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This article offers further support for Lance Cousins’ thesis that the Pali can-
on, written down in the first century BCE in Sri Lanka, was based largely on
a Theriya manuscript tradition from South India. Attention is also given to
some of Cousins’ related arguments, in particular, that this textual transmis-
sion occurred within a Vibhajjavadin framework; that it occurred in a form
of ‘proto-Pali’ close to the Standard Epigraphical Prakrit of the first century
BCE; and that that distinct Sinhalese nikayas emerged perhaps as late as the
third century CE.

Introduction

In more or less all the recent research on early Buddhism, and on Indian Buddhism
more generally, very little has been said about the formation of the Pali canon, the
only complete Tipitaka to have survived in an Indic language. The state of knowl-
edge has hardly changed since K. R. Norman’s Pali Literature was published over
thirty years ago:

The tradition recorded in the Sinhalese chronicles states that the Theravadin canon
was written down during the first century B.C. as a result of threats to the Sarigha
from famine, war, and the growing power of the Abhayagiri vihara, to which the king
was more favourably disposed. There is no reason to reject this tradition, because
there are indications that texts were already being written down before this date. It
seems probable that the Sanskritisation of Pali was virtually fixed at the stage it had
reached by the time of the commission to writing ... (Norman 1983, 5)

Apart from his comments on Sanskritisation, Norman here restates what is found
in the Pali chronicles. But these works do not inspire much historical confidence.
This is especially the case with the Mahavamsa, which presents a simplistic account
that can hardly be taken seriously: in a short series of verses (XXII1.80ff.), it tells of
the foundation of the Abhayagiri-vihara, its schism from the Mahavihara and the
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writing down of the Tipitaka and commentaries. This sixth century CE text is also
remote from the events it describes, and differs from the Dipavamsa, the simpler
account of which probably dates to early fourth century CE.! But the Dipavamsa is
also a difficult work, whose verses on the writing down of the Tipitaka (XX.20-21)
tell us very little indeed. This means that Norman’s assumptions are historically
dubious at best; if so it would seem that no progress has been made in understand-
ing a central problem in the study of Indian Buddhism.

It is most fortunate, therefore, that in a recent series of articles (2001, 2012, 2013),
Lance Cousins formulated a more compelling account of the early Pali tradition.
Cousins has argued that the Pali Tipitaka was written down in South India before
being transmitted to Sri Lanka in the first century BCE; that Sanskritisation occurred
gradually and slowly, in the centuries following the origin of a written canon; that
the process of canonical formation occurred among the Vibhajjavadin Theriyas, an
old monastic grouping dating to the Mauryan period; and that the schism between
Mahavihara and Abhayagiri occurred in the third century CE, not the first century
BCE.? These claims, even if only partially true, would transform the general under-
standing of early Theravadin history, and hence deserve a detailed examination.

1. The formation of a written Tipitaka

The notion that the Tipitaka was written down in the first century BCE is based
on Dip XX.20-21, verses associated with events that occurred in the period of
Vattagamani (late first century BCE):

Monks previously handed down the text of the three baskets and its commentary by
word of mouth (20). Upon seeing the decline in people, the monks held a gathering
and had (it) written down in books, in order to preserve the Dhamma (21).’

These couplets were probably added to the old account of Sinhalese regnal his-
tory contained in Dip XX. But this does not detract from their general histori-
cal value, given the patchwork nature of the Dipavamsa (Cousins 2013, 108-109).
Importantly, the claim that oral traditions were endangered by a ‘decline in people’
(hanim disvana sattanam) is credible, for the Pali commentaries contain a number of
passages on the ‘danger’ or ‘terror’ (bhaya) which afflicted the island at this time.*
Cousins (2013, 110) has drawn attention to one such account in the Manorathapirani
(Anguttaranikaya-atthakatha), which seems to situate a nascent manuscript tradition
within a redaction of Sinhalese and South Indian versions of the Tipitaka:

1. According to von Hiniiber (1996, 89, 91), the Dipavamsa dates ‘not long after 350 CE’ and the
Mahavamsa to ‘the end of the fifth century CE’. Cousins (2012, 76) dates the Dipavamsa to the early
fourth century CE and the Mahavamsa to ‘two or three centuries later’ (2012, 77).

2. luse the term Theravadin, Theriya and Thera(-vamsa) loosely and interchangeably; these terms
occur variously in Pali commentaries and subcommentaries, and in Indian inscriptions, but have
the same referent, i.e. monastic lineages belonging to the non-Mahasamghika branch of Indian
Buddhism. On these terms see Gethin 2012, 5ff.

3. Dip XX.20-21: pitakattayapalifi ca tassa atthakatham pi ca, mukhapathena anesum pubbe bhikkhu
mahamati (20). hanim disva sattanam tada bhikkhu samagata, ciratthitattham dhammassa potthakesu
likhapayum (21).

4. On the terror, generally attributed to the Candala or Brahmin Tissa, see Cousins 2013, 110, n.45.
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Manorathapirani 1 (Ekakanipata-atthakathd, X.42): 91.22-93.25°

The disappearance of scriptural learning is the root cause of this fivefold disappear-
ance.® For with the disappearance of scriptural learning, practice disappears, but
when learning remains, (practice) endures. It is because of just this that on this island,
during the great terror of Candala Tissa, Sakka, king of the gods, had a great raft built
and informed the monks: ‘There will be a great terror, the rains will fail; lacking the
requisites, bhikkhus will not be able to maintain scriptural learning. The Noble Ones
must go to the yonder shore, to save their lives. Get on to this great raft and go, ven-
erable sirs. For whom there is not enough room for sitting, they should rest their
chests on pieces of wood and go; the terror will affect none of them.’

