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“Bhikkhu Anālayo has devoted much of his career to the study, translation, and explication of early Buddhism, with the result that he is eminently qualified for this undertaking. A deep and wide-ranging conversation between the Āgamas and the Perfection of Wisdom, The Perfection of Wisdom in First Bloom challenges conventional scholarship and opens up new horizons. The ‘new early Buddhism’ of The Perfection of Wisdom in First Bloom is a step toward revitalizing an ‘old early Buddhism’ that has lost its bearings, encouraging us to gaze afresh and appreciate the beauty and diversity of the plants that flower in the abundant gardens of Buddhist ideas. New textual and ideational colligations/juxtapositions open new pathways of understanding. Clearly and persuasively written, well-grounded in the philology of the possible, The Perfection of Wisdom in First Bloom captures the spirit of the remarkable moment in which we all live.”

—Peter Skilling, author of Buddha’s Words for Tough Times

“In this ground-breaking study, the Venerable Anālayo turns his attention to the Aṣṭasāhasrikā Prajñāpāramitā (Perfection of Wisdom in Eight Thousand Lines), commonly thought to be the fountainhead of the Perfection of Wisdom tradition. Taking us on a tour through the entire work in the form of its two earliest witnesses, the Gāndhārī fragment and the first Chinese translation by Lokakṣema—in effect, the Aṣṭa before it was the Aṣṭa—Anālayo stops repeatedly to illuminate points of interest along the way, highlighting the continuities with the Nikāyas and Āgamas of the pre-existing Buddhist tradition while contextualizing the innovations. Written in lucid and persuasive prose and packed with insight and erudition, this study will prove an indispensable guide for any reader of this foundational Mahāyāna sūtra.”

—Paul Harrison, George Edwin Burnell Professor of Religious Studies, Stanford University 








Prajñāpāramitā might be interpreted also as the “translation” of significant parts of traditional Buddhist thought and practice into a new system of thought and language.

(ZACCHETTI 2015B, 176)
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Foreword by His Holiness the Dalai Lama
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In The Perfection of Wisdom in First Bloom, Bhikkhu Anālayo offers a profound exploration of the early stages of the Prajñāpāramitā tradition, tracing its origins to Lord Buddha’s teachings found in the Āgama and Pāli Nikāya traditions.

The author reminds us that wisdom arises not in isolation but through compassion and understanding. The dialogue between Śāriputra and Subhūti reflects the universal journey we all share—transcending intellectual understanding to directly realize interdependence and emptiness. Bhikkhu Anālayo’s scholarship and dedication draw readers to the timeless relevance of these teachings in today’s world.

The book serves as a valuable guide for both practitioners and academics. It emphasizes not only the importance of study but also the embodiment of wisdom’s transformative power in daily life. Bhikkhu Anālayo’s engagement with early texts and his humility in presenting their insights embody the spirit of Lord Buddha’s teachings.

The Perfection of Wisdom in First Bloom inspires those seeking to follow the path of wisdom and compassion. It reminds us that, as we cultivate inner transformation, we must also contribute to the harmony and well-being of all sentient beings.
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THE PRESENT BOOK explores a selection of central notions and protagonists in the “Perfection of Wisdom in Eight Thousand [Lines],” Aṣṭasāhasrikā Prajñāpāramitā,1 more specifically in its two earliest versions currently available. One of these is a manuscript belonging to the so-called Split Collection, written on birchbark in the Gāndhārī language and Kharoṣṭhī script, with radiocarbon dating locating the production of this manuscript in the environs of the first to the earlier part of the second century of the present era.2 The other version is a translation into Chinese undertaken by Lokakṣema and his collaborators in the later part of the second century,3 presumably based on a Gāndhārī original.4 Given the foundational role of members of the Aṣṭasāhasrikā textual family for Prajñāpāramitā literature in general,5 these two versions provide a window on an early stage in a mode of thought and practice that was to be of lasting influence on later Buddhist traditions.

My exploration intends to complement existing perspectives on Prajñāpāramitā literature, often based on later traditions, by providing instead a relationship to ideas and developments that form part of the teachings of early Buddhism.6 Because in what follows I attempt to provide a different perspective, my discussions of relevant dimensions of early Buddhism need to take up, at times in quite some detail, areas that are not necessarily of direct relevance to the passage at hand from the Perfection of Wisdom. In other words, I will regularly indulge in digressions, as these enable me to provide what I deem necessary for a full appreciation of the overall perspective on the Perfection of Wisdom that I attempt to develop.

For the purpose of exploring relevant early Buddhist ideas and developments, I rely on Āgama literature as my source material, that is, on texts stemming for the most part from the Pāli Nikāyas and their Āgama parallels,7 extant mainly in Chinese but also at times in Gāndhārī, Sanskrit, and Tibetan. Throughout, my presentation does not intend to promote monocausal explanations, instead of which relevant aspects of early Buddhist thought are meant to be seen as just one type of influence operating within a broad web of interrelated causes and conditions responsible for the phenomenon or development under discussion. It is thus only due to the particular angle I have adopted for the present investigation that this type of influence receives the main share of attention.

Due to the same limitation, the result of my attempt to explore an early stage in the emergence of Prajñāpāramitā thought in this way can only be an additional perspective. In other words, my study is certainly not supposed to present any kind of final word on the meanings and implications of Prajñāpāramitā teachings. Instead, it is just a humble attempt, situated within the confines of my limited knowledge of Mahāyāna thought, to further our understanding of this fascinating dimension in the history of Buddhist philosophy and soteriology by adopting one specific perspective.

My presentation follows the thirty chapters of Lokakṣema’s translation, a division that differs from the thirty-two chapters of the Sanskrit text; the divergence starts with the third chapter. To facilitate consultation of my exploration alongside what, for the Sanskrit version, is still the standard translation, I refer to the relevant section in Conze (1973/1975) at the outset of each of my chapters. The first chapter in Lokakṣema’s translation (as well as in the other versions) is particularly long and rich, hence even just commenting on a selection of its presentations has resulted in a rather long discussion. Several subsequent chapters in Lokakṣema’s translation, however, are comparatively short and call for less comment, wherefore in such cases I combine more than one such chapter in my treatment.8 In the conclusion, I attempt to relate my exploration in the preceding pages to the much-discussed topic of the origins of Mahāyāna.

Each of my chapters begins by briefly identifying the main ideas that have been introduced in this part of the text and that I will be taking up for closer study.9 These identifications are only meant as reference points, which due to their succinctness do not reflect the full richness of the material found in the respective parts of the text. Moreover, as I tend to disregard repetitions of themes already mentioned in earlier chapters, my brief introductions do not adequately reflect the structure of the whole text.10 At times, I take up a certain topic only when commenting on a chapter in which this becomes particularly prominent and thus not invariably at its first occurrence in the whole text.

