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It is a very great honour indeed for me to be invited to speak a few words to you here at your uni-
versity. The subject matter which I propose to deal with relates to certain questions concerning
Buddhist sects and particularly to the identification of “sects” in Ceylon, or Sri Lanka. Many scho-
lars generally use the word “sect” as a translation of both the words “nikaya” and “vada”. But I think
that the word “sect” is not correct, and that it is not an adequate translation. I personally prefer the
English word “denomination,” but it would be still better to leave the word untranslated. This word
“nikaya’ (in post-canonical sources, of course) is used in the sense of schools of monks who follow a
common vinaya tradition; therefore it is also sometimes translated as a “Vinaya school.” On the other
hand, the word “vada” seems generally to refer to dogmatic opinions held by particular groups within
the Sangha. But these words can be combined; for instance you may meet with such names as Stha-
viravada Nikaya or Sarvastivada Nikaya.

Now the first major split in the Sai}gha is the well-known one between the Mahasanghika and the
Sthaviravada groups. It is clear that the Mahasanghikas represented the more conservative, main
tradition, while the Sthaviravadins were the innovators who introduced additional disciplinary rules.
This fact is important for the understanding of the place of the Third Council, or sangiti, which was
held in Pataliputra in the time of Aéoka. In the Pali sources it is explained that this sangiti was held
under the patronage of King ASoka and that Moggaliputtatissa was its president. Moggaliputta was
of course the fifth so-called patriarch of the Sthaviravadins. Since this information is not only found
in the Pali chronicles, Dipavamsa and Mahavamsa, but is also contained in the Vinayaparivara of the
Pali Tripitaka, it may be considered as being based on reliable historical tradition.

We may draw some quite interesting conclusions from this information. One conclusion refers to
the date of the parinirvana of the historical Buddha, or Buddha Gautama. At present almost all the
handbooks of Buddhism, and most scholars, particularly historians, have calculated the date of the
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historical Buddha on the basis of the so-called “long chronology,” which is handed down exclusively

in sources of Ceylonese origin. It is the so-called corrected Sinhala chronology, the original one

being 544-543, but the corrected Sinhala chronology is differently calculated as 480 or 476 or 487,
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by various scholars. A careful examination of all these traditions has led me to.the conclusion that
there is no historical basis for this assumption, but it is a tradition of a purely mythological, and a
purely Ceylonese, origin. I have recently published the findings of this investigation in a paper enti-
tled “The Date of the Buddha Reconsidered,” (Indologica Tausinensia, vol. 10, 1983, pp. 29-36). To
sum up, a calculation on the basis of the assumption that no patriarch would fill this position more
than 20 to 25 years brings the date of the parinirvana down to ca. 360 B.C. or even later, and this
roughly fits in with the Indian chronology of the Buddha, according to which the Buddha passed
away about 100 years before the abhiseka of King Asoka. This, as I realized, was accepted by many
Japanese scholars, but not by Western scholars. However I would warn against acceptance of these “a
hundred years” as a historical date; in early texts, “a hundred” is just a synonym for a comparatively
large and indefinite number, rather than an exact date.

Now let us return to this Third Council which was held about one hundred years after the parinir-
vana. Hendrik Kern pointed out in his famous book on the history of Buddhism, that “a review of all
the testimonies available leaves no doubt that the assembly at Pataliputra was a party meeting [of the
Sthaviravadins], from which the Mahasanghikas were excluded” (H. Kern, Manual of Indian Buddhism,
p. 111). The contradictions iﬂ the texts which prevent a coherent interpretation of the references to
this assembly in various sources has led Erich Frauwallner conclude that two different sangiti were
held in Pataliputra, because these sources could not refer to one and the same convocation (pub-
lished in Zeitschrift der Deutscﬁen Morgenlindischen Gesellschaft, 1952, pp. 240—261). 1 do not know if
we can really follow Frauwallner’s theory in all details, but it is quite clear that this third so-called
“sangiti” in Pataliputra was held at the time of ASoka, and that it must be considered a sectarian or
denominational mée‘ting of the Theravada school only. The Pali chronicles, such as the Samantapasa-
dika as well as the Dipavamsa and Mahavamsa, claim that King Asoka had become a follower of Ther-
avada and that Asoka has expelled all the followers of other nikayas from the Sangha. It seems that
this is not correct, but this so-called “Third Council” did not follow upon the expulsion of monks of
other denominations, but it was held after the reform of the Sangha which was carried out by ASoka
along non-denominational lines.

The discussion about this question came about after the inscription of Asoka which refers to an
event which was seemingly connected with his activities for Sangha reforms was discovered. This in-
scription, of which we have three versions, is called the “schism edict.” It rums as follows: “His
Majesty orders to the Mahamatas: The following orders should be given. The Sangha is now united.
In the Sangha no split (—bheda) may be tolerated. Whoever should break the unity of the Sangha
should be dressed in white clothes and be given residence outside the avasa.” That is to say, he must
be expelled from the Sangha.

