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ABSTRACT

This thesis traces the development of the concept of the irreversible bodhisattva in
Mahayana. I take the position that although irreversibility was once considered an
important and attainable goal in the career of a bodhisattva, it later become an
increasingly abstract and remote ideal during the middle and late periods of Indian
Mahayana. I argue that the concept, which has its origins in the Diparnkara
prediction myth, was reinterpreted by the authors of the Prajnaparamita

sutras in

such a way that irreversibility was not seen so much as a milestone in the career of
the bodhisattva, or even a function of the strength of the bodhisattva's aspiration for
enlightenment; rather, it was seen as the practical application of the doctrine of no
own-being (asvabhava)

to the traditional practices intended to rid practitioners of

defilements that bound them to cyclic existence. This mode of practice, known as
"skill-in-means," prevented the bodhisattva from actualising the otherwise natural
result of the practices (i.e., nirvana),
(sarvajna).

leading instead to a state of all-knowledge

Later, the authors of the longer version of the sutra again reinterpreted

irreversibility so that it applied only to the second phase of the bodhisattva's
career—a phase in which the bodhisattva advanced beyond the level of an arhat.
This system was mapped to the various dasabhumi

systems such that irreversible

bhumi became the seventh or eighth bhumi.

The study is not only a history of Buddhist doctrines. Reader-response theory has
been used to examine the self-identity of the first audiences of the

Astasahasrika

and argue that at least some of these people identified themselves as bodhisattvas
for whom the irreversible bodhisattva was an ideal to be emulated. Later, however,
the normativity of the irreversible bodhisattva ideal diminished, as it became

xn

increasingly

remote

and

idealised

during

the

period

known

as

the

"institutionahsation" of Mahayana. By applying theories borrowed from a number
of modem scholars, an investigation into the status of Mahayana as an institution
has also been undertaken. This has led to an identification of not only the
"institutional basis" of Mahayana, but also a sense in which Mahayana can be said
to have had institutional existence from its earliest days. Finally, the last chapter of
the thesis examines the consequences for the concept of irreversibility that follow
from Dharmaklrti's axiom that fumre effects cannot be validly inferred from present
causes.

The investigations undertaken in this thesis are important not only for what they tell
us about how conceptions of irreversibility changed, but also for the way they
improve our understanding of the development of a systematised bodhisattva path in
Mahayana. They also highlight some of the problems inherent in all attempts to
authenticate or certificate spiritual progress.

Xlll

1

INTRODUCTION

This topic of "irreversibility" aroused a quite extraordinary interest around the
beginning of our era.
Edward Come'

1.1

Introduction

1.1.1 Topic of investigation
My first encounter with the topic of irreversible bodhisattvas was many years ago
when, as a monk at Gomang College of Drepung Monastery, I was required to
memorise the traditional monastic text for the study of the Mahayana, the
Abhisamayalamkara.

The fourth chapter of this important work contains twenty-one

verses on a topic known as the "Marks of the Irreversible Bodhisattva Sarngha,""
which, having memorised, I would later study with the aid of a number of classic
Tibetan commentaries, even translating one of them into English. As I did so, I
discovered that despite being a relatively small component of the monastic
curriculum, the topic of irreversible bodhisattvas often generated debates that

' Edward Conze, Buddhist Thought in India, (London: George Allen and Unwin, 1983), 235.
^ "Avaivarttika-bodhisattva-samgha-laksana"
is the title given to the topic by Haribhadra in his
shorter Prajnaparamila
commentary, the Sphutatha. See
Abhisamayalamkara-karika-saslra-vivrti,
ed. Koei H. Amano, (Kyoto: Heirakuji Shoten, 2000), 69. (Henceforth: AA- Vivrti).

provided valuable insights into one of the most important concepts in Buddhism,
namely, the spiritual path, or marga.

While the commentaries had much to say about the various types of irreversible
bodhisattvas,^ and how they differed from their reversible counterparts, it soon
became clear that the received Gelugpa position was the product of a long history of
revision and reinterpretation of what was once a relatively simple idea. The basic
task that 1 therefore undertake in this thesis is to explore and separate some of those
layers of interpretation. By tracing the development of the major strands of thinking
surrounding irreversibility in Mahayana, I hope to facilitate a clearer understanding
of not only this often complicated topic, but also the broader development of the
systematised bodhisattva path in Mahayana.

This study is not, however, intended to deal with only the academic aspects of
irreversibility. In addition to tracing the origins of its current scholarly interpretation,
I will also examine what the concept meant to ordinary audiences of those sutras, in
which irreversible bodhisattvas are mentioned. I look at how those texts were read
and how different audiences may have identified themselves in relation to the
sometimes highly idealised descriptions of irreversible bodhisattvas. I also look at
irreversibility as a spiritual goal in itself, and how certain milestones in the
bodhisattva's career became associated with irreversibility. In the last part of the
thesis, I turn my attention to the signs of irreversibility and the question of what, if
anything, can be validly inferred from them.

Among the different types of irreversible bodhisattvas distinguished by the Tibetan commentarial
tradition are: (1) those who display signs of irreversibility and those who do not, (2) those who have
attained the irreversible stage {avmivartamya-bhumi)
and those who have not, (3) those who are of
sharp (tiksna), middling (madhya) and dull (mrdu) faculties, and (4) who are "irreversible by the
force of lineage" {rigs kyi slobs kyis phyir mi Idogpa) and those who are "irreversible by the force of
realisation" (nogs pa'i slobs kyis phyir mi Idog pa).

The thesis is therefore not just an account of the doctrinal development of
irreversibility, but also a history of its interpretation, or as Hans Robert Jauss, whose
ideas will be discussed in chapter 3, puts it, "a history of its reception"
{Rezeptionsgeschichte).^
Prajnaparamita

A comprehensive history of the reception of the entire

sutra would indeed make a fascinating topic for research, but it is

beyond the scope of this thesis to complete such a task. Nevertheless, it is hoped
that a historical study of one of its more important yet difficuh topics will help us
better understand the different ways in which both the Prajnaparamita sutra and the
bodhisattva ideal in particular have been interpreted by audiences at different times
in the history of Buddhism.

1.1.2 Chapter 1 outline
In this introductory chapter, I shall (1) provide a short description of the locus
classicus that is the foundation of the research undertaken in this thesis and largely
determines its scope; (2) explain why the topic is worthy of investigation; (3)
discuss a number of methodological issues; and (4) provide an outline of the
argument that will be presented in the remainder of the dissertation.

See Hans Robert Jauss, "Literary history as a challenge to literary theory," New Literary History 2,
no. 1 (1970). Reprint: in New directions in literary history, ed. Ralph Cohen; London:.Routledge and
Kegan Paul, pp.11-41; 1974.

1.2

Scope of the thesis

1.2.1 Locus

classicus

Chapter 17 of the Astasahasrika,^

known as the "Chapter on the Appearances, Signs

and Marks of Irreversibility," ^ contains a long sermon by the Buddha on the
characteristics of bodhisattvas who are not liable to turn back {avinivartamyd)

from

their quest for highest enlightenment. The "Signs" chapter, as I shall henceforth call
it, was, according to Edward Conze, one of seven monographs that were included in
the second stage of development of the Prajhaparamita

sutra, when the basic text

was expanded from two to twenty-eight chapters^ Conze bases his conclusion on
the premise that the first two chapters of the Astasahasrika
Prajnapammita

represent the original

Sutra, together with his observation that there is nothing that

corresponds to the "Signs" chapter in those first two chapters.

This is a reasonable conclusion that is supported by at least two other pieces of
evidence not noted by Conze, but which suggest that the chapter may have
originally existed as a separately authored work that was later incorporated into the
Astasahasrika.

First, there is Yugen Katsusaki's comparative study of the way in

which the various Chinese translations break up the text of the sutra. Katsusaki
shows that the "Signs" chapter is always separated from the rest of the sutra at the
same points in the text, whereas there is no consistency in the way these translations

' Here and throughout the thesis chapter n u m b e r s of the Astasahasrika
refer to the Sanskrit version.
For the chapter n a m e s and page n u m b e r s of the corresponding sections of the various Chinese,
Tibetan and Sanskrit versions of the Prajndpdramita
sutras, see Tables I and II in Ryusho. Hikata
(ed.), Suvikrantavih-dmi-pariprccha-prajnaparamita
sutra (Fukuoka: Kyushu University, 1958).
^ "AvinivartanJya-akara-lihga-nimitta-parivarta" Astasahasrika
Prajhaparamita,
ed. P. L. Vaidya,
(Darbhanga: The Mithila Institute, 1960), 131 In.l. (Henceforth: A m ) . The chapter did not receive
its current title until Kumarajlva's translation {1.221) in 4 0 8 C.E. Before then the word "sign" does
not appear in the title of a n y version.
' Edward Conze, "The development of Prajnaparamita thought," in Thirty Years of Buddhist
(Oxford: Bruno Cassirer, 1967), 130.

Studies

break up the text in the surrounding chapters.^ Second, there is a difference in style.
Whereas the surrounding chapters are characterised by frequent interlocutory
exchanges between the

siitra's

main characters, the "Signs" chapter opens with a

single question from Subhuti, which is then followed by a long and virtually
uninterrupted response by the Buddha for the remainder.

In addition to the many minor accretions and expansions that can be identified by
comparing its various Chinese translations, there is also a relatively long passage in
the middle of the chapter that seems to have been added later. This passage, which
occurs in even the earliest Chinese translation,^ describes the way irreversible
bodhisattvas are not tricked by Mara when he appears in the guise of a sramana

and

attempts to dissuade them from their hopeless endeavour. Despite the great length of
the passage, it corresponds to just a single line of the verse summary of the
Astasahasrikd,

the Ratnagunasamcayagathd,and

therefore differs significantly

from the patterns of correspondence between these two versions of the

sutra

in most

other parts of the chapter. While the 14th century Tibetan scholar Bu-ston
recognises the Mara passage as teaching a different type of sign, " most
commentators do not treat it any differently from the rest of the chapter. Thus, apart
from noting that it was probably absent from the earliest versions of the chapter, a
similar policy will be followed in this thesis.

^ See Yugen Katsuzaki,
Buddhist Studies 49, no. 2 (2001).

I ^ U i f i i g , " Journal of Indian

and

' See T.224 p454c22-455b02. This text known as the Dao-xing ( i l f T ) , was translated by Lokaksema
in 179C.E.
Rgs XVII:4 "[They] have passed beyond the domains of Mara. Others cannot lead [them astray]"
marasya [a]tTtavisaya aparapraneya / Prajhapammita-ratnagunasamcaya-gatha,
ed. E. Obermiller,
(Leningrad: Academy of Sciences of the USSR, 1937; reprint, Delhi: Sri Satguru Publications,
1992), 63. (Henceforth: Rgs (Obermiller)).
" See E. Obermiller, History of Buddhism 1: The Jewelry of Scripture, (Heidelberg: Harrassowitz,
1931; reprint, Delhi: Sri Satguru Publications, 1987), 52.

There is another section, found in Chapter 20 of the Astasahasrika, that also deals
with the signs of irreversibility.'^ However, as Conze remarks,
the argumentation is laborious and fairly incoherent. The style is fumbling
and clumsy and the thought mediocre. ... It seems to constitute a kind of
afterthought to Chapter 17.'^
A close reading of this later section also reveals a different kind of "implied
audience,"''* namely, one that is concerned about the interpretation of dream signs
and whether they might indicate that the dreamer was irreversible due to having
received a prediction in a past life. However, as will be argued in chapter 3, the
implied audience of the "Signs" chapter is one that seeks to emulate the ideal
behaviour of irreversible bodhisattvas, and is therefore quite different. Moreover,
since all Prajhaparamita commentaries treat the signs of irreversibility in Chapter
20 as an entirely separate topic, they will only be referred to occasionally in our
discussions of prediction in chapters 2 and 6 of the thesis.

Having thus introduced the locus classicus on irreversible bodhisattvas, a brief
overview of its tradition of Indian and Tibetan commentary will now be given.

See Asta, 188 In. 11 - 190 In. 16. The passage begins midway through Chapter 20 at what seems to
be a definite break in the text. The author of the Abhisamayalamkara
recognises this break as the
point of separation between the 4th and 5th abhisamayas.
" Edward Conze, "The composition of the Astasahasrika Prajnaparamita," Bulletin of the School of
Oriental and African Studies 14, no. 2 (1952): 257.
The concept of "implied audience", and its application to the interpretation of a sutras is explained
in chapter 3.

1.2.2 The Abhisamaydlamkara

commentarial tradition

Except for the Mahdprajnaparamita-sastra,

attributed to Nagaijuna,

but

unknown to Tibetan exegetes, and the Amnayanusarini^^ by Jagaddalanivasin and
the

Arya-satasahasrika-pancavimsatisahasrika-astadasasahasrika^

brhattika^^ by Darnstrasena, both of which are imown but largely ignored, virtually
all extant Indian and Tibetan commentary on the signs of irreversibility follows the
interpretive schema of the Abhisamaydlamkara,

where forty-four signs are

enumerated and assigned to various stages of the bodhisattva path."

While thirty-six of the signs are found in the "Signs" chapter itself and assigned to
the paths of preparation (prayogamdrga)

and seeing {darsanamdrga),

the eight

signs that are assigned to the path of cultivation {bhdvanamarga) occur two chapters
later?" This is an artificial interpretation of the sutra that reflects an attempt by the
authors of the Abhisamaydlamkara
pahcamdrga

to superimpose a SarvastivadinAfogacara-type

soteriology onto the Prajhdpdramita sUtras, while claiming to reveal

the sutra's "hidden meaning." The eight "profundities" (gambhira), whose cognition
the Abhisamaydlamkdra

teaches are the signs of irreversibility of bodhisattvas who

abide on the eighth bhumi, are completely unrelated to the signs of irreversibility

Taisho Tripitaka (henceforth: T.) 1509 ( ^ S ' l S I r a )
For a detailed discussion casting doubt on whether Nagarjuna could have been the author of the
Mahaprajfiaparamita-sastra (henceforth: MPPS), see Ryusho Hikata, (ed.)
Suvikrantavikramipariprccha-prajnaparamita
sutra (Fukuoka: Kyushu University, 1958), liii-lxxv; W. de Jong,
"Review of Etienne Lamotte, Le Traite de la Grand Vertu de Sagesse de Nagarjuna (tome 111)," Asia
Major 17, no. 1 (1971): 106-109.
A Complete Catalogue of Tibetan Buddhist Canons, ed. Hakuju Ui, et al., (Sendai, Japan: Tohoku
Imperial University, 1934), (henceforth. To.), 3811. (Tib. Man ngagrjes
'brang)
To.3808 (Tib. Yum gsum gnod'joms).
" See Appendix 1
^^ See/ix/a, 175 ln.25 - 176 ln.21.

Henceforth, the Brhattikd.

listed in the "Signs" chapter itself, thus belying Conze's observation that,^' although
the broader subdivisions (i.e., its eight abhisamayas)

of the

Abhisamayalamkara's

interpretive schema have little foundation in the text of the sutra, the fidelity of the
scheme increases at the lower levels.

Despite the artificiality of the Abhisamayalamkara's

subdivision of the text, except

for the three commentaries listed above, all other Tibetan and Indian commentators
on the signs of irreversibility reveal the influence of the Abhisamayalamkara

and

count the signs as forty-four, including the eight that come from the later chapter.
Moreover, all the intervening text between the "Signs" chapter and the eight
profundities, to which the Abhisamayalamkara

devotes seven verses,"' is included

in the traditional exegesis on the topic, even though it is not in any way related to
the signs of irreversibility. In this thesis, however, we will take just the "Signs"
chapter as the basic textual source for our study, and neither the eight profundities
nor any of the intervening text will be examined in detail.

1.2.3

How the thesis will be structured

Monks in Tibetan monasteries do not, as a rule, read the "Signs" chapter itself as
part of their study of irreversible bodhisattvas. Instead, they rely on a number of
Tibetan sub-commentaries to Haribhadra's Sphutarthd,

a ninth century Indian work

that explains and enlarges upon the relatively terse Abhisamayalamkara,

while at

the same time being a condensed version of his longer commentary,
Abhisamayalarnkaraloka.

the

Perhaps the most encyclopaedic among the Tibetan sub-

See Edward Conze, "Marginal notes to the Abhisamayalaiikara," Sino Indian Studies, no. 5 (1957):

commentaries is the Golden Garland ^^a classic work by the great savant Tsongkha-pa (1357-1419), composed over a ten-year period and completed at the
relatively youthful age of thirty-one. Two other important sub-commentaries for
Gelugpa scholars are those written by Tsong-kha-pa's chief disciples: Ornament of
the Essence^^ by rGyal-tshab-rje ( 1 3 6 4 - 1432) dLnA Illumination of Difficult Points~^
by mKhas-grub-rje (1385 - 1438). All three texts have been consulted in this study,
and some of their differences are discussed in chapter 7.

Tibetan sub-commentaries to the Sphutartha

follow very similar organisational

structures. All begin with an overview {spyi don) of the topic, followed by a detailed
explanation of every word of both the Abhisamaydlamkara

and Haribhadra's

commentary. Three topics are covered in these overviews: (1) the meaning of
irreversibility; (2) the question of at what stage of the path bodhisattvas become
irreversible; and (3) how irreversibility is inferred from signs. This structure has
been borrowed to divide the present investigation into three parts:
(1) In chapters 2, 3 and 4, we will explore the meaning of irreversibility and the
function of irreversible bodhisattvas.
(2) In chapters 5 and 6, we will examine the notion of the irreversible stage
{bhumi) and how it fits into the overall description of the bodhisattva path.
(3) In chapter 7, we will look at how Dharmaklrti's position on the impossibility
of making inferences about the future impacted on later interpretation of the
signs.

^^ Tsong-kha-pa, Legs bshad serphreng,

(Mundgod: Drepung Loseling Library Society, 1990).

^^ rGyal-tshab-rje, rNam bshad snying po rgyan, (Varanasi: Gelugpa Student's Welfare Committee,
1989).
mKhas-grub-rje, rTogs dka'i snang ba, (Mundgod: Gaden Jangtse Library, 1999).

Although several lists have been included in the appendices, the signs will not be
individually discussed. Apart from the fact that such a discussion would not
contribute to the main arguments set forth in the thesis, the signs are extremely
diverse and difficult to group together thematically, and there is no definite way in
which they can even be enumerated. The Amnayanusarini,

for example, enumerates

nineteen signs based on the occurrence of a formulaic refrain in later versions of the
Astasahasrika

while the Brhattika

enumerates thirty-five signs based on the

occurrence of the same refrain in the corresponding passage of the tliree longer
versions of the sutra. Other enumerations are also possible, but to attempt to count
the signs is not the aim of this thesis.

1.3

Importance of the research

In this section it will be argued that irreversibility is worthy of study for four
reasons: (1) It was an important concern for Buddhists of the past; (2) it contributes
to our knowledge of the path in Buddhism; (3) it contributes to our knowledge of
the origins of Mahayana; and (4) it has until now been largely overlooked by
Western scholarship.

1.3.1

Importance of irreversibility to early Mahayanists

From the frequent mention of irreversible bodhisattvas in the sutras, it is apparent
that the notion of a stage in the bodhisattva's career beyond which it is impossible to
tum back was an important concern for early Mahayanists.

Among the eleven early sutras translated into Chinese by Lokaksema between 168
and 189 C.E., we find irreversible bodhisattvas mentioned in six.^^ Apart from T.224

^^ T.224, T.313, T.418, T.458, T.624, and T.626. The term used in these sQtras is a weiyue

MiO, i.e., a transliteration of avinivartamya.

zhi (Pujft

(which contains the above-mentioned locus classicus), there are notable occurrences
of the term in T.313, where bodhisattvas who abide in the pure land of Aksobhya
are said to be irreversible;^^ in T.418, where bodhisattvas who have attained the
"certitude that dharmas are not produced" {anutpattikadharmaksanti)

are

irreversible;^^ and in T.458, where irreversibility is mentioned as the second of four
activities of tathagatas when they manifest as bodhisattvas?' The term is also found
in a number of other, more well-known, Mahayana sutras, including the
Saddharmapundanka-sutra,

the Suvarnabhasottama-sutra,

the Gandavyuha, the

Dasabhumika-sutra and the SukhavatTvyuha.
Although the mere occurrence of the term does not tell us why the concept was
important to Mahayanists, an examination of the contexts in which it occurs
suggests at least two types of reasons—polemical and doctrinal. These will now be
discussed.
Irreversibility usually has a dual meaning. In the Prajhapdramita siitras it is often
described both in terms of not turning away from full enlightenment, as well as in
terms of not turning back to the levels of the sravaka and pratyekabuddha. Many of
the signs in the Mara passage^' in the "Signs" chapter are variations on this theme.
Other examples of this polemic, and possibly sectarian, sense of irreversibility, in
which regression to the level of a sravaka or pratyekabuddha is described as the
" See Aksobhya-tathagatasya-vyuha-sutra
(pajr^^f^ag) T.313 p759b06.
^^ See Pratyutpanna-buddha-sammukhavashita-samadhi-sutra
T.418 p905b28. The
meaning if anutpattikadharmaksanti and its relationship to irreversibility is extensively discussed in
chapter 6 of the thesis.
^^ See ManjusrT-pariprccha-bodhisattva-sutra
(SC^^SBIOrnl^giWg) T.458 p435b22-24
For precise references, including page numbers, see entry for "avaivartika" in Franklin Edgerton,
Buddhist Hybrid Sanskrit Grammar and Dictionaiy, (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1953;
reprint. New Delhi: Munshiram Manoharlal, 2004), Vol.2 : 79.
'' This is the interpolated passage referred to above in section 1.2.1, n.9.

gravest of sins a bodhisattva could commit, occur in the Upayakausalya-sutra^^

the

Bodhisambhara^^ and the Dasabhumika-vibhasa.^'^ While it may be tempting to see
such passages as evidence of sectarian rivalry between Mahayanists and their
Mainstream counterparts, to do so entails not only interpreting the sutras as
reflective of historical reality, but also considering Mahayana and Mainstream
Buddhism as antagonistic sects. Both of these issues will be discussed at length in
chapters 3 and 4 of the thesis respectively.

There are also at least two doctrinal reasons why irreversibility was important to
Mahayanists. The first is the doctrine of "three final vehicles," according to which
srdvakas and pratyekabuddhas who realise the goal of nirvana have reached the end
of their path and are therefore forever excluded from the opportunity to attain
highest enlightenment. For those who subscribed to such a view, it is clear why a
bodhisattva

should

be

warned

against

opting

for

the

sravaka-yana

or

pratyekabuddha-yana.

The second doctrinal reason may have been a pre-Dharmaklrtian belief in the
infallibility of certain causes to produce their results. The Sarvastivadins, for
example, believed that bodhisattvas were fixed {niyata) in their destiny once they
had created the causes for the major and minor marks of a buddha^^ and that
practitioners who had established the "wholesome roots conducive to hberation"

^^ See Siksasamuccaya, ed. P. L. Vaidya, (Darbhanga: The Mithila Institute, 1961), 40 ln.25-30. Tr.
Cecil Bendall and W. H. D. Rouse, Siksha-samuccaya, (London: John Murray, 1922), 70.
See T.1660 p527c25 - 26
See T. 1521 p040c29 - 41b06
Commenting on the Abhidharmakosa (henceforth: AK), IV; 108b, Vasubandhu writes in the
Abhidharmakosa-bhasya: "From the commencement of the cultivation of actions which ripen as the
[thirty-two] marks, he becomes fixed." yatah prahhrti laksanavipakani karmany arahhate kartum sa
hi tadanim niyatipatito bhavati / Abhidharmakosabhasyam, ed. Anantalal Thakur, (Patna: K.P.
Jayaswal Research Institute, 1975), 265. (Henceforth: AKBh).

{moksabhagiya-kusalamula)

would definitely attain nirvana, even if they were

reborn in hell in the meantime.^^ Both these views point to a belief in infallible
causes that may have also been held by non-SarvastivMin schools. Evidence to
support such a conclusion can be found, for example, in the Prajhaparamita

sutras,

where we read that bodhisattvas were considered to stand on the irreversible bhumi
if they were endowed with skill in means, ^^ if their enlightenment had been
prophesised,^^ or if they had attained the certitude that dharmas are not produced
(anutpattikadharmaksanti)?'^

These qualities may have been considered by early

Mahayanists to be causes that would inevitably lead to buddhahood, and the
attainment of irreversibility through the cultivation of such causes was therefore
likely to have been have been important to them. However, the extent to which
DharmakTrti's denial of the validity of inferring effects from causes may have
impacted on such theories is a topic that will be explored in chapter 7.

1.3.2 The study contributes to our knowledge of the path in Buddhism
It is aknost impossible to make sense of the many forms of Buddhism, both past and
present, without reference to the path, or marga. This is true not only for the modem
scholar, but also for traditional exegetes, who, as Robert Buswell and Robert
Gimello have argued, adopted a pragmatic view of truth and evaluated particular
doctrines or practices in terms of their efficacy in achieving religious goals.""* Since
Buddhist notions of truth therefore ultimately derive from the primacy of the path,

For an example that illustrates this, see Robert Buswell, "The path to perdition: The wholesome
roots and their eradication," in Paths to Liberation, ed. Robert Buswell and Robert Gimello
(Honolulu: University of Hawai'i Press, 1992), 115.
" See^.s/a, 185 ln.31 - 186 In. 10.
SeeAsta,

168, ln.22-24

" See/l5/a, 165 In. 11-12
See Robert E. Buswell and Robert M. Gimello, "Introduction," in Paths to Liberation
University of Hawai'i Press, 1992), 4.

(Honolulu:

Buswell and Gimello argue that it "incorporates, underlies or

presupposes

everything else in Buddhism,""" thus making a strong claim for its status as a worthy
object of study.

The Abhisamayalamkara

sets forth a particular version of the path that represents a

Buddhist tradition that was dominant in northern India from the sixth to the twelfth
centuries C.E., and which was later adopted by Tibetans. It is, however, a highly
syncretic and systematised path that combines at least two distinct soteriological
models, i.e., one in which progress is described negatively in terms of the gradual
abandonment of defilements, and another in which progress is described positively
in terms of the achievements of associated with each of the ten bodhisattva bhumis.
The Abhisamayalamkara

is also an explanation of the Prajnaparamita

sutras,

whose own version of the path is different again, and which will be shown in this
thesis to have undergone significant development between its earlier, shorter,
redactions and its later, longer, ones.

The impetus behind efforts by the authors of the Abhisamayalamkara
the bodhisattva

to systematise

path through bringing together several different strands

of

soteriological thought is likely to have been twofold. First, there may have been a
desire to bring a sense of coherence and completeness to Mahayana in the face of
quite diverse descriptions of the bodhisattva career found in the canonical literature.
Second, the Abhisamayalamkara

may also have been an attempt to legitimise

Mahayana discourse through the inclusion and subordination of competing nonMahayana discourses. Thus, the path it describes should be perhaps seen as much
more than a map for spiritual progress—it is also a device for promoting and

Ibid., 6.

inculcating a particular worldview.'*^ These two motives are further discussed in the
final chapter of the thesis.

Most of the various soteriological systems incorporated in the

Abhisamayalamkara

and its commentaries contain the idea that there exists a stage in the bodhisattva's
career beyond which he or she is irreversible. Using this stage as a point of
reference will

help us

Abhisamayalamkara's

untangle

some

of the

strands that make up the

systematised bodhisattva path. Such an approach will not

only lead to a better understanding of the kind of path the earliest Mahayanists
believed lay ahead of them, but because of the way that the path underlies
everything else in Buddhism, it will also help us to understand their worldview—
one that is likely to be quite different from that depicted in the

Abhisamayalamkara

and its commentarial literature.

1.3.3

Relevance of the study of irreversibility to investigation into the origins
of Mahayana

While this study of irreversibility does not directly address the question of the
origins of Mahayana, it does deal with a number of relatively early sutrai—the

very

same sources that many scholars have utilised to formulate historicist explanations
of the rise of Mahayana. While such scholars generally do not see Mahayana

sutras

as directly reflective of historical reality, most have not made their theoretical
approach for extracting historical information from those siitra?, explicit. Since the
main task undertaken in chapter 3 is the ascertainment of how the audiences of the
"Signs" chapter viewed both themselves and irreversible bodhisattvas, considerable
space has therefore been devoted to developing a theory on how prescriptive (as
This point has been well-argued in Georges Dreyfus, "Tibetan scholastic education and the role of
soteriology," Journal of the International Association of Buddhist Studies 20, no. 1 (1997).

opposed to descriptive) texts should be read as historical documents. It is hoped that
the theory, which is based on the philosopher John Searle's classification of speech
acts, might be usefully applied to investigations into the origins of Mahayana.
A second point relevant to the study of the origins of Mahayana is the question of its
sometimes disputed status as an institution. By analysing and defining the term
"institution" in chapter 4, I make clear the sense in which Mahayana can be
considered an institution. This will then allow us to apply the results of modem
research into the relationship between texts and institutionalisation to investigate the
development of Mahayana insofar as it can be considered a process of
institutionalisation.
1.3.4 Irreversibility has been overlooked by Western scholarship
Until now, the irreversible bodhisattva has not been the subject of a systematic study
by western scholarship.There have, however, been a few studies that deal with the
topic as part of larger investigations. Nancy Lethcoe, for example, has touched on
the different types of irreversible bodhisattva as part of her comparison of the
bodhisattva ideal in the longer and shorter versions of the

Prajnaparamita-sutra^'^

while Louis de La Vallee Poussin,'*' Har Dayal'*'' and Nalinaksha Dutt''^ also treat
However, the Japanese scholar Myouhou Igarashi has written what appears to be a mainly
philological study (in Japanese) of avaivartika
and niyama ( l E ^ ? ^ ) , in which he traces the
historical use of these terms in Mahayana and Mainstream scriptures using Pali, Sanskrit and Chinese
sources. Two chapters are devoted to Mahayana canonical literature. See Myouhou Igarashi, J E ^ ? ^
^ m t E m m (Tokyo: Daito Publishing
1999).
" Nancy R. Lethcoe, "The bodhisattva ideal in the Asta. and Panca. Prajnaparamita sutras," in
Prajhaparamita and Related Systems, ed. L. Lancaster (Berkeley: Center for South and Southeast
Asian Studies at the University of California, 1977).
Louis de La Vallee Poussin, "Bodhisattva," in Encyclopaedia of Ethics and Religion Vol. 2, ed. J.
Hastings (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1910).
Har Dayal, The Bodhisattva Doctrine in Buddhist Sanskrit Literature, (London: Routledge &
Kegan Paul, 1932; reprint, Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1970).
Nalinaksha Dutt, Mahayana Buddhism, Revised ed., (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1978).

the topic obliquely as part of their analyses of the various presentations of the ten
bodhisattva stages, among which the eighth is sometimes known as the "irreversible
stage" {avinivartamya-

or avaivartya-bhumi).

Specific, but brief, attention to a

number of important concepts associated with avaivartika has been given by Conze
as part of his general survey of Buddhist philosophy in Buddhist Thought in India.^^

This apparent lack of scholarly interest in irreversibility may be due to a movement
by some Western scholars to engage Buddhism with analytic p h i l o s o p h y t h e r e b y
privileging Buddhism's philosophical aspects over religious ones, or it may simply
be due to the relatively small number of people working in the field of
Prajhaparamita

studies.'" In either case, the fact that one of the twentieth century's

greatest scholars of Buddhism, Etienne Lamotte, has said that "the problem of the
avaivartika is one of the most obscure of the Mahayana, and the long chapter
devoted to it by the Prajnaparamita ... is not enough to clarify it"'' should be
sufficient justification for a study dedicated to the topic.

Lamotte himself has, without doubt, produced the most detailed study of irreversible
bodhisattvas to date in a western language in his monumental, but regrettably
incomplete, annotated translation of the Mahaprajhaparamita-sastra.
a

few

lines ' '

from

the

Pahcavimsatisahasrika,

the

Based on just

author

of

the

Edward Conze, Buddhist Thought in India, (London: George Allen and Unwin, 1983), 234-237.
See, for example, Mario D'Amato, Jay L. Garfield, and Tom J. F. Tillemans, Pointing at the Moon:
Buddhism. Logic. Analytic Philosophy, (New York, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009).
In 1975, Conze observed that there was a "disproportion between the few persons willing to work
in this field and the colossal number of documents extant in Sanskrit, Chinese and Tibetan." Edward
Conze, The Large Sutra on Perfect Wisdom, (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1975), x.
' ' Etienne Lamotte, Suramgamasamadhisutra:
The Concentration
Webb, (Richmond: Curzon Press, 1998), 185 n.209.

of Heroic Progress, tr. Sara Boin-

" The lines from the sutra which are cited in T.1509 at p262al7-18 and p263a21-22 originally occur
in T.223 p219a26-9. The corresponding Sanskrit can be found in
Pancavimsatisahasrika
Prajhaparamita,
ed. Nalinaksha Dutt, (London: Luzac & Co., 1934; reprint, Calcutta: R.N.
Bhattacharya, 2000), 21 In. 11-12. (Henceforth: Panca (D)).

MahdprajMparamita-sastra

provides a detailed explanation of the qualities that

accompany entry into "the fixed condition of a bodhisattva"

{bodhisattva-niyama)

and how this differs from the similar Sarvastivadin notion of entering into "the fixed
condition of nirvana"

(samyaktva-niyama).^^

He then goes on to explain what a

bodhisattva must do in order to enter bodhisattva-niyama,

and finally demonstrates

the relationship between this condition and a bodhisattva's attainment of the
avaivartika-bhumi.

The whole discussion occupies 171 lines of the Chinese text in

the Mahaprajnaparamita-sdstra,^'*

which when translated into French, annotated,

and extensively introduced, covers some twenty-four pages in Lamotte's text.^^

However, a comment by Lamotte in his translation of the
reveals a methodological
Mahaprajnaparamita-sastra's

Suramgamasamadhi-sutra

approach that must be questioned. Based on the
explanation of irreversible bodhisattvas,

Lamotte

concludes that there are two types:
1. an avaivartika incorrectly so called, from the time of entering the bhiimis',
2. an avaivartika correctly so called, starting with the eighth bhumi^^
This belief that there are "correct" and "incorrect" uses of the term

avaivartika

typifies an approach to Buddhist Studies that was not uncommon among earlier
generations of scholars. In essence, it held that certain doctrines (usually those from
earlier periods) represented the true teachings of Buddhism (or perhaps in this case,
Mahayana), while those doctrines that differed were to be regarded as deviations
and corruptions, and it was therefore the task of the researcher to identify and

" An explanation for rendering

samyaktva as "nirvana"

is given in below in section 2.6.2.

'''t.1509 p262al7-264al4
"
Etienne
Lamotte,
Le
Traite
de
la
Grand
Vertu
de
Sagesse
de
Nagarjuna
(Mahaprajiiaparamitasastra), (Louvain: Univerite de Louvain Institut Orientaliste 1949-1980) 17831807.
Lamotte,

Suramgamasamadhisulra,

185 n.209.

distinguish the two. In contrast, the approach I take in this thesis is to regard all
Buddhist teachings as true, or correct, for those who expounded them. This
approach will now be discussed in the next section.

1.4

Methodology

Here I will discuss my method as it pertains to four aspects of the research: (1)
subject matter; (2) use of texts; (3) authorial intention; and (4) researcher's agenda.

1.4.1

Subject matter

Luis O. Gomez has distinguished four genres of Buddhist scholarship according to
their subject matter, the fourth of which he calls "the construction of history based
on the logic of textual evidence."'^ Although our investigation does, to some extent,
fit this model of scholarship—and an attempt has indeed been made to trace the
developments in the Mahayana position with respect to irreversible bodhisattvas—
the research also has a sociological dimension. As much as I am interested in
establishing a relative chronology of developments and identifying the underlying
issues that such developments were intended to address, I am also interested in how
they were understood and received by Mahayanists at different times.

Within the developmental history model of scholarship, Gomez and others^^ have
rightly called for a move away from attempts to reconstruct the history of Buddhist
thought using a linear model of development. However, rather than reject it
completely, 1 would argue that a modified version of the model remains useful.

" Luis O. Gomez, "Unspoken paradigms: Meanderings through the metaphors of a field," Journal of
the International Association of Buddhist Studies 18, no. 2 (1995): 203.
See Andrew Rawlinson, "The problem of the origin of the Mahayana," in Traditions in Contact
and Change, ed. P. Slater and D. Wiebe (Waterloo: Wilfred Laurier University, 1983); Yao-ming
Tsai, "Searching for the origins of Mahayana and moving toward a better understanding of early
Mahayana" (PhD, University of California, 1997), 44-61.

While the notion of a one-dimensional, linear chain of events culminating in a fullyformed, coherent, and systematised Mahayana is unlikely to reflect historical reality,
it is nevertheless still helpful to think of developments occurring as the result of
identifiable causes, albeit diverse and muhiple causes. Consider, for example,
Conze's description of the place of the Prajhaparamita
dasabhumi

sutra in the evolution of the

scheme;

The Mahasarnghikas worked out a primitive, and rather unsystematic,
scheme in the Mahavastu. Later the Dasahhumika,
c. A.D. 100, the
Bodhisattvabhumi, c. 400, and the Madhyamakdvatara,
c. 650, worked out a
neater arrangement, which has become classical in Mahayana tradition. Our
Sutra stands halfway between the earlier and the final arrangement..
Obviously, it is simplistic to think of the various dasabhumi

systems mentioned by

Conze as points on a single developmental line, and it is also clear from even a
cursory reading of works such as the Bodhisattvabhumi

and the Dasahhumika

that

their authors drew on a variety of traditions. The various systems of bodhisattva
bhumis mentioned by Conze (and surveyed in chapter 5) should therefore be thought
of as the result, or even the culmination, of several earlier traditions. Since a muhidimensional, rather than linear, model of development seems most appropriate for
Gomez's fourth genre of Buddhist scholarship, it has therefore been adopted in this
thesis.

Working with such a model, one of our tasks will be to identify the various
traditions that have been brought together in the later, more systematised, concept of
the irreversible bodhisattva. However, apart from accepting that some doctrines
found in longer versions of the Prajndpdramitd

sutra represent later developments

of those found in the shorter version and that some ideas relating to irreversibility

' ' Conze, Large Sutra, 23.

derive from pre-Mahayana Buddhism, I will avoid trying to establish a chronology
for the various strands of thinking that were eventually combined by Mahayanists.
By doing so, I allow for the possibility that a number of different views on
irreversible bodhisattvas may have existed simultaneously in India.

By not attempting to establish a chronology for the arising of the various strands of
thought that produced the developed, or systematised, form of Mahayana, we will
also avoid the tendency to privilege earlier ideas over later ones on the basis of their
being more consistent with the original impulse of Mahayana. For example, the
image of the ideal bodhisattva found in the Dasabhumika is more glorified than that
found in the Astasahasrika, but that does necessarily mean that the Astasahasrika
image was chronologically earlier, more essentially Mahayanistic or more important
than the Dasabhumika

image. Moreover, as will argued in chapter 3, since all

Mahayana sutra?< contain ideas borrowed from numerous other sources, the idea that
certain sutras. are more original than others is based on a flawed notion of
authorship.

1.4.2

Texts

1.4.2.1 Justification for reliance on textual sources
While Gregory Schopen's call (discussed in section 3.2.1 below) for greater
attention to archaeological and epigraphic sources is well-founded, I have
nevertheless chosen to base my argument ahnost exclusively on textual evidence.
There are two main reasons. The first, which requires little explanation, is that prior
to the 3rd century, when the first epigraphic evidence for the existence of Mahayana

begins to appear,^" there are no other sources available for the study of irreversible
bodhisattvas other than Mahayana sutras!'^

The second reason, which requires rather more explanation, is that texts not only tell
us about Buddhist doctrines, but when interpreted appropriately also have the
potential to tell us how ordinary people thought and acted. One of Schopen's
criticisms of the exclusive reliance on textual sources is that they merely record
"what a small atypical part of the Buddhist community wanted that community to
believe or practice."*'' Assuming that the authors of the early Mahayana sutras were
monks, it may be argued they were not typical members of the Buddhist community,
but as far as I can see, there is no evidence to suggest that they were not successful
in spreading their own beliefs and practices throughout the rest of the community.
On the contrary, the very fact that the Prajhaparamita

sutra survives in so many

forms suggests that it was one of the more successful texts and that a large number
of people did believe and practice its teachings. This notion of successful
communication will be a major plank in the case presented in chapter 3 for using
prescriptive texts as a source of information about the self-identity of historical
audiences of the

Astasahasrika.

Nor is it justified to conclude that the sutras were only consumed by a literate
minority.

Instead,

Ratnagunasamcayagatha)

the

existence
suggests

the

of

verse

possibility

summaries
of

a

(e.g.,

tradition

of

the
oral

See Mark Allon and Richard Salomon, "New evidence for Mahayana in early Gandhara," The
Eastern Buddhist 41, no. 1 (2010): 4.
''' Although they may not have been called 'Mahayana sutras' at the time they were written (see Egil
Fronsdal, ' T h e dawn of the bodhisattva path" (PhD, Stanford University, 1998), 64-67.), since they
were later called such, I will also refer to them as 'Mahayana sutras'.
Gregory Schopen, "Archaeology and protestant presuppositions in the study of Indian Buddhism "
History of Religions 31, no. 1 (1991): 3.

dissemination of tiie sutras among non-literate people. Gomez is therefore, I think,
correct to question the assumption that "textual traditions and textual elites are
entities separate from the living traditions and non-elite groups with which they
obviously interact.

Schopen was of course right to criticise efforts to find an essence of Buddhism
within its doctrines. His argument that due to a Western intellectual tradition of
locating the study of a religion in its texts "our picture of Indian Buddhism may
reflect more of our own religious history and values than the history of values of
Indian Buddhism"*''* is persuasive. However, as I argue in chapter 3, texts can tell us
about much more than doctrines. Once we realise this, they can become an
extremely valuable resource when they are interpreted appropriately.

There is also validity in Schopen's criticism that some of our textual sources "may
not even have been known to the vast majority of practicing Buddhists."®^ While a
text may have been popular in one community, it may have been unknown to other
communities in different parts of India. Thus, when attempting to draw conclusions
about the historical audiences of the early Mahayana sutras, it is useful to borrow a
term from Jonathan Silk and speak of an "imagined authorial community."^'' This is
an expression that allows us to argue, for example, that at least some members of
the audience of the Astasahasrika identified themselves as bodhisattvas, while not
saying anything specific with regard to the time and place of such audiences. The
term community also recognises that authors of the Mahayana sutras wrote with the

" Gomez, "Unspoken paradigms," 206.
64

Schopen, "Archaeology and Protestant presuppositions," 23.

" Ibid.: 5
Jonathan A. Silk, "What, if anything, is Mahayana Buddhism? Problems of definitions and
classifications," Numen 49, no. 4 (2002): 373.

expectations, values, and norms of their intended audiences in mind, and that, in a
sense, those audiences were part of a community that indirectly contributed to the
authoring of those sutms.

Despite the reliance on textual sources, it should be clear from the foregoing
discussion that 1 do not view irreversible bodhisattvas as a purely textual
phenomenon. It is true that we have no oral or written testimony from any
irreversible bodhisattvas regarding their own personal experience of irreversibility
or how they achieved such a status. It is also true that the accounts of Chinese
pilgrims, which provide us with much valuable information regarding social life in
India, provide us with no information about irreversible bodhisattvas.®^ Nevertheless,
we cannot rule out the possibility that irreversible bodhisattvas (or people who
considered themselves to have attained that status) may have once had a flesh-andblood existence.

1.4.2.2 Which text?
Having set out the reasons for relying on textual evidence for this study, I will now
justify my selection of sources.

The "Signs" chapter occurs in many forms: the Ratnagunasamcayagdtha,
Astasahasrika,

as well as other longer versions of the siitra

Pancavimsatisahasrika

and the Satasahasrika.

the

such as the

As we know from comparing their

various Chinese translations as well as the analytical work completed by Conze,''^
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On the contrary, they provide us with information about persons who may have been considered
reversible bodhisattvas. See Samuel Beal, Si-Yu-Ki: Buddhist Records of the Western World,
(London: Kegan Paul. Trench, Trubner, 1906), vol.1 : 191, for the case of Gunaprabha (discussed in
section 3.2.6.4 below).
^^ C o ^ e , "The composition of the Astasahasrika Prajnaparamita."; Conze, "The development of
Prajnaparamita thought."

each of these versions underwent several stages of development, thus giving us
multiple versions of our locus classicus. This raises the question: which version
should we use as our basic text, and does it make any difference?

In order to decide, it is helpful to have some method for breaking the chapter into
smaller sections so that its various versions can be compared. Despite its
shortcomings,®' I take as a basis for textual subdivision the

Abhisamaydlamkards

system of enumerating the signs. This allows us to compare versions of the chapter
by making

statements

Pancavimsatisahasrika

such as "sign

1 and

sign

but not in the Astasahasrika,"

19 are found in the

or "sign 21 appears in the

Sanskrit Astasahasrika but not in the Dao-xing (T.224)" etc.

Since such a comparison reveals that the various recensions largely coincide, it will
not matter significantly which one(s) we use. However, I will generally use the
Sanskrit version of the Astasahasrika as the preferred source for quotations for the
following reasons: (1) it is the "more or less standard form of the sutra"''^ and
corresponds, in condensed form, to the first two-thirds of the longer versions;^' (2)
because of its conciseness, citations are not unduly long, as they sometimes are in
the Pahcavirnsatisdhasrika

etc.; (3) since it is in Sanskrit, the lingua franca of

Buddhist Studies, no back-translation from other languages is required; and (4) a
highly influential commentary on the Astasahasrika
Haribhadra's A

survives in Sanskrit (namely,

bhisamaydlamkardloka).

See Section 1.2.2 above.
Michael Pye, Skilful Means: A Concept in Mahayana Buddhism, (London: Ducl<worth, 1978), 103.
'" See Conze, "The development of Prajnaparamita thought," 123, 139-141.

However, it is recognised that the Sanskrit version currently available to us is based
on a thirteenth century Nepalese manuscript. ^^ This makes it much later than its
various Chinese translations, and it must therefore be used judiciously. When
significant differences between a passage from the Sanskrit version of the
Astasahasrika

1.4.3

and other versions (e.g., T.224,1.221) exist, these will be noted.

Authorial intention

Tom Tillemans has rightly written that "most of us quite naturally feel that we try to
understand authorial intent.

This is true not only of the modem scholar but also

the traditional exegete whose very purpose was to make clear the intention (Skt.
abhipraya; Tib. dgongs gzhi) behind the utterances attributed to the Buddha in the
sutras. While traditional exegetes employ concepts such as "definitive meaning"
{nges don; mtartha), "interpretable meaning" {drang don; neyartha), and "intended
trainee" {ched du bya ba'i 'dul bya), they do not normally acknowledge the influence
of their own philosophical standpoint or agenda. Most modem western scholars, on
the other hand, recognise that their presuppositions inevitably colour

their

interpretations of their textual sources, and it is therefore incumbent on them to
make those presuppositions explicit and state any overall agendas as much as
possible.

Apart from the normal practice in modem western Buddhist scholarship of not
taking the sutras at face value as the word of the Buddha, I take the position that the
Prajndparamita

sutras can be treated both as philosophical texts and as religious

propaganda. As philosophical texts, 1 read them as a critique ofabhidharma

realism.

See Rajendralala Mitra, The Sanskrit Buddhist Literature of Nepal, (Calcutta- The Asiatic Society
Of Bengal, 1882), 188.
" Tom Tillemans, "Remarks on philology," Journal
Studies\i,x\o.2(\995y.m.

of the International

Association

of

Buddhist

As religious propaganda, I view them as products of an environment in which there
was competition for resources, particularly patrons and followers, who were needed
not only to sustain the ordained community but, perhaps more importantly, to
produce and reproduce the texts whose dissemination and consumption are, as I
shall argue in chapter 4, an essential part of the institutionalisation of any religious
movement.

Among these two ways of interpreting the Prajfiaparamita siitras, I consider the
"Signs" chapter to be predominantly religious propaganda. I argue in chapter 3 that
it may have been composed in order to provide an exemplary model of behaviour
for Mahayanists, thereby reinforcing not only the asvabhava credo, but also the
standards of behaviour that would help the fledging tradition survive in the
competition for patronage in the face of real or imagined ideological opposition
from Mainstream Buddhism.

There are of course other interpretations of the function of the "Signs" chapter.
Ahhough I have argued that it was composed in order to provide an exemplary
model of behaviour for Mahayanists, it is also possible, for example, to read the
chapter as a teaching on how to distinguish between the reversible and irreversible
bodhisattvas in one's community. While the chapter may well have been interpreted
in that way, as I argue in chapter 3, this does not appear to have been the authors'
main intention.

The appeal to authorial intention has been used by theorists such as E. D. Hirsch to
argue why one interpretation should be preferred over another.'" Others, however,
have argued that there can be no objectivity with regard to statements about
' See E. D. Jr. Hirsch, Validity in Interpretation,

(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1967).

authorial intention, since such statements will always be influenced by the
inescapable assumptions of the interpreter.^' The view I take in this thesis is that
statements regarding authorial intention are justifiable and, moreover, likely to be
accepted by the majority of Buddhist Studies scholars when they are based on
evidence and rational argument. As such, they may be regarded as provisionally true,
even if they are not apodictically true. However, if new evidence or a flaw in the
argument is found, those statements regarding authorial intention would stand in
need of revision. This is essentially the position of Tillemans, who states that "we
can often get rid of mistaken ideas about what texts and authors thought by means
of rational argumentation."^^

1.4.4 Researcher's agenda
Researchers' interpretations of their sources are not only coloured by their
presuppositions, but also their agendas, and must therefore be stated, particularly
when

they may

be

in conflict with

traditional

Buddhist

beliefs.

Gomez

acknowledges the importance of disclosing one's agenda when he writes:
We would advance considerably in both the goals of scholarship and
(paradoxically) the goals of belief and practice if we stopped once and for all
the pretence that our scholarship is never inimical to Buddhist belief and
practice.^^
As stated above, the goal of this thesis is to separate some of the layers of
interpretation

of

doctrines

relating

to

irreversible

bodhisattvas.

Traditional

" Opponents of Hirsch include Stanley Fish, who has famously argued that "There isn't a text in this
or any other class if one means by text what E.D. Hirsch and others mean by it, 'an entity which
always remains the same from one moment to the next' ... but there is a text in this and every class if
one means by text the structure of meanings that is obvious and inescapable from the perspective of
whatever interpretive assumptions happen to be in force." Stanley Fish, Is There a Text in This
Class?, (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press, 1980), vii.
Tillemans, "Remarks on philology," 272.
Gomez, "Unspoken paradigms," 212.

Buddhists tend to see both the Mahayana worldview and the place of irreversible
bodhisattvas within it as ahistorical, timeless truths. They do not see them as created
by Buddhist philosophers of the past, and a developmental approach to the topic
therefore obviously places us at odds with traditional Buddhist beliefs.

Thus, while I argue that the received interpretation of the irreversible bodhisattva is
a later development and that there were Buddhists who viewed the path quite
differently to way in which it is viewed by contemporary Buddhists, no judgement
will be made with respect to the "correctness" of earlier interpretations based on an
appeal to their apparent originality, or consistency with the initial impulse of some
sort of true, or essential, Mahayana. While it will be shown that Mahayana once
existed as a tradition in which ordinary followers willingly identified themselves as
bodhisattvas—and for whom the irreversible bodhisattva was the ideal type to be
emulated—it is not the goal of this thesis to advocate such a version of Mahayana as
preferable to its later, more developed, versions.

1.5

Outline of the thesis

A summary of the arguments that will be presented in the rest of the thesis will now
be given.

1.5.1

Chapter 2

Chapter 2 provides the context for the investigations undertaken later in the thesis
with a survey of terms that Buddhists have used to connote notions of irreversibility.
Two general ideas are identified: (1) the idea that certain spiritual states or
attainments are immutable, in the sense that they can never be lost under any
circumstances; and (2) the idea of predestination, which is based on a belief that
certain causes cannot fail to produce certain effects. It will be shown that both of

these concepts are incorporated in the notion of avaivartika

(and its synonyms), a

term that is applied only to bodhisattvas and that is translated throughout the thesis
as "irreversible." Thus, it will be argued that although avaivartika

was a Mahayana

neologism, it drew on a number of other terms expressing a range of senses in which
religious practitioners could be said to be "irreversible."

1.5.2

Chapters

Having discussed the semantics surrounding Buddhist notions of irreversibility, in
chapter 3 the discussion turns to the function of irreversibility, or what irreversible
bodhisattvas meant to Buddhist practitioners of the past. It will be argued that the
irreversible bodhisattva functioned as an ideal to be emulated which, although not a
particularly profound conclusion, will require the extensive development of a
theoretical basis for reading Mahayana sutms as historical documents.

The theory begins with the assumption that a sUtra is an element in an act of
communication. Then, drawing on a scheme for classification of speech acts set
forth by John Searle, it will be argued that since the sUtras are fundamentally
prescriptive

rather than descriptive they must

be judged

as successful

or

unsuccessful rather than true or false. The next phase of the argument draws on the
work of Wolfgang Iser and his theory of the "implied reader" of a text, which is
defined as the role that must be adopted by actual audiences so that a text can be
interpreted and successful communication can take place. Then, an analysis of the
"Signs" chapter will reveal an implied audience that identifies itself as an ordinary
bodhisattva who views the irreversible bodhisattva as a paragon to be emulated.
Finally, evidence will be presented to support the claim that at least some actual
audiences shared these same characteristics.

1.5.3

Chapter 4

In chapter 4 the possible link between the apparent disappearance of self-identifying
bodhisattvas and the role of the bodhisattva ideal in the rise of what is sometimes
called "institutionalised" Mahayana will be explored. This will involve an extensive
analysis of the meaning of "institution" in a Buddhist context. Beginning with Akira
Hirakawa's important question on what constituted the institutional basis of
Mahayana, I show that this question—as well as issues relating to the development
of Mahayana—have been differently construed by scholars partly due to a lack of
clarity with respect to the meaning of "institution." Drawing on the theories of
several well-known modem theorists of institutions, I arrive at a definition of
"institution" that allows us to posit an institutional existence for Mahayana that
dates from the time when the bodhisattva ideal began to be disseminated by means
of texts. I then argue that since texts that contain more coherent and less contested
discourses are more likely to produce stable institutions, the incorporation of the
highly idealised version of the entry level bodhisattva (who was, in effect,
irreversible) that we find in relatively cohesive texts such as the Dasabhumika

Sutra

became the standard description of the bodhisattva in institutionalised Mahayana,
rather than the "ordinaiy" bodhisattva that we find in less organised texts such as the
Astasdhasrika.

1.5.4

Chapter 5

The basic question to be addressed in chapters 5 and 6 is how the irreversible bhumi
{avinivartamya-bhumi)

came to be fixed at a very advanced stage of the

systematised bodhisattva path. I begin by demonstrating that the systematised path,
as it is presented in the works of Haribhadra and his Indian and Tibetan followers, is
a synthesis that includes two major strands of quite different soteriological

thinking—the pahcamarga

of the Yogacaras and Sarvastivadins, and the

dasabhumi,

which is found in various forms in a number of sutras. After surveying both these
systems, attention is tumed specifically towards a particular feature of the
dasabhumi

system, namely, the avinivartamya-bhumi,

or "irreversible stage." An

analysis of the different senses of bhumi will reveal that it has different meanings in
different contexts. The remainder of the chapter consists of an argument that in the
Astasahasrika

the avinivartamya-bhumi

was not so much a fixed stage, or milestone,

in the bodhisattva's career as much as it was a state, or mode, of progress in which
the bodhisattva undertook all the traditional Buddhist practices without viewing
them as real.

1.5.5

Chapter 6

In chapter 6 the reason why the avinivartamya-bhumi

came to be posited as the

seventh or eighth bodhisattva bhumi is explained as the result of two developmental
steps.

The first was the delineation in the longer Prajhaparamita

sutras of a bodhisattva

path that consisted of two distinct phases. In the first phase the bodhisattva traversed
a path in which he gradually abandoned all the defilements (klesa) that bound him to
cyclic existence. Thus, in terms of abandonments, this first phase coincided with the
path of the sravaka. In the second phase, which had no sravaka-yana

parallel, the

bodhisattva abandoned all the residues (vdsana) of those defilements.

The second developmental step was the correlation of these two phases of the
bodhisattva's career with the ten bodhisattva bhumis. Based on an earlier tradition
that posited six stages of progress to arhatship to which the stage of a
pratyekabuddha

was optionally added, the first six or seven bhumis

of the

dasabhumi made up the first phase in which the bodhisattva abandoned all the
defilements. The second phase was correlated with the last three bhumh in the
dasabhumi system, thereby making the eighth the irreversible bhumi.

1.5.6

Chapter?

In chapter 7 I analyse post-DharmakTrtian commentary on the "Signs" chapter to
determine what impact Dharmaklrti's axiom that an effect cannot validly be inferred
from its cause may have had on the decline in the practical significance of the
irreversible bodhisattva. 1 begin by discussing the key presuppositions underlying
Dharmaklrti's position on inference. Next, I turn to Haribhadra's citation of a verse
from the Pramanavarttika,

in which it is implied that the signs taught in the sutra

are capable of functioning as a basis for a valid inference concerning the avaivartika
status of a bodhisattva. Based on an analysis of Haribhadra's major Gelugpa
commentators, I argue that through his attempt to invest the signs with deductive
force he significantly reduces the scope, and hence the practical significance, of any
inferences that can be made based upon them. However, possibly as a strategy to
save the signs from such reduced practical significance, Gelugpa commentators
allow for more than one interpretation of the signs, including one that is essentially
pre-DharmakTrtian in nature, but which allows for more far-reaching inferences to
be drawn.

1.5.7

Chapters

In chapter 8 I summarise the arguments presented in the preceding chapters and
discuss some of their implications.

2

SURVEY OF IRREVERSIBILITY

Like other Buddhist key terms, the word "irreversible" is not without its ambiguities.
Edward Conze^

2.1

Introduction

This chapter contains a survey of a number of Sanskrit terms used by Buddhists to
express notions of irreversibihty. The aim is to place the irreversible bodhisattva in
a broader Buddhist context and to introduce some of the issues that will be
examined in more depth later in the thesis. The terms that will be examined are:
(1)

avaivartika

(2)

avinipdta

(3)

aparihana

(4)

vyakrta

(5)

niyata

Two senses of irreversibility are included in these terms: (1) the immutability of a
spiritual attainment, such that once it has been gained it can never be lost; and (2)
predestination with respect to the practitioner's spiritual goal. Our survey will reveal

Conze, Buddhist Thought in India, 243.

that the concept of the irreversible {avaivartika) bodhisattva draws on both of these
senses, while the remaining terms emphasise one sense or the other.

It is important to note at the outset that there is no single Sanskrit word that covers
the generalised notion of irreversibility. While each of the terms discussed in this
chapter indicates that a practitioner is irreversible in one or both senses, each does
so with respect to a different spiritual attainment. In addition, at least three of the
five terms are used by both Mahayana and Mainstream Buddhists, albeit in
somewhat different ways.

Failure to carefully distinguish between the various notions of irreversibility
associated with the different terms, or attempting to incorporate all senses in a single
term, may lead to confusion. Consider, for example, Conze's taxonomy of the
meanings of irreversibility, in which he identifies four senses:
[Irreversible] means (1) a condition in which a person can no more be reborn
in the "states of woe," i.e., in the hells, or among animals or ghosts. For he
has become so pure that he has no affinity with these forms of life, is no
longer drawn to them, does no more fall into them. (2) It means that one
cannot lapse from any of the bhumis one has attained, does not ever again
lose a given spiritual achievement or aptitude. Like everyone else the
Buddhists seem to have longed for a definite achievement which cannot
again be lost, and they attempted to define the practices which would insure
the Yogin against the future loss of what he had attained. (3) It means a
condition in which a Bodhisattva is inevitably bound to become a Buddha,
either (a) because he has been predicted by a Buddha who preceded him (as
Sakyamuni by DTpahkara), or (b) because he is incapable of switching over
to the methods of salvation practised by the Arhats and Pratyekabuddhas,
and for that reason is unable to give up the quest for perfect enlightenment.
In the huge literature on the attributes of an irreversible Bodhisattva these
four meanings are not always very clearly distinguished [emphasis added].'
As can be seen from the above passage as well as the epigraph at the beginning of
this chapter, Conze considers the word "irreversible" to be somewhat ambiguous.

^ Ibid.

However, provided we do not attempt to associate all the senses he mentions with
avaivartika

or its synonyms, some of the confusion can be avoided. For example,

although it is true that an avaivartika

bodhisattva is said to be free from rebirth in

the lower realms,^ it is certainly not true that avinipata can be used as a synonym for
avaivartika.

Similarly, although the second meaning identified by Conze (i.e., "a

definite achievement which cannot again be lost") is most applicable to

avaivartika

bodhisattvas in the Mahavastu,'^ who are depicted as irreversible in the sense of not
relapsing to a lower bhumi, this is not the principle sense with which the word is
used in other works.

Nevertheless, in order to avoid overuse of Sanskrit terminology and to conform with
existing conventions, "irreversible" will usually be used as a translation of
avaivartika

and its synonyms, and avaivartika

bodhisattvas will be accordingly

called "irreversible bodhisattvas." When occasionally discussing irreversibility in a
more generahsed sense, "irreversible" will also be used, but context will make it
clear that this general sense is intended.

2.2

Avaivartika

In this section, the literal meaning of avaivartika

and its synonyms will first be

identified. Then, some examples of its polemical and neutral usages in the
Prajnaparamita

and other Mahayana sutras will be given. These will then be

compared with examples of its use in non-Mahayana literature, and the main
differences summarised.

^ See A m . 161 In. 19. The topic of how bodhisattvas take rebirth is discussed below in section 2.3.4
" S e e Mahavastu
(Henceforth: MV).

Avadana,

ed. S. Bagchi, (Darbhanga: The Mithila Institute

1970)

59 In 11

2.2.1 Avaivartika and avinivartaniya
The term avaivartika has a number of synonyms. According to FrankHn Edgerton, it
is "perhaps the commonest BHS [i.e., Buddhist Hybrid Sanskrit] form of many
equivalents." The other forms mentioned by Edgerton in his dictionary are:
avinivartaniya, avaivarta, avivartya, avinivartya and avivartika^

The form most often used in the Prajhapdramita
Avaivartika

is

never

Pancavimsatisahasrikd

used

in

the

sutras is

Astasahasrikd,

while

avinivartaniya.
in

the

recast

it mainly appears in the division headings and only rarely in

the text itself, where avinivartaniya

is preferred. In the Satasahasrikd

there appears to be a preference for avaivartika.

however,

Compare, for example, the

following corresponding passages:
Paiicavimsatisdhasrika:

avinivartamyd

Satasdhasrikd:

veditavydh^

avaivartikaveditavya

This evidence, together with a preference for avaivartika in many sdstras, suggests
that avaivartika is a later form that has exactly the same meaning as avinivartaniya.

2.2.2

Analysis

Avinivartaniya is analysed as follows: it is derived by placing the negative particle a
before the future passive participle, vinivartaniya, which is formed from vinivrt (vi +
ni + Vvrt). According to Monier-Williams, vinivrt means
to turn back, return, to turn away, desist or cease from...^

' Edgenon,

Buddhist Hybrid Sanskrit,

^ Pahca(D), 72 In. 10.
'' Satasahasrika PrajMparamita,
275 In. 15. (Henceforth: Sato).

vol.2 : 79.

ed. Pratapacandra Ghosa, (Calcutta: Asiatic Society, 1902-1913),

Tibetans translate avinivartaniya

as phyir

mi Idog pa,

where Idog pa is the

intransitive sense of "reverse."' Since the future passive participle of an intransitive
verb such as agamamya,

while technically meaning "not to be gone," would be

better rendered into English as "should not go," I have followed Edgerton and
translated avinivartamya

as "not liable to turn back," as opposed to "not liable to be

turned back" or some other similar form that may have been more appropriate if
vinivrt had only a transitive meaning.

Monier-Williams' definition suggests a dual meaning of avinivartamya.

On the one

hand, it means not being liable to turn back, or return, to something. On the other, it
means not being liable to turn away, or desist, from, something else. These two
senses are apparent in this definition of an irreversible bodhisattva

in the

Astasahasrika:
Furthermore, Subhuti, an irreversible bodhisattva-mahasattva is one who has
and proceeds
turned away from the levels of sravakas and pratyekabuddhas
in the direction of all-knowledge.'"
These two meanings correspond to the two general senses of irreversibility
identified in section 2.1.1 above. The fact that irreversible bodhisattvas do not turn
back to the levels of sravakas and pratyekabuddhas

implies the immutability of the

bodhisattva's status as a bodhisattva. The fact that they do not turn away from allknowledge implies predestination with respect to their future attainment

of

buddhahood. Some examples of the ways in which these two senses exerted either a
polemical or neutral effect will now be given.

Monier Monier-Williams, Sanskrit-English
Dictionary,
N e w Delhi: Munshiram Manoharlal, 1988), 971.

(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1899; reprint,

' If they had understood it as a transitive verb they would have used zlog
punaraparam
.subhute
sravakapratyekabuddhabhiiminirvrttah

avinivartaniya
sarvajhatayarnpravrtto

pa.

bodhisattva
mahasattvah
bhavati /Asta, 165 ln.24-25.

2.2.3 Polemic force of avinivartamya
Since the Prajhaparamita sutras frequently state that it is the levels of sravakas and
pratyekabuddhas

from which avinivartamya

bodhisattvas turn away, these sutras,

tend to invest the term with a certain degree of ideological polemic force. This
becomes particularly clear when we read in the "Signs" chapter of irreversible
bodhisattvas who do not turn back to the level of a sravaka or

pratyekabuddha

despite being encouraged to do so by "Mara, the Evil One" (marah papiyan), who
appears in the guise {vesa) of a monk. In this passage, Mara:

(1) extols the virtues of arhatship:
"End suffering right here and now! You will not experience the suffering
and sadness that belong to satnsara.""
(2) points out the hopelessness of the bodhisattva path:
"These [bodhisattvas] have stood, thus practiced, and in that manner made
endeavours, but still they have not awoken to highest perfect
enhghtenment."'"
(3) denies the very existence of the bodhisattva's goal, "all-knowledge":
"All-knowledge is a non-existent dharma."'^
Whether Mara here represents a Mainstream position or merely that of the apostate
bodhisattva is unclear. What is clear, however, is that it is a position that the
irreversible bodhisattva should reject.

" ihaiva tvam duhkhasyantam kurti / na bhuyastani samsaravacarani duhkhadaurmanasyani
pratyanubhavisyasTti/\h\A., 164 In. 12-13.
sthitva tatha caritva tathaiva yogamdpadya adyapi taireva tavanna anu tiara
samyaksambodhirabhisambuddha/\h\d., 164 ln.21-22.
'' asannesa dharmoyaduta sarvajnata / Vo\A., 165 In.15.