Following these brief introductions, the remainder of each of my chapters works through the selected topics, exploring the textual developments that appear to provide a perspective on the particular idea or notion under discussion. My hope is that in this way the present book could be consulted alongside reading through the Aṣṭasāhasrikā Prajñāpāramitā, or else readers may choose particular topics from the list of contents that seem to them to be of interest. The end of each of my chapters offers a summary of the main points that have been covered, in the form of at first recapping the chief topics in a single sentence and then providing more details, which could be relied on for deciding whether my actual treatment merits a full reading.

A colophon to the Gāndhārī manuscript refers to the copied text just as “the Perfection of Wisdom” ( prañaparamida).11 The title of Lokakṣema’s translation also does not mention eight thousand or any other number (道行般若經), and Karashima (2011, 1n1) surmises that at an earlier stage its title may have just been “the Perfection of Wisdom” or else the same together with the qualification of being “Great.”12 This hopefully justifies my use of just the phrase “the Perfection of Wisdom” in the following pages to refer to the two texts that form the basis of my study as well as to the quality or realization that is their central concern,13 in the understanding that the reference in the title of the Sanskrit version to eight thousand lines would be the result of a later development.14 When referring to material from the Nikāyas and Āgamas, I in turn just use the expression “Āgama literature.”15 On the relatively rare occasions of referring to the traditional commentary, the Abhisamayālaṃkārālokā Prajñāpāramitāvyākhyā by Haribhadra,16 I do so by using just the name of its author.17

Overall, I have endeavored to present the main part of my discussion in each chapter in a way that remains accessible to a general audience, relegating more specific points of scholarly interest to the endnotes.18 Although it is not really possible to draw a hard and fast line between these two parts of my presentation, as a rule of thumb the text in the main body of the book is aimed at a readership of Buddhist practitioners, in order to introduce these to current research, including my own, in a way that can supplement a reading of the Perfection of Wisdom. Conversely, the notes are for the most part written with my academic colleagues in mind.

I also would like to alert readers from both of these audiences to the fact that my main area of research is early Buddhism, wherefore by venturing into the field of early Mahāyāna I am exploring an area in which I have less expertise.19 In addition, I lack the language abilities required for consulting relevant research published in Japanese.20 It follows that assessments I offer of early Mahāyāna thought, unless these rely on other scholars specializing in the field, are probably best taken with a grain of salt.21

Lokakṣema’s translation of the Perfection of Wisdom comes with a preface written by the fourth-century Chinese scholar-monk Dào’ān (道安), in which he introduces the text to the Chinese audience by highlighting some of its significant features and teachings. In the course of this preface, Dào’ān provides an illustration of the depth of the Perfection of Wisdom that can perhaps also serve as a preface to the ensuing pages. The relevant part reads as follows:22

One who ascends it, however high one may go, can still not mount it; one who wades into it, however deep one may go, can still not fathom it. One who considers it, though one is vitally concerned, cannot encompass it; one who inquires after it, though one may measure it, cannot take its full measure.






On Chapter 1

[image: Image]

THE FIRST CHAPTER of Lokakṣema’s translation of the Perfection of Wisdom, which aligns with the first chapter of the Sanskrit version translated by Conze (1973/1975, 83–95), begins with the Buddha inviting Subhūti to expound the Perfection of Wisdom to bodhisattvas in the audience. This invitation occasions a dialogue between Śāriputra and Subhūti, following which Subhūti approaches his task by way of exemplification, that is, by speaking from the viewpoint of the Perfection of Wisdom itself, in order to deconstruct the very notion of a “bodhisattva.” The remainder of the first chapter then continues engaging in what could be referred to as “the rhetoric of emptiness,” applied to the five aggregates, for example, as well as expounding the nature of a bodhisattva or mahāsattva, a “great being,” and of the Mahāyāna.

In what follows I will explore three main topics: the evolution of the bodhisattva ideal (with a closer look at the same phenomenon in the Pāli traditions), the roles accorded to Śāriputra and Subhūti, and the rhetoric of emptiness.

THE BODHISATTVA PATH

After reporting the Buddha’s whereabouts, the text continues in the dialogue mode, which characterizes most of the Perfection of Wisdom, except for its last chapters. The onset of this dialogue mode takes the form of the Buddha addressing Subhūti, which in the Gāndhārī manuscript version proceeds in the following manner:23


There the Blessed One addressed the venerable Subhūti: “As to the Perfection of Wisdom of a [bodhisattva], a great being, reveal, [Subhūti], how a bodhisattva, a great being, may set out in the Perfection of Wisdom.”

This opening statement conveniently reflects the centrality of the bodhisattva ideal for the whole of the Perfection of Wisdom. Behind the genesis of this bodhisattva ideal stands a complex interaction of various trajectories. In subsequent chapters I will have occasion to take up in more detail the notion of a particular way of conduct over a series of past lives that leads to the realization of Buddhahood (see below p. 93), the idea of receiving a prediction of becoming a Buddha in the future (see below p. 106), the intrinsic superiority of those on the bodhisattva path over other Buddhist practitioners (see below p. 194), the need to have a male body for progress to Buddhahood (see below p. 203), and a narrative involving a bodhisattva in quest of the Perfection of Wisdom (see below p. 250). Leaving aside these dimensions for the time being, in the present chapter I begin by summarizing the findings of other scholars regarding the level of development of the bodhisattva ideal evident in the Perfection of Wisdom. Then I look at stages in the development of the bodhisattva concept evident in Āgama literature. By way of further contextualization, I survey related developments manifesting in later Pāli literature.

Before delving into these three topics, however, I need to say a few words on Āgama discourses as my source material for discerning stages in the development of the bodhisattva ideal and for exploring various other topics in the course of my study. A complete set of such discourses from one reciter tradition is extant in Pāli; similar material transmitted by other reciter traditions is extant mainly in Chinese, Gāndhārī, Sanskrit, and Tibetan. Unlike the Pāli discourse collections, a complete set of these discourse collections has not been preserved by other transmission lineages.

As a rule of thumb, basic agreement between different extant parallel versions of a particular teaching can generally be considered to provide evidence for early Buddhism. The term “early Buddhism” here is meant to designate mainly the development of Buddhist thought during the pre-Aśokan period, characterized by reliance on solely oral means of textual production and transmission.24 Needless to say, the employment of the term “early Buddhism” is not intended to convey the idea of some sort of monolithic entity, instead of which it refers to a period during which a range of different developments took place.

In principle, an agreement between discourse parallels is stronger evidence for such early Buddhist thought than a teaching found in a discourse only extant in a single reciter tradition. Although this can simply be the outcome of the vagaries of transmission, in particular the circumstance that we do not have complete discourse collections of other reciter traditions, the evidence provided by such a discourse is not as strong as it would be if the position or teaching in question were to be preserved also by parallel versions from other reciter traditions. Conversely, when parallel versions disagree in relation to a particular position or teaching, then examining such variation can help illuminate developments underway in one form or another in the respective reciter traditions, whether they stem from errors in oral transmission or new perspectives and ideas that have influenced this transmission.