This inscription must be interpreted in terms of the Vinaya tradition. There the sanghabheda, of
course, is one of the most severe transgressions of the monastic rules. The meaning of sanghabheda is

explained very clearly in all the versions of the Vinaya, and it is clear that sanghabheda is not a



10

“schism,” in the sense known from Christian church history. It is also not be understood in the sense
of the formation of the “schools” or so-called “sects” with different sets of teachings, as has been
since found in later Japanese Buddhist schools. It concerns the question of monastic discipline only,
and particularly the validity of the Vinayakarma, or formal ecclesiastical acts, which must be per-
formed in a united and complete meeting of the congregation of all monks living within a particular
boundary or sima. For more detail, I may refer to my paper, “The Importance of Asoka’s So-called
Schism Edict” (recently published in Indological and Buddhist Studies, Volume in honour of Professor J.
W. de Jong on his Sixtieth Birthday, Canberra, 1982, pp.61-68). There is also a related article I have
published in German regarding the Sinhalese transformation of this tradition (“A$okas Schismenedikt
und der Begriff Sanghabheda,” Wiener Zeitschrift fir die Kunde Sid-und Ostasiens, vol.5, 1961, pp.18—
52). ‘

The tradition concerning this event was evidently purposely changed in the historical sources in
Ceylon in order to justify the claim of superiority and orthodoxy for the Theravada tradition. As we
all know Theravada was introduced into Ceylon by Mahinda. Mahinda was in some way related to
King Asoka — some traditions make him a brother, some a son, of Asoka — but it seems (and here
again I agree with Frauwallner) that Mahinda must have come from Vidisa, the ancient Buddhist cen-
ter where the stiipa of Safichi still exists. The monastery first established on the island of Lanka was,
of course, the Mahavihara in Anuradhapura. Later on it was considered the center of orthodoxy.
Dogmatic opinions of the Theravadin were formulated in the Kathavatthu, which is claimed to have
been compiled in the third sangiti. But here I cannot agree with Frauwallner and I am absolutely cer-
tain that this is a text of much later origin, at least two hundred years after the Third Council.

During the reign of Vattagamani Abhaya (29-17 B.C.) there was a sanghabheda within the Sangha
of Ceylon, and the newly-formed group came to be called the Abhayagiriviharavasin, or the Dharmar-
ucika community. A further schism arose during the reign of Mahasena (247-301 A.D.)) from which
the third school, the Jetavanaviharavasin, or Sagalika school, originated. From this period onwards,
until the Sangha reform of Parakramabhu I (1153—1186 A.D.) in the twelfth century, the Sangha of
Lanka is always described as consisting of three nikayas, namely, the Mahaviharavasin, Abhayagirivi-
haravasin, and the Jetavanaviharavasin, which somehow always coexisted. Parfkramabhu I decided
to reunite the Sangha but the reunification was impossible except by royal decree and by forcing the
upasampada tradition of the Mahaviharavasin upon all the bhikkhus of Ceylon. The other two schools
were thereby discontinued. As a consequence only the Mahavihara recension of the Tripitaka and the
commentaries was handed down thereafter, and for a long time it was believed by scholars that the
literature of the other two schools had completely disappeared.

However, now we know that there are at least three longer texts of the Abhayagirivihara tradition
which have survived and have been rediscovered. There is one text from the Tripitéka which was
different in the Mahavihira and Abhayagirivihara versions, and this difference is expressively re-

corded in a note in the fika of the Mahavamsa. This is the Vinayaparivara, which forms the fifth
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"volume of Oldenberg’s edition of the Vinaya. The Abhayagirivihara version was rediscovered recent-
ly and was translated by the later Dr. Valentina Stache-Rosen. It is handed down in the Chinese ver-
sion under the name Upalipariprechasitra. There are several sutras under this name, but this is the
Vinaya text having this name. I have just edited Dr. Stache-Rosen’s translation under the title “Das
Upalipariprcchasitra. Ein Text zur buddhistischen Ordensdisziplin” (Abhandlungen der Akademie der
Wissenschaften in Gottingen, 1984). The second text of the Abhayagirivihara school is the Vimuttimag-
ga by Upatissa, which was also preserved in thelChinese translation. This work also served as a mod-‘
el for Buddhaghosa’s famous Vissudhimagga which more or less deals with the same subject matter
from the point of view of the orthodox Mahaviharavasin. The third work is the Saddhammopayana by
Abhayagiricakravartin Ananda. This text was fortunately handed down in its original Pali. It is a
pure Hinayana text and it shows that the Abhayagirin used the Pali language even for their post-
canonical literature. In addition we have a number of quotations and fragments from the Abhyagirivi- v
hara literature and possibly some fragments from the Jetavanavihara literature. From all these
sources it is absolutely clear that they continued to use the Tripitaka in Pali, and not in Sanskrit, as
was believed by a number of modern scholars.

