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ABSTRACT 
 
 
 

This thesis explores the extent to which Western notions of canon can be applied 

to the Buddhist scriptural tradition.  It seeks to resolve inconsistent portrayals of Buddhist 

scriptural collections rendered by Buddhist scholars in the West; these portrayals often 

use the technical term canon to frame the tradition’s sacred texts in terms of Therav‡din 

P‡li, Chinese Mahayana, and Tibetan canons.  Although canon has been employed by 

Buddhist scholars since the mid-19th century to frame depictions of Buddhist scripture, 

there has been little consideration within Buddhist Studies about using this term in a 

specifically Buddhist context.   

In my research, I explored canon’s origin in Christianity and its secular and 

religious meanings.  I surveyed the most recent scholarship on the primary extant 

Buddhist scriptural domains, analyzing how canon has been employed to characterize the 

Buddhist tradition, and considered the earliest usage of the term by Western Buddhist 

scholars.  From this, I assessed whether Western notions of canon actually applied in the 

Buddhist case, concluding that usage of canon misrepresents Buddhism in all cases, 
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except with respect to the Therav‡din P‡li collection, which is but one of many 

collections within Buddhism. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

WESTERN NOTIONS OF CANON 

 

Sacred writings have long been studied and examined as a rich source for the 

study of religion.  This is not surprising given the relative ease with which one may 

access and study the written materials produced by a religious tradition.  The historical 

development, exegetical strategies, and continuing viability of a religion’s scriptures are 

areas of study that are especially popular with 20th century and present-day scholars.  In 

Judaism and Christianity, the study of canon formation looks to answer various questions 

about how and why certain texts are held as authoritative sacred writings; analyzing the 

Hebrew and Christian Bibles and the way in which specific writings, or books, are 

selected for inclusion in a scriptural collection.   

In my thesis, I am going to explore the term canon, its origin in Christianity, later 

usage in the field of religious studies, and application by scholars to the Buddhist 

tradition.  The manner in which scholars use a term, such as canon, in describing aspects 

of a religion relies implicitly on how that term is understood, both in general and within 

their field of study.  These common technical terms are employed in an effort to 

characterize aspects of a particular religion, enabling comparative study wherein 

similarities and differences may be revealed through a shared language of religious 

studies.  

There, however, exists a potential problem with terminology in any discipline, in 

so far as a single term may be used to describe disparate ideas.  Furthermore, this 
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problem of definition and usage can go beyond the issue of semantics when terminology 

historically employed in a very narrow, specific context is then used to describe other 

things in a related, but different, context.  Such is the case with canon, which was first 

used within the Christian tradition.  Relative to scripture, use of this term in the context of 

all religions has become commonplace in religious studies, despite some lingering 

debates within theological circles as to its redefinition throughout history.   

Many scholars within theology have therefore openly engaged in a dialogue about 

canon: how it has been defined, its relationship to scripture, and how it is used to 

characterize the Christian scriptural body and other non-textual aspects of the religion at 

various points in history.  A collection of essays on this very subject, The Canon Debate, 

presents a thorough examination of canon within Judeo-Christian theological history.  

Although canon has been employed by Buddhist scholars when discussing sacred texts 

since the mid-19th century, there is little consideration within Buddhist Studies about the 

term itself and its usage in this specific context.  Scholar Robert Mayer hints that this 

may be changing, as “our enquiries into the very idea of a ‘canon’ in Buddhism have 

become more subtle,” but his own work diverges from these more general concerns 

surrounding canon within Buddhism.1   

This project seeks to resolve a problem I encountered when I first began to study 

Buddhism.  From a survey of world religions onward, I noticed some inconsistencies in 

the portrayals of the Buddhist scriptural tradition, although one feature was omnipresent.  

That was use of the term canon.  Even so, there was rarely a detailed account of the 

contents of the Buddhist canon(s) or discussion of the canon formation process.  This 

                                                 
1 Robert Mayer, A Scripture of the Ancient Tantra Collection: The Phur-pa Bcu-gnyis (Edinburgh: 
Kiscadale Publications, 1996), 4. 
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ambiguity is primarily what led me to question the extent to which Western notions of 

canon can be applied to the Buddhist scriptural tradition.  In my research, I explored the 

etymology and origin of canon in the context of sacred texts, as well its secular and 

religious meanings.  I surveyed the most recent scholarship on the primary extant 

Buddhist scriptural domains: the P‡li, Chinese, and Tibetan collections; then, I analyzed 

how canon had been used in the context of Buddhist scripture.  After considering both the 

earliest usage of the term by Western Buddhist scholars and the lack of an equivalent 

concept within Buddhism, I assessed whether notions of canon actually applied to the 

Buddhist scriptural tradition.    

From this, I have concluded that the usage of canon to describe Buddhist 

collections of sacred texts should be significantly limited, because its meaning, as 

imported from Christianity and theology, does not match the nature of the Buddhist 

scriptural body and its complex development.  This is evident by the very fact that using 

the term misconstrues that which is now known about the status, structure, and 

development of Buddhist scripture.  It is also supported by the examples given in which 

canon is modified or provisionally redefined in order to work in the Buddhist case; 

likewise, there has been an attempt to legitimize the term as a religious universal by 

offering an alternative definition that is unreasonably and impractically broad.  

Consequently, Buddhist scholars need to critically evaluate their own usage of canon, 

considering whether alternative terms may be more appropriate.   
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Etymology, Origin, and Use of Canon in a Christian Context 

Let us begin with an examination of the origin of the secular term canon and how 

it came to be used in a particularly religious sense with reference to Christianity.  The 

term canon has its etymological roots in the Greek kanōn, which itself can be traced to 

the Semitic kaneh, meaning measuring rod or measuring stick.2  Over time in the Greco-

Roman world, kanōn began to mean “the standard by which all things are judged.”3  With 

this meaning, kanōn was used in many areas, including architecture, music, and grammar.  

Within a particular field, the kanōn was the perfect example of its kind and served as a 

model for others.   

 It was only in the middle of the fourth century C.E. that kanōn began to reference 

the collection of holy writings within the Christian tradition.  It remains unclear whether 

kanōn, as used in the early fourth century by Eusebius and others, referred specifically to 

a collection of scriptures or more generally to the rule of faith of the Christian church.  

Eusebius did, however, refer to the collections of Christian writings as “encovenanted” 

and “recognized” in this early fourth century period, while Athanasius refers to them as 

kanōn in 367.4  The way in which current scholars use canon to refer to a collection of 

particular scriptures began in 1768 when David Ruhnken listed sacred scriptures in his 

Historia critica oratorum graecorum.5  

As Judaic and Christian scholars continue to research how the Hellenistic usage of 

canon affected the establishment of biblical canons, it has been argued that the idea of a 

                                                 
2 Lee Martin McDonald and James A. Sanders, “Introduction,” in The Canon Debate (Peabody, MA: 
Hendrickson Publishers, 2002), 11. 
3 Ibid. 
4 Eusebius, Ecclesiastical History ca. 325 C.E.,  and Athanasius, Festal Letter, 367 C.E., quoted in 
McDonald and Sanders, “Introduction,” 12-13. 
5 McDonald and Sanders, “Introduction,” 13. 
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closed canon of authoritative scriptures was unique to Christianity, because it did not 

receive a closed canon from Judaism.6  From the beginning, the Christian church 

followed the Jewish example and acknowledged certain writings as sacred, or scripture, 

but it was later that the idea of a closed authoritative body of scripture emerged.  Scholar 

A.C. Sundberg argues that the Christian New Testament canon developed in three stages: 

(1) over time the writings of the New Testament gained status as scripture; (2) the 

scripture was grouped into closed collections (ie. the four gospels); and (3) the formation 

of a closed list of authoritative scriptures.7  This process of development closely tracks 

the evolution of the term’s meaning: (1) a standard norm, authoritative; and (2-3) closed, 

exclusive collection of sacred texts.   

 

Secular and Religious Definitions of Canon 

Etymology of canon and its origin within Christianity are certainly important 

elements in understanding the role of canon as a technical term in the field of religious 

studies.  Usage and meaning provide the rest of the story, beginning with how the term 

has been defined.  First, a review of the contemporary general definitions of the term 

canon.  The Random House Webster’s Unabridged Dictionary offers no less than sixteen 

definitions under two lexical entries.  Seven involve religious, but non-textual, meanings, 

all of which are in reference to Christianity, such as ecclesiastical law, a part of the 

liturgy, or a list of recognized saints.  One involves music notation and another refers to 

print-type.   

                                                 
6 Ibid.  
7 Ibid. 
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For the purpose of discussing the use of canon to characterize religious texts, 

there are seven relevant definitions.  The following three definitions invoke nuances in its 

secular meaning as a standard or rule: “3. the body of rules, principles, or standards 

accepted as axiomatic and universally binding in a field of study or art: the neoclassical 

canon; 4. a fundamental principle or general rule: the canons of good behavior; 5. a 

standard; criterion: the canons of taste.”8  These variations could be used easily in 

numerous contexts and disciplines.   

The next four definitions are more important, covering the meanings related to 

sets or lists of books or other written works; two of which specifically refer to religious 

texts: “6. the books of the Bible recognized by any Christian church as genuine and 

inspired; 7. any officially recognized set of sacred books; 8. any comprehensive list of 

books within a field; 9. the works of an author that have been accepted as authentic: 

There are 37 plays in the Shakespeare canon.”9  Of this set, a quick examination of the 

first two definitions, which refer to religious texts, shows that in one sense canon is 

specifically referring to the Christian Bible, while the other expands this to other 

collections of texts deemed sacred, presumably those found in other religions.  The third 

definition given here offers the nuance of closure, as in a list of books that is complete, 

but this is not specific to a religion or religious studies.  The fourth definition in this set 

brings up the matter of authenticity in written works, but in the sense of a specific 

author’s body of work.  Obviously usage and context play a huge role in what is meant 

when something is identified as a canon or canonical.    