2.2.4

Neutral sense of

avinivartaniya

The term is, however, not always used with such polemic force. Many early
Mahayana sutras, for example, portray irreversible bodhisattvas simply as those
destined for full enlightenment, and whose presence amongst the "characterised"''*
audience of the Buddha's sermons functions to lend greater authority to the
messages communicated by those sutras. In the SaddharmapundarTka,

for example,

amongst the audience attending the Buddha's sermon at Grdhrakuta there are
"80,000 bodhisattvas, all irreversible, bound by one more birth."
Prajnaparamita

In the

sutras, too, irreversible bodhisattvas are often depicted as a superior

class of bodhisattva in possession of certain elite qualities. For example, they may
be said to be eligible to receive certain teachings for which others are ineligible:
So deep is this perfection of wisdom, so hard to fathom, so hard to
understand, so unlimited that it should not be spoken in the presence of
Bodhisattvas who have newly set out in the vehicle.... [Only] in the presence
of an irreversible bodhisattva should it be spoken.
Irreversible bodhisattvas are also said to be much rarer than their reversible
counterparts. The Astasahasrikd,

for example, describes seven types of bodhisattva,

the rarest of whom are "those who, striving and coursing in the perfection of

"Characterised" audiences are to be distinguished from the "implied" audiences that will be
discussed in chapter 3. One of the functions of the former is to guide the response of the latter,
something that the latter recognises. As W. Daniel Wilson observes: "The author may create a
reader's role with which we are not expected to identify." W. Daniel Wilson "Readers in texts"
96, no. 5 (1981): 854.
asitya
ca
bodhisattvasahasraih
sardharii
sarvairavaivartikairekaiatipratibaddhair
Saddharmapundankasutram,
ed. P. L. Vaidya, (Darbhanga: The Mithila Institute, 1960), 1 ln.20.
(Henceforth: Saddharma).
yatha gambhireyam
bhagavan prajnaparamita
duravagaha
apramana
ivam
bhagavan
prajnaparamita
tatha navayanasamprasthitanam
hodhisattvanani
mahasattvanam
purato
na
vaktavya...
avinivartamyasya
yarn
bodhisattvasya
mahdsattvasva
purato
bhasitavyo
Pancavimsatisahasrika
Prajnaparamita, ed. Takayasu Kimura, (Tokyo: Sankibo Busshorin !9861992), Pt.4 : 15 ln.10-14. (Hereafter Pa/jca (K))

wisdom, do not turn back and abide at the irreversible stage."In addition, many
other superior qualities attributed to irreversible bodhisattvas are mentioned in the
"Signs" chapter. These can be found listed in the appendices.
2.2.5 Non-Mahayana use of the term
2.2.5.1 Pali canon
Avaivartika and its related forms do not appear to be used at all in the Pali canon to
describe bodhisattvas. When a form of the word does occur, it tends to be in a literal
sense, as for example in the Kasi-bharadvaja Sutta, where effort is likened to a
yoked ox that takes one to nirvana, without ever turning back:
Effort, my yoked ox—^bearing me to release from bondage—takes me,
without turning back {anivattanta), to where, having gone, one doesn't
grieve.'^
2.2.5.2

Mahavastu

The Mahavastu is an important text belonging to the Lokottaravada branch of the
Mahasarnghikas. It contains biographical stories about the Buddha's previous lives,
and is estimated to date from as early as the 1st or 2nd century B.C.E.,'® thus making
some of its parts possibly older than the earliest Prajnaparamita sutras. It also
contains many proto-Mahayana concepts, such as the descriptions of the ten
bodhisattva-bhiimis, which is where we find mention of bodhisattvas who do not
turn back {vivartanti).

" tebhvo 'pyalpebhyo 'Ipatarakaste ye prajnaparamitayam caranto ghalamana avinivartamyayam
bodhisattvabhiimavavatisthante lAsta, 30 In. 19-20.
vTriyam me dhuradhorayham, yogakkhemadhivahanam. gacchati anivattantam, yattha gantva na
socati. SN 1.7.2.1. The same sutta is also found at KN 5.1.4. (The numbering system used here and
throughout the thesis is that of the Digital Pali Reader available from pali.sirimangalo.org)
" Nalinaksha Dutt, "The Mahavastu," in 2500 years of Buddhism, ed. P.V. Bapat (New Delhi:
Ministry of Information and Broadcasting, Govt, of India, 1956), 128.

Unlike

the

irreversible

bodhisattva

of

the

PrajMparamita

sutras,

where

bodhisattvas who turn back abandon the Mahayana path in favour of that of a
sravaka or pratyekabuddha,

in the Mahavastu

it seems that they merely regress to a

lower level {bhumi) on the bodhisattva path (although other interpretations have also
been advocated)?" According to KuTjrs commentary"' on Vasumitra's survey of the
tenets of the Mainstream s e c t s , t h e Mahasarnghikas held that the first three types
of arya were liable to regress from their attainments to a lower l e v e l , a n d it would
therefore not be unreasonable to suppose they held a similar view with respect to
bodhisattvas "who turn back."

2.2.5.3

Sarvastivada

Yet another presentation of irreversible bodhisattvas is found in the

abhidharma

literature of the Sarvastivadins, where it is said that all bodhisattvas are by definition
irreversible. The Mahavibhasa,

for example, states:

If, for the sake of all sentient beings, [a practitioner] produces the thought of
unsurpassed complete enlightenment which is capable of not turning back,
he is henceforth to be called a bodhisattva.^'*
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Another interpretation is that lapse in the sense of failing to progress to the next hhunm "In these
fourteen ways, bodhisattvas w h o are on the third hhumi regress and fail to reach the fourth."

caiurdasabhir akaraih hodhisatvah miyaydm bhumau varlamanas caturthayam bhumau vivartanti /
MV1\ In.18-19. Jones suggests that the second locative, bhumau, should be given ablative force - in
other words, a bodhisattva abiding {vartamdnas) at a certain bhiimi turns back f r o m the succeeding
bhiimi as a result of committing certain sins pertaining to the bhumi at which he currently abides. See
J. J. Jones, The Mahavastu, Sacred Books of the Buddhists, (London: Luzac, 1949-1956), 70 n.2.
" X.844

^^

(Skt. Samayabhedoparacanacakra)

See Jiryo Masuda. "Origin and doctrine of early Indian Buddhist schools; A translation of the
Hsiian-Chwang version of Vasumitra's treatise," Asia Major 2 (1925): 26 n . l ,
''
"
fttlthffiffiiaJiW^
• (T.1545 p886c29887a01). A similar view, attributed to the disciples of KMyayanlputra, is mentioned in the MPPS: "A
bodhisattva is so-called as soon as he has produced the irreversible mind [of enlightenment?]." g p u j
ML- ' i t y ^ E f t ^ B ^ i s i • ( T . 1 5 0 9 p 8 6 c 0 8 - 9 )

In other words, the Mahavibhasa is saying that persons who produce a thought of
enlightenment that is liable to be reversed are not really bodhisattvas. A similar
view is expressed in the Abhidharmakosa,

which lists several qualities possessed by

all bodhisattvas, the last of which is anivrt.
[A bodhisattva] is bom in good states [or rebirth], is bom into [noble]
families, [possesses all] organs, is male, remembers [his previous] lives, and
does not turn back {anivrt)?'^
Although the Sarvastivadins are not specific about what irreversible bodhisattvas do
not turn back to, they clearly agree with the Mahayana interpretation that
irreversible bodhisattvas do not turn back from enhghtenment. That this was a
quality of all bodhisattvas was apparently a view shared by the authors of some
Mahayana sutras,^^ and may have been a strategy intended to raise the threshold for
becoming a bodhisattva, thereby limiting the number of people who could claim to
be bodhisattvas and the superior status that this may have entailed in some
communities.^^

In short, although the Mainstream schools did not devote much attention to the
notion of the irreversible bodhisattva, the Sarvastivadins at least do appear to have
agreed with the interpretation by some Mahayanists that irreversible bodhisattvas
are those who possess an especially firm bodhicitta that prevents them from

AK, IV: 108cd; sugatih kulajo'vyaksah

puman jatismaro'nivrt

11 AKBh, 265.

See for example the Dasahhitmika Sutra: "Immediately upon this production of the thought of
enlightenment, one advances to become a bodhisattva, surpasses the level of an ordinary person, and
is bom into the fixed condition of a bodhisattva." yem
cittotpadena
sahotpannena
bodhisattvo'tikranto
bhavati, prthagjhanabhumimavakranto
bhavati, bodhisattvaniydmam
jdlo
bhavati, ... Dasabhumika-sutram,
ed. Johannes Rahder, (Leuven: Istas, 1926). (Henceforth: Dasa).
The relationship between the fixed condition of a bodhisattva and irreversibility is discussed in
chapter 6.
" Harivarman, for example, writes: "The person that has awakened Bodhi-citta causing SQnyata is
salutable by the Arhans. For example, one Sramanera respects Arhan by accompanying him and
carrying his robes and bowl. But when the Sramanera awakens the highest Bodhi-citla, the same
Arhan must accompany him and carry his robes and bowl." N. Aiyaswami Sastri, Satyasiddhisdstra
of Harivarman, (Baroda: Oriental Institute, 1978), 200:

abandoning their quest for highest enlightenment. Although this interpretation of
irreversibility lacks the polemic force that we sometimes find in the

Prajnaparamita

sutras, the fact that all bodhisattvas were considered by definition to be irreversible
(anivrt)

may have exerted a different kind of polemic force through denying

ordinary people the right to call themselves bodhisattvas. Alternatively, it may have
just been another way in which bodhisattvas were glorified.

2.3

Avinipata

In this section it will be argued that the term avinipata

may have been used by

Mahayanists to attribute aryan qualities to irreversible bodhisattvas. It will also be
shown that during the later stages in the development of the Prajnaparamita

sutra

its application to all bodhisattvas, raised several philosophical problems relating to
how bodhisattvas take rebirth.

2.3.1

Meaning

Avinipata

means "not falling down," ^^ and dharma

someone who is avinipatadharma

means "bearer"

. Thus,

bears the quality of not falling.^® The place to

which such a person does not fall is known as a "bad state" {apaya-durgati^\
which there are usually said to be three (tri-apaya^^).

^^ Monier-Williams,

Sanslirit-English Dictionary,

The Astasahasrika

of
names

970.

^^ Ibid., 512.
See Edgerton,

Buddhist Hybrid Sanslcril,

vol.2 : 77.

'' PancafD),10 ln.3.
" E.g. Rgs, XII:5 "They rescue suffering beings
samuddharanti // Rgs (Obermil ler), 49.

[from] the three woes."

dulchitamsca sattva triapava

these three as "the hell realm, the animal (realm) and thepreta realm."" The time of
not falling is a future rebirth.

This quality of not being liable to be reborn in the three lower realms is mentioned
among the signs of an irreversible bodhisattva in both the Astasahasrika
Pancavimsatisahasrika.

and

The longer version of the sutra, however, extends the

number of undesirable states to include a variation^" on a well-known list of eight,
to which it also adds freedom from rebirth as a woman:
[An irreversible bodhisattva] does not hold wrong views, nor is he rebom in
the hells, the realm of Yama, as an animal, an Asura, in an outlying region,
as a deaf-mute, or as a long-life god. Nor does he take the form of a
woman.^^

On this point, it is noteworthy that the SaddharmapundarTka held that it was not
even possible for a woman to become an irreversible bodhisattva in the first place,^^
and that another early sutra,

the Dmma-kinnararaja-pariprccha,

says that

bodhisattvas may show the form (i^iM) of a woman in order to teach other women,
but not actually become women.^'

2.3.2 Non-Mahayana use of the term
There is clearly nothing particularly Mahayanist (or even Buddhist) about the desire
to gain freedom from undesirable states of rebirth. In fact, we often find it

" "A bodhisattva-mahasattva dreams of the three realms, and gets a memory, having seen beings of
the hell realm, the animal [realm] and the preta realm." sacetsuhhiite bodhisattva
mahdsattvah
svapndntaragato 'pi nirayagatamstiryakpretagatan
vd sattvdn drstvd smrtim pratilabhate / Asta, 189
ln.7-8.
Instead of the preta realm, it has the realm of Yama (normally considered synonymous with hell.)
"
na mithyadrstiko
hhavati.
na narakesupapadyale
na yamaloke
na
nasuresupapadyate
na pratyantesu janapadesupapadyate
na jadamuko bhavati na
devesupapadyate na ca stribhdvam parigrhndti /Paiica (K), Pt.4 : 143 ln.13-15.
" See Saddharma,

161 ln.13-14.

" T.624 p358cl 1 A ^ / ^ f i e A S - S X ^ I ^ e A »

tiryagyonydm
dirghdyuskesu

mentioned as an attribute of the srota-apanna,

who, as is well-known, was an entry-

level arya. A typical example is the following formulaic expression from the
Mahaparinibbana

Sutta.

[T]he noble disciple, should he so desire, can declare of himself "There is
no more rebirth for me in hell, nor as an animal or ghost, nor in any realm of
woe. A stream-enterer am I, safe from falling into the states of misery,
assured am I and bound for Enlightenment."^^
The theoretical justification for srota-apannas
provided by abhidharma
srota-apannas

not being bom in the lower realms is

scholars. It is said in the Abhidharmakosabhasya

are avinipatadharma

that

because they did not accumulate the actions

that would result in such a rebirth. If such actions have already been accumulated,
the Abhidharmakosabhasya
srota-apanna'i

says that by means of pure thought and practice the

roots of virtue become powerful, thereby creating

unsuitable

conditions for the ripening of those actions.^^

This justification may have been preceded by a more basic religious need arising
from arhatship having gradually become an increasingly remote ideal.'*" Although
"entering the stream" was not the ultimate objective, at least by attributing srotaapannas with the quality of avinipdta

practitioners may have felt reassured that,

despite the ultimate goal of arhatship being out of reach in their current lifetime,

Francis Story and Sister Vajira, Last days of the Buddha : The Maha parinibbana sutta. Revised
ed., (Kandy, Ceylon: Buddhist Publication Society, 1988), 22. Cf. DN 23. "Enlightenment" in this
context {sotapanna avinipatadhamma niyata sgmhodhiparayana)
simply means nirvana, not the full
enlightenment of the Buddha. For a detailed discussion of this point, see T. W. Rhys Davids,
Dialogues of the Buddha, Pt. / , (London: Henry Frowde, 1899), 190.
'
See AKBh. 356 ln.27-29. "kasmadavinipatadharma
hhavati /
tadgamikarmanupacayad
upacitavipakadanavaigunyae
ca samtater baiavatkusaladhi vasanat prayogasayasuddhitah
"
"" "[T]he arahant concept seems to have developed from an ideal
va dhamme) into an ideal considered remote and impossible
lifetimes." George Bond, "The development and elaboration of
Buddhist tradition," Journal of the American Academy of Religion

readily attainable in this life (ditthe
to achieve in one or even many
the arahant ideal in the Theravada
52, no. 2 (1984): 228.

their achievements would not be lost at death and that they would certainly have the
opportunity to attain the ultimate goal in a future life.

2.3.3

Avinipatadharma

as a quality of

dryas

While the scholastic justification and religious purpose behind positing irreversible
bodhisattvas as

attributing the same quality to
to attribute

aryan

is likely to have been similar to that behind

avinipatadharma

srota-dpannas,,

it may also have been due to a desire

qualities to some bodhisattvas. We know that the term

arya

was

associated in the Vedas with nobility and that the Buddhists appropriated the term to
refer to a type of superior practitioner. As the translator of the

Mahavastu,

J. J.

Jones, writes:
[An aryan was] literally a member of an Aryan clan considered to possess
superior moral qualities as compared with the indigenous tribes, and by
implication denoting a Buddhist as being an Aryan par excellence. Hence
"noble" in a moral sense...'"
The creation of a superior class of spiritual practitioners (whether real or imagined)
may have also provided a means to emphasise the importance of key doctrines. For
example, just as the essential truths of Buddhism became known as "four truths for
aryai"

{catur-arya-satya),

the comprehension of special Mahayana doctrines such

as the "non-production of dharmas""^^ may have also been privileged through
association with certain bodhisattvas who were not only irreversible, but also

aryas.

2.3.4 Do bodhisattvas willingly take rebirth in the lower realms?
However, the attribution of

avinipatadharma

problem. Since it was recorded in many

to irreversible bodhisattvas created a
Jatakas

that Sakyamuni was bom as an

animal in his former lives, how could he have been reborn in that way if he was an
Jones, The Mahavastu,

vol.1 : 81 n.3.

This comprehension, known as anutpattikadharmaksanti,

is discussed in chapter 6.

irreversible b o d h i s a t t v a ? A t t e m p t s to solve the problem centred on whether
bodhisattvas were reborn as a result of karma and defilements or as a result of their
own volition. Some Mainstream and Mahayana views on this issue will now be
briefly discussed.

2.3.4.1

Mainstream views

According to the Vasumitra's record of the tenets of the various Mainstream schools,
the Samayabhedoparacanacakra,

the Mahasainghikas held that, for the benefit of

sentient beings, bodhisattvas could take rebirth in the lower realms if they so
wished.'*'' On the other hand, the Caityasaila, Aparasaila, and Uttarasaila schools
held that bodhisattvas were not free from the lower realms.'*^

The Sarvastivadins, who also held that bodhisattvas could take rebirth in the lower
realms due to their intention to help sentient beings, developed as a consequence of
this position an interesting view with respect to being fixed in the lineage of
sravakas. They held that sravakas could not convert to the bodhisattva vehicle once
they had attained the ksanti stage of the prayogamarga
non-analytical

cessation

{apratisamkhyaniroda)

due to their attainment of the

that

is the cessation

of the

necessary conditions for rebirth in the lower realms to come together (although the
root causes for rebirth in the lower reams continue to exist). We will return to this
topic in our discussion of lineage (gotra) in chapter 7.

It was believed that the Jatakas recount the former Hves of the Buddha when he was on the eighth,
nineth and tenth bhumis. See Jones, The Mahavastu, vol.1 : 83.
"For the benefit of sentient beings (saliva) Bodhisattvas are borne into bad states (gati) at will and
can be bom (lit. go) (into any of them as they like)." Masuda, "Origin and doctrines," 21 Cf T 2031
pi5cio-ii
M^feJiMMtgs -

^m^mmi&mm -

"Bodhisattvas are not free from (metempsychosis into) the bad states of existence (durgati)" Ibid •
38. Cf T.2031 pl6a22
-

2.3.4.2 The Prajnaparamita

view

The Prajnaparamita sutras contain conflicting views on whether or not bodhisattvas
are reborn in the lower realms. Let us first consider a passage from a later chapter of
the Pancavimsatisdhasrika.

Following a statement by the Buddha that bodhisattvas

are fixed'"' from their initial production of the thought of enlightenment, we read:
Subhuti: "Is a bodhisattva-mahasattva who is fixed reborn in the lower
reahns?"
The Lord: "A bodhisattva-mahasattva who is fixed is not reborn in the lower
realms."^^
Subhuti then asks how this could be possible, since the Jdtakas recount stories of
Sakyamuni's former hves in which he was bom as an animal. The Buddha responds
that it is quite impossible for a bodhisattva to be reborn in the lower realms'*^ and
that it was not as a result of bad karma that he took the form of an animal. Rather, a
bodhisattva can take any body he likes of his own free will in order to accomplish
the welfare of beings:
It is not unintentionally that the Bodhisattva takes a new body. But he
[deliberately] takes, for the sake of beings, any kind of body through which
he can work the welfare of beings.'^®
There are several reasons to think that this was a position that was formed relatively
late. First, it contradicts passages in the Jdtakas themselves where, for example, we
read in one particular story how the Buddha was reborn as a buffalo due, it is said,
to the influence of small portions of bad karma (karmalesdrnstdmstdn samdsddya^'^).

Niyata, a synonym for irreversible, is discussed in section 2.6 below.
subhutir aha kim punar bhagavan bodhisattva mahasattvo niyato 'payesiipapatsyate?
bhagavan
aha na subhute niyatah patito bodhisattva mahasattvo 'payesiipapatsyate. Pahca (K), Pt.6-8 : 131.
evam eva subhute bodhisattva mahasattvo

'payesiipapatsyate

naitat sthanam vidyate. Ibid.

na punah
suhbute
bodhisattva
mahasattvo
'samcintyatam
atmabhdvam
yendtmabhavena
sattvandm arthah kartavyah tarn atmabhdvam sattvdnam arthdya
Ibid., Pt.6-8 : 131-132.
^^ Jdtakamdld,

ed. P. L. Vaidya, (Darbhanga: The Mithila Institute, 1959), 241 In. 17-18.

parigrhnati,
pratigrhndti.

Second, to assert that all bodhisattvas were free from involuntary rebirth in the
lower realms contradicts the statement in the "Signs" chapter that this was a quality
restricted to irreversible bodhisattvas.^' Third, it also contradicts another passage
found in the Pancavimsatisahasrika

that states:

sometimes [bodhisattvas] are never rebom in evil states, even before they
attain the irreversible bhumi.^^
2.3.4.3

How bodhisattvas take rebirth

One of the questions that concerned later exegetes was not just whether bodhisattvas
took rebirth in the lower realms of their own volition or due to the force of karma
and delusions, but how they took rebirth generally, whether in the lower or upper
realms. The basis for debate is one of the signs of irreversibility that states, "[an
irreversible bodhisattva] does not have latent tendencies (anusayas)."^^

This sign

does not appear in T.224 or T.227,^'* suggesting that the sign, as well as the idea it
expresses, were later developments.

A similar, but somewhat stronger, idea is expressed in the longer versions of the
sutra, where bodhisattvas who abide on the seventh bhumi (i.e., the irreversible
bhiimi

in t h e Prajhapdramita

sutrds

dasabhumi

system'^) are described as having

turned away from not only all defilements, but also the residues relating to them^^.
Here "defilements" is may be read as just another term used to systematise the

" See section 2.3.1 above.
" naivam kadacid apayadurgativinipatesiipapadyante
yavad avinivartamyabhumim
anuprapnuvanti
Panca (D), 70. Cf. Conze, Large Sutra, 73. This passage has no corresponding passage in the Asta.
" niranusayas ca bhavati /Asta,

162 In. 19.

Were it to appear, it would do so at T.224 p454c07 and T.227 p564a27 respectively But it does
not.
" This will be explained more fully in chapters 5 and 6.
'' Panca (D), 223 In.l 1-12. Cf. Saia, 1569 ln.4-5.

bodhisattva's

abandonments,

which

are referred in other texts as

"latent

tendencies.

While the authors of these later versions of the

Prajnapdramita

may have

sutra

simply been attempting to glorify the irreversible bodhisattva, there are some
problems with describing them in such terms. The stronger view is rejected by the
author

of the

who

Mahaprajhaparamita-sastra,

argues that

if irreversible

bodhisattvas had eliminated "all defilements and the residues relating to them," then
they would already be buddhas.^^ Even the weaker view is not taken at face value by
a

number

of

Indian

Abhisamayalamkdra,^^

commentators.

Commenting

(bhavaraga)

a

verse

in

the

Arya Vimuktisena says that bodhisattvas do not eliminate

the latent tendencies. They do not eliminate sensual desire
existence

on

(kamaraga)

all

or desire for

because they intentionally take rebirth in existence, which

would be impossible without these two desires.

Haribhadra follows Arya

Vimuktisena on this point.*''

An opposing view, however, is expressed in the

Uttaratantra,

where it is said

aryas

do not take rebirth by the power of karma and defilements:

" Throughout this thesis, I use 'defilements' as translation of klesa. For a detailed analysis of the
historical differences in the meaning and function of this and similar terms (e.g., samyojana,
anusaya, asrava.), see Collett Cox, "Attainment through abandonment: The Sarvastivadin path of
removing defilements," in Paths to Liberation, ed. R. Buswell and R. Gimello (Honolulu: University
of Hawai'i Press, 1992), 68-77.
" Si le bodhisattva [Sakyamuni] avait depuis longtemps detruit toutes ses passions qu'aurait-il
encore a faire au moment de son illumination (sambodhi)?" Etienne Lamotte, Le Traite de la Grand
Vertu de Sagesse de Ndgarjuna (Mahaprajnapdramitasastra),
(Louvain: Univerite de Louvain
Institut Orientaliste 1949-1980), Mil.
^^ "[The irreversible bodhisattva] loses all latent tendencies." sarva-anusaya-hanam.
See Gareth Sparham, Abhisamayalamkara
Publishing, 2006-2009), vol.3 : 63-64.

with

Vnti and Alokd,

(AA, IV:42a)

(Fremont, California: Jain

See ibid., vol.3 : 291. Cf. Abhisamaydlamkdralokd
Prajnapdramitdvyakhya,
ed. Unrai Wogihara,
(Tokyo: Sankibo Buddhist Book Store,'l932; reprint, 1973), 670 ln.16-20. (Hereafter, AA-Alokd)

The sufferings of death, aging and illness are completely destroyed by arya%.
Rebirth occurs by the force of karma and defilements, but they are not there
[in
Tsong-kha-pa upholds this position, saying that it is through compassion alone that
bodhisattvas take rebirth. His position is developed in detail in the

Golden

Garland.^^

2.4

Aparihana

In this section aparihana is used as a general rubric under which to discuss the
concept of immutability of spiritual attainments in Buddhism. Having analysed the
term, there will be a discussion of the permanency of the states of arhatship and
buddhahood. Then, a number of related issues that will be dealt with later in the
thesis will be introduced.

2.4.1

Analysis of the term

Aparihana literally means "not completely deprived of something." It is formed by
joining the negative particle a and the prefix pari (indicating fullness or high degree)
to the past passive participle, hana, of the root ^hd, meaning "to leave, abandon... to
lose, be deprived of
combined with dharma,

In Sarvastivadin abhidharma literature, the term is often
meaning "bearer,"

thus forming

aparihdnadharma,

meaning someone who bears the quality of not falling from arhatship.

- mrtyuvyadhijaraduhkhamulam aryair apoddhrtam / karmaklesavasaj jatis tadabhdvdn na lesu tat
I1611I Ratnagotravibhaga, ed. E. H. Johnston, (Patna: The Bihar Research Society, 1950; reprint, The
o/Ma/Treva. Delhi: Sri Satguru Publications, 1991), 4 6 In. 11-12.
" See Gareth Sparham, Golden Garland
Publishing, 2008-2010), vol.2 : 20-25.
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Monier-Williams,

" Ibid., 512c.

of Eloquence: Legs-bshad gSer-phreng,

Sanskrit-English Dictionary^

1296b.

(Fremonf

Jain

2.4.2 Immutability of arhat$hip
The development of a soteriological model that is capable of explaining not only the
mechanism by which defilements are abandoned, but also why it is not possible for
those defilements to re-emerge, has been described by La Vallee Poussin as "the
most complicated problem of Buddhist scholasticism."^® Only a brief overview of
the problem will therefore be given here.

Collett Cox has observed that aparihanadharma

only became a controversial issue

in those Abhidharma works that post-date the Mahavibhasa (i.e., 2nd century

C.E.).

However, I would argue that the roots of the problem go back much earlier. Since
the earliest days of Buddhism, arhats were portrayed as beings who had perfected
themselves and were no longer subject to the sufferings of samsara. Evidence from
the accounts of the Council of VaisalT suggests that that during the early phase of
Buddhism, arhatship was not a scholastic or theoretical ideal. On the contrary, it
appears that there did exist persons who were considered by many to be living proof
that arhatship was an attainable goal.

However, instances of apparently imperfect behaviour by such persons meant that
there was a discrepancy between what was theorised and what was observed. This
created a tension that was resolved in a number of ways. The Mahasarnghikas, for
example, accepted that arhats could have four imperfections.®^ The Theravadins, on
the other hand, adhered to the position that an arhat was perfect, but within a

La Vallee Poussin, "Bodhisattva," 744a.
(i) They could be tempted by others; (ii) they still have ignorance; (iii) they have doubt; (iv), they
gain spiritual perception by the help of others. For variations on this list, see Janice J. Nattier and
Charles S. Prebish, "Mahasarnghika origins: The beginnings of Buddhist sectarianism," History of
Religions 16, no. 3 (1977): 251-255.

restricted concept of what it meant to be perfect.^^ A third approach was to deny that
the persons displaying such imperfections were arhats—in essence, questioning the
certification process.
Kathdvatthu,

This,

according

to Buddhagosa's

commentary

on

the

was the approach taken by the Purvasaila and Aparasaila schools.®'

It is strange, and perhaps telling, that, considering its obvious importance, we do not
find a great deal of information in Buddhist literature about how the certification of
arhatship took place. Apart from the Chabbisodana

Sutta^^ which describes a kind

of oral examination given to those who had announced their attainment of arhatship,
there does not appear to be any other text devoted to the topic. Perhaps the fact that
it was difficult to infer from another's observable behaviour that he or she had
attained a certain spiritual state was one reason why the ideal was gradually made
more remote and more difficult to attain,^' and the question of certification of
arhatship may have therefore become irrelevant. This and other related issues will
be discussed in chapters 7 and 8.

The Sarvastivadin solution to the problem of apparently imperfect arhats was to
define two types of arhat—one who was liable to fall from arhatship and one who
was not. Arhats who were in possession of two types of knowledge—knowledge of
the exhaustion of the defilements {ksayajhana)

and the knowledge that they could

For example, since arhats do not lack knowledge of the path, they do not have ignorance (though
they may be ignorant of events in remote times and places). See Shwe Zan Aung and C. Rhys
Davids, Points of Controversy: Translation of the Katha-vatthu, (London: Pali Text Society 1960)
114-117.
'"ibid.. 111.
™ MN 3.2.2
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The argument that arhatship became increasingly harder to attain is set forth in Bond, "The
development of the arahant ideal," 228-235.

no more arise {anutpadajfiana)—were

said to be aparihanadharma,

who possessed only the first type of knowledge were said to be

while those
pahhanadharmaJ'

According to the Sarvastivadins, whether one was liable to fall from any of the
fruits of the ary<m path depended on how the defilements pertaining to that fruit
were abandoned. Defilements abandoned by a mundane {laukika)

path were liable to

re-emerge, resulting in a fall from realisation. Since the rank of srota-apanna
only be attained by means of a supramundane {lokottara)

could

path, they held that it was

impossible for a practitioner to fall below that level and back to that of an ordinary
person

(prthagjana).

Despite these differences, all Mainstream schools share the common trait of
defining arhatship negatively, i.e., as a state of having abandoned all defilements.
The same theory was applied by Mahayanists to argue for the immutability of
buddhahood. This will now be discussed.

2.4.3 The immutability of buddhahood
Some Mahayanists cite Pramanavarttika

III. 143 to show that the state of

buddhahood is irreversible:^^
Due to the abandonment of the view of self and its seed, [buddhas] are nonre turning.^"

See Masuda, "Origin and doctrines," 42. The Mahasamghikas, on the other hand, thought of these
two kinds of knowledge were two phases of one and the same knowledge. Masuda, ibid., 42 n.2.
Pramanavarttika III refers here to the "Pramanasiddhi" chapter, i.e., 1 follow the ordering of the
chapters according to Tibetan editions of the text. In Sanskrit editions however, the "Pramanasiddhi"
chapter is the first.
atmadarsanabyasya
hanadapunaragamah
/ Pramanavarttikam,
ed. Ram Chandra Pandeya,
(Delhi: Motilal Bamarsidass, 1989), 32 In.lO. (Hereafter, PV) For English translation of rGyal-tshabrje's commentary, see Roger R. Jackson, Is Enlightenment Possible?, (Ithaca: Snow Lion, 1993),
329-331.

The expression "and its seed" contrasts with the Mahayana view of arhats, whom
they held had not fully abandoned all defilements, since the seeds remained.
Another view, found in the Lahkavatara,
"defilement obscurations" (klesavarana),
obscurations (jfieyavarana).

held that although arhats had abandoned
they had not abandoned

knowledge

A third view, similar to the first, but expressed slightly

differently, is that found in the Pancavimsatisahasrika,

which held that although

arhats abandoned all defilements, they did not abandon the residues associated with
those defilements.

Essentially, the immutability of buddhahood was based on the same logic as the
immutability of the state of arhatship, namely that since all defilements as well as
their causes had been eliminated, buddhahood was a permanent condition.

2.4.4

The immutability of bodhisattvahood

Although the term aparihana

is not generally applied to bodhisattvas, at least one

commentator considered irreversible bodhisattvas to be similar to arhats who were
not liable to lose their attainment. In the Mahaprajndpammita-sastra,

it is stated

that:
There are two kinds of bodhisattva: reversible and irreversible, as in the case
of arhats who lose [their attainment] and those who do not.^^
Since bodhisattvahood was not defined negatively in the way that arhatship and
buddhahood were, the fall of the bodhisattva who "turns back" appears to be
different from that of the arhat who is parihanadharma.

Yet the questions of what

exactly is lost by such a bodhisattva, and what exactly distinguishes an irreversible
bodhisattva from a reversible one, are not simple, and we will return to them several

p86bl 1-13. Cf. Lamotte, Le Traite, 243.

times throughout this thesis. As an introduction to the topic, however, it is helpful to
consider a key passage in the Pancavimsatisahasrikd
bodhisattvas are described as parihanadharmaka

where a number of

as a result of becoming arhats.

In the passage in question, the bodhisattvas are not only described as "fallen"
(parihanadharmaka),

but also as those whose "minds were free from outflows and

without further clinging." ^^ Since this is a standard description of arhatship,
Sariputra asks what caused those bodhisattvas to become arhats. The Buddha
explains that it occurred because they were separated from the perfection of wisdom
and not upheld by skill-in-means.^'

This passage, occurring in the chapter immediately preceding the "Signs" chapter,
serves as an important prelude to the descriptions of irreversible bodhisattvas that
follow. From it we leam that two qualities—skill-in-means and wisdom—are
essential for bodhisattvas who avoid falling to the level of a sravaka
pratyekabuddha.

or

Similarly, in their discussions of how a bodhisattva's irreversibility

can be inferred from signs, several important Tibetan scholars posit "special method
and wisdom" as the main sign of an irreversible bodhisattva. The other signs
mentioned in the "Signs" chapter were considered to be effects, (or in the case of
Tsong-kha-pa, parts) of this main sign. The views of these Tibetan scholars will be
discussed in chapter 7.

Thus, underlying the whole notion of irreversible bodhisattvas there is the implicit
belief in special qualities that, by their nature, cannot be lost, and which not only
make a bodhisattva irreversible, but make it an immutable condition. Defining those

'"" anupadayasravebhyas cittani vimuklani. Panca (K), Pt.4 : 125 In. 12-13.

" See Conze, Large Sutra, 379-380.

qualities, however, and demonstrating how they could never be lost has, as we shall
see in chapter 7, been one of the greatest challenges confronting exegetes who have
written on the subject of irreversible bodhisattvas.

2.5

Vyakrta

In this section the function of prediction and its relationship to irreversibility is
discussed. Several topics that will be dealt with later in the thesis are also previewed.

2.5.1

Analysis of the term

Among the several meanings of vyakaroti (vi + a + ^/g- ) is to prophesise, or to
predict. ^^ In Mahayana literature, the past passive participle, vyakrta,

describes

someone who is predicted to attain enlightenment by an already enlightened being.

2.5.2

The prediction myth and its function

Perhaps the most well-known case of prediction is that made by the Buddha
DTparnkara. Although accounts of the myth vary, the one alluded to twice in the
Prajnaparamita

siitras''^ accords with the version recorded in the Mahavastu,^^

where Diparnkara predicts that the young brahman, Megha, wilt become the Buddha
of the present aeon, Sakyamuni.

It is possible that the prediction myth was created to fulfil two functions. First, it
showed that Sakyamuni had been anointed by a predecessor, thereby conforming to
Indian beliefs about how the rule of kings is legitimised. The

Mahaprajnaparamita-

sdstra provides support for such a view when it describes how a buddha predicts a
bodhisattva's future enlightenment so that there is no interruption {anupacchinna)
78

See Edgerton, Buddhist Hybrid Sanskrit, vol.2 : 517.
?,esAsta, 24, 181-182. Also Paiica {KJ, Pl.2-3 : 35 ln.2-16; Pl.4 : 191 ln.27 - 192 I n . l l .
See MK 183-192. Tr. Jones, The Mahavastu, vol.1 : 188-198.

to

buddha realms {buddha-loka-dhatu),
prince (kumard),

"in the same way that kings name their crown

so that by virtue of this transmission their dynasty is not broken."^'

Second, by occurring in what Mircea Eliade has called "sacred time," Sakyamuni's
anointment becomes paradigmatic and reoccurring. According to Eliade, such
events are more important than those in "profane time," which occur but once and
are not recoverable.^^

2.5.3

Prediction and irreversibility

There is a clear relationship in the Prajndparamita

sutras between a bodhisattva's

being predicted and being irreversible. The following passage shows how being
irreversible and not having received one's prediction were considered a dichotomy:
O SubhQti, there are irreversible bodhisattva-mahasattvas who course in the
perfection of wisdom. [And] there are unpredicted bodhisattvas who course
in the perfection of wisdom. ^
In the previous section, it was argued that for some Buddhist scholars irreversibility
implied that the bodhisattva had established some kind of special infallible cause, or
sufficient condition, for enlightenment (e.g., possession of skill-in-means and
wisdom). If this were so, we may ask whether a prediction of enlightenment was of
and in itself a sufficient condition for enlightenment, or whether it was merely the
public recognition by that enlightened being that the bodhisattva was in possession
of some other quality that functioned as such a cause.

"Ainsi les rois designent leur prince heritier (kumara) et, en vertue de cette transmission, la
dynastie n'est pas brisee." Lamotte, Le Traite, 1991.
^^ Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane : The Nature of Religion, (New York: Harcourt, Brace,
1959; reprint, New York: Harper & Row, 1961).
asti subhute bodhisattva mahasattva avaivartika ye prajhaparamitayarn caramti. asty avyakrtaka
bodhisattva
mahasattva
ye prajhaparamitayarn
caramti /
Astddasasahasrikaprajhaparamita:
Chapters 55 to 70, ed. Edward Conze, (Rome: Istituto Italiano per il Medio ed Estremo Orrente,
1962), 64-65. (Henceforth: Astadasa 55-70).

The

second

scenario

Pancavimsatisahasrika

is

suggested

by

the

following

passage

in

the

in which the Buddha recalls receiving his prediction from

DTparnkara:
when that Bhagavat Tathagata DTparnkara, having known that I was
endowed with the requisite roots, predicted my future enlightenment with
the words
A similar idea is expressed elsewhere in the sutra, where it is implied that a
prerequisite for being predicted is the certitude that all dharmas are not produced
{anutpattikadharmaksanti).
You have not acquired the patient acceptance of dharmas which fail to be
produced and without that you cannot be predicted by the Tathagatas to full
enlightenment.^^
On the other hand, the positing of a special prerequisite quality for prediction may
merely represent attempts to provide theoretical support for a practice that was
based on traditions for legitimising the succession kings^^ and naive beliefs in the
omniscience of the Buddha. The function of anutpattikadharmaksanti

as sufficient

condition for enlightenment and the notion of the Buddha's omniscience and will be
discussed in more detail in chapter 6.

2.5.4

Obtaining one's prediction

Corresponding to the above two theories concerning the nature of prediction (i.e., (1)
of and in itself a sufficient condition for enlightenment; or (2) recognition of the
possession some other infallible quality), the Prajnaparamita

sutras contain two

descriptions of how unpredicted bodhisattvas could receive their prediction. These
tadaham tena dipamkarena bhagavata tathagatenarhata samyaksambuddhena
kusalamulasamanvagato. Pafica (K),PtA : \92\n.\-2.
na ca tvayanutpattikesu dharmesu ksantih pmtilabdho, vena tvam vyakriyathas tais tathdgatair
arhadbhih samyaksambuddhair anuttarayam samyaksambodhau. Ibid., Pl.4 : 161.
See section 2.5.2 above.

two descriptions correspond to two concepts of the Buddha—as a historical person,
or as a transcendental being.

The approach corresponding to the Buddha as a historical person was for
bodhisattvas simply to try to find out by means of certain signs whether they had
already received a prediction in a previous hfetime. The second approach was to
work at attaining the necessary prerequisites and then receive one's prediction in the
form of a visionary experience. Both methods are implicit in the following
statement in the

Mahdprajnapdramita-sastra:

Flesh-and-blood
irreversible bodhisattvas are of two types: those who
attain their prediction in the presence of a buddha, and those who attain their
prediction not in the presence of a buddha. If during a time when there is no
buddha, [the bodhisattva] attains the certitude that phenomena are not
produced, he attains prediction not in the presence of a buddha.^^
A passage in Chapter 20 of the Astasahasrikd

describes how bodhisattvas can

discover whether they had received a prediction of which they were not otherwise
aware by means of signs in dreams. It is also possible that attempts to gain the
ability to remember former lifetimes {jdtismara) may have served a similar purpose,
though the sutra does not explicitly mention this. Other signs such as the power of
exorcism and the ability to extinguish a blazing fire on command are also said to
indicate (to others, perhaps) that a bodhisattva was predicted {vydkrta). Attempts
such as these to demonstrate that a bodhisattva was already predicted are consistent
with a conception of the Buddha as a historical person, and not necessarily a
transcendental being who was capable of bestowing prediction on bodhisattvas in
their present lifetimes.

''^^Mmmmi^m-m
S •
fi^^rom

• mmtrmmi
•w^s^^mgE—^^^ffiBut' tf^^vs
° T.1509 p0580al7-19

In contrast, another passage earlier in the sutra details five similes that indicate how
bodhisattvas could expect to receive a prediction in the future. For example, just as
the symptoms of pregnancy indicate that a woman will soon bear a child, the
bodhisattva's delight in studying the Prajhaparamita

is said to be a sign that he or

she will soon receive a prediction:
When these symptoms are seen, she will surely soon give birth. Likewise, O
Bhagavan, when a bodhisattva-mahasattva's deep perfection of wisdom turns
to vision, praise, worship, and hearing, and if, when he hears the perfection
of wisdom, his thought delights in it and desire for it arises, then it should be
known that he will surely soon receive the prediction to full enlightenment.^^
The fact that the five similes are preceded by a description of how bodhisattvas can
cultivate a vision of the tathagatas {tathagata-darsana)

that will result in prediction

suggests that a prediction could also be experienced in a vision of a transcendental
enlightened being in the bodhisattva's present lifetime. In light of some of the
findings discussed in chapter 6, regarding the fixing of irreversibility at a specific
stage in the bodhisattva's career, it is noteworthy that the similes do not suggest that
a bodhisattva should first abandon all defilements in order to receive a prediction.

2.6

Niyata

As we have seen from the formulaic description of the qualities of a srota-dpama

in

section 2.3.2 above, "entering the stream" entailed not only freedom from rebirth in
the lower reahns, but also "being fixed" {niyata) with respect to the goal of nirvana.
The term is also sometimes used in Mahayana sutras in a similar way to describe
persons who are fixed on the goal of highest enlightenment. For example, in the
opening of the Paficavimsatisahasrika

we read;

yathasyah purvanimittani samdrsyante, tatha nacirena bateyam stn prasosyale iti / evameva
bhagavan yada bodhisattvasya mahasattvasyeyam gambhira prajhaparamita upavartate darsanaya
vandanaya paryupdsanaya sravanaya, srnvatascaindm ramale citlamasydrn prajhaparamitavdm,
arthikataya cotpadyate, tada vedilavyamidam bhagavan - nacirena batdyam bodhisattva mahasattvo
yyakaranam pratilapsyate'nuttardydh samyaksambodheriti // Asta, 108 ln.24-28.

All the beings who were touched by this splendour became fixed on
unsurpassed, right, perfect enlightenment.^®
Niyata

is the past participle of ni

+ ^yam,

meaning "to fix upon, settle, determine,

establish."'" Thus, describing bodhisattvas or srdvakas who are niyata as "fixed" in
terms of their religious goals conveys a sense that they are destined to attain them.
In this section, however, we will be mainly concerned with a related substantive
form of niyata, variously spelt as niyama, niyama and nyama. These forms often
occur in the expressions "entering the fixed condition of nirvana" {samyaktvaniyama-avakrdnti) and "entering the fixed condition of a bodhisattva" {bodhisattvaniydma-avakrdnti). We begin with an analysis of niyama and discussion of its
various etymologies. This is followed by an overview of the Mainstream concept of
samyaktva-niydma-avakrdnti and an introduction to the Mahayana interpretation of
bodhisattva-niyama-avakranti
2.6.1 Etymology of/livfl/Mfl
Lamotte has observed that:
the term niyama is difficult because the Sanskrit and Pali texts spell it in
three different ways: niyama, niyama and nyama, for which the Tibetan and
Chinese versions have different translations."
In the Abhidharmakosavydkhyd,

Yasomitra states that niyama and niyama are

synonyms, and that both are derived from ni + ^yam.'^^ Although Lamotte considers

ye ca sattvas taya prabhaya sprsfas te sarve niyata abhuvan anuttarmam
samyaksambodhau//
Panca(D), 1 In. 10-11.
Monier-Williams, Sanskrit-English Dictionary, 552a.
"Le term niyama fait difficulte, car les textes sanskrits et pali I'orthographient de trois fapons
differentes : niyama, niyama et nyama, pour lesquels les versions tib^ains et chinoises des
traductions distinctes." Lamotte, Le Traite, 1784.

nyama to be erroneous spelling for niydma or niyamaP there are etymologies to
support the spelling of nyama in both Mainstream and Mahayana texts, where it is
analysed as nis + ama. The Mahavibhasa, for example, explains that samyaktvanyama-avakranti

occurs when a practitioner attains the path of seeing and that

nyama means "separated" (^t) from the "rawness"

of the defilements:

Furthermore, all defilements and desires prevent the roots of good from
maturing and cause one's faults to increase in various ways. They are
therefore called "raw." With the arising of the path of seeing, their power is
eliminated, and since it does not return [the Path of Seeing] conquers those
"raw" faults. Thus the path of seeing alone is called "separated from
rawness."^''
A similar etymology is found in the Pancavimsatisahasrikd,

where ama is described

as a bodhisattva's craving for dharmas (dharmatrsnd).'^^ Although the Chinese
translations of the Prajhaparamita sutras by Xuan Zang, as well as most Tibetan
translations, accord with the nis + ama etymology, many modem scholars
nevertheless consider it incorrect.'^

"Here, niyama is niyama. The way (niyama) to nirvana is absolute {ekantibhava). To say niyama is
to apply [the suffix] ghaii, but we also say niyama when we opt for the rule [of Panini, 111, 3, 63]:
Yamah samupanivisu ca: [the suffix ap is in conjunction with ghan] after the root yam preceded by
the prefixes sam, upa, ni, vi" Ibid., 1785. Cf. Abhidharmakosavyakhya,
ed. Unrai Wogihara, (Tokyo:
Sankibo Buddhist Book Store, 1971), 541 In. 18-21.
'' "Nvdma ... semble etre lui-meme une orthographe erronee pour niyama ou nivama " Lamotte
(1949-1980, p.1785).

'
°
Poussin, Abhidharmakosabhasyam,
1055 n. 164.

rtnt^iis^il^i
« T.1545 p013al0-13. Cf. Louis de La Vallee
tr. Leo M. Pruden, (Berkely: Asian Humanities Press, 1989)

'' ama ity ayusman sdriputra ucyate bodhisattvasya
ln.9.

mahasattvasva

dharmatrsna//

Pahca (D)

119

In addition to Lamotte (mentioned above), see Masuda, "Origin and doctrines," 27 n.3 (where the
false etymology is explained in more detail); La Vallee Poussin, Abhidharmakosabhasyam,
1055
n.l64. Conze, however, appears to accept it as a variant etymology. See Conze, Large Sutra, 6.

2.6.2

T h e importance oi

Samyaktva-niyama-avakranti

samyaktva-niydma-avakranti

means "entering into the fixed condition of nirvana."

The translation of samyaktva as nirvana is supported by Vasubandhu's explanation
of the expression in the Ahhidharmakosabhasya,
said that samyaktva is nirvana.Similarly,

where he writes: "In a siitra it is

Ratnakarasanti writes in the Saratamd,

"The nirvana that is reached by the inferior path is samyaktva."^^

Entrance into "the fixed condition of nirvana" was an important concept for the
Sarvastivada school, where it is explained in detail in their early
treatises. The Dharmaskandha,^^
composed around 300

B.C.E.,'""

abhidharma

for example, which is estimated to have been
clearly equates entry into the fixed condition of

nirvana with entry into the aryan path:
having attained entry into the fixed condition of nirvana, one is thus said to
101
be bom into the eightfold dryan. path.
The importance of entering the fixed condition of nirvana is also indicated by the
fact that the stage of the path that immediately preceded it, known as "supreme
mundane quality" {laukikagradharma),

was equally important for the Sarvastivada

school. As the Mahdvibhdsd states:
If there is no supreme mundane quality, there is no entry into the fixed
condition of nirvana- If there is no entry into the fixed condition of nirvana.

" samyaktvam

nivarnam ityuktam sutre / AKBh, 350 In.6-7.

hmamargalabhyath
nii-vanam samyaktvam...
Saratama,
Prasad Jayaswal Research Institute, 1979), 22 ln.9.

ed. Padmanabh S. Jaini, (Patna: Kashi

This work is said to represent one of the first attempts to systematise Sarvastivadin soteriology.
Robert E. Buswell and Padmanabh S. Jaini, "The development of abhidharma philosophy," in
Encyclopedia of Indian Philosophies. Vol. 7, ed. Karl Potter (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1996), 103.
See Fred Greiner and Karl H Potter, "Summary of the Dharmaskandha," in Encyclopedia
Indian Philosophies, Vol.?, ed. Karl H Potter (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1996), 179
"" T.1537p460a07:

ffiffffiAIEttli^
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of

there is no attainment of the fruits of srota-apanna,
or arhat}^~
The fact that both the JMnaprasthana

sakrdagamin,

and the Mahavibhasa

anagamin

begin with a

comprehensive treatment of the stage of "supreme mundane quality," which was the
immediate cause of entry into the fixed condition of nirvana, has led some scholars
to believe that the attainment of this stage was in fact the primary goal for
Sarvastivadins.

If this is so, it suggests that by the time these works were

composed the certainty of attaining arhatship, rather than arhatship itself, had
become the main goal of religious practitioners.

2.6.3

^oA\\KZti\?k-niyama-avakranti

Bodhisattva-niyama-avakranti
bodhisattva.

Its

Pahcavimsatisahasrika,

past

means entering into the fixed condition
participle

form

is

often

mentioned

in

of a
the

where we find it associated with irreversible bodhisattvas.

For example,
by means of dharmas that are empty of their own marks, an irreversible
bodhisattva-mahasattva has entered into the fixed condition of the
bodhisattva.'"''
It is also mentioned as a prerequisite for the attainment of the certitude that dharmas
are not produced:
without having entered into the fixed condition of the bodhisattva [a
bodhisattva] cannot produce the certitude that dharmas are not produced.'"'

T.1545 p 0 0 5 b l 4 - 1 5
"By opening his work with this stage of the path, Katyayanlputra is explaining that the
transmutation of the worlding into a saint is the highest aspiration of the Sarvastivadin school."
Buswell and Jaini, "The development of abhidharma philosophy," 109.

""" avinivartanTyo bodhisattva mahasattvah svalaksanasunvair dharmair hodhisattvanydmam
avakrantah / Pahca (K), Pt.4 : 153 ln.8-9.

As was mentioned above,

this certitude may have been regarded as a special

infallible cause, or sufficient condition to guarantee the attainment of highest
enlightenment. Both the certitude that dharmas are not produced and its precondition,
entrance into the fixed condition of a bodhisattva, will be further discussed in
chapter 6.

2.7

Conclusion

In this survey five terms that connote various senses of irreversibility have been
introduced and briefly discussed. The purpose has been to provide a background for
the way in which the irreversible bodhisattva was understood in the

Prajhaparamita

tradition and to introduce some of the issues that will be discussed in more detail
later in the thesis. I have also aimed to show that although some of the connotations
associated with the avaivartika

bodhisattva in Mahayana Buddhism may have been

new, the concept drew on, and possibly contributed to, a number of other Buddhist
ideas relating to the immutability of certain spirimal attainments, as well as the idea
that a spiritual goal is inevitable when certain sufficient conditions have been
established.

As was pointed out in the section on prediction, however, it is possible that much of
the theory surrounding irreversible bodhisattvas was created after the initial
formation of the concept in order to describe the future Sakyamuni. The idea that
irreversible bodhisattvas were aryas, that they possessed the certitude that dharmas
are not produced, that they were upheld by skill-in-means, that they could not fall to
the level oiasravaka

or pratyekabuddha,

etc. may have been formulated to provide

"" hodhisattvaniyamam anavakramya na sakyanutpattikair dharmaih ksdntir utpadayitum /
Pt.5:161.
""•See section 1.3.1.

Ibid.,

theoretical support for a concept that was originally based on the prototypical
bodhisattva's anointment by his predecessor.

In other words, the

irreversible

bodhisattva may have been a notion that preceded that popularisation o f the
bodhisattva career and the movement later known as Mahayana, in which many
Buddhist practitioners began to identify themselves as bodhisattvas w h o aspired to
irreversibility. It is with an examination of this popular self-identification that w e
begin our story o f the irreversible bodhisattva in the next chapter.

3

THE IRREVERSIBLE BODHISATTVA AS AN IDEAL

No text was ever written to be read and interpreted philologically by philologists.
Walther

Bulst'

Nor, may 1 add, historically by historians.
Hans Robert Jauss '

3.1

Introduction

Having placed the irreversible bodhisattva within a broader Buddhist context, and
observed the polemical connotations that Mahayanists have sometimes associated
with the concept or irreversibility, from here on we will limit our attention to this
somewhat idealised type of practitioner only. Our main aim is to trace the
development of the concept in Mahayana literature from what I will argue was its
status as a normative ideal to its more or less final form as the eighth stage within
the ten bhumis of the systematised bodhisattva path, as set forth in the works of
exegetes such as Haribhadra and his followers. We begin the story with an
investigation into the function that the irreversible bodhisattva may have fulfilled in
early Mahayana culture.

' Quoted in Jauss, "Literary history as a challenge to literary theory," 7.
^ Ibid.: 7-8,

By defining the irreversible bodhisattva as one who is not liable to turn back from
his or her quest for highest enlightenment, we have, in one sense at least, answered
the question of what it means to be an irreversible bodhisattva. In another sense,
however, we know little about the irreversible bodhisattva, since a debating
courtyard definition does not tell us anything about the significance

of this kind of

bodhisattva.

In present-day Gelugpa monasteries, such as the one where some of the research for
this thesis was undertaken, the irreversible bodhisattva appears to be no more than
an intellectual abstraction with little relevance to daily life. Although monks debate
about the qualities of irreversible bodhisattvas, as far as I am aware, they do not
pray to become irreversible bodhisattvas, nor is there anyone among their many tens
of thousands who is said to have attained such a state.^ Yet when we read early
Mahayana sutras such as the Astasahasrikd,

we see that irreversibility is presented

as an important achievement in a bodhisattva's career, and the suspicion therefore
arises that the authors of those sutras

may not have viewed the irreversible

bodhisattvas with the same sense of abstraction with which they are viewed by
contemporary Gelugpa monks. In this and the following chapter, I therefore intend
to explore what the irreversible bodhisattva meant to early Mahayanists. In other
words, we now move on from the nominal definition of the irreversible bodhisattva
explored in the previous chapter to a more functionalist definition.

My thesis in this chapter is that the irreversible bodhisattva, as depicted in the
Astasahasrika,

was an ideal bodhisattva. As such, he functioned as a model to be

emulated by ordinary people who identified themselves as bodhisattvas. Most of the

' There are, of course, some monks who are recognised as "tulkus" (sprul sku), but they are not
typically described as irreversible {phyir mi Idogpa) bodhisattvas.

chapter is devoted to methodological issues aimed at providing theoretical support
for this position. I begin by arguing for the importance of scriptures over other
semiotic forms in the reconstruction of Mahayana history. I then show that, without
taking into account the essentially normative nature of such scriptures, it is easy to
read them as descriptive texts that provide evidence for whatever historical fact one
wants to establish. My approach, however, will be to see them as fundamentally
prescriptive,

and proceed from there. By considering the sutras as essentially a

means of communicating a normative message, I will apply an audience-oriented
theory of how literary works are received in order to reconstruct a self-identity of
the earliest audience of the "Signs" chapter of the Astasahasrikd.

By such

techniques it will be demonstrated that among the actual audiences of works such as
this, it is highly likely that there were indeed persons who identified themselves as
bodhisattvas and for whom the irreversible bodhisattva was an ideal, or paragon, to
be emulated.

3.2

3.2.1

Reconstructing a social reality for early Mahayana

A recent shift in approach to Buddhist Studies

In an important article published in 1991, Gregory Schopen questioned the then
widely held assumption that the primary locus of Buddhist Studies should be its
scriptures. He found the predominantly textual orientation of the study of Buddhist
history "decidedly peculiar,"'' since the scriptures were not only "almost never
'historical' in our sense of the term,"^ but tended to record only "what a small
atypical part of the Buddhist community wanted the community to believe or

" Schopen, "Archaeology and protestant presuppositions," 1.
' Ibid.: 5.

practice." Schopen pointed out that the assumption that the essence of a religion
was somehow to be found in its scriptures had, until then, not only been a feature of
Buddhist Studies, but of religious studies in general. Having traced this assumption
back to sixteenth-century Protestant notions of where the essence of Christianity is
located, he persuasively argued the case for a shift in attention within Buddhist
Studies away from philology, in favour of what Buddliist practitioners in the past
actually did and what they believed. Schopen was not, it should be noted, arguing
that the essence of Buddhism lay in the beliefs and practices of ordinary people.
Rather, his point was that the common practice among scholars of studying a
religion—and in particular, reconstructing its history, based on scriptural evidence
alone, while ignoring or relegating to secondary importance the wealth of available
archaeological and epigraphic evidence—was simply a hangover from an earlier
period of Protestant polemicism.^

Schopen's approach has indeed been a helpful correction to what was at the time an
imbalance in the focus of Buddhist Studies. It has also yielded valuable results. For
example, his study of donative inscriptions accompanying religious images presents
a rather different impression of Indian Buddhist monastics than that found in
scriptures. As he writes:
The actual monk, unlike the textual monk, appears to have been deeply
involved in religious giving and cult practice of every kind from the very
beginning. He is preoccupied not with nirvana but above all else with what
appears to have been a strongly felt obligation to his parents, whether living
or dead. He is concerned as well, for example, with the health of his

' Ibid.: 3.
' In its most extreme form, this overly philological approach has been described by Luis G o m e z as "a
rare combination of Protestant m o d e l s of scripture-centred theology, colonialist presumptions of
cultural privilege, and misuse of rationality as a key to understanding the non-rational." G o m e z ,
"Unspoken paradigms," 194.

companions and teachers. He appears, in short, as very human and very
vulnerable.^
However, while this approach has met with considerable success in cases where
archaeological and inscriptional sources are available, where such materials are
scarce or non-existent, it is obviously limited. This is clearly the case as far as
Mahayana, particularly early Mahayana, is concerned, where the paucity of nontextual sources has prompted several scholars to argue instead for the appropriate
use of textual sources for reconstructing the history of Mahayana. Jan Nattier, for
example, writes:
if we are to say anything at all about the early history of the bodhisattva path,
we will be forced to use normative sources, for—at least at this early date—
these are the only sources we have.'
Paul Harrison expresses a similar view:
if these texts are used with the appropriate caution, their evidential value is
substantial, especially in view of the fact that, apart from a small number of
inscriptions, we have little else to assist our enquiries."'
This being the case, we need to develop a coherent theory of how to read Mahayana
scriptures as historical documents. Without such a methodology, the difficulties we
experience in trying to establish answers to the many questions that have concerned
scholars of Mahayana become even more difficult—questions such as whether the
first Mahayanists were predominantly lay or renunciant, whether they dwelt in
monasteries or forests, whether they included women among their number or not

® Gregory Schopen, "On monks, nuns and 'vulgar' practices: The introduction of the image cuh into
Indian B u d d h i s m , "
49, no. 1 / 2 ( 1 9 8 8 - 1 9 8 9 ) : 167.
^ Jan Nattier, A Few Good Men: The Bodhisattva

Path According

University of Hawai'i Press, 2003; reprint. The Bodhisattva

to the Inquiry

ofUgra,

(Honolulu:

Path. Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 2007),

63.
Paul Harrison, " W h o gets to ride in the great vehicle? Self-image and identity a m o n g followers of
the early Mahayana," Journal
72.

of the International

Association

of Buddhist

Studies

10, no. 1 (1987):

and, most importantly for the purposes of the present investigation, whether early
Mahayanists identified themselves as actual bodhisattvas or merely

aspiring

bodhisattvas.

3.2.2

The ahistoricity of Mahayana sutra%

One of the problems with using Mahayana sittras for reconstructing a Buddhist
history is their basic ahistoricity. While it is true that the Prajhaparamita
means of their opening sentence "evam maya srutam / ekasmin samaye
rajagrhe viharati sma gi-dhrakute parvate..."

sutras, by
bhagavan

like the Mainstream sutras,, present

themselves as having have been taught by the historical Buddha, it is not on account
of this attribution that they ultimately stake their claims of authenticity. Although
the sutras are attributed to Sakyamuni, the attribution is made within a kind of
cyclical historical consciousness; he is but one of many buddhas who perform the
same archetypal activities, and in this way the message of the PrajMparamita

sutra

is invested with a timelessness and transcendentality. Not only the message, but
even the very words of the Prajndparamita
Astasahasrika

sutras are considered timeless. As the

states;

It is said that with these very words, these very lines, these very sounds, by
just [persons] named Subhuti, by these very monks, has this very perfection
of wisdom been expounded, just this very chapter of the perfection of
wisdom. With reference to it just the Sakras, Chiefs of Gods, ask questions
and counter-questions. At this very spot of earth has just this perfection of
wisdom been taught. Maitreya also, the bodhisattva-mahasattva, after he has
won highest enlightenment, at this very spot of earth will teach this very
same perfection of wisdom.''

" ebhireva namabhirebhireva
padairebhirevaksaraih
subhutinamadheyaireva
bhiksubhiriyameva
prajnaparamitopadista,
ayameva prajnaparamitdparivartah
/ tatrdpi sakra eva
devendrdh
pariprcchanti
sma, paripmsnayanti
sma - asminneva prthivTpradese
iyameva
prajiidpdramitd
hhdsita / maitreyo
'pi bodhisattvo
mahasattvo
'nuttaram
samyaksambodhimabhisambudhya
asminneva prthivTpradese endmeva prajhapdramitdm bhdsisyate iti 11 Asia, 99 ln.4-8.

Such passages suggest that the authors may have been attempting to invest the
Prajnaparamita sutras with a kind of transcendental truth, thereby quahfying them
with an epistemological significance that was greater than that of the Mainstream
sutras, which were true because they were spoken by the historical Buddha. Such an
approach was apparently not unique in India, being similar to what Sheldon Pollock
has described as:
the MTmarnsa conviction that, existing as the Vedas do out of time (the fact
that alone authenticates their claim to truth and authority), they can have no
dimension of historical referentiality.'^
Thus, just as the Vedas have no historical referentiality, and therefore must be true,
Mahayana sutras gain their legitimacy from embodying, as Donald S. Lopez puts it,
"a truth that exists without being contingent on human agency."'^

3.2.3

Self-identity of Mahayanists according to early Western scholarship

In an article published in 1987, titled "Who gets to ride in the great vehicle? Selfimage and identity among followers of the early Mahayana," Paul Harrison
fruitfully analyses the earliest Chinese translations of Mahayana sutras in order to
reconstruct the sense of self-identity of the Mahayanists who lived in what he
elsewhere calls the "early middle period of the [Mahayana] movement."'"' One of his
central claims is that the Mahayanists of this period identified themselves as
bodhisattvas. He makes his position clear at the outset when he states:
This paper sets out to ... ask the question 'What did it mean to be a follower
of the Mahayana?' In other words, who or what is a
bodhisattval^^

Sheldon Pollock, "Mimamsa and the problem of history in traditional India," Journal
American Oriental Society 109, no. 4 (1989): 608.

of the

' ' Donald S. Lopez, "Authority and orality in the Mahayana," Numen 42, no. 1 (1995): 36.
Paul Harrison, "Searching for the origins of the Mahayana: What are we looking for?" The Eastern
Buddhistic,
no. 1 (1995): 56.
Harrison, "Who gets to ride in the great vehicle?" 67.

He goes on to say that there is "no evidence to suggest a widespread cult of the great
bodhisattvas, and no passages recommend devotion to them."'^ More specifically,
he concludes that for the early Mahayana monks, "bodhisattvas

were certainly not

just semi-mythical beings raised on high to receive the adoration of the masses, but
real flesh-and-blood people, among whom they counted themselves,"'^ and that "as
far as bodhisattvas
people

are concemed, the initial message of the Mahayana is clear:

should not worship

bodhisattvas,

they

should

become

bodhisattvas

themselves."'^

In order to understand why Harrison emphasises the point that early Mahayanists
identified themselves as bodhisattvas, rather than regarding them as highly idealised
beings to be worshipped and venerated, it is necessary to see how up until then the
latter view had been common among Western scholars. The reason for its
widespread currency seems to have been a result of two major factors. First was the
belief that Mahayana had arisen as a protest movement against so-called Hmayana
and that the ideal of the heroic bodhisattva was a key factor in this protest. Second,
it was also believed that Mahayana had incorporated, or was a concession to, the
popular devotional traditions that had existed in ancient India. These two factors
will now be briefly discussed.

3.2.3.1

Twentieth

century

Western

historicist

accounts

of

the

rise

of

Mahayana
Western scholarship's first encounter with Mahayana Buddhism in an Indie
language was the collection of Mahayana Sanskrit manuscripts discovered in Nepal

Ibid. 79.
Ibid. 86.
Ibid. 80.

in the first half of the nineteenth century by the British Resident in Nepal, B. H.
Hodgson." Almost immediately, as a resuh of the application of historical-critical
methods that have been a characteristic feature of Western Buddhist scholarship, but
which were relatively new at the time, Western scholars quickly became aware that
the Nepalese manuscripts did not represent the teachings of the same historical
buddha whose words the Pali canon purported to record.

We should not overlook the significance of the fact that from this first encounter.
Western scholars have approached Mahayana scriptures very differently from the
way in which the orthodox Buddhist scholar has traditionally approached them.
Whereas the orthodox Mahayana scholar regards the Mahayana sutras as the word
of the historical Buddha (albeit in the form of the emanation body, or nirmdnakaya,
of a transcendental buddha) the modem Westem scholar sees them as produced by
anonymous monks in Indian Mahayana communities some four hundred to one
thousand years after the demise of the historical Buddha. Thus, virtually from the
beginning, modem scholars have adopted a hermeneutic stance with respect to
Mahayana siitras that significantly differs from the traditional Mahayana doctrine of
the "three turnings of the wheel of dharma"

{tridharmacakrapravartana).

The nineteenth century was also a time when the historical-critical method was
becoming popular in Europe. As the historian of religion Walter Burkert writes:
The historical criticism of the nineteenth centuiy abandoned efforts to fill
ancient religion with direct meaning and relevance and devoted itself instead
to the critical collection and chronological ordering of the source material.

^ For detailed account, see Mitra, The Sanskrit Buddhist Literature of Nepal, iii-xliv.
^^ Walter Burkert, Greek Religion: Archaic and Classical, tr. John Raffan, (Oxford: Basil Blaclcwell,

1985), 1.

One of the consequences of the Western interpretive standpoint was the need to
come up with an historical account of the rise of Mahayana (something that was of
course not an issue for the orthodox scholar). Perhaps inspired by Protestant values,
one of the most influential explanations was to see Mahayana as a protest movement.
Among the most influential proponents of such a view was Louis de La Vallee
Poussin, who in 1910 wrote that the Mahayana movement was a reaction against the
ideal of the arhat, who was perceived as "useless to others and an utter egoist, to the
extent of insensibility,"^' in favour of the heroic ideal of the bodhisattva whose goal
was to save the world from suffering. This was a view of the Mainstream tradition
that the Mahayana texts certainly seemed to endorse, and it is not surprising to find
it echoed some two decades later in Har Dayal's classic work on the bodhisattva. Of
those monks who pursued the arhat ideal, Dayal wrote:
They were indifferent to the duty of teaching and helping all human beings.
The Bodhisattva doctrine was promulgated by some Buddhist leaders as a
protest against this lack of true spiritual fervour and altruism among the
monks of that period.^"
It is thus evident that a number of prominent early twentieth century scholars
believed that the rise of Mahayana was a result of the formulation of a new heroic
ideal, devised as a reaction to perceived shortcomings of the original arhat ideal.
But unlike the arhat, or even the sravaka, with whom actual people could have
conceivably identified themselves, the bodhisattva was often seen by these scholars
in superhuman terms, and therefore not a role that actual people would have
imagined themselves assuming.