Then, upon reaching the ocean shore, sixty bhikkhus agreed: ‘There is no need for
us, now, to go; we will stay right here and preserve the Tipitaka.” Turning back from
there they went to the Southern Malaya country, and kept themselves alive on tubers,
roots and leaves. When able to keep their bodies going, they sat down and recited
individually; when unable, they piled up sand all around, and keeping their heads in
a single position, they mastered the scriptures. By this method they preserved the
whole Tipitaka, along with the commentaries, perfectly, for twelve years.

When the terror had dissipated, seven hundred bhikkhus, who had not lost even a
single character or phoneme of the Tipitaka and commentaries, in the place they had
gone to, returned to this very island and took up residence in the Mandalarama mon-
astery in Kallagama country. Upon hearing the news that the Theras had returned,
the sixty monks who had been left behind on the island decided to go and see them.
When collating the Tipitaka with the Theras they did not find even a single character
or phoneme in disagreement.

During that meeting a discussion arose among the Theras: ‘Is scriptural learning or
practice the root of the Dispensation?’. The Theras who wore rubbish rags said prac-
tice is the root, while the Dhamma-preachers said it is scriptural learning. But then
the Theras said to them: ‘We will not act on the mere word of you two groups: recite
a Sutta spoken by the Jina.’ Thinking it no difficulty to recite a Sutta, (the rubbish-
rag wearers) recited these Suttas:

‘And should these almsmen live correctly, Subhadda, the world would not be devoid
of Arahants’;” ‘The dispensation of the teacher, great king, is rooted in practice, its
essence is practice: it endures when practice is upheld’.?

Upon hearing this Sutta the Dhamma-preachers, in order to establish their own posi-
tion, recited this Sutta:

‘As long as the Suttantas endure, and as long as the Vinaya shines forth, so long will
(people) see light, just like when the sun has risen.

If the Suttantas do not exist, and if the Vinaya is forgotten, there will be darkness in
the world, just like when the sun has set.

5.  See appendix for Pali.

6. For the fivefold disappearance see Mp 1 87 3: tattha pafica antaradhanani nama: adhigama-
antaradhdnam  patipatti-antaradhanam, — pariyatti-antaradhanam  lingantaradhanam  dhatu-
antaradhanan ti.

7. DI 151: ime ca subhadda bhikkhi samma vihareyyum asufifio loko arantehi assa.

8. Mil 133: patipattimilakam mahardja satthusasanam patipattisarakam patipattiyd anantarahitaya
titthati ti. The citation from D 11 151 (Mahaparinibbana Sutta) is also found at Mil 133.
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When the Suttanta is protected, practice is protected; the wise man established in
practice does not fail to reach the release from bondage.’

When this Sutta had been recited, the rubbish-rag wearers fell silent, and the posi-
tion of the Dhamma-preaching Theras alone predominated. Just as, when there is no
milch-cow to protect the lineage within a herd of a hundred or a thousand cows, that
lineage or tradition is not continued, even so when there are as many as a hundred
or a thousand bhikkhus who have undertaken insight meditation, but without scrip-
tural learning, they cannot penetrate the Noble Path. Just as, when characters are
inscribed® on the surface of a stone, to identify a treasure trove, as long as the char-
acters survive that treasure trove is not lost, even so if scriptural learning is upheld
the dispensation does not disappear.

This account is the only attempt to explain in any detail the Sinhalese Sangha’s
response to the troubled period of Vattagamani. The motive for leaving the island,
and the account of what happened upon the monks’ return, are both believable;
the numbers involved are plausibly small (Cousins 2013, 111). The claim for com-
plete agreement between the two groups (‘they did not find even a single character
or phoneme in disagreement’) should not be taken at face value, for by using the
language of collation (‘purifying’, sodhenta), the account suggests that redaction
took place. As Cousins has pointed out, there must have been ‘some kind of official
acceptance of the new written texts, perhaps with a measure of reconciliation with
any divergent local traditions’ (2013, 111). The account thus implies that a Sinhalese
‘proto-canon’, consisting of texts transmitted in the Mauryan period, was harmo-
nised with a Theriya canon that had developed on the Indian mainland subsequent to
the Asokan missions;™ this took place at the Mandalarama monastery of Kallagama,
apparently a major centre of Sinhalese Buddhism in the first century BCE."

The similes occurring at the end of the account suggest writing was involved in
the redactional process. The first simile is not particularly convincing: the image
of a ‘milch-cow’ maintaining a herd of cows suggests that persons — bhikkhus —
are the best means of ensuring the transmission of Dhamma. But the simile of
a stone inscription which records the identity of a treasure trove (nidhikumbhiya
Jjananatthdya pasanapitthe akkharesu upanibaddhesu) is more revealing: it suggests
that the ‘treasure’ of the Dhamma can best be preserved through the written word.

The use of writing also makes sense if, as seems likely, the returning Sinhalese
bhikkhus brought an expanded canon which required a transmission in manuscript

9. upanibandhesu (Be thapitesu); the Ee reading should be emended to upanibaddhesu, ‘written, com-
posed, arranged’ (Monier Williams, A Sanskrit-English Dictionary, s.v.; this meaning is not noted in
CPD, Cone or Rhys Davids & Stede).

10. Cousin’s conclusion (2013, 113) is more cautious: ‘the four Nikdyas ... were accepted at some
kind of assembly of the Samgha in a district (janapada) whose Sinhala name is Palicized as
Kallagama(ka) or Kalakagama, but we do not know if any additions or amendments were made.’

