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Abstract

This paper argues that the original employed for translating the
Madhyama-dagama into Chinese, now extant as entry no. 26 in the
Taisho edition, was probably transmitted by Sarvastivada reciters.
The argument proposes a basic appreciation of the idea of ‘school
affiliation’ in the case of Agama collections in general (I), followed
by taking up general features of the Madhyama-dgama and three
distinct markers of Sarvastivada influence (II).
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I. Transmission Lineages
and ‘School Affiliation’

An important backdrop for discussions of the ‘school affiliation’ of
a particular text or a scriptural collection as a whole is the fact that
some degree of variation among textual collections transmitted by
reciters who belong to a particular transmission lineage is to be ex-
pected, in view of the fluctuating nature of oral transmission over
centuries. Such recognition helps one to appreciate that individual
instances of lack of conformity need not invariably reflect the influ-
ence of the school affiliation of the transmitters of a particular text.

In order to demonstrate this point, it seems best to take up an ex-
ample whose school affiliation is beyond doubt. As the main topic
of this paper is the Madhyama-agama, the most suitable example
would therefore be its Theravada counterpart,' the Majjhima-nikaya.
For the purpose of illustration, purely as an imaginary scenario to
test out the methodology appropriate for assessing questions of
school affiliation, one might imagine what would emerge if the
Majjhima-nikaya were preserved only in translation and apart from
the other Pali Nikdyas. Such a scenario would correspond as closely
as possible to the situation of the Madhyama-agama extant in
Chinese. In such a scenario and on following the usual approach, in
order to determine whether the school affiliation of this Majjhima-
nikdaya is indeed Theravada, one would examine the Majjhima-
nikaya in the light of corresponding passages in the Theravada Vinaya,
Theravada Abhidhamma and Theravada commentarial tradition.

Such examination brings to light two instances, already discussed in
Analayo (2012: 520-521), where discourses in the Majjhima-nikaya
vary from the Theravada Vinaya. One difference concerns the se-

' On the term Theravada see Analayo 2013.
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quence of enumerating the seven ways of settling litigations;? the
other difference manifests in the form of a narrative piece that clear-
ly belongs to an episode described in the Majjhima-nikaya, but is
nevertheless not found in the actual discourse, occurring instead in
the Theravada Vinaya.?

In addition to these two, a more substantial difference emerges when
comparing the expositions of satipatthana meditation in the Majjhima-
nikaya to the coverage given to the same topic in the analysis ac-
cording to the method of the discourses (sutfantabhajaniya) in the
Vibhanga, an early work of the Theravada Abhidhamma. Instead of
six distinct contemplations of the body and five contemplations of
dhammas, the Vibhanga has only a single contemplation of the body
(concerned with its anatomical parts) and only two contemplations of
dhammas (concerned with the hindrances and the awakening factors).*

Even the one exercise in common between the Majjhima-nikaya
and the Vibhanga, contemplation of the anatomical parts, is not un-
problematic. The actual listing of such parts in the discourse differs
from the Theravada commentarial tradition. Whereas discourses in
the Majjhima-nikaya list thirty-one anatomical parts,’ the Visuddhi-
magga lists thirty-two, adding the brain to the parts mentioned in the
discourse.® The brain is also part of a listing of anatomical parts in a

2 MN 104 at MN II 247,19 has decision by majority as the second item in
its actual exposition, whereas Vin IV 207,5 has it in fifth position (the
introductory listing in MN 104 at MN II 247,8 instead corresponds to
Vin IV 207,5).

3 MN 82 at MN 11 61,26 to 65,6 and Vin 111 148,30 to 148,34.

4 MN 10 at MN I 56,11 to 59,10 and 60,7 to 62,33 compared to Vibh 193,17
to 194,24 and 199,12 to 201,41; these differences have already been noted
by Bronkhorst 1985.

5 See,e.g, MN 10 at MN I 57,15 to 57,20 and MN 119 at MN III 90,14 to 90,19.

Vism 240,24 explains that its additional reference to the brain should be

understood as implicitly covered by the bone marrow, mentioned among

the thirty-one parts.
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version of the Girimananda-sutta preserved in Tibetan translation,’
which as shown by Skilling (1993) is part of a set of Theravada texts
brought by a Sri Lankan monk to Tibet.