Louis de La Vallee Poussin, "Mahayana," in Encvclopaedia
Hastings (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1910), 333.
^^ Dayal, The Bodhisattva Doctrine, 3.
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In addition to holding a highly idealised conception of the heroic bodhisattva, some
earlier Western scholars may not have seen bodhisattvas as ordinary people can be
attributed to the traditions of devotion to what some have called "celestial"
bodhisattvas. For Dayal, the worship of such bodhisattvas was another instrumental
factor that explained the rise of Mahayana and the popularisation of the bodhisattva
ideal. He wrote:
The bodhisattva doctrine was the necessary outcome of two movements of
thought in early Buddhism, viz. the growth of bhakti (devotion, faith, love)
and the idealisation and spiritualisation of the Buddha. Bhakti was at first
directed towards Gautama Buddha. But he was soon idealised, spiritualised
and universalised, ... He then became an unsuitable and unattractive object
for the pious Buddhist's bhakti. That deep rooted feeling found an outlet in
the invention and adoration of the bodhisattvas?^
The idea that devotion to "celestial" bodhisattvas was one of the basic practices
upon which Mahayana was built became widespread in twentieth century Western
Buddhist scholarship.^'* The popularity of such a view is perhaps not surprising
given that it would likely be supported by any anthropological study of a
contemporary Mahayana society, where bodhisattvas are typically conceived of as
highly idealised "celestial" beings, rather than actual flesh-and-blood people.

3.2.3.2 Opinions of contemporary scholars
However, it is not a view that is always borne out by an examination of sutras from
an earlier period in Mahayana history than that represented by those preserved in the
Nepalese Sanskrit manuscripts. Contrary to the above-mentioned views, and
consistent with those of Harrison, a number of recent scholars have also ascribed

" I b i d . , 31,
For a list of recent references, see Paul Harrison, "Manjusri and the cult of the celestial
bodhisattvas," Chung-Hwa Buddhist Journal 13, no. 2 (2000): 161. For an earlier reference, see
Edward J. Thomas, The History of Buddhist nought, 2nd ed., (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul,
1951), 178.

bodhisattva self-identity to early Mahayanists. Jan Nattier, for example, has
described an early Mahayana sutra, the Ugrapariprccha,
men who considered themselves bodhisattvas."

as "composed by and for

Akira Hirakawa considers the

"sons and daughters of good families" {kulaputra and kuladuhitr)
Prajnaparamita

mentioned in the

sutras to be bodhisattvas, who were the "actual audience" of the

sutras.^^ Graeme MacQueen has described how those persons who had undergone a
conversion experience involving the initial generation of bodhicitta thereby became
bodhisattvas.^^ Daniel Boucher and Reginald Ray also speak of early Mahayana
fraternities, either living in groups or alone in the forest, in a way that suggests they
also see these early Mahayanists as self-identifying bodhisattvas.^^

While I am in general agreement with such views, apart from Harrison and Nattier,
whose methodologies are discussed below, few scholars have provided us with an
explanation as to how they have been able to arrive at conclusions about the selfidentity of early Mahayanists based on textual evidence alone. Perhaps they feel it is
self-evident, yet without a clear method for extracting historical information, it is

Nattier, A Few Good Men, 10. Elsewhere she writes, "The Ugra was evidently intended for an
audience consisting exclusively of bodhisattvas, for it never addresses non-bodhisattvas (whether lay
or monastic) directly." Nattier, A Few Good Men. 75.
^^ "The actual audience [of the sutras] was the bodhisattva, people who were called kulaputra and
kuladuhitr." Akira Hirakawa, "The rise of Mahayana Buddhism and its relationship to the worship of
stupas," Memoirs of the Research Department of the Toyo Bunko 22 (1963): 71.
"The initial task of the preacher is to raise up bodhisattvas. This means, among other things,
winning people to the group that constitutes Mahayana. The conversion occurs through the evocation
of a particular religious experience, that of 'the rise of the aspiration for Buddhahood'
ibodhicittotpada).
This experience defines Mahayana as a group, for one who has had it is a
bodhisattva and belongs to the Mahayana, while one who has not had it is no bodhisattva and no
member of the movement. When we speak of the spread of Mahayana in this early period we are
speaking of the progressive evocation of this experience among people." Graeme MacQueen
"Inspired speech in early Mahayana Buddhism II," Religion 12 (1982): 54.
^^ See Daniel Boucher, Bodhisattvas of the Forest and the Formation of Mahdvana: A Study and
Translation of the Rastrapalapariprccha-sutra,
(Honolulu: University of Hawai'i Press, 2008)'
Reginald Ray, Buddhist Saints in India, (New York, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994).'

possible for scholars to arrive at quite different conclusions based on exactly the
same textual evidence.

3.2.4

An example that illustrates need for a methodology for extracting
historical information from the siitras

As a case in point, let us examine the question of whether early Mahayanists lived in
physically separate communities or within the Mainstream monastic culture.
Schopen summarises the problem thus:
Mahayana may well have been a collection of marginalized ascetic groups
living in the forest, or groups of cantankerous and malcontent conservatives
embedded in mainstream, socially engaged monasteries, all of whom
continued pouring out pamphlets espousing their views and values,
pamphlets that we now know as Mahayana sutras. We simply do not know.^^
One scholar who holds the view that proto-Mahayanists did live separately from
their Mainstream counterparts is Akira Hirakawa. However, based on an altemative
interpretation of the same sources, the opposite view is held by Richard Gombrich.
There are several aspects to the debate, but for our purposes it suffices to focus on
just one—the interpretation of

bodhisattva-gana.^°

Based on several occurrences of the term in Mahayana sutras,

Hirakawa concludes

that it refers to a group of bodhisattvas who existed as a separate organisation from
the Mainstream sravaka-samgha.

He writes:

The bodhisattvagana refers to an organisation different from the
sravakasangha. In this way most Mahayana texts enumerate the sravakas and
the bodhisattvas separately as parts of the congregation, and this is thought
to reflect the actual situation of the early Mahayana Sahgha. The bhiksu and
the bodhisattva must have lived independent of each other, because if the
" G r e g o r y Schopen, "Mahayana," in Encyclopedia
York: Macmillan Reference, USA, 2004), 494-495.

of Buddhism,

ed. Robert E. Buswell Jr. (New

^^ For an analysis of the use of gana in Buddhist India and argument that it referred to a structured
organisation governed on a democratic basis, see K. P. Jayaswal, Hindu Polity, (Bangalore:
Bangalore Printing and Publishing Co., 1955), 21-25.

two had led a communal life in the same vihara, they would probably not be
mentioned separately.^'
For Gombrich, however, Hirakawa's conclusion that the sravaka-samgha
bodhisattva-gana

represent

two

distinct

organisations

is

and the

"fundamentally

misconceived." Hirakawa's error, he alleges, is attributing a "literal historicity" to
the introductory passages of the Mahayana sutras. The descriptions of innumerable
bodhisattvas in attendance of the Buddha's teaching do not, according to Gombrich,
represent historical fact. Although he credits Hirakawa with "the

scholarly

awareness that the Mahayana sutras are not, from the historical point of view,
authentic utterances of the Buddha."^^ he clearly disagrees with Hirakawa's view
that the settings described in the sutras literally depict a historical reality.

Gombrich says that his own view, unlike that of Hirakawa, "does not depend on
ascribing social reality and historical accuracy to religious v i s i o n s , b u t he does
not tell us what it does depend on. Does he see all Mahayana sutras as nothing but
religious visions, in which case no historical facts at all can be derived from them?
Or if they do provide us with information from which we can derive historical facts,
how are they to be established? Gombrich does not say. The point here is not to
decide whether Hirakawa's interpretation of bodhisattva-gana

is correct or not—

merely to show that without a theory of how these texts are to be read for historical
clues about their audiences, it is possible to find what one wants to find, and to
arrive at quite different conclusions.

Hirakawa, "The rise of Mahayana Buddhism," 80-81.
" Richard Gombrich, "Organized bodhisattvas : A blind alley in Buddhist historiography," in Studies
in Hindu and Buddhist Art, ed. P.K. Mishra (New Delhi: Abhinav Publications, 1999), 323.
" Ibid., 324.

3.2.5 Harrison's methodology
Paul Harrison demonstrates his awareness of Schopen's criticism that some scholars
have naively utilised texts "as if they were accurate reflections of the religious life
and career of actual practicing Buddhist monks in early India"^" when he cautions
against attempting to infer facts about historical reality directly from early
Mahayana sutras. He says that
it appears too often to be assumed that these texts are somehow directly
reflective of the context in which they were produced, and certain historical
inferences are drawn from them on that basis which may be unjustified.^^
He also wams that:
we should not read these sources uncritically, and mistake their rhetorical
and mythical flourishes—to say nothing of their insults and put-downs!—as
direct reflections of sociological or historical fact^^
Instead, he advises us "to decode the fantasies of the Mahayana with great care."^^

Harrison describes his own approach as one in which he "attempts to appropriate the
texts in their totality, to read them as wholes, alert to all their meanings and all their
silences."^^ This method, which he calls "textual anthropology," contrasts with that
of "textual scholars" who "focus on narrow doctrinal or philosophical issues and
somehow imagine that they have done justice to their texts."

While I am in

agreement with the thrust of Harrison's method for extracting historical information
from the early Mahayana sutras, I do not believe he goes far enough in articulating
it. How is it possible to establish historical facts based on Mahayana 5M/ras—texts
" Schopen, "Archaeology and protestant presuppositions," 5-6.
" Harrison, "Searching for the origins," 51.
Ibid.: 68.
" Ibid.
' ' Ibid.: 53.
^^ Ibid.: 54.

that, although claimed to be indirectly reflective of historical reality, seem to move
away from the historical consciousness evident in Mainstream sutras toward a more
transcendental, and hence ahistorical, notion of truth? How do we distinguish fact
from fiction, other than simply by saying the facts are what is reasonable while the
fiction is not?

3.2.6

Nattier's methodology for extracting historical information from sutra%

Jan Nattier has, I think, made a useful contribution to the development of a coherent
theory for reading Mahayana sutras for historical information by highlighting their
normative nature.'"' We would, she says, commit a "fundamental methodological
error" if we were to read normative statements as if they were descriptive and, in
order to avoid the "pitfalls awaiting the scholar who attempts to make use of siitra
texts to reconstruct the history of Indian Buddhism,""" she sets out a methodology
for extracting historical information from characteristically normative sources. She
provides four principles, each of which will now be discussed:
(1) the principle of embarrassment;
(2) the principle of irrelevance;
(3) the principle of counterargument; and
(4) the principle of corroborating evidence.

Nattier writes: "The Ugra, like all Buddhist sQtras, is an avowedly normative document: that is, its
authors were not concerned with documenting what their fellow Buddhists were actually doing, but
with prescribing how the ideal Buddhist ought to behave." Nattier, A Few Good Men. 103.
Ibid., 16.

3.2.6.1 The principle of embarrassment
The principle of embarrassment has it origins in the arguments set forth by Will
Durant for the existence of the historical Jesus."^^ According to the principle, if an
event which may be unflattering to the author's position is revealed, then it likely to
have a basis in fact. Nattier gives us an example from Mahayana Buddhism:
the authors of the Lotus Sutra describe some members of the audience as
getting up and walking out when the message of the Lotus was first
preached. ^
Since the sutra depicts audiences rejecting the Buddha's sermon, Nattier concludes,
as a historical fact, that it is "extremely likely" that the ideas contained in this sutra
met with disapproval at the time of their composition.

While such an interpretation is reasonable, we must still ask ourselves: in what
sense is this passage normative? If the intention of the authors was to get audiences
to listen to or read the sutra, and not reject it out of a sense of pride or haughtiness,
they may have created a "proud" (adhimanika), yet purely fictitious, audience who
"imagined having attained what they had not, and realised what they had not.""'* In
other words, the description of those who got up and left may simply be nothing
more than a trope intended to guide actual audiences to be humble. Those who are
haughty or proud, the sutra may be saying, will be unable to benefit from studying it,
and perhaps should go away and come back only when they have overcome their
Durant wrote: "Despite the prejudices and theological preconceptions of the evangelists, they
record many incidents that mere inventors would have concealed—the competition of the apostles
for high places in the Kingdom, their flight after Jesus' arrest, Peter's denial, the failure of Christ to
work miracles in Galilee, the references of some auditors to his possible insanity, his early
uncertainty as to his mission, his confessions of ignorance as to the future, his moments of bitterness,
his despairing cry on the cross; no one reading these scenes can doubt the reality of the figure behind
them." Will Durant, Christ and Caesar, The Story of Civilization 111, (New York: Simon & Schuster,
1972), 557.
" Nattier, A Few Good Men, 65. Cf. H. Kern, Saddharma-pundanka,
or The Lotus of the True Law
10, Sacred Books of the East, (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1901), 38-39.
apraptepraptasarhjhino'nadhigate'dhigatasamjhina

/ Saddharma, 26 ln.27.

haughtiness. Thus, the passage need not be taken as any more representative of
historical reahty than the description in the Astasahasrika

of those bodhisattvas

among the audience whose "minds were freed from outflows without further
appropriation"

{ampadayasravebhyascittani

vimuktani),

an

expression

that

indicates the attainment of the inferior goal of arhatship by those bodhisattvas who
are not upheld by skill-in-means and the perfection of wisdom.

My intention is not to dispute Nattier's conclusion that the ideas contained in the
Saddharmapundarika

met with disapproval when they were first set forth; rather,

that the principle of embarrassment assumes a descriptive content and that when the
same passage is interpreted prescriptively other conclusions are possible.

3.2.6.2

The principle of irrelevance

Nattier's principle of irrelevance states that if something pertaining to social life is
mentioned incidentally in the context of making a particular normative point, then it
can be considered reflective of social life at the time of the text's composition. As an
example, she cites a passage from the Ugrapariprccha

in which bodhisattvas are to

bestow wealth on their male and female slaves.''^ From this, she argues, it can be
inferred that slavery existed in ancient India.

Although this principle is unlikely to help us in our investigation of the self-identity
of early Mahayanists, it is nevertheless quite useful, and may even have the
potential to tell us about more than just the social life that existed at the time of the
sutra'i composition. Consider the passage in the "Signs" chapter that describes a
long list of mundane affairs with which

Asta, 155 1n.4.
See Nattier, A Few Good Men, 224.

irreversible

bodhisattvas

are

not

preoccupied. The list includes kings and robbers, villages, cities, market towns,
countries, kingdoms, capitals, ministers, prime ministers, women, men, neuters, etc.
By the principle of irrelevance, it can be therefore inferred that these were all wellknown features of social life in ancient India. However, the list extends to include
yaksas,

raksasas,

pretax,,

kataputanas

and

kumbhandas,

probably not think of them as part of the social life of the

and while we should
sutra's

authors; by the

principle of irrelevance, however, they could certainly be thought of as part of what
might be called the "thought-world" of Indian Buddhists.

3.2.6.3 The principle of counterargument
The principle of counterargument is perhaps the most powerful among the four
methods for extracting information from normative texts. It says that if there is an
injunction to refrain from, or engage in, a certain activity, then it must be because in
actuality there were people who were doing the opposite. The assumption is that
there must have been some reason for the injunction. Evidence to justify this
assumption is to be found in a Theravadin

vinaya

commentary preserved in Chinese

translation, in which it is said that the Buddha did not lay down any rules of conduct
in advance, but only when an instance of misconduct had occurred.''^

Applying the principle to the "Signs" chapter, we can conclude that there were
Buddhists who venerated non-Buddhist teachers, those whose clothing was infected
with hce, or those who made their livelihood through making predictions. Most
significantly, the principle also allows us to conclude that there were apostate
bodhisattvas who did abandon the

bodhisattva-yana

in favour of the

sravaka-yana.

See P.V. Bapat and A. Hirakawa, Shan-chien-p'i-p'o-sha:
A Chinese Version by Sanghabhadra
Samantapasadika, (Poona: Bhandarkar Oriental Research Institute, 1970), 139.

of

However, we should not underestimate the power of religious texts to regulate
human behaviour, and although the principle of counter-argument may be invoked
to support claims that there were Buddhists who, for example, venerated nonBuddhist teachers, once an injunction to refrain from or perform a certain activity
had been made, then it is not unreasonable to believe that the majority of audiences
acted accordingly (which is not to deny that some texts may well have remained
relatively ignored).

3.2.6.4 The principle of corroborating evidence
Corroborating evidence means evidence from other sources. In our investigation
into the self-identity of early Mahayanists, it is the very lack of corroborating
evidence in places where we would expect to fmd it—in inscriptions and nonMahayana texts such as the Mahavibhasa

and the Kathavatthu—that

is both curious

and revealing. It suggests that despite the great literary productivity of the early
Mahayanists, it seems to have been a tradition that remained outside Mainstream
discourse.''^

Despite their relative lateness, the records of Chinese travellers in India do provide
us with one interesting piece of corroborating evidence suggestive of the existence
of "reversible" bodhisattvas. Xiianzang reports that in the land of Matipura there
was a certain renowned "master of the sastras" named Gunaprabha who was brought
up in the Mahayana tradition, but later rejected it in favour of the Vaibhasika

Further arguments that Mahayana, and Pmjnaparamita
in particular, remained outside the
Mainstream discourse have been presented by Richard Hayes, who points out that the writings of
Nagarjuna were largely ignored by other Buddhists. Hayes writes that "Nagarjuna's writings had
relatively little effect on the course of subsequent Indian Buddhist philosophy.... Aside from a few
commentators on Nagarjuna's works, who identified themselves as Madhyamikas, Indian Buddhist
intellectual life continued almost as if Nagarjuna had never existed." Richard P. Hayes, "Nagarjuna's
appeal," Journal of Indian Philosophy 22 (1994): 299.

tradition, and moreover wrote many treatises criticising tlie writings of his former
teachers.'*'

3.2.6.5

Summary

To summarise, Nattier's four principles are useful in varying degrees for our attempt
to show that early Mahayanists thought of themselves as bodhisattvas. The least
useful is perhaps the principle of corroborating evidence, given that such evidence is
virtually non-existent. The most useful is the principle of counterargument, since
there is little ambiguity about the normative nature of the Mahayana

siitras,.

One

problem with the principle, however, is that that we generally have little information
about where and when a particular normative injunction was made, and thus it may
be difficult to draw specific conclusions about the proscribed action. The principle
of embarrassment is, I would argue, slightly problematic since it requires us to treat
certain statements as descriptive, when their authors may have only intended them
to be prescriptive.

3.2.7 A radically conservative approach to extracting historical information
from Mahayana

siitms

The position I will adopt with regard to the "Signs" chapter is that although it
describes the observable behaviour of an irreversible bodhisattva, the purpose of
this description is not to create some sort of social distinction between bodhisattvas
by enabling those who were irreversible to be distinguished from those who were
not (though this may have indeed been the purpose of the descriptions of predicted
bodhisattvas in Chapter 20 of the Astasahasrika), but to describe a normative ideal

See Beal, Si-Yu-Ki: Buddhist Records of the Western World, vol.1 : 191. Whether Gunaprabha was
regarded as a "bodhisattva" is, of course, unknown.

for people to emulate. Thus, in agreement with Nattier's claim noted in section 3.2.6
above, I consider the "Signs" chapter to basically be a prescriptive text.

Prescriptive texts fundamentally differ from descriptive texts with respect to their
relationship with reality. The difference has been formalised by John Searle with the
notion of "direction of

A descriptive text has a "language-to-world" direction

of fit—in other words, it is a text in which language is intended to match the world.
Such texts can be said to be true or false depending on whether they accurately
represent the world or not. Prescriptive texts, on the other hand, are said to have a
"world-to-language"

direction

of

fit—they

are

typically

vows,

commands,

injunctions and so forth, in which the intention is to try to make the world match the
text. It does not make sense to speak of such texts as being true or false; rather, we
should think of them as being successful or unsuccessful depending on whether or
not the world has been made to conform with the text.

Thus, we should not attempt to extract historical information from the "Signs"
chapter by thinking of it as reflective of any social reality, since, being a prescriptive
text, it does not have a language-to-world direction of fit. How then, in the absence
of anything other than textual evidence, are we to support the claim that members of
the historical audience of the Astasahashka

identified themselves as bodhisattvas?

The answer, I propose, is to borrow a theory from literary criticism, which although
intended for application to works of fiction, nevertheless has the potential to reveal
information about the audiences of those works, including their sense of selfidentity. This will now be discussed.

' " J o h n Searle, "A classification of illocutionary acts," Language

and Society 5, no. 1 (1976).

3.3 A reader-response approach to the interpretation of Mahayana sutras
3.3.1 Why reader response criticism is appropriate for the study of Mahayana
sutras
In order to argue, without attributing any historical factuahty to the events depicted
in the "Signs" chapter of the Astasahashka, that there were at least some members
of the its original audience who identified themselves as bodhisattvas, I will make
use of the concept of the "implied reader," as formulated by members of the socalled "Konstanz School" of reader-response criticism, a group of theorists who
worked collectively at the University of Konstanz in Germany in the 1970s and
1980s, and among whom Wolfgang Iser and Hans Robert Jauss are the most wellknown.
In general, all reader response critics can be characterised by their interest in the
effect that a literary work has upon its audience. They hold that without considering
the reader's response it is impossible to determine the meaning of the work. Readerresponse criticism can thus be clearly contrasted with the paradigm that it
critiqued—that of New Criticism—according to which a literary work was deemed
an autonomous entity, independent of author and reader, and whose meaning could
be objectively found within the text of the work itself
A similar shift in paradigm has also been underway in Buddhist Studies for some
time. Until the late twentieth century, much of Buddhist Studies was undertaken in
accordance with the philosophy of what Jose Cabezon has called the "positivist"
school of thought, according to which the meaning of a work resided in the text
itself, and was none other than that intended by its author. The scholar's task,
therefore, was to undertake a philological reconstruction of a text such that "its

meaning unfolds from within itself, without any need for interpretation."^' In this
way, the positivist scholar reveals what he or she sees as the author's intention.

More

recently,

however,

scholars

belonging

to

what

Cabezon

calls

the

"interpretivist" school have held that a text cannot speak for itself in the way that the
philological positivists believe. Interpretivists believe that those who think they are
able to interpret a text objectively fail to recognise that "every move in the
philological process represents an instance of personal choice and that these choices
have their consequences,"^" and that "the reader ... creates or constructs a text in the
very act of reading."" While this idea that the reader constructs the meaning of a
text is entirely consistent with reader-response criticism, it is curious to observe that,
apart from a few isolated cases,'"* we have not seen many interpretivist Buddhist
scholars adopt such an approach to their often highly textually oriented discipline.

The analysis of Mahayana sutras, is particularly suited to reader-response criticism,
since the philologist's axiom that authorial intention constitutes the meaning of a
text becomes somewhat less relevant in cases where not only is the author
anonymous, but also in cases where it is unclear whether there were one or many
authors, or even where and when the text was composed. Even if we were to know
these things, it is unlikely that it would be particularly helpful, since the texts
themselves show little originality, instead consisting of the weaving together of

' ' J. 1. Cabezon, "Buddhist Studies as a discipline and the role of theory," Journal of the
Association of Buddhist Studies 18, no. 2 (1995): 246.

International

" Ibid.: 248.

See John Keenan, How Master Mou Removes Our Doubts : A Reader-Response
Study and
Translation of the Mou-tzu li-huo lun, (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1994); Ralph
Flores, Buddhist Scriptures as Literature, (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2008) 5-6'
Douglas Osto, Power. Wealth and Women in Indian Mahayana Buddhism: The
Gandavvuha-Siitra
(London and New York: Routledge, 2008).
'' '

materials from pre-existing sources. Thus, we should look for a sutra's unity and
meaning not in its origins, but in its readers, or audience.

When applying a theory from another discipline, however, it is important to be
aware of the differences and similarities between the two disciplines. One of the
most important differences between literary criticism and Buddhist Studies is
perhaps the desire by the literary critic to identify the features of a work that give it
its aesthetic value. Although a Mahayana sutra may have had an aesthetic impact on
its audience, we will not be concerned with that here. Our main concern will be with
the role that a work demands of its audience in order for meaning to be constructed
and communication to take place successfully. In this respect, our investigation into
the role and identity assumed by historical audiences of the "Signs" chapter shares
common ground with reader-response criticism.

Reader-response criticism has already been successfully applied outside the
discipline of literary criticism. Not only have the audiences of rhetorical works been
analysed,^^ its theories have also been applied to the interpretation of texts from
other religious traditions.^® Most notably as far as the present study is concerned,
however, the notion of the "implied reader" has been used to analyse literary works
from earlier epochs in order to derive information about the actual audience that
existed at the historical moment of the work's appearance"— the very task that I

" See, for example, Douglas B. Park, "The meanings of 'audience'," College English 44, no. 3
(1982).
" See for example: J. L. Staley, The Print's First Kiss, (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1988).; D. F. Tolmie,
Jesus' Farewell to His Disciples, (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1995).; R. Kieffer, "The implied reader in
John's gospel," in New Readings in John, ed. J. Nissen and S. Pederson (Sheffield: Sheffield
Academic Press, 1999).
" See Paul Strohm, "Chaucer's audiences: Fictional, implied, intended, actual," The Chaucer
18, no. 2 (1983).

Review

have set myself in this chapter with respect to the "Signs" chapter as well as the
Astasahasrika

more generally.

Thus, there does not seem to be any good reason why we cannot apply the theories
reader-response criticism to an analysis of Mahayana sutras, or other and religious
and philosophical works more generally. Indeed, this is consistent with the position
of Richard Rorty, who remarks:
I take "literary theory" as the term is currently used in America, to be a
species of philosophy, an attempt to weave together some texts traditionally
labelled "philosophical" with other texts not so labeled. It names the practice
of splicing together your favourite critics, novelists, poets, and such, and
your favorite philosophers ...It lets one think of "philosophical" and
"literary" texts as grist for the same mill.^^
3.3.2

Summary of the argument to be presented in the remainder of the
chapter

My argument that at least some members of the audience of the "Signs" chapter
identified themselves as bodhisattvas rests on the following steps. First, it will be
argued that a Mahayana sutra should be treated as a communicative speech act.
Then, we will consider Wolfgang Iser's argument that the recipient of the message
inherent in a communicative speech act must bridge an "interpretive gap" in order to
actualise (or "concretise") its meaning. The way the recipient does this is by
assuming the role of the implied audience, which is a property of the text that must
be identified, and, more importantly, identified with, if communication is to be
successful. We will then examine the "Signs" chapter and attempt to show that its
implied audience is that of the ordinary, human, and potentially reversible,
bodhisattva. The concluding step in the argument will be to show that since the
Astasahasrika

seems to have enjoyed significant success in India, there must have

Richard Rorty, "Philosophy without principles," Critical Inquiry! 11, no. 3 (1985): 463.

been at least some actual audiences who were willing to identify with its implied
audience, i.e., the ordinary human bodhisattva.

3.3.3 A Mahayana siitra is a communicative speech act
A Buddhist siitra is similar to Iser's conception of the literary work in that they both
exert an illocutionary force on their respective audiences.

The notion of

illocutionary force originates in Speech Act theory as set forth by J. L. Austin,
according to whom a speaker performs an illocutionary act when, by means of an
utterance, he or she promises, instructs, confirms, or any other similar action that
can be expressed using the words, "I hereby...."^" Since, as argued above, sutras are
prescriptive, they naturally have the illocutionary force of prescribing. They also
have a world-to-language direction of fit, and can be thought of as successful or
unsuccessful depending on whether the world is made to fit the prescription. It is
this quality of being communicatively successful or unsuccessful in terms of the
application of illocutionary force that makes sutras similar to Iser's conception of
the literary work.

Just as in normal speech, an illocutionary act gains force only when the speaker's
intention, or meaning, comes into being through the appropriate response from the
addressee, in Iser's view, the language of fiction gains its force through the
appropriate affective response in the reader. Comprehending the meaning of a
literary text, he argues, is tantamount to responding appropriately to its illocutionary
force. By taking such a view, Iser was trying to devise a critical method with which

" Iser writes: "The language of literature resembles the mode of the illocutionary act." Wolfgang
Iser, The Act of Reading : A Theory of Aesthetic Response, (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul,
1978), 60.
"" See Kirsten Malmkjaer, "Speech acts," in A Dictionary
Michael Payne (Oxford: Blackwell Reference, 1996).

of Cultural and Critical

Theory, ed.

the aesthetic value of a work of fiction could be measured. By considering a work of
fiction as an illocutionary speech act, Iser was then able to establish criteria by
which he could determine whether a novel was successful or not. He writes:
The speech-act theory derived from ordinary language philosophy is an
attempt to describe those factors that condition the success or failure of
linguistic communication. These factors also pertain to the reading of fiction,
which is a linguistic action in the sense that it involves an understanding of
the text, or of what the text seeks to convey by establishing a relationship
between the text and reader.^'
Since the Mahayana sutra is similar to the work of fiction insofar as both can be
seen as speech acts invested with illocutionary force, it is possible to apply readerresponse theory in order to investigate what the Astasdhasrika

actually did to its

audience, as opposed to simply something whose contents were to be understood.®^
Before doing so, however, the mechanism by which a work exerts an effect on its
audience must be discussed.

3.3.4

Bridging the interpretive gap

As acts of communication, both Buddhist sutras and literary works require a sender,
a message, and a receiver. Although the sender and recipient are obviously related
in some way, Iser does not accept that the relationship is a simple one. If it were,
there could only ever be one interpretation, and misunderstandings between sender
and receiver would never occur. But since various interpretations are possible, we
must question whether the two parties share a common code of communication, and
if not, how communication actually takes place.

Iser, The Ad of Reading, 54-55.
Iser writes: "What is important to readers, critics and authors ahke is what literature does and not
what it means." Ibid., 53.

Iser argues that a common code of communication can never exist between two
people. To support his position, he cites the psychiatrist R. D. Laing, who writes:
your experience of me is invisible to me and my experience of you is
invisible to you. I cannot experience your experience. You cannot
experience my experience ... All men are invisible to one another^^
In other words, Iser believes that our experiences of the world are necessarily
private, and we can never directly know the experiences of others. The best we can
do is experience an observation of their behaviour. Iser finds it ironic, however, that
it is precisely this invisibility, this "inexperienceability," of others' experiences that
produces communication. He writes:
Social communication ... arises out of the fact that people cannot experience
how others experience them, and not out of the common situation or out of
the conventions that join partners together.*'''
But due to the structure of interpersonal experience, communication necessarily
involves interpretation. The gap that exists between individuals is bridged when we
interpret others' verbalisations of their experiences. All communication, whether it
involves speech, a work of fiction, or a sutra, will require bridging, or filling in, the
gaps that necessarily exist between our own experiences and the text into which the
sender has encoded his or her message.

For Iser, what distinguishes literature from other forms of communication
(including, it would seem, Buddhist sutras), and gives it its aesthetic value, is the
fact that audiences are required to exercise creativity in their interpretation of a text.
As they fill in the text's inherent gaps, they actualise, or "concretise," its meaning.

Cited in Wolfgang Iser, "Interaction between text and reader," in The Reader in the Text: Essays
on Audience and Interpretation, ed. Susan J. Suleiman and Inge Crosman (New Jersey: Princeton
University Press, 1980), 108.
''"Ibid., 109.

But different audiences fill in the gaps differently, and therefore actualise different
meanings. Iser provides an illustrative example:
two people gazing at the night sky may both be looking at the same
collection of stars, but one will see the image of a plough and the other will
make out a dipper. The "stars" in a literary text are fixed; the lines that join
them are variable.®'
Iser's example highlights well the restrictions that exist with respect to how we may
interpret a text. Although individuals may interpret a text differently, it contains a
structure (its "fixed stars") that sets the limits of allowable interpretation. The
implication of this position is that since meaning arises as a result of the reader's
interaction with the text, a literary work is neither identical with the text, nor with
the reader's actualisation. Rather, it lies between the two and, according to Iser, is
therefore always virtual and dynamic in nature.

Religious literature, it may be said, is characteristically less dynamic than literary
works. Variation in interpretation is not encouraged, and commentaries exist to
ensure that, to use Iser's example, the reader always sees a plough, and never a
dipper. Although not as rigid and highly specific as some religious literature,®''
Buddhist sutras are typical of works that, as Iser puts it, "support prevailing
systems" and "affirm specific norms with a view to training the reader according to
the social code of the day."®^

' ' Wolfgang Iser, The Implied Reader, (Baltimore and London: Johns Hopkins University Press
1974), 282.
The lack of room for interpretation in religious literature has been well illustrated in the film Monn'
Python and the Holy Grail, in which the overly precise style of religious writing that limits
alternative interpretations is mocked: "Then, shalt thou count to three, no more, no less. Three shalt
be the number thou shalt count, and the number of the counting shall be three. Four shalt thou not
count, nor either count thou two, excepting that thou then proceed to three. Five is right out. Once the
number three, being the third number, be reached, then..." Terry Gilliam et al.. Monty Python and the
Holy Grail [videorecording] (Frenchs Forest, NSW: Rainbow Entertainment, 2001).
" Iser, The Act of Reading, 11.

Having argued that audiences always construct meaning through their interaction
with a text, be it a literary work or a sutra, we now turn to a discussion of the role
that audiences must assume in order for communication to occur.

3.3.5 Real and virtual participants in the communication process
Although they differ in terminology, all reader-response theorists distinguish an
abstract intra-textual reader from actual extra-textual readers. As explained below,
in Iser's terminology the intra-textual reader is called the "implied" reader. He or she
(or perhaps more appropriately, "it") is the counterpart to the implied author, which
is the author's projected persona, and which may vary between works by the same
author. The implied reader, as the following diagram indicates, is the reader to
whom the imphed author speaks.

Actual
Author

Implied
Author

^

Narrative

^

Implied
Reader

Actual
Reader

(Intra-textual level)
(Extra-textual
level)

Each of these virtual and actual players in the communication process will now be
introduced. The extra-textual level of communication will be considered first,
followed by the intra-textual level.

3.3.5.1 Actual Autlior
Generally speaking, the acUial author of a text is not problematic. It is simply the
person who composed the text. While in the case of contemporary works of fiction,
identifying the actual author is usually uncontentious; in the case of Mahayana
sutra?,, however, it is not so straightforward, as different readers may posit different
actual authors. While modem scholars usually consider the actual authors of the

sutras to be anonymous monks, traditional Buddhists typically consider the actual
author of a siitra to be the historical Buddha.^^ This is an important point to bear in
mind, as it will affect the way the implied author of a sutra is posited.

3.3.5.2

Actual Reader

The idea of the actual reader is similarly straightforward. It is simply any person
who reads the text. For our purposes, we should think of the actual reader of a sutra
as including not only members of the authors' community (in whom we are most
interested), but later exegetes such as Haribhadra, modem scholars, and even people
who may have read but rejected the sutra.

3.3.5.3 Implied Author
The concept of the implied author is best illustrated with an example provided by
Wayne Booth, who first coined the term. In the Rhetoric of Fiction, he writes:
Just as one's personal letters imply different versions of oneself, depending
on the different relationships with each correspondent and the purpose of
each letter, so the writer sets himself out with a different air depending on
the needs of particular works.
Traditional Mahayana exegetes have long deah with the fact that different sUtras
appear to have different implied authors. Although they consider their actual author
to be Sakyamuni, they also think of him as adopting different roles depending upon
the needs and interests of different audiences. For example, they recognise
Sakyamuni as projecting a certain implied authorship role in the
sutras, but another in the Sarndhinirmocana

Sutra.

^^ Even if they believe that the sutras were taught by Sakyamuni in his nirmanakaya
'''' W a y n e C. Booth, The Rhetoric

of Fiction,

Prajnaparamita

form.

(Chicago: University of C h i c a g o Press, 1961), 71.

3.3.5.4 Implied Reader
Although all reader-response critics envisage an intra-textual reader that is in some
way related to the actual extra-textual reader, they often define the function of intratextual reader in different ways, with the result that a plethora of terminology has
arisen. Accordingly, the intra-textual reader has been variously described as the
implied reader,™ the mock reader,^' the narratee,the intended reader,^^ the
superreader,^" the informed reader,^^ the ideal reader,^^ the abstract reader,^^ and the
characterised reader^^ Although it is well beyond the scope of this thesis to discuss
these concepts, a helpful analysis that distinguishes most of these terms can be
found in Wilson's article, "Readers in Texts.
Since, in this chapter, we are considering the "Signs" chapter of the Astasahasrika in
accordance with Iser's already outlined general theory of communication, we will
limit ourselves to his conception of the intra-textual reader, namely the implied
Iser, The Implied Reader. A fuller discussion of the term is found in Iser, The Act of Reading.
'' Walker Gibson, "Authors, speakers, readers, and mock readers," College English 11, no. 5 (1950).
Reprint: in Reader-Response Criticism : From Formalism to Post-Structuralism, ed. Jane P. Tomkins;
Baltimore and London: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1980.
Gerald Prince, "Introduction to the study of the narratee," in Reader-Response Criticism : From
Formalism to Post-Structuralism, ed. Jane P. Tomkins (Baltimore and London: Johns Hopkins
University Press, 1980). See also Gerald Prince, Narratology : The Form and Functioning of
Narrative, (Berlin; New York: Mouton, 1982), 16-26.
" Erwin Wolff, "Der intendierte leser," Poetica 4, no. 2 (1971).
Michael Riffaterre, "Describing poetic structures: Two approaches to baudelaire's 'Les chats'," in
Structuralism, ed, Jacques Ehrmann (New York: Doubleday, 1970; reprint, in Reader-Response
Criticism : From Formalism to Post-Structuralism, ed. Jane P. Tomkins; Baltimore and London:
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1980.), 215.
" Stanley Fish, "Literature in the reader: Affective stylistics," A'ew Literary Histor)' 2, no. 1 (1970).
Prince, "Introduction to the study of the narratee," 9-10. For a critique of the concept of the ideal
reader, see Iser, The Act of Reading, 28-30.
" Hannalore Link, Rezeptionsforschung: Eine Einfiihrung in Methoden und Prohleme (Stuttgart:
Kohlhammer, 1976). Cited in Wilson, "Readers in texts," 857.
' Ibid.

reader. The way in which readers construct meaning from a text by way of assuming
the role of the imphed reader will now be discussed.

3.3.6 How

actual readers

are impelled

to construct meaning

through

assuming the role of the implied reader
Iser defines the implied reader as one who "embodies all those predispositions
necessary for a literary work to exercise its effect - predispositions laid down not by
an empirical reality, but by the text itself"^" Wilson takes the idea further, and sees
the implied reader as not only a property of literary works, but of all forms of
communication. He states that the implied reader "exists in every work, since almost
every 'message' presupposes a certain kind of recipient and implicitly defines him or
her to some extent."^' This is a powerful idea that allows us to theorise how
communication occurs by oral, and even non-textual, means.

As argued above, since there is no common code of communication between the
sender of a message and its recipient, a reader must always interpret a text in order
to construct meaning. The concept of the implied reader provides us with a heuristic
tool that enables us to explain how a work succeeds or fails to communicate with
actual readers. Communication will be must successful when readers succeed in
interpreting the text, a process that occurs by means of two steps. First, they must
recognise the role that has been cast for them by the author, namely, that of the
implied reader. Second, they must be willing to assume that role.

Consider how the author of a rhetorical work, for example, might make certain
assumptions about a reader's willingness to be persuaded by rational argument and

Iser, The Act of Reading, 34.
Wilson, "Readers in texts," 848.

compose the text accordingly. The actual reader, then, in order to most successfully
construct the author's intended message—regardless of whether he or she is a
rational person in real life—must be willing to assume the reader's role, implicit in
the text, of a rational person. If the actual reader refuses to adopt the role, the work
fails to communicate effectively. Walker Gibson describes how communication fails
when readers are unwilling to assume the role expected of them by the text.
Although Gibson uses different terminology for the intra-texmal reader ("mock
reader" for Iser's implied reader), his point is pertinent:
A bad book ... is a book in whose mock reader we discover a person we
refuse to become, ... a role we will not play.^^
The importance of the actual reader's assumption of the role of the implied reader is
also emphasised by Wilson, who writes:
The implied reader is an essential link in the line of communication between
the author and every (real) reader, one that determines to a large extent the
success and quahty of the communication.^^
Having thus argued that a work communicates most successfully when actual
readers recognise and identify with the role demanded of them by the text, we now
turn our attention to the "Signs" chapter of the Astasahasrika to identify what kind
of role it appears to demand of its readers.

^^ Gibson, "Authors, speakers, readers, and mock readers," 5.
^^ Wilson, "Readers in texts," 859.

3.4

3.4.1

Self identity ofiYitAstasahasrika^s

historical audience

Identifying the implied audience

In this section I aim to show that the implied audience of the "Signs" chapter is a
(reversible) bodhisattva, who views the irreversible bodhisattva as a model to be
emulated.

From here on, 1 will no longer speak of an implied reader, but of an implied
audience. This is in recognition of the fact that, in its earliest form, a sittra was more
likely to be heard than read. Indeed, it is quite possible that the "Signs" chapter of
the Astasahasrika

as we now have it may in fact represent an oral elaboration on the

corresponding verses of the Ratnagunasamcayagatha.

Although it may be argued

that the face-to-face nature of oral communication may require audiences to
"fictionalise" themselves (to use Walter Ong's description of the process ^^)
differently from audiences of written texts, Mahayana sutras, appear to have been
written down relatively early, and even a scribe needed to envisage a certain type of
audience, not physically present at the time of transcription. Furthermore, since
most writing on the subject of audience, as Douglas Park has observed, "only tacitly
and often ambiguously"^^ distinguishes between readers and audiences, it will be
appropriate to use the term "implied audience" for both written and oral texts.

How do we identify a text's implied audience? James E. Porter advises us that

' Walter J. Ong, "The writer's audience is always a fiction," PMLA 90, no. 1 (1975), 12.
Park, "The meanings of'Audience'," 247.

the key to uncovering the implied reader(s) is in discovering the intertextual
base of a text—that is the pre-texts, the imowledge base, that supports the
text in question.^^
Porter goes on to distinguish two types of intertextuality—iterability

and

presupposition. Iterability refers to the repeatability of stock phrases, references,
allusions, and fragments borrowed from other texts. Using post-structuralist
terminology. Porter calls these repeated fragments "traces.

His second type of

intertextuality, presuppositions, refers to the assumptions that the text makes about
its audience—things they already know and therefore do not need to be explicitly
stated.

Looking at the "Signs" chapter, we find that it consists almost entirely of traces from
other texts and contains virtually nothing that is unique. This is particularly apparent
in the longer version of the sutra, where standard lists such as the five skandhas, the
six paramitas, the thirty seven wings of enlightenment {saptatrimsad

bodhipaksya

dharmd), etc. make up much of the expanded portion of the text. However, since we
are mainly interested in what irreversible bodhisattvas meant to the eariiest
Mahayanists, we will confine our attention to the Astasahasrikd, where we also find
many traces from standard Buddhist literature. There we read, for example, of
irreversible bodhisattvas who observe the ten virtues, enter into the four dhyanas,
avoid rebirth in the three lower realms, have little sloth and torpor (styana-middha),
are unattached to gain, honour, and fame {labhasatkarasloka), and so on.

The fact that most of these traces are also found in Mainstream sutras would suggest
that the implied audience shares a significant portion of its knowledge base with

James Porter, Audience and Rhetoric: An Archaeological
Composition
Community, (Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey: Prentice-Hall, 1992), 68.
Ibid., 69.

of the

Discourse

Mainstream Buddhism. Even those passages that appear to be

indisputably

Mahayanistic—^the attempts by Mara to dissuade the bodhisattva from his quest to
gain highest enlightenment and pursue individual nirvana
"Padhana Sutta" in the Sutta-nipata

instead—echo the

of the Khuddaka Nikaya,^^ which describes how

Mara similarly attempts to dissuade the bodhisattva Gautama.

All of this could be interpreted as evidence that the implied audience of the "Signs"
chapter is no different from that of the Mainstream siitras, and therefore not a
bodhisattva. However, in the following analysis of Porter's second type of
intertextuality—^presupposition—it will become apparent that the implied audience
is a bodhisattva, albeit one whose knowledge base is predominantly derived from
Mainstream literature.

While the authors of the "Signs" chapter make a number of presuppositions about
their audience, to attempt to list them all would be beyond the scope of this chapter
and, moreover, unnecessary for supporting my argument that the implied audience
is a bodhisattva. Instead, I will mention just four that I see as relevant, among which
the third and fourth may be seen as particularly important.

First, the chapter introduces the irreversible bodhisattva without defining him. This
suggests that the implied audience is already familiar and concerned with the
concept, knowing at least that it referred to a bodhisattva who was not liable to turn
back from highest enlightenment.

Second, there is also no explanation about why irreversible bodhisattvas were
irreversible. From this we may therefore conclude that the authors assumed their

KN 3.2. vv.429-431; Tr. see Bhikkhu Nanamoli, The Life of the Buddha, (Kandy Buddhist
Publication Society, 1972), 19.
' v
j'

audiences were aware of teachings elsewhere that they were irreversible due to their
skill-in-means, or perhaps as a result of having received a prediction.
Third, the fact that the chapter contains details about the many qualities that
distinguish reversible bodhisattvas from irreversible ones suggests not only that the
implied audience does not know these things,^' the chapter also suggests that it
should. If we further ask ourselves why the implied audience should need to
distinguish between the behaviour of irreversible and reversible bodhisattvas, there
appear to be two options: (1) the implied audience needs to be able identify other
people as being (or not being) irreversible bodhisattvas; or (2) it needs to recognise
its own behaviour as conforming (or not conforming) to that of an irreversible
bodhisattva. These two possibilities have different implications for the self-identity
of the implied audience. The first case does not necessarily imply self-identity as a
bodhisattva (though it would imply the existence of bodhisattvas within the implied
audience's community), while the second possibility does entail self-identity as a
bodhisattva, albeit one who was irreversible.
The fourth presupposition that appears to be made about the implied audience's
understanding of the irreversible bodhisattva is that irreversibility is something both
desirable and achievable. The desirability of irreversibility is not only implicit in the
descriptions of irreversible bodhisattvas as
good men, great men, first-rate men, excellent men, glorious men, bulls of
men, noble men, valiant men, heroic men, foremost of men, lotuses of men,

We should be careful not to overstate this presupposition. Some signs represent virtues that any
Buddhist would consider commendable and normative (e.g., wearing clean clothes), and their
association with some of the more contentious signs such as how an irreversible bodhisattva earns a
living may have been used as a persuasive strategy.

white lotuses of men, thoroughbred men, nagas o f men, hons of men, leaders
of men...'"
but also by the fact that none o f the signs indicate that irreversible bodhisattvas are
impossibly superhuman. Despite the grandiosity o f the above list o f epithets, even
the most

demanding

{atmaparitydgam)

of signs,

such as being willing

to sacrifice one's

life

in order to attain dharma, although extreme, is still within the

realms o f possible human behaviour.

Thus, based on an analysis of some o f the presuppositions that the authors o f the
"Signs" chapter appear to make about its audience, w e can conclude that its implied
audience is one that is familiar with many standard ideas found in Mainstream
literature, yet is also someone that recognises the desirability and attainability o f
irreversible bodhisattvahood. Its self-identity therefore would appear to be that o f an
ordinary (i.e., reversible) bodhisattva w h o is desirous and capable o f "moving to the
next level" by emulating the behaviour of irreversible bodhisattva. Even if this
interpretation of the implied audience is not accepted, the alternative interpretation
is that it lived in a community where other persons were potentially irreversible
bodhisattvas,

and therefore

desired

to identify such

persons

based

on

their

observable behaviour.

3.4.2 Evidence that the

Astasahasrika

was successful in communicating its

message
It is important to remember that the implied audience w e have just described is an
abstract entity. It is a property o f the text, and not a real person or group of persons.
What w e are really interested in is not the implied audience o f the "Signs" chapter,
salpurusairmahapurusairatipwusaih purusapravaraih purusasobhanaih pumsarsabhaih
pumsodaraih purusasautiraih purusapumgavaih purusadhuryaih purusapadmaih purusapundarikaih
purusajaneyaihpurusanagaihpurusasimhaihpurusadamyasarathibhih/Asta, 166 In.l 1-14.

but its actual audience, particularly the actual audience that existed at the time of
the text's production.

It was argued above that a Mahayana sutra is a normative work with the
illocutionary force of prescription, and thus has a fundamentally different direction
of fit from a descriptive text. Therefore, rather than try to make judgements about
the accuracy with which a sutra represents historical factuality, we should ask
whether it was communicatively successful or not. To be "successful" means that
the injunctions contained in the sutra were carried out by actual people. This, I have
argued, implies that there must have been at least some real people who were
prepared to adopt the audience role demanded of them by the text.

Having argued that its implied audience of the "Signs" chapter was the ordinary
bodhisattva who desired to emulate the behaviour of the ideal, irreversible
bodhisattva, the last step in the argument is to demonstrate that the chapter was
successful. If we can do so, we may conclude that there must have been at least
some persons among the sutra'^ actual historical audience who, even if only
temporarily, saw themselves as bodhisattvas and viewed the irreversible bodhisattva
as an ideal to be emulated.

Wilson has claimed that the implied audience "will almost certainly possess various
characteristics of actual readers and reflect the author's historical setting in many
ways."" This is a claim that is likely to be valid as far as Buddhist sutras are
concerned, for if the implied audience were something quite different from actual
historical audiences, its members would not have seen it as speaking to them, and
the sutra would have disappeared without a trace. All the injunctions that we often
" Wilson, "Readers in texts," 851.

find in Mahayana sutra?, about copying out, studying, and teaching the sutra would
have been ignored. The mere fact that a sutra has survived suggests that its implied
audience resembled actual historical audiences.

As mentioned in chapter 1, the "Signs" chapter appears to have originally been an
independent work (a "pamphlet" perhaps, or a sermon that circulated orally) that
was incorporated into the Astasdhasrika
the Prajhaparamita

during the second stage of development of

sutra.'^~ This inclusion is perhaps the first indicator of its

success. There is, in addition, other evidence to suggest that the Astasdhasrika
whole was successful. It was the basis for extended versions of the

as a

Prajndparamita

sutra, it was frequently copied, widely disseminated, and translated into other
languages, commentaries were written on it, etc. Notwithstanding the fact that sutras
were often reproduced by people who did not understand them simply because it
was considered meritorious, it is hard to imagine how this could have occurred if
there were not at least some people who saw the sutra as speaking to a role that they
were willing to assume, namely that of the ordinary, reversible—but potentially
irreversible—^bodhisattva.

3.4.3

Conclusion: The relationship between the audience of the
and the avinivartanlya

Astasahasrika

bodhisattva

Most of this chapter has been devoted to establishing a fairly basic thesis that some
scholars may see as self-evident. Yet the very fact that in present times people do
not typically identify themselves as bodhisattvas or study the "Signs" chapter in
order to find out what they must do to become (or at least be considered as)
irreversible, requires us to come up with an explanation to support our claims that

See Conze, "The development of Prajfiaparamita thought," 130.

anyone ever did. The reader-response approach taken in this chapter, while making
certain assumptions about the normative nature of the Mahayana sutras, has, I
beheve, provided some theoretical support for the claims that have been made about
the self identity of the earliest audiences of the Astasahasrika

and the "Signs"

chapter in particular.

In the absence of any other sources of evidence, I suggest that the approach may
also be useful to corroborate or call into question the conclusions that have already
been drawn by other scholars about the self-identity and possibly the worldview of
the audiences of other Buddhist works, complex though those identities and
worldviews may be. Indeed, a reader-response approach to the study of the
Prajhaparamita

sutras and their commentarial tradition would make a fascinating

study, as the different implied audiences of the commentarial works would reflect
the changing views of self and the world among audiences of different eras.'^ A
brief attempt to contrast the implied audience of the Astasahasrika with that of the
Abhisamayalamkaraloka

has been undertaken in chapter 8. A more detailed study is,

however, unfortunately beyond the scope of this thesis.

Finally, our theoretical approach has at least two weaknesses that must be
acknowledged. One which we will return to in chapter 8 is the extent to which it is
possible to objectively define the implied audience. Although we have argued that it
was the ordinary, reversible bodhisattva who aspired to irreversibility, at least one

Jauss describes the potential of his theoretical approach to the study of works from the past as
follows: "The method of the history of reception is essential for the understanding of literary works
which lie in the distant past. Whenever the writer of a work is unknown, his intent not recorded, or
his relationship to sources and models only indirectly accessible, the philological question of how the
text is 'properly' to be understood, that is according to its intention and its time, can best be answered
if the text is considered in contrast to the background of the works which the author could expect his
contemporary public to know either explicitly or implicitly." Jauss, "Literary history as a challenge to
literary theory," 19.

Ill

other possibility was considered, albeit one with consequences that did not harm our
contention that at least some early Mahayanists identified themselves as
bodhisattvas. The second weakness is that we have partly relied on extra-textual
information to establish the "success" of the text. This is not necessarily a fault, as
no attempt to establish the self identity of people who lived around two thousand
years ago can be expected to rely on one source of information or one method. In
this respect, the method that has been adopted in this chapter should be seen as
simply one of several that scholars can apply in their historical studies of Buddhism.
Where archaeological and epigraphic evidence is lacking, however, it may yet prove
to be one of the most usefiil.

4

THE INSTITUTIONALISATION OF MAHAY ANA

By creating institutional reality, we increase human power enormously.
John

4.1

Searle

'

Introduction

In the previous chapter it was argued that the irreversible bodhisattva functioned as
a normative ideal for emulation by ordinary people who identified themselves as
bodhisattvas. While this may seem an unsurprising conclusion, it is significant in
view of the fact that by the time epigraphic evidence for the existence of Mahayana
begins to appear in the middle of the third century C.E., persons belonging to the
tradition do not refer to themselves as bodhisattvas, preferring instead terms such as
those who have "set out on the Mahayana path"

{mahayana-samprasthita).^

Similarly, other inscriptional evidence from the late fifth century C.E. refers to
people

who

are

{mahayananuyayin),

Mahayanist

(mahayanika)

and

Follower

of

Mahayana

but not bodhisattvas,^

' John Searle, "What is an institution?" Journal of Institutional Economics

1, no. 1 (2005): 11.

^ See Mark Allon and Richard Salomon, "New evidence for Mahayana in early Gandhara," The
Eastern Buddhist
no. 1 (2010): 3-4.
^ See Gregory Schopen, "Mahayana in Indian inscriptions," Indo-Iranian Journal 21 (1979): 10.

While the use of such terms does not necessarily mean that these early Mahayanists
did not also see themselves as bodhisattvas, since we do know that in present times
people who identify themselves as followers of Mahayana do not generally identify
themselves as bodhisattvas, it may be hypothesised that this shift in self-identity
may have occurred relatively early. In this chapter we will therefore explore the
possible link between the apparent disappearance of self-identifying bodhisattvas as
a

distinct

community

and

what

some

scholars

have

spoken

of

as

the

"institutionalisation" of Mahayana.'* This was a process that seems to have occurred
during the fourth to fifth centuries C.E., prior to which it is likely that there were a
number of distinct localised bodhisattva traditions, or "Mahayana groups," as they
have been described by Jonathan Silk. ^ Whether these traditions were mainly
distinguished through their affiliation with different nikayas,^ or by way of cultic
practices centred on different texts,^ is unclear.

A reader-response analysis of early Mahayana sutras

would suggest that their

audiences may have been quite diverse. While the implied audience of the
Astasahasrika,

as we have seen, is the human bodhisattva, the ahnost super-human

description of the entry-level bodhisattva in the Dasabhiimika,

for example, implies

'' See, for example, Richard S. Cohen, "India," in Encyclopedia of Buddhism, ed. Robert E. Buswell
Jr. (New York: Macmillan Reference USA, 2004), 357-358. Nattier, A Few Good Men, 100, 174.
' Silk, "What, if anything, is Mahayana Buddhism?" 371.
^ See Heinz Bechert, "Mahayana literature in Sri Lanka: The early phase," in Prajnaparamita
and
Related Systems, ed. L. Lancaster (Berkeley: Center for South and Southeast Asian Studies at the
University of California, 1977), 364,
' See Gregory Schopen, "The phrase 'sa prthivlpradesas caityabhuto bhavet' in the Vajracchedika:
Notes on the cult of the book in Mahayana," Indo-Iranian Journal 17 (1975): 181.

an audience that was somewhat different.^ In order to receive the message of such
sutras,

actual audiences would have had to assume the role of an aspiring

bodhisattva, or perhaps that of a devotee of one of the great bodhisattvas, but not an
actual bodhisattva.

The so-called institutionalisation of Mahayana may be thought of as a period of
"leveling,""^ during which various Mahayana sutras became widely disseminated
and the different discourses that inhabited them became shared. It may also be
thought of as a period in which the career of the bodhisattva became more glorified,
the bodhisattva path became more systematised, and the Mahayana worldview
became more expansive, as it included, yet subordinated, other soteriological career
options.

To describe these developments as the institutionalisation of Mahayana, however,
assumes that we know what an "institution" is. While it is not difficult to think of
monasteries as institutions, within a general sense of the institution as an
organisation in which people's behaviour is regulated by certain rules, to think of
Mahayana as an institution will, I shall show, require us to define the term more
precisely. It will also be necessary to explain institutionalisation—what is it, and
how does it occur?

Although it would make a fascinating topic for research, it is beyond the scope of
this thesis to write a comprehensive institutional history of Mahayana. Were such an
® The Dasa states: "Immediately upon producing tlie thought of enlightenment one advances to
become a bodhisattva; one surpasses the level of an ordinary person... through standing on this
[stage], a bodhisattva becomes lord of Jambudvipa..." vena cittotpadena
sahotpannena
bodhisattvo'tikranto
bhavati,
prthagjhanabhumimavakrdnto
bhavati...
yo'sydm
pratisthito
bodhisattva bhiiyastvena jambudvTpesvaro
bhavati... Dasa, 11, 21. Cf Tr. Honda, "Annotated
translation of the Dasabhumika-sutra," in Studies in South, East, and Central Asia, ed. Denis Sinor
(New Delhi: International Academy of Indian Culture, 1968), 128, 139.
' See Silk, "What, if anything, is Mahayana Buddhism?" 371.

account to be written, however, it would, 1 venture, include some of the topics that
will be discussed, albeit in a somewhat abbreviated manner, in this chapter. Thus, it
might examine, for example, Akira Hirakawa's by now well-known question
regarding the "institutional basis" from which Mahayana arose. It might also
distinguish the many senses with which the word "institution" has been loosely used
in Buddhist Studies. Perhaps most importantly, it would explain the
institutionalisation process in terms of the important relationship between praxis,
texts, and Mahayana discourse.
This chapter, which might be considered a prolegomenon to an institutional history
of Mahayana, begins with an examination of the basic question raised in Hirakawa's
important article on the lay origins of Mahayana, namely: what was the institutional
basis of Mahayana? I argue that, due to the inherent ambiguity of the term
"institutional basis," Hirakawa's question has been understood in different ways.
While this has led to at least one exciting new theory on how Mahayana may have
begun, it is my contention that the question will remain disputed as long as we have
not clarified exactly what we mean by "institution."
In the second section of the chapter I therefore explore the meaning of "institution"
as it is used by several scholars. I argue that their definitions of the concept are too
restrictive, leading in one case to the conclusion that Mahayana cannot ever be
considered an institution, and in the other case to the conclusion that
institutionalisation of Mahayana means nothing more than its monasticisation. Both
these accounts tend to overlook the fact that an enormous amount of literature,
known retrospectively as Mahayana sutrai, was produced and disseminated from
the very earliest stages of the movement, a situation that implies, I argue, the

existence of some sort of institution beyond tiie somewhat limited senses of
"monastery" or "nikaya."

In the third section of the chapter I woric toward a formal definition of "institution"
that can be applied to Mahayana in both the earlier and later stages of its
development. I draw on the theories of several well-known modem theorists of
institutions, including Peter Berger, Thomas Luckmann, and John Searle. By citing
passages from the Astasahasrikd,

I argue that the bodhisattva and the irreversible

bodhisattva were but two of many interrelated institutions in early Mahayana. From
there, I contend that early Mahayana did have an institutional existence, but one
somewhat different from that envisaged by those writers who speak either explicitly
or implicitly of a pre- and post-institutionalised Mahayana.

The fourth section of the chapter is devoted to an explanation of the role of texts in
the institutionalisation process. I develop Richard S. Cohen's theory of how
Mahayana was institutionalised'" by highlighting the way in which certain sutras
are more likely than others to become embedded in the wider discourse, thereby
shaping the more-or-less singular entity we can think of as "institutionalised"
Mahayana.

4.2

4.2.1

The institutional basis of Mahayana

Hirakawa's question

Akira Hirakawa's well-known question, "What ... constituted the institutional basis
from which Mahayana arose?"" is curious. Why, we may wonder, did he seek to
discover the institutional

basis of Mahayana, when most other scholars had tried

See Cohen, "India," 355.
" Hirakawa, "The rise of Mahayana Buddhism," 85.

instead to identify its originsl It is not entirely clear whether he phrased the question
the way he did in order to foreshadow his own conclusions, or whether he intended
to draw a distinction between two types of origin—doctrinal and institutional.
Nevertheless, such a distinction is, I believe, helpful, since it allows us to approach
the problem in more than one way: on the one hand, we can explain the origins of
Mahayana in terms of what people thought; on the other hand we can explain its
origins in terms of what people did.
An example of the first type of explanation is A. L. Basham's hypothesis that
Mahayana grew out of a belief in the existence of past and future buddhas.'^ This
explanation, which echoes Mircea Eliade's theory that in ancient societies events in
"sacred time" were considered paradigmatic and reoccurring,'^ suggests that without
a belief in future buddhas it would have been impossible for anyone to see himself
or herself as a potential buddha, and hence as a bodhisattva. This is a doctrinal
explanation since it is an account for the origins of Mahayana in terms of what
people thought.
Examples of the second type of explanation are Gombrich's hypothesis that the rise
of Mahayana was due to the use of writing,''' or Schopen's theory that it arose from
the bibliolatrous sects that worshipped the "spot on the earth" (prthivipradesa)
where certain texts were kept or taught.'^ These may be thought of as institutional.
A. L. Basham, "The evolution of the concept of the bodhisattva," in The Bodhisattva Doctrine in
Buddhism, ed. Leslie S. Kawamura (Waterloo: Wilfred Laurier University Press, for the Canadian
Corporation for Studies in Religion, 1981), 27-28.
Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane, 70.
Richard Gombrich, "How the Mahayana began," in The Buddhist Forum, Vol. 1, ed. Tadeusz
Skorupski (London: School of Oriental and African Studies, 1990), 21.
Schopen, "The phrase 'sa prthivlpradesas caityabhuto bhavet'." For Schopen's slightly modified
views on the topic, see Schopen, "Mahayana," 497.

as opposed to doctrinal, theories since they tend to throw light on how the practices
that allowed Mahay ana ideas to spread and develop.

A study of Mahayana that examines its development as an institution as opposed to
its development as a system of doctrines may have several advantages. Whereas
doctrines may tell us what a few scholars may have thought, institutions, by their
nature, tell us about how groups, sometimes large groups, of people acted. Compare,
for example, theories on the Buddha's omniscience with the institutionalised taking
of the bodhisattva vow. While interpretations of the Buddha's omniscience may
have played an important role in the development in Mahayana doctrines of three or
four

buddhakayas,

these would have meant little to all but a few scholarly monks.

On the other hand, the capacity for the formalised taking of the bodhisattva vow to
regulate the behaviour of many ordinary people may, I suggest, have been more
significant in the development and spread of Mahayana than abstruse theories about
the content and extent of a buddha's knowledge.

Returning to Hirakawa's question regarding the institutional basis of Mahayana,
since his answer is by now well known—and widely disputed'®—it is not my
intention to add to the debate in these pages. What I would like to settle first,
however, is exactly what Hirakawa

meant

by "institutional basis," a term that is

inherently ambiguous, since it can be parsed in two ways. While most scholars
construe it appositionally as "an institution that is a basis" of something (e.g.,
Mahayana), at least one well-known scholar appears to have interpreted it

See, for example, Shizuka Sasaki, "A study on the origin of Mahayana Buddhism," The Eastern
Buddhist 30, no. 1 (1997); Silk, "What, if anything, is Mahayana Buddhism?" 378-382; Nattier, A
Few Good Men, 89-93.

syntactically with the first term in the possessive case, i.e., as "an institution's basis."
These different interpretations will now be discussed.

4.2.2

Ambiguity of the term "institutional basis"

The term "institutional basis" seems to have found a place in the Buddhist Studies
lexicon. Apart from featuring in any discussion on the origins of Mahayana in which
Hirakawa's theory is critiqued, a number of writers have begun to use the term (or a
close synonym) in their historical accounts of various Buddhist traditions. A typical
example is the following from Georges Dreyfus (emphasis added):
The other two monasteries, 'Bras spung ... and Se ra, were founded shortly
thereafter by two of Tsong kha pa's direct disciples, thus creating the famous
three seats, the institutional basis for the future growth of his tradition.'^
The first point to note is that in this, and the many other examples to be found in the
same volume,'^ "institutional basis" is parsed appositionally such that it refers
something that is an institution.

A second point to note is that it refers to a

monastery. Nearly all references to institutional bases outside of critiques of
Hirakawa's theories refer to institutional bases in this way; i.e., as institutions in the
sense of places of learning, with a physical and geographical presence. This, I
submit, is a rather restricted and concrete sense of the word, and it is hoped that the
broader definition of "institution" (and by implication, of "institutional basis") to be
offered later in the chapter will enable scholars of Buddhism to explore their topics
in a more abstract and theoretical way.

" Georges Dreyfus, "Tsong kha pa," in Encyclopedia
York: MacMillan Reference USA, 2004), 861.

of Buddhism,

ed. Robert E Buswell Jr ("New
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See Christian K. Wedemeyer, "Bon," in ibid., 67; Jamie Hubbard, "Sanjie Jiao (Three Stages
School)," in ibid., 745; Thomas A. Tweed, "United States," in ibid., 866; Cohen, "India," in ibid..

It is noteworthy, however, that Hirakawa does not use the term to refer to a place of
learning. When we look at what he argues actually constitutes "the institutional
basis from which Mahayana arose,"" it is clear that he is referring to an institution
in the sense of a religious practice, namely, stupa worship. This is evident when he
writes, "With the development oi stupa worship as an institution ..."^"(emphasis
added).
As is well known, Hirakawa argues that stupa worship was not only an institution, it
was also the basis of Mahayana. He writes:
Stupa worship itself carmot be called Mahayana Buddhism, but the first step
in this direction was taken in the transformation from stupa worship to
bodhisattvayana.^'
It is thus clear that Hirakawa intended "institutional basis" to refer to an institution
in the sense of a certain kind of regulated religious practice that functioned in this
case as a forerunner to Mahayana. His critics, however, have sometimes construed
the term quite differently. While this may have resulted in their criticisms not quite
hitting their mark, they have also been useful for the way in which they have opened
up other ways in which to understand the concept of "institution." Two such
interpretations will now be discussed.
4.2.3 "Institutional basis" as a body of people
Richard Gombrich's refutation of Hirakawa begins by identifying two of his main
conclusions. The first is that "the Mahayana adherents were composed of an entirely

' Hirakawa, "The rise of Mahayana Buddhism," 85.
'ibid.: 105.
Ibid.

different group of people from the Nikaya B u d d h i s t s . T h e second is that "these
adherents were brought together by the cult of the sttipa."^^ In order to refute
Hirakawa's thesis, Gombrich holds that it is only necessary to disprove the first
conclusion. His reasoning is that if the earliest Mahayanists were not "a socially
distinct" body of people, they could not have existed as a cult of stupa worshippers,
the assumption apparently being that members of cults necessarily constitute distinct
social groups. He writes:
I shall concentrate on AH's first conclusion, because if that conclusion is
invalid the second one fails automatically."''
Gombrich goes further. He argues that Hirakawa's basic question regarding what
constituted the institutional basis of Mahayana becomes irrelevant if it can be shown
that no such basis for Mahayana ever existed. He writes:
[Hirakawa's] question itself has no foundation if one can show that there is
no reason to suppose that there was any such institutional base at all.^^
It seems, however, that Gombrich

construes

"institutional basis"

somewhat

differently from the way Hirakawa does when he takes it as referring to the separate
and communal nature of a group of religious practitioners, rather than the religious
practices themselves. He writes:
...when AH asks, h a l f w a y through his article, "What, then, constituted the
institutional base [sic] from which Mahayana Buddhism arose?," having
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Gombrich, "Organized bodliisattvas," 308. Original citation in Hirakawa, "The rise of Mahayana
Buddhism," 85.
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Gombrich, "Organized bodhisattvas," 308. The word "cult" is of course a pejorative term
However, smce it is used by both Gombrich and Schopen, whose views are discussed in this section
It is necessary for m e to also use it, albeit with some reluctance and with an a c k n o w l e d g e m e n t of its
pejorative connotations.
^^ Ibid., 311.
Ibid.

made it clear that by "institutional base" [sic] he means a body of people
entirely distinct from the monastic Safigha founded by the Buddha ..
Given that Gombrich talks elsewhere of the samgha as an institution,^^ we can infer
that although the "body of people" he mentions on this occasion is for him an
institution, it is one that never existed, and therefore could not have served as the
basis of Mahayana. But having construed institutional basis necessarily as a group
of people Gombrich has not, I believe, demolished the foundation of Hirakawa's
initial question, as he claims to have set out to do. Only insofar as his assumption
that "cultic" practices entail socially and physically separated groups of people is
justified, he may have succeeded in showing that the earliest Mahayanists did not
constimte a distinct group, but he does not refute Hirakawa's claim that a tradition of
stupa worshippers once existed. Moreover, given that Hirakawa does not claim that
the members of this so-called cult were actually Mahayanists, his conclusion that
the tradition constituted a kind of forerunner to Mahayana (or its "institutional
basis"), strictly speaking, remains unaffected by Gombrich's criticisms.
Nevertheless, Gombrich's notion of an institution as a body of people raises several
interesting questions. What is it about a group of people engaged in a cultic practice
that makes Gombrich label them an institution? Does it have anything to do with the
reason why many other scholars consider a monastery an institution? To explore
these questions further, let us consider another scholar who, like Hirakawa, thinks of
a cultic practice itself as constituting an institution.

