convert (Affia Kondafifia),
while the Maha Parinibbana tells of the final convert (Subhadda); both mention the Buddha’s
superiority to the sage Alara Kalama; both feature divine intervention from Sakka, Brahma, and
Mara, as well as other deities; both feature displays of psychic powers, including the ‘walking on
water’; both speak of the earthquakes and other celestial portents accompanying the chief events
in the career of the Tathagata; both integrate a large number of materials that are found
elsewhere as individual Suttas; both, however, fail to fully integrate all the relevant material
found elsewhere; both occupy a position intermediate to Dhamma & Vinaya; and so on. While
these features imply a connection between the texts, explicit connections, too, are not lacking.
The Catusparisat Sutta has the Buddha saying that he will not pass away until the four assemblies
(monks, nuns, lay men, and lay women) have been fully established (on which see more below).
The Maha Parinibbana Suttas explicitly refer to the rolling forth of the wheel of Dhamma as one
of the eight causes of earthquakes; the Sanskrit mentions the ‘twelve modes’ and ‘three rounds’,
thus clarifying that it is in fact the Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta that is being referred to."’

The Catusparisat Sttra tells the story of the beginning of the Buddha’s career, while the Maha
Parinibbana tells of the end. We have noticed above that several genres of Buddhist literature are
formally structured by taking a pre-existing teaching, and furnishing this with opening and
closing passages that provide a setting for the teachings. This kind of form is, of course,
absolutely characteristic of the normal format for discourses: first the setting is stated, in brief or
in detail; then the doctrinal teachings are given; finally the monks rejoice in what was said. Later
literature such as the Jatakas, for example, provide the central story with a setting (the ‘Story of
the Present’) in a similar way. The Patimokkha rules, likewise, are preceded by origin stories
(nidanas) and followed by case studies and analysis. What if we were to consider the Catusparisat
and the Maha Parinibbana as constituting, in a parallel fashion, the narrative opening and closing
settings for the whole of the Dhamma-Vinaya?

The Catusparisat furnishes a narrative background for the Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta and
the other essential early teachings that today are found in the Sarmyutta. In this way it sows the
seeds of the three angas (= proto-Sarmyutta), and forms the foundation for the entire edifice of the
Dhamma. We can almost see the teachings integrated in this story starting to branch off and
separate: the geyya verses, primarily exemplified by the Request of Brahma, are quite distinctive,
and tend to occur in groups; the centrality of the sutta teachings of the Buddha himself, such as
the Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta, is given special emphasis; and the vydkarana dialogues with
the disciples, such as the Anattalakkhana Sutta, expand on the fundamental teachings.

Following the establishing of the Dhamma, the ordination of Affia Kondafifia forms the starting-
point for the Vinaya. This narrative, in the Theravada Vinaya, merges into the formal description
of ordination procedure and thus the beginning of the Khandhakas, which is the half of the
Vinaya that primarily deals with the prescriptive aspects of the monastic life, the duties and so on
that are to be performed. The other half of the Vinaya, the Bhikkhu and Bhikkhuni Vibhanga,
which treats the Patimokkha rules and their analysis, is primarily concerned with the
proscriptive aspects of the monastic life, the various kinds of misconduct that are to be refrained
from. This section begins with the story of Sudinna, the monk who had sex with his former wife
to grant his parent’s wishes for an heir. This episode consciously forms a negative counter-
narrative to the Catusparisat material. While the Catusparisat memorably features the deities
taking up the cry of rejoicing over the proclamation of the Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta, the
story of Sudinna has the deities, in exactly parallel fashion, taking up the cry of the corruption
that has now entered the Sangha. Thus the Catusparisat, having branched off along the
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fundamental divide of Dhamma and Vinaya, goes on to imply the main sub-divisions within each
of these areas.