Other variations emerge when comparing discourses in the Majjhima-
nikaya with the Theravada commentarial tradition. One of these in-
volves an explicit denial of the transfer of merit in a Majjhima-nikaya
discourse, which stands in stark contrast to a central doctrine in tra-
ditional Theravada thought and practice.® Needless to say, the notion
of merit transfer is of vital importance in ritual daily practice in
Theravada countries in South and Southeast Asia.

Another instance involves a conception of the seventh stage of
purification that differs from the Visuddhimagga.’ The seven stages
of purification serve as the basic scaffolding for the Visuddhimagga
and have in turn acquired central importance in Theravada insight
meditation, so that this difference is surely significant.

References to three influxes (@sava) in the Majjhima-nikaya con-
trast with the four influxes recognized in the commentarial tradi-
tion.!® Given that the final goal of Buddhist soteriology is to remove
the influxes, differing conceptions regarding what actually needs to
be removed are not a minor matter.

Yet another difference concerns the notion of being on the path
to the fruition of one of the four levels of awakening, which in a
Majjhima-nikdya discourse clearly involves a substantial time period,

7 D 38 shes ka 277a3: glad pa or Q 754 sher tsi 293b8: klad pa; translated
in Analayo 2016b: 102.

8 MN 35 at MN I 236,35 to 237,3. This has already been pointed out by
Witanachchi 1987: 155 and Egge 2002: 58; see also Analayo 2010.

® MN 24 at MN I 148,12 compared to Vism 672,4; see in more detail
Analayo 2005, 2009 and 2016c.

10" See, e.g., MN 9 at MN I 55,10 in contrast to As 369,22, which adds the
influx of views (both listings are found in Vibh 364,12 and Vibh 373,33).
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but in the commentaries only a single moment.!' This is another
issue of considerable doctrinal and practical importance, perhaps
even more significant than the differing listings of the influxes.

Two discourses in the Majjhima-nikaya refer to the presence of
the gandhabba as a necessary condition for conception, a reference
that implies some sort of an interim existence. The denial of the
notion of an interim existence is a tenet characteristic of the Thera-
vada tradition.'? This results in substantially different conceptualiza-
tions of the process of rebirth, another doctrine of considerable im-
portance. Continuing with the same topic of rebirth, a Majjhima-
nikdya discourse and the Theravada commentarial tradition also
disagree as to the realm in which the Buddha’s mother was reborn.'?

In sum, this short survey would hopefully have shown that, on
employing the usual methodology for assessing school affiliation,
several disagreements and significant variations between discourses
in the Majjhima-nikaya collection and other Theravada texts can be
identified. This goes to show that some degree of variation is not in
itself a decisive criterion for assessing issues of school affiliation.'

As pointed out by Boucher (2008: 190) in relation to variations
between listings of the bodhipaksyadharmas in discourses in the
Agamas and Pali Nikayas:

T MN 142 at MN III 254,32 to 255,7 and Ps V 72,15; see also Gethin 1992:
131-132 and Analayo 2012c: 77.

12° MN 38 at MN 1 265,37 and MN 93 at MN II 157,1; for a survey of the
Buddhist schools that accepted or rejected the intermediate existence
see Bareau 1955: 291.

13" MN 123 at MN III 122,3 reports that Maya was reborn in Tusita; ac-

cording to As 1,4 she was reborn in the Heaven of the Thirty-three; see

also Analayo 2012d: 25-27.

The lack of thorough homogenization of the texts also implies, as I

already pointed out in Analayo 2011: 458, “that it is rather improbable

that instances where they agree should be entirely due to a later level-

ling of texts.”



62 - RESEARCH ON THE MADHYAMA-AGAMA

one might be left to wonder whether the competing
lists ... really represent a doctrinally distinctive agenda by
which Buddhist “schools” attempted to differentiate them-
selves. The problem with always seeing nikaya as at the
heart of these differences is that it occludes other possible
explanations ... we might do well to consider explana-
tions for their distinctiveness that goes (sic) beyond our
modern proclivity for school affiliation.'