11. Onthe Mandalarama, Malalasekera notes (1997, 429): ‘A monastery in Ceylon, probably near the
village of Bhokkanta. It was the residence of the Elder Maha Tissa, reciter of the Dhammapada
... According to the Vibhanga Commentary the monastery was in the village of Kalakagama,
and, in the time of Vattagamany, it was the residence of many monks, at the head of whom was
Tissabhiita.” On the tradition that the Pali canon was written down in the Alu-vihara, see Nor-
man 1983, 11.
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form. Texts such as the Milindapafiha, the Nettippakarana, the Petakopadesa, the
Niddesa, the Apadana and even much of the canonical Abhidhamma were probably
composed in post-Asokan India.”? In this connection, it is important to note that
the citations offered in support of practice (patipatti), by the pamsukilika Theras,
are both found in the opening, and probably original, section of the Milindapariha.®
A canon of this extent would have required the redirection of resources towards
the development of scribes and scholasticism. The bhikkhus who resisted this move
perhaps feared the greater demands on monastic time and effort would come at the
expense of practice. But after a lengthy period of disruption and danger, it is not
surprising that the practical benefit of writing was recognized.

Cousins has commented at length on the extent of the canon at this time and its
language, in particular the development of Pali in the new scribal tradition. He has
argued that the language of the canon was ‘Old Pali’, a local version of the ‘Common
Epigraphical Prakrit’ which resembles the older, more archaic, Asokan dialect
found at Girnar and Bombay-Sopara, and which replaced Asokan Prakrit in the
post-Mauryan period (Cousins 2013, 120-122; Salomon 1998, 76-77). Standard Pali
developed along the lines suggested by the epigraphic record, with an increasingly
Sanskritised orthography reflecting the rise of Epigraphical Hybrid Sanskrit and
then pure Sanskrit between the first century BCE and fourth century CE (Cousins
2013, 125-127; Salomon 1998, 81ff.). Salomon has pointed out that the influence of
Sanskrit emerges in the early centuries CE:' Epigraphical Hybrid Sanskrit became
predominant in this period, its influence probably emanating from Mathura,®
eventually culminating in ‘the final triumph of classical Sanskrit in the Gupta era’
(Salomon 1998, 84).'°

2. A Vibhajjavadin canon?

Apart from the argument that the extant Pali canon was produced within a
Theravadin network reaching from South India to Sri Lanka, Cousins also claimed
that this network can be identified as the Vibhajjavadin wing of the Theriya/Sthavira
Sangha. Apart from André Bareau’s Les Sectes Bouddhiques du Petit Véhicule (1955), lit-
tle attention has been paid to the Vibhajjavadins. Nothing is said of them in Erich
Frauwallner’s seminal The Earliest Vinaya and the Beginnings of Buddhist Literature
(1956); Etienne Lamotte’s monumental Histoire du Boudhisme indien (1958) largely
ignores the group. Focusing on the reasons for the schism between Sthavira and
Mahasamghika, Lamotte bypasses most of the various denominations he lists.

12. See Frauwallner (1995, 42), von Hiniiber (1996, 61, 79-86), Norman (1983, 86-87, 91-92).
13. See n. 7-8, and von Hiniiber’s remarks on the composition of the Milindapariha (1996, 85).

14. Salomon (1998, 81): ‘From about the first to the fourth century of the Christian era, a large num-
ber of inscriptions were written in a peculiar language which is neither fully Sanskrit nor fully
Prakrit’.

15. Salomon (1998, 82): ‘EHS ... was definitely the predominant language overall for the first three
centuries of the Christian era ... the pattern of distribution of EHS inscriptions gives the impres-
sion that they radiate out from Mathura toward the northeast and southwest’.

16. Norman’s argument places Sanskritisation too early: he claims (1983, 5) that ‘the progressive
Sanskritization of the Mathura inscriptions’ begins ‘around the end of Asoka’s reign.’
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And since the Vibhajyavadins hardly feature in Lamotte’s lists (1988, 534-36: ‘List
I of Bhavya’, ‘the Sammatiya List = List IIl of Bhavya’, ‘Mahasamghika List’; p.545:
‘Sarvastivadin List by Vinitadeva’), Lamotte gives the impression that the group are
yet another of the doxographic literature’s ‘pseudo-historical elucrubrations’ (p.547).

Cousins has attempted to rebalance Lamotte’s account by noting (2001, 146) that
the latter tends ‘to confuse by setting out many different accounts, as if they are
all independent sources of evidence of equal value.” But five of the seven sources in
Lamotte’s section on lists with two subdivisions (1988, 529 ff.) are ‘simply versions
derived from the sixth — the treatise of Vasumitra’ (Cousins 2001, 151). Cousins
thus claims (2001, 155) that the only genuinely different account of the sects is
to be found in ‘List 1T of Bhavya’ (Lamotte 1988, 536), which is ‘probably earlier
than the fifth century CE’. Cousins argues that Bhavya II was probably derived
from a ‘mainland Vibhajjavadin account’, since it ‘emphasizes the separateness
of the Vibhajjavadins: they are treated as one of three roots with the Theriyas and
Mahasamghikas’ (Cousins 2001, 158), which then separated into the Mahi$asakas,
Kasyapiyas, Dharmaguptakas as well as the Sinhalese Theriyas (Tamrasatiyas).