                                                 
8 Random House Webster's Unabridged Dictionary, Second Edition (New York: Random House, 2001), 
s.v. "Canon," definition 1-14. 
9 Ibid.  
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The contemporary understanding of canon in a general sense provides valuable 

insight from which to launch an examination of its inclusion in the religious studies 

lexicon.  In A New Dictionary of Religions, the entry for “Canon” begins by defining it 

explicitly in terms of Christianity; the entry does not mention or allude to any other, 

broader understanding.  The entry states that, “the canon (from the Greek meaning 

‘measure’) of the Bible is the Christian way of describing the list of books acknowledged 

variously by synagogue and church as uniquely authoritative.”10  It then briefly describes 

the formation of the Christian canon.   

In an alternate reference work, A Dictionary of Comparative Religion, there is no 

entry for “Canon,” but there is one for “Canon of New Testament.”  This entry explains 

the formation of the Christian New Testament canon, but also defines the use of the word 

canon in this context as a “list of books officially recognized as suitable for reading at 

public worship. Implicit…as authoritative for Chr. faith and practice.”11  Notably, at the 

end of the entry, there are references to “Canon of Old Testament” and “Canon of 

Scripture, Buddhist,” which direct the reader to the entries for “Bible” and “Tipitaka,” 

respectively.  Neither of these additional entries defines canon alone, but the term is used 

in describing the subject of the entry.  The definition of “Tipitaka” and how canon is used 

in this specifically Buddhist context will be examined in the third chapter.   

A survey of two more sources completes the lexical picture of canon from a 

strictly religious studies perspective.  The Encyclopedia of Buddhism has an entry on 

“Canon” which offers a provisional definition of the term, “defined loosely as a more or 

                                                 
10 John R. Hinnells, ed., A New Dictionary of Religions (Oxford: Blackwell Reference, 1995), s.v. "Canon." 
11 S.G.F. Brandon, A Dictionary of Comparative Religion, ed. S.G.F. Brandon (New York: Charles 
Scribner's Sons, 1970), s.v. "Canon of New Testament." 
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less bounded set of texts accorded preeminent authority and sanctity….”12  This 

particular entry will be examined in the third chapter, but it should be noted that this 

“loose” definition is crafted specifically to accommodate the Buddhist tradition.   

Gerald Sheppard’s entry in The Encyclopedia of Religion offers a lengthy 

treatment of canon, reviewing its etymology and usage, both historically and as a 

technical term.  With regard to canon as a technical term in religious studies, he asserts 

that “the term inherently vacillates between the two distinct poles, in both secular and 

religious usage…[as] a rule, standard, ideal, norm, or authoritative office or literature, 

whether oral or written…[and] a temporary or perpetual fixation, standardization, 

enumeration, listing, chronology, register, or catalog of exemplary or normative persons, 

places, or things.”13  Sheppard refers to these two meanings as canon 1 and canon 2, 

respectively.  He further admits that the “dialectical interplay” between these two “ideal” 

conceptions of the term, as applied to a religious text, “engenders a systemic ambiguity in 

any discussion of religious canons and helps account for the variety of ways, sometimes 

conflicting, in which the term canon has been employed in recent scholarship.”14  He is 

referring to the “dialectical interplay” at work as an oral or written record of sacred 

teachings emerges in the nascent period of establishing a religion, gains status over time 

as authoritative, and earns inclusion in a religion’s canon, its fixed collection of sacred 

texts.  To illustrate, a sacred text that is canonical (canon 1) in the earliest stage of a 

tradition can later become canonical (canon 2), when it is included in the fixed scriptural 

                                                 
12 Paul Harrison, Encyclopedia of Buddhism, ed. Robert E. Buswell, Jr. (New York: Macmillan Reference 
USA, 2004), s.v. "Canon." 
13 Gerald Sheppard, The Encyclopedia of Religion, ed. Mircea Eliade, vol. 3 (New York: Simon & Schuster 
Macmillan, 1995), s.v. "Canon." 
14 Ibid. 
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collection.  Sheppard envisions this historical process as the key to understanding how 

canon persists as a technical term despite the conflicting usage.  

Sheppard’s acknowledgment of the ambiguity inherent in using a term whose 

meaning in usage has changed over time is refreshing, but his discussion fails to offer a 

solution or, at a minimum, suggest that a solution is needed.  Instead, he acquiesces to 

canon’s continued usage as both a norm/standard and as a fixed collection of sacred texts.  

This ambiguity is amplified when considering its usage as a technical term in the 

academic study of religion where it has a specific meaning relative to the authoritative 

body of Christian scriptures, but is also applied more broadly to the scriptural bodies of 

other religions.  Therefore, when canon is used as a designation for a collection of sacred 

texts in any religion, it can only be that the intent of the term is to convey the religious 

sense.  Sheppard’s efforts to excuse misleading usage fall short, because it amounts to 

expanding the meaning of canon to fit every usage, using etymology as a crutch, rather 

than seriously considering whether current usage within the field of religion has already 

in fact defined the term.  

Sheppard nevertheless maintains that the term has been effective, though 

problematic, and ultimately he does not push scholars within the field to assess their 

usage of canon.  While an entry in a standard reference work is probably not the best 

venue to introduce such matters, Sheppard’s acceptance of the status quo in this regard 

simply perpetuates the problem.   

Eugene Ulrich implicitly critiques Sheppard’s ideas about canon with his own 

review of the term’s usage throughout history, the ways in which it has been defined, and 

the resulting sources of confusion.  He ultimately concludes that there are essential 
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elements in a precise definition of the canon of scripture and adherence by scholars to the 

proper concept will lead to the “clarity, consistency, and constructive dialogue” that is 

needed in this area within theology/religion.15   

He begins by outlining the general definition of the term from the Random House 

Dictionary of the English Language and The Encyclopedia Britannica, which both 

comport with the later edition of the Random House Dictionary’s treatment of canon that 

I reviewed earlier in this chapter. 

Turning to the field of religion specifically, Ulrich utilizes nine theological 

dictionaries (Jewish, Catholic, and Protestant) to discern the points of agreement on its 

meaning as a technical term “used in biblical or theological discourse among Jews and 

Christians” and concludes that there are “two principal meanings” as follows:  

1. The canon of scripture, i.e., the canon which scripture constitutes, the 

rule of faith articulated by the scriptures… the rule that determines faith, 

the authoritative principles and guiding spirit which govern belief and 

practice. 2. The canon of scripture, i.e., the canon which constitutes 

scripture, the list of books accepted as inspired scripture…the list that has 

been determined, the authoritative list of books which have been accepted 

as scripture.16 

Ulrich also pays careful attention to usage and how it reveals which of the two principal 

meanings is intended.  He points out that canon most frequently is intended to mean “the 

                                                 
15 Eugene Ulrich, "The Notion and Definition of Canon," in The Canon Debate, ed. Lee Martin McDonald 
and James A. Sanders (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson Publishers, 2002), 35. 
16 Ibid., 28. 
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official corpus of books accepted as scripture” (the second sense or Sheppard’s canon 2) 

and that its adjectival form, canonical, is “used legitimately in both senses.”17   

Therefore, he states that “the proper meaning of canon is the definitive list of 

inspired, authoritative books which constitute the recognized and accepted body of sacred 

scripture of a major religious group, that definitive list being the result of inclusive and 

exclusive decisions after serious deliberation.”18  He admits that this definition may 

require further refinement, but strongly asserts that a precise definition is sorely needed.  

He later restates his definition more concisely: “The canon of scripture…is the definitive, 

closed list of the books that constitute the authentic contents of scripture.”19  

Ulrich makes the salient point that “there was and is a need for a term that denotes 

the final, fixed, and closed list of the books of scripture that are officially and 

permanently accepted as supremely authoritative by a faith tradition, in conscious 

contradistinction from those books that are not accepted.”20  That term, he says, has been 

canon since the fourth century C.E. and he asserts that canon should only be used when 

the full meaning, as noted above, is intended.  If elements, such as closure of the list, are 

missing, then you are not talking about a canon, but a “collection of scriptures” or a 

“collection of authoritative books.”21  He insightfully highlights an important distinction 

between “a collection of authoritative books” and “an authoritative collection of 

books.”22  The former consists of texts that are individually authoritative or normative, 

which could technically be referred to as canonical strictly in terms of canon’s first 

                                                 
17 Ibid., 28-29. 
18 Ibid., 29. 
19Ulrich, “Notion of Canon,” 34. 
20 Ibid., 31. 
21 Ibid., 32. 
22 Bruce Metzger, The Canon of the New Testament: Its Origin, Development, and Significance (Oxford: 
Clarendon, 1987) quoted in Ulrich, “Notion of Canon,” 30. 
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principal meaning (Sheppard’s canon 1); however, the second sense (Sheppard’s canon 2) 

would not apply because no judgment had yet been made for the collection as a whole, as 

to its contents as a complete body.  An “authoritative collection of books” is, however, a 

canon in the second sense of the term. 

Ulrich suggests two additional critical elements of meaning: 1) reference to books 

or texts, regardless of specific editions, forms, or versions; and 2) reflective judgment.23  

The first case is clear—that canon is not concerned with those aspects which have 

changed over time through development and modernization, such as a specific form or 

edition of the text.  The second critical element covers what Ulrich describes as a 

“conscious, retrospective, official judgment” on the scriptural tradition that has evolved 

as normative and authoritative in a religious community.24  This marks a key turning 

point in the development of a canon, in which the texts that have become normative and 

authoritative are accepted and codified as a particular tradition’s canon.  It signifies the 

transition from a “collection of authoritative books” to an “authoritative collection of 

books.”  Ulrich’s construction of a functional definition of canon is obviously the product 

of a well-developed understanding of the term cultivated by a thorough inquiry and his 

own recognition that the term comes with a history of improper usage by some.  His 

approach to defining canon is superior to that of Sheppard’s equivocation, which simply 

does not work in practice.   

Ulrich’s essay is admittedly framed in terms of Judaism and Christianity, but he 

accepts Sheppard’s position on canon, that “the Jewish and Christian scriptures 

                                                 
23 Ulrich, “Notion of Canon,” 31-32. 
24 Ibid. 
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[established] the patterns of usage for world religions in general.”25  Therefore, his own 

points apply to the broader use of canon in the context of the scriptures of other world 

religions. 