Once the course and structure of the Dhamma & Vinaya had been set up in this manner, each of
the suggested main threads proceeded to diversify and sub-divide further, resulting in the
fascinating yet frustrating mass of unity and diversity of the scriptures as we have them. The
Maha Parinibbana Sutta, as the closing narrative, attempts to pull the strands back together
again. It contains much Vinaya-style material - the various sets of Dhammas leading to non-
decline; the allowance to abolish the ‘lesser and minor rules’; the imposition of the ‘highest
punishment’ on the recalcitrant Channa; the ordination of Subhadda; and so on. In this sense it
may be seen as a summary and reflection on some of the key principles of Vinaya. In the same
way, it reviews and emphasizes some of the key Dhamma teachings, notably the 37 wings to
enlightenment, the four noble truths, and the threefold training of ethics, samadhi, and
understanding; in other words, the key topics of the Samyutta.

We have noticed that contrasting sections of the teaching may be framed within mythic settings
that are consciously articulated to contrast with each other, such as the cries of the deities in
response to the Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta and to the downfall of Sudinna. In a similar
manner, the Request of Brahma that the Buddha teach, found in the Catusparisat Sutta, contrasts
with the Request of Mara that the Buddha pass away, found in the Maha Parinibbana Sutta. The
Sanskrit here makes the parallels between the Catusparisat and the Maha Parinibbana much more
explicit and complex - far too complex to treat adequately here.'*® The Maha Parinibbana Suttas
tell how Mara approaches the Buddha, bows with his head at the Buddha’s feet (! in the Sanskrit
only), and reminds him that, while the Buddha was staying at Uruvela on the banks of the river
Nerafijara soon after he was enlightened, Mara had come to him and requested that the Buddha
pass away. This episode is in fact found in the Sanskrit Catusparisat Sttra, in exactly parallel
terms, but is absent from the Pali equivalent in the Vinaya Mahavagga. At that time, both
versions of the Maha Parinibbana Sutta go on to say, the Buddha had rejoined that he would not
pass away until the fourfold assembly of monks, nuns, lay men, and lay women followers were
well established and well practiced in the Dhamma, able to teach and maintain the Dhamma.
(This passage, incidentally, is one of many that show that the establishing of the Bhikkhuni
Sangha was not imposed on a reluctant Buddha, as appears from the Vinaya narrative, but was an
intrinsic part of his mission from the beginning.) But now, says Mara, these conditions are
fulfilled: the fourfold assembly has indeed been well established, so it is time for the Buddha to
pass away. The Buddha tells Mara not to worry, that he will indeed pass away in three months
time. The Sanskrit adds the interesting remark that, after receiving confirmation of the Buddha’s
imminent Parinibbana, Mara, full of happiness and joy, disappeared right there.'” This stands in
contrast to Mara’s reaction in every other encounter with the Buddha, where he vanishes ‘sad
and disappointed’, which is in fact what happens in the Request of Mara in the Catusparisat
Sutra.” These detailed correlations suggest that the two Sanskrit texts were edited conjointly,
and therefore probably belong to the same school. This is probably the Sarvastivada, although it
is noteworthy that in both texts, especially the Maha Parinirvana, whose main theme is
impermanence, the Sanskrit refrains from any of the quasi-eternalist statements to which the
Sarvastivada is normally prone.

Another example of the extra connections in the Sanskrit is that, immediately before the Request
of Mara, the Buddha takes the alms-offering from the merchants Tapussa and Bhallika, which was
the first meal after his enlightenment. Unfortunately, the food, consisting of many ‘honey-
lumps’, was perhaps too rich for the Buddha after his austere diet, for the Sanskrit, though not
the Pali, says he contracted a severe ‘wind-ailment’. This immediately reminds us of the Buddha’s
famous illness after eating his last meal; the relation is in fact explicitly invoked, for in the Maha
Parinibbana Suttas the Buddha says that these two meals, the first and last, are of unparalleled
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merit.”” In the Catusparisat Siitra, the Buddha’s illness is followed by the Request of Mara; then,
after Mara has disappeared, Sakka the King of Gods appears before the Buddha to offer him
medicine to cure his illness. This narrative structure makes it seem as if the Request of Mara has
been inserted in the illness narrative.