The Abhayagiriviharavasin partly, however, followed Mahayana Buddhism, as we know from the
records of Chinese travellers. We know that they have made use of a number of Sanskrit Mahayana
works. One of these is the famous Dharmadhatu written on golden leaves which is referred to in some
historical sources and in some inscriptions. Very recently seven leaves of a manuscript which
evidently represents the Dharmadhatu have been rediscovered. This text was the so-called revised
version of the Paficavim§atisahasrikd Prajfiaparamita. On the other hand we have traces of Mahayana
texts in Pali also — something which we would not expect because popularly Pali is always associ-
ated with Hinayana tradition and not Mahayana tradition. However this assumption is not correct.
The most conspicuous example is a text which forms part of the Pali Tripitaka, and has even been
accepted by the Mahaviharavasin, namely the so-called Buddhapadana which, though it is a relatively
short fragment from that Mahayana-Theravada tradition, describes Buddha-ksetra, or Buddha-field, and
has all the characteristics of a fully-developed Mahayana. The Buddhapadana forms the first part of
the Apadana Pali Tripitaka text. For more details I refer to my “Buddha-Feld und Verdienstiibertra-
gung : Mahayana-Ideen im Theravada-Buddhismus Ceylons (Buddha-field and Transfer of Merit:
Mahayana Concept in Ceylonese Theravada Buddhism)” (Académie Royale de Belgique, Bulletin de la
Classe des Lettres et des Sciences Morales et Politiques, 5° Ser., t. 62, 1976; pp. 27-51). We can also date
this earliest phase of Mahayana in Ceylon with the help of this text. Comparing it to the historical
tradition, we can date it to the early first century A.D. For details, see my paper on early Mahayana
literature, “Mahayana Literature in Sri Lanka : the Early Phase”, in Prajiaparamita and Related Sys-
tems : Studies in honor of Edward Conze (Berkeley, 1977, pp. 361-368).

Very recenfly, Dr Francois Bizot of the Ecole Frangais d’Extreme-Orient has studied and trans-

lated traditional meditation hand-books of the non-reformed schools of Khmer and northern Thai
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Buddhism. He has pointed out that these traditions are very similar to the methods described in the
Sinhala text which was discovered some time ago by the Anagarika Dhammapala, and which was
also published by T.W. Rhys-Davids and translated by F. L. Woodward under the title of The Yoga-
vachard's Manual. This was not really understood, and very few references were made to it in other
Buddhological works, but it is clear that it refers to the same non-orthodox tradition represented in
Khmer traditional meditation practices. I discovered another similar text in the tradition of Sri Lanka
under the name of Amatakaravannana. This text was discovered during the process of cataloguing the
Sinhalese manuscripts in German libraries (this project is described in “Verzeichnis der orientalis-
chen Handschriften in Deutschland” Bd. 22, Singhalesische Handschriften, Wiesbaden, 1969). This
text 1s not described in the first volume. A report on it will appear in the Bapat Felicitation Volume to
be published by Motilal Banarsidass.

There can be little doubt that the meditation techniques found in the Khmer works studied by Dr.
Bizot, as well as in these Sinhala works, may be described as practices of Tantric Buddhism. All the
important characteristics of Tantra, like certain types of imagination, a system of cakras (though other
terms are used here), a highly developed system of symbolism, and particularly a highly developed
and complicated ritual, are entirely alien to orthodox Theravada. All these elements were not
accepted by the reformed Theravada Sangha, which in Southeast Asia is mainly represented by the
so-called Dhammayuttika Nikaya—those reformed groups which now dominate the monasteries at the
centers in Bangkok and so on. )

But the question remains from where such elements and such forms of Buddhism could have ori-
ginated. If it originated from the early Mahayana tradition of Southeast Asian Buddhism, we should
expect at least some traces of Sanskrit terminology. This is because, according to everything we
know, Mahayana Buddhism, as represented in the early Khmer texts and in the inscriptions of pre-
Theravada Khmer culture, was using Sanskrit texts, and some of the Sanskrit texts are quoted and
mentioned in the inscriptions. But there are no traces of Sanskrit influence, and the terminology is
'wholly derived from Pali, although there are some Siamese terms also. We are trying to answer this
very difficult question, and find out if these traditions could possibly represent the older non-
reformed forms of Ceylonese Pali Buddhism as it had developed and existed before the reform of the

Sangha by Parakramabhu I.
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