Other modern scholars in religion have provided their own definitions, which 

conform to the spirit of Ulrich’s own carefully crafted definition.  Jonathan Z. Smith 

states that canon is “broadly understood as the arbitrary fixing of a limited number of 

‘texts’ as immutable and authoritative….”26  Lee McDonald and James Sanders explain 

that while scripture is canonical (evoking Sheppard’s canon 1), canon is a “fixed standard 

(or collection of writings) that defines the faith and identity of a particular religious 

community.”27  In both of these cases, closure is an inherent aspect of canon. 

Today, although scholarship on canon formation within Christianity continues to 

flourish, there is not a set-in-stone definition of canon that is accepted by all.  Scholars 

will concede that although there is no consensus about how the terms should be defined 

or exactly how these terms and their meanings have evolved throughout history, the terms 

themselves and their usage in the study of scriptural bodies are of considerable 

importance.  Continuing research into how canon has evolved since ancient times has 

shown that the issue is complex.  However, the ongoing dialogue has led to two very 

general ways of understanding canon—as an authority within a religious community that 

is subject to change and as a body of literature that cannot be altered or added to.  Of 

course, these two broad understandings are mutually exclusive.  As a result, scholars 

continue to engage in an animated dialogue about canon.  The fact that a prominent 

                                                 
25 Ibid., 26. 
26 Jonathan Z. Smith, Imagining Religion: From Babylon to Jonestown (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1982), 44. 
27 McDonald and Sanders, “Introduction,” 11. 
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discussion on this subject continues within Judaic and Christian scholarship is a 

demonstration of the importance of terminology—that terms must be sharply defined, 

usage carefully examined, and adjustments made when necessary. 

 

Defining Scripture 

It is appropriate at this point to inspect the word scripture, because it is often 

invoked when talking about a religious canon.  First, it is important to frame the notion of 

scripture with the understanding that Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, three of the 

world’s major religions, define themselves largely in terms of a sacred written text.28  

Within these particular religious traditions, the development of a collection of writings, 

which are held to contain divine knowledge and directions from God, is a central focus of 

that religion.  However, in religious studies, scripture is generally defined as sacred 

written texts.  Like canon, the term scripture refers to a “recognition of sacredness and 

authority within a believing community.”29  Classification as scripture has to do with 

whether or not the religious body or institution recognizes a particular text as sacred and 

authoritative.  The authority of a text is based on a few different factors including, but not 

limited to, doctrinal considerations, authorship, and authenticity.  Responsibility for 

deciding which text has authority and which does not belongs to the institutional body of 

the religious community.    

In the next chapter, I will examine the history and development of the Buddhist 

scriptural tradition.  Then, in chapter three, I will consider the origin of this term’s usage 

in Buddhist Studies, as well as how canon has been used more recently by scholars to 

                                                 
28 Ibid., 8. 
29 Ibid., 11.  
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describe the Buddhist scriptural bodies.  This will set up a careful review of whether, and 

to what extent, Western notions of canon explored in this chapter can be applied to the 

Buddhist case. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

HISTORY OF THE BUDDHIST SCRIPTURAL TRADITION 

 

In this chapter, I will provide a brief overview of the three primary schools within 

Buddhism, which encompass two markedly different approaches to the issue of 

canonicity.  These approaches begin with a common foundation in the early history of 

Buddhist scriptural development, but ultimately diverge on philosophical grounds and, 

from that point on, the structure and composition of the Buddhist scriptural body 

becomes an increasingly complex question.  It should be noted that canonization, or the 

general concept of defining a collection of scriptures as sacred and authoritative, to the 

exclusion of others, does not appear to be a task of any importance early in the overall 

tradition.  This will be further discussed in the third chapter, but provides a frame with 

which to view the complexities that emerge within the scriptural development process.   

 The sectarian divisions in Buddhism reflect the divergent lineages of transmission 

arising from a tradition that was disseminated over an enormous area, geographically and 

culturally.  Some level of doctrinal and philosophical difference is apparent, surely 

contributing to the division, and this is evident in the approach of each to the scriptures.  

The two primary divisions are the Śrāvakayāna (Hinayana), of which Therav‡da is the 

only extant subsect, and Mahayana.  The former was common in Southeast Asia, while 

the latter was dominant in China, Japan, Korea, and Tibet.  It should be noted that the 

Mahayana umbrella generally includes the Tibetans’ Vajrayana tradition, although it can 

be viewed as its own major school.  Though these are the major schools within 
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Buddhism’s evolution, they should not be viewed necessarily as unified or uniform 

institutions, because within each there are separate lineages.  

 

Oral Recitations and the First Council in Early Buddhism 

The historical Buddha, Siddhartha Gautama, was born in Nepal in the 5th or 6th 

century B.C.E.,30 and following his enlightenment, he embarked on a teaching mission 

throughout India and Nepal that lasted approximately 45 years.31  His legacy was carried 

on by his disciples after his parinirvana and death in either 486 or 368 B.C.E., beginning 

as an oral tradition, wherein they would gather to recite his teachings from memory.  This 

oral tradition continued for a few centuries, with the intent to preserve the doctrine taught 

by the Buddha, and it is unclear when the first individual text was actually written.32 

Commonly referred to as Councils, Richard Gombrich describes the meetings as 

communal recitations of the Buddha’s sermons—a formalization of the oral tradition.  

There have been several such Councils since the first one supposedly took place soon 

after the historical Buddha’s death.  Gombrich mentions that “Buddhist schools differ in 

the Councils they recognize,” and he goes on to further explain that the only councils 

recognized by all schools are the first two.33   

This first council is traditionally considered to be the time at which the canon was 

recognized for the first time.  However, it is important to note that no historical records 

validating the existence and agenda of this council have been discovered, nor is there 

                                                 
30 There is some debate over the exact years in which he lived. Some place his death in 486 BCE, others 
suggest 368 BCE. 
31 Etienne Lamotte, "The Buddha, His Teachings, and His Sangha," in The World of Buddhism, ed. Heinz 
Bechert and Richard Gombrich (London: Thames and Hudson, 1998), 41-42. 
32 Richard Gombrich, “Buddhism in Ancient India: The Evolution of the Sangha,” in The World of 
Buddhism, ed. Heinz Bechert and Richard Gombrich (London: Thames and Hudson, 1998), 77. 
33 Ibid., 77-78. 
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evidence as to the specific contents of the canon as established at that time.   The topic of 

the councils then offers a great problem for scholars, for it is unknown what transpired, 

especially at the first two.  

Tradition holds that the Buddha’s teachings were divided into two categories, 

called pitakas (baskets), at the first council.  The first basket is the Sūtrapitaka, which is 

composed of the discourses of the Buddha, as reported by his friend and follower, 

‚nanda.  The second basket is the Vinayapitaka, which includes the discipline or codes 

for the monastic order, as recited by the Buddha’s disciple Up‡li.  The Buddhist scriptural 

tradition has the first council as its foundation, if only symbolically, despite any lingering 

concerns regarding whether it is historically factual.   

Jose Cabezon acknowledges that it may simply be “an attempt on the part of the 

tradition to legitimize the authenticity of its scriptures by tracing them back to the 

original source in an unbroken lineage….”34  This claim of legitimacy is most evident in 

disputes over texts, in which different lineages or schools assert that their collection or 

version is the one that was recited at the first council and, therefore, the most accurate 

account of the Buddha’s teaching.  There is an inherent difficulty, of course, in trying to 

reconstruct the progression of an oral tradition and how composition and content may 

have been altered over several generations.  Nevertheless, it seems clear that teachings 

attributed to the Buddha were passed on orally for a lengthy period of time, but that does 

not mean that a fixed, immutable collection of scriptures existed in the earliest stages of 

the tradition, or at all, in some cases.  Likewise, there are texts that cannot be definitively 

                                                 
34 Jose Ignacio Cabezon, Encyclopedia of Buddhism, ed. Robert E. Buswell, Jr. (New York: Macmillan 
Reference USA, 2004), s.v. "Scripture." 



 

 19 

traced to, or close to, the time of the Buddha, indicating that the textual history of the 

scriptures continues in a substantive way beyond the first council.35  

Beyond the first council, scriptural transmission continued and, despite a common 

foundation, variations emerged in content and approach to the sacred texts. 

 

Subsequent Councils and the Beginning of a Written Tradition 

 The second council occurred in Vaisali, about 100 years following Gautama’s 

death, and its focus was clarifying rules of monastic life after disagreements had arisen.  

Although the issue at hand was settled, it is believed that serious disagreements continued 

to arise, eventually leading to the emergence of different sects.36  In 250 B.C.E., a 

Therav‡din council in Pataliputra was convened by King Aśoka and tasked with 

establishing Buddhist doctrine.  Although its origin is less clear, a third collection of 

texts, the Abhidharma, seems to have been introduced from the 2nd century B.C.E. on and 

by all accounts cannot be dated to the first council.  Gombrich describes the Abhidharma 

as a series of philosophical treatises expounding on the sūtras, but other characterizations 

range from an expanded systematization of the dharma to an analytical listing of terms 

and definitions.  

The written history of the scriptures can be traced to a Therav‡da council during 

the 1st century B.C.E. in Sri Lanka, in which the Buddhist community, or sangha, 

gathered at the request of the king.  A collection of Buddhist sacred texts were 

purportedly recorded on palm leaves in the P‡li language at this council, an act which 

                                                 
35 Paul Williams, Mahayana Buddhism: the Doctrinal Foundations (London: Routledge, 1999), 7. 
36 Paul Harrison, Encyclopedia of Buddhism, ed. Robert E. Buswell, Jr. (New York: Macmillan Reference 
USA, 2004), s.v. "Canon." 
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Charles Prebish describes as “… ‘closing’ the three baskets of scriptures in the Theravada 

tradition.”37  This collection of texts, termed the P‡li canon, is the oldest group to have 

been transmitted whole throughout history.38   

Further development of the scriptural tradition took place at a subsequent council 

in Gandhara in 100 C.E., resulting in a new Vinaya and a commentary on an Abhidharma 

text.  The next council was held in the late 8th century C.E. in Tibet, in which Tibetan 

Buddhists grappled with differences in the Chinese and Indian traditions that they had 

inherited, ultimately opting for the Indian lineage.  Revisions of the P‡li canon occurred 

in Burma at the fifth Therav‡din council in 1871, which concluded by carving the 

religious texts in marble.  The most recent Therav‡din council was held in Burma in 1954 

to recite and confirm the entire P‡li canon.   