The whole series of episodes offers a complex, resonant mythic fabric that is not easily unwoven
into its separate strands. It is the closing of the circle. Given this profound interdependence of
these two texts, it seems inevitable that their conception of the scriptural Dhamma should also be
interwoven. The Catusparisat Sttra provides an authoritative narrative framework for the
Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta and other central teachings; and in the same way, the Maha
Parinibbana Suttas provide an authoritative narrative framework for the Buddha’s instruction
that, after he is gone, his followers should rely on the Dhamma & Vinaya. As we have seen, the
Dhamma is chiefly formulated here as either the 37 wings to enlightenment or the angas. We
have identified both of these with the proto-Samyutta, whose existing descendants contain the
essential teaching passages of the Catusparisat Stra.

CONCLUSION

I have tried to make as strong a case as possible for the GIST in a brief space. Doubtless I have
omitted many possible counterexamples, and doubtless the real picture was more complex than
any brief description. For example, I have identified the Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta as the
prime paradigm of sutta anga in contrast with the vyakarana anga. Yet immediately following the
main discourse, the text says: ‘When this vyakarana was being spoken...” (although the Sanskrit
has dhammapariyaya, ‘exposition of Dhamma’.) To rub salt into the wound, the text ends with an
udana. Obviously, seeking for absolute consistency is hopeless. Still, if we reject, as we must, the
traditional accounts of the origin of the Tripitaka as sectarian myths, we are bound to seek for a
more plausible alternative.

The continuity, even identity, between the three identified strata of texts is undeniable. It reflects
an intense effort to stabilize the Buddha’s teachings, to preserve them against the inexorable
ravages of impermanence of which all Buddhists have been so keenly aware. Taking a leaf from
Richard Dawkins’ theory of memes, we can think of this textual stability in terms of the evolution
of ideas. The texts themselves are not primary. They are not ends in themselves. It is the ideas,
the memes, that are the driving force. The memes generate texts in order to ensure their own
survival and transmission through time. The surface structures of the texts are determined by
expedient and contingent matters such as local technology, literary styles, and so on, and must
change in time. But the memes survive. This is the only meaningful criterion by which to judge
the success of this extraordinary literary endeavour: has it preserved the essential ideas through
time? In the early strata we have been considering, this reproduction was maintained using the
very same words and phrases repeated in the various strata. In fact we could speak, not of the
creation of new strata of texts, but of different stages of evolution of one and the same text. The
only genetic peculiarity is that the earlier layers are preserved alongside the later. Our task must
be to peel back the layers, the delicate art of textual archaeology.

By doing so, though the task may seem laborious and dreary, we uncover a priceless treasure: a
common language, a common set of ideas that can be securely said to underlie all the schools and
traditions. Using our historical perspective, we are able to shed an exciting new light on a
forgotten world of Buddhism. Our situation is a little like that which came about in Chinese
Confucianism around the beginning of the Middle Ages. Confucius, who lived around the same
time as the Buddha, left only a small body of teachings behind, but by the start of the Common
Era these had been greatly developed in detail by the followers of his school. But in 93 C.E.,
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Confucius’ house was demolished, and a number of manuscripts were found hidden within the
walls. Embarrassingly, when these were deciphered they were found to teach doctrines decidedly
different from those proclaimed by the mainstream Confucianists. The repercussions of this
event have been felt in Confucianism down to the modern era.

For us, the lost manuscripts are not like the Confucian scrolls hidden in the wall, or like the Dead
Sea scrolls lost in the desert. The finds of ancient manuscripts from the deserts and caves of
Afghanistan and Central Asia date from well after the Buddha's time and mainly serve to
substantiate, rather than undermine, the authenticity of the existing canons. The lost
manuscripts are instead buried in an even deeper, more inaccessible place - the shrine rooms of
Buddhist temples. There they remain, buried beneath the sands of interpretation, objects of
worship not of study, inspiring devotion but not practice. The Buddha’s urgent, repeated call was
for these teachings not to remain mere words, but to inform and nourish the liberation of the
heart.