Cousins is surely correct to point out that Vasumitra’s account of the sects
has proliferated within the doxographic literature. Balancing this north-western,
Sarvastivadin/Mahayanist account with List 1 of Bhavya instead suggests a dif-
ferent perspective, one in which the Vibhajjavadins had a more significant role in
the sectarian development of Indian Buddhism. It is tempting, indeed, to hypoth-
esise that the first century BCE transmission of Pali literature, from South India to
Sri Lanka, took place within a general Vibhajjavadin framework. This is Cousins’
conclusion (2013, 113): the ‘written texts of the four Nikdyas at least’ originated
‘immediately from some Vibhajjavadin tradition located in the Karnataka-Andhra
region ... in the first century B.C.” Direct evidence for this thesis is contained in a
few Dipavamsa verses (Cousins 2001, 135-136):

Dipavamsa XVIIL.1

‘Nowadays there are also other senior, middling and young (bhikkhus), Vibhajjavadas
who protect the tradition of the Vinaya (and) the Dispensation.’

idani atthi afifie pi therd ca majjhima nava, vibhajjavada vinaye sasane pavenipalaka.

Dipavamsa XVIII.41

‘... and the acclaimed Samudda, skilled in the lineage of the true teaching; [Samudda
and the bhikkhuni Dipanay3,] they were both Vibhajjavadins, transmitters of the
Vinaya, beautifications of the Sangha.’

samghasobhana.

Dipavamsa XVII1.44

‘Nowadays there are other senior, middling and young (bhikkhunis), Vibhajjavadins,
transmitters of the Vinaya, protectors of the tradition of the Dispensation, extremely
learned, endowed with virtue, illuminating this earth.’

idani atthi affiayo therika majjhima nava, vibhajjavadr vinayadhara sasane pavenipalaka,
bahussuta silasampanna obhasenti mahim iman ti.
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It is striking that the terms vibhajjavada, vibhajjavadi and vibhajjavad are followed
by the terms vinaye and vinayadhara. This suggests a close connection between
the Vibhajjavadin identity and Vinaya observance, one which could be strength-
ened by reading the terms as compounds; this would provide direct evidence for
a Vibhajjavadin Vinaya, and hence a Vibhajjavadin Tipitaka. But this is not very
likely. The term vibhajjavadi (v.41) should not be understood as a stem form within
a compound, for the variation in vowel strength (i/i) is common and insignificant
in the Pali manuscript tradition. Furthermore, the expression vinayadhara hardly
ever appears at the end of an extended compound in post-canonical Pali literature.?

The syntax of XVIIL1 is more open to interpretation. While the direct object
of ‘protecting’ (palaka) is clear (paveni-palaka), it is odd that there are two indirect
objects in the locative case (vinaye sasane): ‘protecting the tradition, with regard to
the Vinaya, with regard to the Dispensation’ is odd, and it might be preferable to
read vibhajjavada (rather than vibhajjavada) and take the compound vibhajjavada-
vinaye as an adjective qualifying sasane: ‘with regard to the Dispensation, in the
(tradition of) the Vibhajjavada-Vinaya’. The reading of the Sinhalese edition is dif-
ferent: vibhajjavada vinaye sasanavamsapalakd, meaning either ‘Vibhajjavadas, pro-
tectors of the lineage of the Dispensation rooted in the Vinaya’ or ‘Protecting the
lineage of the Dispensation rooted in the Vibhajjavada Vinaya’.'®

Norne of this is conclusive. But it is important to note that Dip XVIII is over-
whelmingly concerned with Vinaya and the heritage of the Buddhist tradition in
Sri Lanka, suggesting that early monastic and literary transmission in Sri Lanka
occurred within a Vibhajjavadin tradition. Indeed, Cousins has noted (2001, 136)
that since ‘the specific context concerns nuns ordained on the island of Ceylon,
the expression can only refer to an ancestor of the Pali Vinaya which I take to be
the Vinaya as it was before the separation of the Ceylon school from some of its
mainland counterparts.’

The use of the term vibhajjavada in the Kathavatthu commentary probably has
a similar heritage to these Dipavamsa verses. In its account of the third council of
Pataliputta, and in response to Asoka’s question about what the Buddha taught
(kimvadi bhante sammasambuddho), Moggaliputtatissa states that the Buddha was a
Vibhajjavadin (vibhajjavadi maharaja).® Cousins has argued that this account ‘can
only have been composed at a time when the word was already known as the name
of a school’ (Cousins 2001, 138). At the least, the resonance of the term vibhajjavadt
in this account would have been obvious in the commentarial period, for the old sec-
tions of the Kathavatthu exemplify the vibhajjavada approach to Buddhist teaching,
that is to say, a metaphysically conservative approach which aims to hone insight

17. E.g. tepitakabhidhammikavinayadharanam (Ja IV 219); dhammadharavinayadharavibhagato (Spk-t
1.86, Be); dhammavinayadhara (Ps-t 11.241, Be).

18. Se vibhajjavadi vinayamdhara sasanapalaka (v.44cd); The term paveni is also unusual in the
Dipavamsa, and if so the verse as printed in the Sinhalese edition might make better sense,
even if the Sinhalese edition of the text is less reliable. Cousins has noted (2001, 135 n.11) that
vibhajjavada (Dip XVIIL1) could simply mean ‘followers of the Vibhajjavada’.

19. Kv-a 1.7: ath’ afifie bhikkhii pakkosapetva pucchi: kimvadi bhante sammasambuddho ti? vibhajjavadi
mahardja ti. evam vutte rdja theram pucchi: vibhajjavadi bhante sammasambuddho ti? ama maharaja ti.
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without going beyond the bounds of Suttanta teaching (especially by falling into
its sabbatthivada and puggalavada interpretations).?” The combined evidence of the
Dipavamsa and Kathavatthu commentary suggests that the Vibhajjavadins under-
stood themselves to be a Vinaya-Abhidhamma school with roots in the Asokarama
of Pataliputta.