This pertinent observation holds all the more for textual transmission
within the Milasarvastivada/Sarvastivada traditions, spread over a
remarkably broad geographical area. In fact in the case of texts on
monastic discipline it has by now become clear that we need to think
in terms of an “existence of multiple Millasarvastivada Vinayas”.'®
The comparison with Vinaya texts is also significant from another

perspective. Kuan (2013: 609) notes that transmitters and translators

of Agama texts and collections never found it necessary to
add school names to their texts, and in this regard they no-
tably differed from those who dealt with Vinaya texts ...
in order to distinguish between nikaya lineages and main-
tain one’s own identity, some Buddhists found it necessary
to label the various schools’ Vinayas with nikaya names.

This difference between Vinaya and Agama texts makes it worth
reflecting how far the identification of school affiliation actually
captures an essential and intrinsically important aspect of an Agama
collection. Hartmann (2013: 48) concludes a study of the Maitreya-
samitindtaka and the Maitrisimit by noting that, if his observations

15" Fussman 2012: 198 notes that “chaque monastére devait avoir des col-

lections de manuscrits trés légérement différentes de celles des monas-
téres voisins, qu’ils appartiennent au méme nikaya ou non.”
16 Clarke 2015: 73.
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are correct, then the question of school affiliation pursues something
of little, if any, relevance to authors and users of the texts in ques-
tion.!” This does not mean that one should turn a blind eye on school
affiliation. But it might be worth reflecting how far such issues can
be pursued and to what degree they can indeed help us to understand
and appreciate the nature of this type of texts or whether they might
at times rather obfuscate the complex set of conditions that have
influenced their coming into existence. Salomon (2008: 14) queries

how meaningful such supposed ‘school affiliations’ really
are, especially in the contexts of earlier periods for which
it is by no means certain that we are dealing with canoni-
cally fixed texts associated with specific schools. In other
words, one should not automatically assume that a par-
ticular version of a text attested in an early manuscript be-
longs to one and only one school, for we do not know
with any confidence that the distribution of recensions of
Buddhist texts in early times strictly followed sectarian, as
opposed to, for example, geographical patterns.

II. Traces of Sarvastivada Influence
in the Madhyama-agama

Based on an appreciation of the fact that some degree of variation is
the natural result of the oral (and only subsequently written) trans-
mission of Agama texts, if one wishes to pursue the issue of school

17 The original reads: “wenn die voranstehend vorgetragenen Uberlegungen

zutreffen, dann geht die Frage nach der Schulzugehdrigkeit bei vielen Wer-
ken, und dazu zdhlt auch die Maitrisimit, ebenso wie die Frage nach der
Hinayana/Mahayana-Zugehdrigkeit einfach ins Leere, dann zielt sie ndmlich
auf Kategorisierungen, die fiir Verfasser und Benutzer offenbar keine Wirk-
lichkeit oder zumindest keine praktische Bedeutung besessen haben.”
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affiliation, the question arises as to what criteria should be employed.
In the case of the Agamas, emphasis on these collections as a sort of
product of a particular Buddhist school needs to be combined with
an awareness that the respective texts have come into being well
before the arising of Buddhist schools. Therefore to speak of the
‘school affiliation’ of an Agama is different from applying the same
category to exegetical or doctrinal texts; in fact, as noted above, it is
even different from the case of Vinaya literature.

In the context of Agama studies, distinctions of school affiliation
are useful predominantly from a historical perspective and in terms
of attempting to discern distinct transmission lineages as a basis for
evaluating the significance of correspondences and variations in
comparative studies.'® Similarities between closely related transmis-
sion lineages are of lesser weight than similarities between transmis-
sion lineages that appear to have been operating independently for a
considerable time period, such as, for example, Mahasanghika and
Theravada. It is predominantly in this sense that the issue of deter-
mining the school affiliation of a particular Agama can help in ap-
preciating early Buddhist thought and history.

In the case of the Madhyama-agama, for some time in academic
writings there has been a consensus that this collection would have
been transmitted by Sarvastivada reciters.!® Furthermore Enomoto
(1984: 198) argues that the Madhyama-agama preserved in Chinese
represents an earlier and less developed version of Madhyama-
agama collections preserved by Sarvastivada reciters.

Chung and Fukita (2011: 13-34) present a detailed discussion of
the school affiliation of the Madhyama-agama and express their res-

On the significance of correspondences between parallel versions in gen-
eral see Analayo 2012a.