' Ibid.
" "[T]he institution which performed the function of preserving the Buddhist texts must have been
the Sahgha." Gombrich, "How the Mahayana began," 25.

4.2.4

"Institutional basis" as a spot on the earth

While Schopen's article on the cult of the book is not specifically devoted to refuting
Hirakawa in the way that Gombrich's article is, his own findings, he says, do not
support Hirakawa's conclusions. However, he still considers Hirakawa's question
important when he writes:
If, ... [Hirakawa's] conclusions are in doubt, the importance of his initial
question as to "what constituted the institutional basis from which Mahayana
arose" is most certainly not.^^
Based on his reading of sutras such as the Vajracchedika

and the

Astasahasrika,

Schopen states that the "spot on the earth" (prthivTpradesa) where a sutra was stored
may have been an institutional basis or "organisational centre"

from which

Mahayana arose. He writes;
we would like only to suggest that such prthivipradesah may well have
formed one of the 'institutional bases' ... out of which early Mahayana
arose.
Clearly, a "spot on the earth" is not itself an institution, but as an organisational
centre it could be interpreted as the basis of one. This suggests that Schopen has
construed "institutional basis" not appositionally as "institution which is a basis,"
but syntactically as "institution's basis." The institution in this case is apparently a
bibliolatrous cult, while its basis is a prthivTpradesa.

Despite construing "institutional basis" differently from Hirakawa,

Schopen

understands "institution" similarly in the sense of the religious practices performed
by a group of people who share a common belief It should also be remarked that his
theory is important for two reasons. First, it allows for a version of early Mahayana
Schopen, "The phrase 'sa prthivipradesas caityabhOto bhavet'," 180.

' Ibid.

that may have been spht along "cultic" lines in addition to, or instead of, along
sectarian (i.e., nikdya) ones. Second, aUhough texts do not necessarily need to be the
focus of institutions, they are, I shall argue, an important part of the
institutionalisation process, and it is therefore significant that Schopen recognises
their great importance in early Mahayana. These two aspects of Schopen's theory,
which will be taken up again below, are summarised when he writes:
A corollary to this would be the assumption that, since each text placed itself
at the center of its own cult, early Mahayana (from a sociological point of
view), rather than being an identifiable single group, was in the beginning a
loose federation of a number of distinct though related cults, all of the same
pattern, but each associated with its specific text.^'
4.2.5

Summary

Although the contributions of Gombrich and Schopen to the question of what
constituted the origins of Mahayana are useful, both have interpreted a key term in
Hirakawa's initial question in ways somewhat differently from that intended by
Hirakawa. I have argued that by "institutional basis that gave rise to Mahayana" he
was referring to the institution that was the basis, or forerunner, of Mahayana,
which in his opinion was the practice oistiipa worship. Although the idea that stupa
worshippers were a distinct gana may be consistent with other views he has
expressed on the origins of Mahayana, strictly speaking, his use of the term
"institution" does not necessarily imply a socially distinct group of people in the
sense understood by Gombrich. Nor does his use of "institutional basis" refer, as
Schopen understands the term, to the actual focal point of certain institutionalised
practices that may have played a key role in the rise of Mahayana, i.e., the stiipa
itself The foregoing discussion has revealed the ambiguity surrounding key terms in

Ibid.

Hirakawa's question, the answer to which will remain disputed until we are able to
agree on a definition of institution. It is to that task that I now turn.

4.3

Interpretations of "institution" in contemporary Buddtiist scholarship

Before developing a formal definition of "institution," however, I shall first explore
the way in which two prominent scholars have used the term with respect to
Mahayana. First, I consider Jonathan Silk's argument that Mahayana does not have
any independent institutional existence. I argue that his conclusions are based on a
restricted concept of institution that only allows him to show that Mahayanists did
not constitute a sect that could be distinguished on the basis of a separate

vinaya.

This, I maintain, is not sufficient grounds to deny Mahayana institutional status. I
then turn to Reginald Ray's thesis that some of the earliest Mahayanists were not
institutionalised because they did not reside in monasteries. It is anticipated that this
discussion will illustrate the need for the more formal definition of "institution" that
will be developed in Section 4.4.

4.3.1

Mahayana was not an institution because it was not a nilcaya

It was noted above that Gombrich has used the term "institution" to refer to the
ordained community of monks and nuns, i.e., the Buddhist samgha. ^^ However,
such an idea appears to be rejected by Silk, who writes:
The only meaningful candidate for a "Buddhist Church" in India is the socalled Universal Community, the samgha of the four directions. However, it
appears that this was a purely abstract and imaginary entity, with no
institutional existence.^^
Although it is possible that Gombrich's samgha

and Silk's "samgha

of the four

directions" are different entities. Silk's statement is nevertheless interesting for the
See Gombrich, "How the Mahayana began," 25.
Silk, "What, if anything, is Mahayana Buddhism?" 363.

way it implies that institutions should not be abstract entities. Not only does Silk
argue that the samgha had no institutional existence due to being an "imaginary
entity," he also claims that both Mahayana and Hmayana lacked any institutional
existence for similar reasons. He writes:
[I]t is quite certain, however, that the referent of the term "Hmayana," when
it occurs in Buddhist texts themselves, is never any existent institution or
organization, but a rhetorical fiction.
And,
we posit Mahayana Buddhism as a movement ...which has doctrinal, but no
institutional existence as such
Hmayana's alleged lack of institutional existence does not particularly concern us
here, except insofar as its being a "rhetorical fiction" applies also to Mahayana. In
developing his argument against the institutional existence of Mahayana, however.
Silk maintains it is because Mahayana "is neither a nikaya, an orthodox ordination
lineage, nor a vada, a school defined by doctrines.
Let us examine these two terms, nikaya and vada, more closely. For Silk a nikaya is
a "sect," i.e., a group distinguished on the basis of its particular vinaya. He writes:
By the term "sect" I follow La Vallee Poussin and intend a translation of the
term nikaya. A nikaya is defined strictly speaking not by any doctrine but by
adherence to a common set of monastic rules, a Vinaya.... All independent
institutional groups in Indian Buddhism, as defined by their (at least pro
forma) allegiance to their own governing Vinaya literature, are sects."

34,' Ibid.: 367.
" Ibid.: 383.
Ibid.
" Ibid.: 363.

Thus, if Mahayana had existed in India as an independent institution, then it would
have to have been a nikaya. But since it was not,^^ Silk and a number of other
scholars argue that it could not have had any independent institutional existence.

The second term, vada, in the sense of a philosophical or doctrinal school, is not
considered by Silk to be an institution.^® He writes:
The term "school" ... refers to the notion designated in Sanskrit by the word
vada. Schools are defined primarily by doctrinal characteristics, and are
associations of those who hold to common teachings and follow the same
intellectual methods, but they have no institutional existence.'*"
Silk's point is that monks who subscribed to the views of different doctrinal schools
did not belong to different institutions if they shared a common ordination lineage.
Thus, even if Mahayana were a vada (a position Silk rejects), it would still not have
an independent institutional existence, since the only entities that enjoy such status
are nikayas.

In order to better understand Silk's position, it is important to remember that he is
not only denying the institutional status of Mahayana, but that of HTnayana too. He
is arguing against the view that the two "traditions" (for want of a better word)
represented two antagonistic schools of Indian Buddhism, a position that is typified
by remarks such as the following by Nalinaksha Dutt:
They [i.e., the works of Nagaijuna, Asariga, Vasubandhu, etc.] present
materials illustrative of the conflict for ascendency that was going on

Gombrich, for example, writes: "Mahayana is not a sect: it is a relgious m o v e m e n t wliich affected
monks regardless of their sect....There is no such thing as a Mahayanist Vinaya." Richard Gombrich,
"The evolution of the sangha," in The World of Buddhism: Buddhist Monks and Nuns in Society and
Culture, ed. Heinz Bechert and Richard Gombrich (London: Thames and Hudson, 1984), 82.
Silk does not provide examples of 'schools', but it is reasonable to assume he is thinking of
Madhyamaka,
Yogacara, etc.
"" Silk, "What, if anything, is Mahayana Buddhism?" 364.

between the Hinayanists and the Mahayanists. ...The first two centuries of
the Christian era witnessed a conflict between Hlnayana and Mahayana ..
It is also an idea that is sometimes found in the works of more recent scholars, such
as Jeffrey Samuels, who not only sees Hlnayana and Mahayana as opposing schools,
but also as opposing institutions.
between sravaka-yana

While questioning the validity of distinguishing

and bodhisattva-yana

purely along Hinayana/Mahayana lines,

Samuels makes the point that ideology (by which he means the soteriological
options of arhatship or buddhahood) must be distinguished from "institutional
affiliation," i.e., the memberships of the Mahayana or Hlnayana schools. He writes:
the dichotomy [between sravaka-yana and Mahayana] presented by both
Asahga and Candraklrti sets up an opposition between an ideology and an
institutional affiliation.... this opposition contrasts one ideology (arahantship
with an institutional affiliation
through following the sravaka-yana)
(Mahayana Buddhism). In order for a more accurate distinction to be
constructed, then, we must either compare the bodhisattva-yana with the
sravaka-yana, or compare a Mahayana Buddhist school with a Hmayana
Buddhist school.'*"
Although Silk is right to highlight the rhetorical nature of the Mahayana/Hlnayana
dichotomy, his insistence that Mahayana did not have any independent

institutional

existence because it did not represent one of the nikaya traditions assumes that the
nikayas

themselves were somehow independent institutional entities. While this

may be true if nikayas were distinguished from one another solely on the basis of
ordination lineage, there were, as I show below, apparently a number of other bases
for distinction. As such, it may be better to think of the nikayas as entities that
acquire their institutional nature in a number of ways, and the privileging of
ordination lineage over other bases of distinction may therefore be restrictive and
unjustified.
Nalinaksha Dutt, Buddhist Sects in India, 2nd ed., (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1978), 80-82, 258.
Jeffrey Samuels, "The bodhisattva ideal in Theravada theory and practice: A reevaluation of the
bodhisattva-sravaka opposition," Philosophy East and West 47, no. 3 (1997): 400-401.

Silk's position that the basic institutional entities of Indian Buddhism were just the
nikayas, or "sects" of Mainstream Buddhism was later''^ taken up by Egil Fronsdal.
One of the arguments presented by Fronsdal to deny institutional existence for
Mahayana is its lack of self-identity or self-awareness. Based on evidence from the
Chinese translations of Mahayana sutras, in which the term "Mahayana" appears to
refer only to a soteriological option, and not to anything resembling a nikaya in
terms of self-awareness, Fronsdal rejects the idea of Mahayana as "a sociologically
or institutionally separate group,"

and writes that;

there is no evidence that [the authors of the earliest bodhisattva sutras]
considered themselves as belonging to a new and separate institutional or
sectarian form of Buddhism.''^
Apart from the fact that there does not appear to have been anyone who has actually
argued that Mahayana constituted a nineteenth sect of Indian Buddhism,'*® there are,
I believe, several problems with insisting that only v/wqva-based nikayas,, or sects,
had institutional existence, and that doctrinally-based schools did not. We cannot
ignore the fact that Mahayana eventually came to refer to a tradition to which actual
people counted themselves as belonging, or "following," as we know from the
occurrence in inscriptions of the term mahayananuyayin.^^

It thus becomes clear

that Mahayana developed a sense of self-identity similar to the so-called "sects" in
Indian Buddhism, except that it was based on a distinctive soteriological option
The views of Silk reported in this thesis are to be found in his 2002 article, Jonathan A. Silk,
"What, if anything, is Mahayana Buddhism?". However, they are similar to those he expresses in his
1994 P h D thesis, and which were taken up by Fronsdal in his 1998 P h D thesis.
Fronsdal, "The dawn of the bodhisattva path", 71.
Ibid., 61.
Jean Przyulski, in a passage translated in Silk, "What, if anything, is Mahayana B u d d h i s m ? " 362.,
stated that "It seems inexplicable that for such a long time the Mahayana has been taken as a 19th
sect, separate from the Hlnayanistic 18 sects." However, 1 a m not aware of any scholar w h o actually
described it in such terms.
See Gregory Schopen, "Mahayana in Indian inscriptions," 10.

rather than a vinaya code. Moreover, while Fronsdal makes much of the fact that
Mahayana shows little awareness of itself as Mahayana, he offers no explanation for
why, beginning in the fifth century C.E. we find that there is a sudden increase in the
identification of texts and persons as Mahayanist or whether this meant that
Mahayana did become an institution at this time. He only states that "it would be
interesting to study what shift this may represent.""®
In any case, to insist that Buddhist sects be differentiated only according to their
vinaya codes may be incorrect. Collett Cox, for example, reports that sectarian
fragmentation was based on many factors, and not just vinaya. She writes that:
[DJifferent source texts emphasize different factors that contributed to
sectarian fragmentation. These contributing factors include geographical
separation, language differences, doctrinal disagreements, selective
patronage, the influence of non-Buddhists, lineage loyalties to specific
teachers, the absence of a recognised supreme authority or unifying
institutional structure, varying degrees of laxness regarding or active
disagreements over disciplinary codes, and specialization by various
monastic groups in differing segments of Buddhist scripture.'*®
With such an extensive list of criteria by which one sect may have been
distinguished from another, the basis on which a sect may be said to be
institutionally distinct becomes somewhat uncertain. Another prominent scholar of
sectarian Buddhism, Andre Bareau, while recognising that the nikayas consisted of
people who were "subject to the same rules," also states that they were distinguished
from one another on the basis of teachings of different masters:
We will call sect or school what Sanskrit Buddhism calls nikaya and Pali
Buddhism calls acariyavada. A nikaya is a group of people subject to the
same rules. More generally, it is also a collection of objects, such as the
collections of Sutras called nikaya in Pali. ... The Pali word acariyavada
means oral teaching {vada) of a master {acariya) and, rather, corresponds to
Fronsdal, "The dawn of the bodhisattva path", 70.
Collett Cox, "Mainstream Buddhist schools," in Encyclopedia of Buddhism, ed. Robert E. Buswell
Jr. (New York: Macmillan Reference USA, 2004), 502.

our word 'school'. As the Sanskrit texts call nikaya what the Pali texts call
acariyavada, we will use the words sect and school in the same sense. They
express the idea of a spiritual association constituted under the patronage of
a master whose teaching it follows.'"
Thus, the fact that a nikaya can be distinguished as a distinct institution based on the
doctrines pertaining to a particular teacher suggests that it would be reasonable to
consider Mahayana as an institution, even if it did not have its own vinaya code.

To

summarise,

Silk's

and

Fronsdal's

arguments

that

Mahayana

was

not

institutionally distinct are based on a restricted notion of "institution" as nikaya.
They may have also overlooked evidence suggesting that the Mainstream sects were
distinguished on the basis of doctrinal differences, and not just differences in vinaya.
This would imply that even though Mahayana did not represent a distinct vinaya
tradition, and is unlikely to have been a singular entity during its formative period, it
does not account for the fact that some people did count themselves as followers of
Mahayana from the third century onwards in a manner similar to that in which
earlier practitioners may have identified themselves with a particular nikaya.

4.3.2

Early bodhisattvas did not belong to institutions

As observed above, perhaps the most common way in which the term "institution" is
used in Buddhist Studies discourse is to refer to places of learning and worship such
as monasteries or temples. In this sense, there is clear evidence (albeit somewhat
late) that Mahayana did indeed have a distinct institutional existence in India. We
know, for example, that certain monasteries in the sixth and seventh centuries C.E.

Andre Bareau, Les Sectes Bouddhiques

du Petit Vehicule, (Saigon: Ecole Franqaise d'Extreme-

Orient, 1955), 7. Eng. tr.: Migme Chodron. "The Buddhist sects of the lesser vehicle." 2005), 3.

belonged to the Mahayanaryabhiksu-samgha.^^

In addition, Chinese pilgrims who

traveled to India also recorded the existence of Mahayana monasteries," although
they remained fewer in number than their Mainstream counterparts.^^
Based on his reading of sutra?, such as the Ratnagunasamcayagatha
Rastrapalapariprccha,

and the

Reginald Ray sees Mahayana as originally being non-

monastic in character:
The Mahayana sutras ... state that the Mahayana from the beginning was
primarily a forest tradition, entirely nonmonastic in character.
His hypothesis is that "Mahayana originated as a tradition of forest renunciation,"^^
and that it later underwent a process of monasticisation, culminating in a stage
where
Mahayana would have come to be understood as a major monastic tradition
in India alongside Nikaya Buddhism.^®
His description of the flourishing of Mahayana in the north-westem region of India
as "an institutionalized, monastic movement" ^^ reveals that for Ray the
institutionalisation of Mahayana is equated with its monasticisation.
While Ray's theory on the forest origins of Mahayana may be the result of reading a
prescriptive text as if it were directly descriptive of the historical situation, it still
plausibly accounts for the lack of evidence for the existence of Mahayana in
Schopen, "Mahayana in Indian inscriptions," 10. (Schopen provides an approximate date for the
inscription on p. 14)
" See, for example, Herbert A. Giles, Record of the Buddhist Kingdoms, (London: TrUbner & Co.,
1877), 63.
" See Reginald Ray, Buddhist Saints in India, 412.
Ibid., 407.
« Ibid.
''Ibid., 413.
" Ibid., 410.

inscriptions or texts of non-Mahayana schools.^® However, it does not, I believe,
adequately account for the prolific literary activity of early Mahayana, activity that
Ray himself says relied on some sort of institution in order to be maintained. Ray
writes:
These notions of a definitive body of texts in turn presuppose a group of
people who have texts in memory, a system of training whereby these
documents are transmitted to others, and the commitment of substantial
amounts of time to memorizing and reciting. These factors in turn imply,
more or less, an institution, with priorities of the preservation of a substantial
textual tradition.^'
If Ray is willing to adopt a broader definition of "institution"—and recognise that
the factors he claims are necessary for the preservation of textual traditions (i.e.,
memorising, reciting, etc.) do not, as he argues, imply an institution, but are in and
of themselves institutions—then it is possible to think of forest ascetics as living
some sort of institufionahsed existence, albeit not in a monastery.
4.4 "Institution" defined
The discussion so far has revealed, if nothing else, that scholars working in the field
of Buddhist Studies do not share a common conception of what constitutes a
Buddhist institution. Apart from Silk, who appears to have adopted a specific but, I
would argue, restricted definition of the institution as a nikaya, most other scholars
have assumed a rather general sense of institution as meaning monastery or temple.
There are at least two problems that follow from this lack of a precise and
commonly accepted definition of institution. The first is that a vague, everyday
sense of the term will not enable us to definitively answer important questions
within Buddhist Studies such as what constituted the institutional basis of Mahayana,
Ibid., 407-408.
Ibid., 31.

whether Mahayana is an institution, and if it is, how, why, and when it became
institutionalised. The second is that without a precise definition, it will be difficult
for scholars of Buddhism to participate in a wider academic discourse on institutions.
Thus, in order to address these problems some definitions of "institution" as
formulated by theorists in other disciplines will be discussed.

4.4.1

Organisations and rules

T. R. Voss has identified two distinct, yet related, senses in which the term
institution is used:
In everyday language ... the term "institutions" is often used in a broad and
sometimes amorphous way. It is quite common to denote organizations and
other corporate actors such as business firms, political parties, schools, and
public administrations as "institutions." On the other hand, the term also,
more specifically refers to rules and other constraints of human interaction.^®
The general sense of institutions as organisations and the specific sense of them as
sets of constraints on human interaction, Voss maintains, have a cause and effect
relationship. Organisations, he says, are the "stable patterns of interaction"^' that
come about as result of "rules, constraints, or norms of human interaction."®^ In
response to the question of how norms and so forth produce stable patterns of
interaction, Voss, like some other institutional theorists,®^ argues that stability
within institutions is a result of a system of rewards for conforming to, and
sanctions against deviating from, their norms. Voss describes this process as
"institutionalisation":
T. R. Voss, "Institutions," in Internationa! Encyclopedia of the Social & Behavioral Sciences
11, ed. Neil J. Smelser and Paul B. Bakes (Amsterdam: Elsevier, 2001), 7561.
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"Institutionalization" means that certain cultural norms become elements of
the actors' motivational dispositions, and that norm conformity is rewarded
and deviant behaviour appropriately punished by the application of
64
sanctions.
According to this account, a rtikaya, or sect, would qualify as an institution insofar
as it can be thought of as a monastic order within which stable patterns of
interaction between members exist as a result of their observance of a common
system of rules (i.e., a common vinaya). These rules are moreover enforceable by
means of a system of sanctions that extend to potential expulsion from the order.
Yet we can also imagine how institutionalisation can occur in other contexts, based
on other systems of rules. Before discussing Mahayana, however, let us consider
how institutional rules are enforced, for it is perhaps ironic that the absence of
explicit sanctions may indicate the existence of a particularly strong institution.

4.4.2

The controlling force of institutional reality

Sociologists Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann highlight the power of institutions
when they claim that a system of rewards and sanctions is not an essential feature of
an institution, but only becomes necessary when institutional reality is questioned.
They argue that, although institutional reality is a social construction, it appears as
an objective reality, and thus to deviate from the norms of an institution is to reject
reality. They write:
Institutions ... by the very fact of their existence, control human conduct by
setting up predefined patterns of conduct, which channel it in one direction
as against the many other directions that would be theoretically possible. It is
important to stress that this controlling character is inherent in
institutionalization as such, prior to or apart from any mechanisms of
sanctions specifically set up to support an institution.®^

M

Voss, "Institutions," 7562.

^^ Peter L. Berger and Thomas Luckmann, The Social Construction
Sociology of Knowledge, (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1967), 72.

of Reality: A Treatise in the

Thus, where people are constrained to act in certain ways, independent of any
system of sanctions, according to Berger and Luckmann, there must be some kind of
institutional reality exerting its force.

It may be helpful here to think of "institutional reality" as equivalent to
"worldview," a term that has been fruitfully used by scholars to treat religious and
secular systems of belief on equal terms, not only in Buddhist Studies,*"^ but also in
the study of religion generally.®^ By doing so, we can see how the worldview
evident in sutras such as the Astasahasrikd, in which the vocation of the bodhisattva
is valued above that of the sravaka, can be considered as a powerful form of
institutional reality. For a person to freely choose to embark on the long and arduous
bodhisattva path, despite there being a much easier and established choice available,
strongly suggests, I would argue, the existence of some kind of institution. To argue
over whether to call it "Mahayana," or "early Mahayana," or "the Bodhisattva
movement," etc. is to overlook its power to regulate human behaviour.

Having thus argued that there must have been some sort of Mahayana institutional
reality exerting its force on persons who identified themselves as bodhisattvas, 1 will
now explore the way in which this institution could have existed within a network of
other Buddhist institutions. In other words, I wish to show that Mahayana was but
one of many overlapping and inter-related Buddhist institutions. In order to do so,
we will retum to John Searle and his explanation of the basic building blocks of
institutions.
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See, for example, Dreyfus, "Tibetan scholastic education," 57; Jan Nattier, "The Indian roots of
pure land Buddhism: Insights from the oldest Chinese versions of the larger Sukhavatlvyuha,"
Pacific World 3, no. 5 (2004): 187, 188; Frank J. Hoffman, "Towards a philosophy of Buddhist
religion," Asian Philosophy 1, no. 1 (1991): 26, 27.
' ' See Ninian Smart, Concept and Empathy : Essays in the Study of Religion, (New York: New York
University Press, 1986), 10-11.

4.4.3

Searle's institutional facts

Searle sees the acceptance of institutional reality as the "glue that holds society
together,"®^ and he therefore considers the project of explaining how institutions
constrain human behaviour as one of the most important in the social sciences.
Searle's approach to the task is to first arrive at a definition of "institution" through
analysing what he calls "institutional facts." He writes:
If we could analyze the nature of institutional facts and how they differ from
other sorts of facts, then it seems to me we would be well on the way to
answering our question, "What is an institution?"'''
Searle considers "institutional reality" to be a particular kind of social reality. Thus,
just as there are "social facts" that involve the collective intentionality of a group of
people,^" Searle posits a subclass of social facts, called "institutional facts," that owe
their existence to the collective assignment of status functions to objects and actions.
Searle expresses this assignment in the form, X counts as Y in context C. A good
example of an institutional fact is speech. Every time we speak we create
institutional facts: an acoustic event (X) counts as a meaningful utterance (7) in the
context of the English language ( Q . Consider another example from Buddhism: a
particular bronze form of a human figure sitting cross-legged on a lotus becomes an
institutional fact when the form {X) counts as an image of the Buddha (7) in the
context ( Q of a certain group of people's collective recognition of it as such.

Institutional facts are not isolated; they are usually contained within an iterative
structure with other institutional facts. Thus, when for a certain group of people the

^^ Searle, "What is an institution?" 10.
' Ibid.: 2.
Searle uses "intentionality" in the phenomenological sense; i.e., it simply refers to "that feature of
the mind by which it is directed at, or about, or of, or concerns, objects and states of affairs in the
world." Ibid.: 6. It m a y therefore refer to mental states such as hoping, believing, dreading, etc.

image counts as an actual instance of the Buddha's riipakdya, a further institutional
fact is created. Similarly, another institutional fact is created when the movement of
one's body in a certain way in front of the image counts as an act of worship in the
context of it being collectively assigned such a status by certain devout persons.
Similarly, the act of worship might count as accumulation of merit. Accumulation of
merit may count as spiritual progress. And so on.

4.4.4

Searle's definition of "institution"

Seale claims that when the practice of collectively counting Z as 7 is regularised, it
becomes a rule—a particular kind of rule that is constitutive

of an institutional

structure. Constitutive rules, Searle explains, such as the rules of chess, differ from
regulative rules, such as laws that stipulate driving on a particular side of the road,
since chess cannot exist without its rules, whereas driving can exist regardless of
whether one drives on the left or right, or even if one does not drive on a road at
all.^' This allows Searle to define an institution as "any system of constitutive rules
of the form X counts as Y in C."^^

Institutional facts, it follows, are particular instances of the application of
constitutive rules. Thus, in the above example, the merit that is created when a
person moves his or her body in a certain way in front of the bronze form of a crosslegged human figure is an institutional fact that results from the application of
certain rules that constitute the institution of worship within Buddhism.

" See ibid.: 9.
Ibid.: 10,

4.4.5 The bodhisattva institution
With Searle's definition of an institution in mind, let us now return to the "Signs"
chapter of the Astasahashka. We can see that the whole chapter consists of
statements that assign the status of being the sign of an irreversible bodhisattva to
certain actions. For example, (1) turning away from form etc. (2) not having any
doubts about which teachers to venerate, (3) no longer being liable to take rebirth in
any of the eight undesirable states, (4) observing the dasakusala and enjoining
others to do so, etc. all count as signs of an irreversible bodhisattva. From there it
follows that persons who display these signs count as irreversible bodhisattvas. Thus,
it is evident that the chapter teaches a system of constitutive rules that, according
Searle's definition of an institution, we might call "the institution of the irreversible
bodhisattva."
Pursuing this line of reasoning further, since we have already argued that the
apparent success of the "Signs" chapter (as well as the Astasahasrika more generally)
implies that actual audiences were willing to identify themselves as bodhisattvas, we
may ask, "What counts as being a bodhisattva?" The traditional position is that
bodhisattvahood is marked by the production of the thought of enlightenment, and
there is no reason to think this did not apply to those self-identifying bodhisattvas
who figured among the actual audiences of sutras such as the Astasahasrika. The
more important question is, "What counts as producing the thought of
enlightenment?"
The reason why Z counts as Y (and not Z) is because the assignment is, as Searle
tells us, dependent on a context C. Consider, for example, how the first sign of
irreversibility—"turning away from form etc."—meant not seeing form etc. as real,

and therefore counted as a sign of an irreversible bodhisattva in the context of the
Prajnaparamita sutras. It would not, however, have counted as the sign of an
irreversible bodhisattva in the context of the realist Abhidharmika schools. ^^
Likewise, in the context of a conversionist bodhisattva tradition such as that
described by Graeme MacQueen,

it is likely that vowing to attain highest

enlightenment counted as producing the thought of enlightenment {bodhicitta) and,
it would seem, becoming both a new member of the group and a bodhisattva.^' In
Mainstream Buddhism, however, vowing to attain enlightenment may have counted
as nothing more than a vain aspiration, since, as a verse from the Buddhavamsa
clearly states, only persons who have actually met a living buddha can produce the
thought of enlightenment.^^
While the vow to attain highest enlightenment was an action to which different
discourse communities may have assigned different statuses, it is the assignment of
new statuses to pre-existing actions that also strongly suggests the existence of a
new and distinct institution. In the "Signs" chapter, we can observe that many of the
so-called signs of an irreversible bodhisattva are qualities that are also shared by
For an Abhidharmika account of irreversible bodhisattvas, see LamoUe, Le Traite, 245-246.
MacQueen, "Inspired speech in early Mahayana Buddhism II," 54.
" Harrison has also written that "Many people vowed to attain awakening, and thereby became
bodhisattvas." Harrison, "Who gets to ride in the great vehicle?" 86.
In the Buddhavamsa, Sumedhapatthanakatha, v.59, eight conditions must be satisfied in order for
a vow to count as making one a bodhisattva, the fourth of which would have made it virtually
impossible for anyone to qualify. (1) The aspirant must be a human being {manussattam). (2) He
must be a man (lingasampatti). (3) His spiritual maturity must be sufficient to attain arhatship if he
chose to (root-condition, hetu). (4) He must have met a living buddha (sattharadassanam). (5) He
must have taken up the life of a recluse or a monk (pabbajja). (6) He must have attained supernormal
powers through concentration igunasampatti). (7) He must have made the utmost homage (adhikaro)
to the "Three Gems" while aspiring to buddhahood. (8) He must have a most ardent will to become a
buddha (chandata) manussattam lingasampatti. hetu sattharadassanam/ pabbajja gunasampatti.
adhikaro ca chandata/ atthadhammasamodhana, abhinihdro samijjhati/ cited in Ledi Sayadaw, A
Manual of the Excellent Man: Uttamapurisa Dipam, tr. U Tin Oo, (Kandy: Buddhist Publication
Society, 2000), 17. Also translated with commentary in Henry Clarke Warren, Buddhism in
Translations, (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University, 1900), 14-15. The commentary states that vow
to attain highest enlightenment does not count as a successful vow if it is taken in the presence of a
stUpa or the Bodhi Tree.

sravakas ^^ (e.g., observing the dasakusala, having little sloth and torpor,
abandoning the anusayas, etc.), yet all of these qualities have been re-assigned a
new status. Similarly, standard virtues such as generosity {dana), morality (sila) and
so forth are re-assigned a new status in Mahayana siitras such that they count as
paramitas, the practice of which led to progress on the bodhisattva path. Yet in the
institutional reality that was constructed by Mainstream Buddhist discourse the
virtues of generosity, etc. count as progress on the sravaka path.
To recapitulate, in the above discussion, it has been argued that institutions exert a
constraining influence on human behaviour principally through the power of a
socially constructed reality. The building blocks of this "institutional reality" are the
constitutive rules by which certain stams functions are collectively assigned to
otherwise status-less objects and actions, or "brute facts," as they are sometimes
called.^^ The actual status that is assigned will vary according to context. Applying
this theory to Buddhism, it was argued that in order for actual people to be counted
as bodhisattvas a powerful institutional reality must have been in place, whereby
their actions counted as those of a bodhisattva. It has also been shown that
institutional realities are not independent, but overlap other institutional realities,
often assigning different status functions to the same actions. In this way, the
enduring and possibly widespread acceptance of the assignment of bodhisattva
status to actions that could be undertaken by ordinary people points I believe not
just to the institutional existence of early Mahayana, but to what could be a
candidate for one of its institutional bases.
" Nattier makes a similar observation with regard to the practices recommended to bodhisattvas in
the Ugraparaprccha. See Nattier, A Few Good Men, 106.
™ See G. E. M. Anscombe, "On Brute Facts," Analysis 18, no. 3 (1958).

4.5

How Mahayana became "institutionalised"

Although it has been argued that Mahayana had an institutional existence from the
moment actions such as an ordinary person's vow to attain highest enlightenment
were counted as entry into bodhisattvahood, we have not yet accounted for the
apparent disappearance of self-identifying bodhisattvas during what some have
called the institutionalisation of Mahayana. Since I have argued that prior to this
period Mahayana already existed as an institution, or more precisely, a group of
institutions, to describe the development of Mahayana during this period as the
"institutionahsation" of Mahayana is, I would argue, a special use of the term.
Although it is true that new Mahayana institutions were indeed formed during this
period, and in the pages that follow 1 offer an explanation as to how and why certain
institutions were eclipsed by others, I nevertheless feel that "systematisation" may
be a more appropriate term to describe the process. However, since other scholars
have used the term "institutionalisation," I will also continue to use it when
discussing their views within the understanding that this is a special use.

My thesis is that the disappearance of some Mahayana institutions during a period
when Mahayana texts became widely disseminated and consumed from the early
fourth century onwards was the due to the fact that such institutions were the
products of discourses that were less structured and more contentious than those that
survived during this period. In the following paragraphs I argue that the coherent
way in which the bodhisattva career is detailed in sutras such as the Dasabhumika,
together with the way they remove potential conflict by describing bodhisattvahood
in terms that place it out of reach for ordinary people means that they were better
able to provide the context for the constitutive rules of a new and commonly
accepted Mahayana institutional reality.

4.5.1

The importance of the production and dissemination of texts

Richard S. Cohen has argued that Mahayana became institutionahsed basically as a
result of economic factors.^' His article is important for the way it draws our
attention to the role that the widespread dissemination of Mahayana sutras, played in
this process. A catalytic moment, he says, was the founding of the Gupta dynasty in
north India in 320 C.E. The Guptas allowed petty kings to retain control of the lands
within the empire, with the result that the "money economy began to give way to
one based upon the ownership of land.

This, Cohen argues, meant that Buddhism

became dependent on a new kind of patronage—patrons who no longer came from
the merchant class, but from the land-owning, or royal, class. The reason why this
facilitated the institutionalisation of Mahayana, Cohen argues, was because of the
abundant royal imagery (e.g., heroic bodhisattvas, buddhas abiding in pure lands
with divine retinues, etc.) in Mahayana sutras. This, he argues, had greater appeal
for the land-owning class and would have therefore attracted their patronage. This,
in turn, would have resulted in greater production and dissemination of Mahayana
texts, and hence the institutionalisation of Mahayana.

While Cohen is correct to highlight the importance of texts in the institutionalisation
of Mahayana, he may have mistaken the means of the institutionalisation for its
cause. Douglas Osto is nearer the mark when, using a reader-response approach to
the analysis of the Gandavyuha Sutra, he argues that the depictions of wealth and
women in the sutra suggest that it was intentionally written for an audience of royal
female patrons.^' In other words, it was no accident, as Cohen seems to imply, that

" Cohen, "India."
Ibid., 357.
See Osto, Power. Wealth and Women, 103-116.

Mahayana sutras contain so much royal imagery. Rather, the imagery was there
specifically for the purpose attracting patronage.

4.5.2 Texts, discourse, and the formation of constitutive rules
We have accepted Searle's definition of an institution as "any system of constitutive
rules of the form X counts as Y in C," but if we want to know why an action X is
assigned a status Y, rather than Z, we need to understand the context C in which the
assignment is made. We looked at the particular example of the way in which in
some contexts the formal taking of the vow to attain highest enlightenment qualified
one as a bodhisattva, while in other contexts it did not (unless it was taken in the
presence of a living buddha). Another way of looking at these contextual differences
is to think of the assigimient of status functions to "brute facts" as reflective of the
discourse operating in the community where the assignment is accepted. According
to two contemporary theorists on institutions, discourses can be best understood by
examining texts in which they reside. As Nelson Phillips and Cynthia Hardy write:
Texts ... can be considered a discursive "unit" and a material manifestation
of discourse.^^
Elsewhere, Phillips, Hardy and Thomas Lawrence highlight the importance of texts
in the first two stages in the formation of an institution. The three stages are:
(1) production, dissemination and consumption of texts;
(2) the embedding of texts in discourse; and
(3) the production of the institution from discourse.
These three stages will now be briefly summarised with reference to the
Astasahasrika

in order to show how an institutional reality was created and

^^ Nelson Phillips and Cynthia Hardy, Discourse Analysis:
Construction, (Thousand Oaks: Sage Publications, 2002), 4.
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perpetuated based on this text. It will be compared with another sutra,
Dasahhumika,

the

to show how the soteriology of the latter exerted a greater force in

the formation of the worldview of so-called institutionalised Mahayana.

4.5.2.1

Actions that result in the production of texts

Texts, Phillips et al. argue, result from actions. But not all actions produce texts;
those texts that are produced as a result of actions that (1) "require organizational
sensemaking"^^ and (2) "affect perceptions of the organization's legitimacy"®'' are
more likely to be produced, disseminated and consumed than those that do not. If
we substitute the words "bodhisattva community" for "organization" in the above
quotations, we can think of Mahayana sutras such as the Astasahasrika

as the result

of attempts to make sense of a new and alternative soteriological option, namely the
path of the bodhisattva. The fact that the existing Mainstream sutras, did not support
the legitimacy of the bodhisattva path at a popular level can also be seen as a cause
for the production of Mahayana siitras.

4.5.2.2

Embedding of texts in discourse

Phillips et al. propose that texts are more likely to become "embedded" in discourses
when they (1) "are produced by actors who are understood to have a legitimate right
to speak,"®^ (2) "take the form of genres which are recognizable,"®'' and (3) "draw on
other texts within the discourse and on other well-estabhshed discourses."®^ Again,
it is quite clear how that the "Signs" chapter—indeed the entire

Astasahasrika—

Nelson Phillips, Thomas B. Lawrence, and Cynthia Hardy, "Discourse and institutions,"
of Management Review 29, no. 4 (2004): 642.
^^ Ibid.
' ' Ibid.: 643.
^^ Ibid.: 644.
Ibid.
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satisfies these conditions. Although not produced by the actors whose dialogues
they purport to record, there can be no question about the Buddha's right to speak.
The right of other actors, such as Subhuti, to speak as been explained by
MacQueen,^^ but further investigation is needed to explain why, as an arhat, Subhuti
is seen as an authority on the Prajnaparamita. The fact that the Astasahasrika
conforms to the siitra genre, and (as shown in chapter 3) contains traces of many
other texts well-established in Mainstream Buddhist discourse means that the
second and third conditions are satisfied, thereby explaining the capacity of the text
to become embedded in early Mahayana discourse.
4.5.2.3 Discourses that provide contexts for tlie constitutive rules of
institutions
Finally, Phillips et al. propose that discourses that are "more coherent and
structured^® and "supported by broader discourses and are not highly contested by
competing discourses"'® are more likely to produce institutions. In other words, they
are more likely to provide the context, C, for the assignment (and re-assignment) of
status functions to objects and actions. These proposals, I believe, are the key to
explaining the preference for the glorified superhuman bodhisattva over the ordinary
bodhisattva in the more systematised, or "institutionalised" form of Mahayana.
While both the Astasahasrika and the Dasabhumika satisfied the first two sets of
conditions and indeed became embedded in the localised discourses that provided
the contexts for a variety of Mahayana institutions, the Dasabhumika satisfies the
third set better than the Astasahasrika and therefore eclipsed the latter in the more
^^ See Graeme MacQueen, "Inspired speech in early Mahayana Buddhism 1," Religion 11 (1981);
MacQueen, "Inspired speech in early Mahayana Buddhism II."
Phillips, Lawrence, and Hardy, "Discourse and institutions," 645.
Ibid.

generalised discourse that provided the constitutive rules of "institutionalised"
Mahayana. Indeed, while the Prajhaparamita sutras have been described as "no
means a work executed on a general plan.... a vast storehouse or jumble of ideas
and fragments...,'' the Dasabhumika has been described as offering "a methodical
and coherent scheme" for the division and classification of a bodhisattva's career.®^
Not only do we see a far more coherent discourse inhabiting the Dasabhumika than
we fmd in the Astasahasrika but, with its extremely high threshold for entry into the
bodhisattva path, it is less in conflict with competing Mainstream discourse such as
that contained in the Buddhavamsa.^^
4.6 Conclusion
In this chapter we began by arguing that Hirakawa's question is important in that it
suggests that we should be looking for a particular kind of origin for Mahayana,
namely an institution. Then, having reviewed the way in which the term
"institution" has been used by several scholars and found them to be somewhat
limited, we have accepted John Searle's definition of an institution as "a system of
constitutive rules of the form X counts as Y in context C." It was then shown, using
some examples from the "Signs" chapter, that, by this definition, the irreversible
bodhisattva was an example of an early Mahayana institution. It was also argued
that the rules that constimte and define instimtions take the form they do as a result
of different discursive contexts. Citing the work of contemporary theorists, it was
argued that certain SM?ras had more power than others to embed themselves in
Mahayana discourse, thereby shaping the "institutionalised" Mahayana.
" Conze 1954b p. 193
Dayal, The Bodhisattva Doctrine, 283.
' ' See section 4.4.5 above.

The conclusions that have been drawn in this chapter are significant since they
demonstrate that, from its earhest days as a conversionist religious tradition,'''
Mahayana has always had an institutional existence, albeit in multiple forms and
within a network of institutions, rather than as a single independent entity. Among
the institutions in that network there were no doubt many that predated the
institution of the ordinary human bodhisattva and can therefore perhaps be
considered as institutions that were, in a sense, the forerunners of Mahayana. For
example, the counting of certain tales as events in the former lives of Sakyamuni
Buddha could have been one such institution. While Hirakawa would perhaps have
not agreed with the contention that this was the institutional basis of Mahayana, he
would nevertheless have agreed that institutional basis of Mahayana did not
necessarily have to be an instance of Mahayana, and most likely would have agreed
that the recounting of Jataka tales was an institution. Other institutions such as
becoming an ordinary (reversible) human bodhisattva through the production of the
thought of enlightenment, the emulation of the irreversible bodhisattva, not to
mention the worship of highly glorified and idealised bodhisattvas, although they
may not be bases of Mahayana, can still be considered as institutions in the
Mahayana network, since they all functioned to constrain and enable the activities
of those people we call Mahayanists, whether or not they identified themselves as
such.

In the last part of the chapter, we examined the process, sometimes known as the
"institutionalisation" of Mahayana, that occurred in India from the early fourth
century onwards. Although terms such as "systematised" may be more appropriate

See MacQueen, "Inspired speech in early Mahayana Buddhism II," 54.

than "institutionalised" to describe this new form of Mahayana, this was a period
when Mahayana underwent a significant transformation from a diverse collection of
institutions to the more unified system represented in the Abhisamayalamkara
its commentaries. It was also a period in which bodhisattvahood

and

became

increasingly idealised and out of reach for most practitioners in their present
lifetimes. While this has been explained as a result of the triumph of well-structured
and uncontentious discourses over unstructured and contentious ones, other reasons
such as the need to circumvent the difficulties inherent in certifying stages of
spiritual progress (such as entry into bodhisattvahood) are also possible. These will
be discussed further in chapter 8.

5

THE IRREVERSIBLE BHUMI IN THE

ASTASAHASRIKA

The wise bodhisattva ... does not experience nirvana, but sees phenomena.'
Ratnagunasamcayagatha

5.1

Introduction

In the previous chapter it was argued that the reason why a more glorified form of
the bodhisattva ideal eventually became dominant in Mahayana was that sutras such
as the Dasabhumika

contained a discourse that was both more coherent and less

disputed than that which inhabited the Prajnapdramita

sulras.

Thus, when

Mahayana siitras became widely disseminated due to changed economic conditions
during the Gupta dynasty, well-structured and less contested discourses had more
power to shape a Mahayana institutional reality in which ordinary people may have
seen themselves as aspiring bodhisattvas but not actual bodhisattvas. It is
hypothesised that this could have resulted in the gradual replacement of selfidentifying bodhisattvas with people who instead saw themselves as mahayanikas.

In this and the following two chapters, we turn our attention to the notion of the
avinivartamya-hhitmi.

Taking the bodhisattva path as it is delineated in the works of

Haribhadra as representative of systematised Mahayana soteriology, I show that it is
Rgs X X : 14 . vidu bodhisattva ... na ca nirvnim sprsatipaiyati dharmacan//Rgs

(Obermiller), 76

structured around the systems of the Five Paths {paitcamarga)
{dasabhumi),

neither of which derives from the Prajnaparamita

and Ten Stages

sutras (at least, not

in their earliest forms). Although this systematised bodhisattva path is built around
path structures that are foreign to the early versions of the Prajnaparamita

sutras,, it

also contains an important concept that does appear prominently in the
namely, the avinivartamya-bhumi.

sutras,

Our task in the following chapters will be to

explore the significance of this concept in Mahayana soteriology, and trace the
changes in its interpretation as it was incorporated into the systematised bodhisattva
path.

The basic question to be addressed is: how did avinivartamya-bhumi

come to be

fixed at a very advanced stage of the systematised bodhisattva path? The question is
significant since it suggests further evidence of the transformation of the irreversible
bodhisattva from a normative ideal whose function was to constrain day-to-day
human behaviour to a figure so remote that it became an abstract concept of concern
only to a scholarly minority.

Chapter 5 begins by demonstrating that what 1 call the "systematised path," as it is
presented in the works of Haribhadra and his Indian and Tibetan followers, is a
synthesis of at least two major strands of quite different soteriological thinking. The
first of these I call the pancamarga

system, a soteriological doctrine that appears to

have originated in the Sarvastivada school. The second is the dasabhumi

system,

which is mainly found in Mahayana literature, but may have had its origins in the
Jataka literature. These two strands are then surveyed and summarised and their
differences highlighted. We then turn our attention specifically towards a particular

feature of the systematised path, namely, the avinivartaniya-bhiimi,

and attempt to

determine whether or not it represented a fixed milestone in the bodhisattva's career.

In chapter 6, the investigation continues with an examination of the relationship
between irreversibility and the concepts of "the fixed condition of a bodhisattva"
{bodhisattva-nyamd)

and

{anutpattikadharmaksanti).

the

"certitude

that

dharmas

I argue that the placement of the

are

not

produced"

avinivartanTya-bhumi

at the eighth stage in the systematised bodhisattva path derives from the theory,
familiar to the authors of the longer Prajhaparamita

siitras, that a bodhisattva's

career consisted of two phases.

5.2

5.2.1

The systematised bodhisattva path

Implications of the term "systematised"

Collett Cox has observed that Sarvastivadin abhidharma texts describe a path that
contains such a diverse range of practices, and which is so structurally complex, that
a single person could not be expected to implement it. She therefore concludes that
the texts describe multiple soteriological options and suggests three ways of
approaching the study of such complex presentations of the path, namely: (1)
consider the apparent diversity to be the various manifestations of a single
underlying principle, and attempt to identify it; (2) assume that the diversity is the
result of an attempt to organise a series of historical accretions into a coherent
system; or (3) treat the diversity as the scholarly taxonimisation of an inherited
collection of non-systematic meditative practices.^ Whichever approach we choose,

• See Cox, "Attainment through abandonment," 64-65.

however, we must not, she warns, operate under the "the naive assumption that the
path is an ahistorical harmonious whole.
The approach I adopt in this thesis is the second. That is, I will treat the bodhisattva
path as it is set forth in the works of Haribhadra and his Indian and Tibetan
followers as "a product of self-conscious doctrinal systematization secondarily
applied to a traditional aggregate of historical accretions,"'' and one in which the
exigencies of doctrinal harmony and coherence of worldview often outweigh those
of actual practice.
Such an approach is, of course, quite different from that of the traditional exegete,
for whom the path is an ahistorical truth. For orthodox Mahayana scholars, the
bodhisattva path is not something that evolved over time, or was devised by
commentators such as Haribhadra—rather, it was taught by Maitreya in the
Abhisamayalamkara,

and all bodhisattvas of the past, present and future must

traverse it in order to attain the fully enlightened state of buddhahood. If
Haribhadra's version of the bodhisattva path differs from that of other past exegetes,
the traditional view is that he was simply describing the path more comprehensively
than his predecessors, who may have tailored their descriptions to the needs of their
audiences.^ Alternatively, it may be argued that his version differs from others
because it was influenced by his adherence to the doctrines of the YogacaraSvatantrika-Madhyamika school, who distinguished the three vehicles by positing a
different type of abandonment for each.
' Ibid., 65.
" Ibid., 64.
' Tsong-kha-pa explains that Asahga "did not find" all the topics of the AA in the way that
Haribhadra did because he was "governed by the needs of his students." See Sparham, Golden
Garland, 36.

While there is nothing wrong per se with taking an etic approach to the study of the
path (i.e., looking at it from the outside, employing foreign concepts such as
"systematised," etc.) it is important that we be aware of the fact when we do so. We
must recognise that when we speak of exegetes such as Nagarjuna, Vasubandhu,
Tsong-kha-pa, etc. as systematisers,® or speak of a systematised bodhisattva path,^
or a systematised Mahayana,® we take a peculiarly Western historicist approach to
Mahayana soteriology that is quite different from that of the authors whose works
we study.

There are many versions of the bodhisattva path that we could call systematised; for
example, the paths described in the Bodhisattvabhumi, the
and the Abhisamaydlamkara

Ahhidharmasamuccaya,

are all, it may be argued, the result of synthesis of the

various traditions with which their authors were familiar. It would be beyond the
scope of this thesis to attempt to analyse all of these, and I have therefore chosen the
version found in the works of Haribhadra. There are two reasons for doing so: (1)
being composed in the late eighth or early ninth century

C.E.,'

the works are

relatively late, and therefore represent a more developed, and indeed systematised,
path than that found in earlier works; and (2) his works were widely influential;
almost all of the hundreds of works explicating the path that were produced in
For examples, see respectively, Richard King, "Early Yogacara and its relationship with the
Madhyamaka school," Philosophy East and West 44, no. 4 (1994): 668; Chr. Lindtner, "The
Lahkavatarasatra in early Indian Madhyamaka literature," Asiatische Studien /Etudes Asiatiques 46,
no. ! (1992): 111', Robert A. F. Thurman, "Buddhist hermeneutics," Journal of the American
Academy of Religion 46, no. 1 (1978): 21.
' See Francis V Tiso, "The bodhisattva as a Buddhist saint," in Premier Collogue Etienne Lamotte :
Bruxelles et Liege, 24-27 Septemhre 1989 (Louvain-la-Neuve: Universite Catholique de Louvain,
Institut Orientaliste, 1998), 143.
® See Paul Williams, Mahayana

Buddhism:

The Doctrinal

Foundations,

2nd ed., (London, New

York: Routledge, 2009), 355, n.l6.
' Haribhadra says that he wrote it with the support of the King Dharmapala (see AA-Aloka, 994 In. 1619), who is believed to have reigned 770 to 810 C.E. See also Sparham, Abhisamaydlamkara
with
Vrtti andAlokd, vol.1 : xv.

Tibet—as well as most that were produced in India and survive in Tibetan
translation—are based directly or indirectly on the path as it is described in the
Abhisamayalamkardloka

and its condensed version, the Sphutartha.

5.2.2 Haribhadra's presentation of the systematised path
In his presentation
commentarial

of the bodhisattva

works, Haribhadra

path

in his major

combines two broad

Prajnaparamita

strands

of

soteriological thinking. These two strands, which I will call the
tradition and the dasabhumi

Buddhist

pancamarga

tradition, are also combined with Madhyamika

ontological doctrines derived from the Prajnaparamita

sutras. It would be overly

simplistic, however, to think of these strands as though they represented three
separate rivers flowing into one. Rather, it would be better to think of them as three
rivers flowing through a large plain that sometimes floods, causing the waters of the
rivers to occasionally mingle before their later confluence downstream. Thus, if we
look closely at the Prajnaparamita

sutras, for example, we find occasional hints of

the pancamarga tradition,'" as well as at least three different dasabhumi traditions."
To

extend

the

metaphor

Pahcavimsatisahasrika

further,

it

is

also

helpful

to

think

of

the

as a broad river containing much more developed doctrines

than those found in the Astasahasrika,

which perhaps represents the moment when

the flow from a number of nameless streams came together to first form the
Prajnaparamita

Sutra stream.

E.g., The term "darsanamarga" is mentioned in the actual text (as opposed to the system of
subdivisions that superimposed later) in Pahca (K), Pt.5 : 154.
" In addition to the so-called "general" and "special" dasabhumi systems (See Hirakawa, "The rise of
Mahayana Buddhism," 67.) which are well-known in the Panca and the Sata, there is also a mention
of the system that was eventually to b e c o m e dominant—i.e. the Dasabhumika-sutra system See
Panca (D),130 ln.20-21.

Although I have described Haribhadra's systematised path as a confluence of three
streams, they are not treated with equal importance. The basic path-structure comes
from the pancamdrga,

into which the dasabhumi

system is inserted. Since he

follows the revisionist position of the Abhisamayalantkara
soteriology of the Prajnaparamita

sutras,

with regard to the

Haribhadra incorporates the original

soteriology of the sutras into the systematised path only indirectly in, what T would
argue, is a significantly reinterpreted form. It therefore seems somewhat ironic that
Haribhadra's famous Abhisamaydlamkdraloka,
Astasdhasrikd,

although a commentary on the

is considered foundational to orthodox study of the path.

In the pages that follow, I shall a give a brief overview of the pancamarga
dasabhumi

and

traditions. The former will be relatively brief, its purpose simply being

to highlight

a number of properties that, while important features of the

systematised

Mahayana

Prajhdpdramita

path,

are

quite foreign to the

soteriology

of

the

sutras. The latter will be treated in somewhat more detail, since it is

the relationship between the avimvartamya-bhumi

and the various

dasabhumi

systems that will be taken up for further analysis in chapter 6.

Prajnaparamita
topic of sa-lam,

studies in Gelugpa Tibetan monasteries typically begin with the
or "Stages and Paths." Among these two, the lam, or "paths"

component consists of an overview of the "five paths" or pancamdrga,
pertain to the three vehicles—srdvaka, pratyekabuddha

as they

and bodhisattva.'^ The sa,

or "stages" component, similarly consists of an overview of the ten bodhisattva
bhiimis. Typically, Tibetan sa-lam textbooks contain definitions, subdivisions and
boundaries for each path and stage delineated in accordance with what their

For a summary of the pancamarga system, see Herbert V. Guenther, Philosophy
in the Abhidharma, 3rd ed., (Berkekey and London: Shambhala, 1976), 191-274.

and

Psychology

respective authors believe to be the views of Haribhadra. A partial translation of one
such textbook can be found in the footnotes of Eugene Obermiller's groundbreaking
work, The Doctrine of Prajha-Paramita

as Exposed in the Abhisamayalamkara

of

Maitreva}^

5.2.2.1

The pahcamarga

The pahcamarga

tradition

system has a long developmental history, beginning perhaps as

early as the first century B.C.E.'"' with the doctrine in the Abhidharmasara^^
types of latencies (anusaya),^^

of 98

some of which were to be abandoned by initial

cognition of the Four Truths, and others which were to be abandoned by their
repeated contemplation. This system, which Erich Frauwallner argues was "created
to establish a causal relation between liberating cognition and the disappearance of
the asravah

[i.e., outflows], in order to explain and clarify the process of

liberation,"

allows

bhavanamarga

which lie at the heart of the pahcamarga

The pahcamarga
abhidharma

for

the

clear

definition

of

the

darsanamdrga

and

system.

system does not appear to be fully formed in SarvastivMa

until Vasubandhu

Abhidharmakosabhasya,

systematised

it in the sixth chapter

of the

though three paths—{darsana, bhavana and asaiksa)

and

E. Obermiller, "The doctrine of Prajna-Paramita as exposed in the Abhisamayalainkara of
Maitreya," Acta Orientalia 11 (1933). Reprint: Prajhaparamita in Tibetan Buddhism, ed. Harcharan
Singh Sobti; Delhi: Classics India Publications, 1988. C f 'Jigs-med-dbang-po, Sa lam gyi mam
gzhag theg gsum mdzes rgyan, (Mundgod: Drepung Gomang Library, 2005).
Scholars date the composition of the Abhidharmasara
between 130 B.C.E. and 200 C.E. See
Charles Willemen. "(Bhadanta) Dharmasri, Abhidharmahrdaya or Abhidharmasara," in Encylopedia
of Indian Philosophies Vol VII, ed. Karl H. Potter (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1996), 451.
" T.1550. Tr. Charles Willemen, The Essence of Metaphysics:
I'lnstitut Beige des Hautes Etudes Bouddhiques, 1975).

Abhidharmahrdaya,

(Buxelles:

It is noteworthy that cmusaycis are rarely mentioned as objects to be abandoned in the
Prajhaparamita sutrai, where instead we find outflows (asrava) and defilements (klesas) mentioned.
" Erich Frauwallner, Studies in Abhidharma Literature and the Origins of Buddhist
Philosophical
Systems, tr. Sohie Francis Kidd, (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1995), 157.

three bhagiyas

{punya,

Mahavibhdsd.

moksa,

and nirvedha)—are

mentioned in the earlier

Further evidence for the relatively late formulation of the

standardised pahcamdrga

comes from the fact that it does not feature in a list of the

various five-member classifications of the path in the
sastra.

Mahaprajnaparamita-

19

The pancamarga

system was also developed by the Yogacaras,'" but it was not

adopted uniformly—^the Bodhisattvabhumi,

for example, did not adopt it, instead

presenting a bodhisattva path consisting of twelve viharas, organised around the
principle

of

"cultivating

Madhydntavibhaga

signlessness"

{nirnimitta-bhavana).

is glossed as presenting the pancamarga

The

by its commentators,

but the path is not systematically described in this text, nor do the words
darsanamarga
that

expresses

and bhavandmdrga
the

pancamarga

appear in the text itself ^^ The Yogacara work
system

in

most

detail

is

perhaps

the

AbhidharmasamuccayaP

Although the Abhisamaydlamkara

contains some typically Madhyamika ontological

doctrines,^'' it also contains a characteristically Yogacara presentation of the
abandonments and realisations of bodhisattvas on the darsana-mdrga

and bhavana-

Chikafumi Watanabe. "A study of Mahayanasarigraha III: A relation of practical theories and
philosophical theories" (PhD dissertation, University of Calgary, 2000), 38-39.
" Lamotte, i e rrai/e, 1738-1739.
^^ See Watanabe, "A study of Mahayanasarigraha 111", 42-43.
Summary in Nalinaksha Dutt, "Introduction" in Bodhisattvabhumih,
ed. Nalinaksha Dutt, (Patna:
K.P. Jayaswal Research Institute, 1978), 35-38. Text in B-hhumi, 217-244.
See Watanabe, "A study of Mahayanasarigraha 111", 48-49.
See Walpola Rahula, Abhidharmasamuccaya,
Humanities Press, 2001), 141-177.
^^ See especially

1:39 and IV:56-59.

tr. Sara Boin-Webb, (Fremont, Calif: Asian

marga.^^ In addition, although it calls the first two paths moksa-bhagvya
nirvedha-bhaglya

rather than sambhara-marga

and prayoga-marga,

and

it nevertheless

clearly presents a version of the bodhisattva path that is structured in accordance
with the pancamarga.

Conze summarises the Abhisamaydlamkara's

path structure

as follows:
The Aids to Emancipation are ... of 5 kinds, The Aids to Penetration are 4,
the Path of Vision is classified into 16 "moments," and the Path of
Development into 9, or more. All these categories are common ground to the
Buddhist tradition, and the AA presupposes that one is familiar with their
broad outlines at least.^®
Although the categories mentioned by Conze may not have been common to the
entire Buddhist tradition as he implies, it is nevertheless quite clear that the
Abhisamayalamkara

presents a systematised bodhisattva path consisting of these

four paths of training {saiksa-marga)

and one path of no more training

{asaiksa-

pancamarga

on

marga).

Haribhadra's

presentation

Abhisamayalamkara.

of

the

system

is

based

the

Accordingly, he describes abandonments that are to be

abandoned by seeing {darsana-prahatavya)

and those that are to be abandoned

through repeated cultivation {bhavana-prahatavya)}^
fundamental to the pancamarga

While this classification is

system, it is not found in the other major strands of

soteriological theory that Haribhadra incorporates into his version of the path.
Bodhisattvas' abandonments on the paths of seeing and cultivation are further

I.e., the four vikalpas: Two types of false discrimination witli respect to objects (grahvavikalpa)
and two types of false discrimination with respect to subjects (grahakavikalpa). See AA V:5-!6
Edward Conze, "Maitreya's Abhisamayalahkara," East and West 5 (1954): 195.
Haribhadra describes the process in AA-Aloka,
Abhisamayalamkara with Vrtti and Aloka, vol. 1:289.
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-

99

ln.4.

Tr.

Sparham

classified into two types of obscurations (avarana)—knowledge
(jneya-avarana)

and defilement obscurations

obscurations

{klesa-avarand)^^

Although these are important features of Haribhadra's systematised bodhisattva path,
they are not explicitly found in the Prajnaparamita

sutra,

and it may therefore seem

ironic that the siitra's dominant commentarial tradition interprets it in accordance
with a system that was originally developed by those who, as have some have
argued,^' were the siitra's ideological opponents. However, since it is neither the
structure of the path nor the specific enumeration of dharmas^" that is being disputed
in the sutra, but the ontological status that abhidharma

scholars assigned to that

structure and those dharmas, this is not necessarily a contradiction. As Richard King
reminds us, it is virtually impossible to do Buddhist philosophy without recourse to
basic abhidharma contexts:
It is clear that the portrayal of Mahayana Buddhists as generally antithetical
to the Abhidharma of non-Mahayana schools such as the Theravada and the
Sarvastivada remains something of an overstatement in an Indian context.
Abhidharma, broadly speaking, is Buddhist philosophy. Madhyamika and
Yogacara thinkers both established and contested their theories from within
a theoretical framework which was unquestionably Abhidharmic in style,
content and presentation.^'

Tibetan exegetes further classify tliese two types of obscurations into subtle and gross.
^^ These arguments are critiqued in Yoshinori Onishi, "Is the Astasahasrika Prajnaparamita sutra
really arguing against the Sarvastivadins?" Buddhist Studies Review 16, no. 2 (1999): 167.
Although the Prajnaparamita sutras do not engage in debate over the enumeration of dharmas, it
should be noted that their lists only partly coincide with those of the TheravMins and the
Sarvastivadins. For the Prajnaparamita enumeration, see Sten Konow, The First Two Chapters of
the Dasasahasrika Prajnaparamita, (Oslo: Jacob Dybwad, 1941); Conze, Large Sutra, 120-122;
Linnart Mall, Studies in the Astasahasrika Prajnaparamita and Other Essays, (Tartu: Centre for
Oriental Studies, University of Tartu, 2003; reprint, Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 2005). 38-44;
Sparham, Golden Garland, vol.1 : 90. For the Sarvastivada enumeration, see Th. Stcherbatsky. The
Central Conception of Buddhism and the Meaning of the Word "Dharma", (London: Royal Asiatic
Society, 1923; reprint, Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1988), 95-107.
" Richard King, "Vijflaptimatrata and the abhidharma context of early Yogacara," Asian Philosophy
8. no. 1 (1998): 6.

It is indeed remarkable to see how successfully the PrajMpdramita

sutras have

been interpreted soteriologically in Sarvastivada-Yogacara terms—so much so, that
any other interpretation seems unorthodox. Nevertheless, as will be shown in this
and the following chapter, the authors of the Prajnaparamita
earlier versions such as the Astasahasrikd,

sutras,

especially

appear to have viewed the bodhisattva's

spiritual progress very differently from the way in which it is set forth in the works
of Haribhadra.

5.2.2.2

The dasabhiimi

tradition

Although, as will be shown in this section, there were several different

dasabhumi

systems in India, Tibetan exegetes following Haribhadra^^ tend to treat them all as
one. To do so, however, is to overlook several important differences, most notably
the fact that in the system of ten bhumis found in the "Bhumiparikarma"
the longer PrajMpdramita

chapter of

sutras bodhisattvas become irreversible on the seventh

bhumi, while in the Dasabhumika

system followed by Haribhadra the irreversible

bhumi is the eighth. These and other differences will now be explored.

There are at least six different dasabhiimi systems in various Indian canonical works.
These systems have been compared by R a h d e r , " Dayal,

Dutt, ^^ La Vallee

Poussin,^® H i r a k a w a , " and Lamotte,^^ but none brings all six together. In this
section I therefore provide a brief survey of the six systems, identifying their

" See AA-Aloka,
290-297.

99 ln.8 - 104 In. 16.; Sparham, Abhisamavalamkara
•

^^ Rahder, "Preface," iii-xx.
Dayal, The Bodhisattva Doctrine, 270-291.
" Dutt, Mahayana Buddhism,

83-135.

" La Vallee Poussin, "Bodhisattva," 743-748.
" Hirakawa, "The rise of Mahayana Buddhism," 65-69.
LamoUe, Le Traite, 2373-2381.

with Vrtti and Aloka vol 1 •
•
>
• •

distinguishing features, their nomenclature, their basic organising principles, and
most importantly for our investigations in later chapters, the stage in each system at
which a bodhisattva is said to become irreversible.

5.2.2.2.1

Dasabhumi chapter of the Mahavastu

The most interesting thing about this system, which may represent the earliest extant
is its textual context. It is contained within a

version of the ten
Mahasarnghika

vinaya

text in which various legendary stories concerning the life of

Sakyamuni are assembled. The bodhisattva path it presents is therefore, on the face
of it, descriptive, rather than prescriptive. Although some passages can be read as
injunctions directed at bodhisattvas, they appear to be later interpolations."*®

The relatively long section devoted to the ten bhumis contains descriptions (or
possibly prescriptions) of the activities that a bodhisattva performs at each level. As
such, it is said to represent an advancement on the dasabhumi systems mentioned in
other early biographical works'*' in which the ten bhumis are mentioned but without
any details being given.

The bhumis in the Mahavastu

may represent a

development in the sense that they claim to not just describe Sakyamuni's progress
to enlightenment, but the spiritual progress of all future buddhas, "having taken the
perfectly enhghtened Sakyamuni as a prototype."'*^

The ten bhumis in the Mahavastu are:'*'*

Dutt writes that "Its language and style of composition seem to suggest that the Mahavastu must
have been written as early as the 1st or 2nd century B.C." Dutt, "The Mahavastu," 128.
See Jones, The Mahavastu, vol.1: 82, n.3.
See Hirakawa, "The rise of Mahayana Buddhism," 65.
See ibid.: 65, n.67. Also, Lamotte, Le Traite, 2375.
sakyamunim samyaksambuddham
adau krtva / A/F, 121 ln.6-7. That the ten bhumis apply to
bodhisattvas in general is also clear from the use of plural forms of "bodhisattva" throughout.
"" Ibid., 56 ln.6-11. Tr. Jones, The Mahavastu, vol.1 : 60.