In general, the process of committing these discourses to writing appears to have begun before the beginning of the Common Era. In the case of the Pāli discourses, it seems that their oral transmission had already reached a stage of closure, in terms of no longer incorporating major new developments, by about the time of King Aśoka, roughly speaking.25 The main reason appears to be that by then attention increasingly shifted to other forms of textual articulation, mainly the evolving Abhidharma for doctrinal exegesis as well as various narratives, such as stories of the Buddha Śākyamuni’s past lives, for other teaching purposes. These became the arenas for formulating innovative ideas during the ongoing process of negotiation between the teachings believed to originate from the Buddha and the various exigencies of the social, cultural, and geographical situations in which the reciters and teachers of Dharma found themselves.

For the parallels to the Pāli discourses extant in Chinese translation a similar scenario probably holds, with one notable exception in a collection of numerically ascending discourses, the Ekottarikāgama. This collection differs from the other extant discourse collections by showing clear evidence of having incorporated material at a relatively late stage, namely as part of a revision of the previously undertaken translation, both occurring in China.26 In relation to the evolution of the bodhisattva ideal, this collection shows clear influence of already existing, mature Mahāyāna thought.27 For this reason, it needs to be set apart from other discourses as source material for early Buddhism. As a way of signaling that I am excluding this collection from a particular assessment of early Buddhist thought, I will use the phrase “the Pāli discourses and their parallels (leaving aside the Ekottarikāgama).” This phrase intends to convey a more restricted scope, in the sense of not taking into account occurrences in the Ekottarikāgama, in particular those not supported by parallels in other discourse collections, which is indeed characteristic of most, though not all, of the instances that contain interpolated material found in this collection.

In general, I think it is fair to propose that the main teachings found in the Pāli discourses and their parallels (leaving aside the Ekottarikāgama) form a backdrop to the setting within which the Perfection of Wisdom would have evolved. Nevertheless, in the course of my exploration of the emergence of the bodhisattva ideal and related notions, I try to leave open the possibility of influences operating in both directions,28 allowing for the very nature of the developments examined to reveal, whenever and to whatever extent that is possible, which cluster of ideas influenced the other.

The Stage of Evolution Evident in the Perfection of Wisdom

For appreciating the stage of evolution of the bodhisattva ideal evident in the Aṣṭasāhasrikā Prajñāpāramitā, in what follows I survey selected assessments by other scholars. Zacchetti (2015b, 173) offers the following observation: “Supreme awakening [of a Buddha] is not proposed as a universal goal by Prajñāpāramitā texts, and in fact the Aṣṭasāhasrikā is very explicit in depicting the bodhisattva path as a difficult career for a few exceptional individuals.”29 In the same vein, Nattier (2003a, 175 and 132) points out that the Aṣṭasāhasrikā Prajñāpāramitā and other early Mahāyāna texts “stop short of urging all beings to become bodhisattvas. On the contrary, they recognize that not all beings have the capacity to become Buddhas, and that the śrāvaka and not the bodhisattva path is appropriate for some,” adding that “this nonuniversalist position was actually quite widespread, especially in the early stages of the production of Mahāyāna literature.” In fact, “the expectation that a bodhisattva’s compassion should be manifest in the world here and now appears to have been largely unknown in medieval India.” 

Lethcoe (1977, 273) explains that a dominant theme, particularly among the early versions of the Aṣṭasāhasrikā Prajñāpāramitā textual family, is that “a Bodhisattva’s primary efforts should be directed towards winning enlightenment and then fulfilling the vows to teach in a spirit of friendliness to all beings.” Lethcoe (1977, 270–71) also notes that a bodhisattva’s gaining of “irreversibility represented an opportunity to escape this world and to roam henceforth from one pure Buddhafield to another listening to Tathāgatas preaching the Dharma.” The Aṣṭasāhasrikā “does not respond to the criticism that irreversible Bodhisattvas who only course from pure Buddhafield to Buddhafield have abandoned beings, but we may surmise that its response would be that this is the fastest way of winning enlightenment, i.e. gaining the state where one can best benefit others.”

In fact, a significant feature particularly evident in the stage of development attested in the Gāndhārī manuscript version and Lokakṣema’s translation appears to be the lack of a central role accorded to compassion. Karashima (2013c, 173) observes: “It is quite remarkable that expressions concerning compassion . . . are often wanting in the oldest versions, namely the first three Chinese translations, though later ones give a great deal of elaboration on this theme.”

Commenting on Lokakṣema’s translation of the Perfection of Wisdom, Fronsdal (1998/2014, 131) remarks that “contrary to later Indian (as well as modern) views of the bodhisattva as an altruistic practitioner, performing deeds for the benefit of others does not appear as a significant activity for the bodhisattva.” In fact, “[e]ven the frequently promoted practice of giving others copies of the Perfection of Wisdom is advocated because of the great merit to be gained by the giver” (134–35). Moreover, “there is no indication of an ideal to postpone one’s buddhahood in order to work for the benefit of all beings while one is still a bodhisattva. There is, however, a concern with becoming a buddha quickly, in as few lifetimes as possible” (136). In sum, the position taken in this way in the Perfection of Wisdom “suggests that at the time of its composition the original motivation for attaining buddhahood was not centrally concerned with altruistic regard for others” (132).30 In relation to early Mahāyāna texts in general, Nattier (2003a, 147) offers the following assessment of such motivation:

[P]art of the appeal of the bodhisattva path was the glory of striving for the highest achievement that the Buddhist repertoire had to offer. It is thus to the mentality of such people as Olympic athletes (“going for the gold”) or Marine Corps recruits (“the few, the proud, the brave”) that we probably should look if we want to understand what propelled these pioneering bodhisattvas to take on such a gargantuan task. It is equally clear that such a difficult career would never have appealed—and indeed, was never intended to appeal—to all members of the Buddhist community. The initial introduction of the bodhisattva path thus appears not as the substitution of the goal of Buddhahood for that of Arhatship but the addition of a new alternative for Buddhist practice, one that was viewed at least in the beginning as appropriate only for those “few good men” who would venture to take it on.

In sum, at the early stage in the evolution of the bodhisattva ideal evident in the Perfection of Wisdom, dedication to progress to Buddhahood emerges as an option for the few. A central concern of those rare beings who embark on this path appears to be the wish to reach their goal as quickly as possible, and acting for the benefit of others has its place primarily when Buddhahood has been successfully achieved.