19 See, e.g., Lii Cheng 1963: 242, Minh Chau 1964 [1991]: 27, Waldschmidt
1980: 136, Mayeda 1985: 98, Enomoto 1986: 21, Hirakawa 1987: 513,
Oberlies 2003: 64.
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ervation concerning the Sarvastivada identification, highlighting,
among other points, divergences between the Madhyama-dgama and
the Sarvastivada Vinaya preserved in Chinese translation (T 1435).
They conclude that “we have considerable difficulty in supporting
the view that the Zhong-ahanjing derives from the Sarvastivada
school, at least insofar as we define the term ‘school’ as a communi-
ty of Buddhist monks who share a common canonical tradition” (p.
33). In reply, in Analayo (2012b: 516-521) I argue that in view of
the nature of oral transmission some divergences are to be expected.

Chung (2014 and 2017) then draws attention to differences be-
tween the Punya-siitra of the Ekottarika-agama preserved in Gilgit
fragments and Madhyama-agama discourse no. 138, 1E4%, as well as
between the *Srutanrsamsa-sitra of the Dirgha-agama preserved in
Gilgit fragments and Madhyama-agama discourse no. 147, E{E4%,
reiterating the need to reassess the supposed Sarvastivada affiliation
of the Madhyama-agama preserved in Chinese translation. Chung
(2014: 101) notes that “Siitras preserved in the Chinese Madhyama-
gama differ considerably in most cases from the corresponding San-
skrit versions known so far.” This is of course a significant point,
but such differences need to be evaluated against the background that
it is natural for orally transmitted text to exhibit differences. In fact
Chung (2014: 100) finds that the Punya-sitra and Madhyama-agama
discourse no. 138, ¥E4X, “share a similar framework and content,
albeit differences in detail are obvious.” That is, the differences in
detail occur in the context of similarities in general aspects.

When evaluating such differences, it needs to be kept in mind, as
noted by Strauch (2017: 367), that

considerable differences between texts do by no means
exclude the possibility that they were used by monks
belonging to the same school.
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The examples provided earlier from the Majjhima-nikaya would
hopefully have illustrated the fact that the Madhyama-dagama extant in
Chinese needs to be appreciated as the final product of centuries of
oral transmission, with ample opportunities for the introduction of
variations and change, far beyond what would have happened during
the transposition from one Indic language to another. Although Agama
research inevitably requires working with written texts in manu-
script and printed form, the texts themselves have not always been
fixed in writing, hence variations are not confined to redactional
changes that happened in the written medium.*

Comparable to the need for thinking in terms of multiple Mila-
sarvastivada Vinayas, it seems best to approach the early discourse
collections in terms of multiple Agama traditions. In the context of
such multiple Agama traditions, within related transmission lineages
maintained by reciters that belong to a particular school we would
indeed expect differences in detail alongside general agreement. As
pointed out in a different context by Salomon (2008: 14),

the assumption that one school had one and only one ver-
sion of a given text, and conversely that no two schools
shared the same or very similar versions of it, is a dubious
one. Although such situations do seem to have developed
in later times, after formal closed canons were developed
by (at least some of) the schools, there is no good reason
to read this situation back into earlier periods, in which
this process seems not yet to have taken place or at least
not to have been fully elaborated.

Given that the texts that make up the Madhyama-agama are not in
themselves products of a particular school, but have come into being

20" On the oral and written dimensions in the stages that can be discerned
in the formation and transmission of Agama material see Salomon 2017.
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before the arising of a distinct sense of school identity, variations of the
type identified by Chung cannot be understood by depending entirely
on the alternatives of a single or two separate Sarvastivada traditions.
This fails to appreciate that such variations could have come into exist-
ence earlier and quite independent of any relationship to school identity.
The entire trajectory of a particular lineage of Agama transmission
goes far beyond the confines of the existence of a specific school.

Since the texts found in an Agama have come into existence be-
fore the formation of schools, this in turn has implications for the
type of evidence that they can exhibit in matters of school affiliation.
Evidence that a particular discourse collection was transmitted by a
lineage of reciters who at some point of time came to identify
themselves as members of one or the other Buddhist school can only
be expected to occur somewhat sporadically. In relation to an al-
ready existing textual corpus like an Agama collection, such sporadic
influence can be identified in the form of additions or changes that
are in line with school tenets or preferences.