 

Pali Collection 

The collection of texts referred to by many as the P‡li canon is identified within 

the Buddhist tradition as Tripitaka, the three baskets (sūtra, vinaya, and abhidharma).  It 

is the body of scripture recognized as valid and authoritative by the Therav‡dins within 

the Śrāvakayāna tradition.  The divisional contents of this collection are enumerated in 

Appendix A.  To be clear, the P‡li canon does not represent the collection of scriptures 

accepted by all sub-traditions and lineages in India and Southeast Asia during the early 

period of Buddhism.  Rather, it is a collection accepted as an authentic account of the 

                                                 
37 Charles S. Prebish, Encyclopedia of Buddhism, ed. Robert E. Buswell, Jr. (New York: Macmillan 
Reference USA, 2004), s.v. "Councils, Buddhist." 
38 Harrison, “Canon.” 
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Buddha’s teachings by one particular group in Sri Lanka; it just so happens to be the only 

complete collection to have survived from this era.   

Reconstructing the primitive tradition in India is a difficult task that relies heavily 

on fragments of Indian (Sanskrit or Sankritized) texts and much later Chinese and 

Tibetan translations.  Nevertheless, it is clear that the dissemination of Buddhism led to 

the development of separate Buddhist groups, or nikayas, in India each with their own 

collection of texts.  It is unclear the degree to which these collections may have 

resembled each other, but the historical record, albeit incomplete, points to some 

variation.39   

First recorded on palm leaves in the P‡li language at the above referenced 

Therav‡din council held in the 1st century B.C.E., the P‡li canon represents a unique case 

in the Buddhist approach to scripture.  The written record generated by this council 

served to clearly demarcate those texts which were accepted as sacred, authentic, and 

authoritative by the Therav‡din sect in Sri Lanka.  This action effectively generated a 

standard for this group, a collection of texts that were preserved throughout history.  

Although the historical record leaves many questions unanswered, it is evident that this 

particular collection’s short evolution, relative to its counterpart(s) in the Mahayana 

school, culminated in a complete, exclusive selection of texts that has not been expanded 

or altered. 40  Many scholars therefore refer to this body of texts as a closed canon, 

signifying that the collection is complete and unchangeable.  

 

 
                                                 
39 Harrison, “Canon.” 
40 Steven Collins, "On the Very Idea of the Pali Canon," Journal of the Pali Text Society XV (1990): 91. 
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Chinese Mahayana Collection 

In stark contrast to the Therav‡din case, the two other major scriptural collections 

are significantly more complicated.  The Chinese and Tibetan collections contain some 

texts found in the P‡li canon, but they are better known for their inclusion of scriptures 

particular to the Mahayana and Vajrayana schools.  The complexity of these collections 

can be attributed to several factors, including a more liberal approach to authenticating 

texts as sacred, which resulted in a greater volume of texts.  While the Chinese and 

Tibetan collections have a great deal in common, particularly when contrasted with the 

P‡li canon, they are each unique. 

I will address the collection that developed in China first.  The transmission of 

Buddhism to China began around the beginning of the Common Era and included a focus 

on the nascent Mahayana tradition, in so far as the earliest monks to bring Buddhism to 

China were Mahayanists.  Buddhism spread rapidly in China from the 4th to the 6th 

century and enjoyed alternating periods of favor/advancement and persecution until the 

late 10th century, at which point Buddhism began a general period of decline.   

The Chinese collection is commonly referred to as the Chinese Buddhist canon 

(Dazangjing), which also became standard in Korea and Japan.  A summary listing of the 

sections in one edition is found in Appendix B.  This collection is best described as a 

comprehensive assemblage of texts, translated from Sanskrit and other Indic languages, 

that represents a variety of sub-traditions and lineages that emerged from India.  It 

includes Chinese translations of Indian texts, including Mahayana sūtras and Vajrayana 

tantras, as well as commentaries and treatises, texts written in Chinese, biographies of 

monks and nuns, lexicographical works, and numerous catalogs of the scriptural 
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collection.41  Throughout history, the creation of new editions of this collection, which 

sometimes marked an increase in the number of texts as well as greater variation 

(multiple versions/translations of a text), led to an immense mega-collection.  Therefore, 

the so-called Chinese Buddhist canon is most accurately the sum of its many variable 

editions; Harrison characterizes it best as “an abstraction of many highly variable 

collections.”42  To offer an idea of the enormity of a single edition, the Taisho shinshu 

daizokoyo (New Edition of the Buddhist Canon made during the Taisho reign) published 

in Japan in the early 20th century consists of 100 volumes, each containing about 1,000 

pages.43   

While the Chinese collection does not utilize the tripartite division found in the 

P‡li canon, it does contain the same genres of texts (sūtra, vinaya, abhidharma), in 

addition to others not found in the P‡li collection.  To a certain degree, there is a level of 

content (texts) that all Buddhist scriptural collections have in common, which I will refer 

to as a shared central corpus.  The Mahayana tradition therefore recognizes as valid and 

authoritative some of the texts that are also contained in the P‡li Tripitaka; consequently, 

these are included in the Chinese and Tibetan collections.  The Mahayana tradition is, 

however, best distinguished by its great collection of sūtras which are not contained in 

the P‡li canon.  Further, these specifically Mahayana sūtras have been categorically 

rejected as inauthentic by the Therav‡dins and thus never appended to the P‡li canon. 

These sūtras were produced from about the 1st century C.E. in India, and were a 

response to the doctrinal division out of which the Mahayana tradition originated.  In this 
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split, the Mahayana embraced the “idea that the Buddha’s death was mere appearance – 

out of his compassion he remains to help suffering, sentient beings.”44  Out of this, the 

bodhisattva ideal emerged and this new focus required new texts, in order to “render [it] 

doctrinally orthodox and respectable.”45  In spite of their relatively late appearance, the 

new sūtras asserted their authority through the claim of Buddha-speech, or 

buddhavacana.  This concept is the single most significant in the authentication of texts 

as sacred within the Buddhist tradition by affirming their origin as the Buddha’s sermons 

or discourses.     

 The introduction of the Mahayana sūtras continued at an astonishing pace for 

several centuries.  This influx of new texts and their subsequent acceptance as true 

scripture by some signaled a fundamental change in how the meaning of buddhavacana 

could be interpreted and applied to the authentication of texts.  By expanding the idea of 

what it means to be Buddha-speech, the collection remained open to the possibility of 

adding new, but equally valid, texts. 

 During the later period of Mahayana Buddhism in India, the third major Buddhist 

tradition, Vajrayana, emerged as an advanced practice and yielded new scriptural 

compositions, called tantras.  These were composed in Sanskrit from the 7th to the 12th 

century, roughly.46  
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Tibetan Collection 

The third major extant collection of Buddhist scriptures is commonly referred to 

as the Tibetan canon.  It is both the most recently developed collection and the largest, 

surpassing even the mammoth Chinese Mahayana compilation.  A general overview of its 

major divisions is found in Appendix C.  This collection embodies content from the 

mainstream Buddhist schools (pre-Mahayana), Mahayana sūtras, and Vajrayana tantras.  

The evolution of the Vajrayana tradition in India can be traced to the 7th century and is 

considered in some ways to have branched off from the Mahayana as an advanced 

practice.47  Like the Chinese Buddhist canon, the Tibetan collection showcases the major 

scriptural genres: sūtras, Indian tantras, vinaya, philosophical treatises, and commentary. 

Although Indian tantras were also incorporated into the Chinese collection, they are more 

prominent in the Tibetan one.  This likely reflects both a greater interest in the Vajrayana 

approach and a correlation in the chronology of composition and transmission out of 

India.   

The propagation of Buddhism in Tibet dates from about the 7th century C.E., 

possibly earlier, and in the 8th and 9th centuries there was a large effort to systematically 

translate Buddhist texts from Sanskrit and Chinese.48  Early on, however, the Chinese 

basis was abandoned and the Sanskrit Indian sources served as the ultimate foundation of 

the Tibetan Buddhist tradition.49  A concurrent cataloguing or listing of these texts 

provided some organization to the growing collection, but the contents were not 

necessarily exclusive and certainly not exhaustive.  The inclusion of a text simply 

                                                 
47 Ronald M. Davidson, Encyclopedia of Buddhism, ed. Robert E. Buswell, Jr. (New York: Macmillan 
Reference USA, 2004), s.v. "Vajrayana." 
48 Harrison, “Canon.” and Ronald M. Davidson, Encyclopedia of Buddhism, ed. Robert E. Buswell, Jr. 
(New York: Macmillan Reference USA, 2004), s.v. "Tibet." 
49 Harrison, “Canon.” 
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reflected an assumption of reliability and authenticity.  From this early point, there was 

some contention regarding the legitimacy of the more extreme tantras.50   

After a lengthy interruption due to the collapse of the Tibetan empire and 

resulting political unrest, the translation and compilation of Buddhist texts continued with 

zeal in the 11th and 12th centuries, spurred by an influx of material from India.  In the 14th 

century, an effort to organize the entire body of translations culminated in an official 

Tibetan collection, known as the Old Snarthang, with two divisions: the Bka’ ‘gyur, or 

Translation of the Word (buddhavacana), and the Bstan ‘gyur, or Translation of the 

Teachings (commentaries, treatises).  In compiling this collection, redundancy was 

generally not favored, so multiple translations of the same text were usually not 

preserved.51  This act of compilation marked an attempt at a defined collection of works, 

each bearing an authoritative Indian lineage and it was a move in response to revelatory 

texts produced in Tibet that lacked an Indian pedigree.  These new revelatory texts, 

known as terma, were accepted as authoritative by the Nyingma (old school in Tibet) and, 

beginning in the 11th century, tantras composed in Tibet were included in the Rnying ma 

rgyud ‘bum (Old Tantric Canon), along with some Indian tantras.52  It is important to 

note that the status of the Nyingmapa tantras is contentious, but also probably more 

complicated than early scholarship reveals, due to questions surrounding the initial 

assumption that “the scriptural corpus known as the Kanjur constitutes something readily 

identifiable as ‘The Tibetan Buddhist Canon’.”53   

                                                 
50 Ibid. 
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The first complete printing of the Tibetan collection occurred from 1730-32 

yielding the Snarthang edition.  As in the Chinese collection, each edition is to varying 

degrees different, either in order of texts or the inclusion/exclusion of particular texts.  

