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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
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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 Perfection of Wisdom began to emerge.


The Abhidharma-related associations Śāriputra appears to have acquired in this way would have made him instead the appropriate choice for exemplifying the need to proceed further. His role in this respect aligns with instances in Āgama literature of Śāriputra playing the part of a questioner requesting explanations, the main difference being that in the present context he is not just drawing out the other’s wisdom. Instead, he is himself in need of instruction, by way of being encouraged to take analysis all the way to its culmination in the realization of the thoroughly empty nature of all phenomena without exception. Śāriputra needs to be taught what Pūrṇa so aptly clarified, namely the need to get off the seventh chariot so as to be able to enter the palace the king wanted to reach. Even the seventh purification of knowledge and vision is not yet an arrival at the final goal, for whose sake the seventh chariot needs to be left behind.


Subhūti


In contrast to Śāriputra, in Āgama literature Subhūti features as a marginal figure about whom not much is known. His name comes up in only two instances of a discourse that receives support from a parallel version.121 The first of these two, which is extant in Pāli and Chinese, with parts preserved also in Sanskrit and Tibetan, presents an analysis of the absence of conflict.122 Since this topic relates closely to a chief characteristic of Subhūti, it may be opportune to take a closer look at the teachings in this discourse.


The main teaching begins by setting aside the two extremes of sensory indulgence and self-mortification, commending the adoption of a middle path aloof from these two, which is the noble eightfold path.123 The problematization of sensual pleasures in this presentation concords with an alternative meaning of the key term taken up in this discourse, the “absence of conflict,” araṇa, which can also convey the “absence of sensual passion.”124 A relationship between these two meanings can be established based on other discourses that identify the search for sensual gratification as a central driving force behind criminal activities, going to war, and other evils of human society.125 From this perspective, then, overcoming sensual lust can be expected to make a significant contribution to dwelling in the absence of conflict.


The main part of the ensuing analysis of the absence of conflict takes up the need to avoid excessive praising as well as disparaging, instead of which one should just teach Dharma. The absence of conflict also benefits from discerning what types of speech are better avoided. This holds not only for untrue speech that is unbeneficial but also for true speech that is unbeneficial. It follows that one should endeavor to say only what is true and beneficial, with the additional stipulation that one should know the right time for engaging in such speech.


A practitioner seeking to abide without conflict should also avoid insisting dogmatically on particular linguistic expressions. The parallels exemplify this by listing different terms used for a particular item in various regions of ancient India. Instead of presuming that one’s own familiar or preferred word choice is the only correct one, the advice is to go along with local customs and express what is to be said in the way familiar to the audience. In other words, rather than reifying a particular linguistic usage, the merely instrumental nature of language needs to be kept in mind, which facilitates adapting one’s ways of speaking to the needs of the particular situation and contextual setting.


The above topics, selected from the presentation given in the discourse as a whole, would in principle stand a good chance of preventing conflict and contributing to equanimity. The Pāli commentary provides an additional indication in relation to the topic of just teaching Dharma. According to its report, Subhūti would teach without having any concerns in his mind regarding the good or bad qualities of those in his audience.126 This indication ties in with qualities related to a realization of emptiness, which can be expected to make it easier to avoid clinging strongly to binary evaluations of good or bad. Another significant topic would be the need to avoid dogmatically clinging to particular words, in the understanding of the purely instrumental function of language. This would align well with the overall trajectory against reification of terms and concepts in the Perfection of Wisdom.127


The relationship of this whole exposition to Subhūti then comes up in the final section of the discourse. The Pāli version concludes with the Buddha highlighting that Subhūti cultivates the path of nonconflict.128 The Chinese parallel, found in the Madhyamāgama, offers a more substantial reference to Subhūti:129




In this way the son of a good family Subhūti, by dint of the path of nonconflict, subsequently came to understand the Dharma in accordance with the Dharma.


Having known the Dharma as it really is,


Subhūti spoke this verse:


“This abiding is truly in emptiness,


Being equanimous, this dwelling is pacified.”


The two versions agree in associating Subhūti with the path of nonconflict. The Chinese version makes explicit what could be implicit in the Pāli version, in that this path was what made him gain an understanding of “the Dharma as it really is” (alternatively described as being an understanding of “the Dharma in accordance with the Dharma”). In the final two lines of the above verse, Subhūti extolls abiding in emptiness and identifies equanimity as being a dwelling in pacification. Such topics resonate well with central trajectories in the Perfection of Wisdom.


The second of the two instances in which Subhūti features in a discourse passage that receives support from a parallel version is a listing of eminent disciples, already mentioned above in relation to Śāriputra, which identifies those who are foremost in a particular quality. In the Pāli version, Subhūti features as foremost among monks in dwelling without conflict, followed by mentioning him once again as also foremost in being worthy of gifts.130 The parallel in the Ekottarikāgama reckons Subhūti foremost among monks in regard to constantly delighting in meditating on emptiness and in analyzing the meaning of emptiness, followed by also listing him a second time, in this case as outstanding for being resolved on the peace of emptiness and for having sublime and virtuous conduct.131


The relationship established in the Ekottarikāgama to preeminence in matters of emptiness recurs in Lokakṣema’s translation of the Perfection of Wisdom, which considers Subhūti to be foremost in the wisdom of emptiness.132 One of the other Chinese versions belonging to the Aṣṭasāhasrikā Prajñāpāramitā textual family agrees in this respect,133 whereas the Sanskrit, Tibetan, and remaining Chinese versions put a spotlight on Subhūti for being foremost in dwelling without conflict (one case instead speaks of dwelling in the forest, presumably the result of reading araṇya instead of araṇa).134 In order to place these variations into a wider context, in what follows I briefly turn to relevant presentations in other Prajñāpāramitā texts.