If a Vibhajjavadin identity predominated during the formation of the writ-
ten Tipitaka in the first century BCE, the formation of separate Mahavihara and
Abhayagirivihara Nikayas would have been some way off. But the notion of an early
schism has been accepted by some, based on the account in the Mahavamsa. This
brief account (Mhv XXXIII.80ff.) relates the schism to the expulsion of Tissa for
‘the frequenting of lay-families’ (v.95: kulasamsaggadosena).* There seems little to
choose between this and the reasons given for schism in the Dipavamsa (quarrels
about the age of ordination and the use of ivory).? The traditions of both chronicles
are equally plausible. But the account in the Mahavamsa is condensed: it is possible,
but hardly likely, that canonical formation, the establishment of the Abhayagiri-
vihara and then schism all happened in the troubled period of Vattagamani.” The
Dipavamsa places the schism significantly later, in its brief section on Mahasena’s
rule in the third century CE. As such, it seems to cohere with the idea of a gradual
emergence of local traditions starting from Vibhajjavadin origins in the first cen-
tury BCE.

The picture of the Vibhajjavadins which emerges from Cousins’ work is of a
post-Mauryan Buddhist network, connected by monastic lineage as well as by
the Abhidhamma perspective of the Kathavatthu. Literature was shared through-
out this network — texts such as the Milindapafiha were received from Northern
Vibhajjavadins — even if the Sinhalese canon was formed among the Vibhajjavadins
of the South. This took place at the point when the Northern and Southern
Vibhajjavadin lineages had started to separate into distinct schools, a process which
soon led to the emergence of the Mahimsasaka and Tambapanniya/Mahavihara
traditions and so the gradual loss of Vibhajjavadin identity.

3. The demise of the Vibhajjavadins

The Vibhajjavadins are rarely mentioned in the Pali commentaries. The term is
mostly avoided in the colophons (nigamana-kathd) to Buddhaghosa’s commentarial
works, the important parts of which focus on a different form of Theriya identity:

20. See Cousins’ discussion (2005, 57-58) of the early sections of the Kathavatthu, which is concerned
especially with the sabbatthivada and puggalavada.

21. Mhv XXXII1.95: theram kulehi samsattham mahatisso ti vissutam, kulasamsaggadosena samgho tam
niharf ito.

22. Dip XXIL.72-74: ubhosamaggabhavissam anufifiatam kumdrakassape, akappiyan ti dipesum dussila
mohaparuta (72). chabbaggiyanam vatthusmim ananuffiatam dantavattakam, anufifiatan ti dipesum
alajji dantaganika (73). imafi ¢’ afiiam bhikkhi attham afifie bahu akarane, adhammo iti dipesum
alajji labhahetukam (74). Oldenberg (1879, 112) has conjectured upasampadam gabbhavisam for
ubhosamaggabhavissam (72a) based on the Mahavamsa Tika.

23. According to Cousins (2012, 80f), parts of the account (Mhv XXXIIL.95ff.) are also corrupt and
probably interpolated.
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This commentary on the Digha Nikaya, called ‘Splendidly Unfolding the Most
Auspicious’ (sumangala-vildsini), has been prepared by the Thera whose name is
understood by revered teachers to be ‘Buddhaghosa’, who is adorned with supremely
purified faith, intelligence and endeavour; who is endowed with a multitude of quali-
ties, such as virtue, good conduct, quick-wittedness and gentility; who is capable of
plunging the inner depths of his own and (other) traditions; who is endowed with a
distinction of understanding in the dispensation of the teacher, with the divisions of
scriptural learning contained in the Tipitaka along with its commentary; the might of
whose knowledge is unobstructed; a great exegete; endowed with charming expres-
sions, sweet and lofty, emanating from the bliss produced through his accomplish-
ment in articulation; whose utterances are appropriate and devoid (of fault), the
best of speakers, a great seer; whose intelligence is expansive and pure, (and) who
is an adornment to the lineage of the Mahaviharavasin Theras, those illuminators
of the Thera lineage whose understanding is well established in (that dispensation)
which is encompassed by a profusion of discriminating knowledge, is adorned with
the qualities found in such categories (of the Dhamma) as the six higher knowledges,
and which transcends human phenomena.?

This standard ‘conclusion’ formula, found widely in the colophons of the commen-
taries attributed to Buddhaghosa, does not refer to the Vibhajjavadins, and nor do
the colophons of the commentaries attributed to Dhammapala or Mahanama.”
Since the colophons attributed to Buddhaghosa were probably not composed by
Buddhaghosa himself, it would seem that the term vibhajjavadin was not an impor-
tant form of identification in the post-Buddhaghosa era (Gethin 2012, 16). But a few
occurrences within the commentaries and Visuddhimagga suggest that the term was
still somewhat meaningful to Buddhaghosa himself. For example, toward the end
of the Visuddhimagga, just before the standard conclusion formula, Buddhaghosa
refers to the Mahaviharavasins as Vibhajjavadins:

Accepting the request of venerable Sanghapala — a wise member of the lineage of
the Mahaviharavasins, illustrious Theriyas, the best of Vibhajjavadins, (who) prac-
tises purity and penance, is devoted to observing the moral discipline of the Vinaya,
committed to practice, (and) whose mind is adorned with qualities such as forbear-
ance, gentleness, and compassion — desiring the endurance of the true Dhamma,
whatever heap of merit I have attained while making this (work), through its lustre