(1)

(2)

(Fastening)

baddhamana

(3)

puspamandita

(4)

rucira

(5)

(Difficult to Enter"^)

duraroha

(Adorned with Flowers)
(Beautiful)
(Expansion of the Heart)

cittavistara

(6)

mpavati

(Lovely)

(7)

durjaya

(Difficult to Conquer)

(8)

janmanidesa

(Ascertainment of Birth)

(9)

yauvarajyata

(Installation as Crown Prince)

(10)

(Coronation)

abhiseka

Although none of the

is named "irreversible," a passage occurring in the

bhumis

middle of a list of the qualities of bodhisattvas on the fourth
bodhisattvas on the eighth as
scholars that the

Mahavastu's,

anivartiya.^^

dasabhumi

bhumi

describes

This has led to speculation by some
system may be an elaboration of a shorter

list of seven/^ while others suggest that the irreversible stage was originally the

For other possible translations, see Dayal, The Bodhisattva
Traite, 2375.
ostamTprabhrtim

bhumim gata te anivartiya/

Doctrine,

273-275. Cf. Lamotte, Le

MV, 75 In. 19. Tr. Jones, The Mahavastu,

vol. 1 : 80.

"" See Dayal, The Bodhisattva Doctrine, 271; Conze, Buddhist Thought in India, 234. Not mentioned
by Dayal or Conze as evidence, but nevertheless highly relevant is the following passage: " . . . this
matures in him in the course of his second, third, fourth, fifth, sixth and seventh
jdtis"
dvitTyatrtiyacaturthaparncamasasthasaptamasu
jatisu
vipacyati
MV, 77 In.3. Cf. Jones, w h o
translatesyo/f as hhumi in this context. Jones, The Mahavastu, Vol.1 : 82, C f also Rahder, "Preface,"
xvi. : "L'etroite parente entre les Jatakas et le D a s a b h u m a k a est mise en lumiere par I'equivalence de
"jati" et "bhumi" dans le passage suivant du Mahavastu (vol. 1, p. 104, 458)"

fourth bhumi.'^^ Given the "confused and incoherent"''^ account of the bhumis in the
Mahavastu,

both scenarios are indeed possible.

In addition to the ten bhumis, the Mahavastu

also contains a seemingly independent

presentation of a bodhisattva path consisting of four caryas, namely:
pranidhana-carya,

anuloma-carya

called avivarta-carya

and anivartana-carya.^^

prakrti-carya,

The last of these is also

and is glossed in contrast to its opposite, vivarta-caryd,

as

follows:
Turning back and [again] undergoing cyclic existence is the meaning of
vivarta-caryd,
[whereas] being irreversibly set for enhghtenment is the
meaning of avivarta-carya.^^
Although the text does not explicitly correlate the four caryds, with the ten bhumis,
some scholars have attempted to do so,^" matching the anivartana-caryd

with the

eighth, ninth and tenth bhumis. While this may seem reasonable, we should be
cautious, since the meaning of anivartiya in the four caryds seems to differ from the
meaning of anivartiya in the ten bhUmis. Up until the eighth bhumi, bodhisattvas are
in danger of turning back {vivartanti),

but not in the sense of forsaking the path

entirely, as suggested by the above definition of vivarta-caryd.

Rather, bodhisattvas

on the first seven bhumis are merely in danger of falling back to a lower bhumi if
they engage in certain proscribed behaviours.^^ This, however, is not possible once a
bodhisattva has reached the eighth bhumi.

See Ryusho Hikata, (ed.) Suvikrantavih-ami-pariprccha-prajhaparamita
University, 1958), Ixvii.

sutra (Fukuoka: Kyushu

Dayal, The Bodhisattva Doctrine, 275.
MV, 1 ln.3. Cf. Jones, The Mahavastu,
" vivartanti samsaranti

Vol.1, 1.

vivartacarya // avaivartiya bodhaya bhavanti avivartacarya

// MV, 44 ln.4-5.

" See Telwatte Rahula, A Critical Study of the Mahavastu, (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1978), 62.
Rahder similarly correlates the four caryas with the ten bhumis of the Dasabhumika. Also see
Rahder, "Preface," iii.
" See Dutt, Mahayana Buddhism,

88.

To summarise, the dasabhumi

system found in the Mahavastu

may stem from an

earher tradition in which the career of Sakyamuni as a bodhisattva was said to
consist of ten stages. It may also have been developed in order to create a normative
text for Mahasarnghika bodhisattvas. Although the dasabhumi
Mahavastu

system found in

has a nomenclature that differs from that found in Haribhadra's

systematised path, they both posit the eighth bhumi as the irreversible stage. Apart
from this, however, the two systems have little in common. While Rahder has found
several traces of Mahavastu

in the Dasabhumika,^'* in the opinion of Dayal the

resemblance is "shght and vague."

5.2.2.2.2
This

"Bhumiparikarma"

dasabhumi

system

chapter of the longer PrajMparamita
occurs

in

the

Pahcavimsatisahasrika

Satasahasrika.^^ For each stage a number of preparations {parikarma)

siitras.
^^ and

the

are detailed.

These preparations must be fulfilled before the bodhisattva can progress to the next
stage, thus making the "Bhumiparikarma"
prescriptive interpretation of the dasabhumi

chapter conceptually similar to a
section of the Mahavastu.

On the first

seven stages, most of the preparations are the kinds of activities that ordinary people
could be expected to fulfil. For example, on the first stage bodhisattvas take up the
life of a renunciant (abhiniskramati)

in all their existences; on the second stage they

have faith in their gurus, and so on. However, the preparations for the eighth, ninth
and tenth levels are much more superhuman in nature. For example, on the eighth

See Rahder, "Preface," iii-vii.
" Dayal, The Bodhisattva Doctrine,

212.

Panca (D), 214 ln.6 - 225 In.g. Cf. T.221 p 2 7 a l 4 - p29b29; T.222 p l 9 6 b 8 - pl99a5; T.223
p256c4-p259cl5
" Sata, 1454 In.l - 1473 ln.18. Cf. T.220 p303al4 - p309b26

stage bodhisattvas cognise the thoughts of all beings in a single instant, pass from
buddha-field to buddha-field, and so on.

Dayal has commented that "it is clear there is no plan or system in this account of
the ten bhumis,^^ but given the qualitative difference between the first seven and the
last three levels, this cannot be said to be entirely true. In addition, we read that on
the seventh bhumi, bodhisattvas rid themselves of all defilements and gain the
"certitude of non-production" {anutpddaksdnti)—two

important milestones that

mark a new phase in their careers, which will be further discussed in the next
chapter.

There are no names for the bhumis, which may be the reason why some scholars to
consider this to be a less developed system than that found in the Dasabhumika
Sutra. As Nalinaksha Dutt writes:
[T]he treatment of the Bhiimis in the Prajhaparamitas is much simpler than
that of the Dasabhumikasutra, and it very likely represents a stage in the
evolution of the Bhumi conception standing midway between the Mahavastu
and the Dasabhumika"^'^
We should be cautious, however, against placing the "Bhumiparikarma" chapter at
the midway point in a linear model of the development of the dasabhumi system. As
will be shown below,''® the Dasabhumika Sutra appears to bring together a large
number

of

trends

of

Buddhist

thought,

not just

"Bhumiparikarma" chapter.

Dayal, The Bodhisattva Doctrine,

211.

" Dutt, Mahayana Buddhism, 88. Cf. Conze, Large Sutra, 23.
See section 5.2.2.2.5

those

found

in

the

5.2.2.2.3 Dasabhumiklesacchedika-sutra (T.309)
This sutra (whose Sanskrit title has speculatively been reconstructed) may be called
in English: The Enquiry by Parama about Eliminating Defilements and Cutting
Fetters in the Ten Stages of a Bodhisattva ( S f l f f n l ^ i l + f t P ^ i f e i f f . ^ M ) . It was
translated into Chinese by Zhii Fonian (^rli^^) who flourished from 399 to 416
C.E.®'

It is also called the Sutra on the Samddhi as Bright as Ten Thousand Suns ( I'

f-QTtHttS).^There is some evidence to suggest that it is one of the earliest dasabhumi systems.
Rahder reports that, according to the Nei dian lii^^ a catalogue of the Tripitaka made
during the Tang dynasty, three titles on the bodhisattva-bhumis were translated by
Zhii Falan

at Luoyang in 68 - 70 C.E. Among them was one called Cutting

Fetters in the Ten Stages of a Bodhisattva ( |' if IS ).'' * Although this translation
was unfortunately lost at the time of the Yuan dynasty,^^ the similarity of the title
suggests that it may have been the same sutra as T.309.
Rahder has reconstructed the Sanskrit names for seven of the stages. For those
stages where he has not provided Sanskrit reconstructions, I speculatively provide
my own, together with Rahder's French and Zhii Falan's Chinese translations. The
list is as follows:^®
(1) cittotpada
Charles Muller. "Zhu Fonian", Digital Dictionary of Buddhism.
T.309 p966a05
'^See T.2149 p221a
Rahder, "Preface," iii, viii.
"" Ibid., viii-ix.

(2)

(adhi)sila

(3)

adhicitta

(4)

janmaja

(5)

purvayogasampanna

(6)

(Rahder: noblesse de naissance; Ch.

k)

(Rahder: achevement de la bhavana; Ch. il^jij^)

adhimatra-avastha

(7)

avaivartika

(8)

kumara

(9)

ekasthana-asthana

(10)

(Rahder: oil manque encore un seul vihara; Ch. — f t ^ ^ )

abhisikta

In Rahder's opinion, since there is "a close relationship"®^ between the purifications
in T.309 and the preparations listed in the
often resembles the ten-stages of the

"Bhitmiparikarma"

Prajnaparamita

siitra.^^

chapter, the text
It is also similar with

respect to the stage at which a bodhisattva becomes irreversible, namely the seventh.

5.2.2.2.4

The "Dasavyavasthana" chapter®' of the Avatamsaka Sutra

There are six versions of this text.
(1) T.278: Chapter 11 of the

Avatamsaka,

translated (c. 420 C.E.) by

Buddhabhadra;
(2) T.279: Chapter 15

of the Avatamsaka,''^

translated (699 C.E.) by Siksananda;

"etroite parente" Ibid., ix.

"Le texte se rapproche souvent du bhumisambhara de la Prajnaparamita (Satasahasrika)" Ibid.

p444c06-p449all
" p083c29 - p088a27. Cf. Thomas Cleary, The Flower Ornament Scripture: A Translation of the
Avatamsaka Sutra, (Boulder and London: Shambhala, 1984-1987), 384-400.

(3) T.281: Bodhisattva-parikarma

Sutra ( ^ M ^ ^ l f ) translated (c. 230 C.E.)

by Zhlqlan;
(4) T.283: Bodhisattva-dasavyavasthana-carita

( U M + f S f T i l ) , translated by

Lokaksema''^ (fl. 168-189 C.E.);
(5) T.284: Bodhisattva-dasavyavasthana

Sutra ( ^ M + f i l l ) translated by

GItamitra (fl. 4* century C.E.);
(6) T.299: Ratnaloka-nama-dharanTSutra

( l l l ^ R ^ ' f i f l ^ l S ) , translated by FatTan

(fl. 973-981 C.E.).

Although none of these texts is extant in Sanskrit, the transliteration of the names in
T.283 and T.284 is similar to the names of the ten vyavasthanas

listed in the

Gandavyuha. They are therefore recoverable as: ^^

(1)

prathamacittopadika

(Initial Production of Bodhicitta^'')

(2)

adikartnika

(Novice)

(3)

yogacara

(Engaging in Practice)

(4)

janmaja

(Noble Birth)

(5)

piirvayogasampanna

(Completion of Earlier Yogas)

(6)

suddhadhyasaya

(Animated by Pure Resolve)

(7)

avivartya

(Irreversible)

Nattier has shown that this sutra, in combination with T.280 and T.282, lil<e T.281, comprises an
early, shorter version of the Avatamsaka. She considers that it was translated by Lokaksema, and that
its attribution to Dharmakasa is spurious. Jan Nattier, "Indian antecedents of Huayan thought: New
light from Chinese sources," in Reflecting Mirrors: Perspectives on Huayan Buddhism, ed. Imre
Hamar (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 2007).
" Quoted in ibid., 123. Also quoted in Lamotte, Le Traite. 2376. Cf T.278 p.084a22- a24- T 2 7 9
p.084a22 - a24; T.281 p449cl5 - cl8; T.283 p454c02 - c l l ; There is separate list of names in
T.248. However, when the names appear in the body of the text, they are transliterated as in T 283'
T.299p.886bl6-bl8.
'
'
Cf French translation of names: Lamotte, Le Traite, 2376.

(8)

kumarabhuta

(Crown Prince )

(9)

yauvarajya

(Quality of a Crown Prince)

(10) abhisekaprapta

(Anointed)

Clearly, this system is closely related to that in T.309, with six of the stages bearing
the same names, including the seventh, which is the irreversible bhumi. An early
occurrence of the same list is also found in T.778, which was translated into Chinese
in 188

C.E."

5.2.2.2.5

The "Dasabhumi" c h a p t e r o f
Dasabhumika sutra)

the Avatamsaka

Sutra

(= the

This chapter exists in five Chinese translations:
(1) T.278: Chapter 22 of the Avatamsaka,

translated (c. 420 C.E.) by

Buddhabhadra;
(2) T.279: Chapter 26 ofrh^ Avatamsaka^^ translated (699 C.E.) by Siksananda;
(3) T.285: Gradual Possession of All Knowledge Virtues Sutra (irffi'—SJ^^tiS
translated by Dharmaraksa (fl. 1004 -1058
(4) T.286: Dasabhumika-sutra

C.E.);

( + { ± M ) translated by KumarajTva (344 - 413

C.E.);

(5) T.287: DasabhUmika-siitra

translated by STladharma (fl. 785 -

804);
It is also extant in Sanskrit under the titles, Dasabhiimika and DasabhumisvaraJ''

" Ulrich Pagel, The Bodhisattvapitaka,
n.30.

(Tring (U.K.): The Institute of Buddhist Studies, 1995), 87,

" p.542a01 - p . 5 7 8 a 0 4
™ p.l78b23 - p.210c25; Cf. Cleary, The Flower Ornament Scripture, 695-811.
' ' See Rahder, "Preface,", i.
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The names of the ten stages are:
(1)

pramudita

(2)

vimala

(Immaculate)

(3)

prabhdkarT

(Illuminating)

(4)

arcismatT

(Radiant)

(5)

sudurjaya

(Very Difficult to Conquer)

(6)

abhimukhT

(Face to Face)

(7)

durangama

(Far Going)

(8)

acala

(Immovable)

(9)

sadhumatT

(Good Thoughts)

(10) dharmamegha

(Joyful)

(Cloud of Doctrine)

It is this system that became the standard in many sastras, and it was the one
Haribhadra chose to integrate into his systematised path. The system appears to be
quite coherent. As Dayal writes:
The author takes us through a mighty maze, but it is not without a plan. He
manages to place almost all the important concepts and categories of
Buddhist philosophy in his scheme of ten bhiimis. Thus, for example, he puts
the four sangraha-vastus in the first four bhiimis, the four Noble Truths in
the fifth bhumi, the formula of dependent origination in the sixth bhumi, and
so on. But his system has a certain unity of plan on account of the
parallelism between the ten paramitas and the ten bhumis. A bodhisattva
especially cultivates one of the paramitas in each bhumi ... The Da. Bhu.
thus offers a methodical and coherent scheme, which is now accepted as the
standard system of division and classification for a bodhisattva's career.^'

Dasa. 5. Cf. T.278 p.542c27 - aOl; T.279 pl79b22 - b25; T.285 p.458cl9 - c25' T 286 p 498b29
Dayal, The Bodhisattva Doctrine, 283.

Nevertheless, there is evidence of one system being superimposed on another. The
third bhumi of the Dasabhumika, for instance, is mainly concerned with dhyana, not
the third perfection, ksdnti. Dayal opines that this indicates the existence of an older
system, the first three stages of which were based on the three trainings {sTla,
samadhi, and prajha).^~ The names of the second and third bhumis in T.309
{adhisTla, adhicitta) lend support to this opinion.

5.2.2.2.6

Bodhisattvabhumi

Finally, brief mention should be made of the Bodhisattvabhumfs, system of twelve
viharas. While the text does not explicitly make any correspondence between the
twelve vihdras and the ten bhumis of the Dasabhiimika-sutra,

scholars have noted

the parallels.^^ The text also contains a system of seven bhumis, the fifth of which is
called niyata, and it represents a new phase in the bodhisattva's career. It
corresponds to the Spontaneous and Signless {anabhogo-nirnmittd) vihdra^'' a stage
at which the bodhisattva "gains the pure, supreme bodhisattva's certitude that
phenomena are not produced."^' Since this, as will be explained in the next chapter,
marks the attainment of irreversibility, we can say that the fifth bhumi (or the tenth
vihard) is the irreversible bhumi in the Bodhisattvabhumi.

5.2.2.2.7

Discussion/Summary

In his analysis of four of the above six systems (nos. 1, 2, 5, 6), Har Dayal remarks:

^^ Ibid., 287.
See Dutt's analysis in "Introduction," 40-41. Also, Dutt, Mahayma

Buddhism,

132-135.

anabhogo nirnimitto viharah niyata bhumih / B-bhumi, 253 In. 10.
ihasthascanulpattikesu
In. 14.

dharmesu paramam

bodhisattvaksantim

suvisuddham

lahate / Ibid., 239

It is a curious circumstance that these different schemes of the bhumis have
very little in common with each other.^^
Hirakawa has also observed that "the organization of the ten stages differ radically
from each o t h e r , a n d sees no grounds to posit a developmental sequence from the
Mahavastu to the

Dasabhumika-sutra.^^

Despite the many differences between the various systems, when compared with the
other major tradition incorporated into the systematised Mahayana soteriology, i.e.,
the pahcamarga,
pahcamarga

we notice two significant common features. (1) Whereas in the

system, spiritual progress occurs as a result of the abandonment of

defilements, the bodhisattva's progress in all the various dasabhumi systems tends to
occur as a result of mastering a series of normative practices. In other words, the
dasabhumi

systems tend to define a bodhisattva's progress positively in terms of

gain, rather than negatively in terms of abandonment. (2) All the dasabhumi
include an irreversible stage, whereas there is no such concept in the

systems

pahcamarga,

other than the irreversibility of the arya, i.e., once a bodhisattva attains the
darsanamarga
person

he or she becomes an arya, and can never again become an ordinary

(prthagjana).

A problem that confronted systemisers such as Haribhadra and Asahga^® was how to
combine these two differing systems. Where should the irreversible stage be fitted
into the five paths? And what role should the normative practices specified at each
stage of the dasabhiimi

have in the pahcamarga

system that depends on the

Dayal, The Bodhisattva Doctrine, 271.
Hirakawa, "The rise of Mahayana Buddhism," 67.
^^ See ibid.
The Abhidharmasamuccaya
Abhidharmasamuccava,
238.

also combines the pahcamarga

and dasabhumi

systems. See Rahula,

abandonment of the two types of avaranas, in order to progress? While both
questions are important, we will confine our discussion here to the first question
only. As mentioned above, to the extent that a notion of irreversibility exists in the
pancamarga

system, it is generally associated with becoming an drya at the time of

attaining the darsanamdrga.'^°

But Haribhadra does not associate the

darsanamdrga

with the eighth bhumi; instead, he associates it with the first bhumi.^^ Some other
commentators,'^ however, attempted to match the two systems by interpreting the
first bhumi as the irreversible bhumi.
Why was it important for Haribhadra to maintain that the eighth bhumi was the
irreversible bhumi? Why was it the eighth bhitmi in the first place, and why is it the
seventh bhumi in some of the earlier systems? To answer these questions, it is
helpful to examine the how the term avinivartamya-bhiimi

was used in the context

of an earlier presentation of the bodhisattva path—that found in the

Astasdhasrika.

This is the focus of the next section.
5.3 The meaning of bhumi
In order to understand the meaning of avinivartamya-bhumi

in the Astasdhasrikd,

it

is helpful to distinguish between three metaphorical senses of the word bhumi. The
three senses can be identified by comparing the explanations provided by
Edgerton,'^ Dayal'"* and Conze.®^ They are summarised in the following table:
The Sarvastivada school, in which the pancamarga system appears to have originated held that
sakrdagamins, anagamins and even arhats could regress. However, a srola-apanna could not. See
Masuda, "Origin and doctrines," p.26, n.l.
The traditional ten "stages" (bhumis) ... are fitted into the scheme by assigning the first to the path
of vision, and the last to the path of development. Conze, "Maitreya's Abhisamayalaiikara," 195.
In the BrhaUtka Damstrasena writes: "Having effected the attainment of the first bhumi, [a
bodhisattva] immediately enters into the fixed position of a bodhisattva, i.e., he attains the
irreversible stage." de has na sa rab tu dga' ba la sags pa la phyir mi Idog pa'i sa zhes bya'o/ To.
3808, 79B
" Edgerton, Buddhist Hybrid Sanskrit, Vol.2 : 410-411.
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Table 5.1 - Meanings of bhumi
Meaning

Edgerton

Conze

Dayal

1 a state or condition, not necessarily in the
context of spiritual path
2

a path, or level, within a hierarchy of
spiritual paths

3

a sequential stage of development within a
systematised spiritual path

Each of these three basic senses will now be discussed and illustrated with examples.

5.3.1

State or condition

Buddhists use bhumi in its most general metaphorical sense to refer to a state or
condition. Dayal expresses this sense as follows:
In a metaphorical sense, it [i.e., bhumi] is employed in a general
denote "range," "state," "sphere," "station," "condition," "function,"
find such phrases as kama-bhiimi, danta-bhumi, kumara-bhumi,
bhumi, citta-bhUmi, ksanti-bhumi, prthagjana-bhumi,
tathata-bhumi,
The Saddharmapundarika

way to
etc. We
nirvanaetc.""

contains a number of examples. We read, for example, of

sravakas who conceive themselves as "situated in the state of nirvana

and worlds

whose number "completely surpasses the range of thought."'® In these examples,
bhumi is used to convey a basic sense of a state that is bounded in some way

Dayal, The Bodhisattva Doctrine, 270-271.
' ' Conze, Buddhist Thought in India, 234.
Dayal, The Bodhisattva Doctrine, 270.
^^ nirvanabhumisthitah-

Saddharma, 5\ In.7.

cittahhumisamatikrantah. Ibid., 189 ln.26.

(though its limits are not specific) and which, it is important to note, is not part of a
series or hierarchy.

5.3.2

Level within a hierarchy of spiritual paths

A second sense of bhumi, not identified by Edgerton or Dayal, is glossed by Conze
as follows:
... three 'levels' of Disciples, Pratyekabuddhas, and Buddhas. These levels
are parallel and each leads to its own form of enlightenment.®'
In other words, bhumi in the sense of "level" is virtually synonymous with path.
This is the opinion of the 18th century Tibetan scholar, 'Jigs-med-dbang-po, who
explains that this sense of bhumi refers metaphorically to the paths of the three
vehicles.
Calling the paths of the three vehicle "bhumi" is a metaphorical sense of the
word.'""
Thus, when used by the Prajnaparamita

sutras, the word bhumi is sometimes a

synonym for mdrga or yana. This sense of the term is particularly important for our
study, since the bodhisattva is repeatedly warned against turning back to the bhiimis
(i.e., levels) of the sravaka and

5.3.3

pratyekabuddha.

Sequential stage within a systematised spiritual path

The third metaphorical sense of the word is similar to the first in that it also refers to
a state. However, it differs from the first sense in that here the state exists within a
Conze, Buddhist Though! in India, 234. It is curious that tlie third level is not called the
bodhisattva-hhumi.
While Linnart Mall's assertion that "bodhisattva" sometimes referred to
practitioners of all three vehicles is a plausible explanation, which is supported by a passage in the
AA-Alol<a (see AA-AloIca, 22 ln.13-16), further investigation is needed to support his contention that
"in most cases a 'bodhisattva abiding on the vehicle of sravakas' is denoted by the term sravaka." See
Mall, Studies in the Astasdhasriica, 54-55.
theg pa gsum gyi lam la sa zhe brjod pa ni/ sa blags ba yin zhing/ 'Jigs-med-dbang-po, Sa-lam,
71. Interestingly, 'Jigs-med-dbang-po's statement would seem to imply that he did not think of the
"path" itself as also a metaphor.

sequential series of such states. It has often therefore been translated into English as
"stage." Conze distinguishes three types of stages:
it denotes either (a) the seven successive stages of the HTnayana which end
in Arhatship, or (b) the ten successive stages of the Mahayana which end in
Buddhahood, or (c) some particularly important phases of a bodhisattva's
career, like the irreversible stage, the stage of a beginner, the stage of a
Crown Prince
It is my contention, however, that the third type of stage identified by Conze is quite
different from the first two types. I shall argue that since the "phases of a
bodhisattva's career" that Conze furnishes as examples of this third type do not
usually occur within standard lists of stages, it would be more appropriate to
consider them as instances of the first sense of

bhumi

identified in Section 5.3.1

above; i.e., as "states" or "conditions," rather than members of a series of "stages."
Before examining this third type, however, let us briefly look at the first two types
mentioned by Conze.

The seven Hlnayana stages, according to the
(1)
(2)

suklavidarsana-bhiimi{St2LgQ
gotra-bhumi

Mahavyutpati,^"^

of Clear Vision, or Stage of Dry Wisdom'"^)

(Stage of Lineage)

(3)

astamaka-bhumi

(Stage of the Eighth Arya)

(4)

darsana-bhumi

(Stage of Seeing)

(5)
(6)
(7)

tanu-bhiimi
vitaraga-bhumi
krtavi-bhumi

are:

(Stage of Refinement)
(Stage of Freedom from Passion)
(Stage of One whose Work is Done)

"" Conze, Buddhist Thought in India, 234.
Mahdvyutpatti,

ed. Ryozaburo Sakaki, (Tokyo: Suzuki Gakujutsu Zaidan, 1965), 86-87.

The variant reading, "Stage of Dry Wisdom" ( ^ g S t f e ) , found in some Chinese translations (e.g.
KumarajTva, T.223 p0259cl2) is probably due to a faulty reading of suska for sukla (attested in
Satasahsrikd). See Lamotte, Le Traite, 2377. Cf. Sata, 1563 In.l.

This list, which occurs at several places in the Pancavimsatisahasrika,^°'^ may have
been drawn from an earlier abhidharma tradition. The complete list of seven is not
found in any of the extant Sarvastivada literature, though the Mahavibhasa contains
a number of similar lists with several terms in common.

The

Vinayamatrkd,

whose sectarian affiliation is uncertain, contains a six-member list that is the same
as the seven bhumi system, except that it lacks the first

The ten successive stages of the Mahayana to which Conze refers are the ten
bodhisattva stages discussed above in Section 5.2.2.2.

Having shown that the first two types of "stage" identified by Conze refer to bhumi
in the sense of a rung on a ladder of spiritual progress, we will now look more
closely at Conze's examples of the third type to see whether it should be thought of
in the same way.

As we have seen in section 5.2.2.2.4 above, adikarmika (meaning "novice") is also
the name of the second vyavasthana, and would therefore appear in that context to
define the specific stage of a bodhisattva who has progressed beyond the initial
production of bodhicitta.
adikarmika-vyavasthana

In the Prajnaparamita

sutras, however, the term

does not occur. While we do find adikarmika-bhumi, it is

less common that the bare uncompounded term, adikarmika, which appears to
connote the general sense of a novice bodhisattva, rather than a clearly defined stage
on the bodhisattva path.

" " See, for example, Panca (D), 230 ln.20-21.
" " See Lamotte, Le Traite, 2378-2379; Buswell and Jaini, "The development of abhfdharma
philosophy," 117.
T.1463 p801b20-25; Cf Lamotte, Le Traite. 2379.

The formation of the bhumi compound appears to be optional. While Chapter 15 of
the Ratnagunasamcayagdtha

opens with a description of how "the bodhisattva who

stands on the stage of a novice"'"^ should honour his teachers, the corresponding
passage in the Astasahasrika

simply speaks of adikarmika

bodhisattvas.

would suggest that there is no significant difference between an
bodhisattva and one who stands on the

adikarmika

ddikarmika-bhumi.

The so-called "stage of a crown prince" {kumara-bhumi)
adikarmika-bhumi

This

is similar to the

in the sense that it occurs both as part of a series and

independently. Its occurrence as part of a series has been noted above, where we
saw kumarabhuta
Dasavyavasthana

( M j S ) mentioned as the eighth of ten vyavasthdnas
chapter of the Avatamsaka.

in the

In the Pancavimsatisahasrika

it

appears independently, i.e., not part of any system of fixed stages, and like
adikarmika,

often in the bare uncompounded form of kumdra. Unlike

adikarmika,

however, which, as we have seen connotes at least a general sense of being a novice,
the following example from the Paricavirnsatisdhasrikd,

suggests being a "crown

prince" simply refers to a state of celibacy, a state that may encompass the entire
bodhisattva career.""
Some bodhisattva-mahasattvas, from the first thought of enlightenment
onwards, undertake celibacy (brahmacaryd), and course as a "crown prince"

Rgs, XV: 1 a yo adikarma sthitu bhumiya bodhisattva / Rgs (Obermiller), 56.
See Asia, 146 ln.4.
See section 5.2.2.2.4 above.
" " See, however, Hirakawa, who opines that in the Pancavimsatisahasrika
the
kumara-bhumi
represents a stage beyond the avinivartaniya-bhumi.
Akira Hirakawa, A History of Indian Buddhism :
From Sakyamuni to Early Mahayana, tr. Paul Groner, (Honolulu: University of Hawai'i Press 1990t
304.

(kumarabhuta) in the practice of a bodhisattva until they awaken to full
enhghtenment."'
To summarise, the stage of a beginner (adikarmika-bhumi)
prince (kumara(bhuta)-bhiimi)

and the stage of a crown

can occur both within systems of graduated spiritual

progress as well as independently, and are therefore somewhat ambiguous. While
Conze's description of them as "phases" may be apt, in some contexts, it may be
better to think of them as referring to a "state" or "condition" whose limits are
undefined. We now turn to our main topic of interest, the stage of irreversibility or
avinivartamya-bhumi

5.4

to determine whether similar conclusions can be drawn.

The meaning of bhumi in the Astasahasrika

5.4.1 Avinivartamya

and

The term avinivartamya
Astasahasrika.

avinivartamya-bhumi
usually occurs uncompounded with bhi/mi

In the "Signs" chapter, for example, avinivartamya

in the

bodhisattvas are

repeatedly mentioned, but only once in the Sanskrit version of the chapter is a
bodhisattva said to stand on the avinivartaniya-bhiimi}^^
stand on the avinivartamya-bhiimi

Wh^n bodhisattvas who

are mentioned in other parts of the

it often appears to mean exactly the same thing as being an

Astasahasrika,
avinivartamya

bodhisattva. Consider the following two examples in which, despite the similarity of
the contexts, the word bhiimi appears to be optional.

kesancid
bodhisattvanam
mahasattvanam
prathamacittotpadam
brahmacaryasamaddnante
kumarabhuta
eva
bodhisattva
cdhkam
caranto
samykasambodhim
abhisambudhyante!
Pahca (D), 36 In. 13-15.
See Asta

168 ln.20, 23-24. The term avinivartamya

twice but the context is the same.

bodhisatlva-bhumi

upadaya
'nuttaram

is actually mentioned

(1) In Chapter 3, the Astasahasrika mentions a list of increasingly rare types of
spiritual practitioners,"^ seven of whom are bodhisattvas, with the sixth rarest being
those who abide on the avinivartamya-bhumi. The sutra states:
Even fewer [bodhisattvas], practising and striving in the Prajnaparamita,
stand on the avinivartamya bodhisattva bhumi.
In Chapter 25 there is a similar list of increasingly rare bodhisattvas,"^ the last of
which are irreversible bodhisattvas. However, bhumi is not used in this context,
suggesting that avinivartamya bodhisattvas and bodhisattvas who abide on the
avinivartamya-bhumi are the same.
(2) Several passages in the Astasahasrika describe irreversible bodhisattvas as
superior to ordinary bodhisattvas because they do not become despondent (avalTyate)
when they are taught the profound Prajnaparamita. While the first such passage in
Chapter 1 does describe such bodhisattvas as "standing on the irreversible
Mwwz,""'' similar passages occurring in Chapters 6,"^ 10,"^ and 15"® simply
describe them as irreversible without any mention of bhumi. This also suggests that
bhumi is an optional term.

30 In. 11 - 22. Tr. Edward Conze, Astasahasrika Prajnaparamita, (Calcutta: The Asiatic
Society, 1970), 25-26.
tebhyo 'pyalpebhyo Ipatarakaste ye prajnaparamitayani caranto ghatamana avinivartamvayam
bodhisattvahhumavavatisthante / Asta, 30 In. 19-20. Note that in T.224 and T.227 much simpler, twostage list occur. See T.224 p432b07-09, T.227 p542c 19.
Ibid., 212 ln.29 - 213 ln.3. Here four types of bodhisattva described. In T.224 p465a24-25 only
three types are described. There is no corresponding passage in T.227
sthito 'vinivartaniyayarn bodhisattvabhumau. Ibid., 4. Note that in the corresponding passage in
T.224, the term bhitmi (ttt!) is missing. See T.224, p426al8.
Ibid., 71 ln.4.
Ibid., 106 ln.5. Note that in T.220(4) p0805cl6 the term 'irreversible position' ( ^ ^ f i ) is used.
'"Ibid., 150 ln.23.
114

115

116

While these conclusions may seem somewhat trivial, they are significant in view of
the fact that there were some later systematisers of the bodhisattva path who held
that there was a difference between the two terms, and that not all irreversible
bodhisattvas stood on the irreversible bhumi. This will be discussed in the next
chapter.

Why then, it may be asked, should the authors have used the term avinivartamyabhumi at all? A comparison of the Chinese translations of some passages suggests
the bhumi compound may have been formed as a kind of abstract noun meaning
"state of irreversibility." Other passages suggest that it may have been used to
emphasise the immutability of such a state.

At one point in the "Signs" chapter irreversible bodhisattvas are described as
standing in the "element of irreversibility" {avinivartamya-dhatu),^^^ & term that
appears in T.224 as avinivartamya-bhumi

(H'ltSSSife),'^' but in 1.221 as "state"

(f±) of irreversibility.'^^ This last translation suggests a Sanskrit term that may have
originally been avinivartaniyatva,
Astasahasrika

a term that is attested elsewhere in the

in Chapter 20, where we see avinivartamya-bhumi

interchangeably with avinivartaniyatva.

apparently used

The passage in question describes the

difference between reversible and irreversible bodhisattvas in terms of their answer
to a question concerning which dharmas the bodhisattva should master {parijayati).
If bodhisattvas include skill-in-means (upaya-kausalya) in their answer, they are to
be considered as predicted {vyakrta) to full enlightenment and standing on the

""Sign 18: Ibid., 164.
T.224p455a07, 12.
T.227 p564c01,06
See/iito, 187 ln.l7 - 188 In. 10. Cf. tr. Coxae,

Astasahasrika

Prajiiaparamita,

148.

irreversible bodhisattva bhumi. However, if the bodhisattva does not provide such
an answer, the Buddha states:
Subhuti, it should be known that this bodhisattva-mahasattva has not, in a
state of irreversibility {avavinivartamyatve),
been predicted to full
enlightenment.'^"
Thus,

the

terms

avinivartanTya-bhumi

and

avinivartamyatva

appear

to

be

interchangeable.

The association here of the avinivartamya-hhumi

with prediction also suggests an

intention to emphasise the assuredness of the state of irreversibility through
association with the word of the Buddha. In other words,, the literal meaning of
bhumi as ground, or firm support, is perhaps used to highlight the stability of the
condition of being an irreversible bodhisattva in the sense that it is a condition from
which one cannot fall.

5.4.2 Does the Astasahasrika

teach a system of

bhumisi

Like the various dasabhumi systems surveyed earlier in this chapter, there are a
number of schemes that attempt to describe the bodhisattva's career in terms of four
phases, or four key events.

While the Astasahasrika

makes no mention of a

system of ten bhumis, Hirakawa has claimed that it "establishes four progressive

vedilavyametatsubhute nayam
vyakrto bodhisattvo
samyaksambodhavavinivartanTyatve Asta, 1871n.26-27.

mahasattvo

'nuttarayam

In addition to that found in the Mahavastu (see section 2.2.2.1 above.), there is also one found in
the Bodhisattva SQtra on the Enquiry of ManjusrT ( ^ l a g S ^ O r a l ^ S W ^ l ) , where four milestones are
mentioned: (1) cittotpada, (2) avaivartika, (3) sitting under the [bodhi] tree, and (4) complete
possession of buddhadharma. (T.458 p435b22-24
" HIMES^ ? — # - ^
S ;
- WItMiJ ;
- W^^l^S^gjT ;
.
- ). Conze has also
identified four "fixed points" based on "the Jatakas and other biographical documents about the lives
of the Bodhisattva who later on became the Buddha Sakyamuni." They are: (1) the prediction of
Dlpamkara, (2) the stage when he became irreversible, (3) the sojourn in the Tusita heavens, and (4)
the attainment of buddhahood (Conze, Buddhist Thought in India, 235). These schemes appear to
have little in common except for the fact that they contain four members.

stages in the Bodhisattva's practice,"'^'' in which the irreversible stage features as the
third. Hirakawa's list is as follows:
( 1 ) W^'U'^M

(prathamacittopadika-bodhisattva)

(2) f j l K W M ^ ^ W .

(3)

{satparamitacarya-bodhisattva)^^^

{avinivartamya-bodhisattva)

(4) — ^ l i M l S ^ l i

or

(ekajdtipratibaddha-bodhisattva

abhisiktd)

Hirakawa claims that the four stages are established in the three shorter (T.227,
T.224,

T.225)

Prajndpdramitd

and
sutra.

three

longer

(T.220,

T.221,

T.223)

versions

of

the

Nattier, however, has questioned Hirakawa's assertion that

the four stages occur in the shorter version, writing that she "can see no justification
for reading it into the Asta."'^^ It seems that the four types of bodhisattva only
appear once in T.227,'^'^ whilst in the corresponding passage of T.225 the second
member is missing,'^" and in T.224 the list does not occur at all.'^' The Sanskrit
Astasahasrikd,

Hke T.225, also lacks the second m e m b e r , t h o u g h the Tibetan

matches T.227 and contains the complete list.'"

Nattier's claim that the last member of the list only occurs "in materials borrowed
from another source"'^" may well be correct, given that the whole

sutra

is full of

Hirakawa, "The rise of Mahayana Buddhism," 66.
M y reconstruction (no Skt. given b y Hirakawa)
Nattier, A Few Good Men. 152 n.32.
T.227 p . 5 7 5 a 2 0 - 2 1 .
""

• M - ^ f e f f l ® ° (T.225 p . 5 0 1 b l )
W e r e it to occur, it would do so at T.224 p 4 6 5 c 0 3 - 2 2 .

Asta, 215 ln.21-24. Perhaps because he was working f r o m a different manuscript, Conze gives the
full list of four in his English translation. See Conze, Astasahasrika
Prajfiaparamita,
177-178.
To. 12, 2 3 5 B
" " N a t t i e r , A Few Good Men, 152 n.32. Nattier does not identify the source. In his meticulous
analysis of the composition of the Astasahasrika,
Conze does not identify the passage in which the
list occurs as an accretion. See Conze, "The composition of the Astasahasrika PrajnaparamUa." 260.

traces of other texts. However, we should be cautious about using such evidence to
conclude that the sutra does or does not say something. The Astasahasrika

should

not be considered as a single text as much as it should be treated as a family of texts,
only a few of whose members have survived. The fact that only some of these
surviving members of the family contain a certain passage (particularly one found in
all

the

surviving

members

Pancavimsatisahasrika),

of

a

closely

related

family,

namely,

the

is not, I think, necessarily a reason for saying that the

passage should not be "read into" the Astasahasrika.

Regardless of whether these four "stages" can be read into the Astasahasrika,

a

second question concems whether they should be considered bhumis. Although
Hirakawa's translator typically uses the word "stage" as a translation of bhiimi, it is
possible that in this case Hirakawa is using "stage" in a more general sense of
"phase" or "state," and does not intend to say that the bodhisattva career consists of
four bhumis. Evidence to suggest this comes from the facts that he (or to be precise,
his translator) once uses "stage" to refer to the four caryas of the

MahavastuP^

while on at least three occasions he calls the four stages the "four types of
bodhisattva."'^®

Thus, we may conclude that although some versions of the Astasahasrika enumerate
four types of bodhisattva that appear to represent stages in the bodhisattva career,
apart from the third (avinivartamya-bodhisattva)

there is no evidence that these

stages were called, or even thought of, as bhumis,. It should be remembered that we

See Hirakawa, "The rise of Mahayana Buddhism, 66 n.71.
Emphasis added. See ibid.; Hirakawa, A history of Indian Buddhism
Mahayana, 305.

: From Sakyamuni

to early

are only discussing the shorter version of the siitra here, and that the situation with
respect to the longer version is somewhat different.

5.4.3 Attainments that accompany irreversibility in the Astasahasrika
In section 5.4.1 a passage was cited in which it was said that bodhisattvas who stood
on the avinivartamya-bhiimi

possessed skill-in-means {upaya-kausalya) and had

received a prediction {vyakarana) of enlightenment. The way in which bodhisattvas
gain these two qualities will now be discussed in order to investigate whether or not
the authors of the Astasahasrika thought of irreversibility as a fixed point in the
career of a bodhisattva.

5.4.3.1

Skill-in-means {upaya-kausalya)

As we saw in section 2.4.4, the relationship between irreversibility and skill-inmeans is made explicit in Chapter 16 of the Astasahasrika, where, following the
Buddha's sermon on the meaning of suchness (tathata), various members of the
audience gain certain archetypical realisations. These include sixty bodhisattvas
whose "minds were freed from outflows without further a p p r o p r i a t i o n , " a n
expression that indicates the attainment of arhatship.'^^ When asked by Sariputra
how this could have happened, the Buddha explains by means of a simile of a great
bird with undeveloped wings (ajatapaksa) who tries to fly a great distance but ends
up crashing to earth: bodhisattvas who lack skill-in-means and who are not upheld
by the perfection of wisdom are bound to fall to the level of a sravaka or
pratyekabuddha.

anupadavasravebhyascittani vimuktani /^sta.
bodhisattvas all attained arhatship"

155 ln.4. Cf. T.224 p453c03: "Sixty beginner
°

ibid., 116 ln.29-30."ln this very life, [their] minds having attained freedom from outflows
withour further appropriation, enter

vimocya parinirvapaydmiti /

parinirvana " dma eva dharme anupadaya asravehhyascittam

While the idea of skill-in-means has been interpreted in several ways by
Mahayanists,'^' here we will limit our discussion to its use by the authors of the
Astasahasrikd,

where it seems to refer to the practical application of the perfection

of wisdom, or the doctrine of no own being

was to be done is given in Chapter 6 of the sutra,
"dedication"

of wholesome

(parinamana)

An example of how this

{asvabhava)}'^^

where the bodhisattva's practice of
roots

is

{kusalamula)

described.

Bodhisattvas are instructed to "dedicate their wholesome roots to highest
enlightenment through bringing them to mind, but not treating them as signs."''"
The sutra then clearly states that "this should be known as that bodhisattvamahasattva's skill-in-means."''*^

In traditional abhidharma philosophy a sign

(nimitta)

was basically an object of

perception. Meditators were instructed to cultivate the absorption of Signlessness
in which they refrained from seizing upon the general

{animittasamadhi),

appearances, or signs, of objects to the senses. For the authors of the
Prajnaparamita

The B-bhiimi,

siitras,

however, treating the data of sensory experience as signs

for example, talks of six kinds of skill-in-means. See B-bhumi,

178 ln.3-11.

The close connection between skill-in-means and the perfection of w i s d o m is expressed in the
Astasahasrikd
: "What is the bodhisattva-mahasattva's skill-in-means? It is just the perfection of
wisdom." upayakausalyam
bodhisattvasya
mahasattvasya
katamat? yaduta iyameva
prajnaparamita
/Asia, 211 ln.19-20. Michael Pye also writes: "If the Perfection of Insight sutras themselves had not
taken prajna... for their titles, one might almost dare to rename them the 'perfection of insight and
skilful means literature', so often does one find within them that these two terms are inseparably
associated." Pye, Skilful Means: A Concept in Mahay ana Buddhism,
104.
"" atha tannimitam samanvaharati,
na ca nimittikaroti,
evam parinamitam
bhavati
bodhisattvena mahdsatlvenanutlardyam
samyaksambodhau
/Asta, 76 In. 19-20.
idam tadbodhisattvasya

mahasatlvasyopayakausalam

AK VlII:24a. C f Conze, Buddhist

Thought in India,

veditavyam
61-66.

/Ihld.,

tatkusalamulam

76 ln.20-21.

meant to treat them as if they pointed to actually existing objects,

and

bodhisattvas were therefore taught not to view their experiences in such a manner.

More important for a bodhisattva than the application of skill-in-means to the
dedication of wholesome roots, however, was its application to practices that were
common to the sravaka- and pratyabuddha-yanas.
example, to practice the samadhis

This enabled a bodhisattva, for

of emptiness, signlessness and wishlessness

without entering nirvana, or as the Astasahasrika

puts it, realising the "reality limit"

{bhutakoti). As the sutra states:
He does not realise the reality limit at the level of a sravaka or
pratyekabuddha. Why? because he is upheld by supreme strength and great
power—skill-in-means, and the perfection of wisdom.
It is in this context that Nattier has observed that "the term upaya-kausalya

as used

in the Asta thus refers to what might best be described as a 'balancing act',"'"*^ since,
[m]any (if not most) of the practices undertaken by the bodhisattva were the
same as those carried out by candidates for Arhatship, which meant that
there was a danger, at least for advanced bodhisattvas, of accidentally
attaining enlightenment as an Arhat ... The bodhisattva is thus involved in
something of a "balancing act," carrying out the practices of his sravaka
coreligionists while attempting to stave off what would be their natural
result.'"^
Thus, while it is apparent that the authors of the Astasahasrika

deemed that

possession of skill-in-means was necessary for a bodhisattva to be irreversible, the
question that concerns us here is whether they thought this skill-in-means was

" " See Edward Conze, Buddhist Texts Through the Ages, (Oxford: Bruno Cassirer, 1954; reprint.
New York etc.: Harper and Row, 1964), 320.
na tveva bhutakoiim saksatkaroti, yaduta sravakabhumau
va pratyekabuddhabhumau
va /
tatkasva hetoh? tatha hyasya balavattama drdhatamas ca parigrahakah, yaduta
prajnaparamita
upayakausalyam ca / Asta, 184 ln.22-24. Cf. Lethcoe, "The bodhisattva ideal in the Asta. and Panca.
Prajnaparamita sutras," 268.
Nattier, A Few Good Men. 155.
Ibid., 140-141.

something that all bodhisattvas attained once they had reached a certain stage of
progress, or whether it was something that could have been gained at any time.

Part of the problem we have in addressing this question is that we know so little
about what kind of path the first bodhisattvas believed lay ahead of them. It is not
clear whether they imagined themselves eliminating defilements over

many

lifetimes, or whether they would do it in one sitting just prior to attaining
enlightenment. While the apparent obsession by the authors of the

Prajnaparamita

sutras with the four stages of the aryan path suggests the former, we do not know
whether they believed that all practitioners of all three vehicles traversed this path,
or that the paths for the three types of practitioners were fundamentally distinct.
While we know from the case of the bodhisattvas described in Chapter 16 that the
authors of the sutra believed that some bodhisattvas did not possess skill-in-means,
did this mean, as Haribhadra tells us,"'*^ that the term "bodhisattva" could also be
applied to practitioners of all three vehicles?'''®

These are questions that will be further explored in the next chapter. For now, we
will merely conclude that there is no explicit evidence in the Astasahasrika

that a

bodhisattva's ability to apply skill-in-means to his or her practices represented a
fixed milestone on the bodhisattva path.

5.4.3.2 Prediction

(vyakarana)

A general overview of the relationship between prediction {vyakarana)

and

irreversibility has been given in chapter 2, where it was argued that the way
prediction

148

is presented in the Prajnaparamita

AA-Aloka, 22 ln.13-16. Tr. Sparham, Abhisamayalamkara

sutras

implies two different

with Vrtti and Alokd, vol.1 : 198.

Mall also expresses such a view. See Mall, Studies in the Astasahasrika,

54.

conceptions of the Buddha. First, the fact that bodhisattvas seem unaware of their
predicted status and search for signs of it in dreams suggests that they beheved they
may have received a prediction in a previous Ufetime from the historical Buddha.
Second, the attainment of prediction in the bodhisattva's present hfetime, possibly in
the form of a visionary experience, suggests a belief in the Buddha as a
transcendental being. This second presentation of prediction also implies that it may
have been seen as a certification that the bodhisattva had gained some sort of special
sufficient condition for enlightenment. The longer versions of the sutra, and the
Mahdprajhapdramita-sastra,

as well as some versions of the shorter versions,

teach that it is the certitude that dharmas are not produced. In this section, however,
we shall limit our concern to the role of prediction in the shorter version of the sutra
and try to determine whether its authors believed it occurred at a fixed point in the
bodhisattva's career or whether it could occur at any time.
Several passages in the "Signs" chapter relate irreversibility with prediction. We
read, for example, of Mara, who appears before the bodhisattva in the guise of a
sramana, urging him to reject what he has heard, for it is not the word of the
Buddha. If, on hearing this, the bodhisattva wavers, the sutra states that
it should be known that he has not been predicted by the Tathagata, that he is
not fixed on full enlightenment, that he does not stand in the element of
irreversibility.'^'
Similarly, when Mara accuses the bodhisattva of lacking the characteristics, signs
and marks (dkara, linga, nimitta) of an irreversible bodhisattva,

See T.224 p451al5.

veditavyametatsubhute - nayam yyakrlo bodhisattvastathagalaih / aniyato 'yam bodhisattva
'nuttaravam samyaksambodhau / nayamavinivartamyadhatau sthita iti / Asia, 163 ln.31 - 164 In. 1.

Cf. T.224 p456ai2-13

if the bodhisattva-mahasattva's mind changes, then Subhuti, it should be
known that he has not been predicted to full enlightenment by the Tathagatas
of the past, the unsurpassed fully enlightened Buddhas.'^^
In these examples, a bodhisattva's wavering is considered to be a sign of not only his
reversible status, but also of his not having received a prediction to enlightenment. It
is important to note the direction of inference here. The sutra is not necessarily
saying that prediction is a sign of irreversibility. Any prediction that the bodhisattva
may have received is not observed, and therefore not a sign. Rather, it is the
bodhisattva's firm resolution that is observed, and from which a prediction by the
tathagatas of the past is inferred. Then, based on the belief that enlightened beings
can see the karmic causal chains that will lead a bodhisattva to enlightenment and
faith in the infallibility of their speech, a predicted bodhisattva is said to be
irreversible. The shorter version of the sutra is not always specific about whether the
predicted bodhisattva possesses the certitude that dharmas are not produced, which
the longer versions of the siitra often mention as a prerequisite for receiving a
prediction.

Although it is a commentary on the longer version of the sutra, it is nevertheless
significant that Mahapmjnaparamita-sastra

says that some bodhisattvas

are

irreversible by virtue of having received a prediction, despite not having gained the
certitude that dharmas are not produced. The irreversibility of such bodhisattvas
would appear to derive from the Buddha's ability to know the future. The
Mahaprajhapdramita-Mstra

states:

There are two kinds of avaivartika: (1) the one who has obtained
anutpattikadharmaksdntv,
and (2) the one who has not obtained
anutpattikadharmaksanti
[but who has received the prediction]. The Buddha
sacetpunarhodhisattvasya mahasattvasya anyatha cittam bhavati. veditawametatsubhute navam
bodhisattva
vyakrtah
paurvakaistathagatairarhadbhih samyaksambuddhairamttaravam
samyaksambodhaviti/\h'\A.,\(>i\n.\'i-\5.
' '

knows that because of his past {atita) and future (anagata) karmic causes
and conditions, this bodhisattva will necessarily become a buddha for the
benefit and happiness of other beings and gives him the prediction
{vyakarana)}^^
The fact that the Astasahasrika

implies (or at least, allows) this second kind of

irreversible bodhisattva is significant, for it means that prediction was not
necessarily tied to having gained a certain realisation or stage in the bodhisattva's
career.

5.5

Conclusion

This chapter has prepared the ground for a more detailed analysis of the irreversible
bhumi in the next two chapters. We began by arguing that the systematised
bodhisattva path as presented in the works of Haribhadra and his followers
represents the confluence of at least two major strands of Buddhist soteriological
thinking. Having reviewed these two strands, it was shown that only one of them,
namely, the dasabhumi

system, is explicitly found in the longer

Prajnaparamita

sutras, and even then, in a form that was just one of many that are to be found in
Mahayana literature. It was also shown that the particular version of the dasabhumi
that Haribhadra chose to incorporate into his Prajnaparamita

commentaries differed

in some aspects (notably, the position of the irreversible bhumi) from that found in
the siitra.

Since the avinivartaniya-bhumi

represents a fixed stage in the bodhisattva's career

when it appears as a member of the various dasabhumi systems, the use of the term
in the shorter version of the sutra, where it appears independently of the dasabhumi
systems, was examined. Our investigation showed that although the terms
Lamotte, Le Traite, 1804-1805. Tr: Migme Chodron. "The treatise on the great virtue of wisdom
of Nagarjuna." (Unpublished), 1483-1484.

avinivartamya and avinivartamya-bhumi are synonymous in the Astasahasrikd, the
latter term may have been used to emphasise the condition or state of irreversibihty
or perhaps the certainty associated with that condition. Two concepts associated
with the avinivartaniya-bhumi—skill-in-means

and prediction—were also examined.

It was found that although skill-in-means appears necessary for a bodhisattva to
stand on the irreversible bhumi and avoid the fruits of the arycm path, there was no
clear indication in the siitra regarding when bodhisattvas gained this skill, and hence
no indication of any fixed "stage" at which they become irreversible. Conclusions
are however, difficult to draw since we know little about what kind of the path that
authors of the Astasahasrika envisaged for bodhisattvas. Despite sometimes existing
as a somewhat indefinite phase in a three or four phase presentation of the
bodhisattva path, rather than considering the avinivartamya-bhumi

as a "stage," it

seems it would be better to regard it either as (1) a condition that a bodhisattva must
enter into at some point in order to avoid actualising arhatship; or (2) a state of
certainty with respect to the attainment of enlightenment, which is achieved through
having received a prediction. It is likely that these two interpretations originated
independently of each other.

6

THE IRREVERSIBLE BHUMI WITHIN THE DASABHUMI

SYSTEM

Haribhadra's interpretation... runs directly counter to the spirit and intentions of the
Prajnaparamita and the Mahayana.'
Etienne Lamotte

6.1

6.1.1

Introduction

The question to be addressed

The basic question to be addressed in this chapter is: if in the Astasahasrika
avinivartamya-bhumi

the

is not associated with any particular stage of progress, how

and why did it come to be the eighth bhumi in later Mahayana works? The answer, I
will argue, can be explained in terms of two developmental steps.

The first was the formulation in the longer Prajnaparamita

sutras of a bodhisattva

path that consisted of two distinct phases. In the first phase bodhisattvas traversed a
path in which they gradually abandoned all the defilements (klesa) that bound them
to cyclic existence. Thus, in terms of abandonments, this first phase coincided with
the path of the sravaka. In the second phase, which had no sravaka-yana

parallel,

bodhisattvas abandoned all the residues (vasana) of those defilements. Thus, it was
in a sense logically impossible for bodhisattvas who had progressed to the second

Lamotte, Suramgamasamadhisiitra,

219.

phase to revert to the path of a sravaka or pratyekabuddha

since they had ah-eady

abandoned all defilements, and abandonment of defilements was the very function
of the sravaka and pratyekabuddha

paths. They were therefore, by definition,

irreversible.
The second developmental step was the correlation of these two phases of the
bodhisattva's career with the ten bodhisattva bhumis. Based on an earlier tradition
that posited six stages of progress to arhatship to which the stage of a
pratyekabuddha was added, the first seven bhumis of the dasabhumi made up the
first phase in which the bodhisattva abandoned all the defilements. The second
phase was correlated with the last three bhumis in the dasabhumi system, thereby
making the eighth the irreversible bhumi.
6.1.2 Chapter outline
Since all Buddhist theories of the path are attempts to explain how practitioners can
achieve the goal of enlightenment, I begin my argument by examining how the
authors of the Prajhdpdramita

sutras envisaged the bodhisattva's goal. An

investigation of a buddha's knowledge and abandonments as presented in the
Astasahasrika and the Pahcavimsatisahasrikd

shows that the definition of the goal

underwent some changes. While the exact nature of the difference between
arhatship and "unsurpassed, right, full enlightenment"

(anuttara-samyak-sarnbodhi)

is not always clear in the earlier version of the sutra, the more developed theories
found in the later version provide a much clearer description of how buddhahood
was superior to arhatship in terms of both knowledge and abandonments.
I then argue that in order to explain how a bodhisattva eventually reached this
superior goal, Mahayana philosophers delineated a bodhisattva path that was

divided into two phases. The goals of the first phase were threefold: (1) elimination
of defilements; (2) entry into the fixed condition of a bodhisattva; and (3) attainment
of the certitude that dharmas are not produced. The goals of the second phase were:
(1) elimination of the residues of those defilements; and (2) attainment of
unsurpassed fiill enlightenment. 1 argue that the point of demarcation between these
two phases became a fixed point in the bodhisattva's career beyond which it was
logically impossible for bodhisattvas to progress unless they were irreversible. I also
argue that by drawing on earlier traditions that counted six or seven HTnayana
stages,^ Mahayanists set this point of demarcation as the seventh or eighth bhumi in
the various systems of ten bhumis. This then resulted in the irreversible bhumi
becoming the seventh or eighth, depending on how the HTnayana stages were
enumerated.

6.2

6.2.1

Goal of the bodhisattva in the PrajMparamita

sutras

Popular and scholastic conceptions of buddhahood

In the Astasahasrikd,

Sadaprarudita declares his ambition to attain highest

enlightenment, which he envisages as follows:
After I have known unsurpassed, right, full enlightenment, 1 shall gain a
golden-coloured body, the thirty-two marks of a great man, the eighty minor
marks, the splendour of a halo whose rays extend infinitely, great love, great
compassion, great rejoicing, great impartiality, the four fearlessnesses, the
four analytical knowledges, the eighteen special dharmas of a buddha, and 1
shall gain the five superknowledges, an unimaginable purity of conduct, an

^ ] use the term 'Hlnayana' here not to represent any real tradition, but to refer to the two nonM a h a y a n a soteriological options as seen from the Mahayana standpoint.

unimaginable purity of concentration, an unimaginable purity of wisdom,
and the ten powers of a Tathagata.^
This is an image of enlightenment that has much in common with the descriptions of
a buddha found in the Mainstream literature. The ten powers (bala), the four
fearlessnesses (yaisaradya), the five superknowledges (abhijna), and the four
analytic knowledges (pratisamvid) are all mentioned in the Mainstream sutras,
while the eighteen special dharmas {avemkadharma) and the four immeasurables
(apramana, i.e., great love, etc.) are found in the abhidharma literature.'* Although
there are some differences in detail between the Mahayana and Mainstream lists,
broadly speaking, they are very similar.
Yet at the same time the Prajhaparamita sutras, also speak of enlightenment in a
very profound way. In the Astadasasahasrika,

for example, Sakyamuni advises

bodhisattvas not to call to attention (manaskdrd) the qualities of a buddha since they
have no self-existence (svabhdva):
Furthermore, the Tathagata, Arhat, Fully Enlightened One should not be
called to attention through the ten powers of a Tathagata, the four
fearlessnesses, the four analytical knowledges, great compassion, great love,
or the eighteen dharmas exclusive to a buddha. And why? Because they have
no self-existence, and that which has no self-existence is nonexistent.^

anuttaram samyaksambodhimabhisambudhya
suvarnavarnam ca kayam pratilapsvamahe /
dvatrimsacca mahapurusalaksanani asitim canuvyanjanani vyamaprabhatam ca anantarasmitam ca
mahamaitn ca mahakamnam ca mahamuditam ca mahopeksam ca / calvari vaisaradyani
pratilapsvamahe, catasrasca pratisamvidah pratilapsyamahe, astddasa ca avenikabuddhadharmdn
pratilapsydmahe, panca ca abhijndh. acintydm ca silavisuddhim, acintydm ca samadhivisuddhim,
acintydm ca prajndvisuddhim, dasa ca tathagatabalani pratilapsyamahe / Asta, 246 In. 14-19.
" See Lamotte, Le Traite. 1505-1704.
' punar apararn subhute tathagata 'rhan samyaksambuddha na dasabhis
tathagatabalair
manasikartavyah. na caturbhyo vaisaradyebhyo na catasrbhya pratisarnvidyo na mahdmaitrya na
mahakarunayd na astddasabhir dvenikair buddhadharmair manasikartvyah. tat kasya hetoh? tatha
hi tesdm svabhavo nasti yasya svabhavo ndsti sa abhava /.
Astadasasahasrikaprajhdpdramitd:
Chapters 70 to 82, ed. Edward Conze, (Rome: Istituto Italiano per il Medio ed Estremo Orrente,
1974), 5. (Henceforth: Astddasa 70 - 82). Cf. tr. Conze, Large Sutra, 551.

Other passages in the Pmjhaparamita
(bhuta-artha),

sutras go further, and identify "true reahty"

as well as the wisdom that cognises it, with buddhahood itself The

Pancavimsatisdhasrika,

for example, states:

True reality is called 'buddha'. Furthermore, Subhuti, when one has fully
awakened to that real dharma one is called 'buddha', when one has realised
that true reality one is called 'buddha'.^
One wonders, however, to what extent non-scholarly audiences of the sutra saw
such an abstract sense of buddhahood as the goal of their spiritual endeavours. It
seems more likely that most people, like Sadaprarudita, would have viewed the
Buddha in rather conventional terms, i.e., as a being who had achieved the ultimate
state of existence and who possessed all the pure qualities traditionally listed in the
abhidharma texts.

Although there may have been differences between the scholarly and common
conception of buddhahood, all Buddhists would nevertheless have agreed that it was
a state superior to arhatship. The problem that confronted philosophers was
explaining exactly how certain practitioners (i.e., bodhisattvas) could arrive at such
a superior state, while other practitioners (i.e., srdvakas) could only attain the lesser
state of arhatship. While there are many aspects to the problem, a good
understanding of the main issues can be gained by considering two traditional
concepts—knowledge and abandonments—and analysing how arhats and buddhas
differ with respect to those two concepts.

" bhutartho buddha ity ucyate / api tu khalu punah subhute bhuta asya dharma abhisambuddhas
tasmad buddha ity ucyate. bhuto 'syarthah pratividdhas tasmad buddha ity ucyate / Pahca (K), Pl.5 :

140.

Since

significant

Pancavimsatisdhasrika

differences

exist

between

the

Astasdhasrika

and

the

with respect the knowledge and abandonments of arhats and

buddhas, these two versions of the siitra will be discussed separately.

6.2.2

Early Prajhaparamita

- the

Astasahasrika

6.2.2.1 The Buddha's knowledge in the

Astasahasrika

The bodhisattva's goal is often described in the Astasdhasrika

as the state of all-

knowledge {sarvajhata). For example:
It is so, Subhuti. It is so. Such is the great vehicle of the bodhisattvamahasattvas. Trained therein, bodhisattvas reach a state of all-knowledge,
have reached it, and will reach it.^
However, except for one short and rather general statement,^ the Astasdhasrika

does

not specify what this state of all-knowledge actually entails. Did it mean
"omniscience" in the popular sense of being simultaneously aware of all objects of
knowledge? Or was the sarva in sarvajHatd used metaphorically, as it is in the
Upanisads,^ to mean knowledge of some kind of absolute truth, i.e., a buddha
knows what is "True," but is not necessarily aware of every worldly fact.

The appearance in both Buddhist and non-Buddhist contexts of sarvajna

in the

sense of "knowing everything at once" suggests that such an interpretation may have
been common among the various sramana sects during Sakyamuni's time.'" We

evametatsubhiite.
evam etat / evam Mahayanamidam
siksitva bodhisattvairmahasattvaih
sarvajhata anuprapta.
ln.22-24.

bodhisattvanatn
mahasattvanam
/ atra
anuprdpsvate anuprapvate ca //Asia,
12

^ "O Subhuti, all-knowledge is inestimable, and immeasurable." aprameya
apramdna hi subhute sarvajnatd / Ibid., 151 In. 8.

hi subhute

sarvajnatd,

' Alex Naughton writes, "the general tendency of the Upanisads is to equate omniscience with
knowledge of the dtman or soul." Alex Naughton, "Buddhist omniscience," The Eastern Buddhist 24
no. 1 (1991): 29.
See Nathan Katz, Buddhist Images of Human Perfection,

(Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1982), 137.

know, for example, that this sense of

sarvqjha

was a quahty attributed by Jaina

monies to their teacher Mahavira," and that other appellations such as jina and
were common to both Mahavira and Sakyamuni.

arhat

Although this suggests the

possibility that at least some early Mainstream Buddhists may have thought of their
teacher as omniscient in the way the Jainas understood the term, there is also
evidence that the compilers of some
Tevijavacchagotta

Sutta,

sutras

did not hold such a view. In the

for example,'^ the Buddha explicitly rejects the description

of himself as "all-knowing, all-seeing" in favour of one in which he is simply
someone who has three knowledges: (1) he knows his past lives; (2) he knows the
karmic consequences of other beings; and (3) he knows that he has destroyed the
asravas and is therefore liberated.''*

Regardless of whatever popular sense in which the Buddha was regarded as
sarvajha,

given the stories of well-known arhats such as Maudgalyayana not

knowing his mother's place of rebirth, or Sariputra's inability to see any meritorious
actions in the past lives of a prospective monk,'^—^things that the Buddha knew—it
seems likely that in the popular mind, a buddha was at least

sarvajna

in a sense that

an arhat was not. While there is some evidence in the Pali canon to support Nathan
Katz's view that the omnisciences of arhats and buddhas are similar in that they both
know "whatever was necessary for him to teach the dhamma in an unimpeded

" Ibid., 133; Padmanabh S. Jaini, "On the sarvajnatva of Mahavira and the Buddha," in Buddhist
Studies in Honour ofl. B. Homer, ed. L. Cousins, A. Kunst, and K. R. Norman (Dordrecht; Boston:
D. Reidel, 1974), 75.
Hermann Jacobi, Gaina Sutras /, Sacred Books of the East No. 22, (London: Clarendon Press,
1884), xix.

Katz, Buddhist Images of Human Perfection,

135. Sutta passage cited in Jaini, "On the sarvajfiatva

of Mahavira and the Buddha," 81.
" See Padmanabh S. Jaini, "On the ignorance of the arhat," in Paths to Liberation: The Marga and
Its Transformations in Buddhist Thought (Honolulu: University of Hawai'i Press, 1992), 137.

manner,""' to then assert, as Katz does, that "it would be a gross misrepresentation
to make the claim that the Buddha and the arahant could be distinguished in terms
of omniscience"'^ is unlikely to represent a view that was widely held in ancient
India.

Consider, for example, the five well-known points of Mahadeva, among which the
second states that arhats still have ignorance.

Although such ignorance was

confined to everyday matters (and not the path), this view is associated with the
southern Mahasarnghika schools,'^ which, according to Vasumitra, also held that the
Buddha was capable of comprehending all things in a single moment

of

consciousness.^® Even the Sarvastivadins and Theravadins, who did not accept
Mahadeva's five points, also recognised that there were certain types of ignorance to
which arhats were subject, but a fully enlightened buddha was not.^'

The question of the Buddha's omniscience is complicated, as I shall show below, by
the fact that in the longer versions of the Prajndparamita
reinterpreted

and

{sarvakarajhata).
Astasahasrika

replaced

by

another

term,

"knowledge

sutra, sarvajna
of

all

is

aspects"

I am inclined to think, however, that the authors of the

used the term to refer to the mystical knowledge that all phenomena

share the same nature. We know that a recurring theme in the Astasahasrika

Katz, Buddhist Images of Human Perfection,

is the

138.