Connotations of the Term “Bodhisattva”

Har Dayal (1932/1970, 43) explains that “Gautama Buddha speaks of himself as a bodhisatta, when he refers to the time before the attainment of Enlightenment. This seems to be the earliest signification of the word. It was applied to Gautama Buddha as he was in his last earthly life.”31

When employed in this usage, the term “bodhisattva” mainly conveys the idea of Śākyamuni having gone forth in quest of awakening, without any explicit relationship to the compassionate wish to benefit others. At least in Āgama thought, his compassion does not feature as the motivational force leading to his awakening but much rather comes to the fore with his teaching activities once he had become a Buddha. The perspective that emerges in this way aligns with the stage of the bodhisattva ideal evident in the Perfection of Wisdom, where compassion has not yet reached the eminent position that it eventually was to acquire.

A Pāli discourse and its Chinese parallel explicitly depict the nature of Śākyamuni’s motivation. This can best be illustrated with the following two excerpts taken from the Chinese version, the first of which concerns his aspiration to set out on the path to awakening and the second his report of having successfully reached awakening:32

Formerly, when I had not yet awakened to supreme, complete awakening, I thought also like this: “I am actually subject to disease myself, and I naively seek for what is subject to disease; I am actually subject to aging, subject to death, subject to worry and sadness, subject to defilement myself, and I naively seek for what is subject to defilement. What if I now rather seek for the supreme peace of Nirvana, which is free from disease, seek for the supreme peace of Nirvana, which is free from aging, free from death, free from worry and sadness, and free from defilement?”

Seeking for the supreme peace of Nirvana, which is free from disease, I in turn attained the supreme peace of Nirvana, which is free from disease. Seeking for the supreme peace of Nirvana, which is free from aging, free from death, free from worry and sadness, and free from defilement, I in turn attained the supreme peace of Nirvana, which is free from aging, free from death, free from worry and sadness, and free from defilement. Arousing knowledge, arousing vision, I was concentrated on the qualities pertinent to awakening. I knew as it really is that birth has been extinguished, the holy life has been established, what had to be done has been done, and there will be no experiencing of a further existence.

The Pāli version proceeds similarly, differing insofar as it does not refer to the qualities “pertinent to awakening” (bodhipākṣika). It additionally mentions the condition of being subject to birth alongside the predicaments of disease, aging, death, etc. Apart from such minor variations, however, the two parallels concord that Śākyamuni’s motivation to set out in quest of awakening was to liberate himself.

The term “bodhisattva” in this usage would be applicable to Śākyamuni mainly for the narrative period between the first and the second of the two excerpts translated above, that is, from his going forth to his actual awakening. Yet, already in Āgama literature a broadening in the scope of meaning of the term can be discerned. Relevant to this broadening is the circumstance that, in order to refer to him before he went forth, the alternative possibility of using the name Gautama was clearly not considered appropriate. Āgama literature shows the employment of this name to be characteristic of non-Buddhists, in contrast to his disciples, who prefer to refer to him by an honorific epithet like “Blessed One” (bhagavat). In fact, a Pāli discourse and parallels in Sanskrit and Chinese report that the recently awakened Buddha explicitly told those who were to become his first disciples that they should not address him by his name, Gautama.33 This procedure concords with an apparent general reluctance in the ancient setting to refer to a respected person by their name.34

Since at this stage in the evolution of Buddhist thought there was only a single bodhisattva—the Buddha Śākyamuni during the time of his quest for awakening—it would in a way be natural to extend the usage of the expression “the bodhisattva” to the time of his life preceding his going forth. An example in case can be seen in the Buddha’s report that his mother passed away soon after his birth. In a Pāli discourse depicting various marvels related to the Buddha, this takes the following form: “Seven days after the bodhisattva has been born, Ānanda, the mother of the bodhisattva passes away and arises in the Tuṣita Heaven.”35 In this way, the Buddha here refers to himself as “the bodhisattva.”

Notably, this discourse proceeds further, as it also covers Śākyamuni’s previous life in Tuṣita. The Buddha reports, in obvious reference to himself, that “the bodhisattva” was born in Tuṣita, stayed there, and passed away from there endowed with mindfulness and clear comprehension.36 The Chinese parallel does not mention the death of the mother at all; in relation to Śākyamuni’s previous life in Tuṣita, it does not use the term “bodhisattva.”37 The significant contribution made by these Pāli passages appears to be that they extend the meaning of the term “bodhisattva” to comprise the period of Śākyamuni’s life prior to his going forth, even to the extent of including his former life in the Tuṣita realm.

Another and similarly significant extension in meaning of the term “bodhisattva” can be seen in a discourse dedicated to providing details of the lineage of six previous Buddhas that according to the traditional account preceded Śākyamuni; the first of these is Vipaśyin and the last Kāśyapa. The Pāli discourses and their parallels (leaving aside the Ekottarikāgama) only know these six predecessors. With later tradition, the listing expands considerably and comes to comprise various other previous Buddhas, among them also Dīpaṃkara (see below p. 93).38

Although the set of six previous Buddhas must be comparatively early, the descriptions given in the relevant discourse are the result of some developments, based on incorporating textual material from the other discourse, just mentioned above, which depicts various marvels of the Buddha Śākyamuni. In a way such borrowing of portions of text is only natural, since the depiction of the lineage of Buddhas provides a template for central events that are believed to happen in the same basic manner in the lives of different Buddhas.39 Hence, to rely on descriptions of the Buddha Śākyamuni in another discourse to provide more details to flesh out this template is an obvious choice. As a result, the parts of the Pāli discourse on former Buddhas that appears to incorporate textual material from the depiction of marvels naturally use the term “bodhisattva” that is already found in this depiction. However, in its new context, the term now refers to the former Buddha Vipaśyin. This usage contrasts with a subsequent part of the same discourse, which instead speaks of him as the “prince” Vipaśyin.40 This change of terminology confirms the impression that an incorporation of textual material has taken place, and this has not been appropriately adjusted to its context. This could have been done by using the term “bodhisattva” continuously from then on or else by replacing occurrences of the term “bodhisattva” with the term “prince.”41

As far as the term “bodhisattva” is concerned, its application to Vipaśyin significantly broadens its compass, as the term now refers no longer only to Śākyamuni but also to previous Buddhas during the time before their awakening. The bodhisattva has become a bodhisattva. Combined with the extension of the term to comprise not only the youth of a Buddha-to-be before going forth but even a past life, the generic concept of a bodhisattva emerges.

The above developments would in turn have set the stage for subsequent evolutions in meaning of the term “bodhisattva.” This applies not only to the Perfection of Wisdom and other early Mahāyāna texts but also to later texts in the Pāli tradition, which I examine next. My discussion in what follows thereby moves beyond the general parameters of my exploration of the Perfection of Wisdom from the viewpoint of Āgama literature, to which I will return in the remainder of this chapter. At the present juncture, however, so as to enable an appreciation of the pan-Buddhist relevance of the bodhisattva ideal, I believe it is warranted to allow for a short diversion by taking a look at how this ideal evolved in later Pāli texts and influenced living Theravāda traditions.42 Readers less interested in this exploration may prefer to shift directly to the next section (p. 22) on the roles of “Śāriputra and Subhūti” in the Perfection of Wisdom.