24. Sv 111250 (Be): paramavisuddhasaddhabuddhiviriya-patimanditena silacarajjavamaddavadiguna-
samudayasamuditena  sakasamayasamayantaragahanajjhogahanasamatthena  panfaveyyattiya-
samannagatena  tipitakapariyattippabhede satthakathe satthusasane —appatihataianappabhdavena
mahaveyyakaranena karanasampattijanitasukhaviniggatamadhurodaravacanalavannayuttena
edagunapatimandite  uttarimanussadhamme  suppatitthita-buddhinam  theravamsappadipanam
theranam mahaviharavasinam vamsalankarabhtitena vipulavisuddhabuddhina buddhaghoso ti garaihi
gahitanamadheyyena therena kata ayam sumangalavilasini nama dighanikayatthakatha.
Buddhaghosa’s commentarial introductions (gantharambha-katha) similarly refer to ‘the tra-
dition of Theras who dwell in the Mahavihara (and) illuminate the Thera lineage’ (e.g. Sv-a I.1:
samayam ... theranam theravamsapadipanam .... mahavihare nivasinam; see Gethin 2012, 15-16).

25. Sp VIL1416, Ps V.110, Spk 111.308, Mp V.99, Pj 1.253, Dhp-a 1V.235, Pj 11.608, As 430, Vibh-a 523
and the Patthanappakaranatthakatha (Be 498). The work of Dhammapala is identified with the
Mahaviharavasins, and of Mahanama with Theras and the Theravada (Gethin 2012, 16-17).
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may all creatures prosper in bliss.?

It is significant that Buddhaghosa’s personal testimony refers to the
Mahaviharavasins as the ‘best of Vibhajjavadins’, whereas the anonymous conclu-
sions to the commentaries (and to the Visuddhimagga) do not. Might this imply that
Buddhaghosa was aware of an ancient identity which the then incumbents of the
Mahavihara had largely left behind? Perhaps this old identity was not important to
the Mahaviharavasins of the fourth century CE,” who had by now ceased to refer to
themselves as Vibhajjavadins, whereas Buddhaghosa, an incomer from South India,
wished to draw attention to a former identity shared by the Mahaviharavasins and
the Theriya Buddhists of South India. Another reference to the Vibhajjavadins, in
the conclusion of the commentary on the Patthana, lends support to this notion:

The commentary, which I have undertaken out of faith — without deviating from the
teaching of the (Patthana’s) masters, pupils of the Vibhajjavadins — being without
obstruction in the world, the obstructions of which are excessive and manifold, that
(commentary) has today been made thus, in fourteen recitation sections, illuminat-
ing the meaning of the entire, choice, Patthana. Just as (I have) reached the conclu-
sion (of the commentary), thus, for the many, may every good intention quickly
come to perfection.?®

If the ‘pupils’ are taken as the present generation of Mahaviharavasins, it is tempt-
ing to understand their Vibhajjavadin predecessors as previous generations of
Theriya masters, who maintained an old identity now largely surpassed with the
rise of the scholarly tradition of the Mahavihara. A further passage from the com-
mentary on the Vibhanga, found also in the Visuddhimagga, comments on the inter-
pretation of Dependent Arising and lends further support to the idea of an older,
shared, Vibhajjavadin identity:

Now, directly related to that (analysis of the sense faculties) is the analysis of
Dependent Arising. With regard to this, the one making the commentary on the
meaning of the teaching (tanti) laid down in the method beginning ‘from the cause
of ignorance (arise) constructions’, (he ought to proceed as follows): entering the
circle of Vibhajjavadins, without criticising (its) masters or rejecting one’s own tra-
dition, without pursuing (andrithantena; Be: andyihantena) another tradition, without
excluding Sutta [and] remaining in concord with Vinaya, considering (olokentena)
the ‘great authorities’ (mahdpadese), illuminating the Dhamma, gathering together
(sarigahantena) the meaning, (and) repeatedly reverting to that very meaning (he
should) give instruction even by means of other methods, since this is (how) a com-

26. vibhajjavadisetthanam  theriyanam  yasassinam, mahdviharavasinam vamsajassa  vibhavino.
bhadantasanghapalassa sucisallekhavuttino, vinayacarayuttassa yuttassa patipattiyam. khantisoracca
mettadigunabhusitacetaso, ajjhesanam gahetvana karontena imam maya. saddhammatthitikamena yo
patto pufifiasaricayo, tassa tejena sabbe pi sukham edhantu panino.

27. According to von Hiniiber (1996, 102-03) Buddhaghosa dates to the late fourth/early fifth cen-
tury CE.

28. Patthanappakaranatthakatha Be 497: saddhaya samaraddha ya atthakatha mayd, tassa dcariyanam
vadam avihdya vibhajjavadi-sissanam, atibahuvidhantaraye lokamhi anantardyena, sa evam ajja kata
cuddasamattehi bhanavarehi attham pakasayantt patthanavarassa sakalassa. sannitthanam patta yath’
eva nittham tatha bahujanassa, sampapunantu sigham kalyana sabbasarikappa.
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mentary on the meaning ought to be made.””

The doctrinal context suggests that the expression ‘the circle of Vibhajjavadins’
(vibhajjavadi-mandalam) refers to a tradition of exegesis, rather than a monastic lin-
eage as such, and perhaps of a rather informal nature: the terms mandala (‘circle’)
and samaya (‘concord’, ‘agreement’, ‘tradition’) indicate vaguer forms of identity
than ‘lineage’ (vamsa) or ‘(monastic) tradition’ (paveni). If so, the passage gives no
more than a general impression of a loose network of like-minded scholars, perhaps
stretching across an extended area of South Asia.