In the case of the Madhyama-dagama 1 am aware of three dis-
courses with distinct markers pointing to such Sarvastivada tenets or
preferences; further research may well bring to light more.”! When
compared to the evidence that can be adduced in support of the school
affiliation of other Agamas, these three distinct markers already make
a fairly good case for the school affiliation of the Madhyama-agama.

The first of these three markers is the ‘Discourse on Explaining
the Spheres’, :7FE 4%, Madhyama-agama discourse no. 86. The ‘Dis-
course on Explaining the Spheres’, which is without a known paral-
lel, reports the Buddha delineating a series of topics that Ananda
should teach junior monks.?> The majority of these topics recur as

2l Two of the three markers that I discuss here have already been men-

tioned by Minh Chau 1964 [1991] (see notes 23 and 26 below) and the
third by myself in 2008 (see note 30 below).
22 MA 86 at T 1 562a19 to 565c26; the identification of this discourse by
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chapter headings in the Dharmaskandha, an important early work in
the Sarvastivada canonical Abhidharma collection.?® Since we know
that early Abhidharma works developed on the basis of and in close
dialogue with the early discourses, this shows fairly conclusively that
a Madhyama-dgama discourse served as the scaffolding for an expo-
sition of Sarvastivada Abhidharma thought. For a discourse without
known parallels to exhibit such a close relationship to a central and
early Abhidharma treatise offers quite a strong basis for the hypothe-
sis that the Madhyama-dgama collection was transmitted within a
Sarvastivada milieu.

The second such marker occurs in the ‘Discourse on Fields of
Merit’, 18H 2K, Madhyama-agama discourse no. 127, which in agree-
ment with parallels in the Samyukta-dgama and the Arnguttara-
nikdya distinguishes between those who are in training and those
who are beyond training, that is, who have become arhats.** Unlike
its two parallels, the Madhyama-agama discourse provides lists for
each of these two types of noble beings. Its listing for those who are
beyond training includes an arhat liable to fall away from his or her
attainment.”® The same notion can be found as part of a listing of
arhats in a discourse quotation in the Abhidharmakosavyakhya.*
This is another compelling marker in the form of a passage that,

Akanuma 1929 [1990]: 13 as a parallel to MN 148 is not correct; see
Analayo 2011: 838 note 96. Instead MA 86 should be reckoned as not
having a known parallel.

A survey of these correspondences can be found in Watanabe 1983 [1996]:

54; see also Minh Chau 1964 [1991]: 35-36 and Analayo 2014: 41-44.

24 MA 127 at T 1 616as to 616c25 and its parallels SA 992 at T II 258c11
to 258c20 and AN 2.4.4 at AN 162,33 to 63,14.

23 MA 127 at T1616a18: 3&3%.

26 Wogihara 1936: 566,34; this has already been noticed by Minh Chau 1964
[1991]: 26-27. According to the survey of Japanese scholarship on the
school affiliation of the Madhyama-agama by Fukita 2017, the same had
already been mentioned by Akanuma in lecture notes published in 1939.

23
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judging from its parallels, appears to have been expanded during
transmission.?” This expansion has served to accommodate a Sarvasti-
vada tenet which stands in contrast to the early Buddhist position
according to which an arhat’s attainment of liberation is irreversible.”®

The third marker can be found in the ‘Discourse on a Deva at the
Hot Spring Grove’, ;B RK4E, Madhyama-agama discourse no. 165,
which has a parallel in the Majjhima-nikaya.?® Unlike its Pali paral-
lel, the Madhyama-agama version qualifies sense organs of the past
as ‘really’ existing.*® This apparently later change of the formulation
otherwise shared with the Majjhima-nikaya version reflects the cen-
tral tenet that gave the Greater Sarvastivada their name; in fact the
expression found in this discourse recurs in the *Mahavibhasa.’!