PART 2

A HISTORY OF MINDFULNESS

CHAPTER 8: INTRODUCTION TO MINDFULNESS

‘Mindfulness is useful everywhere’ - so said the Buddha. And in harmony with this motif, the
theme of mindfulness echoes throughout each of the melodies that compose the path to freedom.
At its most fundamental, mindfulness is essential for the sense of conscience on which ethical
conduct is founded; hence alcohol and drugs, by destroying mindfulness, destroy the basis for a
moral life. Mindfulness, in its older sense of ‘memory’, remembers and recollects the teachings,
forming the basis for the intellectual comprehension of the Dhamma, and bears them in mind,
ready to apply right at the crucial moment. Mindfulness guards the senses, endowing the
meditator with circumspection, dignity, and collectedness, not allowing the senses to play at will
with the tantalizing toys and baubles of the world. Mindfulness repeatedly re-collects awareness
into the present, re-membering oneself so that one’s actions are purposeful and appropriate,
grounded in time and place. Mindfulness is prominent in all approaches to meditation, and in
refined form it distinguishes the exalted levels of higher consciousness called samadhi. On the
plane of wisdom, mindfulness extends the continuity of awareness from ordinary consciousness
to samadhi and beyond, staying with the mind in all of its permutations and transformations and
thus supplying the fuel for understanding impermanence and causality. And finally on the plane
of liberation, perfected mindfulness is an inalienable quality of the realized sage, who lives ‘ever
mindful’.

Given this ubiquity of mindfulness, as omnipresent as salt in the ocean, it would seem a hopeless
task to isolate certain areas of the Dhamma as bearing a special affinity with mindfulness. Indeed,
we might even go further and allege that any such attempt conceals a program to co-opt the
unique prestige of mindfulness in the cause of one’s own partisan perspective. Nevertheless, it
has become a commonplace in 20" Century Theravada meditation circles that mindfulness, and in

78



particular its chief manifestation as satipatthana, is close or identical in meaning with vipassana,
or insight. The chief support for this idea is the Theravada Satipatthana Sutta, which is the only
well-known early text on satipatthana. The success of this doctrine, repeated in virtually every
modern Theravada text on meditation, reflects the unrivalled prestige of the Satipatthana Sutta.
Here are just a few representative quotes.

‘[The Maha Satipatthana Sutta] is generally regarded as the most important sutta in the entire
Pali canon.’
Maurice Walshe, The Long Discourses of the Buddha, pg. 588

‘The most important discourse ever given by the Buddha on mental development (meditation) is
called the Satipatthana Sutta.’
Walpola Rahula, What the Buddha Taught, pg. 69

‘[The Satipatthana Sutta] is by all Buddhists rightly considered the most important part of the
whole Sutta-Pitaka and the quintessence of the whole meditation practice.’
Bhikkhu Nyanatiloka, Path to Deliverance, pg. 123

‘No other discourse of the Buddha, not even his first one, the famous “Sermon of Benares”, enjoys
in those Buddhist countries of the East which adhere to the unadulterated tradition of the
original teachings, such popularity and veneration as the Satipatthana Sutta.’

Bhikkhu Nyanaponika, The Heart of Buddhist Meditation, pg. 11.

In fact, the worship, as opposed to practice, of the Satipatthana Sutta is a remarkable and
undeniable feature of modern Theravada. Venerable Nyanaponika, in his classic The Heart of
Buddhist Meditation, waxes lyrical:

‘In Lanka for instance, the isle of Ceylon, when on fullmoon days lay devotees observe eight of the
ten principal precepts of novice monks, staying for the day and the night in the monastery, they
frequently choose this Sutta to read, recite, listen to, and contemplate. Still, in many a home, the
satipatthana book is reverently wrapped in a clean cloth, and from time to time, in the evening, it
is read to members of the family. Often this discourse is recited at the bedside of a dying
Buddhist, so that in the last hour of his life, his heart may be set on, consoled, and gladdened by
the Master’s great message of liberation. Though ours is an age of print, it is still customary in
Ceylon to have new palm-leaf manuscripts of the Sutta written by scribes, and to offer them to
the library of a monastery. A collection of nearly two hundred such manuscripts of the
Satipatthana Sutta, some with costly covers, was seen by the writer in an old monastery of
Ceylon.™?