These limited occurrences of the term vibhajjavada in the commentaries indi-
cate that an old and seemingly important identity had been largely surpassed by
the fourth or fifth century CE. The gradual obsolescence of the Vibhajjavada com-
munity through regional fragmentation is further suggested by the even less fre-
quent use of the term in the sub-commentaries, on which Cousins (2001, 138) has
commented as follows: ‘It is clear that the original basis for the adoption of the
name Vibhajjavadin ... becomes to a large extent forgotten, especially in later Pali
sources.” This process would seem to have been well underway when Buddhaghosa
prepared his commentarial works.

Conclusion: From Anuradhapura to Nagarjunakonda and beyond

In many respects the history of Buddhism in the post-Mauryan period is more dif-
ficult to understand than the pre-Asokan age. The Suttapitaka is a vast, sprawl-
ing, document which paints a realistic picture of Indian society and the place of
Buddhism within it; rather surprisingly, for a document of such scale constructed
from multiple oral sources, it contains vey few inconsistencies.® This lends cred-
ibility to its authenticity. Within a decentralised ascetic culture, and in an age of
oral composition, it would have been difficult — perhaps almost impossible — to
fabricate a coherent version of the Buddhist past. The significant disagreements to
be expected of a multi-authored imagination of the past are more or less completely
absent, a fact which rules against largle-scale invention.*

Despite the serious challenges to understanding Indian Buddhism in the post-
canonical period (Skilling 2012, xiv),”? Lance Cousins’ recent research has shown
that significant progress can be made with a careful and judicious use of sources.

29. Vibh-a 130: idani tadanantare paticcasamuppadavibharige ya ayam avijjapaccayd sankhdra ti
adina nayena tanti nikkhitta, tassa atthasamvannanam karontena, vibhajjavadimandalam otaritva,
acariye anabbhdcikkhantena sakasamayam avokkamantena, parasamayam andrihantena, suttam
appatibahantena vinayam anulomentena mahdpadese olokentena, dhammam dipentena attham
sanigahantena, tam ev’ attham puna avattetva aparehi pi pariydyehi niddisantena ca, yasma
atthasamvannand katabba hoti. (Nanamoli’s translation (1991, 531) omits the problematic yasma)

30. The most important inconsistency concerns the position of the so-called ‘formless meditations’,
although this problem is not beyond historical reconstruction (see Wynne, 2007).

31. Sujato and Brahmali (2015, 25-26) have noted that the portrayal of ‘political geography’ in the
early Buddhist world is consistent and pre-A$okan. This observation can be generalised to the
religious and social content of the Tipitaka.

32. ‘We know very little about the history of these early communities, and much of it depends on
Pali chronicles composed some centuries later in Lanka itself’.
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References to the Vibhajjavadins are scarce in Pali commentaries and chronicles,
and in the Indian doxographies; but they can be used to reconstruct a more plausible
history. The writing down of the Pali canon can thus be attributed to the ongoing
interactions within a post-Mauryan Theriya network, in South India and Sri Lanka,
the old identity of which which gradually faded away.

If the dissolution of Vibhajjavadin identity was well advanced by the third or
fourth century CE, we should expect Mahavihara and Abhayagiri identities to
have emerged no later than the third century CE. There is direct evidence for this.
A donative inscription in the Sinhalese monastery at Nagarjunakonda, dating to the
second half of the third century CE, contains important information on monastic
identity and textual transmission in the period immediately prior to Buddhaghosa:**

Success. The pair of feet of the Blessed one has been established for the benefit and
happiness of all beings, in the monastery of the Theriya teachers, Vibhajjavadins,
inspirers of faith in Kashmir, Gandhara, Bactria, Vanavasa and the island of
Tambapanna, Mahaviharavasins, transmitters of the noble lineage and tradition,
skilled in determining the meaning and letter of the nine-limbed dispensation of
the Teacher.

The sequence theriyanam vibhajavadanam .. mahavihara-vasinam places the
Mahavihara identity within two wider and overlapping notions of Buddhist iden-
tity: first within the Theriya/Theravadin branch of the the Sangha, and then within
its Vibhajjavadin wing. The emergence of a purely Sinhalese nikdya within these
broader frames of reference suggests that, even if the older Vibhajjavadin identity
had not yet been lost, individual monastic identities had started to supplant it on
the island. The inscription fits well with the evidence of the Dipavamsa, both in its
remarks on the Vibhajjavadin monastic lineage (Dip XVIII) and in its brief account
of schism (Dip XXII).

Perhaps sectarian rivalry was one of the reasons that prompted Mahavihara
missionary activity in the third century CE. Whatever the case, Nagarjunakonda
was a key centre of Theravada interaction in South India. An inscription places
the Mahimsasakas there (Vogel 1929-1930, 24-25), and literary contact between
the Mahimsasakas and Mahaviharavasins is attested by the introduction to the
Jataka commentary;* the Mahaviharavasins perhaps also acquired their knowledge
of the Andhatthakathd on the Vinaya here (see Cousins 2001, 142). This means that
Nagarjunakonda was not just a major Mahasamghika site: it was also an impor-
tant centre of Theravada Buddhism, at which monastic lineages derived from the
Vibhajjavadins came together and shared literature. It was probably from here that
the Mahaviharavasins subsequently spread elsewhere, to North India and South
East Asia (see von Hiniiber 1991, Falk 1997).