The openness of the collection is not just a theoretical ideal.  This is best illustrated by the 

1930s Lhasa edition of the Bka’ ‘gyur.  In this case, the editors of the collection agreed to 

add an entirely new text, after it had been determined that it was in fact authentic with an 

Indian pedigree.54  This addition exemplifies what it means to have an open, growing 

collection while also rigorously maintaining integrity by authenticating texts. 

 

Buddhist Apocrypha 

In examining the application of the term canon to a scriptural tradition, it is 

revealing to examine that which is held in opposition—those texts which fail to gain 

normative status and are excluded.  Although the authenticity of these texts may be 

challenged, they may nevertheless be popular amongst adherents.  In the study of 

religion, such texts are considered apocrypha, but in some cases may be described as 

pseudepigraphal or deuterocanonical.  However, the two latter terms are more typical of 

discussions within Christianity, rather than Buddhism.   

Within Buddhism specifically, apocrypha “may be characterized collectively as a 

genre of indigenous religious literature that claimed to be of Indian Buddhist pedigree or 

affiliation and that came to acquire varying degrees of legitimacy and credence with 

reference to the corpus of shared scripture.”55  Some asserted authenticity as 

buddhavacana or claimed to originate with a prominent Buddhist figure, while others 
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acknowledged their strange origins, nevertheless asserting legitimacy as a revelatory text 

hidden for future recovery.56  One such example is the terma (hidden treasure texts) of 

the Tibetan Nyingma tradition, which is not included in the Bstan ‘gyur or the Bka’ ‘gyur, 

due to its apocryphal status within the general Tibetan Buddhist tradition.   

Modern scholarship has also revealed as inauthentic certain texts included in the 

Chinese collection and this yielded a category of scripture known as canonical 

apocrypha.57  These inauthentic texts were perpetuated, often because their inclusion in 

past scripture catalogs made them a part of the tradition.  This issue also highlights some 

of the challenges in authentication, particularly cases where the “canonical apocrypha 

skillfully synthesized orthodox Buddhist material from India without any apparent 

indication of their native pedigree.”58   

The apocryphal designation in Buddhism must also have a point of reference, 

given numerous scriptural collections.  For example, the Mahayana sūtras are apocryphal 

to the Therav‡dins, who only recognize the P‡li collection as authoritative, and some of 

the tantras included in the Tibetan collection are considered apocryphal in reference to 

the Chinese.  It is important to acknowledge the entire textual tradition within the 

academic study of Buddhism, or any religion.  Although some texts may not be 

normative for the entire tradition or may be excluded by some, this does not necessarily 

reflect the value of the text in Buddhist practice for certain groups or its role in providing 

insight into the history and development of the tradition.   

 

 
                                                 
56 Ibid. 
57 Ibid.  
58 Ibid.  



 

 29 

Doctrinal Considerations in the Development of Buddhist Scriptural Collections 

 The development of the Buddhist scriptural collections were shaped by myriad 

factors, including how scripture was defined, criteria for assessing textual authenticity, 

and interpretation of key texts that provide a rubric for that assessment.    

At its heart, the authentication of a Buddhist text as sacred rests on whether it is 

determined to be buddhavacana.  Simply translated as Buddha speech or word of the 

Buddha, buddhavacana is the definitive measure of authentic Buddhist scripture and this 

is the one point of agreement in the Buddhist scriptural tradition as a whole.  In fact, 

Buddhist scripture is defined as those texts which are considered buddhavacana.59  This 

is true in spite of the wide range of styles and genres observed in the Buddhist scriptural 

body, but it is best illustrated by the sūtra form.  The sūtras often begin with “Thus have I 

heard…” and recount what the historical Buddha taught at a particular time and place.  

This particular style honors the oral tradition in which the disciples remembered and 

recounted the Buddha’s teachings, beginning with the first council or communal 

recitation.   

Throughout Buddhism’s development in India and subsequent dissemination in 

Asia, the universal standard of buddhavacana has been interpreted in more than one way.  

As the understandings of buddhavacana vary, so too does the end result.  It is in this way 

that certain texts are considered normative and authentic by certain Buddhist traditions 

and lineages, while being rejected by others.  The most obvious example of this is the 

rejection of the Mahayana sūtras by the Therav‡dins.  
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In assessing whether a text is buddhavacana, Buddhists have employed the 

Mahāpadeśasūtra (Discourse on the Great Authorities) to identify the authentic sources 

of the true dharma as: 1) the historical Buddha; 2) the sangha, or community, of elders; 3) 

a group of learned elder monks; and 4) a single learned elder monk.60  It further states 

that a teaching received from the latter three sources is the word of the Buddha, if it is 

found in the Sūtras and aligns with the Vinaya.  If it cannot be found in the Sūtras and the 

Vinaya, then it cannot be valid and this indicates a misunderstanding of the dharma by 

the source.  These authoritative sources are listed in both early P‡li and Sanskrit 

iterations, but the latter also includes the additional criteria that an authentic teaching 

must not contradict the nature of reality.61   

A conservative interpretation of buddhavacana refers literally to those discourses 

and teachings offered by the historical Buddha, Siddhartha Gautama, during his lifetime.  

This requires integrity in the lineage of transmission, so it can be expanded to “the word 

of the Buddha, spoken by him and committed to memory by his immediate disciples at 

the First Council just after his death.”62  In assessing authenticity, this means that a text 

must be traced to the First Council in order to be valid, but the Mahāpadeśasūtra offers 

three sources that bridge this gap.  Paul Williams points out that, despite the tradition’s 

assertion that every sūtra represents a discourse actually spoken by the historical Buddha, 

personal certification by him was an acceptable alternative.63  In this case, the Buddha 
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could certify the teachings of others as valid, noting his agreement and approval.  The 

key point with this limited extension of buddhavacana is that with the Buddha’s death, he 

is no longer available to offer certification and, therefore, later works cannot be certified.  

In linking authentic scripture to a single historical figure, the body of scripture is made 

finite and complete.  It is clear that the Therav‡din sub-tradition adhered to this strict 

understanding of buddhavacana.   

A liberal interpretation, on the other hand, relies on the “wisdom of the Buddha” 

as opposed to a “historical career” of teachings.64  This does not limit the scriptures to 

only those texts that were recited at the First Council and, like the conservative approach, 

the Mahāpadeśasūtra sets the framework.  This means that a text is authentic if it comes 

from the same four authoritative sources and is found in the Sūtras and aligns with the 

Vinaya.  But, in questioning which Sūtras and which Vinaya should be the reference in 

assessing textual authenticity, some Buddhists reached a new interpretation.  Instead of 

requiring that the text under consideration be found, literally, in the Sūtras, it was 

suggested that the text need only conform to the spirit of the core dharma.   

In this manner, Etienne Lamotte defines the essence of the Sūtras, Vinaya, and 

Buddhist doctrine as the Four Noble Truths, the “appeasing of passions” like hatred or 

cravings, and dependent origination, respectively.65  Lamotte finds this wider 

understanding of the Mahāpadeśasūtra compelling, because “the Buddhists never 

possessed a corpus of writings of indisputable authority and able to serve as a norm for 

the whole community.”66  He is suggesting that without a single, defined scriptural 

collection, there cannot be unanimity on the issue of “which Sūtras?” and “which 
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Vinaya?” should serve as the benchmark.  Lamotte further suggests that if there had been 

a universally accepted Buddhist corpus in the early period, of which the 

Mahāpadeśasūtra was a member, then any new text not already found in that collection 

would have been rejected.  In which case, why would the source of the text matter, if the 

final measure of authenticity is the presence of that text in a firmly established collection?  

As is often the case, the overriding question is one of textual interpretation.   

In a similar vein, the Mahayana also call on other P‡li sources, such as the 

Uttaravipatti sutta, which assert some amalgamation of the following: all that the Buddha 

said is all that is well said.67  The Mahayanists viewed this as ambiguous, concluding that 

all that is well said is the word of the Buddha.  In this reversal, that which is well spoken 

is that which embodies the Buddha’s teachings or that which is in accordance with the 

truth.  Williams acknowledges that the ambiguity of this statement carries forward to the 

practice of authentication; namely, how to determine what qualifies as well spoken.   

Another variation in the liberal interpretation of buddhavacana incorporates the 

pre-Mahayana concept of Buddha-certified utterances and the Mahayanist idea that the 

historical Buddha is not the only Buddha that has had, or will have, contact with this 

world.  It follows that if a Buddha is in contact with the world, then there is “the 

possibility of the creation of a new ‘mystically authorized’ canon of scriptures.”68   

Although there had always been disagreements over which texts should rightfully 

be considered buddhavacana, even in Buddhism’s very early development, the 

introduction of the Mahayana sūtras brought the issue to a head, in terms of crystallizing 

at least one school’s position on buddhavacana.  Neither the Mahayana sūtras nor the 
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Vajrayana tantras composed in India were accepted as buddhavacana by the Therav‡din 

sub-tradition, giving rise to a principal distinction amongst extant Buddhist schools 

(Therav‡da, Mahayana, Vajrayana).  It is unknown whether the Therav‡din rejection of 

Mahayana sūtras represented a position of agreement among all Śrāvakayāna schools or 

if it was an anomaly.  

The abhidharma texts were another point of contention, both due to their 

relatively late composition and the fact that not all Śrāvaka schools recognized them as 

true buddhavacana.69  Nevertheless, the third basket of the Tripitaka is the Abhidharma, 

illustrating that the scriptural collections were not fixed quite as early as traditionally 

held.  In this case, the most conservative of the extant collections ultimately included a 

group of texts, abhidharma, that were not universally accepted by the early Buddhist 

tradition as a whole.  Although we do not know, and perhaps cannot know, the entire 

contents of each Śrāvaka school’s set of texts or the details of how they were compiled, 

the Chinese and Tibetan translations have preserved many of the Indian Sanskrit texts 

that did not survive.70  These translations inform the picture of the primitive Indian 

tradition, but it is, admittedly, still incomplete. 