The author discreetly avoids noticing that in this atmosphere of reverential awe the question of
practicing the instructions in the Satipatthana Sutta does not arise. Hundreds of copies of
manuscripts on meditation are accumulated in a monastery where probably no-one is actually
meditating. The irrationality of this is a classic symptom of religious fetishism - the Satipatthana
Sutta has been transformed into a magical totem. Please notice that this eulogy of the
Satipatthana Sutta as fetish appears at the beginning of the single most influential and widely
read book on contemporary Theravada vipassana meditation. It is explicitly invoked to magnify
the aura of sanctity surrounding the Satipatthana Sutta as a key aspect of the vipassanavada
agenda.

Where forcefulness of opinion is matched by paucity of evidence, I cannot but smell a dogma
lurking nearby. Much as we have benefited from the modern emphasis on mindfulness in daily
practice, it is past time for the pendulum to swing back. The Buddha did not speak the
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Satipatthana Sutta in its current form. It is a late and, in part, poorly organized compilation; and
it is specifically the vipassana aspects that are least authentic. In the early teachings satipatthana
was primarily associated not with vipassana but with samatha. Since for the Suttas, samatha and
vipassana cannot be divided, a few passages show how this samatha practice evolves into
vipassana. In later literature the vipassana element grew to predominate, to the extent of almost
entirely usurping the place of samatha in satipatthana. Subtle differences in emphasis between
the schools can be discerned in their treatment of satipatthana, differences that can be seen to
relate to the basic metaphysical controversies underlying the schisms. Thus the Satipatthana
Sutta is interesting not because it represents the ‘unadulterated tradition of the original
teachings’, but because it provides suggestive evidence for how sectarian adulterations crept
even into the early discourses.

In making such claims, claims that will inevitably be perceived as an attack on the authority of
some of the most respected 20" Century meditation schools, I cannot say emphatically enough
that what I am criticizing here is not the teachers of vipassana, or the meditation techniques that
are marketed as ‘vipassana’, but the textual sources of the vipassanavada, the doctrine that
vipassana is the central meditation taught by the Buddha.

The vipassanavada must be understood in its historical context, for it is this, rather than the
textual sources, that shape its essential features. The vipassanavada grew up as part of the
movement of ‘modernist Buddhism’, which started in the colonial era as the schools of Buddhism
attempted to respond to the challenges of the modern age. This movement swept over the whole
of the Buddhist world in a number of guises. In all its varieties, however, the key aspect of
modernist Buddhism was rationalism. Meditation, especially samatha, was suspect, since in
traditional Buddhist cultures it had often degenerated into a quasi-magical mysticism. Samatha is
emotional rather than intelligential. It cultivates the non-rational aspects of consciousness, and
so when it degrades it shades off into psychic tricks, fortune-telling, magic, and so on, all of which
are rampant throughout Buddhist cultures. Some forms of Buddhist modernism did away with
meditation altogether; this may be compared with the Protestant movement in Europe, which
similarly opposed the contemplative aspect of religion. Contemplation will always remain a
threat to religious orthodoxy, since there is always the uncomfortable possibility that the truth a
meditator sees may not agree with the truth that the books say they’re supposed to see. However
in Buddhism, unlike Christianity, the contemplative life lies at the very heart of the Founder’s
message. Other modernist Buddhism movements, perceiving that Buddhist meditation was based
on a rational psychology, developed contemplative systems that emphasized these aspects. These
schools, originating mainly in Burma, marginalized or outright disparaged samatha and
developed the vipassanavada as a scriptural authority for their ‘vipassana-only’ approach. The
strength of these schools is that they have rightly championed an energetic and disciplined
approach to meditation. But with our advancing knowledge and appreciation of the Buddhist
scriptural heritage, the scriptural authority for their special doctrines lies in tatters. Followers of
these contemplative schools would do well to be a little more humble in their claims, and to
emphasize the demonstrable practical benefits of their practices, rather than rely on a
discredited theory.