The Bodhisattva Ideal in Later Pāli Texts

One instance pertaining to the category of references to the notion of a bodhisattva in later Pāli text occurs in the Kathāvatthu, found in the Pāli basket of Abhidharma. The work takes the position that a bodhisattva will not choose to be reborn in a lower realm.43 This can be related to the observation by Lethcoe (1977, 271) that the Aṣṭasāhasrikā Prajñāpāramitā “holds that Bodhisattvas who are irreversible from the path cannot ever have an evil rebirth; presumably, they would never even choose to do so, since it would only retard their own speedy advancement to Tathāgatahood,” followed by noting that this attitude changes with the Pañcaviṃśatisāhasrikā Prajñāpāramitā. With this next stage of textual growth in Prajñāpāramitā literature, the perspective becomes rather that “irreversible Bodhisattvas do enter, by choice, the evil states to help beings there.”44

In addition to the above instance from the basket of Abhidharma, relevant material can also be found in the fifth Pāli Nikāya, which differs from the other four Nikāyas collecting Pāli discourses by including a variety of textual material stemming from a broad range of time periods. One of the later members of this collection reports Śākyamuni’s encounters with twenty-four past Buddhas during his former lives as a bodhisattva. This text, called Buddhavaṃsa, provides a list of eight conditions that need to be fulfilled in order to become a bodhisattva,45 which reflects some degree of development in the theory of the path to Buddhahood.

Another such later text, the Cariyāpiṭaka, illustrates how Śākyamuni fulfilled the perfections in the course of his bodhisattva career.46 In the Pāli tradition in general, the perfections to be cultivated by a bodhisattva amount to ten, rather than the six regularly mentioned in the Perfection of Wisdom, showing a distinct development of the common Buddhist notion of perfections required for progress to Buddhahood. This notion itself, unlike the qualities it comprises, is not found in the Pāli discourses and their parallels (leaving aside the Ekottarikāgama). These texts still reflect a stage when a need to single out qualities required for the path of a bodhisattva had not yet arisen, since progress to awakening was still concerned just with the four stages of stream-entry, once-return, nonreturn, and arhat-ship.

Another late Pāli text is the Apadāna, the first part of which, the Buddhāpadāna, refers to countless Buddhafields in the ten directions.47 The same work quite explicitly speaks of a plurality of Buddhas existing in the present.48 Another part of the Apadāna also refers to a plurality of Buddhas in the present.49 It is remarkable to find such presentations in a text that, despite earlier disagreements over its status,50 has gained acceptance in the Theravāda traditions of South and Southeast Asia for being “canonical.”51 Nevertheless, as long as these plural Buddhas live in different Buddhafields, this type of presentation would not conflict with the dictum in the Pāli discourses that there can be only one Buddha at a time, as this dictum explicitly applies only to the situation in a single world system.52

The recognition of a plurality of Buddhas coexisting in the present time is not confined to Pāli texts, as it also features as part of the living traditions, evident in a reference in a commonly recited Pāli verse to paying homage to “Buddhas of the present.”53 Given the dictum that there can be only one Buddha at a time in our world system, such usage would require the tacit acceptance of the existence of different Buddhafields, which in turn would confirm the widespread appeal of this notion. This suggests an at least implicit acceptance of different Buddhafields to be an integral part of the Pāli Buddhist traditions.

In the case of yet another late Pāli text, inclusion in the fifth Nikāya has remained a contested issue in the Theravāda traditions. This is the report of a debate between an Indo-Greek king and a Buddhist monk in the Milindapañha. This work presents a list of ten special qualities of bodhisattvas, which include their greatness (mahantatā) and their rarity (dullabhatā).54 Such a reference to rarity appears to be similar to the position reflected in the Perfection of Wisdom that the path of a bodhisattva is a difficult career for a few exceptional individuals, which of course implies that bodhisattvas are rare beings.

Another type of text to be explored is Pāli commentarial literature. According to Endo (2005, 50), the commentarial tradition brought from India to Sri Lanka, which forms the basis for the Pāli commentaries, would have come to a close around the first century before the Common Era.55 This would mean that those parts of the presently extant Pāli commentaries that reproduce this ancient commentarial tradition would be reflecting roughly the same time period that probably also saw the emergence of the Perfection of Wisdom.56 Needless to say, precise dating is no longer possible. Nevertheless, it does seem reasonable to allow for the possibility that the Pāli commentaries may contain early material, preceding by several centuries their transposition into Pāli in the fifth century of the present era. This is especially the case when the relevant explanations seem to emerge quite naturally from the context set by the discourse on which they comment, without any evident need for external input.


Pāli commentaries that stand a higher chance of being comparatively early are those on the four main Pāli Nikāyas. One such Pāli commentary defines the term “bodhisattva”—which often in such contexts refers to Śākyamuni during his previous lives up to his realization of awakening—to stand for a being on the way to awakening who has received a prediction in the presence of former Buddhas and fulfilled the perfections.57 A concern with receiving such a prediction is also evident in the Perfection of Wisdom, a topic to be explored in more detail in a subsequent chapter (see below p. 255). At times the Pāli commentaries use the term “great being” (mahāsatta) as an alternative to the term “bodhisattva.”58 The same usage can also be seen in the Perfection of Wisdom.59

The Pāli commentaries distinguish between three types of awakening, which are that of a disciple, of a Pratyekabuddha, and of a Buddha, the last being referred to as the attainment of omniscience.60 These three types of awakening also feature in the Perfection of Wisdom, where the attainment of omniscience ranks as a topic of considerable interest (see in more detail below p. 237).

Another relevant commentarial passage describes the conduct of bodhisattvas who go forth under a former Buddha. Its presentation emerges quite naturally from the denouement of the narrative in the discourse on which it comments, which makes it possible that it reflects a relatively early tradition. According to the relevant passage, bodhisattvas will cultivate insight without making an effort to gain the paths and fruits (of stream-entry, once-return, nonreturn, and arhat-ship).61 This presentation implies an intentional refraining from taking the cultivation of insight to its culmination in the breakthrough to Nirvana, ostensibly so as to be able to continue on the path to Buddhahood. The presentation in this commentary matches a recurrent theme in the Perfection of Wisdom of encouraging bodhisattvas to stay firm in their dedication to progress to Buddhahood rather than succumbing to the alternative option of becoming an arhat (or a Pratyekabuddha).