" Ibid., 140.
See Nattier and Prebish, "Mahasarnghika origins: The beginnings of Buddhist sectarianism," 252.
" See ibid.: 257-264.
sems gcig gis chos thams cad rnam par mkhyen (o/To.4138:142B. Cf. Masuda's translation: "(The
Blessed One) understands all things (dharma) with a " moment's mind" (ekaksanikacitta)." Masuda,
"Origin and doctrines," 20:
The Kathavatthu reports the Theravadin responses to the claimed ignorance of an arhat. They
admit that he may be ignorant of "the name and lineage of a woman or a man, of a right or wrong
road," but since he knew the fruits of the atyan path, "it should not be said that he lacks knowledge."
Aung and Rhys Davids, Points of Controversy: Translation of the Katha-Vatthu, 114-117.

idea that all phenomena are "empty of own marks"

(svalaksana-sunya)^"

therefore not unreasonable to think that the authors of the
bodhisattva's goal of

sarvajna

sutra

intended that the

was to see the world in this way. Tilmann Vetter

appears to be approaching this idea when he writes of
Prajhaparam

and it is

sarvajna

in the

ita:

Omniscience would then no longer mean knowledge of all details, but the
knowledge that all details are without essence and real existence.^^
To summarise, a buddha was clearly believed to know things, such as events in
remote times and places, that an arhat did not. While this may have led some
followers to apply the term

sarvajna

to the Buddha, it does not initially appear to

have had the same meaning it did for the Jainas, who claimed that MahavTra knew
all phenomena simultaneously.^'* Later, however, this popular notion of omniscience
appears to have been attributed to the Buddha by the Mahasainghikas. Although the
authors of the Astasahasrika

attributed

sarvajna(ta)

to the Buddha, it may have been

applied in a special mystical sense of knowing the nature of all phenomena, rather
than in the popular sense of knowing every worldly detail.

6.2.2.2 The abandonments of a buddha
The Astasahasrika

has virtually nothing to say about the abandonments of a buddha.

Although there is a passage of praise for

Prajhaparamita

in deified form at the

beginning of Chapter 7, where it says:

^^ Asia, 165 In. 10.
" Tilmaim Vetter, "Once again on the origin of Mahayana Buddhism," Weiner Zeitschrift
Kunde Sudasiens

jur

die

45 (2001): 81.

^^ Such a possibility is explicitly rejected by the Buddha in the Kannakatthala
Sutta (MN 2.4.10)
"There is neither a recluse nor a Brahman w h o at one and the same time can know all." Cited and
translated in Jaini, "On the sarvajnatva of MahavTra and the Buddha," 82.

she has abandoned all the residues pertaining to defilement, obscuration and
knowledge obscuration,^^
this appears to be a late accretion, as it does not appear in the corresponding
passages of T.224 or 1221, nor is there any other mention of the two types of
obscuration anywhere else in the Astasahasrika or even in the longer version of the
sutra^^ The

only clue we get with respect to how the authors of the Astasahasrika

understood the abandonments of a buddha is the occasional mention of the four
fearlessnesses, the second of which is commonly understood to mean that a buddha
is fearless due to the knowledge that he has destroyed the asravas?^ This, however,
would not make him superior in any way to the arhat in terms of abandonments. In
the absence of any evidence to the contrary, we may tentatively conclude that the
authors of the

Astasahasrika

adopted a traditional view and did not distinguish

between the abandonments of an arhat and those of a buddha, and that the sUtra may
therefore represents a relatively primitive stage in the development of Mahayana
soteriological thinking.
The superiority of buddhahood over arhatship in terms of knowledge, but similarity
in terms of abandonments, points to an unresolved problem in early Mahayana. If a
buddha were to be distinguished from an arhat in terms of his superior knowledge
(i.e., his

sarvajhata),

how was it produced? It could not have been due to the

elimination of more defilements, since arhats and buddhas were the same in that
respect. It is possible that early Mahayanists may have posited a direct relationship
" sarvaklesajneyavaranavasananusamdhiprahmatamupad^a.. Asia, 86.
^^ The two types of obscuration do however appear in another relatively early source, namely, the
Lankavatara, suggesting that, in addition to the well-known ontological differences, there was also a
significant difference between the Prajhaparamita and the Lankavatara in terins of soteriology. See
for example, Saddharmalahkavatarasutmm, ed. P. L. Vaidya, (Darbhanga: The Mithila Institute
1963), 98 In. 17-19. (Henceforth: Lanka).
" See Lamotte, Le Traite, 1567.

between merit and knowledge—the great merit accumulated through practicing the
over countless aeons was a direct cause for his superior qualities,

paramitas

including his superior knowledge. However, it seems that in conformity with the
more traditional understanding of the relationship between knowledge and
abandonment,^^ Mahayanists solved the problem by defining buddhahood in a new
way. This will now be discussed with reference to the

Pancavimsatisahasrika

and

Astddasasahasrika.

6.23

Later

Prajhaparamita

-

the longer

sutra%

6.2.3.1 The Buddha's knowledge
In the longer versions of the

sutra

a new type of omniscience is attributed to a

buddha, namely, knowledge of all aspects

We also find the term

{sai-vdkarajhata).

mentioned in other early Mahayana and proto-Mahayana sources,
occurrence there is relatively rare when compared with the longer
sutras,

but its

Prajhaparamita

where it is equated with enlightenment;
Just enlightenment is the knowledge of all aspects; just the knowledge of all
aspects is enlighterrnient.^"

The use of the new term suggests that the authors of the

Pancavimsatisahasrika

understood the knowledge of a buddha in a new way. Passages in the old
Astasahasrika

that contained the term

sarvajhata

were revised to contain

The traditional abhidharma view was that knowledge of the four noble truths resulted in
destruction of the asravas, which eventually produced two types of knowledge—knowledge of the
destruction of the asravas, (asravaksayajhana)
and knowledge of no future arising
(anutpadajnana)—the
attainment of which defined the goal of enlightenment.
29 „

How can the Lord attain knowledge of all aspects without abandoning faults?" tatkatham
bhagavata sarvdkarajnata prapta aprahmairdosaih / Lanka, 98 In. 10: "After they have come to the
tree of enlightenment, but before they acquire knowledge of all aspects, Buddhas become endowed
with
the
five
eyes."
bodhimulam
upagamya
cdpraptayam
sarvakarajhatayam
pamcacaksusamanvagata
bhavanti // MV, 118 In. 10.
bodhir eva sarvakarajnata

sarvakarajhataiva

bodhih/Panca

(D), 51 ln.7.

sarvakarajhata
Astasahasrika

in the longer versions of the sutra.^^ For example, where the
reads:

O Subhuti, all-knowledge is not made, not unmade, not effected.^^
the corresponding passage in the Pancavimsatisahasrika

reads:

O Subhuti, the knowledge of all aspects is not made, not unmade, not
effected."
However, the old term was not completely abandoned; it was retained in the longer
versions of the sutra in new passages that describe the cognition of srdvakas. and
pratyekabuddhas,

forming part of the well-known classification of three types of

omniscience. The three types are listed in the Pancavimsatisahasrika

in an

important passage, cited in Haribhadra's Sphutartha, where it is said that:
knowledge of all aspects is [the cognition of] tathagata-arhats, fully
enlightened buddhas, knowledge of paths is [the cognition of] bodhisattvas,
and all-knowledge, Subhuti, is [the cognition of] sravakas
and
pratyekabuddhas.^'^
The sarvajnata of sravakas and pratyekabuddhas

appears to be the same

that was attributed to buddhas in the Astasahasrika.
{margajnata)

sarvajhata

The knowledge of paths

of bodhisattvas includes knowledge of the paths of srdvakas

pratyekabuddhas,

and

which they need in order to lead other beings without actualising

" See Edward Conze, The Perfection of Wisdom in Eight Thousand Lines & Its Verse
Bolinas, (Four Seasons Foundation, 1973), xx, n.9.
akrtd hi subhute sarvajhata avikrtd anabhisamskrta
" akrtd hi subhute sarvakarajhata

/Asia,

avikrtd anabhisamskrtd/

Summary

11 in.8.
Pahca (D), 191 In. 17.

sarvakarajhata
subhute
tathdgatasydrhatah
samyaksambuddhasya,
mdrgajhatd
subhute
bodhisattvdndm mahdsattvdndm, sarvajhata subhute sarvasrdvakapratyekabuddhdndm/
Pahca (K)
5 : 124. Cf, AA-Vivrti, 6; T.223, p375b25-27:
•
; i l f l ^ ^ S M ^ M
M® :
' ; Conze, Large Sutra, 518. The translation of this passage appears to
have presented a challenge to modem scholars. My translation follows Tsong-kha-pa's explanation
that the knowledge of all aspects is a 'clear realisation' (abhisamaya) of fully enlightened buddhas
(see Sparham, Golden Garland, vol.1 : 82.) though 1 have chosen to avoid the specific terminology
of the AA in favour of "cognition". It therefore differs from Conze who interprets the three
knowledges simply as "belonging to" the three types of realised beings, and Lamotte who interprets
them as their respective "concerns" ("I'affaire"). Conze, Large Sutra, 518; Lamotte, Le Traite, 1746.

for themselves. The Pancavimsatisahasrika

explains that sarvakarajnata

is the

cognition of buddhas because they cognise all worldly appearances:
As many as there are aspects (dkara), signs {lingo) and marks {nimitta) by
which dharmas are indicated, all those aspects, signs, and marks are
understood by the Buddha. Therefore one speaks of a Tathagata's knowledge
of all aspects.^^
The redefinition of the knowledge of a buddha may represent an attempt to resolve
the apparent contradiction between the claimed sameness of dharmas and their
obvious diversity. All dharmas, it is said, lack differentiating marks

{vilaksana)^^

and are therefore all the same in terms of their ultimate non-existence—an idea that
the Astadasasahasrika

expresses as follows:

all dharmas are without marks, with one mark only, i.e., with the mark of
having nonexistence for their own-being.^^
Or as Conze expresses it;
A "mark" (laksana) is defined as the distinctive property which keeps
dharmas apart. The most essential mark of a dharma is, however, that it is
empty, and this mark swallows up all the others, so that all dharmas have
one and the same mark, i.e., to be empty.^^
Yet phenomena also have an apparent (albeit nominal) diversity, and the problem
for the authors of the Pancavimsatisahasrika

was to explain how fully enlightened

beings could know any worldly fact if all they could see was their essential
sameness. The answer seems to have been to say that although fully enlightened
beings did not know things-in-themselves (which was impossible, given that

^^ vavantah subhute akara lihgani mmiltani yair akarair yair lingair yair nimittais te dharmah
siicvante, te akaras tani lihgani tani nimittani tathagatenanubaddhani
tenocyate
tathagatasydrhalah
samvaksambuddhasya
sarvakarajnata. Pahca (K), 5: 124. Cf. Conze, Large Sutra,
n.33.
^^ sarvadharmah

na vilaksanas Astadasa 55-70, 191 ln.5-6.

" alaksanah sarvadharmah

ekalaksana yaduta abhavasvabhdvalaksanah

/ Void., Ki.

^^ Edward Conze, "The ontology of the Prajnaparamita," Philosophy East and West 3, no. 2 (1953):
122.

phenomena have no own-being), they knew their aspects (akara) while at the same
time knowing their mark of no own-being. Thus, the knowledge of a buddha once
again came to resemble the more popular understanding of omniscience i.e., the
knowledge of all phenomena as they appear, as well as the scholastic understanding
of their actual mode of being.

Tibetan scholars understand this sense of omniscience in different ways. Gelugpa
scholars, for example, assert that a buddha knows all phenomena simultaneously,
defining sarvakarajnata

as follows:

The ultimate knowledge that directly cognises all aspects of conventional
and ultimate reality in a single moment.^'
Some earlier Tibetan scholars, however, appear to hold the view that such
knowledge was serial rather than simultaneous. Bu-ston, for example, does not
include the expression "in a single moment" in his definition of

s.arvakarajnata,

instead defining it as "the direct knowledge of all aspects, signs, and characteristic
marks of all phenomena, both as they are, and as many as there are."""'

To summarise, the Pancavimsatisahasrika

contains a significant development in the

theory of the knowledge of a buddha. Whereas in the Astasahasrika

all-knowledge

appears to mean knowing the essential nature of all phenomena and thus perhaps
represents a metaphorical sense of the word, in the Pancavimsatisahasrika
sarvajnata

is replaced with the term sarvakarajhata,

the term

which conveys a more

expansive sense of omniscience since it refers to a knowledge not only of the nature
of all phenomena, but also their ordinary appearance. Accompanying this theoretical
Itaji snyed kyi rnam pa ma lus pa skad cig ma gcig la mngon sum du mkhven pa'i mthar thug gi
mkhyen pa / 'Jam-dbyangs-bzhad-pa, Don bdun cu'i mtha' dpvod mi pham bla ma'i zhal lung
(Mundgod: Drepung Gomang Library, 2005), 2. Cf. E. Obermiller, Analysis of the
(London: Luzac, 1933-1943), 2.
Quoted in Obermiller, Analysis of the Abhisamaydlamkara, 2 n.2.

development in the cognition of a buddha was a corresponding tiieoretical
development to explain how it was attained through abandonment. This will be
discussed in the next section.

6.2.3.2 The Buddha's abandonments
Unlike the Astasahasrika, the longer versions of the siitra make a clear distinction
between the level of abandonment of an arhat and that of a buddha. The
Astddasasahasrika,

for example, clearly establishes the connection

between

knowledge of all aspects and the abandonment all defilements {klesa) together with
their residues (vdsand):
[The bodhisattva] then attains the knowledge of all aspects and abandons all
the defilements together with their residues.""
Sravakas and pratyekabuddhas,

on the other hand, are described in the longer

version as abandoning only defilements. The Pancavimsatisdhasrikd,

for example,

states:
Subhuti, the tathdgatas abandon not only the defilements, but also the
residues connected with them, whereas sravakas and pratyekabuddhas do
42
not.
The idea that sravakas have not abandoned the residues of the defilements may not
be peculiar to the Prajndpdramitd,

or even to Mahayana. It is possible that the

Sarvastivadin view is represented in Yasomitra's Abhidharmakosavydkhyd,

which

states that:
it is said that in every srdvaka who has formerly acted due to the influence
of defilements, there is created by that action a special powerful cause for

tasya sarvakarajnatapraptasya
Conze, Large Sutra, 628.

sarvavasananusandhih

prahiyate

na
subhute
klesaprahanasya
nanatvam
asti.
sarvavasananusamdhiklesaprahanam.
na punah sravakasya
Panca (K), Pt.5 : 126.

/ Asladasa

70-82,

116. Tr.

asti
punas
latliagalasya
sarvavasananusamdhiklesaprahanam.

perturbation {vikara) in physical and verbal behaviour. It exists in the mind
and is called a residue (ydsana).'^^
The question arises as to exactly when in their careers bodhisattvas abandon these
residues. Do they first abandon all the defilements, and then proceed to abandon
their residues, or are they able to abandon some of the residues before they have
fully abandoned all the defilements? Several theories are discussed in the
Mahaprajnaparamita-sastra,^'^

with the author eventually setting forth the view that

the defilements are all abandoned when bodhisattvas attain the certitude that
dharmas are not produced. Then, when they attain the knowledge of all aspects (i.e.,
full enlightenment) the residues are exhaustively abandoned.'*^

6.2.4

Summary: a two phase path

It has always been clear from the use of the term anuttara-samyak-sambodhi
describe the enlightenment of buddhas that the authors of the Prajhaparamita

to
sutras

considered it to be superior to that of arhats. However, it was only in the later,
longer versions of the sutra that this superiority was clearly delineated in terms of
knowledge and abandonments. In the revised version of the bodhisattva's goal, a
buddha's superior knowledge is described as "knowledge of all aspects," i.e.,
knowledge of the appearances of all phenomena as well as knowledge of their lack
of own-being. An arhat, on the other hand, possessed only all-knowledge, which
may have been simply the knowledge of the essential sameness of all phenomena by

sravakanam yo hi yat-klesa-caritah purvam tasya tat-krtah kaya-vag-acesta-vikara-hetusamarthya-visesas citte vasanety ucyate / Abhidharmakosa-vyakhya, 647 In.26-27.
"" Lamotte,

Le Traite,

See ibid., 1780-1781.

1775-1776, 1783.

way of their lack of own being,'"' This, as we have seen, was earlier advocated as the
goal for bodhisattvas by the authors of the Astasdhasrika.
In accordance with this superior knowledge, the longer versions of the siitra
describe a path to buddhahood in which all the defilements are abandoned, followed
by the residues of those defilements. Although sravakas abandon only the
defilements and not their residues, their claim to nirvana is not openly challenged in
the Prajnapdramita in the way it is challenged in other sutras such as the
Saddharmapundanka.^''

Nirvana appears to be valid goal for sravakas, but it is

clearly rejected as a goal for bodhisattvas; as the Astasdhasrika states:
[a bodhisattva] does not think about nirvana. ... He does not enter nirvdna
midway (dntara), before he has realised the ten powers of a tathagata, his
four fearlessnesses, and the eighteen special dharmas of a buddha.'"^
All of this suggests a two-phase path for the bodhisattva, with the point of
separation between the two phases corresponding to the endpoint of the srdvaka
path. The transition from the first to the second phase is often described as "entering
the fixed position of a bodhisattva" {bodhisattva-niydma-avakrdnti),

and is said to

be accompanied by the attainment of the certitude that dharmas are not produced.
These two important concepts will now be discussed.

The Yogacara-Svatantrika-Madhyanika school, to which Haribhadra is said to have belonged,
interpreted the sarvajnata of the arhat as a realisation of the selflessness of persons (pudgalanairalmya), but not phenomena. Such a doctrine is not explicit in the siitra and may have been
formulated later as part of attempts by Mahayana philosophers to create a Hmayana that could be
incorporated into, yet subordinated in the Mahayana worldview.
"[Sravakas] conceive themselves as situated in the state of nirvana ..." nirvanabhumisthitah smah
ityatmanah samjanatam. Saddharma, 5\ ln.7.
sa
nirvana"!
"P'
""
manyate
/
...
na
cantara
parinirvati,
ca
aparipurnairdasabhistathagatabalaiscaturbhistathagatavaisaradyairastadasabhis
avenikairbuddhadharmaih / Asia, 5 In. 17-21.

6.3 The point of separation—bodhisattva-nyama-avakranti
It should hardly be necessary to point out that the above description of a two-phase
model of the bodhisattva's spiritual progress is quite different from that found in the
Abhisamayalamkam and its commentarial tradition, where the bodhisattva path is
presented as fundamentally distinct from that of the sravaka and pratyekabuddha.
According to this tradition, most bodhisattvas''' abandon defilement obscurations
{klesa-avarana) and knowledge obscurations (jheya-dvarana) simultaneously and
by degrees, whereas sravakas gradually abandon only defilement obscurations, and
pratyekabuddha?, simultaneously abandon defilement obscurations and coarse
knowledge obscurations.^"
We shall now further investigate the two-phase path for bodhisattvas by examining
its important point of division, known as entering the fixed condition of a
bodhisattva. This is said to be achieved by "fulfilling" {paripurayati) the paths of
sravakas and pmtyekabuddhas and "passing beyond them by regarding them with
knowledge and vision" (Jndnena ca darsanena ca drstvatikramati).
6.3.1 Abandoning all defilements
The necessity for bodhisattvas to abandon all the defilements abandoned by
sravakas, and pratyekabuddha.?, before they can enter the fixed condition of a
bodhisattva is explicitly stated in the Astadasasahasrika.

Referring to the

defilements "associated with' sravakas andpratyekabuddhas,"^^ the sutra states:

Some bodhisattvas, having already traversed the sravaka path, abandon only knowledge
obscurations. They are called "dman lam sngon du song ba'i bvang chub sems dpa"' See 'Jigs-meddbang-po, Sa-lam, 93-94.
See Donald S. Lopez, A Study of Svatantrika, (Ithaca, N.Y.: Snow Lion, 1987), 383.
" sravaka-pratisamyukta andpratyekabuddha-pratisamyukta.
Asladasa 55-70, 197

One who is obscured {avrta) by these defilements may not enter into the
fixed condition of a bodhisattva.
But how do bodhisattvas abandon the defilements associated with the levels of the
srdvaka and pratyekabuddha without actually standing on those levels?
It will be recalled from section 5.4.1 above that in the Astasahasrika bodhisattvas
who know that skill-in-means is necessary for the attainment of highest
enlightenment are described as standing in a "state of irreversibility"
{avinivartaniyatva). It was also shown that for the authors of the Astasahasrika
skill-in-means entailed "not making anything into a sign" {na nimittikaroti), and that
it was essentially the bodhisattva's practical application of his or her comprehension
of the doctrine of asvabhdva, i.e., the perfection of wisdom.
This practice, aptly described by Nattier as a "balancing act," was necessary because
bodhisattvas needed to undertake common Buddhist practices such as entering into
the three absorptions {samadhi) on emptiness, the signless and the wishless, yet
without realising the "reality limit" {bhuta-koti). A passage in Chapter 20 of the
Astasahasrika expresses it thus:
if a bodhisattva-mahasattva aspires for the absorption on emptiness, the
absorption on the signless, the absorption on the wishless, i.e. for the three
doors to liberation, then he should be known as one who is endowed with
skill in means, and he will not realise the reality-limit midway, before his
buddha-dharmas have become complete. Why? It is this skill-in-means
which protects him.'^

" vaih klesair avrto bodhisattvanyamam
na avakramet.
Ibid. Cf. translation of corresponding
passage from T.220(2) p0353b in Tsai, "Searching for the origins of Mahayana", 189.
53
sunvatam
ca
samadhivimoksamukhamabhinirharati,
animitlam
samadhivirrioksamukhamabhinirharati,
apranihitam
ca samadhivimoksamukhamabhinirharati.
upayakausalyasamanvagato
bodhisattvo
mahasattvo
veditayyah
- nayamantara
saksatkarisyatyaparipumairbuddhadharmaih
/ tatkasya hetoh? tathd hi asyopayakausalyam

karoti/Asta,

185 ln.25-29.

ca
tada
bhutakotim
raksam

In addition, the Pancavimsatisahasrika

makes it clear that, besides these "three

doors of liberation," bodhisattvas must undertake many other practices common to
the sravaka-yana.

These include, for example, the four stations of mindfulness,

{smrty-upasthana),

the thirty-seven wings of enlightenment {bodhi-paksika)

eightfold path (arya-astanga-marga).
Astadasasdhasrika

and the

The following passage from the

also makes it clear that skill-in-means was the practical

application of the perfection of wisdom and that without it bodhisattvas would
realise the fruits of the aryan path:
Moreover, Subhuti, the bodhisattva-mahasattva, beginning with the first
thought of enlightenment, endowed with skill-in-means courses in the paths
of vision, development and abandonment, but does not attain the fruit of a
srota-apanna,
a sakrdagamin, an andgamin or an arhat. And why? Because
he cognises all dharmas as empty of own-marks, etc., as not re-produced.
Though he courses in these dharmas that act as wings to enlightenment, he
passes beyond the level of the srdvakas and
pratyekabuddhas
Clearly then, the authors of the Prajmpdramitd

posit a bodhisattva path that

coincides, to some extent at least, with that of the srdvaka and

pratyekabuddha.

Although, as noted above, such an interpretation does not accord with the
Abhisamaydlamkdra

commentarial tradition, it does explain the apparent obsession

by the sutrds authors with the stages of the drycm path. It is also an interpretation
that should not surprise us, for what other method for abandoning defilements could

^^ A detailed list (too long to quote here) of such practices occurs in Panca (D), 19 ln.l2 - 21 ln.5. Tr.
Conze, Large Sutra, 46-47
^^ punar aparam subhitte bodhisattvo mahasattva prathamacittotpadam upadava upavakausalena
samanvagato darsanabhavanaprahatavye ca marge carati. na ca srotaapattiphalam anuprapnoti na
sakrdagamiphalam na anagamiphalam na arhattvam anuprapnoti. tat kasya hetoh? tatha hi sa
svalaksanasunyan sarvadharman janati ymad anabhinirvrttan janati. tesu ca bodhipaksikesu
dharmesu caramc chravakapratyekabuddhabhumim atikramati. Astadasa 55-70, 177. Conze follows
the Panca at this point—see Conze, Large Sutra, 537. Cf. Panca (K), Pt.5 : 148.

the authors of the earUest Mahayana sutras have known, if not the traditional one?^®
Xiian Zang's translation of the Pancavimsatisahasrika

is particularly clear on this

point:
Because [the bodhisattva] practices the arycra. path, he will abandon
defilements.^^
Thus, we apparently have a situation in which two types of practitioners—
bodhisattvas on the one hand, and sravakas and pratyekabuddhas

on the other—

undertake the same spiritual practices, both resulting in the abandonment of
defilements, yet because of the practical application by bodhisattvas of the
perfection of wisdom, otherwise knovm as skill-in-means, they do not make
anything into a sign and are therefore able to avoid actualising

{saksat-karoti)

arhatship. This means they are then able to progress to the second phase of the
bodhisattva path, while the sravakas and pratyekabuddhas

who lack such skill-in-

means are not.

If we pause for a moment to consider why sravakas and pratyekabuddhas

do not

apply skill-in-means to their practices, there appear to be two possibilities—either (1)
they are incapable of doing so due to not having trained in the perfection of wisdom;
or (2) they are capable, but for some reason, are unwilling to do so. Although it is an
interesting problem, it is unfortunately beyond the scope of this chapter to fully
explore it here. Nevertheless, two important passages with great bearing on the
problem will be noted. The first is the admonition in Chapter 1 of the

Astasahasrika

We might insert the word "soteriological" in Andrew Rawhnson's comment that "The
mythological, historical and geographical background of the Asta is that of traditional Buddhism"
Andrew Rawlinson, "The position of the Astasahasrika Prajnaparamita in the development of early
Mahayana," in Prajnaparamita and Related Systems, ed. L. Lancaster (Berkeley: Center for South
and Southeast Asian Studies at the University, of California, 1977), 15.
" S B M i M W i t ^ ' M f i - (T220 p353b25) Although the corresponding passages in the Sanskrit
Pancavimsatisahasrika
and Asfadasasahasrika
do not actually use the term aryamarga, they do
provide a list of seven HTnayana levels. See Panca (K), Pt.5 : 167; Astadasa 55-70, 197.

that those wiUing to train on the level of sravakas

should make endeavours in the

perfection of wisdom.^^ This statement would strongly suggest that at least some
srdvakas

and pratyekabuddhas

indeed possessed the perfection of

wisdom.

However, we are then left with the problem of explaining why they did not also use
skill-in-means in their practices. A second, somewhat more problematic statement is
that by the arhat Subhtiti, who says his "thought has been freed insofar as [he] has
abided nowhere."^' Since the method of non-abiding {asthdnayoga)
"grasping at signs" {nimittodgrahand)

is defined as not

in the Mahaprajndpdramita-sdstra,

this

would suggest that Subhtiti had gained arhatship through his application of skill-inmeans. ®® If this were so, it would follow that he was also a bodhisattva—a
conclusion that may require us to reassess our understanding of the way the term
was used in the early Prajftdpdramita

tradition.

The issue of exactly how bodhisattvas could abandon defilements by means of
practicing the thirty-seven wings of enlightenment and so forth, yet not realise the
fruits of the arycm path, was apparently a difficult one, for it is the subject of a long
question from Subhuti in the longer Prajnaparamita
possible that bodhisattvas produce (utpadyati)the
(paripurayati)

sutra.

In it he asks how it is

four aryan

paths, fulfil

them, and abandon the respective defilements, yet still manage to

S e e ^ ^ t o , 3 1n.29-41n.2.
'' cittam vimuktam yalha na kvacit sthitva syam. Panca (K), Pt.5 : 126.)
Lamotte, Le Traite, 656.
The question of whether bodhisattvas actually produce
the paths of the sravaka
and
pmtyekabuddha
appears to have caused some confusion among some redactors of the sutra. In the
passage from the 'middle' length Prajnaparamita
sutra cited by Haribhadra in the Sphutartha, it says:
"Subhati, bodhisattvas should produce all paths," sarvva-marggah
Subhute
bodhisatvair
utpadayitavyah (AA-Vivni, 6.) Cf. Astddasa 55-70, 147-148; Conze, Large Sutra, 518. However, the
corresponding passage in the Sanskrit version of the recast Pancavimsatisahasrika
says: "Subhuti,
bodhisattva-mahasattvas should not produce all paths." sarvamargdh
subhute
bodhisattvena
mahasattvena notpddayitavydh,
Panca (K), Pt.5 : 125. Similarly, another passage earlier in the Pahca
also says that the bodhisattva should fulfil but not produce the four foundations of mindfulness etc
Pahca
(D),\9\x\.\2-\5.

enter the fixed condition of a bodhisattva. It is impossible, Subhuti thinks, that
someone who has become (bhutva) an astamaka etc. could enter the fixed condition
of a bodhisattva. The question concludes with the following words:
How then, O Bhagavan, ought this be understood, i.e., that the bodhisattvamahasattva, having fulfilled all the paths, enters bodhisattva-nyama, and
then reaches the knowledge of all aspects, and abandons the defilements
together with their residues?®'
In response, the Buddha agrees that it would indeed be impossible for someone who
has become {bhutva) an astamaka etc. to enter the bodhisattva-niydma. However, he
says that bodhisattvas pass beyond the stages of a srdvaka and pratyekabuddha "by
means of regarding them with knowledge and vision." This concept will now be
discussed.
6.3.2 Regarding the sravaka and pratyekabuddha levels with knowledge and
vision
The idea that bodhisattvas enter into the fixed condition of a bodhisattva when they
have passed beyond (atikramya) the levels of the sravakas and pratyekabuddhas is
mentioned several times in the Pahcavimsatisdhasrika. For example:
having passed beyond the level of the sravakas and pratyekabuddhas, [the
bodhisattva] enters into bodhisath'a-niydma.^^

^^ tat katham bhagavan jamydma bodhisattva mahasattvah sarvamdrgan
pariputya
bodhisattvanvdmam avakrdmati, bodhisattvanydmam avakramya sarvdkdrajnatdm anuprdpnoti.
sarvavdsandnusandhim caprajahdti / Astddasa 55-70. 183. Concerning this question Conze writes:
"It is not quite clear to me what particular difficulty Subhuti has in mind when he asks this long
question. There is something in this whole disquisition on the hodhisattvanydma which continues to
elude me, and I can only hope that one of my successors will do better than 1 did." Conze, Large
Sutra, 540 n.l7. While the emphasis on the fact that the paths of the astamaka etc. are different from
one another is puzzling, that basic thrust of Subhuti's question is, 1 think, clear: since it is impossible
for someone who has become a srota-dpanna to enter bodhisattva-niydma, how is it that if a
bodhisattva fulfils and produces the four dryan paths, he did not actually become a srota-dpanna etc.,
thereby precluding himself from entering bodhisattva-niydma'!
" srdvakapratyekabuddhabhumim atikramya bodhisattvaniydmam avakrdmati/ Pahca (K), Pt.4 : 168
in.6-7.

This is of course consistent with our contention that the

Pahcavimsatisahasrika

presents a two-phase version of the bodhisattva path, but it does not explain why
sravakas and pratyekabuddhas cannot enter the fixed condition a bodhisattva when
they too have abandoned all their defilements. The concept of regarding the sravaka
stages "with knowledge and vision" may, however, provide a clue. Consider the
following passage from the

Asladasasahasrika:

Subhuti: Should [a bodhisattva] also acquire the accomplishment (sampat)
of a sravaka and the accomplishment of a pmtyekabuddhal
The Lord: Yes, Subhuti, he should acquire the accomplishments of a sravaka
and a pratyekabuddha, but he should not abide in them or rely on them.
Having viewed them with his knowledge and vision, he should pass beyond
them and enter the fixed condition of a bodhisattva.
I shall assume that "accomplishment" (sampat) here refers to a state of having
abandoned some or all of the defilements (but not their residues). Thus, the Buddha
is saying that bodhisattvas must achieve the states of abandonment of sravakas and
pratyekabuddhas before they can enter the fixed condition of a bodhisattva.
However, it also says that bodhisattvas should regard those states "with their
knowledge and vision," for by doing so they are able to pass beyond the levels of
sravakas and pratyekabuddhas.
The siitra is not explicit about what this "knowledge and vision" consists of, though
it would certainly appear to be something not possessed by sravakas and
pratyekabuddhas. It may simply be another way of expressing the original sense of
skill-in-means, perhaps because at the time of the

Pancavimsatisahasrikd's

subhutir aha: sravakasampad api tena pratilabdhavya pratyekabuddhasampad
api lena
pratilabdhavya.
bhagavan aha: sravakasampad
api lena subhute
pratilabdhawa.
pratyekabuddhasampad api tena subhute pratilabdhya, tatra ca na sthatavyam na pratisthatavyarn,
jhanena ca darsanena ca drstvatikramisyati bodhisattvaniyamam avah-amisvati. Ibid., Pt.5 : 34. Cf.
Conze, Large Sutra, 457. This passage is cited by both Haribhadra and Arya Vimul<tisena See
respectively, AA-Alokd, 444 in.16-17 (tr. Sparham, Abhisamavalamkara with Vrtti and Aloka vol 2 •
362) and ibid. 64 (no published Skt. Source available).

composition it was a term that had come to have other meanings in Mahayana (e.g.,
the Buddha's sicill in teaching what is appropriate for trainees). Another explanation
is that in the first phase of the path bodhisattvas did not only abandon the
defilements abandoned by sravakas and pratyekabuddhas, but other defilements as
well. This would be consistent with the doctrines of the Yogacara-SvMantrikaMadhyamika school (to which Haribhadra is said to have belonged),®^ which holds
that each of the three types of practitioners cognises a different kind of
selflessness,^^ but I can see no evidence that the authors of the Prajhaparamita
sutras held such a view. Nevertheless, such a position may be implicit in the longer
version of the sutra, and it would moreover satisfactorily explain why sravakas and
pratyekabuddhas do not enter the fixed condition of a bodhisattva,
To summarise the above, we have seen that a bodhisattva's advance to the second
phase of the path involved acquiring the "accomplishments" of sravakas and
pratyekabuddhas. With respect to the question of why bodhisattvas do not manifest
the fruit of those paths, the sutra tells us that it is because they view those fruits with
their knowledge and vision. This practice of "regarding with knowledge and vision"
may be another way of saying skill-in-means; however, it may also point to a
special knowledge unique to bodhisattvas. We have not, however, fully resolved the
issue, and the implications of both positions require further investigation.

" See Geshe Lhundup Sopa and Jeffrey Hopkins, Practice and Theory of Tibetan Buddhism.
(London: Rider, 1976), 124.
Ibid., 128.

6.4

Anutpattikadharmaksanti

Since several passages in the sutra indicate that the transition between the two
phases is marked by the attainment of the certitude that dharmas are not produced
(anutpattikadharmaksanti), this concept will now be discussed.
6.4.1 Anutpattikadharmaksanti

as a literary trope

The Prajhaparamita sutras contain several passages in which, as a result of
listening to the Buddha's sermon, members of the audience gain certain realisations.
This mimics a common trope in the early canonical literature, the most famous
perhaps being the instant attainment of arhatship by the Buddha's five ascetic
companions following his first sermon at Samath. This event is described in the
Anattalakkhana Sutta, which concludes with the following words:
And while this explanation was being given, the minds of the group of five
monks, through lack of clinging, were fully released from dsravas.^''
The purpose of the trope is likely to have been to invest the Buddha's teachings with
enlightening powers and to create the impression on audiences that, by listening to
or studying the sUtras, they too would gain the realisations obtained by the
characterised audience.
In Mahayana sUtras one of the common realisations gained by audiences is the
certitude that dharmas are not produced. The Astasahasrika, for example, contains
several instances—in Chapter 13, we read that,
when this doctrine of unthinkability and so forth was being taught, ...twenty
thousand bodhisattvas acquired the certitude that dharmas are not
produced.®'*
imasmihca pana veyyakaranasmim bhannamane pancavaggivanam bhikkhunam anupadaya
asavehi cittani vimuccimsuti. (SN 3.1.6.7). For similar examples, see Bond, "The development of the
arahant iHcal
ideal,"" 798
228.

^

while in Chapter 16 it is said that:
Twenty bodhisattvas acquired the certitude that dharmas are not produced.^^
The same passage, with five hundred gods (instead of twenty bodhisattvas), also
occurs in T.224,^° indicating that this trope dates from at least the early middle
period of Mahayana. Besides the Astasahasrika, we find the audience's attainment
of the certitude that dharmas are not produced used to emphasise teachings in a
number of other important sutras, such as the Saddharmapundarika,

the

SuramgamasamddhiJ^ and the VimalakTrtinirdesaP It also occurs twice in passages
in the Pahcavimsatisdhasrikd that have no parallel in the Astasahasrika.'''*
6.4.2 What is

anutpattikadharmaksanti'!

Conze has written that anutpattikadharmaksanti was a reinterpretation of the earlier
abhidharma concept of "cognition of non-production" {anutpddajhdna), i.e., the

^^ vimsatya ca bodhisattvairanutpattikesu dharmesu ksantih pratilabdhabhut Asia, 139. Cf. Panca
(K), Pl.4 : 77 ln.9-10.
devaputrasahasraihpurvaparikarmaknairanutpattikesu
dharmesu ksantihpratilabdha / Asia, 155.
Cf. Panca (K), Pt.4 : 125 In. 10-11.
K W ^ ^ X ^ S m m f ^ ' i ^ l ^ m m T.224p0453c02
" E.g., "Three thousand living beings from the congregational circle of the Lord Sakyamuni gained
the certitude that dharmas are not produced," bhagavatasca sakyamuneh parsanmandalanarii
travdnam pranisahasrdnamanutpattikadharmaksdntipratildbho'bhut
/ Saddharma, 161 ln.30. For
more examples, see ibid, 235 ln.27-28, 349 ln.14-15.
"While the Suramgamasamadhi was thus being taught, innumerable beings produced the thought
of supreme and perfect enlightenment; more numerous were those who were estabhshed in the
irreversible stage; yet more numerous were those who obtained the certitude that dharmas are not
produced." T.642 p0645bl6-18. Cf. Lamotte, Suramgamasamddhisutra, 241.
" Etienne Lamotte, The Teaching of VimalakTrti, tr. Sara Boin, (London: The Pali Text Society,
1976), 93, 203,218.
"When the venerable Subhuti taught the Prajhaparamita, twelve myriads of gods and humans
gained the certitude that dharmas are not produced." asmin khalu punah subhulinci
prajhaparamitanirdese
nirdisvamane dvadasanam ayuianam devamanusikayah
prajaya
anutpattikadharmaksantipratilambho
'bhut/Panca (D). 269 In. 1-3; "When the Prajhaparamita was
being taught, many thousands of gods gained the certitude that dharmas are not produced."
prajnaparamitdyatp nirdisya manayam tatrdnekani devaputrasahasrany anutpattikesu dharmesu
ksdntim pratilabhante sma/ Panca (K), Pt.2-3 : 184 In. 18-20.

realisation by an arhat that the outflows {dsravas)

will not arise again. ^^ This

concept, Conze holds, was taken by the authors of the Prajnaparamita

sutras and

given an ontological significance with statements to the effect that all phenomena
never really exist since they are never really produced: no dharma has ever been
produced, is produced, or will be produced.'®

However, the similarity between anutpattikadharmaksanti

and

anutpadajnana

appears to be coincidental, and La Vallee Poussin is probably right to conclude that
anutpattikadharmaksanti

has no parallel in the Pali abhidharmaj^

as is Sakurabe,

who states that "the two terms have little to do with each other."'®

In order to better understand what the term means, it is helpful to analyse its two
parts—anutpattikadharma and ksanti. These will now be discussed.

6.4.2.1
The

Anutpattikadharma

"non-production

Prajnaparamita

of

dharmas"

is

one

of

the

central

themes

of

the

sutras, where it is repeatedly said that dharmas are "unproduced"

{anutpada) and "not stopped" (anirodha).

This is also said to be their "suchness"

(tathata), or mode of being. As the Astddasasahasrika

states:

Suchness is not produced and does not cease.''

" See Conze, Buddhist Thought in India, 222. Also Conze, Large Sutra, 25
natra kasciddharma
821n.ll-12.

utpanno napi kasciddharma

utpatsvate napi kasciddharma
•

utnadvate / Asta
F . . .
,

" La Vallee Poussin, "Bodhisattva," 751.
Hajime Sakurabe, "Anutpadajnana and anutpattikadharmaksanti," Journal of Indian and
Studies\A,no.
2
{\966):m.
" na tathata utpadyate vd nirudhyate. Astddasa

70-82, 65.

Buddhist

This mode of being is said to be extremely profound and difficult to comprehend,
and the Prajhdparamita

siitras therefore contain a number of similes {upamana)

intended to facilitate understanding of non-production. The Astasdhasrika

again:

[The perfection of wisdom is like] a dream, an echo, a reflected image, a
mirage, or an illusion; it is an instruction that informs about nonproduction.
The reason why this theme of non-production is so important in the Prajfidparamitd
sutras may have been because it formed a major plank in an argument directed
against not just the doctrines of realists such as the Sarvastivadins, but also their
basic practices. As Conze writes:
In order to understand why the aspect of non-production (an-utpdda) is so
much emphasized in these Sutras, one must bear in mind the tradition within
which they stand. They were written for Buddhists brought up on the
Abhidharma and Sutras of the Sarvastivadins. To contemplate the rise and
fall of dharmas had been recommended as one of the central practices of the
Abhidharma.
It is on this kind of Abhidharma meditation that the
Prajhdpdramitd now comments, saying that the experiences made, while
perhaps salutary, referred to nothing but an illusion.
6.4.2.2 The meaning of ksanti
While there is little disagreement amongst scholars with regard to the basic meaning
of ksdnti as "patience" or "forbearance" when used in the context of the six
pdramitds,

there is less consensus with regard to the translation of the term in the

context of anutpattikadharmaksdnti^'
within the Prajndpdramitd

However, on the basis of intemal evidence

sutra itself, as well as Haribhadra's commentary, I argue

that the sense of ksdnti in the compound anutpattikadharmaksdnti

is not "patience"

80,
' svapnapratisrutkapratibhasamaricimayaparamiteyam bhagavan anutpadavijnapanatamupadaya /
Asta,
\sta, 102 ln.15-16. For a similar, but longer list of eight similes, see Panca (D),A\n.\5 - 5 In.l.
Conze, "The ontology of the Prajfiaparamita," 123.
" U m o t t e , for example, writes "the problem of ksanti, sometimes 'patience' and
'certainty', ' is
one
of
the
most
complicated
ones
for
scholasticism."

Suramgamasamadhisutra,

143 . n.llQ

sometimes
Lamottc.

or even "willingness" (as some translators have rendered it), but "conviction," or
"certitude."

Genjun Sasaki has argued that ksanti is derived from the Pali word khanti, which
comes from ^kam, meaning "to be pleased or willing to do."^^ The use of the noun
ksanti to mean patience, he argues, is an incorrect sanskritisation of ^ksam,
should

in

fact

be

anutpattikadharmaksanti

kanti.

He

therefore

believes

that

the

and

ksanti

in

should be rendered into English as "a positive acceptance

of the Buddhist truth or a willingly [sic] inclination to the ultimate truth."
Although not cited by Sasaki, there may be some evidence to support this view in
the form of Lokaksema's translation of anutpattikadharmaksanti

as "delight

in

dharmas not being produced from anywhere" (Mljfffi^i.J'i^).^^

Hajime Sakurabe points out, however, that the Pali word khanti can mean both
patience and willingness,^'' which would suggest that "patience with respect to the
non-production

of

anutpattikadharmaksanti.

dharmas"
A

may

still

be

a

legitimate

number of scholars have tried to

translation
find

of

English

expressions that encompass both the sense of patience and the sense of willingness.
Conze, for example, renders it as "patient a c c e p t a n c e , w h i l e Schopen opts for

Genjun H, Sasaki, "Khanti, kanti, ksanti," Journal of Indian and Buddhist Studies 1, no. 1 (1958):
359. Cf. Genjun H. Sasaki, Linguistic approach to Buddhist thought, (Dellii: Motilal Banarsidass
1986), 133-140.
"" Sasaki, "Khanti, kanti, ksanti," 355.
T.224 p456a2
''' See Sakurabe, "Anutpadajnana and anutpattikadharmaksanti," 886.
Edward Conze, Materials for a Dictionary
Research Foundation, 1967), 159.

of the Prajhaparamita

Literature,

(Tokyo: Suzuki

"composure." ^^ While there may be reasons why a bodhisattva would have a
willingness or patience with respect to the non-production of dharmas,^'' several
passages in the Prajnaparamita sutra, as well as Haribhadra's commentary, suggest
that "certitude" or "conviction" should be regarded as the best translation of ksanti
in this context, regardless of the Pali origins of the word.

In the Abhisamayalamkaralokd,

Haribhadra clearly states that

ksanti is a kind of "special resolute belief

anutpattikadharma-

(visistddhimukti):

Since all dharmas are without a basis of apprehension, they are ultimately
unproduced. From coursing in a conventional sense, through becoming
familiar [with the notion that dharmas] are illusory, there comes a special
resolute belief with respect to the non-production of dharmas.'"
This explanation can be usefully contrasted with a passage in the Astasahasrika that
says that some bodhisattvas who do not yet have anutpattikadharmaksdnti

only

have (ordinary) resolute belief {adhimukti) with respect to the non-production of
dharmas:
Furthermore Subhuti, those bodhisattva-mahasattvas who course in the
perfection of wisdom resolutely believe {adhimuncanti) that all dharmas are
not produced but they do not have the certimde {ksanti) that dharmas are not
produced."

Gregory Schopen, "The manuscript of the Vajracchedika found at Gilgit," in Studies in the
Literature of the Great Vehicle: Three Mah^ana Buddhist Texts, ed. Luis O. Gomez and Jonathan
A. Silk (Ann Arbor: Collegiate Institute for the Study of Buddhist Literature and Center for South
and Southeast Asian Studies, The University of Michigan, 1989), 139 n.20.
^^ Schopen, for example, argues that "to obtain ksanti is the positive expression for the same state
which is negatively expressed by such formulae as 'he is not depressed, not cowed, not dejected... he
is not terrified, frightened and does not tremble with fear.' But the opposite of dejection, terror and
fear is not patience or endurance, it is rather something more like composure." Ibid.
sarva-dharmdnupalabhad
eva paramdrtha
dvarendnupattau
maydpama bhdvanaya
caranad anutpattikesu dharmesu visistddhumuktir bhavati. AA-Aloka, 799 ln.26-28.
" punaraparam suhhute ye bodhisattva mahdsattvdh prqjhaparamitdydrn
anutpattika ityadhimuhcanti, na ca tdvadanutpattikadharmaksantipratilabdha
ln.18-19.

samvrtyd

carantah
sarvadharma
bhavanti / Asta, 223

In addition, although the following passage from the
explains anutpattikadharmaksdnti

Mahaprajnaparamita-sastra

as ordinary "resolute belief (i.e., without the

qualification "special" (visista)), it would nevertheless support a reading of ksanti in
the sense of "certitude" or "conviction," as opposed to "patience" or "willingness."
Because [the bodhisattva] resolutely believes ( j p i ? ; adhimucyate)
that
dharmas do not arise and are not produced, he possesses the force of
certitude that dharmas do not arise
(anutpattikadharmaksantibald)?^
Thus, based on evidence that ksanti in this context means a special resolute belief, it
is appropriate to translate anutpattikadharmaksdnti

as the "certitude (or conviction)

that dharmas are not produced," and to conclude that Lamotte was correct to say that:
this ksanti is the conviction, the certitude, that dharmas do not arise, that
things deprived of birth and, as a result, of destruction, are not subject to
becoming.'^
6.4.2.3 Anutpattikadharmaksanti

as similar to the knowledge of a fully

enlightened being
Through their use in this context of the term ksanti, as opposed to jndna, the authors
of the Prajfidparamita

sutras appear to emphasise the distinction between the

certitude, or conviction, that dharmas are not produced and the knowledge that they
are not produced. This may have been because they saw the knowledge that
dharmas are not produced as a unique quality of fully enlightened buddhas. This
seems to be the view of Haribhadra, who writes:
Since the extinction and production of impurities does not exist, the
knowledge of the indestructible and the unproduced, which is characterised
by the unmistaken cognition of all dharmas, is great enlightenment.'^'*

•

• ftf^feSiStl. Cf. Lamotte, Le Traite. 1612.

" Ibid., vol.4 : vi.
malanam
maha-hodhir

ksaydtpaddbhavad
aksayanutpada-jnan'atmika
AA-Alokd, 879 ln.25-27.

sarva-dharmdviparTtadhigati-laksana

Thus, anutpattikadharmaksanti

may be thought of as describing a kind of precursor

state to the fully enlightened state. Finally, it may be added that the use of ksanti in
this context is not unlike the way the Sarvastivadins use the term in their exposition
of the sixteen moments of the darsanamarga to characterise the precursory state
leading to jnana of the Four Truths, which suggests that there too, "conviction" may
be a better translation than "patience."

6.4.2.4 The function of

anutpattikadharmaksanti

In addition to the semantic definition of anutpattikadharmaksanti,
passages in the Pancavimsatisahasrika

there are two

that point to a functional, or possibly

polemic, meaning of the term, vis-d-vis the three ydnas. The two passages basically
say the same thing, yet as Conze has confessed to not understanding them,®^ they
will now briefly be investigated.

In the first passage, the Sanskrit version of the recast Pancavimsatisahasrika

reads:

Sariputra, all the knowledge and abandonments of srdvakas and
pratyekabuddhas
[are] the "certitude" of the bodhisattva-mahasattva's
attainment of certitude that dharmas are not produced.'^
The

second

passage,

Pancavimsatisahasrika

also

from

the

Sanskrit

version

of

the

recast

is almost identical:

So it is, O Devaputras, so it is. The knowledge and abandonments up to
pratyekabuddhas
[are] the "certitude" of the bodhisattva-mahasattva's
attainment of certitude that dharmas are not produced.'^

See Conze, Large Sutra, lA n.25.
vac
chariputra
sarvasravakapratyekabuddhanarn
jnanam
ca
prakasam
ca
sanutpattikadharmaksantipratilabdhasya
bodhisattvasya mahasattvasya ksantih/Panca (D), 72 ln.78. The passage is also cited by Arya Vimul^tisena; see Abhisamayalamkaravrtti,
ed. Corrado Pensa,
(Roma: Istituto Italiano per il Medio ed Estremo Oriente, 1967), 45.
''' evam etad devaputra evam etad. yac ca yavat pratyekabuddhanam
sanutpattikadharmaksantipratilabdhasya
hodhisattvasya mahasattvasya
ln.9-12.

Ill

jnanam yac ca prahdnam.
ksantih. Pahca (K), 4 : 80

I shall refer to these two passages as A and B respectively.

The passages are somewhat problematic for two reasons. The first is the copular
relationship between the two terms in the sentence, i.e., (1) the knowledge and
abandonments of sravakas

and pratyekabuddhas;

and (2) the "certitude" of the

bodhisattva-mahasattva's attainment of certitude that dharmas are not produced.
How can the accomplishments of sravakas and pratyekabuddhas

be a certitude (or,

for that matter, a "patience" or "willingness")?

Before dealing with this question, it is worth noting how the above English
translations (strange as they may seem) are supported by KumarajTva's translation of
passage B as it occurs in the Mahaprajhaparamita-sastra

by supplying the copular

verb "is just" (BP^). The context is part of an explanation as to why bodhisattvas
who have attained the certitude that dharmas are not produced do not produce any of
the hindrances (P^, avarana) such as miserliness and greed:
Question: The bodhisattva who has not yet attained buddhahood has not yet
cut off all defilements, so why do the evil minds such as miserliness and
greed never arise?
Answer: When an irreversible bodhisattva attains the certitude that dharmas
are not produced, he abandons all defilements, but he has not abandoned the
residues.
[Question:] If he has not abandoned them how is he always able to avoid
producing the hindrances such as stinginess and greed?
[Answer:]
As
the
[Pahcavimsatisdhasrika]
sutra
says:
"[The
accomplishments of] stream-enterers up to arhats are just this bodhisattva's
certitude that dharmas are not produced."'*^

T.1509 p572b27-c03 : P^R :
m • ^W^maJhm^mm •

• jfeifHS'lf ' S H S ^ ^ S ^ ^ I t l ^ ' L ^ ?
j Cf. T.223 p328b26-27

The second problem is that the corresponding passages in other versions of the sutra
differ. Passage B, for example, reads somewhat differently in the Gilgit
manuscript,'® which Conze translates as follows (emphasis added):
The patient acceptance of the Bodhisattva, the great being who has gained
the patient acceptance of dharmas which fail to be produced, is superior to
the cognition and forsaking of the Faith-followers, etc. to:
Pratyekabuddhas.'°°
However, there is another variant reading that may provide a clue to how the
passages should be interpreted. Occurring in the Satasahasrika and corresponding to
passage A above, it reads:
Saradvatiputra, the knowledge of the obtainment of the fruits of sravakas
andpratyekabuddhas is the bodhisattva-mahasattva's certitude.""
According to this reading, the certitude (that dharmas are not produced) seems to be
equated with a bodhisattva's knowledge that he has gained the fruits of sravakas and
pratyekabuddhas.

This interpretation would also accord with a statement in the

Pahcavimsatisahasrika

indicating that the certitude that dharmas are not produced is attained upon entry
into the fixed condition of a bodhisattva, and thus marks the commencement of the
second phase of the bodhisattva path:
Without having developed the perfection of wisdom, the bodhisattva, the
great being, cannot go beyond the level of the sravakas and
pratyekabuddhas-, and without having gone beyond the level of the sravakas
and pratyekabuddhas he cannot enter on the fixed condition of a bodhisattva;

" See Conze,

Large Sutra,

ix. This version of the

Paiicavirnsatisahasrika has not been

published.

Ibid., 359.

"" vaccharadvatiputra sravakapratyekabuddhanarn
mahasattvasa ksantih / Sala, 274 In. 13-14.

phalapraptijnanam sa bodhisattvasya

and without having entered the fixed condition of a bodhisattva he cannot
produce the certitude that dharmas are not produced.'"^
Since, (1) as we have seen, abandoning all defilements is a prerequisite for entering
the fixed condition of a bodhisattva; and (2) from the passage just cited, entering the
fixed condition of a bodhisattva is a prerequisite for producing the certitude that
dharmas are not produced, by combining these two conclusions, we can now say
that any bodhisattva who has produced the certitude that dharmas are not produced
must have akeady gained the knowledge, and eliminated the abandonments, of
sravakas and pratyekabuddhas.

Thus, the above passages seem to say that

bodhisattvas who are certain that dharmas are not produced are also those who have
gained the knowledge and eliminated the abandonments of sravakas, and
pratyekabuddhas.
Sparham's use of the expression "extends to" in his translation of the passage as it
occurs in the Abhisamaydlamkara-vrtti comes close to the idea that the sutra seems
to be getting at; namely, the ksanti of anutpattikadharmaksanti

has implications

beyond simply having conviction that dharmas are not produced. Sparham renders
the passage as follows:
the patient acceptance (ksanti) of a bodhisattva who has realized that
dharmas are not produced, is [i.e., extends to] the knowledge and
abandonments of all Stream-enterers and Pratyekabuddhas.
The point is that, while there does not seem to be any logical reason why the
certainty that dharmas are not produced would entail certainty with respect to the
'"
ca bhagavann abhavayitva prajhaparamitam
bodhisattvena mahasattvena
sakta
sravakabhumir va pratyekabuddhabhumir
va atikramitum, anatikmmya
sravakabhiimim
pratyekabuddhabhumim na ca sakyam bodhisattvena mahasattvena bodhisattvanydmo
'vakramitum,
anavakramya bodhisattvanyamam na sakyam bodhisattvena mahasattvena anutpattikesu dharmesu
ksantim utpadayitu/, Astadasa 55- 70, 191.
Sparham, Abhisamayalamkara with Vrtti and Aloka, vol.1 : 45, vol.2 : 64-65.

knowledge and abandonments of srdvakas and pratyekabuddhas,

by saying that

such certainty is (or "extends to") the knowledge and abandonments oisravaka^ etc.,
the authors of the sutra appear to be elevating the certitude that dharmas are not
produced over all the attainments oisravakas and pratyekabuddhas.

6.5

6.5.1

The two-phase path and the irreversible bhumi

Recapitulation

So far, it has been shown that the longer versions of the sutra, unlike the
Astasahasrika, divide the bodhisattva path into two phases. The point of separation
between the two phases is called the entrance into the fixed condition of a
bodhisattva and is marked by the attainment of the certitude that dharmas are not
produced. It has also been shown that the sutra teaches that bodhisattvas who reach
this level have abandoned all defilements, and that they do so by means of the
traditional practices associated with the stages of the fourfold aryan path in
conjunction with skill-in-means. Although there does appear to have been some
uncertainty amongst redactors of the sutra on the issue of whether such bodhisattvas
actually produce the aiyan path,'"'* all agree that they do not realise the fruits of the
path by actually becoming a srota-apanna etc. Instead, they pass beyond the levels
of the sravaka and pratyekabuddha by regarding them "with knowledge and vision."

While the sutra is not explicit about the details of the bodhisattva's knowledge and
vision, it appears to involve either a cognition of suchness {tathata) that is not
accessible to sravakas and pratyekabuddhas,

or skill-in-means, or both. There may,

however, be unwanted consequences of holding either of these positions. The first is
that if sravakas attain arhatship without comprehending suchness, it would seem to
""Seen.61 above.

contradict statements elsewhere in the sutra concerning how practitioners of all
three vehicles must train in the perfection of wisdom. It would,
nevertheless

be

consistent

with

the doctrines

of the

however,

Yogacara-Svatantrika-

Madhyamika school, in which the three types of practitioners attain their goals by
means of different cognitions. On the other hand, if sravakas and

pratyekabuddhas

do train in the perfection of wisdom, and if skill-in-means, in the sense of the
practical application of the understanding of emptiness, is the sole criterion by
which bodhisattvas are distinguished from sravakas and pratyekabuddhas,
explain why sravakas

and pratyekabuddhas

we must

do not apply their understanding of

emptiness to their practices. A third consequence is that in order to distinguish
bodhisattvas from sravakas and pratyekabuddhas,

we must say that bodhisattvas are

irreversible while still in the first phase of their careers (possibly even from the
beginning), since, according to the Astasahasrikd,

it is only by skill-in-means—in

the sense of not making anything into a sign {na nimittikaroti)—that

a bodhisattva is

able to undertake the practices of the aryan path while not manifesting its fruits.

It is the third consequence that is most relevant to our investigation, since it
concerns the point in the bodhisattva's career at which he or she becomes
irreversible. In this final section of the current chapter we discuss the question of
how this two-phase path was mapped onto the system of ten bhumis, with the eighth
(or in some cases, seventh) generally posited as the irreversible bhumi.

We shall begin with a discussion of several passages that make clear the association
between irreversibility and (1) entering the fixed condition of a bodhisattva; and (2)
gaining the certitude that dharmas are not produced; in other words, passages that
associate the irreversible state with the second phase of the bodhisattva path.

6.5.2 Irreversibility and entering the bodhisattva-nijama.
The longer versions of the sutra estabhsh a clear relationship between entering the
fixed condition of a bodhisattva and entering the irreversible bhumi.
Pancavimsatisahasrika,

The

for example, states:

[The bodhisattva-mahasattva who courses in the perfection of wisdom]
enters into the fixed condition of a bodhisattva. Thus, Subhuti, the
bodhisattva-mahasattva who courses in the perfection of wisdom enters the
irreversible bhumi
In contrast with the AstasahasrikSs

rather vaguely defined concept of the

irreversible bhumi that was explored in chapter 5, in the above passage there is a
clear indication that the irreversible bhumi is equivalent to the second phase of the
bodhisattva's career.

Some ambiguity in the longer version remains, however, as there are other passages
stating that some bodhisattvas enter the fixed condition right at the beginning of
their careers:
There are [bodhisattva-Jmahasattvas who from just the production of the first
thought [of enlightenment] enter into the fixed condition of a bodhisattva, or
abide in the irreversible bhumi
Although not explicit in the Pancavimsatisahasrika,

statements such as these are

pregnant with the doctrine of one final vehicle, for they suggest that some
practitioners produce the thought of enlightenment and commence their careers as
bodhisattvas after they have become arhats.

bodhisattvaniyamam
carann avinivartaniyam

avakramati// evam hi subhule bodhisattva mahasattvah
bhumim avakramati// Panca (D), 107 ln.6-11.

santi
mahasatrva
ye
prathamacittotpadenaiva
avinivartamyabhumau
va avatisfhante! Ibid., 66 In. 15-16.

bodhisattvanyasam

prajiiaparamilayam
avakramanti/

6.5.3

Irreversibility associated with anutpattikadharmaksdnti

by means of

prediction.
In the Pancavimsatisahasrika

irreversibility is often associated with the certitude

that dharmas are not produced, but usually in an indirect manner—i.e., by means of
prediction. For example.
Endowed with this kind of certitude, Subhuti, a bodhisattva-mahasattva is
predicted to unsurpassed full enlightenment.'"^
Another passage in T.224 that also associates receiving one's prediction with the
certitude that dharmas are not produced is significant, as it suggests that the
relationship was established relatively early:
When I scattered the five flowers on DTparnkara I immediately acquired the
certitude that dharmas are not produced and received my prediction.
As discussed in chapter 2, several passages in the Astasahasrika

show that receiving

one's prediction was of great concern to the audiences of the siitra. The association
of the certitude that dharmas are not produced with prediction may have enabled
Mahayana theorists to incorporate what was seen as a necessary stage in the career
of all bodhisattvas into the path, even when no buddha was physically present to
impart a prediction.'"'

"" evamrupaya subhute ksantyd samanvagato bodhisattvo mahasattvo vyakriyate 'nuttarayam
samyaksambodhau, Panca (K), Pt.5 : 18. The relationship between anutpattikadharmaksdnti and
receiving one's prediction is well established in other texts. For a list or references see Lamotte, Le

Traite, 1787. See also Lamotte, SHramgamasamadhisutra, 145.
T.224 p458b04-05:

•

" " See quotation from MPPS in section 5.4.3.2 above.

- ggg^

6.5.4 Logically, bodhisattvas who have entered the bodhisattva-«j>fl»»« must
be irreversible
We have thus seen how the association of irreversibility with the second phase of
the bodhisattva's career is made in at least two ways: (1) by means of equating the
irreversible bhumi with the fixed condition of a bodhisattva; and (2) by means of
associating the cognition that marks the beginning of the second phase (i.e., the
certitude that dharmas are not produced) with prediction.

From one point of view, this is entirely logical. Once bodhisattvas abandon all
defilements during the first phase of their career and advance to the second phase,
there could have been no reason for them to "fall back" to the first phase, since the
very function of the first phase was to achieve a goal they had already fulfilled.
From another point of view, however, it seems illogical to say bodhisattvas enter the
irreversible bhumi on attaining the second phase, for they could never have arrived
there if they were not already irreversible in the sense of possessing the skill-inmeans to avoid actualising the fruits of the arycm path. Were they not irreversible,
they would have realised arhatship, and in theory would have passed into
parinirvana at the end of their lifetimes. Thus, by implying that bodhisattvas must
be irreversible before they attain the irreversible bhumi, the

Pancavimsatisahasrika

seems to draw a distinction between avinivartamya and avinivartamya-bhumi that is
not found in the Astasahasrika. This is an important distinction, and one that we will
retum to in chapter 8 as we discuss the Lamotte's "problem of the avaivartika."

Another implication of this position is that it is tantamount to saying that all
bodhisattvas are irreversible, and that there is essentially no difference between a
"reversible" bodhisattva and a sravaka. Consider a person who produces the thought

of enlightenment (thereby becoming a bodhisattva) but does not train in the
perfection of wisdom, and is therefore unable to apply skill-in-means to his or her
practice. Such a person cannot avoid actualising the fruits of the aryan path, and
thus, despite being a "bodhisattva," he or she he will never attain buddhahood, but
only arhatship and parinirvana.

According to this interpretation, "reversibility" is

not about any weakness of will or forsaking the aspiration to attain highest
enlightenment, but about engaging in a mode of practice that is essentially the same
as that of sravakas and which brings the same results.

6.5.5

The irreversible stage in the dasabhiimi

system.

Having argued that in the more developed soteriology of the

Pancavimsatisdhasrika

the irreversible bhumi is a phase of the bodhisattva's career that cannot be entered
unless the bodhisattva is already irreversible, it now only remains to be shown why
the irreversible bhumi features as the seventh or eighth stage in the various
dasabhiimi systems.

Since the ten bhumis are mentioned (but not enumerated) in several biographical
5Mrras,

it is possible that it represents an early idea that was formulated

independently of the concept of a two-phase bodhisattva career. Nevertheless, since
all dasabhiimi systems appear to include an irreversible bhumi,^^^ the mapping of
the two phases onto the ten bhumis may have occurred quite early. As we saw in
chapter 5, in each system the irreversible bhumi is posited as either the seventh or
the eighth bhumi. Thus, in these systems, the first phase corresponds to either the
first six or seven bhumis, and the second phase to the remaining bhUmis.

See Hirakawa, "The rise of Mahayana Buddhism," 65 n.67.

the

Even in the "Bhumiparikarma" chapter of the \onger Pra/ijaparamita sQtras, which does not n a m e
bhumis, it is implicit that the seventh is the irreversible bhumi. See Section 5.2.2.2.2 above.

Since, as we have shown, in terms of abandonments the first phase corresponded to
the levels of sravakas and pratyekabuddha&, it would have been natural to posit a
system of Hlnayana bhumis corresponding to the "reversible" bodhisattva bhiimis.
The only problem would have been how many Hlnayana bhiimis to count.
Nalinaksha Dutt reports that Pali sources traditionally count the stages of progress
a s six, n a m e l y : (1) gotrabhH;

(2) sotapattimagga,

(3) sotapanna;

(4) sakaddgami;

(5)

andgdmi; and (6) arahatta}^' He also finds evidence with which to relate the four
fruits of the dryaa path with vihdras three to eight in the BodhisattvabhUmi, and
bhiimis one to six in the Dasabhiimika-siitra. In each case, Dutt says this means that:
the higher knowledge and attainments, which Bodhisattvas claim and which,
according to the Mahayanists, are beyond the capacity of the HTnayanists,
are to be attained in the last four bhumis [or viharas, in the case of the
BodhisattvabhUmi]}^^

He even goes so far as to state that:
If the additional features of the Mahayana account of the first six bhumis be
left out, one may reasonably say that the description of the six bhumis is
simply a Sanskritised form of the Pah passages, which deal with the stages
of sanctification."'*
While this may be a simplistic view of a complex situation, it is nevertheless a
reasonable one. One problem with it, however, is that it only explains those
dasabhUmi systems that count the irreversible bhiimi as the seventh. Although these
include most systems, the system that was evenUially to become dominant, i.e., that
found in the works of Haribhadra, counts only the last three bhumis as the second
phase in the bodhisattva's career. This can be explained, however, by the addition of
the pratyekabuddha level to the basic hst of six enumerated by Dutt. If the Hlnayana
Dutt, Mahayana Buddhism, 133-134.

'"ibid., 106.
114 Ibid, 86.

levels are enumerated as six, then the avinivartamya-bhiimi
it is, for example, in the "Dasavyavasthdna"

would be the seventh, as

chapter of the Avatamsaka

the other hand, if, through the inclusion of the pratyekabuddha
enumerated as seven, then the avinivartamya-bhumi
the Dasabhumika

Sutra. On

level, they are

would be the eighth, as it is in

Sutra and the many other works that follow its system.