For an Agama collection these three markers furnish fairly strong
evidence. During the process of transmission, one Madhyama-dagama
discourse without parallels apparently exerted a determining influence
on a central work in the nascent Abhidharma enterprise of the Sarvas-

27 1t is particularly noteworthy that such an expansion is not only absent

from AN 2.4.4, but also from SA 992. This shows that the expansion
must have happened at a comparably late point in time, as it did not af-
fect the version of what otherwise is the same discourse in the Milla-
sarvastivada Samyukta-agama extant in Chinese translation as T 99.
For a survey of the schools that upheld or opposed this tenet see Bareau
1995: 261; see also Miyashita 1981 [1982]. Another instance that might
reflect the same tenet can be found in MA 178 at T I 719b2, which de-
scribes recluses and brahmins who regress not only in relation to their
liberation of mind, but also in relation to their liberation by wisdom, £
fiehn =238, The parallel MN 25 at MN I 156,30 mentions only liberation
of the mind; see also Analayo 2011: 168—169.
2 MA 165 at T 1696b26 to 698c1 and MN 133 at MN III 192,1 to 199,17.
30 MA 165 at T I 697c20: E75 ... #B7; see Analayo 2008: 7. This case
seems to be stronger evidence than another such instance noted by Minh
Chau 1964 [1991]: 23-24, on which see Analayo 2011: 806 note 241.
31T 1545 at T XXVII 393a24: E AL see also Bareau 1955: 137 and Cox
1995: 136-137.

28
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tivadins. Two notions held among Sarvastivadins, namely the asser-
tion that an arhat can fall away from his or her level of awakening
and the notion that things of the past truly exist, found expressions in
two discourses, where comparative study enables the identification of
the respective passages as the results of later change. These three
instances provide a firm basis for the hypothesis that the Madhyama-
dagama was transmitted by Sarvastivadins.

What is perhaps of even more importance, however, is the basic
pattern that emerges from comparative studies. These result in a general
picture where Pali discourses tend to be close to their Dirgha-dgama
parallels as well as to discourse quotations in the Dharmaguptaka
Vinaya and the *Sariputrabhidharma,’* whenever these are extant.
Comparable to these two is the relationship between the Madhyama-
dagama on the one hand and the Samyukta-agama together with dis-
course quotations in the Millasarvastivada Vinaya and the Abhidharma-
kosopayika-tika on the other hand. In spite of some internal distance,
this latter group shares elements that make it distant from the former
group of the Pali discourses together with the Dirgha-agama. A line
of transmission apart from all of these taken together is represented by
the Ekottarika-agama.*® In this way, the overall picture that emerges
from comparative study concords with the hypothesis that the
Madhyama-dgama was transmitted within a Sarvastivada trans-
mission lineage.

Since such general impressions are based on a broad range of de-
tailed studies, in the present context it is not be possible to reproduce
all the relevant data.* However, in another article under preparation a

32
33

On this work see, e.g., Bareau 1950.

On the school affiliation of the Ekottarika-agama see Analayo 2016a:
172-178 and 211-214.

This pattern becomes evident in my comparative study of the Majjhima-
nikaya (Analayo 2011) in the substantial number of cases that involve a
Madhyama-agama parallel.

34
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component of this situation will be taken up in more detail, namely
uddana references and discourse quotations in the Abhidharmakoso-
payika-tika that are related to the Madhyama-agama.>® These con-
firm that the Madhyama-agama exhibits minor variations alongside
major agreements with Miilasarvastivada texts, as to be expected of
a discourse collection transmitted by Sarvastivada reciters.

Conclusion

The question of the school affiliation of an 4gama collection needs
to be posed based on appreciating the nature of such textual collec-
tions. Being the product of oral transmission over centuries, it is
only natural that within the textual corpus of a particular Buddhist
school some variations occur, as evidenced by a comparison of
Majjhima-nikaya discourses with other Theravada texts. In light of
this, it is not surprising that similar variations should be found
among texts associated with the Sarvastivada or Mulasarvastivada.
Such variations reflect the vicissitude of oral transmission, and it
would amount to losing sight of the oral nature of the early dis-
course collections if minor differences were to be construed as in
themselves putting into question the school identity of a particular
collection.

In the case of the Madhyama-agama extant in Chinese, the general
pattern of its discourses, when compared to discourses of other tradi-
tions, as well as three specific markers point to the Sarvastivada tradi-
tion. To the extent to which the school affiliation of the Madhyama-
agama can be identified, the wider Sarvastivada is clearly the most
straightforward option.

35 See Honjo et al. in preparation.
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Abbreviations
AN Anguttara-nikaya
As Atthasalini
D Derge edition
MA Madhyama-agama
MN Majjhima-nikaya
Ps Paparicasiidani
Q Qianlong (Peking) edition
T Taisho edition (CBETA digital edition)
Vibh Vibhanga
Vin Vinayapitaka
Vism Visuddhimagga
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