Whereas the passages surveyed above stem from commentaries on the four Nikāyas that give the impression of being moderately early, with the next passages my survey proceeds to a distinctly late type of commentary (on the in itself late work Cariyāpiṭaka). The relevant passage explains that out of compassion a bodhisattva accepts dukkha (Sanskrit: duḥkha), keeps arriving in the round of rebirths, faces saṃsāra, and has empathy for everyone.62 This seems to reflect a stage in the development of the bodhisattva ideal that is clearly more evolved than what can be found in the early versions of the Perfection of Wisdom. Another passage in the same commentary speaks of a great being who embarks on the practice of the mahābodhiyāna—thereby using an expression that seems to involve a deliberate play on the term mahāyāna—who on having reached irreversibility truly deserves to be reckoned a bodhisattva.63

Although this choice of terminology must reflect influences from already existing Mahāyāna thought, the same need not hold for another presentation in the same commentary. The relevant part distinguishes three types of bodhisattvas according to their abilities. Some only need a succinct teaching, others necessitate more details, and still others require close guidance.64 The distinction as such is already found in a Pāli discourse, although not applied to bodhisattvas.65 Skilling (2002/2003, 99) notes that, even though the terminology employed here recurs in Prajñāpāramitā literature,66 the application of the set of three terms to distinguish bodhisattvas of different capabilities is “a development unique to the Theravādins.”67 The same commentary also presents a distinction of each of the perfections into three levels as basic, intermediate, and supreme.68 In conjunction with the typology of bodhisattvas, this work thereby presents classifications that “seem to be unique to the Theravāda” (Skilling 2013b, 115).

Another feature worthy of note is that Pāli texts do not employ the term bodhicitta, whose arousal is a defining characteristic of the fully evolved Mahāyāna conception of the path to becoming a Buddha.69 Instead, some instances of Pāli formulations of the aspiration to gain the omniscience of Buddhahood for the sake of delivering sentient beings employ the Pāli counterparts to the Sanskrit terms abhinirhāra and prārthanā.70 This would reflect a local development rather than a wholesale importation of the notion of aspiring for Buddhahood from some already existing, developed Mahāyāna tradition(s), as in that case it would have been more natural to use the established terminology.


The above exploration goes to show that a distinct contribution to articulations of the bodhisattva path can be found in the Pāli traditions. Moreover, this contribution is not confined to the realm of theoretical elaboration. Skilling (2002/2003, 101) points out that “[t]he typology of three bodhisattas pervaded religious thought in South-East Asia . . . Colophons and inscriptions show that the three types were . . . very much part of living Buddhism.”

The degree to which the bodhisattva ideal has become part of the living tradition in the case of Sri Lanka can perhaps be exemplified with the help of figure 1, which shows a two-armed, single-faced Avalokiteśvara statue of 9.85 meters height carved out of stone probably in the second half of the eighth century and located in the area of Dambegoda, Sri Lanka.71 According to Mori (1999, 68), in 1990 “the President of Sri Lanka, the late Mr. Ranasinghe Premadasa himself, paid a visit to the place and unveiled the Bodhisattva statue on the occasion of the completion of the restoration of the statue.” Newspaper coverage at that time “clearly stated that it was a restored statue of Avalokiteśvara Bodhisattva.” Mori (1999, 69) further reports that two weeks later, when visiting the statue himself, he “saw a group of visitors who had come there by a chartered bus to worship the large restored Avalokiteśvara statue.” On another visit two and a half years later, he found that “[t]he number of pilgrims had increased from before: even Theravāda monks were found among them.”


[image: Image]

Figure 1. Eighth-century Avalokiteśvara statue.




Inscriptional evidence further supports the importance of the bodhisattva ideal for the living Theravāda traditions. One example is an inscription datable to the seventh century and found in Sri Lanka, which concludes with the donor’s prayer that he may attain Buddhahood and thereby redeem mankind.72 Another inscription datable to around the seventh to eighth century, which has been cut into the face of a rock in Sri Lanka, also ends with the donor’s aspiration for Buddhahood.73 A Sri Lankan inscription datable to the eighth or ninth century reports the donor’s desire to become a supreme, perfect Buddha.74 A stone inscription datable to the tenth century, found in a Sri Lankan monastery, expresses the desire of the donor to become a perfect Buddha who can quench the thirst of all people.75

Similar sentiments find expression in inscriptions in Thailand.76 One such inscription reports the aspiration of the donor of a monastery not to be discouraged from progress to Buddhahood in order to rescue sentient beings.77 A king of Sukhothai is on record in another inscription for aspiring to become a Buddha in order to lead all sentient beings out of the three worlds, just as a king of Ayutthaya wishes to lead all sentient beings to freedom from the fears of cyclic existence and the suffering of the woeful realms.78 Skilling (2007b, 204) explains that “[t]he bodhisattva ideal had a strong following, not only among the nobility: high-ranking and ordinary monastics also recorded the aspiration . . . in colophons and inscriptions.”79

Comparable aspirations can be found in inscriptions from Burma. An instance datable to the twelfth century reports the donor’s aspiration to receive the prediction of his future Buddhahood from the next Buddha, Maitreya, indicating that his motivation is to redeem all beings from the miseries of saṃsāra.80 Some such aspirations are also made by women. In one case, datable to the thirteenth century, the donor expresses her wish for future Buddhahood in terms of wanting to become omniscient.81 Notably, in another inscription the same donor aspires to be free from the condition of being a woman,82 reflecting the widespread belief that an advanced bodhisattva has to be a male. This is a topic I will explore in a subsequent chapter (see below p. 203). In a thirteenth-century inscription related to a lavish gift, a bodhisattva and princess clarifies that she loves Buddhahood more than the property she has donated.83 A queen wishes for omniscience and Buddhahood in order to be able to lead all beings to the great city of Nirvana.84 One more inscription from the thirteenth century deserves to be mentioned, as it reports the aspiration to become a Buddha made by husband and wife together.85

By way of completing the picture that emerges in this way, the continuous relevance of the bodhisattva ideal can be seen from twentieth-century field work. Spiro (1970/1982, 62) reports that in Burma “there has been a long tradition of aspiration to Buddhahood” among a minority of the population. Bond (1988, 203) comments that recent developments in Sri Lanka show that the bodhisattva ideal appears to have “deep roots in popular tradition.”86 According to Tambiah (1976, 97), in Thailand it was “common practice for kings to take the title of bodhisattva and even sometimes to identify themselves with maitreya, the Buddha-to-come”; Skilling (2007b, 203–4) reports that “[t]he aspiration to Buddhahood of the kings of Sukhothai, Ayutthaya, Thonburi, and Ratanakosin was publicly proclaimed, in inscriptions, edicts, decrees, chronicles, and poems, and in their very names, titles, and epithets. That they were bodhisattvas was part of their image.”87 Sri Lankan and Burmese kings were similarly invested with the status of being bodhisattvas.88

In sum, it seems that the bodhisattva ideal, alongside some local variations, is probably best considered a pan-Buddhist phenomenon.89 Despite accounts of the suppression of Mahāyāna by Sri Lankan kings,90 the bodhisattvayāna has been of continuous relevance to Sri Lankan and Southeast Asian Buddhists. It clearly has impacted a range of Pāli texts as well as inscriptions and actual practice in the Theravāda traditions. Even Prajñāpāramitā literature made its appearance in Sri Lanka, as evident from seven gold leaves (size 63.5 to 5.8 centimeters) from an original that would have consisted of over thirty-five such leaves. The leaves, found in the surroundings of the Jetavanārāma of Anurādhapura, are inscribed in ninth-century Singhalese script with parts of the Pañcaviṃśatisāhasrikā Prajñāpāramitā.91

With this I have concluded my preliminary exploration of the bodhisattva path, covering the stage of its evolution evident in the Perfection of Wisdom, connotations of the term as such, and the development of the bodhisattva ideal in later Pāli tradition. A key point to be taken along from this discussion is that the conception of the bodhisattva path evident in the Perfection of Wisdom has much in common with the corresponding conception in later Pāli texts.