33. Sircar and Lahiri (1959-1960, 250): 1. sidham [/] acariyanam theriyanam vibhajavadanam
kasmira-gamdhara-yavana-vanavasa-tambapamnidipa-pasadakanam 2. mahavihara-vasinam
nava[m]ga-sathu-sasana-atha-vyajana-vinichaya-visaradanam ariya-va[m]sa-paveni-dharanam
3. vihare bhagavato pada-samghada nipatithapito sava-satanam hita-sukhathanaya ti /

34. Ja 1 v.9: mahimsasakavamsamhi sambhiitena nayafifiuna, buddhadevena ca tatha bhikkhuna
suddhabuddhind. On this verse see Gethin 2012, 18.
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For clarifying these obscure events in the history of Buddhism in South Asia, and
for much else besides, we are, indeed, greatly indebted to the work of Lance Cousins.

Appendix
Manorathapirant, Ekakanipata-atthakatha X (Ee 1.91.22-93.25)

imassa pafica-vidhassa antaradhanassa pariyatti-antaradhdanam eva milam. pariyattiya
hi antarahitaya patipatti antaradhayati, pariyattiyd thitaya titthati. ten’ eva imasmim dipe
candalatissa-mahabhaye sakko devardja maha-ulumpam mdpetva bhikkhinam drocapesi:
mahantam bhayam bhavissati, na samma devo vassissati, bhikkhi paccayehi kilamanta
pariyattim sandharetum na sakkhissanti. paratiram gantva ayyehi jivitam rakkhitum vattati,
imam maha-ulumpam aruyha gacchatha bhante. yesam ettha nisajjana-tthanam na ppahoti,
te kattha-kande pi uram thapetva gacchantu, sabbesam bhayam na bhavissati ti.

tada samudda-tiram patva satthi bhikkhi katikam katva, amhakam ettha gamana-kiccam
n’ atthi, mayam idh’ eva hutva tepitakam rakkhissama ti. tato nivattitva dakkhina-malaya-
Jjanapadam gantva kanda-mula-pannehi jivikam kappenta vasimsu. kaye vahante nisiditva
sajjhdayam karonti, avahante valikam ussapetva parivdretva sisani eka-tthane katva
pariyattim sammasanti. imina niyamena dvadasa samvaccharani satthakatham tepitakam
paripunnam katva dharayimsu.

bhaye viipasante satta-sata bhikkhii attano gata-tthane satthakathe tepitake ekakkharam pi
eka-vyafijanam pi andsetva, imam eva dipam agamma kallagama-janapade mandalarama-
viharam pavisimsu. theranam agata-pavattim sutva imasmim dipe ohina satthi bhikkh, there
passissama ti gantva, therehi saddhim tepitakam sodhenta ekakkharam pi eka-vyafijanam pi
asamentam ndma na passimsu.

tasmim thane theranam ayam katha udapadi: pariyatti nu kho sasanassa milam udahu
patipatti ti. pamsukulika-tthera patipatti mulan ti ahamsu, dhamma-kathika pariyatti ti.
atha ne thera, tumhakam dvinnam pijananam vacana-matten’ eva na karoma, jina-bhasitam
suttam aharatha ti ahamsu. suttam aharitum na bharo ti, ime ca subhadda bhikkhai samma
vihareyyum, asufifio loko arahantehi assa ti; patipatti-miilakam mahardja satthu-sasanam
patipatti-sarakam, patipattiyam dharantam™ titthati ti suttam aharimsu.

imam suttam sutva dhamma-kathikd attano vada-thapanatthaya imam suttam aharimsu:
yava titthanti suttantd, vinayo yava dippati; tava dakkhinti alokam, suriye abbhutthite yathd.
suttantesu asantesu, pammutthe vinayamhi ca; tamo bhavissati loke, suriye atthangate yatha.
suttante rakkhite sante, patipatti hoti rakkhita. patipattiyam thito dhiro, yoga-kkhema na
dhamsati ti.

imasmim sutte ahate pamsukilika-tthera tunht ahesum, dhamma-kathika-theranam yeva
vacanam purato ahosi. yatha hi gava-satassa va gava-sahassassa va antare paveni-palikdya
dhenuyd asati so vamso sa paveni na ghatiyati, evam eva araddha-vipassakanam bhikkhiinam
sate pi sahasse pi samvijjamane pariyattiyd asati ariya-magga-pativedho nama na hoti. yatha
ca nidhi-kumbhiya jananatthaya pasana-pitthe akkharesu upanibaddhesu*® yava akkhara
dharanti, tava nidhi-kumbhi nattha nama na hoti, evam eva pariyattiya dharamanaya
sasanam antarahitam nama na hoti ti.

35. Mil 133 (Ee) reads patipattiyd anantarahitaya instead of patipattiyam dharantam.
36. Emended Ee: upanibandhesu (Be: thapitesu)
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Abbreviations
As Atthasalini
D Digha-nikaya
Dhp-a Dhammapada-atthakatha
Dip Dipavamsa
Ja The Jataka together with its commentary
Kv-a Kathavutthu Commentary
Mhv Mahavamsa
Mil Milindapafiho
Mp Manorathaptrani (Anguttara-nikaya-atthakatha)
Pj1 Paramatthajotika I (Khuddaka-patha-atthakatha)
PjII Paramatthajotika Il (Sutta-nipata- atthakatha)
Ps Papaficasidani (Majjhima-nikaya- atthakatha)
Ps-t Tika on Ps
Sp Samantapasadika (Vinaya- atthakatha)
Spk Saratthappakasini (Samyutta-nikaya-atthakathd)
Spk-t Tika on Spk
Sv Sumangalavilasini (Digha-nikaya- atthakatha)
Vibh-a Sammohavinodani (Vibhariga- atthakatha)

All Pali citations are from the editions published by the Pali Text Society.
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