The application of the buddhavacana concept ultimately yielded more than one 

scriptural corpus in Buddhism and this reflects varying interpretations of what it means to 

be the word of the Buddha.  Despite many lingering questions about the primitive Indian 

tradition’s position, it is fair to conclude that early Buddhists agreed on certain 

fundamental teachings and recognized such texts as authentic and sacred, while other 

teachings (texts) were only accepted by some.   
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Role of Institutional Structure and Political Factors 

 In addition to varying doctrinal approaches to authenticity, the development of 

multiple sacred text collections was also shaped by the lack of a centralized institution in 

Buddhism in tandem with its geographic spread.  Williams explains that “there are no 

Buddhist popes, no creeds, and although there were councils in the early years, no 

attempts to impose uniformity of doctrine over the entire monastic, let alone lay, 

establishment.”71  Without a central authority, there was no individual or body of persons 

to establish and mandate one position (doctrine, scripture, etc.) over the entire tradition.  

While the communal recitations (councils) offered an opportunity for asserting and 

reconfirming general consensus on scriptural matters, the lack of a centralized institution 

rendered these majority opinions ineffectual.  It should be noted that it is unclear (or 

unknown) whether there was even an intention or desire by some to mandate a particular 

scriptural collection for the whole tradition.  Therefore, in the primitive Indian tradition 

divisions continued to emerge and eventually the tradition grew into numerous schools 

(often referred to as the mainstream Buddhist schools), each recognizing its own set of 

texts.72   

The transmission of Buddhist scriptures into new cultural spheres then proceeded 

in a similar piecemeal fashion, where independent sets of texts were received, translated, 

and later organized and amassed into larger collections.  Further, while Buddhism’s status 

in a particular region was affected at times by ruling political figures, this influence was 

generally limited in terms of its effect on scriptural collections or the principles at work 

in authentication.  When favored, Buddhism tended to flourish and political involvement 

                                                 
71 Williams, Mahayana Buddhism Doctrinal, 1. 
72 Harrison, “Canon.” 
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typically amounted to patronage of select monastic groups and commissioning of new 

editions of the scriptural collection.  Other times, political figures persecuted Buddhists 

and this resulted in either elimination of the tradition from a specific area or temporary 

suppression of open practice.   
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CHAPTER THREE  

CANON IN BUDDHIST STUDIES: ORIGIN, ANALYSIS, & APPLICATION 

 

Several years after I did my initial research into the subject of canon within 

Buddhism, this issue surfaced in the online academic listserv for Buddhist Studies.73  The 

following information concerning the earliest scholarly usage of this term in the context 

of Buddhist scripture is derived from that group discussion of leading scholars in the 

field.  In the mid- to late- 19th century, there emerged a wave of Western scholarship in 

the field of Buddhist studies and this marks what is considered to be the first usage of the 

term canon, or a European language equivalent, to describe Buddhist scriptures in a 

formal context.  An earlier usage, referring to the “canonical books of the holy scripture,” 

is found in the Italian missionary Ippolito Desideri’s writings on Tibet in the early 18th 

century, which were not available until the late 19th century.74  Discussion contributor 

Matthew Kapstein therefore suggests the “possibility that missionary writings of that 

[18th century] period may have been responsible for introducing the convention of 

‘canon’ to refer to Buddhist scripture.”75  Regardless of its exact origin, it is clear that the 

earliest Western inquiries into Buddhism applied the notion of canon, or at least used the 

term, in relation to sacred texts or scriptures.    

                                                 
73 Birgit Kellner, "QUERY RESULTS First Historical Use of "canon" (Western Languages) in Context of 
Buddhism," Listserv Discussion, November 22, 2010, H-Buddhism (Buddhist Scholars Information 
Network), accessed February 6, 2011. 
74 Mission to Tibet: The Extraordinary Eighteenth-Century Account of Father Ippolito Desideri S.J. Trans. 
by Michael Sweet, Ed. by Leonard Zwilling (Boston: Wisdom Publications, 2010), 420 quoted in Kellner, 
“First Historical Use.” 
75 Matthew T. Kapstein, "Re: QUERY First Historical Use of "canon" in Context of Buddhism?," Listserv 
Discussion, November 8, 2010, H-Buddhism (Buddhist Scholars Information Network), accessed February 
6, 2011. 
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French scholar Eugene Burnouf uses the terms canon and canonical to describe 

several collections of Buddhist scriptures in his Introduction to the History of Indian 

Buddhism, published in 1844.  He employs the following specific terms: “canonical 

books,” “canon of sacred scriptures,” and “the last council could have introduced into the 

canon some new books.”  Burnouf’s work was reviewed in 1847 by E. E. Salisbury in the 

Journal of the American Oriental Society, using terms such as “Scriptural Canon of the 

Buddhists” and “Buddhist Canon.”   

In 1850, Robert Spence Hardy notes in his work, Eastern Monachism, that 

“establishing the canon of the sacred code” was a function of the first Buddhist council.  

According to discussion contributor Geoffrey Barstow, the implication by Spence Hardy 

is that the canon in reference was closed, although it is now clear that was not the case 

historically.76  Max Muller’s Introduction to the Science of Religion, published in 1870, 

addresses the “Buddhist canon” and, according to contributor Birgit Kellner, his work 

“[places] Buddhism among the ‘aristocracy’ of book religions.”77  Hermann Oldenberg 

likewise used the term when discussing Buddhist texts in Der Buddha, published in 1881. 

William Rockhill, in 1883, refers to the Tibetan Bka’ ‘gyur as canon and the Bstan ‘gyur 

as extra-canonical in his UdâNavarga: A Collection of Verses from the Buddhist Canon; 

he also references the “P‡li canon” and “Tibetan canon” in his later work, The Life of the 

Buddha and the Early History of His Order. 

There are at least four other late 19th century scholarly texts that include one of 

the following phrases in their titles: “Buddhist canon,” “sacred canon of the Buddhists,” 

                                                 
76. Geoffrey Barstow, "Re: QUERY First Historical Use of "canon" in Context of Buddhism?," Listserv 
Discussion, November 6, 2010, H-Buddhism (Buddhist Scholars Information Network), accessed February 
6, 2011. 
77 Kellner, “First Historical Use.” 
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or “the canon of the southern church” (a reference to the P‡li scriptures).78  After the 

1875 publication of Robert Childers’ P‡li dictionary, the term “P‡li canon” became 

prevalent within Buddhist studies.   

 It is important to note that within the Buddhist tradition, however, there is not a 

term for canon or an equivalent concept in an indigenous language such as Sanskrit, P‡li, 

or Tibetan.  There is no evidence of such a term prior to, concurrent with, or following 

the aforementioned period when Western scholars began studying Buddhism in Asia.  

Given the history and development of the Buddhist scriptures, it is not terribly surprising 

that no such term exists, except perhaps in the case of the P‡li collection.  Almost always 

referred to as the P‡li canon, this particular body of scripture is unique among the extant 

collections in that it is considered closed and complete by one sect of Buddhists, the 

Therav‡dins.  I will leave further discussion of whether the P‡li collection can rightfully 

be considered a canon for later in this chapter, but the lack of a comparable term in P‡li is 

unexpected.  In this special case, it seems likely that the Therav‡din’s conservative or 

strict understanding of buddhavacana, as a measure of a text’s authenticity and authority, 

roughly equates to the idea of canon.   

 

 

                                                 
78 Samuel Beal, Texts from the Buddhist canon commonly known as Dhammapada: with accompanying 
narratives (London: Trübner & Co, 1878).  E. D. Root, Sakya Buddha: a versified, annotated narrative of 
his life and teachings; with an excursus, containing citations from the Dhammapada, or Buddhist canon 
(New York: Charles P. Somerby, 1880).  Henry Steel Olcott, A Buddhist catechism: according to the canon 
of the southern church (London: Trübner & Co., 1881).  Bunyiu Nanjio, A Catalogue of the Chinese 
Translation of the Buddhist Tripitaka, The Sacred Canon of the Buddhists in China and Japan (Oxford: 
Clarendon Pr., 1883). As quoted in Kellner, “First Historical Use.” 
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Analysis of Canon Usage in Recent Scholarship 

In Buddhist Studies, it is difficult to find a clear, definitive, and detailed 

description of the Buddhist scriptural tradition—contents and history—and this simply 

highlights the complexity of a scriptural arrangement that is neither singular nor 

universally accepted.  I found in my research that, in general, Buddhist scholars present 

the scriptural tradition(s) in a variety of ways, with one common feature and one common 

result: use of the term canon and lack of clarity, respectively.  It would be unfair to 

suggest that this is true of every case, but it is certainly the prevailing trend.  The degree 

of variation, especially in terms of how canon is applied, is striking for two reasons.  

First, historically-grounded and fact-based descriptions of the Buddhist scriptural 

tradition should not differ quite so much; second, canon is used in conflicting ways, 

seemingly without much regard for its meaning as a technical term in the field of 

religious studies.  Scholars approach the matter of canon to refer to Buddhist scriptural 

collections in three general ways: 1) modifying canon with open or closed; 2) redefining 

canon; and 3) use without qualification.  I will briefly review some examples that 

illustrate this point. 

Scholars often use qualifiers while describing the Buddhist scriptural collections 

with the term canon.  In some cases, scholars refer to one or more of the scriptural 

collections in Buddhism as an open canon or a closed canon.  Robert Buswell, Jr., citing 

Lewis Lancaster, notes that “unlike the Bible, the Buddhist scriptural collection was an 

open canon.”79  In his discussion of the P‡li canon recognized by Therav‡dins, Steven 

Collins defines it as a “closed list of scriptures,” later noting that “when compared with 

                                                 
79 Robert E. Buswell, Jr., "Prolegomenon to the Study of Buddhist Apocryphal Scriptures," introduction to 
Chinese Buddhist Apocrypha, ed. Robert E. Buswell, Jr. (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 1990), 4. 