I am well aware that my claims fly in the face of virtually every modern interpreter of
satipatthana. Such an accumulated weight of authority cannot be discarded frivolously. At the
risk of appearing pedantic and perhaps obsessive, I must proceed very carefully. I will therefore
attempt to make my coverage as comprehensive as reasonably possible, casting an eye at every
available important early text on satipatthana, as well as a range of later passages. I consciously
flirt with the danger of polemicism, of simply asserting one extreme in reaction to an original
extreme. But everyone, no matter how ‘objective’ or ‘scientific’, has their own agenda, and it is
more honest to be open with one’s perspectives than to pretend - to others or to oneself - that
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one has no bias. The concern here is not so much for balance within this particular work, but for
balance within the tradition as a whole.

SAMATHA & VIPASSANA

The key to the approach used in this work is to analyse the various strata of texts on satipatthana
in terms of samatha and vipassana. It is therefore necessary to start by explaining what I mean by
these. We can distinguish two key aspects of how the Suttas speak of samatha & vipassana: their
nature, and their function. Their specific nature is clearly distinguished in this passage.

‘A person who has samatha of the heart within himself but no vipassana into principles
pertaining to higher understanding should approach one who has vipassana and inquire: “How
should activities be seen? How should they be explored? How should they be discerned with
vipassana?” And later he can gain vipassana...

‘A person who has vipassana into principles pertaining to higher understanding but no samatha
of the heart within himself should approach one who has samatha and inquire: “How should the
mind be steadied? How should it be settled? How should it be unified? How should it be
concentrated in samadhi?” And later he can gain samatha...

‘One who has neither should inquire about both [and “should put forth extreme enthusiasm,
effort, endeavor, exertion, unflagging mindfulness, and clear comprehension to acquire them,
just as if one’s turban or hair were ablaze, one would put forth extreme effort to quench the

flames”..."**]

‘One who has both, established in these beneficial qualities should make further effort for the
evaporation of defilements.”***

‘Just as if, Nandaka, there was a four-legged animal with one leg stunted and short, it would thus
be unfulfilled in that factor; so too, a monk who is faithful and virtuous but does not gain samatha
of the heart within himself is unfulfilled in that factor. That factor should be fulfilled by him... A
monk who has these three but no vipassana into principles pertaining to higher understanding is
unfulfilled in that factor. That factor should be fulfilled by him."*

The description of vipassana mentions the seeing, exploring and discerning of activities
(sarikhara). The mention of ‘activities’ here implies the three characteristics - impermanence,
suffering, not-self - of phenomena, conditioned according to dependent origination. The
meditative discernment of the nature of conditioned reality is the central meaning of vipassana.
While this definition is possibly too narrow for some contexts, still vipassana is commonly used in
this sense in the Suttas and in the present day.

Samatha is described in terms of the steadying, settling, and unifying of the mind in samadhi.
Elsewhere the implications of this are spelt out.

‘How does he steady his mind within himself, settle it, unify it, and concentrate it in samadhi?
Here, Ananda, he enters and abides in the first jhana... second jhana... third jhana... fourth
jhana.**°

Here, as in virtually all central doctrinal contexts in the early texts, samatha or samadhi is
explicitly defined as the four jhanas. We must therefore conclude that the four jhanas are an
essential, intrinsic part of the path. Establishing these points formed the burden of the argument
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of A Swift Pair of Messengers, so I won't repeat the reasons here. It is necessary to mention these
conclusions, however, for anyone who persists in the very common practice of interpreting early
texts on samadhi in terms of the commentarial ideas of ‘access samadhi’ and ‘momentary
samadhi’ will certainly misinterpret the present work, and, I believe, will also misinterpret the
Suttas.