ŚĀRIPUTRA AND SUBHŪTI

From a preliminary exploration of the bodhisattva ideal, a topic of continuous relevance to my exploration of the Perfection of Wisdom, in what follows I turn to two chief protagonists in the Perfection of Wisdom, in line with the suggestion by Silk (1994, 52) that “[o]ne way in which we may gain a better understanding of the tradition and currents of the literature of the early Mahāyāna is to investigate its protagonists.”

The first part of the exchange between Śāriputra and Subhūti has been preserved in the Gāndhārī manuscript, taking the following form:92

Then it occurred to the venerable Śāriputra: “How is it, will the venerable Subhūti here explain it by resorting to his own power or by the might of the Buddha?” Then the venerable Subhūti said to the venerable [Śāriputra]: “Venerable Śāriputra, whatever a disciple of the Blessed One says is entirely . . .”

Although the manuscript has not preserved the ensuing part (represented above by an elision mark), the context and what subsequently has been preserved make it clear that the missing portion must have conveyed the sense that what disciples teach originates from the might of the Buddha. This is the reading in the corresponding part of Lokakṣema’s translation,93 which additionally indicates that Subhūti had come to know of the thought in Śāriputra’s mind,94 something that is only implicit in the above passage.

Schmithausen (1977, 43) sees this exchange between Śāriputra and Subhūti as an early addition made for the purpose of authentication, prior to which the text would have proceeded directly from the Buddha’s invitation to Subhūti’s reply by deconstructing the notions of a bodhisattva (and of the Perfection of Wisdom). Authentication seems to be indeed an undercurrent in the present episode when the Buddha, instead of inviting his chief disciple Śāriputra to speak, chooses Subhūti,95 and the latter is then shown to read the former’s mind.96 In this way, the roles accorded to Śāriputra and Subhūti respectively are sufficiently unusual to convey the impression that these choices must be communicating an important dimension of the overall message of the Perfection of Wisdom. Appreciating this requires a closer look at each of these two protagonists.

Śāriputra

In Āgama literature, Śāriputra features as a particularly outstanding disciple of the Buddha, and a broad range of teachings given by him have made their way into the discourse collections. The dialogue style adopted in this first chapter of the Perfection of Wisdom, as well as in most of the ensuing chapters, is closely similar to the type of dialogue in which Śāriputra often engages with other disciples in various discourses.97 This form of presentation avoids prolonged monologue and through its lively nature more easily captures the attention of the audience.

An example for such a dialogue in Āgama literature, which also shares with the Perfection of Wisdom the feature of proceeding from one topic to another, has Śāriputra and Mahākauṣṭhila as protagonists. Whereas in the Pāli and a partial Tibetan version the role of Śāriputra is to provide answers to questions by Mahākauṣṭhila, in a Chinese version Śāriputra is the one to ask questions.98 This difference does not seem to carry significant implications, as the discourses recurrently showcase someone asking questions for the sake of others in the audience, rather than out of a need to receive personal clarifications. The Pāli commentary indeed allocates the present exchange to the category of questions posed just for the sake of discussion.99

The same perspective holds for another dialogue in which Śāriputra takes the role of questioner, which in this case he does in all versions. The task of responding to the questions falls to Pūrṇa Maitrāyaṇīputra, who also makes brief appearances in the Perfection of Wisdom. Other passages in Āgama literature laud Pūrṇa for his teaching abilities.100 Nevertheless, the present exchange with Śāriputra appears to be the only discourse extant from different reciter traditions where Pūrṇa explicitly features as taking an active role as a speaker.101 This makes it fair to allow for the possibility that his appearances as a speaker in the Perfection of Wisdom could have prompted members of the audience, as long as these were sufficiently familiar with Āgama literature, to recall this other discourse.

Exploring this possibility further, it is worthy of note that, in addition to having the same protagonists—Pūrṇa Maitrāyaṇīputra as one of its speakers and Śāriputra taking the role of asking questions—the discourse in question shares with the first chapter of the Perfection of Wisdom a concern with the highest type of wisdom as the final goal of the path of practice.

According to the introductory narration of the Āgama discourse, Śāriputra had earlier heard of Pūrṇa’s outstanding qualities. When an occasion arises to meet the latter personally, he approaches the situation without revealing his identity, in order to elicit a manifestation of Pūrṇa’s wisdom. The ruse works; in fact, all versions of the discourse agree that at the end of their exchange, once Pūrṇa realizes with whom he has been discussing, he explains that he would not have given such a detailed teaching had he known the identity of his questioner.102

The questions Śāriputra asks Pūrṇa are about the nature of the final goal: Can this be identified with different types of purification, such as purification of one’s ethical conduct, of the mind, of one’s view, etc.? Pūrṇa denies that any of altogether seven types of purification mentioned by his interlocutor could be identified as the final goal. In order to illustrate their merely instrumental purpose, Pūrṇa presents a simile of seven chariots used in relay by a king to proceed swiftly from one location to another. None of the seven chariots corresponds to where the king wants to arrive. Nevertheless, using these seven chariots one after the other he will arrive at the palace he wants to reach. In the same way, each of the seven purifications, even the seventh purification of knowledge and vision, is not the final goal but only a means to arrive at it.

By relying on the simile of the seven chariots, Pūrṇa aptly illustrates that the final goal of freedom from defilements, which another Pāli discourse and its Tibetan parallel equate to the peak of emptiness,103 is beyond even the most refined levels of insight, even beyond purification of knowledge and vision. In view of the apt illustration provided by this teaching, I will mention the simile of the seven chariots repeatedly in my exploration of the Perfection of Wisdom.

Presumably aware of the challenges of adequately expressing the merely instrumental role of various levels of purification, within the narrative setting of the discourse Śāriputra can be envisaged to have chosen this profound topic deliberately in order to draw out Pūrṇa’s wisdom. The context in fact makes it clear that Śāriputra is not in need of having the topic explained for his own sake.