 

 40 

other extant collections of scriptures in Buddhism… the Pali canon is unique in being an 

exclusive, closed list.”80  He later goes on to offer the following two definitions for 

canon:  

The Word ‘canon,’ in relation to textual materials, can usefully be taken in 

two ways: first, in a general sense, as an equivalent to ‘scripture’ (oral or 

written).  Used in this way, the term does not specify that the collection of 

texts so designated constitutes a closed list; it merely assigns a certain 

authority to them, without excluding the possibility that others could be, or 

may come to be included in the collection.  In the second sense, however, 

the idea of a ‘canon’ contains precisely such an exclusivist specification 

that it is this closed list of texts, and no others, which are the ‘foundational 

documents’.81 

It is evident by the use of qualifiers that canon alone is not adequate to convey the 

complex status or categorization of Buddhist scriptures.  Clearly, there is an attempt to 

differentiate between collections in Buddhism that have left the door open for the 

addition of authentic texts and others that have not.  This differentiation is valid, but the 

term open canon is problematic because it suggests that closure is an optional feature.  

Most importantly, however, this modification suggests a desire to redefine canon or use 

the secular definition as a religious term, because canon alone involves closure by virtue 

of its definition in the context of scripture.  This modification and/or redefinition is 

necessary, because canon is being used here as a synonym for a collection of scriptures, 

rather than a canon of scriptures.   

                                                 
80 Collins, “Pali Canon,” 89, 91. 
81 Collins, “Pali Canon,” 90. 
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It is important to note that some scholars attempt to make another distinction 

between scriptural collections in Buddhism, with the terms canon and Canon, although 

the exact implication is unclear.  Even in context, it is difficult to discern how Canon is 

different from canon.   

Another popular modification of canon is seen in Janet Gyatso’s statement, 

“Within the broad group of Buddhist sacred scriptures loosely characterized as the canon 

of the Mahayana….”82  This only informs us that there exists a body of sacred scriptures 

that is or can be “loosely characterized” as the canon for a specific school within 

Buddhism as a whole.  The idea that canon only works in this context in a “loose” sense 

suggests that something about canon does not quite match up with the scriptural 

collection in reference.  Gyatso however fails to expound on the issue.   

Other scholars neither modify the term nor redefine it for their purposes.  In The 

World of Buddhism, buddhologist Richard Gombrich states that, “The canon accepted by 

all Buddhists consisted of ‘Three Baskets’ (tri-pitaka) of texts, a large collection which is 

the equivalent of the Bible for Christians or the Koran for Muslims.”83  Not only is there 

not a scriptural collection recognized by the whole of Buddhism, but his comparison to 

the Bible grossly misrepresents the nature of the Buddhist scriptural body.  Gombrich’s 

further account hints at some of the nuances that emerged in the scriptural tradition.  He 

attempts to distinguish between designations of canonical, commentarial, and pseudo-

canonical, calling the Sūtra and Vinaya Pitakas “the more central part of the Canon”84 

and he then separates the Canon into “a shared core” and a “divergent periphery,” based 

                                                 
82 Janet Gyatso, "Signs, Memory, and History: A Tantric Buddhist Theory of Scriptural Transmission," 
Journal of the International Association of Buddhist Studies 9, no. 2 (1986): 7. 
83 Gombrich, “Buddhism in Ancient India,” 77. 
84 Ibid., 79. 
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on comparisons between surviving versions of texts.85  He suggests that only those texts 

from the Sūtra and Vinaya Pitakas, which can be dated to the first council, are canonical 

and the Abhidharma in the “divergent periphery” is canonical for some, but not all sub-

traditions.  Furthermore, Gombrich uses the terms pseudo-canonical and apocryphal, 

both in opposition to canonical, to refer to the Buddhist tantras and early Mahayanist 

writings.86  It is difficult to grasp what he exactly intends to convey with the term canon.  

While it is certainly the case that different traditions within Buddhism do have varying 

approaches to scriptural bodies, his treatment of the topic does not bring more clarity to 

the situation.  

Scholar Donald Lopez, Jr. states that “Buddhism has a vast sacred canon” and 

later refers to “the Mahayana canon” and “the Chinese Buddhist canon,” but he does not 

offer further details.87   

In my research, I found only one account or description of the Buddhist scriptural 

collections that included any mention of contents.  Robert Van Voorst describes three 

canons within Buddhism: the P‡li canon, the Mahayana or Chinese canon, and the 

Tibetan canon.88  It is of special interest that Gombrich designates the “Three Baskets” or 

Tripitaka as a standard description of “the Buddhist canon;” likewise Ronald Davidson 

                                                 
85 Some comparisons have been made with Sankrit versions of texts, but few of these versions remain. 
86 Gombrich, “Buddhism in Ancient India,” 79-80. 
87 Donald S. Lopez, Jr., "On the Interpretation of the Mahayana Sutras," in Buddhist Hermeneutics, ed. 
Donald S. Lopez, Jr., Studies in East Asian Buddhism 6 (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 1992), 2. 
88 Robert E. Van Voorst, Anthology of World Scriptures, (Belmont: Wadsworth Publishing, 2000), 71. 
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refers to “the compilation of the Buddhist canon, the Tripitaka….”89  This is in opposition 

to Van Voorst’s account of the Tripitaka as solely a designation for the P‡li canon.90   

Another scholar, Lewis Lancaster, addresses the issue of canon by asserting that, 

“…in Buddhism not one, but a multitude of separate canons have been assembled.”91  He 

further suggests that there is no “Buddhist Canon,” but instead each tradition or lineage 

has its own canon.  Paul Williams also indicates the existence of different canons within 

Buddhism.92  Lancaster and Williams’ approach to this issue is the least obscure, but still 

raises questions in its use of the term canon.   

 

Applying Western Notions of Canon to the Main Buddhist Scriptural Collections 

 Taking the discussion of the Western notion of canon as a technical term in 

religious studies, I will now examine whether the three main Buddhist scriptural 

collections fit into this understanding of canon.  For this purpose, I will employ Ulrich’s 

definition of canon as a “definitive, closed list of the books that constitute the authentic 

contents of scripture,” which focuses specifically on usage as a technical term to 

characterize scripture.93  

 The P‡li collection of scriptures, commonly referred to as the P‡li canon or the 

Tripitaka, is recognized by the Therav‡dins as a corpus of sacred texts that was fixed in 

the 1st century B.C.E. and accepted as normative for this group of Buddhists.  Therefore, 

                                                 
89 Ronald M. Davidson, "An Introduction to the Standards of Scriptural Authenticity in Indian Buddhism," 
in Chinese Buddhist Apocrypha, ed. Robert E. Buswell, Jr. (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 1990), 
4. 
90 I would like to note that Gombrich’s area of specialty is Buddhism, while Van Voorst’s is Christianity.  
This is a factor to consider when examining contradictions between the two. 
91 Lewis Lancaster, “Buddhist Literature: Its Canons, Scribes, and Editors,” in The Critical Study of Sacred 
Texts, ed. Wendy O’Flaherty (Berkeley: Graduate Theological Union, 1978), 215. 
92 Williams, Mahayana Buddhism Doctrinal, 7. 
93 Ulrich, “Notion of Canon,” 34. 
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it is accurate to describe this collection as a canon because it exemplifies the precise 

understanding of the term espoused by Ulrich.   

 The Chinese collection of Buddhist scriptures, often referred to as the Chinese 

canon, Mahayana canon, or Chinese Mahayana canon, represents a body of sacred texts, 

that was never delimited, although it is composed of individually authoritative scriptural 

works.  This is distinct from an authoritative collection of sacred texts, wherein authority 

is bestowed on a set of texts as a whole.  It lacks what Ulrich would call “reflective 

judgment” wherein normative and authoritative scriptures are purposefully codified into a 

single body of texts.  Further, without this process, a collection of texts remains open and 

fluid.  As such, the Chinese collection cannot be characterized as a canon.   

 Like the Chinese collection, the Tibetan body of scriptures is not monolithic; 

instead, it represents a tradition that encompasses various schools with sometimes 

divergent ideas about which Buddhist texts are authentic.  While there is a primary 

Tibetan collection, the Old sNarthang consisting of the Bka’ ‘gyur and Bstan ‘gyur, it 

does not represent the entirety of the scriptures accepted by all Tibetan Buddhists.  That 

is to say, it is not a comprehensive, delimited collection of every authentic, authoritative 

sacred text in Tibetan Buddhism.  For example, there are Tibetan tantras recognized as 

authentic scripture by the Nyingma school that are not included.  Mayer stresses the 

complexity of the Tibetan case, pointing out that the Bka’ ‘gyur is “simultaneously 

interpreted by some groups as an open canon and by others as a closed canon, with a 

wide variety of intermediate positions being held as well.”94  Scholars are still refining 

their understanding of this collection, its historical development, and the perspectives 

different Tibetan schools may have taken on the matter.  The fact that the Old sNarthang 
                                                 
94 Mayer, Ancient Tantra Collection, 14. 
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is generally not considered an exclusively closed collection indicates that it should not be 

referred to as a canon. 

Given all that is known about the Buddhist scriptural tradition, I have concluded 

that usage of the term canon actually misrepresents Buddhism in all cases except with 

respect to the Therav‡din P‡li collection.  It is with regard to this single body of texts, out 

of a multitude of collections, that canon is appropriately applied.  However, even if 

canon accurately describes the P‡li scriptural collection, scholars must be careful to 

contextualize this unique case within the tradition as a whole.  Otherwise, the risk is that, 

by way of canon, the P‡li collection is elevated in a manner that diminishes the other 

scriptural collections, often with the implication that they are somehow secondary or less 

important.  This risk is made real when the P‡li canon or Tripitaka is described as the 

Buddhist canon, implying that it is accepted as normative by the entire tradition, when it 

is in fact not.   

It is somewhat of an historical fluke that Western scholars initially encountered 

the Therav‡din sect of Buddhism, the only extant tradition of the Indic schools, and that 

this community had an intact body of sacred literature.  Moreover, this collection 

happened to legitimately fit into the preconceived category of scripture that Western 

scholars used, canon.  The conclusion was then drawn that the P‡li canon was essentially 

the Buddhist canon, although typically there was some acknowledgement of other 

“outside” texts, such as the Mahayana sūtras.  Some scholars, like Lancaster and 

Williams, have made an effort to provide an accurate description of the status of Buddhist 

scriptural collections, but there are still lingering misconceptions.  For example, in the 
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Encyclopedia of Buddhism, one entry refers to the Buddhist canon as the Tripitaka.95  

This belies the fact that the Tripitaka is but one of many scriptural collections, each 

deemed authentic for a particular group.  An error such as this in a standard reference 

work is of great concern.   