It might be objected that in the longer Prajnaparamita
and one pratyekabuddha

sutra seven srdvaka

bhiimis

bhumi are enumerated, making a total of eight Hmayana

bhumis, which would imply that the irreversible bhumi would have been the ninth, a
position that is not attested anywhere. The list of eight Hmayana bhumis occurs at
several places in the longer version, for example:
The bodhisattva-mahasattva, beginning with the first thought of
enlightenment, coursing in the six perfections, passes beyond the eight
stages with his knowledge and vision. Which eight? The stage of bright
vision, the lineage stage, the eighth-lowest stage, the stage of vision, the
stage of refinement, the stage of being free from passion, the stage of having
completed what was to be done, and the stage of a pratyekabuddha.
Having
gone beyond these eight stages with his knowledge and vision, he enters, by
the knowledge of the aspects of the path, the bodhisattva-niyama,
and
through the cognition of the knowledge of all aspects he abandons the last
residues of the defilements."'^
However, since this list of eight is not attested in the extant

Sarvastivada

ahhidharma literature, it may be somewhat anomalous, and therefore may not have
exerted any influence on any of the surviving dasabhumi

systems. Nevertheless, if

we subtract the first member (which may not have been considered an actual stage)
and the last member (which, we have argued, may have been optional) the

bodhisattvo mahasattvo prathamacittotpadam
upddma satsu pdramitasu carann astau hhumw
Jnanena
ca darsanena
ca atikramati
katama
astau? .iuklavidarsanabhumi
gotrabhumir
astamakabhumi darsanabhumis tanuhhiimir vTtaragabhiimih krtavTbhiimih
pratyekahuddhabhumih.
ca darsanena
ca atikramya
margdkarajnataya
idrsah sa imd astau bhumw jnanena
bodhisattvanyamam
avakramati.
bodhisattvanyamam
avakramya
sarvakarajnatdjhanena
sarvavasananusandhiklesam
prajahdti/ Astadasa 55-70, 184. Cf. Panca (K) Pt.5 : 154-155; Conze
Large Sutra,

remaining six members do constitute a list attested in the abhidharma

literature."^

Correlating this six-member list with the first six stages in the dasabhumi
make

the

irreversible

pratyekabuddha-bhumi

bhiimi

the

seventh,

while

once

again

would

adding

the

to the list and making the correlation would make the

irreversible bhumi the eighth.

In conclusion, it should be noted that the Mahaprajhaparamita-sastra

calls the eight

stages beyond which the bodhisattva passes "common stages"

clearly

implying that they are traversed by both bodhisattvas and sravakas. The fact that the
Abhisamayalamkdra

interpretive tradition considers them exclusively Hmayana

stages, while according with the soteriological

doctrines of the

Yogacara-

Svatantrika-Madhyamika school, does not appear consistent with the two-phase
bodhisattva path suggested by numerous passages in the sutra. Lamotte recognised
this when he wrote:
Haribhadra's interpretation establishes a definite division between the
sravaka stages (the first eight on the list, Suklavipasyana, etc.) and those of
the bs (No. 10 on the hst). However, in so doing, it runs directly counter to
the spirit and intentions of the Prajnaparamita and the Mahayana.
Undoubtedly bodhisattvas have their own stages (Pramudita, etc.), but they
can also occupy the stages of the career of the sravakas and
Pratyekabuddhas."^

6.6

Conclusion

In this chapter it has been argued that the goal envisaged by the authors of the
Prajnaparamita

sutra?. for the bodhisattva underwent a period of development

between the composition of the shorter and longer versions of the sutra. Initially the
bodhisattva's goal was a state called sarvajhata, which may have been understood as
T.1463 p801b20-25; Cf. Lamotte, Le Traitl

Lamotte. Suramgamasamadhisutra, 219.

2379.

all-knowledge in a metaphorical sense; i.e., highest enlightenment did not entail
knowing all the conventional phenomena in the world, but it did entail knowing the
mode of existence of all phenomena. There was, however, no obvious distinction
made between this goal and that of the arhat in terms of abandonments, suggesting
perhaps that arhats (such as Subhuti) also gained sarvajha. In the later, longer
versions of the Prajhaparamita sutra, arhats are clearly still said to gain allknowledge, but at the same time we see the goal of buddhahood redefined in
accordance with a somewhat more popular sense of omniscience, i.e., buddhas not
only see the sameness of all phenomena but also the aspects of every knowable
thing.
Several passages in the sutra make it clear that the bodhisattva's career consisted of
two phases—one in which he or she passed through the milestones of the aryan path,
and another which consisted of going beyond it. The point of separation was the
entrance into the fixed condition of a bodhisattva. An important precondition had to
be fulfilled by bodhisattvas before they could enter the fixed condition of a
bodhisattva; namely, abandonment of all defilements. While the methods for
abandoning the defilements were the traditional means such as the thirty-seven
wings of enlightenment etc., through their skill-in-means bodhisattvas avoid
actualising the fruits of the aryan path. Instead, they pass beyond them by regarding
them with knowledge and vision.
In the third part of the chapter, the certitude that dharmas are not produced was
discussed. It was argued that it should be understood as a special kind of conviction.
Two difficult passages concerning the relationship between this conviction and the
attainments of sravakas and pratyekabuddhas were explained.

In the last part of the chapter, the irreversibility of bodhisattvas who have
progressed to the second level was investigated. It was argued that although it was
logically necessary for bodhisattvas who had advanced to the second level to be
irreversible, it was also necessary that they had also been irreversible prior that level.
If they were not, they would not have possessed the skill-in-means necessary to
advance beyond the level of a sravaka or pratyekabuddha.

This led to the

conclusion that being a reversible bodhisattva was tantamount to being a sravaka.
Finally it was argued that the second phase of the bodhisattva career corresponded
to the last three or four bhumis in order to establish a correlation between the
bhiimis of the first phase and the stages in the career of a sravaka
pratyekabuddha).

(and

7 INFERRING IREVERSIBILITY FROM SIGNS
What, O Lord, are the attributes, signs and marks of an irreversible bodhisattva, and
how can we know whether a bodhisattva is irreversible?'
Subhuti
7.1 Introduction
The arguments that have been presented until now have described the irreversible
bodhisattva as a phenomenon that was once an important normative ideal in the
lives of the audiences of early Mahayana sutras, but which later became an abstract
and remote concept within systematised, or "institutionalised" Mahayana. In chapter
4 it was theorised that this development may have occurred during a period of
increased production and dissemination of Mahayana sutras as a result of certain
discourses being eclipsed by those that were less contested and more structured. Our
investigations in the preceding chapters also suggest that this change may have been
driven by a need to develop a soteriological doctrine that more clearly distinguished
the career of the bodhisattva from that of the sravaka and pratyekabuddha.

atha khalvayusman subhutirbhagavanlametadavocat - avinivartaniyasya hhagavan bodhisattvasya
mahasattvasya ke akarah, kani lingani, kani nimittani? katham va hhagavan vayam jamyama
ayamavinivartamyo bodhisattva mahasattva iti? Asta, 161 ln.2-4.

We have not yet however considered the impact of important developments in
Buddhist epistemological thinking that occurred during the same period. This
chapter will therefore examine post-Dharmaklrtian interpretation of the signs of
irreversibility as "valid evidence" {samyag-linga; rtags yang dag), in particular, the
implication that irreversibility meant merely that a bodhisattva was capable of
attaining highest enlightenment, but was not assured of doing so.

7.1.1

Chapter outline

By way of introduction to the topic, the chapter begins with an overview of the signs
of an irreversible bodhisattva by reproducing the shortest, and perhaps earliest,
recension of our locus classicus—^that found in the Ratnagunasamcayagathd.

This

is followed by a presentation of Dharmaklrti's axiom that the production of an effect
cannot validly be inferred based on the existence of its cause. We then turn to
Haribhadra's important citation of a verse from the Pramanavarttika, in which he
implies that the signs taught in the sutra are capable of functioning as a basis for
validly inferring that a bodhisattva who displays them is irreversible. The
consequences of this position will then be examined in a discussion of some of
Haribhadra's major Tibetan commentators. It will be argued that Gelugpa
commentators allow for more than one interpretation of the signs, including one
which is essentially pre-Dharmaklrtian in nature, but which allows for more
significant inferences to be made.

7.2

7.2.1

Overview of the Signs

Enumeration

Full lists of the signs as they are enumerated in the Abhisamaydlamkara,
BrhattTka and the Amnayanusarini

the

are given in the appendices. Their key

differences and similarities are summarised as follows:

(1) The Abhisamaydlamkara's
the Pancavimsatisahasrikd.

enumeration of forty-four signs is based primarily on
As mentioned in chapter 1, the

Abhisamaydlamkara

contains a number of peculiarities that result from its attempt to match the signs
with specific stages in the bodhisattva's career as envisaged by the Yogacaras. The
first twenty signs are said to be possessed by bodhisattvas on the path of preparation
(prayogamdrga)

and are broken down into groups of eleven, six, two, and one,

corresponding respectively to the heat (fisman), summits (miirdha),
(ksdnti) and supreme quality (agradharma)

forbearance

stages of the path of preparation. The

next sixteen signs, which correspond to the sixteen moments of forbearance and
cognition on the path of seeing, are said to be possessed by bodhisattvas in the postmeditative state after they have cognised those sixteen moments while in meditative
equipoise. The last eight signs, which do not occur in the "Signs" chapter, are said to
be possessed by bodhisattvas who have reached the eighth bhUmi on the path of
cultivation

(bhdvandmarga).

(2) The Brhattika's system of thirty-five signs, as the full title of the work indicates,^
is based on the three longer versions of the sutra. The enumeration is more natural
than that of the Abhisamayalamkdra,

since it only includes signs that occur in the

^^^rva-satasahasrika-pahcavimsatisahasrika-astada^

(To.

"Signs" chapter and because it subdivides the text based on occurrences of the
refrain:
Subhuti, a bodhisattva endowed with these characteristics, these signs and
these marks should be borne in mind as irreversible.^
Each time the refrain occurs, the Brhattika counts a sign.

(3) The Amnayanusarini's system of nineteen signs is similar to that of the Brhattika
in that it separates the signs based on occurrences of the same formulaic refrain,
except that it does so according to the Astasahasrika. The fact that it counts a lower
number of signs is mainly due to the fact that the refrain occurs less frequently in
the Astasahasrika, with several signs being grouped together by each occurrence.

7.2.2 The Ratnagunasamcayagatha
The

shortest,

and possibly

Ratnagunasamcayagatha.

version

the earliest,

version

of signs occurs in the

The text reproduced below is based on Conze's English

translation.'' I have not attempted my own translation since, as Akira Yayuma, editor
of one of the text's two recensions, writes:
The language of the Rgs is perhaps even more corrupt and difficult than that
of the Mahavastu-avadana...
[and] contains a great many forms and
constructions peculiar to the Rgs—prosodically,
phonologically,
morphologically, syntactically, stylistically, and lexically.^

^ ebhih suhhute dkarair ebhir lihgair ebhir nimittaih samanvagato 'vinivartamyo bodhisattvo
mahasattvo veditavyah/Asta, 161 In. 11-12.
'' Conze, "Verses on the accumulation of precious qualities." Among the many manuscripts and
Tibetan and Chinese translations of this text, Akira Yuyama has identified two recensions. Conze's
translation is based on Recension B, editions of which have been edited by E. Obermilier and P. L.
Vaidya. See reference list for publication details.
' Prqjnaparamita-Ratnagunasamcaya-Gatha,
Press, 1976), XX.

ed. Akira Yayuma, (Cambridge: Cambridge University

The breaking up of the text and numbering of the signs has been done in accordance
with a commentary by the eighteenth century Mongohan scholar, bsTan-pa'i-sgronme.^

The "Signs" chapter of the
[1]

Ratnagunasamcayagatha

Irreversible bodhisattvas are free from the perception

(samjha)

of

multiplicity (nanatva).
[2]

They speak suitably (yuktabhanf)

[3]

They do not take refuge with outside sramanas or brahmanas.

[4]

Skilfully, they forever avoid the three lower realms.

[5]

They exert themselves on the ten wholesome paths of action.

[6]

Disinterested in material things (niramisu),

they instruct the world in

dharma.
[7]

They take delight exclusively in dharma.

[8]

They always speak gently.

[9]

Whether standing, walking, lying, or sitting, they are fully mindful
(susamprajana);

yoked, they only

look ahead,

their thoughts

not

wandering.
[10] They are clean, and wear unsoiled garments.
[11] They are purified and separated from the three types of evil actions [of
body, speech and mind].
[12] They are bulls of men (vrsabha) who do not desire gain, but always desire
dharma.
[13] They have passed beyond Mara's realms.

bsTan-pa'i-sgron-me, Phags pa shes rab kyi pha rol tu phyin pa yon tan rin po che sdudpa dang
^^
(Mundgod: Drepung Gomang Library, 2005), 201-

[14] They are not led astray by others.
[15] They meditate in the four concentrations, but they do not use those
concentrations as a support [for rebirth in the heavens],
[ 16] They do not desire fame.
[ 17] Their minds are not overcome by anger.
[18] If they become householders, they are never attached to their property.
[19] They do not seek to eam their livehhood in the wrong way.
[20] They do not practice black magic {abhicaramantra).
[21] They do control women with spells {istriprayogamantra).
[22] They do not predict the birth of a son or daughter.
[23] Due to effort in the supreme perfection of wisdom they are free from
quarrels and disputes.
[24] Due to the firmness of their loving minds they desire all-knowledge.
[25] Their thoughts are always inclined towards the teachings.
[26] They have forsaken rebirth in barbarian lands.
[27] Free from doubts about their state {bhumi), they are as stable as Mt. Mem.

7.2.3 Four observations on the list of signs
Several observations regarding this basic list are worthy of mention.

First, the fact that several of the signs appear to function as the bases for significant
expansion in the Astasahasrika, even in its earliest Chinese translation, suggests that
the above list represents a very early version. Signs 13, 14 and 27, for example, are
the bases for extensive passages in T.224 in which bodhisattvas demonstrate their
commitment to their goal despite Mara's attempts to dissuade them, while Sign 23 is

the basis for a long list of worldly matters about which irreversible bodhisattvas do
not speak.

Second, in addition to these elaborations, both the Astasahasrika

and the longer

versions of the sutra use of the formulaic refrain (see Section 7.2.1 above) to
distinguish the signs and group them together. There is, however, no such system in
the

Ratnagunasamcayagatha.

Third, there is almost nothing about the signs that is characteristically Mahayana.
With the possible exception of Signs 1 and 24, all the signs could be qualities of
exemplary sravakas.

In particular, they mention nothing about the irreversible

bodhisattva's desire to attain highest enlightenment in order to benefit all sentient
beings. Nor is there any of the overt polemicism in the form of statements that we
typically find in the Astasahasrika

and Pancavimsatisahasrika

bodhisattvas not falling to the level of sravakas and

about irreversible

pratyekabuddhas.

An explanation for this apparent affinity with the doctrines of Mainstream
Buddhism may be Tilmann Vetter's argument that the Prajnaparamita

sutra was

originally produced by sravakas,, and then later transmitted to bodhisattvas.^
However, while the above list of signs does indeed suggest that the "Signs" chapter
may have been first taught by, as Erich Frauwallner put it, "mystics [who] did not
concern themselves with the goal of universal buddhahood,"** this does not imply, as
Vetter claims, that such persons may have been sravakas.

As I have argued in

chapter 3, it seems more likely that the audiences and authors of the "Signs" chapter
identified themselves as bodhisattvas, but at such an early stage their goal was the

' See Vetter, "Once again on the origin of Mahayana Buddhism.'

attainment of sarvajha,

and the bodhisattva ideal did not emphasise attaining it in

order to liberate all beings.'

A fourth observation is a point that was already made in chapter 3, but bears
repeating: the signs do not appear to be a set of criteria with which to separate the
bodhisattva community into two groups—irreversible and reversible. Rather, they
appear to be qualities to be emulated, or a code of conduct to be followed.

7.2.4

Haribhadra's innovative interpretation

With these points in mind, let us consider two innovative interpretations of the signs
by Haribhadra. The first is that he provides additional information in order to give
each sign a Mahayana character. The second is that he interprets the signs as a
logical basis for inferring whether or not a bodhisattva is irreversible.

(1) In the Sphutarthd,

Haribhadra provides additional information for each sign in

order to explain how each is acquired.'" The effect of this additional material is to
make the signs into qualities that could not be possessed by a sravaka,

thereby

giving them the Mahayana character that they lack in their sutra presentation. To
illustrate, his treatment of the first five signs is now given. Haribhadra's additions to
the basic text of the Abhisamayalamkara

are underlined, with rGyal-tshab-rje's

explanation of those additions are included in square brackets.''

[The signs of irreversibility of bodhisattvas who abide on the stages of Heat
etc. are:]
(1) Turning away from phenomena such as form and so forth through
recnpnising that thev have no self-existence (svabhava)
' Support for this position that the hberation of all beings was little emphasised in early Mahayana
can be found in Egil Fronsdal's comparison of several passages in the Dao-xing with corresponding
passages in the later Sanskrit Asta. See Fronsdal, "The dawn of the bodhisattva path", 23-25.
Haribhadra follows the enumeration system of the AA.

'' See rGyal-tshab-rje, rNam bshadsnyingpo rgyan, 442-443.

(2) Extinguishing doubt through gaining perfect faith [by the force of
wisdom arisen from meditation that takes emptiness as its object]
(3) Extinguishing rebirth in the eight inauspicious circumstances: namely,
birth (a) with mistaken views, (b) in hells, (c) as a hungry ghost, (d) as an
animal, (e) where one does not hear the buddha's speech, (f) in an
outlying country, (g) with incomplete sense faculties, being stupid and
mute, and (h) as a long-life god, from having fulfilled one's prayers
[through the power of compassion],
(4) Enjoining of oneself and others in virtuous dharmas due to compassion.
(5) Generosity and so forth dedicated to other beings as the object through
exchanging oneself with others.''

(2) The second of Haribhadra's innovations provides the point of departure for the
investigation undertaken in the remainder of this chapter. In Haribhadra's view, the
signs should be treated as logical

signs, or evidence, on which to base valid

inferences about the irreversible

status of bodhisattvas

who

display

them.

Commenting on the formulaic refrain ("Subhuti, a bodhisattva endowed with these
characteristics, ..."), Haribhadra says:
"to be borne in mind" [means that] based on the axiom [in
1.7]:

Pramanavarttika

the arising of an effect that is inferred from the totality of causes [as
the reason] is called an essential identity [sign], because it has no
dependence on any further object,
[irreversibility] is to be ascertained by the appropriate application of
inference.'^

By referring to Pramanavarttika

1.7 in this way, Haribhadra is clearly saying that

the signs taught in the sutra are to be interpreted as correct evidence

{samyag-lifiga).

(!) svabhavasamvidyamanatvena
rupadi-dharmma-nivrttir/
(2) avetya-prasada-labhena
vicikitsaksayah/
(3)
pranidhdna-samrddhya
mithyddrsti-naraka-preta-tiryag-upapalti-buddhavacanasmvana-pratyama-janapadolpadendriya-jada-muka-hhava-dTrghayuska-de
ity
astaksana-ksayah/
(4)
karunikataya
sva-para-kusala-dharmma-niyojanam/
(5)
pardtmaparivarttakatvenapara-satva-visaya-parindmita-ddnddi/AA-Vivrti,
70.
'' dharayitavya iti hetuna yah samagrena kayatpado'numiyate
/ arthdntardnapek^atvdt
svabhavo'nuvarnitah//iti
nyayadyogyatd'numdnena
niscetavyah ! AA-Alokd, 666 ln.23-26.

sa

since, among the three types of correct evidence, they are an instance of inference
by way of essential identity.

It should be noted that Haribhadra's interpretation of the signs mentioned in the
sutra as "correct evidence" in the Dharmaklrtian sense is unusual. The following
table showing the various choices made by the translators of some different Chinese
and Tibetan translations of the

Prajhaparamita

sutras

suggests that the terms

akara,

lihga and nimitta were considered virtually synonymous and that they usually had
the meaning of "example" ( t t ) , "appearance" (4tl; Ift) or "conduct" ( t f ) rather than
"logical sign" or "reason" (which was usually rendered into Chinese as HI''').

Table 7.1 Chinese and Tibetan translations of akara, linga and nimitta
akara

linga

nimitta

Lokaksema (MfT T.224)

tb

fT

ZhTQIan

tb

fT

T.225)

Kumarajlva (/jNp^n T.227)

fT

mm
m
mm

rnam pa

rtags

mtshan ma

mam pa

tshul

mtshan ma

KumarajTva ( A l a ^ J ^ f i T.1509)

fT

Xuanzang

T.220(5))

fT

Moksala

T.221)

Tibetan Astasahasrika; recast
Pahcavimsatisahasrika
Tibetan Satasahasrikd', original
Pahcavimsatisahasrika

See, for example, Xiian Zang's translation of the Nyayapravesa by Sarnkarasvamin, esp. T.1630
p l l b 0 6 : "A reason has three a s p e c t s " ( H W H f f l ) . Cf. tr. Musashi Tachikawa, "A sixth-century
manual of Indian
Journal of Indian Philosophy l , n o . 2 (1971).

In order to understand why Haribhadra chose to interpret the signs in this innovative
way it is necessary to review DharmakTrti's position with respect to inference about
the future. This will be undertaken in the next section.
7.3 Dharmaklrti's denial of inference of the production of an effect
7.3.1 Classification of types of reason
Dharmaklrti's two-fold division of instruments of valid cognition (pramand) into
inferential {anumand) and direct (pratyaksa), corresponding respectively to the
conventionally and ultimately real, is well known, and need not be discussed here.'^
His classification of the reasons (hetu; gtan tshigs) by which an object of inferential
knowledge is established into three types is also well known. As he writes in the
famous first verse of the "Inference for oneself {svarthanumana) chapter of the
Pramanavarttika:
[Reasons] are of exactly three types because the necessity of invariable
concomitance {avinabhava) [of a reason with what it establishes] is
restricted [to just those three types of reason]. [Any property] other than
those is a false reason (hetvabhasa)}^
The three types of reason DharmakTrti refers to in this verse are explained in
subsequent verses as depending on three types of concomitance, namely, causality
(kdrya), essential identity (svabhava) and non-apprehension {anupalabdhi)}^

" F o r a recent scholarly discussion, see John Dunne, Foundations of Dharmaklrti's
(Somerville: Wisdom, 2004).

Philosophy

Z' F, 1:1 ; hetustridhaiva sah / avinabhavaniyamaddhetvabhasastato 'pare // Pramanavarttikam 170

ln.3-4.
" " The three reasons are those that have the characteristic of being a product, a essential identity or
non-apprehension." ta eti karyasvabhavdnupalabdhilaksanasatrayo
hetvah/ Ibid., IVlln.lO.

7.3.2 Natural relation, or

svabhavapratibandha

Dharmaklrti's threefold classification of valid reasons was based on a theory of three
types of invariable concomitance. The key to understanding this theory, and why it
allows for the inference of the existence of a cause based on the production of its
effect, but not vice-versa, is the important concept of "natural relation" or
svabhavapratibandha.' ^

When DharmakTrti says:
there is a fire in this place, because there is smoke
he makes use of what he sees as the natural relationship between smoke and fire to
enable him to establish the so-called forward pervasion {anvaya-vyapti) ^^ necessary
for a valid inference to be made. For DharmakTrti, it is no accident that smoke
occurs only where there is fire, since, by their nature, all effects have the natural
property of being produced from their respective causes. Since smoke is, by nature,
pervaded by the property of having been produced from fire, DharmakTrti can
validly infer that a place that possesses smoke must also be a place that possesses
(or, strictly speaking, possessed) fire.^'

Likewise, in another well-known example:

The following
svabhavapratibandha,

summary is necessarily brief. For a more detailed
see Dunne, Foundations of Dharmaklrti's Philosophy, Ch.3.

pV-Vrtti: yatha'gniratra

dhurnal / Pramanavarttikam,

treatment

of

171 In.10.

Among the three modes of a reason that must be established in order for it to form the basis of
valid inference, the forward pervasion says that the probans (i.e., the reason, or sign) must be
completely pervaded by the probandum (i.e., what is to be established). DharmakTrti writes:
"Pervasion is the pervading property's (i.e. the probandum's ; vyapaka) presence in that [which is
pervaded (i.e., the probans ; vyapya)]." vydptirvyapakasya tatra bhava/\h\d., 171 ln.8.
This was, of course, not a maxim unique to DharmakTrti—other schools of Indian philosophy also
held that causes could be inferred from effects, though they differed with regard to the philosophical
applications of the theory. See, for example, the views of the Navya-nyaya school in Dasgupta, A
History of Indian Philosophy, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1922-1955), 343-354.

this is a tree, because it is a simsapa''
the property of being a tree naturally pervades being a simsapa because if something
is a simsapa, it is by nature a tree. On this basis, the fact of being a tree can be
validly inferred with respect to anything that is established as being a simsapa.

Both of these examples are cases of logical deduction and can be expressed in
classic syllogistic format:

(1) All places where smoke exists are places where fire exists. This is a place
where smoke exists. Therefore it is a place where fire exists.
(2) All simsapas are trees. This is a simsapa. Therefore it is a tree.

However, although being a tree is a natural property of simsapas, being a simsapa is
not a natural property of trees, since it is possible for something to be a tree and yet
not be a simsapa. Similarly, although being a product of fire is a natural property of
smoke, being a "producer of smoke" is not a natural property of fires, since there are
some fires that do not produce smoke. Thus, the inference:
this is a place where fire exists; therefore it is a place where smoke exists
is not valid, since it depends upon the establishment of a pervasive relationship of
the form,
all places where fire exists are places where smoke exists
which we know from the observation of smokeless fires is not established as a
relationship of pervasion.
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py-vrtti : vrkso 'yam sim.iapatvat / Pramanavarttikam.
171 ln.10-11. Simsapa is the Sanskrit
name for the Dalbergia sissoo, or the Asoka tree. See Monier-Williams, Sanskrit-English
Dictionary
1069c.

Not only does the pervasion not hold in the case of fire and smoke, Dharmaklrti
extends the rule to all causal relationships. To put it another way, since in general
the existence of a cause is not necessarily pervaded by the existence of a particular
effect,^^ there is no natural relation

{svabhdvapratibandha)

the effect. Thus, the axiom that a reason

{hetw,

must be pervaded by the property to be proved

between the cause and

in this case, the existence of a cause)
{sddhya;

in this case, the existence of

a particular effect) does not hold, and no inference of effects from causes is
allowable.

7.3.3 Why effects cannot be inferred from causes
The inability to deduce the production of a specific effect even when the full
complement of causes is observed to exist is made clear by Dharmaklrti in his autocommentary on the

Pramdnavarttika.

He writes:

But why is it that the effect itself is not inferred from the totality of causes?
[8.] There is ambiguity in [inferring] an effect that is dependent upon
the fruition of the potentials that are outcomes of the totality [of
causes], because an impediment is possible.
For it is not the case that causal elements produce their effect just because
they are complete, since the arising of an effect depends upon the fruition of
the potentials that arise from the totality [of causes]. And because of the

" It is important to realise that it is the inference of a particular effect that cannot be inferred. It does
not mean that it is not possible to infer that a fire, or any other causally efficient thing, will not
produce some kind of effect. A causally efficient thing by definition must produce an effect;
however, there is no certainty what that effect will be. in Dharmakirti's ontology, all ultimately
existent things are said to be able to perform a function (arthakriya). As it is stated in the chapter on
perception (pratyaksa) in PV Ill:3ab "Whatever is able to perform a function exists ultimately."
(arthakrivasamartha
yat tad atra paramarthasat
/ Pramanavarltikam,
64 ln.3.) This ability to
perform a function is an ultimately existent (or real) thing's ability to produce an effect. As Masashi
Nagatomi explains: "Only objects able to participate causally in the production of other phenomena
are real." (Quoted in Georges Dreyfus, Recognizing Reality, (Albany: SUNY, 1997), 6 6 . )

possibility of an impediment in the meantime, there is no inference of an
effect?"
To understand this axiom more clearly, it is helpful to look at rGyal-tshab-rje's
explanation, in which he gives an example of the inference of the production of a
sprout of wheat:
[Consider] that subject [i.e., a complete collection of assembled causes—
grain of wheat, water, fertiliser, moisture, warmth, etc.]. With respect to the
inference of the production in that place of the resultant sprout of wheat, the
pervasion is not definite. The reason is because the production of that effect
from that [causal collection] is related to, and dependent upon, increasing
changes in the potentials of successive moments of that collection. [This
conclusion] follows because it is possible for the collection to also act as
locus for an impediment to the production of the sprout.^'
In other words, rGyal-tshab-rje is saying that just because all the necessary causes
and conditions required to produce a sprout of wheat exist, there is no guarantee that
a sprout will arise, since the continuum of causes that otherwise leads to the sprout's
production may at some stage come to include something that is inimical to that
production (e.g., disease, extreme weather conditions, etc.), and prevents it from
occurring.

7.3.4

Soteriological reasons for Dharmaklrti's position

There were, of course, good soteriological reasons for Dharmaklrti to allow for a
potential impediment to interrupt a causal chain of events. As Karl H. Potter
explains, all Indian religious philosophers who accept the possibility of some sort of
liberated state (moksa) need to posit a route to its attainment from a state of bondage
^^ English translation from Richard P. Hayes and Brenden S. Gillon, "Introduction to Dharmkirti's
theory of inference as presented in the Pramanavartttika Svopajilavrtti 1-10," Journal of Indian
Philosophy 19, no. 1 (1991): 11.
de chos can/gzhir 'bras bu nas kyi myu gu bskyedpa dpog pa la ni khyab pa ma nges pa nyid yin
te/ khyod las 'bras bu de bskyed pa khyod kyi tshogs pa shad cig snga ma dang/ phyi ma'i nus pa
rnams gong nas gong du 'gyur ba dang 'brel zhing Itos pa'i phyir/ khyab pa yod par thai/ khyod
kyang yin de bskyed pa la 'gal rkyen gyis gegs byedpa dang bcas pa yang yin pa'i gzhi mthun dag
srid pa'i phyir ro/ /rGyal-tshab-rje, rNam bshad thar lam gsal bved, (Mundgod: Drepung Loseling
Library Society, 1989), 101.

(samsara). Those that Potter calls "progress" philosophers"^'' do so through recourse
to "causal chains" that specify the causal relationships that lead to freedom. Then, he
says,
once the relevant chains have been identified, the philosopher's problem is
then to show that the relationships between the members of such sequences
are neither too strong or too weak—^not so strong as to render our function as
agents irrelevant, not so weak as to render us unable to count on the
regularity of those relationships continuing in the future.^'
In

Pramanavarttika

L8, cited above, Dharmaklrti is allowing for a causal

relationship that is not too strong. A relationship that was too strong would not
allow for intervention in the cycle of death and rebirth.

All Buddhists accepts the twelve links of dependent origination (pratTtyasamutpada)
as a description of how a person continues to experience the suffering of rebirth in
samsara. Since the first of these links, ignorance (avidya), is a necessary condition
for all the remaining links, Buddhist philosophers hold that if the chain can be
broken at this point, suffering can be averted. Potter explains the relationship as
follows:
to avoid an occurrence one must see to it that a necessary condition for the
28
occurrence does not occur.
Thus, just as fire is a necessary condition for the production of smoke, ignorance is
a necessary condition for the arising of suffering. Furthermore, just as where there is
no fire there can be no smoke, if ignorance can be overcome by means of wisdom,

^^ Karl H Potter, Presuppositions of India's Philosophies,
1963; reprint, Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1991), 94.
" Ibid., 97.
Ibid., 49.

(Englewood Cliffs, N. J.: Prentice-Hall,

suffering cannot arise.^' In order to allow for the possibility of freedom from the
bondage of samsara, DharmakTrti needs to hold that even if all the conditions for
future suffering are present, just as the causal chain resulting in a sprout of wheat
can be interrupted to prevent its occurrence, the twelve links can also be interrupted
by means of wisdom.

There is, however, another aspect to the situation. In the same way that the causal
chain that results in suffering can be interrupted, there is also no guarantee the
causal chains that "path" philosophers hold can lead a person to freedom will not
also meet with some impediment. Where then, does that leave our notion of the
irreversible bodhisattva who is assured of attaining full enlightenment?

Has

Dharmakirti implicitly rejected the concept of the irreversible bodhisattva, who is,
by definition, destined to progress to enlightenment, without falling to the path of a
sravaka or pratyekabuddhal

To investigate the matter further, we return now to

Haribhadra, who was active approximately 150 years after DharmakTrti.

7.4

Haribhadra's "weak" interpretation of irreversibility

As mentioned in section 7.2.4 above, through his citation of Pramanavarttika

l.l,

Haribhadra is cleariy saying that the signs taught in the sutra are to be interpreted as
capable of serving as the bases of valid inference since, among the three types of
correct reason {samyag-linga),

they are a case of inference by way of essential

identity (as in the example of the simsapa).

They are not a case of inferring the

effect from a cause, which, as we have shown, is not permitted according to
DharmakTrti. Instead, it is merely the suitability

for a particular effect to occur

For DharmakTrti, ignorance meant conceptualisation—in particular conceiving of oneself as a
subjective "I," distinct from an objective "that." Through countering these two erroneous concepts by
means of the wisdom that cognises the unreality of dualism, the practitioner interrupts the causal
chain that results in rebirth in samsara.

which is inferable, since only this suitability is a natural property of the causal
collection.

Once again we turn to rGyal-tshab-qe's gloss in Elucidating

the Path to Liberation

{Thar lam gsal hyed) for an illustrative example:
[Consider] the subject, the assembly of a complete collection of causes—
[grain of] wheat, water, fertiliser, warmth, moisture etc. In a place where
these phenomena are established, an inference regarding the suitability of the
arising of their result—a sprout of wheat—is rightly called [a case of] an
essential identity reason because the three modes [of a correct reason] are
established, and [because] the production of the effect, a sprout of wheat,
from its cause, without further dependence on other objects, i.e., causes and
conditions, from the mere establishment of itself [i.e., the causal collection],
the substantial [cause] for the suitability for the production of that [effect]
has already arisen.^"
In other words, Dharmaklrti and rGyal-tshab-rje are saying that although we cannot
validly infer that the result, namely, a sprout of wheat, will arise in a place where all
the causes are assembled, we can validly infer that the collection of causes is
suitable to produce a sprout of wheat, since such suitability is a natural property of
the causal collection, just as being a tree is a natural property

ofsirnsapas.

Thus, although it is not permitted to infer that the result, namely highest
enlightenment, will definitely occur based on the fact that a bodhisattva possesses
one of the signs of irreversibility mentioned in the siitra, Haribhadra is saying that
we can infer that a bodhisattva who possesses such a sign is capable of attaining
highest enlightenment. Clearly, this is a much weaker statement than the claims
made

in the sutras

that irreversible bodhisattvas

are assured

of

attaining

enlightenment, and it suggests that Dharmaklrti may have devalued the signs of
rgyu nas dang chu lud drod gsher sags tshogs pa tshang ba'i tshogs pa chos can/ khyod las rang
phvogs kyi chos su grub pa'i gzhir/rang 'bras nas kyi myu gu skye rung bar rjes su dpogpa
gangyin
pa de ni rang bzhin gyi gtan tshigs yin par brjod rigs te/ de sgrub kyi tshul gsum gang zhig/ khyod las
rang 'bras nas kyi mvu gu skye ba ni yang rgyu rkyen don gzhan la mi Itos par rang grub tsam nas/
de skye rung gi rjes su skyes pa7p/jy;>/rGyal-tshab-rje, rNam bshad thar lam gsal byed, 101,

irreversibility. This issue will be further investigated the in discussion that follows
later in the chapter on Tibetan interpretations of Haribhadra's position.

7.5

Lineage and irreversibility

First, however, in order to better understand those Tibetan interpretations, it is
helpful to consider a related topic—that of lineage (gotra)—since

the way in which

this topic was dealt with in earlier literature is similar to the way Tibetan scholars
interpreted irreversibility. Of particular importance is the difference between fixed
(nitya) and unfixed (anitya) lineage, which, as we shall see, parallels the difference
between irreversible and reversible bodhisattvas.

7.5.1

Indeterminate lineage and unfixed lineage

The notion of hneage is found in two well-known Mahayana
Samdhinirmocana
lineages: sravaka,

and the Lankavatara.
pratyekabuddha

The Samdhinirmocana

and tathagata.

sutras—the

speaks of three

It also mentions persons

belonging to the sravaka lineage who later become bodhisattvas,^^ but it does not
mention anything about the lineage of such sravakas being "unfixed" {anitya-, ma
nges pa). The Lankavatara

speaks of five types of lineage, adding "indeterminate

lineage" (aniyata-ekatara-gotra)
the Samdhinirmocana.^^

and "no lineage" (agotra) to the three mentioned in

It then goes on to explain how persons belonging to those

three lineages may be recognised by way of their physical reaction (e.g., shedding
tears, horripilation, etc.) when they hear teachings specifically pertaining to each of
the three vehicles. Persons of indeterminate lineage are said to be those who desire

^^ See To. 106 19b-20a
" See Lanka, 27 In. 18-20. Tr. Daisetz Suzuki, The Lankavatara
1932), 56.

Sutra, (London: Routledge & Sons

to join in the practices of all three vehicles when they hear them taught.^" It is
important to note that there is no suggestion that the lineage of such persons is
changeable—it is merely unknown. ^^ Thus, it is appropriate here to translate
aniyata-ekatara as "indeterminate," rather than "indefinite" or "unfixed."
It is interesting to speculate on what function the concept of lineage was created to
serve. The authors oisutras such as the Samdhinirmocana and the Lahkavatara may
have seen it as a necessary condition for the attainment of each of the three types of
enlightenment. Such a view is, I think, supported by the fact that after the sravaka,
pratyekabuddha,

tathagata and aniyataikatara lineages are explained in the

Lahkavatara, the sutra describes how "incorrigibles" {icchantika) cannot attain
nirvana. On the assumption that this is also a description of persons who were
agotra, we can see how the concept of lineage may have been created to fulfil a
need to posit some sort of necessary condition, without which none of the three
types of enlightenment was possible. Whether or not it was also originally a polemic
device created by Mahayanists in order exclude certain types of practitioner from
highest enlightenment is difficult to say.
It is also difficult to determine whether the authors of these sutras considered
lineage to be a necessary and sufficient condition for enlightenment. More
specifically, did they see persons of the bodhisattva lineage as destined to attain
highest enlightenment, regardless of what circumstances might arise? The lack of a
distinction between fixed and unfixed lineage suggests the possibility that they may
have thought so.
aniyatagotrakah punarmahamate trisvapyetesu desyamanesu yatranumyate tatranuyojyah syat /
Lantm, 28 ln.11-12.
" Nor, for that matter, is there any suggestion that the four other types of lineage, although known,
are changeable.

The views of later exegetes on the matter, however, are somewhat clearer. In the
Bodhisattvabhumi,

for example, Asanga mentions four causes (karana) that could

prevent a bodhisattva who possessed the bodhisattva lineage from attaining
enlightenment.^® This clearly indicates that he did not see lineage as a sufficient
condition for highest enlightenment, and may even suggest that he thought all three
lineages were unfixed, in the sense that they could change or be lost in certain
circumstances. Haribhadra, on the other hand, makes a distinction between lineages
that are fixed, in the sense of unchangeable, and those that are not. In the
Abhisamayalamkaraloka

he speaks of:

the lineage of sravakas, pratyekabuddhas,
and tathdgatas that is fixed
because it cannot be lost even in extreme conditions, [and] the lineage of
sravakas etc. that is unfixed because it can be stolen by conditions
(pratyaya).^^

Thus, by the time of Haribhadra, the notion of indeterminate lineage
ekatara-gotra)

no

longer

seems

important,

possibly

reinterpreted and replaced by the notion of anitya-gotra,

because

it

(anitya-

had

been

meaning persons whose

lineage was known but not fixed. Since bodhisattvas of unfixed lineage were liable
to change their lineage under certain conditions, the concept seems very similar to
the idea of the reversible bodhisattva. Likewise, being a bodhisattva of fixed lineage
appears to have meant that one was guaranteed to attain highest enlightenment, and
thus was tantamount to being an irreversible bodhisattva. With this in mind, let us
now consider the classifications of different types of irreversible bodhisattva made
by some prominent Tibetan scholars.

caturbhih
karanairevam
samyaksambodhimabhisamboddhum

gotrasampanno'pi
bodhisattva
/. B-bhumi, 1 In. 14-15,

na

" idam niyatam sravaka-pratyekabuddha-tathagata-gotram
mahadbhir api pratyayair
idam aniyatam sravakadi-gotrampratayair
haryatvad ... AA-Aloka, 77 ln.19-21.

saknotyanuttara
aharryatvad,

7.5.2 Bodhisattvas

who

are irreversible

but do not display

signs of

irreversibility
A not insignificant problem confronted Tibetan exegetes who wrote on the signs of
irreversibility

in

Abhisamayalamkara.

accordance

with

the

interpretive

schema

On the one hand, the Abhisamayalamkara

of

the

teaches that the

signs are not displayed by bodhisattvas on the path of accumulation {sambharamarga)?^ Yet on the other hand, several scriptural sources indicate bodhisattvas are
irreversible from the first production of the thought of enlightenment. The
Pancavimsatisahasrika,

for example, states that:

There are bodhisattvas who simply by means of the first production of the
thought of enlightenment enter the fixed condition of a bodhisattva or stand
on the irreversible bhumi^'^
In order to reconcile the PrajMparamita

sutras and the

Abhisamayalamkara,

Tibetan commentators were therefore forced to adopt the position that some
bodhisattvas could be irreversible without displaying any of the signs of
irreversibility/" The basic cause of the problem appears to have been the need,
noted above,'" to synthesise the pancamarga
with the PrajMparamita

system of the

Abhisamayalamkara

sutras, which make no mention of such a system.

Compounding the problem was the Abhisamayalamkara's

position that bodhisattvas

See section 7.2.1 above.

" santi bodhisattva mahasattva ye prathamacittotpadenaiva bodhisattvanyasam avakramanti/
avinivartaniyabhumau va avatisthante/Panca (D), 66 15-16. Cf. Sala, 272 ln.7-9.
"" My own explanation would be that the passage represents the beginnings of the "one final vehicle"
(etioyana) theory, and that that bodhisattvas who enter the fixed condition of a bodhisattva
immediately upon producing the thought of enlightenment refers to those who had already attained
arhatship by means of the srdvaka path. However, since this may have implied an "easy" path to the
fixed condition of a bodhisattva, such an interpretation was possibly not acceptable to the AA's
commentators.
See section 5.2.1.

only begin to display signs of irreversibility once they reach the path of preparation
(prayoga-marga), an idea that was surely unknown to the sutra's authors.

In the paragraphs that follow, I discuss two approaches to the problem: that of
mKhas-grub-ije, who makes a distinction between two types of irreversible
bodhisattva—those of fixed and unfixed lineage—and that of Tsong-kha-pa who
does not, but who solves the problem by means of a direct appeal to scripture. Both
of these approaches are similar, however, in that they posit a special latent trait
possessed by all irreversible bodhisattvas and which is the cause of their displaying
the signs.

7.5.2.1 mKhas-grub-rje's two types of irreversible bodhisattva
mKhas-grub-ije posits two types of irreversible bodhisattva: those who are
irreversible by the force of lineage (rigs kyi stobs kyis phyir mi Idogs pa) and those
who are irreversible by the force of realisation {rtogs pa'i stobs kyis phyir mi Idogs
pa)^-

The former he defines as:
irreversible from full enlightenment from the [initial] production of the
thought of enlightenment due to being fixed in the Mahayana lineage,'*^
while the latter are:
irreversible by the force of the production in their continuums of the special
Mahayana realisations.'*'*

rGyal-tshab-rje makes the same classification in Theg mchog sgo dhye, but not in his main
Prajiiaparamita commentary, sNyingpo 'i rgyan.
theg chen du rigs nges pas sems bskyedpa
Rtogs dka'isnangba,
22,1.
"" theg chen gyi rtogs pa khyadpar

tsam nas rdzogs byang las phyir mi Idogpa'o/

mKhas-

can rgyud la skyes pa'i stobs kyis phyir mi Idog pa'o / Ibid.

From these definitions, it is apparent that mKhas-grub-rje sees two reasons why a
bodhisattva may be irreversible: he or she is either (1) fixed in the Mahayana
lineage from the initial production of the thought of enlightenment; or (2) possesses
the "special Mahayana realisations" (to be discussed below). Since it is implied in
this two-fold classification that the second type of irreversible is not fixed in the
Mahayana lineage, the classification can also be thought of as a simple division of
bodhisattvas into those whose lineage is fixed and those whose lineage is unfixed.
The two types of irreversible bodhisattva will now be discussed.

(1) To support his claim that some bodhisattvas are fixed in their lineage from the
initial production of the thought of enlighterunent, mKhas-grub-rje cites the
following verse from the

Mahayanasutralamkara\

The marks of [the Mahayana] lineage are stated to be: from the outset of
practice, compassion, resolute conviction, forbearance and dedication to
virtue.
We have already seen earlier in this chapter how the Lankavatara

distinguishes

between the three types of person through their physical reaction to hearing
teachings pertaining to the three vehicles, and Mahayanasutralamkara

III. 5 seems

to represent a similar attempt to establish a person's lineage based on observable
behaviour. Another well-known example is a verse from the Dasadharmaka

Sutra,

often quoted by scholars,'"' that describes how a bodhisattva's lineage can be known
by marks {mtshan ma).

MSA II1.5: karunyamadhimuktisca
ksantiscadiprayogatah
/ samacarah subhasyapi gotre lingam
nirupyate / Mahayanasutralamkara,
ed. Sylvain Levi, (Paris: Librairie Honore Champion, 1907;
reprint, Kyoto : Rinsen Book Co., 1983), 11.
"" See 'Jam-dbyangs-bzhad-pa, Bstan bcos mgnon par rtogs pa'i rgyan gyi mtha' dpyod shes rah kyi
pha rol tu phvin pa'i don kun gsal ba'i rin chen sgron me, Kun mkhyen bla ma 'jam dbyangs bzhad
pa'i gsung 'bum. Vol. NYA, (Mundgod: Drepung Gomang Library, 2000), 124. Dharmamitra cites
the verse at To.3796 47a.

Just as fire can be known from [the presence of] smoke, and water can be
known from [the presence of] water fowl, the lineage of wise bodhisattvas
can be known from [the presence of] marks.'^^
The problem with mKhas-grub-rje's citation of Mahaydnasutralamkara

III.5 is that

it is not specifically about fixed lineage. Indeed, as in the cases discussed above, it is
possible that the Mahaymasutrdlamkara

does not make such a distinction—perhaps

seeing all lineages as either inherently fixed or inherently unfixed. Nevertheless, the
verse does say that there are bodhisattvas who possess the Mahayana lineage "from
the outset," and it is perhaps this quality that mKhas-grub-ije wants to emphasise,
while making the assumption that the verse refers to Mahayana lineage that is fixed.

(2) mKhas-grub-rje's second type of irreversible bodhisattva is one who, at the time
of producing the thought of enlightenment for the first time, is not fixed in the
Mahayana lineage and therefore not irreversible. However, when such bodhisattvas
gain the special Mahayana realisations which apparently occur on the path of
preparation if they are of sharp intelligence (or later, if they are not), they are able to
display the signs of irreversibility that are mentioned in the sutra.

mKhas-grub-ije's position thus accords with that of Haribhadra, who states that
there are certain bodhisattvas whose lineage is initially not fixed, but who become
irreversible when they reach the aids to penetration stage (i.e., the path of
preparation):
certain [bodhisattvas] who, though not definite in a lineage (anitya-gotra),
because of their sharp intelligence, become fixed as irreversible even at the
aids to penetration stage, due to inconceivable special skill-in-means.''^

du ba las ni mer shes shing/ /chu skyar las ni chur shes Itar//bio Idan byang chub sems dpa' yi/
/rigs ni mtshan ma mams las shes/1o.5i
167b; Cf. T.310 p l 5 2 a l 3 - 1 4
kascid aniyata-gotrako 'pi tlksmndriyataya
avaivartikatve niyala. AA-Aloka,4]
\n.\\-U.

nirvedhabhagiyavasthayam

apy acintyopaya

visesad

Thus, through this two-fold classification of irreversible bodhisattvas, mKhas-grubrje is able to solve the problem outlined above, and account for the existence of
bodhisattvas who are irreversible on the path of accumulation yet do not display any
of the signs of irreversibility. In short, such bodhisattvas are irreversible on account
of their fixed lineage, but they do not display the signs of irreversibility because
they have not yet attained the special Mahayana realisations that are the cause of
displaying the signs.

mKhas-grub-rje also explains that the two types of irreversible bodhisattva are not
mutually exclusive categories, since a bodhisattva who is irreversible through the
force of lineage eventually becomes irreversible through the force of realisation. He
writes:
Although [a bodhisattva] is irreversible through the force of lineage, there is
no contradiction in him attaining irreversibility though the force of
realisation... [But] as long as [that bodhisattva] does not attain irreversibility
through the force of realisation, he does not attain the signs of irreversibility
which are explained here.'"
In other words, he is saying that bodhisattvas who are irreversible through the force
of lineage become irreversible through the force of realisation when they attain the
special Mahayana realisations and begin to display the signs taught in the sutra
since the signs only pertain to the latter.^®

7.5.2.2 Tsong-kha-pa's citation of scripture.
Tsong-kha-pa does not distinguish between bodhisattvas of fixed and unfixed
lineage and appears to argue that all bodhisattvas are irreversible from the path of

rigs kyi stobs kyisphyir mi Idogpayin kyang/rlogspa'i stobs kyis kyangphyir mi Idogpa Ihobpa
la 'gal ba med de/... ji srid nogs pa'i stobs kyis phyir mi Idog pa ma thob kyi bar du 'dir bshadpa'i
phyir mi Idog gi rtags 'di dag 'thob pa min wo/mKhas-grub-rje, rTogs dka'i snang ba, 237.
rtogs pa'i stobs kyis phyir mi Idogs pa ni 'dir bshad pa'i rtags rnams kyis dpogs pa yin no / Ibid.

accumulation. To support this claim, he quotes Dharmamitra, who asserts that
although bodhisattvas at this early stage are irreversible, they do not have the
qualities that would allow others to also ascertain their irreversibility (i.e., they do
not display the signs). In the Golden Gar/awt/Tsong-kha-pa writes:
In the Prasphutapada it says, "If one posits as the main reason [for being
irreversible the fact that] one's own continuum is definite, then even the aids
to liberation kusalamula is indeed said to be irreversible. However, [it is not
taught] since here [on the path of accumulation] there are no qualities that
cause conviction in others that conforms with one's own realisation [or
irreversibility]...." In brief, [Dharmamitra] explains that although [the
bodhisattva] is fixed, there is no sign.''
To be precise, Tsong-kha-pa states that although bodhisattvas do not display any
signs of irreversibility on the path of accumulation, they are

nevertheless

irreversible from the time they produce "gold-like" bodhicitta.^^ This accords with
Haribhadra's statement in the Abhisamayalamkaraloka
immutable,

and his statement in the Sphutartha

that such bodhicitta

is

that gold-like bodhicitta

is

produced at the middling stage of the beginner's level {adikarmika-bhumi).^^

Since

Tsong-kha-pa interprets this as the middling stage of the path of accumulation^' he
asserts that all bodhisattvas except the lowest of novices are irreversible, even
though they do not display any of the signs of irreversibility.

" tshigs gsal las/rang gi rgyud nges pa'i rgyu mtshan
mthun pa'i dge ba'i rtsa ha 'di yang phyir mi Idog par
par gzhan yid ches par byedpa'i yon tan rnams 'di la
rtags med pas so zhes 'chad do/ / Tsong-kha-pa,
Prasphutapada : To.3807 f.72A

gtso bor mdzactpa zhig na thar pa'i cha dang
brjod mod kyi rang gi rtogs pa dang 'tsham
medpas na de'i phyir... mdor na nges kyang
Legs bshad ser phreng, vol.2 : 323. Cf.

gser Ita bu'i sems bskyed kyang de nas yodpa'i phyir ro/ Ibid., vol.2 : 324 ln.2-3,
"[The second type of bodhicitta] is like refined gold [that does not change] because the basis
[asaya] of benefit and happiness of the six pdramitas. does not change in the future or the present."
kalyana-suvarnopamah
sat-pdramitd-samgrhitasya
hita-sukh'asayasy'
ayati-tadatvavor
vikarabhajandd AA-Aloka, 25 ln.16-17.
"The first three are included on the small, middling, and great stages of the beginner's level"
tatradyam trayo mrdu-madhyadhimatrataya adikarmika-bhumisarngrhItah//l/i-F;V«/, 12.
" See Sparham, Golden Garland, 201.

Tsong-kha-pa's position appears less sophisticated tiian mKhas-grub-rje's. Whereas
mKhas-grub-rje argues that the signs of irreversibihty cannot be displayed by
bodhisattvas who have not attained their cause (i.e., the special Mahayana
realisations) Tsong-kha-pa's position is a simple appeal to scriptural authority—^no
actual reasons are given as to why bodhisattvas cannot abandon their bodhicitta. It is
also noteworthy that, through his reference to "gold-like" bodhicitta, Tsong-kha-pa
implies that a bodhisattva's irreversibility is simply a function of the immutability of
his thought of enlightenment. As we have seen in the previous chapter, however,
this does not appear to be the position of the Prajnaparamita

sutras, where even

immutable bodhicitta will not prevent a bodhisattva from falling to the level of a
sravaka

or pratyekabuddha

and realising arhatship, if he lacks the perfection of

wisdom and skill-in-means.

Before moving on, it is worth noting that although the idea that bodhisattvas are
irreversible long before they begin to display the signs may appear to be a somewhat
contrived and isolated view aimed at upholding the Abhisamayalamkam's

position

that bodhisattvas only begin to display signs of irreversibility on the path of
preparation, an opinion similar to that of the Tibetan scholars just discussed is also
expressed in a much earlier work that is apparently unrelated to the exegetical
tradition of Haribhadra, namely, the Mahaprajnapammita-sastra,

where it is said

that
although from the first production of the thought of enlightenment the
bodhisattva is called irreversible, because he is not endowed with the signs
of irreversibility, he does not receive his prediction.

7.6

Tibetan interpretations of Haribhadra

If being irreversible does not necessarily entail displaying the signs of irreversibility,
it may be wondered what quality an irreversible bodhisattva must possess in order to
display the signs. While we have seen that according the mKhas-grub-ije, it is the
so-called "special Mahayana realisations," this was only one of several positions
adopted by Tibetan scholars, as will be shown below.

In this section, four different, yet overlapping, positions will be examined—those of
Bu-ston (1290 - 1364), Tsong-kha-pa (1357 - 1419), rGyal-tshab-qe (1364 - 1432)
and mKhas-grub-rje (1385 - 1438). We begin the examination with a discussion of
their different views on: (1) the relationship between the signs taught in the sutra
and the special cause that each scholar posits as necessary and, in some cases,
sufficient for a bodhisattva to attain highest enlightenment; and (2) what exactly is
to be inferred from the signs. Having thus understood how these scholars variously
framed the problem of inferring irreversibility from signs, we will then be in a
position to better compare their positions.

7.6.1

The fundamental quality' possessed by all irreversible bodhisattvas

None of the Tibetan commentators under discussion say that irreversibility is
directly inferable from a bodhisattva's possession of the signs of irreversibility
taught in the sutra.^'' Instead, they posit the existence of a fundamental quality that
acts as a special cause for the attainment of enlightenment, but is also related to the
signs in some way. They do not, however, all posit the same fundamental quality.
Nor do they posit the same kind of relationship between this quality and the signs
taught in the sutra. These differences will now be discussed.
' An exception is Tsong-kha-pa's position with respect to the very first sign mentioned in the sutra,
which is itself the fundamental quality that is the special cause of enlightenment.

7.6.1.1 Tsong-kha-pa's "epitome of the signs" (rtags kyigtso bo)
Tsong-kha-pa calls this fundamental quality the "epitome of the signs" {rtags kyi
gtso bo). He defines it as follows:
one should know that the epitome of the signs is: (1) the wisdom that turns
back from adhering to the true existence of [all phenomena] from form up to
the knowledge of all aspects, through realizing that they have no inherent
nature; and (2) the great compassion indicated by it, i.e., the two extremely
stable streams of method and wisdom.^^
This wisdom that turns back from adhering to the true existence of form etc. is none
other than the first sign in the Abhisamaydlamkara's enumeration. Tsong-kha-pa
says the other signs taught in the sutra are "mere parts" {cha tsam) of this epitome
of the signs. Although he does not explicitly say so, Tsong-kha-pa's terminology
{rtags kyi gtso bo; cha tsam) suggests he holds that the epitome of the signs
pervades all the other signs. This would imply a concomitant relationship between a
bodhisattva's possession of one of the "part" signs and possession of the epitome,
similar to the way in which the quality of being a tree pervades simsapas. However,
as we shall see, although Tsong-kha-pa's position implies the existence of such a
concomitance, this does not necessarily mean that he holds that it is something that
can be directly observed.
7.6.1.2 Bu-ston's "special abandonments and realisations of meditative
equipoise"
For Bu-ston, the fundamental quality is:

de vang gzugs nas rnam mkhyen gyi bar ngo bo nyid med par rtogs pas de dag la bden zhen Idog
pa'i shes rab kyis mtshonpa'i snying rje chen po ste thabs shes rgyun shin tu brtan pa gnyis ni rtags
kyigtso boyin /a/Tsong-kha-pa, Legs bshadserphreng, vol.2, 325.

the cause of irreversibility—the special abandonments and realisations of
meditative equipoise.^^
Bu-ston also posits a pervasion relationship between this fundamental quality and
the physical and verbal expressions {lus ngag gi tha snyad) that are taught as the
signs of irreversibility in the sutra. Unlike Tsong-kha-pa, however, Bu-ston shows
that he believes it to be a cause and effect relationship when he writes:
the physical and verbal expressions that are the effects
equipoise.®"

of meditative

In other words, if a bodhisattva possesses any of the signs, then it follows that he
must also possess the fundamental quality of the special abandonments and
realisations of meditative equipoise, just like a place that possesses smoke must also
possess fire.

7.6.1.3

mKhas-grub-rje and rGyal-tshab-rje's "special wisdom" and "special
method"

The positions of mKhas-grub-rje and rGyal-tshab-rje are similar to those of their
teacher, Tsong-kha-pa. Both speak of special wisdom {shes rab khyadpar

can) and

special method {thabs khyad par can) as the fundamental qualities. These would
appear to be the special Mahayana realisations mentioned above in mKhas-grubije's definition of bodhisattvas who are irreversible by the force of lineage. mKhasgrub-rje defines these two qualities respectively as "the wisdom arisen from
meditation that is a powerful opponent to the grasping at a self of phenomena"®' and

^''phyir mi Idog gi rgyu mnyam gzhag gi spangs nogs khyad par can / Bu-ston, Collected Works of

Bu-ston-rin-chen-grub, (n.p., 1997 ?), vol.18 : 283b.
mnyam gzhag gi 'bras bu lus ngag gi tha snyad rnam ... Ibid., vol. 18 : 283b.
chos kyi bdag 'dzin la gnod byed stobs Idan du gyur pa'i sgom bvung gi shes rab khvad par can /
mKhas-grub-rje, rTogs dka'i snang ba, 238.

"the method that lacks any opportunity for the arising of attention to one's own
welfare."®-

Neither mKhas-grub-ije nor rGyal-tshab-rje specifies the relationship between the
signs taught in the sutra and the fundamental qualities. rGyal-tshab-rje does,
however, posit what appears to be a cause-and-effect relationship between the
fundamental qualities and what he calls "special physical and verbal expressions"
{lus dang ngag gi tha snyad khyad par can). Curiously, these special physical and
verbal expressions do not include the signs of irreversibility taught in the sutra.
Instead, they refer respectively to shedding tears and horripilation when the
bodhisattva thinks of the unbearable sufferings of sentient beings, and the teaching
of emptiness and all the aspects of the Mahayana path. According to rGyal-tshab-rje,
when these special physical and verbal expressions are observed in another person,
their possession of special wisdom and special method can be inferred.®^

To summarise, although they specify it in different ways, all four scholars posit the
existence of a special fundamental quality that is the cause of bodhisattvas' not
being liable to turn back from highest enlightenment; i.e., the actual quality that
makes them irreversible. Tsong-kha-pa and Bu-ston also explicitly posit it as the
quality that enables bodhisattvas to display the signs of irreversibility. Tsong-khapa's terminology suggests that the relationship between this special quality and the
signs is one of identity, while for Bu-ston it is one of cause and effect. rGyal-tshabrje and mKhas-grub-rje do not explicitly specify a pervasive relationship between
the fundamental quality and the signs of irreversibility, though rGyal-tshab-rje states

rang don yid byed skye ba'i go skabs med pa'i thabs shes khyad par can dang! Ibid.
' ' See rGyal-tshab-rje, rNam bshadsnyingpa

rgyan, 339-440.

that it is the cause of "special physical and verbal expressions" that include tears of
compassion and so forth.

It should be pointed out that Haribhadra did not posit any such special quality. It
will be recalled that he simply said that a bodhisattva's suitability to attain highest
enlightenment is inferable from his possession of the signs mentioned in the sutra
and that the inferential process involved was one of essential identity.

7.6.2 What is inferred from tlie signs
Haribhadra's Tibetan commentators held differing views with regard to what was
actually to be inferred from the signs. These will now be discussed.

7.6.2.1 rGyal-tshab-rje's position
Let us begin with rGyal-tshab-ije, since his position most clearly accords with
Haribhadra's. rGyal-tshab-rje writes:
it is inferred that through [the bodhisattva's possession] of the potent cause,
complete enlightenment is suitable to occur.^
Thus, based on the possession of the special qualities of method and wisdom (which
it will be remembered are inferred from the observation of special verbal and
physical behaviour such as shedding tears etc.), rGyal-tshab-rje says that we can
infer that complete enlightenment is suitable to occur for that bodhisattva. Although
clearly consistent with both Haribhadra and Dharmakirti, this is a very weakened
interpretation of irreversibility.

rGyal-tshab-ije's

position

also

reminds

us

of

Haribhadra's

conception

of

bodhisattvas whose lineage is unfixed, which it will be recalled from section 7.5.1
" rgyu nus pa mthu can gyis rdzogs pa'i byang chub 'byung rung dpag pa yin no/ rGyal-tshab-rje,
rNam bshad snying po rgyan, 440.

above was considered a necessary condition for higiiest enlightenment, but which
could be lost under certain circumstances. Such bodhisattvas, just like rGyal-tshabrje's irreversible bodhisattvas, are merely capable of attaining highest enlightenment,
and may encounter conditions that cause them to tum back from highest
enlightenment. Given such a weak definition of irreversible bodhisattvas, it may be
wondered in what sense it is even appropriate to call them "irreversible."

7.6.2.2 The positions of Tsong-kha-pa, Bu-ston and mKhas-grub-rje
Perhaps because they were unwilling to accept the consequences of Haribhadra's
interpretation, Tsong-kha-pa, Bu-ston and mKhas-grub-rje apparently do not take
him at face value, for they take a point of view that differs somewhat from that of
rGyal-tshab-ije.

Let us first consider Tsong-kha-pa. He does not see the signs as indicating that their
possessor is merely capable of uninterrupted progress to enlightenment; rather, he
sees them as indicating that the bodhisattva will definitely progress to highest
enlightenment without falling to the level of a sravaka or pratyekabuddha.

He

writes:
Both the sutra and sastra say that uninterruptedly not turning back is what is
inferred from the signs.®^
Elsewhere he makes it clear that this not turning back is certain, not just suitable to
occur:
Not turning back from effecting the attainment of buddhahood is the
meaning of not tuming back. Furthermore, since all persons of the three
vehicles eventually get enlightened, it is not just that—it is effecting the

'' mdo bslan bcos gnyis ka las bar ma chad du phyir mi Idog pa kho na rtags kyi dpag bya gsungs pa
<3fcr/?g/Tsong-kha-pa, Legs bshadserphreng, vol.2 : 325-326.

attainment of uninterrupted [progress]. Thus, even temporarily, not turning
back to the extremes of existence and of peace {of nirvana] is certain.^''
Like Tsong-kha-pa, Bu-ston and mKhas-grub-rje also consider that definite
irreversibility from full enlightenment is what is inferred. Bu-ston writes:
It follows that the subject, a bodhisattva of sharp intelligence who abides at
the level of aids to penetration, is not liable to turn back from full
enlightenment due to possessing the twenty signs [of irreversibility
pertaining to that level].''
mKhas-grub-rje not only states that the bodhisattva will not turn back from highest
enlightenment, but also explains how the qualities of special method and wisdom
ensure that turning back does not occur:
It follows that the subject, that bodhisattva, is not liable to turn back from
full enlightenment because of being a bodhisattva who is endowed with
special method-and-wisdom in which there is no way for attendance to one's
own welfare to arise, and apprehension [that is] a special wisdom arisen
from meditation that becomes a powerful antidote to grasping at a self of
phenomena.^^
To summarise, for rGyal-tshab-ije, establishing that a bodhisattva is in possession of
special method and wisdom allows one to infer that he or she is capable of attaining
full enlightenment. For Tsong-kha-pa, on the other hand, it is the certainty that the
bodhisattva will attain full enlightenment without falling even temporarily to the
level of a sravaka or pratyekabuddha

that is inferable. The views of the other two

scholars appear similar to that of Tsong-kha-pa, although, as we have noted in the
case of Bu-ston, they may express the fundamental cause of irreversibility in a
sangs rgyas thoh par byedpa las mi Idog pa ni gang las mi Idog pa'i don no/ / de yang thegs pa
gsum gyi gang zag thams cad mthar 'tshang rgya has de tsam ni ma yin gyi bar ma chad du thoh par
byed pa'o/ des na gnas skabs su yang srid pa dang zhi ba'i mthar mi Idog pa nges pa'o/ Ibid., 325.
" byang sems gang dag nges 'byed yan lag la gnas pa dbang rnon chos can/ de 'dir rdzogs pa'i
byang chub las phyir mi Idog pa yin te/rtags nyi shu dang Idan pa'i phyir/Bu-sion, Collected Works
ofBu-ston-rin-chen-grub, vol.18 : 283b.
byang sems de chos can/ bla med rdzogs byang las phyir mi Idog ste/ rang don yid bved skye ba'i
go skabs med pa'i thabs shes khyad par can dang/ 'dzin pa chos kvi bdag 'dzin la gnod byed stobs
Idan du gyur pa'i sgom byung gi shes rah khyad par can dang Idan pa'i bvang sems vin pa'i phvir/
mKhas-grub-rje, rTogs dka'i snang ba, 238.
'
'

different way. It is helpful to think of these scholars as disagreeing over the status of
the bodhisattva's fundamental irreversible quality. For rGyal-tshab-rje it is merely a
necessary condition for enlightenment, while for the others it is a sufficient
condition.

7.6.3 How the inference is made
Having shown how Tibetan scholars differ with regard to what is to be inferred from
the signs of irreversibility, it will now be argued that their views are not
incompatible. This is often an important exercise for Gelugpa scholars, for whom
the views of Tsong-kha-pa and his chief disciples must always be seen as consistent.
I show how this is possible provided one is willing to accept that both logical
deduction and recourse to scriptural authority as valid methods of inference with
respect to two types of phenomena—the hidden [Ikog 'gyur) and the very hidden
{shin tu Ikog 'gyur).

7.6.3.1 The three elements of a syllogism
It will be recalled that Haribhadra claims that the signs are correct logical signs that
allow inference based on an essential identity relationship. In order for a sign to be a
correct logical sign, it must satisfy three conditions, known as the three elements of
a syllogism. The three elements are:
(1) the existence of the reason in the subject;
(2) the pervasion of the reason by what is to be established; and
(3) the pervasion of the opposite of what is to be established by what is not the
reason.

For convenience, in this discussion I will only deal with the first and second
elements, because when the forward pervasion holds, the counter pervasion also
holds.

7.6.3.2 The position of Bu-ston
Bu-ston says that the existence of the reason in the subject can be established by
direct perception. Just as the existence of smoke in a place where the existence of
fire is to be proven can be established by direct perception (i.e., the smoke is seen
with one's eyes), the possession of the signs by a person who is to be proven as
irreversible is also established by the senses. The pervasion, he says, is established
by way of one's own experience. He holds that bodhisattvas who possess the special
abandonments and realisations of meditative equipoise know from their own
experience that possession of the signs inevitably follows. He expresses his position
regarding the way the three elements are established as follows:
The existence of the reason in the subject is established by direct perception,
since the physical and verbal expressions that are the effects of meditative
equipoise are the reason, and they are established by direct perception. As
for the pervasion—with respect to one's own physical and verbal expressions,
one ascertains that they are pervaded by the cause of not turning back, the
special abandonments and realisations of meditative equipoise.®'
Thus, for Bu-ston the inference of irreversibility in another person is only possible
for people who are themselves irreversible bodhisattvas.