The same can also be seen in a Pāli discourse without a known parallel in which he clarifies basically the same matter in a question-and-answer exchange with yet another monk.104 Śāriputra points out that arrival at the final goal, here referred to in terms of making an end of duḥkha, does not come about by means of knowledge or conduct or even both. Yet, one who is without these will be completely unable to make an end of duḥkha. Both are necessary means but fall short of being the goal themselves. This presentation confirms the impression that Āgama literature reflects a keen awareness of the need to proceed beyond whatever means have been used to progress to the final goal. This is also a central theme in the first chapter of the Perfection of Wisdom, with a difference in setting being that here Śāriputra features as someone receiving instructions on the need to proceed further in order to arrive at a full realization of emptiness.

In Āgama literature in general, Śāriputra features as foremost in wisdom.105 In fact, according to a Pāli verse Śāriputra has the role of keeping the wheel of Dharma rolling after it has been set in motion by the Buddha,106 for which reason he is also known in other Pāli passages as the general of the Dharma.107 A discourse extant in Pāli and Chinese provides a more specific relationship to the type of wisdom that is of particular interest from the viewpoint of the Perfection of Wisdom. The parallel versions report that the Buddha wants to know what meditation Śāriputra has been practicing, to which the latter replies that he has been meditating on emptiness.108 The Buddha praises him for cultivating such meditation and then takes advantage of the occasion, provided by the example set by Śāriputra, to deliver a teaching on how to implement emptiness in a daily life situation, in particular when going to beg alms.

A Pāli verse, which according to the commentarial explanation was spoken in reference to Śāriputra, illustrates his role as a teacher of Dharma with the example of someone embarking on a boat who, knowing the means and being skilled, can ferry many others across.109 The reference here to knowing the “means” and being “skilled” is intriguing. Pāsādika (2008, 439) reasons that this verse is “distinctly reminiscent of the Mahāyāna usage of upāyakauśalya,” the notion of skill in means (to be examined in more detail below p. 214).

The usage of terminology closely related to the notion of skill in means, together with the image of ferrying others across, has a complement in another Pāli verse in the employment of the very term “perfection of wisdom” to designate what Śāriputra had “attained” ( paññāpāramitaṃ patto).110 The commentary adds that this of course intends the wisdom of disciples of the Buddha;111 it does not include the wisdom of the Buddha himself, whom none of his disciples could surpass in this respect. Although strictly speaking this appears to be the only occurrence of exactly the term “perfection of wisdom” in Pāli discourse literature, a closely similar usage occurs in a Pāli discourse dedicated in its entirety to eulogizing Śāriputra. According to the relevant passage, Śāriputra “had attained perfection in noble wisdom” ( pāramippatto ariyāya paññāya).112 In the contextual setting of both instances, which as yet does not know the idea of a set of perfections to be cultivated in order to proceed to Buddhahood, the term “perfection” used in relation to wisdom simply refers to the peak of wisdom. In fact, the second instance applies the same idea of attaining perfection also to virtue, concentration, and liberation. The last is clearly not one of the perfections traditionally related to the path to Buddhahood.

In sum, in view of the above indications, Śāriputra would have been the most obvious choice for being invited by the Buddha to expound on the topic of the Perfection of Wisdom. In the different versions of the Aṣṭasāhasrikā Prajñāpāramitā, however, the role of Śāriputra is quite different. Appreciating this requires a brief look at the emergence of the Abhidharma.

Summarizing (and inevitably thereby simplifying) a complex development, aspects of which I have elsewhere studied in more detail,113 the Abhidharma appears to have gradually arisen from within the growing body of commentaries on the discourses. Although summary lists and question-and-answer catechisms are important formal elements that have influenced the presentation of Abhidharma thought, these are not sufficiently specific to explain the dynamics at work in the emergence of Abhidharma thought as such, simply because they also occur in other contexts, even outside of Buddhist texts. The relevant dynamic can more fruitfully be understood to have served a central role in substituting for the loss of guidance and orientation caused by the Buddha’s demise, who by this time had come to be considered omniscient (a topic I will explore in a later chapter; see below p. 237). In other words, a chief concern of Abhidharma thought appears to be to present doctrinal knowledge, in particular in relation to the path to liberation, in a manner as comprehensive and detailed as possible to ensure that disciples, wishing to progress to awakening, can avail themselves of a complete map of the path. For this purpose, the various teachings and forms of exposition in Āgama literature need to be streamlined and combined into a coherent system that is based on identifying their most essential features.

Besides comprehensive coverage, another important feature in this project is analysis, which has become a hallmark of Abhidharma thought. Already Āgama literature shows a penchant for analysis as a key tool for progressing to liberating insight. An example involving Śāriputra as the speaker provides a convenient illustration. His exposition, which this time takes the form of a monologue rather than a dialogue, proceeds from the four noble truths to the first truth. From that, he takes up the five aggregates mentioned in this first truth, then the first aggregate of form, and then the four elements as what make up the first aggregate. Then Śāriputra examines each of the four elements in detail, revealing their empty nature. His teaching eventually leads up to the famous statement that one who sees dependent arising ( pratītya samutpāda) sees the Dharma.114

The approach taken in some Abhidharma traditions can be considered as following this basic procedure but with the assumption that it is not possible to take analysis beyond a certain point, such as in the present case the breakdown into the four elements as the final point at which Śāriputra arrived. These thereby can emerge as in some way ultimately real and endowed with an “intrinsic nature,” svabhāva, sometimes alternatively rendered as “own-being.”115 Such a type of thinking in some Abhidharma traditions appears to have become a target of criticism in the Perfection of Wisdom,116 a topic to which I will be returning repeatedly in the course of my exploration.

The emerging Abhidharma traditions, evidently due to the pervasively felt need for authentication, naturally took Śāriputra as their icon.117 An example for this tendency relates to an Āgama discourse spoken by Śāriputra in order to ensure harmony among the disciples when the Buddha would no longer be among them. For this purpose, Śāriputra presents a long list of doctrinal items, arranged numerically, which are to be recited in unison as an expression of communal agreement and harmony.118 A commentary on this discourse has become a canonical Abhidharma text of the Sarvāstivādins, with even this commentary at times being attributed to Śāriputra,119 presumably influenced by the fact that in all versions he features as the speaker of the discourse.

The Pāli tradition, which attributes the delivery of the Abhidharma texts to the Buddha himself, nevertheless also accords a central role to Śāriputra in this respect. The actual teaching of the Abhidharma is situated in a heavenly realm, with the Buddha coming down daily to the human world to take a meal and afterward share the teachings of the day with Śāriputra.120 In this way, Śāriputra acquires a central role in the transmission of the Pāli Abhidharma. Although this tale is only found in an Abhidharma commentary, it seems reasonable to assume that it builds on a common and relatively early tendency to associate Śāriputra with Abhidharma-type thought, in line with the style of teaching characteristic of several discourses attributed to him.

The reason the emerging Perfection of Wisdom did not make Śāriputra their key speaker, even though he would have been the most straightforward choice for this role, could perhaps be the circumstance that by then he had already become too closely associated with the emerging Abhidharma traditions. Given that the Perfection of Wisdom critically responds to some Abhidharma ideas, such association may well have already been in existence in some form when the
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