The second mode of treating samatha and vipassana is in terms of their function, that is, the
results of the practice.

‘Monks, these two principles share in realization. What two? Samatha and vipassana.

‘When samatha is developed, what purpose is achieved? The mind is developed. When the mind is
developed, what purpose is achieved? Lust is abandoned.

‘When vipassana is developed, what purpose is achieved? Understanding is developed. When
understanding is developed, what purpose is achieved? Ignorance is abandoned.

‘Monks, the mind tainted by lust is not released; understanding tainted by ignorance is not
developed. Thus the release of heart is due to the fading away of lust; the release by
understanding is due to the fading away of ignorance.””’

Thus the purpose of samatha is to alleviate lust, which here stands for all emotional defilements,
whereas vipassana eliminates ignorance, that is, intelligential defilements. Both of these key
Sutta passages strongly emphasize the complementary, integrative nature of these two aspects of
meditation. While there is a clear conceptual distinction, they are not divided up into two
separate baskets (still less into two separate meditation centres!). The early texts never classify
the various meditation themes into either samatha or vipassana. They are not two different kinds
of meditation; rather, they are qualities of the mind that should be developed. Broadly speaking,
samatha refers to the emotional aspects of our minds, the heart qualities such as peace,
compassion, love, bliss. Vipassana refers to the wisdom qualities such as understanding,
discrimination, discernment. Samatha soothes the emotional defilements such as greed and
anger, while vipassana pierces with understanding the darkness of delusion. It is apparent that all
meditation requires both of these qualities, so in seeking to disentangle them we must inevitably
remain in the twilight zone of emphasis and perspective, eschewing the easy clarity of black-&-
white absolutes.

CHAPTER 9: PREVIOUS STUDIES

Many learned and wise authors have studied and commented on the various versions of the
Satipatthana Sutta. I have learned something from each of these writers, and any virtue in my
work stems purely from my being able to stand on such broad and strong shoulders. This book is
already far too long, so I try to avoid repeating topics that have already been well-treated, except
where re-evaluation is necessary in light of the special methods and materials of the current
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work. A survey of the general writings on satipatthana would be a pleasant but over-long task,
but we may briefly survey those who have undertaken comparative and historical studies.

Oskar von Hinuber hinted at some of the issues involved:

‘More complicated is the relation of the Satipatthana Sarhyutta, SN V141-192 to the
Satipatthanasuttantas found in DN no. 22 Mahasatipatthanasuttanta and MN no. 10
Satipatthanasuttanta, which deserves a detailed study, because it seems that sometimes SN has
preserved smaller parts from which larger units were built, or pieces of texts, which for some
reason or other were not incorporated into the larger suttantas.”*®

Venerable Analayo has recently published a full-scale study of satipatthana, titled Satipatthana:
The Direct Path to Realization. This is a very valuable work, which ably discusses most of the
practical and theoretical issues involved in the study of satipatthana. The author draws from a
vast spectrum of sources, displaying a warm appreciation for the perspectives opened up by
different scholars and meditators. Although Analayo is still influenced by the vipassana
interpretation of satipatthana, his presentation is refreshingly moderate. He does no more than
hint at the possible implications of a historical analysis of the subject:

‘But the detailed instructions found in the Maha Satipatthana Sutta and the Satipatthana Sutta
apparently belong to a later period, when the Buddha’s teaching had spread from the Ganges
valley to the distant Kammasadhamma in the Kuru country, where both discourses were
spoken.”*”

It is indeed strange that such an important teaching should have been given only in such an
obscure, far-away town. (The Kuru country is near present-day Delhi, and marks the probable
extreme western limits of the Buddha’s peregrinations). Stranger still that the discourse would
have been given twice, with only the expansion of one section differentiating them. In fact, it
seems not merely strange but incredible that the Buddha should have taught only the basic
pericope in all his years at Savatthi, etc., and in one of his rare visits to the border countries he
gave such a vastly elaborated teaching, not once but twice. Were the students in the main centres
to be left high and dry for all those years, deprived of the key for fully understanding
satipatthana? This reinforces our contention that the shorter, mainstream teachings on
satipatthana found especially in the Sarmyutta should be more closely examined, and that the
longer discourses should be seen in this light.