With Therav‡da as the only extant Śrāvakayāna school, and the P‡li canon as the 

only extant complete scriptural collection in an Indic language, it is tempting to assume 

that this collection is representative of the primitive Indian Buddhist tradition, both in 

terms of content and approach (closure).  It is important to remember that this is not 

necessarily the case; therefore, accounts of Buddhism should honor the diversity of a 

scriptural tradition consisting of many sacred text collections.  

The Buddhist tradition is best represented by conceiving of its sacred texts 

through the lens of Buddhism’s own history and internal framework, in which highly 

variable and fluid collections of texts were transmitted, without much consideration for 

exclusivity as far as we know, except in the case of the P‡li canon delimited by the 

Therav‡din Buddhists.   

 

Canon as a Technical Term in Religious Studies 

 In the context of scripture, canon has unarguably Christian origins, but it is now 

ingrained in the field of religious studies as a technical term.  It is therefore important for 

scholars to be cognizant of the implications of using language imported from theology to 

describe all religions.  The field of religion or religious studies that emerged in the mid- 

to late- 19th century grew out of theology and resolved to ground the study of religion in 
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an objective and impartial scientific approach.  Referring to these early scientists of 

religion, Judith Berling notes that they “shared a commitment to the rigorous study of 

religion based on extensive knowledge of religious texts” and “broadly analyzed 

particular religions, using categories based on Western and Christian culture, as instances 

of the development of religions (singular) in human civilization.”96  It is understandable 

that Western scholars, when approaching the study of Asian religions, sought to 

understand them from the perspective of their pre-existing categories.  Bias is the plight 

of the investigator in any field of study, religion being no different.   

Berling points out that the comparative studies of world religions that emerged 

essentially limited their inquiries to sacred texts.  Early Western comparativists had a 

foundation in Christianity, a religious tradition that was defined largely in terms of its 

book of scriptures and, therefore, they were inclined to utilize a hypertextual approach in 

understanding Buddhism and other foreign religions.  Nevertheless, in retrospect, 

scholars must admit that the practice of applying a theological framework to the non-

theological study of world religions, however well-intentioned, may have yielded invalid, 

inaccurate, incomplete, or misleading portrayals of other religions.  Likewise, scholars 

should consider whether this theological framework that shaped the earliest Western 

studies of other religions, such as Buddhism, is still being perpetuated.   

Canon exemplifies this point.  Indiscriminate usage of the term within the field of 

religion continues the longstanding practice of placing the framework of canon onto other 

religions.  This suggests an underlying assumption that sacred texts or scripture should be 

characterized in the same way, or that religions structure their scriptural collections 
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according to a universal template.  Smith states that, “… the notion of canon…is 

primarily associated with the western ‘Peoples of the Book’ (Judaism, Christianity, Islam, 

and Manichaeism and other Iranian traditions)” and he goes on to describe canon as an 

apparently “relatively rare phenomenon within the history of religions, even among 

literate groups.”97  The notion of canon and defining a religion in these terms is a 

construct that suits Christianity and perhaps other “Peoples of the Book,” but it does not 

apply to the whole of the Buddhist tradition.   

In general, scholars have recently begun to critically assess their approach to 

religion.  Berling acknowledges that there is a trend emerging “…away from the search 

for grand patterns in the development of religion, recognizing …that they fail to do 

justice to particular religions in their historical and cultural contexts.”98  This is a 

promising step for the field, which will hopefully bring more attention to the proper use 

of canon as a technical term in religion.  There is certainly a need for Buddhist scholars 

to critically examine their own usage of the term and whether it is driven by convention 

rather than accuracy.  In the process of writing this thesis, the subject of Western 

scholars’ usage of canon to describe Buddhist scripture was raised on the premiere 

academic forum for Buddhist Studies, and although the issue is just now being explored, I 

am confident that my findings will be supported by their own inquiries.   

 Overcoming 150 years of convention within religious studies may however be a 

significant challenge, because there is a continued effort to retain usage of this term as a 

catch-all for scriptural collections, as evidenced by Sheppard’s treatment of the subject in 

the Encyclopedia of Religion.  His review of the issue points out many problems with 
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canon, but he ultimately circumvents these obstacles by promoting the use of canon in 

the context of scripture to convey rule/standard/authority (canon 1), a fixed collection of 

texts (canon 2), or any intermediate meaning between the two.  He offers numerous 

examples of how canon can essentially fit every world religion’s scriptural tradition by 

allowing the term to mean anything on his broad etymology-based spectrum.   

Sheppard even goes so far as to assert that “use of the term canon, despite its 

association with Christianity, can prove to be an illuminating heuristic device in 

describing other world religions and their principal texts…such terminology can be 

helpful in understanding aspects of Eastern religions.”99  In the next paragraph, he offers 

an example of this applicability by explaining the role of language and culture in 

“canonical” distinctions within Buddhism.  He states that, 

  …ancient traditions were combined in South Asia to form what is 

presently called the ‘Pali canon’….A century or so later, a different 

‘canonical’ literature developed in India, written in Sanskrit and 

eventually translated into Chinese and Tibetan, which became 

foundational for Mahayana Buddhism.  In contrast to adherents of the Pali 

canon, these Buddhists regarded the sutras of the Mahayana (‘great 

vehicle’) as an alternative canon, the only true authority regarding what 

the Buddha himself taught.100  

Sheppard’s approach is problematic, because it is tantamount to un-defining canon, in 

that a term that is too vague and unclear has no functional meaning, and his attempt to 

demonstrate its usefulness is not persuasive when he employs it to grossly misrepresent 
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the Buddhist scriptural tradition.  While I appreciate the desire to simplify descriptions in 

basic or introductory contexts through use of a conventional term, oversimplification that 

veers into inaccuracy only promotes misunderstanding and impedes real inter-religious 

discourse and comparative study.   

In conclusion, there is a need for scholars to examine whether canon should be 

the universal term for making any comment about groups of sacred texts.  Certainly, with 

regard to Buddhism, it is not appropriate to apply the term indiscriminately.  Rather, it is 

largely the case in Buddhism that other designations, such as collection of scriptures or 

body of scriptures, more accurately represent the tradition and should be used instead. 

  The issue of canon within Buddhist Studies illustrates the degree to which an 

unintentional Orientalist approach by Westerners to the early study of Buddhism has 

shaped misleading portrayals of the scriptural tradition; namely, the existence of a 

Buddhist canon when there is none.  Strikingly, the lexical entry for “Canon” in the 

Encyclopedia of Buddhism begins with the statement, “There is no such thing as the 

Buddhist canon.”101  Harrison continues this entry by acknowledging the difficulty of 

using this term in Buddhism, but despite his own admission, he stipulates a Buddhist-

friendly “loose” definition of canon that wavers on the aspect of closure.  Given this 

provisional definition, Harrison can now discuss the multitude of so-called Buddhist 

canons representing various schools and traditions.  It is remarkably telling that although 

there is no Buddhist canon, there is a lengthy entry in the Encyclopedia of Buddhism 

about canon.   

The problems surrounding the usage of canon are neither new nor unique to 

Buddhism.  In fact, Ulrich points out that 18th century German theologian Johann 
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Eichhorn had once stated that “it would have been desirable if one had never even used 

the term canon.”102  Clearly, he sympathizes with Eichhorn’s sentiment, but Ulrich wisely 

maintains that “the concept is rich and important, and perhaps it would be better to say 

that it would be desirable if everyone used the term properly.”103  At a minimum, it is 

imperative that scholars begin to assess the weight and meaning conveyed by the terms 

they use and acknowledge that by applying Western notions of canon to the Buddhist 

scriptural tradition an inaccurate account has been, and continues to be, perpetuated.   

                                                 
102 Ulrich, “Notion of Canon,” 30. 
103 Ibid. 



 

 52 

APPENDIX A: Pali Canon 
 
List of primary divisions in each of the three baskets. Each division represents a variable 

number of texts.  

Vinaya 

1. Sutta-vibhanga 

2. Khandhaka 

3. Parivara 

Sutta 

1. Digha-nikaya 

2. Majjhima-nikaya 

3. Samyutta-nikaya 

4. Anguttara-nikaya 

5. Khuddaka-nikaya 

Abhidhamma 

1. Dhamma-sangani 

2. Vibhanga 

3. Dhastu-Kadha 

4. Puggala-pannatti 

5. Yamaka 

6. Patthama 

*Source: Table 3.1 in Robert E. Van Voorst, Anthology of World Scriptures (Belmont, 

CA: Wadsworth Publishing, 2000), 70. 
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APPENDIX B: Edition of a Chinese Collection, San Ts’ang 
 
List of sections, many of which represent two or more volumes and numerous texts. This 

list is not comprehensive as some contents are not catalogued in a section. 

1. Agama 

2. Jatakas 

3. Prajna-Paramita 

4. Saddharma-Pundarika 

5. Avatamsaka 

6. Ratnakuta 

7. Mahaparinirvana 

8. Sūtra-Pitaka 

9. Tantra 

10. Vinaya 

11. Abhidharma 

12. Madhyamika 

13. Yogacara 

*Source: Table 3.2 in Robert E. Van Voorst, Anthology of World Scriptures (Belmont, 

CA: Wadsworth Publishing, 2000), 72. 
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APPENDIX C: Tibetan Collection 
 
List of main divisions, each with more than one volume and numerous texts.  

 
Kanjur (108 volumes) 

1. ‘Dul-ba 

2. Shes-rab-kyi-pha-rol-tu-phyin-pa 

3. Phal-chen 

4. dKon-brtsegs 

5. mDo 

6. Mya-ngan-‘das 

7. rGyud 

 

Tanjur (225 volumes) 

1. mDo 

2. rGyud 

*Source: Table 3.3 in Robert E. Van Voorst, Anthology of World Scriptures (Belmont, 

CA: Wadsworth Publishing, 2000), 73. 
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