7.6.3.3 The position of Tsong-kha-pa
Tsong-kha-pa appears to be at odds not only with Bu-ston but also Haribhadra when
he states that the signs are not correct logical signs that establish their theses by the

phyogs chos mngon sum gyis grub ste/ mnyam gzhag gi 'bras bu lus ngag gi lha snyad rnams rtags
yin la/ de mgnon sum gyis grub pas so/ khyab pa ni/ rang gi steng du his ngag gi tha snvad la/phvir
mi Idog gi rgyu mnyam gzhag gi spangs slogs khyadpar can gyis khyab pa nges pa vin no/ Bu-ston,
Collected Works of Bu-ston-rin-chen-grub,
vol. 18 282B-283A.

"power of fact"

(dngos

po stobs

shugs)"^.

This is an expression that means that it is

possible to establish the three elements of the syllogism by means of direct
perception or some other process of inference that does not rely upon appeal to
authority. Tsong-klia-pa holds that this is not possible in the case of the signs of
irreversibility. He writes:
With respect to these [signs] it is not appropriate to present them as signs
that ascertain [their theses] through the valid cognition of the three elements
[ofa valid reason].^'
He makes it clear that for people who do not possess the yogic power of directly
seeing others' minds, the three elements of the syllogism that must be established in
order to make a valid inference concerning the irreversible status of another person
can only be established through appeal to scriptural authority:
Thus, they [i.e., non-yogins] establish the three elements of a syllogism
purely from scripture, because, if they accept it [i.e., the scripture] as the
right position, valid cognition follows. '
Tsong-kha-pa's reason for taking this position is that other people's minds are a very
hidden phenomenon

{shin

tu Ikog

'gyur),

and thus the existence of the two extremely

stable streams of method and wisdom cannot logically be inferred to exist in another
person. He writes:
If those of inferior realisation [i.e., those without the two extremely stable
streams of method and wisdom] infer [irreversibility in another person] from
merely the verbal and bodily expressions, this is mistaken. It is uncertain
whether cognising irreversibility from special expressions [such as
horripilation etc.] is unmistaken, because the internal realisations [that are

Some texts contain the variant reading "zhugs" for "shugs." See for example, mKhas-grub-rje,
Tshad ma sde bdun gyi rgyan yid kyi mun sel, (Samath: New Light Publication, 1988), 279.
'd: dag la tshul gsum tshad mas nges pa'i rtags kyi rnam gzhag ni byar mi rung stel Tsong-kha-pa,
Legs bshadserphreng,
vol.2 : 326..
des na 'di dag gis sbyor ba'i don gsum lung 'ba' zhig las 'grub cing lung yang khas blangs pa las
tshad mar 'gro ba'iphyir/ \b\A.

the bodhisattva's] irreversible [quality] are extremely hidden phenomena for
that person [of inferior realisation].^^
Since it is only through reference to scriptural authority that the observable physical
and verbal behaviour that constitutes the signs described in the sutra indicates the
existence of the two extremely stable streams of method and wisdom in another
person, it is not possible to use logic to deduce that another person is an irreversible
bodhisattva.

Tsong-kha-pa allows the possibility of a bodhisattva inferring for himself that he is
irreversible, but even in this case the inference seems to be based on belief in
scripture, and not a logical deduction, since it is only by such belief that the
pervasion can be established. He writes:
If a person who is not liable to turn back sees the aforementioned epitome of
the signs [i.e., the extremely stable continuums of method and wisdom] in
their own continuum, ... a mental state that thinks, "now, it is certain that I,
uninterrupted by other vehicles, will attain highest enlightenment" will
74
arise.
The first element of the syllogism is established by the bodhisattva observing that he
possesses the two extremely stable continuums of method and wisdom. However,
Tsong-kha-pa does say that all three elements of the syllogism are established
through belief in scripmre,^^ and since the pervasion is the same regardless of
whether the existence of the epitome of the signs in the continuum of the
bodhisattva is established through belief in the sutra (in the case of another person)
or through the direct observation of one's own mindstream (in the case of oneself), it
" nogs pa dma'pa dag gis ni lus ngag gi tha snyad tsam zhig las dpog na 'khrul zhing/ tha snyad
khyadpar can phyir mi Idog gi rtogs pa la mi 'khrul ba ni ma nges te/phyir mi Idog gi nang gi rtogs
pa ni gang zag de la shin tu Ikog tu gyur pas
so/Ahid.
phyir mi Idogs pa'i gang zag gis kyang rang rgyud la sngar bshadpa'i rlags kyi gtso bo de'am/ ...
da ni bdag gis bla med byang chub theg pa gzhan gyis bar ma cad du 'thob par nges so snyam pa'i
bio skye ba dang/ Ibid.
" sbyor ba'i don gsum lung 'ba'zhig

las 'grub cing ... Ibid.

is therefore likely that he would consider even a bodhisattva's inference of his or her
own uninterrupted progress to complete enlightenment as based on belief in
scripture.
The key features of Tsong-kha-pa's position may be summarised as follows. There
are two types of sign: (1) the epitome of the signs, which is Tsong-kha-pa's
somewhat creative interpretation of the first sign listed in the siitra, and which is the
main reason for saying that a bodhisattva is not liable to turn back; and (2) special
verbal and physical behaviours, which are the other signs listed in the sutra. Both
can function as a basis for inferring that a bodhisattva will definitely attain
enlightenment without the interruption of falling into a Hlnayana path. Neither,
however, allows one to do so by means of logical deduction. Since it is a very
hidden phenomenon, the existence of the first in another person can not be
established except through recourse to the authority of the sutra. Even if one were to
directly observe the existence of the two extremely stable streams of method and
wisdom in one's own continuum, one cannot, according to Tsong-kha-pa, logically
deduce one's own irreversibility, since the forward and counter pervasions still rely
upon belief in scripture in order to be established.
7.6.3.4 rGyal-tshab-rje and Tsong-kha-pa compared
It now becomes clear how the positions of Tsong-kha-pa and rGyal-tshab-rje are not
as contradictory as they first appear. While there does appear to be a real difference
between them over whether the existence of special method and wisdom in the
continuum of other persons can be deduced from observing their behaviour or
whether one must rely on belief in scripture, there is no real contradiction with
respect to their rGyal-tshab-rje's position that irreversible bodhisattvas are merely

capable of uninterruptedly progressing to highest enlightenment and Tsong-kha-pa's
position that they are assured of it. Tsong-kha-pa would agree that it is only possible
to ascertain the capability of such progress if one relies purely on logic, but since his
claim that the bodhisattva will definitely attain enlightenment without falling to the
level of a sravaka or pratyekabuddha

is based on belief in scripture, his position is

not inconsistent with that of rGyal-tshab-rje.

7.7

Conclusion

In earlier chapters it was argued that the function of the signs of irreversibility was
to articulate the characteristics of an ideal bodhisattva. From the basic list of signs
reproduced at the beginning of this chapter, we can see that many were simple
forms of upright behaviour that, had they been adopted, would have presented a
positive image of the early bodhisattva movement. Consider, for example, the
descriptions of irreversible bodhisattvas who "exert themselves on the ten
wholesome paths of action," "always speak gently," "wear unsoiled garments" and
"do not seek to eam their livelihood in the wrong way." In contrast with these
outwardly observable behaviours however, some of the signs describe inner
quahties. For example, "being free from the perception of multiphcity," and "being
free from doubts about their state" are not necessarily marks by which others could
determine whether or not other people were irreversible bodhisattvas or even
exemplary members of the bodhisattva community.

This does not necessarily mean that Haribhadra's interpretation of the signs as
logical reasons is inappropriate. In general, inferences made with respect to oneself
can be just as valid as those in which others are the subject. However, as we saw
from the way akara, lihga and nimitta were translated into Chinese, Haribhadra's

interpretation does appear to have been somewhat unconventional. It is perhaps
because Haribhadra was steeped in the traditions of Indian logic in a way that the
translators of the PrajMparamita

sutras into Chinese were not that inspired him to

interpret the siitra's use of linga in the Dharmaklrtian sense of something that
logically "marks" the existence of another phenomenon. Whatever the reason,
having interpreted the sutra as talking about logical signs, he then had to say which
of the three types they were. Since causes do not have the natural property of
definitely producing their effects, Haribhadra had no choice but to classify the signs
as essential identity signs that merely indicate a cause's potential to produce an
effect. This, as we have shown led to an interpretation of irreversibility was much
weaker than that which was probably understood by earlier Buddhists. In effect,
Haribhadra was saying that irreversibility was a necessary, but not sufficient,
condition for highest enlightenment. Although the association of this idea with the
term avinivartamya

may have been new, the concept itself was not. As we have

shown, the idea of a necessary but insufficient cause for enlightenment is similar to
the way in which lineage was understood by Asahga in the

Bodhisattvabhumi^^

By the time Tsong-kha-pa and his contemporaries wrote on the topic, Mahayana
soteriological doctrines had developed to the extent that the signs of irreversibility
were not so much a description of a paragon to be emulated as much as they were a
scholastic problem to be solved. Many texts presented apparently conflicting points
of view that had to be reconciled. Some, for example stated that bodhisattvas were
irreversible from their first production of the thought of enlightenment, while others
said that bodhisattvas only began to display signs of irreversibility once they reach
the path of preparation. There was also the well-established tradition discussed in
' See section 7.5.1 above.

earlier chapters of this thesis that held that bodhisattvas stand on the irreversible
bhumi when they reach the eighth bhumi. Another position, alluded to in Tsong-khapa's statement about what is actually inferred from the signs (see 7.6.2.2), but not
discussed in this chapter, was that due to their innate purity of mind all sentient
beings will eventually attain highest enlightenment—the only question is whether or
not their progress will be "interrupted" by the two Hmayana paths. The task of
Tibetan scholars such as Tsong-kha-pa was to present the signs of irreversibility in
such a way that all these views, including that of Haribhadra, were harmonised.

As we have seen, Tsong-kha-pa manages to do this by saying that bodhisattvas who
display the signs of irreversibility will in fact progress to highest enlightermient
without falling to the level of a sravaka

or pratyekabuddha,

but this is not

something that can be known by logical deduction. It is a valid inference, but it is
not established "by the power of fact" {dngos po stobs shugs), but by belief {yid
'ches) in scripture. Since this method of knowing so-called "very hidden" {shin w
Ikog 'gyur) phenomena is permitted by Dharmaklrti (though it lacks the status of
fully-fledged inference),^' Tsong-kha-pa is not in conflict with Haribhadra or rGyaltshab-ije.

To better understand the difference, it may be helpful to employ a distinction made
by Henry Barker between certitude and certainty.^^ The term "certitude," is used by
Barker in a psychological sense to describe an individual's subjective feeling of
assurance that may or may not be amenable to logical proof (should such an attempt
at proof even be made). In this category, we might include the certitude that
77

See PK 1:217. See also Tom Tillemans, Scripture Logic Language, (Boston: Wisdom, 1999), 37-

47
78
Henry Barker, "Certainty," in Encyclopaedia
Clark, 1910).

of Religion and Ethics, Vol. 3 (Edinburgh- T & T

bodhisattvas who display signs of irreversibility are destined to attain buddhahood.
On the other hand, Barker uses "certainty" to describe a conviction that is arrived at
based on evidence and logical argument, and to which any person who is presented
with the same evidence and logic would assent. In this category we might include
mathematical theorems, the deduction of the existence of fire based on the existence
of smoke, and the view that bodhisattvas who display signs of irreversibility are
capable of attaining highest enlightenment.

Finally, we note that the view that inference was a less-than-certain method for
knowing the inner qualities of a bodhisattva is to be found in a text that predates
Dharmaklrti, The Bodhisattvabhumi

states that the direct perception of buddhas is

the only truly reliable means for knowing whether a certain person is endowed with
the bodhisattrva lineage:
These signs of the lineage of bodhisattvas are merely rough and inferential.
Only buddhas can see the actual situation with direct perception.^'
From this statement it may be concluded that Haribhadra's application of
DharmakTrtian logic to the signs of irreversibility was perhaps unnecessary and that
Tsong-kha-pa was quite right to maintain that irreversibility was a very hidden
phenomenon, only knowable by fully enlightened beings.

'' tammani bodhisattvasya audarikanyanumanikani gotralingani vedilavyani / bhutarthaniscaye tu
buddha eva bhagavantah pratyaksadarsinah / B-bhumi, 6 In. 18-19.

8

CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS

One foe ... is infinitely worse than even Mara the Evil One, and that is
Impermanence which, once realized, may sap the will of even the strongest. The
Buddhists of this period longed as much as everyone else for a permanent
achievement which can no more be lost. This longing crystallized itself in the
concept of an "irreversible Bodhisattva."
Edward Conze'

8.1

Chapter summary

In this final chapter, I begin with a brief synopsis of the arguments that have been
presented in the preceding chapters. I then consider the extent to which my goal of
explaining the development of the concept of the irreversible bodhisattva in Indian
Mahayana literature has been achieved. The remainder of the chapter is taken up
with further discussion of some of the recurrent themes in the thesis and their
implications. Five themes have been selected; namely, (1) the need for certainty in
the context of a path that spanned numerous lifetimes; (2) validating explanations of
irreversibility; (3) the irreversible bodhisattva as an ideal; (4) exegesis and the
identification of a work's implied audience; and (5) the problem of certifying
spiritual progress.

Conze, "The development of Prajnaparamita thought," 133.

8.2

Thread of the argument reviewed

We began in chapter 1 with an outline of the scope and importance of the topic,
followed by a discussion of several methodological issues. Then, in order to provide
the necessary background for the investigation undertaken in the rest of the thesis, a
survey of Sanskrit terms that connote notions of irreversibility was conducted in
chapter 2. Much of chapter 3 was then devoted to developing theoretical support for
the position that the function of the irreversible bodhisattva in early Mahayana was
to provide a normative ideal for people who identified themselves as bodhisattvas. It
was then argued in chapter 4 that although both ordinary and irreversible
bodhisattvas were features of the institutional reality of the early

Prajndparamita

tradition, when Mahayana texts became more widely shared from the early fourth
century onwards the entry-level bodhisattva replaced the irreversible bodhisattva as
an ideal. The result was that the ordinary human bodhisattva was eventually unable
to find a place in a more systematised or "institutionalised" Mahayana. In chapter 5
we began to examine some of the components that made up the systematised
bodhisattva path, in particular the irreversible bhumi. It was argued that the authors
of the Astasahasrika

used the term to refer to the "state" in which a bodhisattva

could undertake the traditional practices of the sravaka without actualising the
resuhs of the arycm path. This was shown to be quite different from the sense in
which it was also used to describe the seventh or eighth "stage" in the various
dasabhiimi

systems. In chapter 6 it was shown that the interpretation of the

irreversible bhitmi in the Pahcavimsatisahasrika

was the developmental link that

allowed it to be posited as a fixed stage in the career of the bodhisattva. Finally, in
chapter 7, changes in the interpretation of the signs of irreversibility in accordance
with Dharmakirti's axiom that future effects are not inferable from present causes

were discussed. It was shown how some Tibetan commentators still saw such an
inference as possible, although it was a certitude based on faith in scripture, rather
than certainty based on deductive logic.

8.3

How the basic thesis question has been addressed

In chapter 1 it was stated that the basic goal of this thesis was to trace the
development of the concept of the irreversible bodhisattva in Indian Mahayana
literature. To do so has always been an ambitious undertaking given the statement
by perhaps the twentieth century's greatest Western scholar of Buddhism that "the
problem of the avaivartika is one of the most obscure of the Mahayana."^ While not
claiming to have completely removed the obscurity surrounding the topic, I
nevertheless aim to show in the following paragraphs that some of the major issues
have at least been clarified, and a useful foundation for further study has been
established.

8.3.1

Lamotte's "problem of the avaivartika"

It is worth reflecting for a moment on why Lamotte found the irreversible
bodhisattva obscure, and why for him it was even a problem. Like many other
problems in Buddhist Studies, where the difficulty often lies in identifying the way
key words were understood in the past, Lamotte struggled to reconcile the terms
avaivartika and avaivartika-bhumi,

which, somewhat counter-intuitively, sometimes

seemed to refer to quite different concepts. It will be recalled that Lamotte appears
to

accept

what

he

understood

Mahaprajhaparamita-sdstra,

to

be

the

solution

set

forth

in

the

i.e., that certain types of bodhisattva could be

"correctly" or "incorrectly" labelled as irreversible. Correctly labelled irreversible

• Lamotte, Suramgamasamadhisutra,

185 n.209.

bodhisattvas were those who had reached the eighth bhumi, while incorrectly
labelled bodhisattvas had not. If Lamotte's "problem of the avaivartika" can be
summarised in a few words, it was his difficulty in determining the contexts in
which bodhisattvas are "avaivartika correctly so called" and those in which they are
"avaivartika incorrectly so called."^ However, rather than think of bodhisattvas as
being correctly or incorrectly labelled as irreversible, the approach I have taken in
this thesis is to assume that all labels were correctly used for those who applied
them. When writers at different times described a bodhisattva as irreversible they
obviously meant something by the term, and one of the tasks undertaken in this
thesis is to try to understand what it was they meant.

Lamotte's problem has, I think, been solved insofar as the origin of the distinction
between bodhisattvas who were avaivartika and those who stood on the avaivartikabhitmi has been identified as the formulation in the Pancavimsatisahasrika

of a two-

phase version of the path—^the first corresponding the career of the sravaka and
pratyekabuddha,

and the second which was a phase beyond those two levels.

Positing entrance into the second phase as equivalent to attaining the irreversible
bhumi created a contradiction that it seems could only be resolved by separating the
meanings of avaivartika and avaivartika-bhumi, for if bodhisattvas were not already
avaivartika

(in the sense described in the Astasahasrika)

avaivartika-bhumi,
arrived there.

' See ibid.

before reaching the

they would have actualised nirvana midway (antara), and never

8.3.2

The

bodhisattva

path

in early

Mahayana

and

the

meaning

of

avinivartanlya
While the discovery that the authors of the Pancavimsatisahasrika

interpreted the

concept of the irreversible bhumi in a way that differed from that of the authors of
the Astasahasrika

may help us to solve Lamotte's problem, it is not, I feel, the most

interesting finding to come out of the research. Rather, it is the fact that the paths of
the bodhisattva and sravaka
Prajhapammita

have a lot more in common

in the

shorter

sutra than has generally been recognised. Whereas the longer

version presents a bodhisattva path that was clearly distinguished in terms of its
structure and goal from that of the sravaka path, in the Astasahasrika

the paths have

enough in common to make us rethink our understanding of the differences between
the early bodhisattvas and sravakas and their respective paths.

The idea that the earliest Mahayanists conceived the bodhisattva path as largely
coinciding with that of the sravaka and pratyekabuddha

suggests that they saw all

three paths as having the same structure, same milestones and, possibly as even
resulting in the same abandonment of defilements." But bodhisattvas progressed on
the path in a different way—their application of skill-in-means meant not making
anything into a sign or a basis, with the result that they avoided actualising the fruits
of the sravaka path, instead attaining the "all-knowledge" of a fully enlightened
buddha. Thus, the idea that the bodhisattva and sravaka paths were originally the
same, but were traversed by means of different V(5«as, suggests that "vehicle," after
all, may still be the best translation of ydna.

" See section 6.2.2.2

Such an interpretation of irreversibility also suggests that the Astasahasrika's use of
the word avinivartamya, which although literally meaning not liable to turn back, is
rather peculiar, for it does not mean that, perhaps due to the strength of their resolve,
irreversible bodhisattvas avoid "turning back" or regressing to an earlier stage of the
path. Rather, its principal use is simply to describe the mode of practice in which
bodhisattvas avoid actualising the fruits of the dryan path. Perhaps it was for
rhetorical purposes that the authors of the Astasahasrika

chose to describe

bodhisattvas with the ability to apply skill-in-means to their practice
avinivartamya,

as

since it may have implied not only that to become a sravaka was a

regressive step, but also that the ability to avoid taking such a step was a fixed and
permanent condition.

The reinterpretation of the path by the authors of the longer version of the
Prajndparamita siitra bears the mark of a scholastic attempt to reconcile a revised
concept of highest enlightenment with an earlier description of the bodhisattva's
goal as a kind of mystical "all-knowledge." Having formulated a path of two fixed
phases, the first of which corresponded to the abandonments of srdvakas and
pratyekabuddhas,

and the second of which involved abandonments unique to the

bodhisattva, it was, as I have shown, only a short innovative step to correlate those
phases with the dasabhumi system by enumerating six stages in the career of the
sravaka, adding one stage for pratyekabuddha,

and then equating the last three

stages with the irreversible bhiimi.

8.3.3 The pre-Astasahasrika

concept of the irreversible bodhisattva

The fact that the authors of the Astasahasrika

attached a somewhat non-literal

meaning to avinivartaniya suggests that there may have been an earlier, more literal

usage of the term (or one of its synonyms such as avivartya, etc.). It is therefore not
unreasonable to look for the original sense of the term in pre-Mahayana literature.
As has been argued at several points in the thesis, the DTparnkara myth may
represent such a source, for it presents the future Sakyamuni as the prototypical
irreversible bodhisattva whose prediction may have served to legitimate the "rule"
of Sakyamuni by showing that he had, in the manner of kings, been anointed by his
predecessor.

However,

of

the

two

connotations

of

irreversibility—immutability

and

assuredness—^prediction principally concerns the latter. In other words, the future
Sakyamuni was irreversible in the sense that his enlightenment was assured. But
what he is not liable to turn back to is not explicit. The myth does not mention
anything about a sravaka-yana

or pratyekabuddha-yana,

suggesting that the idea of

the irreversible bodhisattva's inability to turn back to either of these soteriological
options was not part of the original, pre-Astasdhasrikd,

8.4

sense of irreversibility.

Discussion of recurrent themes

Having restated some of the major findings of the research, we now turn to a
discussion of the some of the other findings and their implications.

8.4.1

The concept of irreversibility as a response to the need for certainty

Our survey in chapter 2 revealed that the concept of the irreversible bodhisattva may
have drawn on, and possibly contributed to, a number of similar ideas in Buddhism,
including the irreversibility of dryas, who were assured of not taking rebirth in the
lower realms as they traversed a spiritual path that took many lifetimes. But why

was it necessary for Buddhists to posit an arycm path that spanned many lifetimes in
the first place?

George Bond has identified three types of teachings that describe the arhat ideal and
convincingly argued the case for their chronological development.^ In the group of
teachings that depict the first stage in the development of the ideal, arhatship was
considered relatively easy to attain, with many stories of monks attaining nirvana
"in this very life" {ditthe va dhamme). In the second group, the goal is described as
something that can only be attained by progressing through a series of stages in
which practitioners gradually destroy all the outflows (dsravas) that stand between
them and arhatship. In the third group, there is an important development, namely
the path is now considered so hard that progress is considered to usually take many
lifetimes. Four stages of the path were thus identified, beginning with the srotaapanna, who was destined to attain arhatship within seven lifetimes.

If Bond's theory is correct, then it is likely that the idea of the predestination of
those who had entered the aryan path was a response to practitioners' need for a
spiritual attainment that would not be lost at death, thus allowing them to reach the
more advanced stages of the path without having to start at the beginning in each
lifetime. As Bond expresses it:
the scheme of the four paths or noble persons has significance because it
offers hope to those who are on the way but have not yet reached
arahantship. ... Not reaching the goal in this life need not be a source of
disappointment, for a person could look forward to continuing his progress
in future lives. The stream-enterer, for example, could be certain both that he
would not be rebom in an inferior state, i.e., as an animal, a ghost or in hell.

' See Bond, "The development of the arahant ideal."

and that he would have the opportunity and ability to reach enlightenment in
future rebirths.^
Plausible though Bond's description of the development of the arhat ideal is, he does
not speculate on why the path may have been prolonged. Buswell and Gimello,
however, have suggested that a long path may have been a result of "a breakdown in
religious praxis."^ In other words, since it became increasing hard to point to
persons who had attained the goal as a result of engaging in the traditional practices,
the conclusion was that more time was needed, and the goal was therefore
postponed to a future lifetime. However, it is also possible that this lengthening of
the path was due to a breakdown in the certification process. As we saw in section
2.4.2, the certification of arhatship appears to have depended upon recognition by
other arhats. But if the very status of those whose role it was to certify arhatship in
others was being questioned, this would have made it difficult for anyone to be
certified as an arhat. By postponing arhatship to a future lifetime the problem of
certification could also have been postponed.

Whatever the reasons behind the prolonging of the path, it is likely that in such
circumstances the srota-dpanna's

condition of being predestined, or "fixed" (niyata)

may have replaced arhatship as the real goal for practitioners. We have seen that the
most soteriologically focused canonical work of the Sarvastivadin school, the
Jnanaprasthana,

not to mention the encyclopaedic Mahavibhdsd

comprehensive treatment of laukikagradharma

both begin with a

(which was held to be the immediate

cause of becoming an arya), suggesting that the attainment of this stage may well

' Buswell and Gimello, "Introduction," 19.

have been the primary goal for Sarvastivadins.^ However, while the Abhidharmikas
formulated elaborate theoretical explanations for the "irreversibility" of srotaapanna as well as the circumstances in which the other three types of arya could not
fall from their attainment, the development of explanations to justify the
irreversibility of the irreversible bodhisattva appears to have been somewhat less
systematic. This will now be discussed.

8.4.2

How irreversibility is explained

At several places in this thesis we have discussed the attempt by Buddhist
philosophers to make explicit the basis on which irreversible bodhisattvas are
distinguished from their reversible counterparts. We have seen, for example, the
way Bu-ston considered the signs of irreversibility to be the results the special
abandonments and realisations of meditative equipoise, while

Tsong-kha-pa

considered the first of the signs to actually be that fundamental quality that made a
bodhisattva irreversible (while the other signs were its mere parts). We have also
seen how some Tibetan scholars posited "special method and wisdom" as the basic
quality of irreversibility, where method referred to the bodhisattva's

great

compassion and wisdom to his or cognition of emptiness. We have also observed
that in the PrajMparamita

account of the myth, Dlparnkara recognised that Megha

possessed the necessary qualities for a prediction of enlightenment to be made."^

With the possible exception noted at the end of section 5.4.3.2 (which was really
just an admission that some bodhisattvas could receive a prediction without having
attained the certitude that dharmas are not produced, and not an admission that they
® "By opening his work with this stage of the path, KMyayanTputra is explaining that the
transmutation of the worlding into a saint is the highest aspiration of the Sarvastivadin school."
Buswell and Jaini, "The development of abhidharma philosophy," 109.
' See section 2.5.3

did not, at the time of prediction, have some other sort of special quahty that
justified their prediction), the above examples indicate that all explanations of
irreversibility depend on positing the possession of a special quality. However, the
way in which possession of this quality was verified underwent a cycle of change.

As we have seen in chapter 5, not all Buddhists believed that the Buddha was
omniscient (sarvajna),

and even if they did, this did not necessarily mean they

believed he cognised every knowable thing. Nevertheless, there can be no doubt that
whatever was attributed to him was deemed to be true, and on that basis, a
prediction (assuming it could be established to have occurred) must have been
considered a guarantee of future enlightenment. Given that the future Sakyamuni
received his prediction on the basis of his possession of some sort of special quality,
later, when a prediction was considered something that all bodhisattvas needed to
attain,'® bodhisattvas who wished to attain a prediction (or perhaps demonstrate that
they had received one in an earlier lifetime) also had to show that they possessed the
special underlying quality of an irreversible bodhisattva. Although this initially may
have been thought of as an unshakeable resolution to attain highest enlightenment,
as we have seen, for the authors of the Astasahasrika

the strength of one's resolve

was not sufficient to attain highest enlightenment. For no matter how strong their
resolve may be, if bodhisattvas lacked skill in means, they would never attain
highest enlightermient. It is for this reason, perhaps, that another quality came to be
posited as an infallible cause of attaining highest enlightenment, namely the
certitude that dharmas are not produced. This realisation is occasionally mentioned
As Nattier writes, "The story of Dipamkara's prediction of the future Sal<yamuni's eventual
attainment of buddhahood came to play an especially important role in Mahayana circles, where
aspiring bodhisattvas interpreted the story as an indication that they too must be reborn during the
time of a living buddha and receive a prediction (vyakarana) in his presence." Jan Nattier
"DIpamkara," in Encyclopedia of Buddhism, ed. Robert E. Buswell Jr. (New York- Macmillan
Reference, USA, 2004), 320.

in the Astasahasrikd,

but it is in the Paficavimsatisahasrika

that it becomes

systematised, when it is said to mark a bodhisattva's entrance into the fixed
condition of a bodhisattva. Bodhisattvas who possess this quahty are therefore said
to be irreversible.

However, the idea that any quahty could guarantee that a bodhisattva would
certainly attain enlightenment is inconsistent with DharmakTrti's axiom that future
results are not inferable from present causes. A seed is necessary for the production
of a sprout, as are water, sunlight, soil etc., but they do not guarantee the production
of a sprout. Thus, while unshakeable resolve, or the certitude that dharmas are not
produced, or even the signs of irreversibility taught in the sittra may have been
viewed by some as sufficient causes guaranteeing that the possessor would attain
highest enlightenment, the impact of DharmakTrti's position on valid inference
meant that the best that could be said was that the possessor was capable of attaining
highest enlightenment. Although a much weaker interpretation, it was based on
valid deductive reasoning, and was, as we have seen, that adopted by Haribhadra.

Although Tsong-kha-pa posits the possession of what he calls the "epitome" of the
signs as a sufficient cause that guarantees a bodhisattva's future enlightenment, he is
forced to appeal to scripture to support his argument that bodhisattvas who possess
this quality will definitely attain highest enlightenment since it is not something that
can be observed in other people. Even if one observes it in oneself its capacity to
guarantee future enlightenment is also a very hidden phenomenon, and thus only
"knowable" by means of faith in scripture.

To summarise then, the epistemological support for claims for irreversibility begins
and ends with faith. While the prediction by an authoritative figure forms the basis

on which irreversibihty is initially validated, many centuries later Tsong-kha-pa
argues that it is only through faith in authoritative scriptures that the signs of
irreversibility function as a valid basis for inferring irreversibility in both oneself
and others. If, as has been argued, it was indeed the case that there was greater
interest in irreversible bodhisattvas in early Mahayana, this may suggest that faith in
the word of the Buddha was a sounder basis of knowledge in pre-Dharmaklrtian
times.

8.4.3

The irreversible bodhisattva as an ideal

It has been argued that the irreversible bodhisattva was viewed as an ideal by both
the implied audience and actual audiences of the "Signs" chapter. However,
evidence was also presented to show that another version of the ideal eventually
became more widely accepted—one in which irreversibility, in the sense of being
predestined (niyata), was an essential quality of all bodhisattvas. This, it was argued,
resulted in the popularisation of a less attainable form of the bodhisattva ideal. Some
of the implications of this shift with respect to the normative function of the ideal
will now be discussed.

8.4.3.1

Varieties of the bodhisattva ideal

Although there does not appear to be any commonly used Sanskrit equivalent for
the expression "bodhisattva ideal," it has been often used by writers in the field of
Buddhist Studies and beyond" for over a century to refer to just about any particular
quality or collection of qualities that they think represents the essence of the

" See, for example, Phillip A. Lecso, "The bodhisattva ideal and organ transplantation," Journal of
Religion and Health 30, no. 1 (1991). Lecso discusses the ideal bodhisattva's willingness to sacrifice
his body in order to benefit other beings.

bodhisattva. Harry Oldmeadow has summarised traditional and modem accounts of
the ideal as follows:
There is no shortage of either traditional accounts or scholarly explications
of the bodhisattva ideal and of the path to be followed by its adherents. Let
us state the matter briefly. The bodhisattva is one who voluntarily renounces
the right to enter nirvana, who, under certain inextinguishable vows,
undergoes countless rebirths in the samsaric realm in order to devote his/her
energies, in a spirit of boundless compassion, to the deliverance of all beings
down to "the last blade of grass." The bodhisattva is committed to the
practice of the six pdramitas (perfections), particularly the all-encompassing
ideal of prajna (wisdom). The bodhisattva advanced on the path becomes an
exemplar of sacrificial heroism and moral idealism as well as an aspirant to
complete enhghteimient.'"
However, as we have observed, the resolve to liberate all sentient beings from the
sufferings of samsara does not feature among the qualities of the irreversible
bodhisattva described in the "Signs" chapter. But rather than conclude that the
irreversible bodhisattva was not a normative ideal, it would be better, I think, to
conceive of the irreversible bodhisattva portrayed in the "Signs" chapter as just one
particular version of the paradigm. In other words, we should avoid speaking of the
bodhisattva ideal as if there is, and only ever has been, one. As Linnart Mall has
rightly observed:
The image and ideal of the bodhisattva were considered differently in
different schools and texts and the development of it has a long history.'^
Reginald Ray, for example, has shown that there are varieties of the ideal to be
found in different sutras. The ideal bodhisattva of the Rdstrapdlapariprccha-sittra,'''^
for example, was the forest dwelling ascetic, while that of the VimalakTrtinirdesa

12
Harry Oldmeadow, "Delivering the last blade of grass: Aspects of the bodhisattva ideal in the
y[a\\ayan!i" Asian Philosophy 7, no. 3 (1997): 183.

" Mall, Studies in the Astasahasrika,

53.

Ray, Buddhist Saints in India, 260-266.

was the householder.'^ Luis O. Gomez also distinguishes several types of ideal
bodhisattvas, including the "supernatural" bodhisattva ideal, which he says is
exemplified by well-known celestial bodhisattvas such as Avalokitesvara, and the
"natural" bodhisattva ideal, which is exemplified by the human bodhisattva.
Between these two is the "ethical" bodhisattva ideal who functions to bridge the gap
between the supernatural and natural bodhisattva paradigms.

The bridge is

possible since, in Gomez's view, despite their different capacities for doing so, both
the ordinary human bodhisattva and the celestial bodhisattva share the same ethic of
working to liberate all sentient beings from the sufferings of samsara.

8.4.3.2 Degrees of normativity
It is helpful to think of these various ideals as being normative to differing degrees.
The more qualities humans are capable of emulating, the more normative, I would
argue, is the ideal. From this perspective then, the irreversible bodhisattva described
in the "Signs" chapter is a highly normative version of the ideal. Wearing clean
robes and observing the ten ways of wholesome action are clearly ways of behaving
that ordinary people can emulate. Similarly, the two ideals described by Ray, as well
as the human bodhisattva ideal described by Gomez, can also be described as highly
normative versions of the ideal. However, Gomez's celestial bodhisattva ideal, or
even the sacrificial hero described by Oldmeadow, are less normative, since,
although people may venerate them or aspire to become like them, it is much harder
to emulate their actions.
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Ibid., 446.

See Luis O. Gomez, "From the extraordinary to the ordinary: Images of the bodhisattva in East
Asia," in The Chris! and the Bodhisattva, ed. Donald S. Lopez Jr. and Steven C. Rockefeller
(Albany: Stale University of New York Press, 1987), 145.

8.4.3.3 The receding ideal
The idea that a ideal can be both attainable yet out of reach has been explained by
W. D. Niven. On the one hand, an ideal must, by definition, be attainable, since as
Kant says, "an ought implies a can,"'^ and therefore "an ideal which is absolutely
and inherently unattainable cannot be an i d e a l . " O n the other hand, were it to be
attained, it would no longer be an ideal. Thus, an ideal that many people are seen as
having fulfilled may stand in need of redefinition, so that it once again becomes out
of reach (but still theoretically possible), thereby promoting the moral progress of
those who aspire to the ideal.

We have already seen how the ideal of arhatship came to be redefined in a way that
made it much harder to attain, possibly as a result of becoming devalued by the
imperfect behaviour of those who were supposed to have fulfilled the ideal. The
eventual triumph of the more glorified version of the bodhisattva ideal found in
sutra?,

such as the

Dasabhumika

over the more attainable version in the "Signs"

chapter may, in addition to the reasons given earlier in the thesis, be seen as a result
of this need to redefine an ideal that had become too attainable. However, if the
revised bodhisattva ideal had in effect become unattainable, it was only temporarily
so, for in the context of countless lifetimes, the possibility of becoming a
bodhisattva in a future lifetime remained for those practitioners who cultivated the
necessary merit.

" Cited in W. D. Niven, "Ideal," in Encylopaedia
(Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1914), 88.

18 Ibid.
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8.4.3.4 Does the bodhisattva ideal define Mahayana?
Throughout this thesis we have used terms such as "Mahayana," "early Mahayana,"
and "institutional basis of Mahayana" as if the notion of what constitutes Mahayana
were settled and widely accepted. However, as Jonathan Silk as s h o w n , " since
Mahayana is basically a rhetorical category set up in opposition to another rhetorical
category (i.e., Hlnayana) it can therefore be notoriously difficult to define as a
tradition to which many Buddhists, both past and present, have thought of
themselves as belonging.

Although Paul Williams has warned against attempting an essentialist definition of
Mahayana,^® since it has been claimed that the bodhisattva ideal is "the very heart of
the Mahayana,"^' it is worth examining whether the ideal can usefully be applied to
the task. 1 therefore propose incorporating the bodhisattva ideal as a variable in the
following definition of Mahayana:
an institution in which a form of the bodhisattva paradigm functions as a
popular normative ideal.
This definition is similar to the one set forth by Hubert Durt, namely:
the soteriological movement, divided into many tendencies, which
developed within Buddhism with the aim of promoting the conduct of the
Bodhisattva as the ideal of practice for the followers of the movement."'
Both definitions leave the bodhisattva ideal itself undefined. Treating it as a variable
in this way allows for different expressions such as those we have identified above.
Both definitions also recognise the institutional nature of the bodhisattva ideal,
See Silk, "What, if anything, is Mahayana Buddhism?"
Williams, Mahayana Buddhism, 2.
Robert A. F. Thurman, "The Buddhist messiahs: The magnificent deed of the bodhisattvas," in The
Christ and the Bodhisattva, ed. Donald S. Lopez Jr. and Steven C. Rockefeller (Albany State
University of New York Press, 1987), 66.
Cited in Silk, "What, if anything, is Mahayana Buddhism?" 359.

though the definition I have proposed makes it more exphcit. To express it in the
language of John Searle: Mahayana exists when there is community consensus that
provides the context for certain behaviours of members of that community to count
as emulating, or at least striving to emulate, the bodhisattva ideal.

We have shown that there can be little doubt that the imagined authorial community
that produced the Astasahasrika fits our definition, and it is therefore justifiable to
speak of them, as we have done, as Mahayanists. However, let us consider two
potentially problematic cases to see whether our definition of Mahayana can be
maintained.

The first is the case of the superhuman or "celestial" bodhisattva paradigm. How
could any human action count as that of a bodhisattva who was, by definition,
superhuman? By applying Gomez's argument that the ethical ideal of the
bodhisattva is present in the superhuman ideal, however, it may perhaps be argued
that persons who worship or otherwise engage in devotional practices associated
with superhuman bodhisattvas are Mahayanists to the extent that they try to emulate
the ethical dimension of the superhuman bodhisattva ideal. They may, moreover,
see themselves as emulating what they consider to have been the actions of
superhuman bodhisattvas in their former, more human, lifetimes. However, were
they to simply pray to such bodhisattvas for their help in achieving non-religious
• goals, it may be inappropriate to consider them Mahayanists; yet the fact that those
persons would nevertheless still probably identify themselves as Mahayanists only
serves to highlight the rhetorical and polemical nature of the Mahayana/Hinayana
dichotomy.

The second is the case of the Theravadin kings who are reported to have taicen the
bodhisattva vow and proclaimed themselves bodhisattvas?^ There is no doubt that a
version of the bodhisattva ideal exists in Theravada Buddhism. It is also the case
that certain actions such as vowing to attain buddhahood in the presence of a living
buddha count as becoming a bodhisattva, and in that sense it can also be said that
the institution of the bodhisattva exists within Theravada. To the extent'*ihat this
practice

of

Theravadin

kings

proclaiming

themselves

bodhisattvas

was

institutionalised it could be argued that a Mahayana subgroup once existed in
Theravadin Buddhism. But since there is no evidence that the bodhisattva ideal has
ever been a popular normative ideal in Theravada, or that these kings subsequently
engaged in any practices that could be considered distinctively Mahayana, it would
be inappropriate to call Theravada a Mahayana tradition.

To sum up, although it is conceivable that there some people who think of
themselves as Mahayanists, but for whom there is no form of the bodhisattva ideal
that they look upon as normative (and therefore, according the above definition, are
not Mahayanists) the above definition still has its strengths. The main one is that it
allows us to clearly imagine a beginning of Mahayana; i.e., a moment when
Buddhists collectively began to model their behaviour on a normative ideal that they
saw as not only distinct fi-om that emulated by their coreligionists, but one that they
called "(irreversible) bodhisattva," that they promoted in new texts, and that they
saw as attainable, if not in the present lifetime, then in a future one.

' See Samuels, "The bodhisattva ideal in Theravada," 405-406.

8.4.4 Interpretation of texts
One of the contributions this thesis has made to the field of Buddhist Studies is the
establishment of a theoretical foundation to support claims that early Mahayanists
identified themselves as bodhisattvas. Although, to some scholars, such a claim may
seem intuitively obvious from an "emic" reading of the sutras,^'^ the theory is
nevertheless important for the way it offers the potential to compare the worldview,
and indeed the self-view, of the actual audiences of a work at different periods in its
history. Here, we shall consider the way in which the self-identity of audiences of a
work may change as a result of exegesis.

When Buddhist exegetes comment on earlier works, they draw on a much broader
range of beliefs, presuppositions and textual sources than did the authors of the
works on which they commented. As a result of this greater "knowledge base," it is
inevitable that the implied audience of the commentarial work will differ,
sometimes greatly, from that of the earlier work. Yet both works are intended to be
read in conjunction; indeed, the two will often form a single text. The question then
arises as to whether actual audiences are required to identify with two different
implied audiences, or whether it is possible for the exegete to redefine the implied
audience of the earlier work in such a way that it conforms with that of the
commentary.

As an example, let us consider Haribhadra's commentary on the Astasahasrika, the
Abhisamayalamkaraloka

(hereafter: Aloha). This is a work that draws together a

number of works from earlier periods, and therefore potentially contains a number

For an explanation of the 'emic', as opposed to 'etic', reading of a work, see D. S. Ruegg, "Some
reflections on the place of philosophy in the study of Buddhism," Journal of the International
Association of Buddhist Studies 18, no. 2 (1995): 156-162.

of audience roles. For the sake a comparison however, we will consider only the
implied audiences of the Aloka and the Astasahasrikd,

and even then we will only

look at some of the more important factors that pertain to the implied audience of
the "Signs" chapter and its commentary. The conclusions that we draw with regard
to the implied audience of the Aloka as a whole are therefore necessarily tentative.
Nevertheless, as we shall see, the evidence tends to suggest an implied audience of
the Aloka

who is more concerned with constructing a coherent

Mahayana

worldview than with inferring whether or not other people are irreversible
bodhisattvas."^

The most important difference as far as the present study is concerned is that, unlike
the implied audience of the Astasahasrika

that we identified in chapter 3, the

implied audience of the Aloka is familiar with and accepts DharmakTrti's axiom that
results cannot be inferred from causes. "It" also accepts the appropriateness of
applying DharmakTrti's axiom to the "Signs" chapter. From this, it might be
concluded that the Aloka's implied audience took the unconventional view of the
irreversible bodhisattva as one who is merely capable, but not assured, of attaining
highest enlightenment. However, it is likely that such a devaluing of irreversibility
would have made it difficult for actual audiences steeped in traditional doctrines to
identify with the Aloka's

implied audience. Given the success of the Aloka,

it

therefore prompts us to question whether such a view was in fact a significant part
of the implied audience's identity.

We have made the claim earlier in the thesis that the mere fact that a work survived
when the only means of reproduction was copying by hand means that the work can.

' Our conclusions will also tend to support those in Dreyfus, "Tibetan scholastic education.'

to a certain extent, be considered "successful." On these grounds, the major works
of Haribhadra might be considered particularly successful. Not only have the Aloka
and its abbreviated version, the Sphutartha, survived in to the present day in the
original Sanskrit, they continue to be much studied by Tibetan Buddhists monks,
some of whom memorise the Sphutartha in its entirety.

We have also argued that success implies that actual audiences must have seen the
work as speaking to them in some way, and thus found it easy to identify with its
implied audience. Yet we have also found evidence to suggest that the implied
audience of the commentary on the "Signs" chapter may not find the signs
particularly important. When used as logical reasons in a syllogism, they only allow
for the inference of the capability of irreversibility. We may therefore wonder what
kind of appeal such an interpretation of the signs could have had to actual audiences.

The explanation, I believe, is that this was not a problem since it is unlikely that
there were any candidates for irreversible bodhisattvahood within the communities
of actual audiences of the Alokd. This is because, according to another important
text in the Aloka's intertextual basis, the Abhisamaydlamkara,

the signs of

irreversibility are not displayed until bodhisattvas attain the path of preparation, and
even then it is only bodhisattvas of sharp intelligence who do so. Most of the signs
are not displayed until the bodhisattva reaches the paths of seeing and cultivation, a
stage that would require the direct cognition of emptiness as well as a number of
supernatural powers. Thus, despite the apparently mundane nature of many of the
signs, in accordance with the Abhisamaydlamkara,

the Aloka's implied audience

considers irreversible bodhisattvas who display the signs of irreversibility to be
extremely rare and advanced beings, and therefore unlikely to encountered in one's

community. In fact, it may be said that it is precisely the lack of opportunities to
infer irreversibility (regardless of how it is interpreted) from the signs that allows
actual audiences to identify themselves with the Aloka's implied audience. Any real
opportunities to infer irreversibility from the signs are imagined to occur safely in
the past or perhaps in the remote future, where there is no danger of identifying an
actual irreversible bodhisattva who might not live up (or down) to the ideal. The
appeal of the Aloka, I believe, therefore lies in its ability to harmonise the logic of
Dharmaklrti with the Prajnaparamita

sutras (not to mention numerous other works)

without the danger of harm from empirical evidence. Its implied audience sees the
Mahayana worldview as coherent and all its texts and doctrines as harmonious, and
it is this role that actual audiences were willing to adopt, thus making it a
"successful" work.

There is, however, one problem that has not been considered. We have argued that
the implied audience of the Astasahasrika

was the bodliisattva who strived to

emulate the irreversible bodhisattva ideal. At the same time we have suggested that
the implied audience of the Aloka

was much more humble—one for whom

irreversibility, if not bodhisattvahood itself, was too highly idealised to be a real
possibility. But since the Astasahasrika

is contained within the Aloka, would that

have not made it impossible for actual audiences to identify with the

Astasahasrika's

implied audience?

It will be recalled that Iser explained how a single work may have various
interpretations by means of an analogy:"^
two people gazing at the night sky may both be looking at the same
collection of stars, but one will see the image of a plough and the other will
' See section 3.3.4

make out a dipper. The "stars" in a literary text are fixed; the lines that join
them are variable?^
However, reader-response theorists disagree on how far this freedom to interpret a
text extends to the identification of its implied reader. If Iser is saying that the
implied reader, like the fixed stars in the sky, is purely a property of the text, then
the only freedom enjoyed by actual audiences would be in "bridging the interpretive
gap" between their own experiences and the implied audience role. If, on the other
hand, it is not a property of the text (or only partly a property of it), and
commentators like Haribhadra did indeed redefine it in accordance with the
knowledge base of their day, then, it may be more useful to apply Stanley Fish's
notion of a the "interpretive community," according to which, the implied audience
of the Astasahasrika-m-Hat-Aloka

may be seen as at least partly dependent upon the

values of Haribhadra's discourse community.

The unwanted consequence of this position, however, is that our own identification
of the implied audience of the Astasahasrika

is dependent on our ovm modem

Western academic interpretive community, and we have no way of objectively
establishing that the earliest audiences saw it in the way we have imagined. While
we may accept this consequence and say that our identification of the
Astasahasrika's, implied audience is provisional, it is also possible to argue that
Haribhadra does not actually redefine the implied audience of the

Astasahasrika—

i.e., it remains the bodhisattva—however, the implied audience of the Aloka sees
itself as living in degenerate times, where bodhisattvahood was something to be
aspired to in a future lifetime. Actual audiences in Haribhadra's time did not

" Iser, The Implied Reader, 282.

therefore need
Astasahasrika—just

to

identify themselves

with

the

imphed

audience

of

the

that of the Aloka would have been sufficient.

To summarise, from a modem Western academic perspective, the implied audience
of the Aloka appears to be one for whom seeing the various Mahayana texts as
harmonious is important. In particular, the views of Dharmaklrti, the soteriology of
the Abhisamaydlamkara,

and

the

"Signs"

chapter

itself

must

be

without

contradiction. The price to be paid (or perhaps the benefit gained), however, is the
loss of practicality. Irreversibility cannot be inferred from the signs because actual
bodhisattvas who display the signs are too idealised to be encountered in real life.

8.4.5

How do we measure spiritual progress?

The bodhisattva path has been an important feature of the investigations undertaken
in this thesis, but it is easy to overlook the fact that it is just a metaphor for spiritual
progress that is goal oriented, linear, and graduated. Implicit in the path metaphor is
the notion that a practitioner's progress is somehow marked by milestones that allow
it to be measured and compared with that of other practitioners. In this final section,
I will discuss both the importance and the problems associated with efforts to
measure and certify spiritual progress.

8.4.5.1

Can hidden traits be inferred from observable behaviour?

It is not unreasonable to attempt to gauge unobservable latent psychological traits
indirectly by means of observing behaviour. Indeed, the whole modem field of
psychometrics, not to mention our systems of assessment in education, are built on
the supposition that unobservable traits are reflected in observable behaviour. As we
have seen, there was a tradition going back at least as far as the Lankavatara

of

determining a person's lineage based on observing his or her shedding of tears when

hearing the teachings pertaining to a particular yana. Even earlier is the attribution
to the Buddha of the "thirty two characteristics" {dvatrimsadvara-laksana)

of a

"great man" {mahdpurusa), which were regarded as the outward reflection of the
Buddha's inner perfection.

These thirty two characteristics may have been considered more a more reliable
indicator of spiritual achievement than any verbal or physical behaviour. As John
Powers observes:
A beautiful body was seen as a reflection of inner qualities that could be
verified by the senses. Fools and charlatans can make themselves appear
wise by mouthing words of wisdom but they cannot fake the body of a great
man.^^
This is a view with which Tsong-kha-pa appears to agree when he characterises
observable behaviour as an unreliable basis for logically deducing another person's
inner realisations. Tsong-kha-pa writes:
It is uncertain whether cognising irreversibility from special expressions is
unmistaken, because the inner realisations pertaining to irreversibility are
extremely hidden phenomena for that person [who lacks the power to read
others' minds].
Tsong-kha-pa is saying that unless one possesses the yogic power to read others'
minds it is impossible to know whether another person possesses the two extremely
stable streams of method and wisdom. And even if one were able to ascertain such
qualities in another person, the fact that he or she is destined to attain complete
enlightenment without ever falling to the level of a sravaka or pratyekabuddha

is

not something that can be logically proven; it can only be established through faith
in the teachings of the Buddha.
^^ John Powers, A Bull of a Man, (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2009), 227.
nogs pa dma' pa dag gis ni lus ngag gi tha snyad tsam zhig las dpog na 'khrul zhing/ tha snyad
khyadpar can phyir mi Idog gi rtogs pa la mi 'khrul ba ni ma nges te/phyir mi Idog gi nang gi rtogs
pa ni gang zag de la shin tu Ikog tu gyur pas io//Tsong-kha-pa, Legs bshad serphreng, vol.2 : 326.

mKhas-grub-ije takes a somewhat different position, and explains how the signs
establish that a bodhisattva is irreversible from highest enlightenment. However, the
proof he sets forth is unlikely to be of much practical use because, when trying to
establish that a certain subject is an irreversible bodhisattva, it is first necessary for
the person to whom the reason is presented (phyir rgol) to have already established
that the subject is a bodhisattva of sharp intelligence who abides on the path of
preparation.

mKhas-grub-ije presents two scenarios: (1) in the first case the person to whom the
reason is presented has already ascertained that the subject is a bodhisattva and
wants to ascertain whether he or she is a bodhisattva of sharp intelligence who
abides on the path of preparation; (2) in the second, the person to whom the reason
is presented has ascertained that the subject is a bodhisattva endowed with sharp
faculties and wants to ascertain whether he or she is irreversible from complete
enlightenment. He describes the two scenarios as follows:
[The subject is] a bodhisattva of sharp faculties on the path of preparation,
but the person to whom the reason is presented {phyir rgol) does not
ascertain he is of sharp faculties and on the path of preparation, merely that
he is a bodhisattva. Or alternatively, [the person to whom the reason is
presented] ascertains [the bodhisattva] is of sharp faculties [and abides] on
the path of preparation, but does not ascertain that it follows he is
irreversible from complete enlightenment.^"
Both scenarios imply that there exists some way to determine whether persons are
bodhisattvas and their relative stages of progress. But mKhas-grub-rje does not
explain how it is possible to recognise another person as a bodhisattva (much less
one who is of sharp intelligence who abides on the path of preparation).
byang sems sbyor lam pa dbang rnon yin pa la/ phyir rgol gyis sbyor lam pa dbang rnon yin par
ma nges shing/ byang sems tsam yin par nges pa'am/ sbyor lam pa dbang rnon yin par nges kyang de
nyid la rdzogs byang las phyir mi Idog pas khyab par ma nges par y//mKhas-grub-rje, rTogs dka'i
snang ba, 238.

8.4.5.2 Are spiritual realisations inherently unverifiable?
There appears to be a Buddhist tradition that certain spiritual realisations are only
certifiable in others by those who themselves possess such realisations. We have
seen, for example (in section 2.4.2), how the Chabbisodana Sutta teaches that
arhatship was certified by those who were already arhats. In chapter 7, we also saw
that Bu-ston claimed that the realisations of meditative equipoise were certifiable
only by people who had themselves attained the realisations of meditative equipoise
and had thereby established by means of their own experience the concomitance
between displaying the signs of irreversibility. And, as MacQueen has speculated,
the dharmabhanakas,, who were the first teachers of Mahayana teachers, were
bodhisattvas whose abilities extended to the recognition of cittotpada, and hence
bodhisattvahood, in others.

Traditional Buddhist discourse depends to some extent on accepting that certain
persons are qualified to teach and that others are obliged to listen. While the
authority to teach may derive partly from the recognition of academic knowledge,
authority may also derive from what we might think of as relative progress towards
enlightenment. In the former case comparisons between individuals may be
verifiable in the form of examinations (e.g., the Tibetan dge-bshes exams), but
measuring and comparing spiritual progress is much more difficult, and systems of
certification may even break down completely. If for whatever reason, this happens,
then we have seen there are at least two possible solutions: (1) the bar may raised so
high that no one can claim membership among the spiritual elite, which seems to be
a rather permanent condition since only the elite would have the authority to lower
the bar; (2) alternatively (or in addition) the problem can be postponed by
formulating a path that extends beyond the current lifetime so that measureable

spiritual progress is not presently possible. It is curious however, that despite these
two "solutions" having already been implemented several times in the history of
Buddhism, many contemporary teachers do indeed derive their authority in ways
that are difficult, if not impossible, to verify.
8.5 Final conclusion
The research undertaken in this thesis has led, 1 would argue, not only to a better
understanding of what irreversibility meant to Buddhists of different periods, but
because irreversibility is such an important feature in all presentations of the career
of a bodhisattva, we have also been able to use it as a point of reference to compare
some of the strands that make up the systematised bodhisattva path. Whether or not
we should think of these different strands as pointing to a shared underlying path
structure is not something that I have tried to determine in this study. Nevertheless,
the principle of being able to compare paths by means of correlating the point at
which spiritual attainments become immutable and the goal predestined has
provided us with a useful tool for investigating how the bodhisattva path evolved.
It was stated in the introduction that this study was something of a prolegomenon,
since it was basically structured around the overview {spyi don) of Tibetan
textbooks on the subject. Much of what is traditionally covered by Tibetan monks
who study the "Signs of Irreversibility" has therefore been left out. There has been
no detailed discussion of each sign (as enumerated by the Abhisamayalamkara) or
analysis of some of the debates generated by each sign. Nor has there been any
discussion of spiritual progress from a Madhyamika perspective, an important topic
that is part of the study of the "Signs of Irreversibility" in Gelugpa monasteries.
These remain topics for further investigation.

APPENDICES

1

1.1

Forty-four signs according to the

Abhisamayalamkara

Twenty signs displayed by bodhisattvas at the aids to penetration
{Abhisamayalamkara

IV : 40-44)

rupadibhyo nivrttis ca vicikitsa 'ksana-ksayau/
atmanah kusala-sthasya paresatn tan-niyojanam// 40 //
(1)

turning away from form and so forth;

(2)

extinction of doubt;

(3)

[extinction of rebirth in] inopportune circumstances;

(4)

oneself abiding in virtue and enjoining others to do so;

parMhdrah ca danadi gambhire 'rthe 'py akamksanam/
maitram kayady asamvdsah pancadhavaranena ca// 41 //
(5)

[the perfections of] giving and so forth based [exchanging oneself with]
others;

(6)

no hesitation regarding even profound matters;

(7)

friendly [deeds of] body and so forth [i.e., of speech and mind];

(8)

no meeting with the five hindrences;

sarvdnusaya-hanah ca smrti-samprajhatd suci/
civaradi sarire ca krmmdm asamudbhavah// 42 //
(9)

destruction of all latent tendencies;

(10) mindful and alert;
(11) robes and so forth are clean;
(12) no worms in the body;

cittakautilyam adanam dhutasydmatsardditd/
dharmmata-yukta-gdmitvam lokartham narakaisand// 43 //
(13) no crookedness in the mind;
(14) taking on the [twelve] ascetic practices;

(15)

not miserly and so forth;

(16)

progressing while yoked to the nature of dharma;

(17)

seeking hell for the sake of the world;

pamir aneyata
marasydnya-mdrgopadesinah/
mdra ity avabodhas ca caryd buddhdnumoditd//

44 //

(18)

not led astray by others;

(19)

knowing "[This is the work of] Mara" when Mara teaches
other paths;

(20)

1.2

[engaging in] activity that pleases the buddhas.

Sixteen signs displayed by bodhisattvas on the path of seeing
{Abhisamaydlamkdra

IV : 47-51)

mpddi-samjha-vydvrttir
ydnayor vinivrttis ca

ddrdhyam cittasya hmayoh/
dhydnddy-anga-pariksayah//47//

(1)

turning back from the perception (samjhd) of form and so forth;

(2)

stability of the mind [of enlightenment];

(3)

turning away from the deficient vehicles (i.e., HTnayana);

(4)

complete extinction' of the branches of the dhydnas and so forth;

kdya-ceto-laghutvam ca
sadaiva brahma-cdhtvam

kdma-sevdbhyupdyikT/
djivasya visuddhatd// 48 //

(5)

hghtness of body and mind;

(6)

skill in using desire;

(7)

always celibate;

(8)

livelihood completely pure;

skandhdddv antardyesu sambhare sendriyddike/
samare matsarddau ca neti yogdnuyogayoh// 49 //
vihdra-pratisedhas ca ... //50a//
' Regarding this term Conze writes: "Editions read pariksaya, Tib. Trsl. has yongs su zad pa, but
A[sta] xvii 332 has parijaya, and the context demands it". Edward Conzt,
Ahhisamayalanlara,
(Rome: Istituto Italiano per il Medio ed Estremo Orrente, 1954), 147.

(9)

avoiding dwelling on, being occupied, or preoccupied with the
skandhas and so forth;

(10) [avoiding dwelling on, being occupied, or preoccupied with] the
hindrances;
(11) [avoiding dwelling on, being occupied, or preoccupied with] the
accumulations;
(12) [avoiding abiding occupied or preoccupied with] the battle with the
sense faculties and so forth;
(13) [avoiding

dwelling

on, being

occupied,

or preoccupied

miserliness and so forth;

dharmmasyanor alabdhata/
niscitatvam sva-bhumau ca bhumi-tritaya-samsthitih//

50b-d //

(14) not taking even an atom of dharmas as a basis;
(15) sure of one's own level, standing firmly on the three levels;

dharmmartham jivita-tyaga

... ///51a//

(16) sacrificing [one's] life for the sake of dharma.
1.3

Eight signs displayed by bodhisattvas on the path of cultivation
{Abhisamayalamkara IV : 59 ; not included within the "Signs" chapter)

utpdde ca nirodhe ca tathatdydm gabhirata/
jneye jnane ca carydydm advayopdya-kausala// 59 //
Comprehension of profound
(1)

production;

(2)

cessation;

(3)

suchness;

(4)

the obj ect of knowledge;

(5)

knowledge;

(6)

activity;

(7)

non-duality;

(8)

skill-in-means;
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Thirty-five signs according to the Brhattlka

To. 3808, ff. 225A In.l - 2 2 5 B In.l
(1)

de bzhin nyid la gnyis su med par

seeing suchness non-dualistically;

mthong ba

(2)

thams cad las phyir Idog pa

turning away from all [dharmas];

(3)

ston pa gzhan la rim gro byed pa

not engaging in inferior religious

la sags pa chos ngan pa med pa

practices such as venerating other
[non-Buddhist] teachers;

(4)

mi khom par skye ba med pa

not

rebirth

in

the

[eight]

inopportune states;
(5)

mi dge ba'i las kyi lam spangs pa

abandonment of the path of nonvirtuous action;

(6)

(7)

(8)

(9)

dge ba'i las kyi lam yongs

su

thoroughly completion of the path

rdzogs par byed pa

of virtuous action;

sems can thams cad kyi don du

for the welfare of all sentient

pha rol tu phyin pa thams cad

beings, thorough completion of all

yongs su rdzogs par byed pa

the pdramitds.,

sems can thams cad kyi don du

mastering

gsung rab yan lag bcu gnyis kyi

twelve categories of scripture for

chos kun chub par byed pa

the welfare of all sentient beings;

chos zab mo la nem nur med pa

having no uncertainty about the

the

dharmas

profound dharma;

of

the

(10)

lus ngag dang/ yid kyi las

'jam

gentleness
physical,

zhing byams par Idan pa

and
verbal,

friendliness
and

in

mental

actions;

(11)

(12)

(13)

sgrib pa mam pa Inga dang du mi

not taking on the five types of

len pa

hindrance;

bag la nyal ba rnam pa bdun med

not having the seven types

pa

latent tendencies (anusaya);

dran pa dang shes bzhin du Idan

engaging

pa'i spyod lam can

imbued with mindfulness and self-

in

behaviour

of

that

is

possession;

(14)

(15)

(16)

gtsang sbrar spyod pa la sogs pa

engaging in conduct that is clean

dang Man pa

and pure;

lus

la srin

bu'i

rigs stong

mi

the

[eighty] thousand

types

'byung ba

worms not arising in one's body;

lus dang ngag dang sems yongs su

purity of body, speech and mind;

of

dag pa
(17)

dod pa chung la chog shes shing

relying on the [twelve]

ascetic

sbyangs pa'i yon tan la brten pa

practices, and being content with
little desire;

(18)

ser sna la sogs pa med pa

not

having

miserliness

and

so

awareness

that

is

forth;

(19)

(20)

bio brtan zhing zab pa la sogs pa

possessing

dang Idan pa

steady and deep, etc.;

bdud la sogs pas mi 'phrogs pa

not robbed by Mara etc.;

(21)

dring mi 'jog pa

not putting into effect the ways [of
others];

(22)

shes rab kyi pha rol tu phyin pa la dependence on the perfection of
brten pa

wisdom;

(23)

bdud kyi las rtogs pa

recognising the work of Mara;

(24)

mi skye ba'i chos la bzod pa thob

attainment of the certitude that

pa

dharmas are not produced;

(25) phyir Idog pa dang phyir mi Idog
pa

turning away [from the levels of
sravaka and pratyekabuddha]

and

not turning away [from highest
enlightenment];
(26)

bsam gtan dang ting nge 'dzin not reaching the fhiits of dhydna,
dang snyoms par 'jug pa'i 'bras bu

samadhi and samahita;

la mi reg pa
(27) gzugs la sags pa'i chos thams cad
Ihur mi len pa

including form and so forth;

(28) pha rol tu phyin pa rnams la sbyor

(29)

(30)

not taking interest in any dharmas

excellence in the four types of

ba rnam pa bzhi phun sum tshogs

practice

pa

pdramitds;

sbyin pa'i 'bras bu gzhan mi dga'

no wish that others are displeased

bar 'gyur ba la sogs pa la mi re ba

etc. with the fruits of giving;

rdo rje'i rigs Inga phyi

[possesses] the power of being

'brang ba la sogs pa'i dbang

bzhin

with

respect

to

the

followed etc. by the five vajra
families;

(31) sngags dang bzo ngan pa la mi
brten pa

no

dependence

on

spells

or

witchcraft;

(32) gtam ngan pa'i sbyor ba las Idog

turning away from the practice of

cing yang dag pa'i las dang bsam

bad talk, and engaging in pure

pa la 'jug pa

activities and thoughts;

(33)

rang gi sa la the tshom medpa

no doubt about one's level;

(34)

chos yongs sii bzung ba'i phyir

[willingness

srog kyang yongs su gtong ba

one's life for the sake of dharma;

chos bzung ba mams chud mi gson

does not let those dharmas that

pa

have been

(35)

waste.

to]

sacrifice

apprehended

even

go to
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Nineteen signs according to tlie

Amnayanusarini

Excerpts from: To. 3811, ff. 217A In.l - 225B ln.6
(1)

de bzhin nyid la gnyis su med pa

seeing non-duality in suchness;

mthong ba

(2)

ston pa gzhan la yang dag par gus

not engaging in inferior religious

pa la sags pa dman pa'i chos med

practices such as venerating

pa

other [i.e., non-Buddhist]
teachers;

(3)

ngan song du skye ba med pa

no rebirth in the lower realms;

(4)

dge ba bcu la bdag nyid kyis gnas

having dwelt in [the practice of]

nas pha rol pho mams de la yang

the ten virtues oneself, enjoining

dag par 'godpa

others to do so;

sems can thams cad kyi don du yan

thoroughly investigating the

lag bcu gnyis pa chos yongs su

twelve links [of interdependent

tshol ba

origination] for the sake of all

(5)

sentient beings;
(6)

sems rnam par dag pa

purity of mind;

(7)

mas pa la sogs pa Ihur byedpa

striving for devotion and so
forth;

(8)

bdud la sogs pa rnams kyis mi

not robbed by Mara etc.;

'phrogs pa
(9)

pha rol pos rab tu khyer ba nyid

no falling to the level of

kyis nyan thos la sogs pa'i sa la

srdvakas etc. due to being swept

Itung ba med pa

away by others;

(10)

bdud kyis nye bar bstan pa la bdud

recognition that what Mara

kyi smra ha nyid rtogs pa

teaches is just the doctrine of
Mara;

(11)

mi skye ba'i chos la bzod pa thob

attainment of certitude that

pa

dharmas are not produced;

(12)

phyir mi Idog pa nyid

irreversibility itself;

(13)

bsam gtan gyi 'bras bu mi 'dodpa

no desire for the fruits of
dhydna;

(14)

'dod pa na spyod pa'i chos rnams

striving for "rebirth in the desire

la gnas par byed de zhes bya ba ni

realm" as a result of having seen

sems can gyi don mthong bas 'dod that "effecting abiding in the
pa'i khams su skye ba zhes bya ba

dharmas of action in the desire

Ihur byed pa

realm" means [accomplishing]
the welfare of sentient beings;

(15)

phyag na rdo rje gnod sbyin gyi

the power of the

dbang po rtag tu phyi bzhin 'brang

always following behind, which

ba yang dag par shes par byed pa'i

is the cause of effecting correct

rgyu

knowledge;

smon lam ci Ita bar skye ba la sogs

pure thought that effects the

pa sgrub par byed pa'i rnam par

accomplishment of rebirth etc. in

dag pa'i bsam pa nyid

accordance with one's prayers;

(17)

rang gi sa la the tshom medpa

no doubts about one's level;

(18)

chos yongs su bzung ba'i don du

sacrificing even one's life for the

srog kyang yongs su gtong ba

sake of thoroughly apprehending

(16)

dharma;

Vajrapani

(19)

yongs su gzung ba'i chos rnams la no doubt about thoroughly
the tshom medpa

apprehended dharmas.
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