Although Analayo is aware of the different versions of the satipatthana material, the focus
remains firmly on the Theravada Satipatthana Sutta.' For example, the comparison of the
contents of the body contemplation shows, as we shall see later, that certain exercises,
particularly the investigation of the parts of the body, are common to all traditions, while other
exercises are particular to certain traditions. Analayo remarks:

‘The reasons for the omissions are open to conjecture, but what remains of the unanimously
accepted core of the contemplation of the body in all the different versions is a thorough
investigation of its anatomical constitution.”**!

The very fact that the investigation of the body parts is unanimously accepted suggests that the
other meditative exercises are more likely to be additions than omissions. If the traditions
inherited a common list of meditation practices, and some subsequently were lost, there would
seem to be no reason why some exercises would be left out rather than others, and therefore no
reason why there should be a certain practice preserved with complete consistency. Or again if
there was no common core, and all the detailed lists were invented independently by the
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traditions, there would seem no reason for such consistent features. Another problem is that
some of the exercises, especially in the Sarvastivada Smrtyupasthana Sitra, are clearly
anomalous and best understood as additions. While undoubtedly conjectural, it nevertheless
seems that the most reasonable way of explaining both the similarities and the differences is that
there was a simpler, common root text, elaborated in somewhat divergent manner by the schools.

Thich Nhat Hanh published full translations of all three major versions of the Satipatthana Sutta
in his Transformation and Healing. The translations, by him and Annabel Laity, offer an invaluable
and almost unique opportunity to compare in English a major Sutta in recensions from three
different schools. However the translations sometimes bend too far to accommodate the
translators’ ideas. Some comments on the texts are included, but the main orientation of the book
is practical, so he does not pursue textual questions in great depth. The most relevant passage in
our current context is this.

‘Other differences in the second version [Sarvastivada] are teachings on the kind of concentration
which gives birth to joy and happiness, which is equivalent to the first jhana, and a concentration
which abandons joy but maintains happiness, which is equivalent to the second jhana, as well as
meditations on purity, clear light, and signs. All this is evidence that the practice of the Four
Jhanas had already begun to infiltrate the Siitra Pitaka, although discretely. By the time of the
third version [Mahasanghika], the practice of the jhanas is mentioned quite openly, by name. The
meditation which observes the pure light can be seen as announcing the first steps in the
formation of Pure Land Buddhism, and the meditation on the sign will be developed in the use of
the kasina, a symbolic image visualized as a point of concentration.’

Apparently Thich Nhat Hanh believes that the jhanas were a later infiltration into Buddhism; this
would entail that all of the hundreds of discourses mentioning jhanas in the canons were
composed later than the current text. He offers no evidence for this extraordinary view. His
comments here almost all miss the point, simply because he assumes that the current text, the
Sarvastivada Smrtyupasthana Sttra, is the original source of these various practices. However
they are all found elsewhere in the canons and the current text is probably a somewhat later
compilation. His association of the perception of light with Pure Land is far-fetched; the
perception of light is the standard remedy for sloth & torpor, and surely the origins of Pure Land
should be sought rather among the devotional passages in the early discourses, particularly the
practice of the ‘recollection of the Buddha’ (buddhanussati). Again, his comment regarding the
‘meditation on the sign’ misses the point, for he apparently has been misled by the translation
into thinking that the practice described is visualization, whereas comparison with the Pali
version shows that it in fact refers to reviewing of jhana.'” Thus, however beneficial Thich Nhat
Hanh'’s practical advi