Subhūti features as foremost in the absence of conflict in the Vajracchedikā Prajñāpāramitā, with the parallel versions agreeing with each other in this respect.135 In the case of the Pañcaviṃśatisāhasrikā and Śatasāhasrikā Prajñāpāramitā, the Sanskrit version of the former does refer to the absence of conflict, whereas the latter speaks of dwelling in the forest (presumably the result of the same exchange of two similar terms just mentioned). Two Chinese versions of the Larger Prajñāpāramitā family also refer to the absence of conflict, whereas yet another rendering into Chinese by Dharmarakṣa, this being the earliest of the extant translations of Larger Prajñāpāramitā texts, brings in again the topic of emptiness.136


Now, the two references to the forest can easily be explained as the result of an interchange of terminology, although it is of interest to note that this is not merely a problem of translation into Chinese, as the same exchange can also occur in Sanskrit. In contrast, the references that reckon Subhūti as foremost in dwelling in emptiness do not seem to call for such an interpretation. Had this expression been found only in Lokakṣema’s translation, for example, the assumption of some error would perhaps offer a plausible explanation; even in that case, however, a free translation would not seem to be a promising explanation.137 Although the two meanings are related to each other, they seem too different to allow rendering one by translating the other, making it more probable that Lokakṣema’s translation reflects a different Indic term in the original.


But once the same type of qualification recurs in a Prajñāpāramitā translation by Dharmarakṣa, as well as in two Āgamas rendered into Chinese by two different translators, of which at least the Madhyamāgama translator Gautama Saṅghadeva appears to be fairly reliable when it comes to fidelity to the Indic original,138 it seems preferable to recognize the existence of two distinct, although related, lines of presentation. In fact, the combination of these two modes of presentation makes Subhūti a particularly attractive choice for the central role in teaching the Perfection of Wisdom on behalf of the Buddha. Dwelling without conflict, based on a penetrative understanding of the limitations of language, aptly describes the outcome of insight into emptiness, and thereby would be of direct relevance to cultivating the Perfection of Wisdom. The appropriateness of this choice can be fleshed out further with a passage in Lokakṣema’s translation of the Perfection of Wisdom in which the Buddha himself describes Subhūti’s insight into emptiness in a way that closely relates to a penetrative understanding of the limitations inherent in language and concepts:139


Whatever is being taught by Subhūti, he only teaches on matters of emptiness. Subhūti neither beholds that which is the Perfection of Wisdom, nor beholds one who cultivates the Perfection of Wisdom, nor beholds Buddhahood, nor beholds one who attains Buddhahood, nor beholds omniscience, nor beholds one who attains omniscience, nor beholds a Tathāgata, nor beholds one who attains Tathāgata-hood, nor beholds the nonarising [of dharmas] from anywhere, nor beholds one who realizes the nonarising [of dharmas] from anywhere.


In short, Subhūti does not reify anything at all, in full understanding of the limitations of any concept and the thoroughly empty nature of what is designated by any such concept, even when it comes to key notions of the very path to Buddhahood.


Another relevant consideration possibly influencing Subhūti’s role in the Perfection of Wisdom could be that, since he is not on record in Āgama literature for having given specific teachings, there is no possibility of these somehow coming into conflict with the teachings he delivers now. This is the advantage of choosing someone less known, in that such a protagonist can more easily be accommodated to a new role without risking a conflict with some position or type of teaching he is already known for.


In addition—and this may be an important factor contributing to this choice—by placing an otherwise little-known arhat in the position of giving teachings to another arhat reckoned by tradition as being second only to the Buddha in matters of wisdom, the transformative power of the Perfection of Wisdom is thrown into full relief. In other words, the underlying message could be that even someone as relatively unknown as Subhūti can be transformed into a teacher of someone as famous as Śāriputra by dint of relying on the Perfection of Wisdom. This would tie in with a recurrent pattern throughout the Perfection of Wisdom of emphasizing its own transformative power.


In sum, the above survey suggests that Subhūti does indeed seem to be an excellent choice for assuming the role of teaching the Perfection of Wisdom. This is due to the qualities he embodies—absence of conflict and abiding in emptiness—together with the lack of records of conflicting teachings by him and his marginal role in Āgama literature, which makes his present central role attributable to the power of the Perfection of Wisdom.


There is, however, one more problem still to be examined. This is that Subhūti is invited to speak on a topic on which only the Buddha has actual expertise. The Buddha is the only one in the whole assembly who has successfully completed the bodhisattva career (at least when viewed from the traditional perspective of the belief in his prolonged career of a bodhisattva). In contrast, for Subhūti as an arhat to give teachings to bodhisattvas on how they should perfect their wisdom is not entirely straightforward. This problem comes up explicitly in Haribhadra’s commentary, according to which Śāriputra thought that, since he was himself unable to expound this topic, in spite of being foremost in wisdom, Subhūti would hardly be able to do so on his own.140 The Perfection of Wisdom itself solves this (only apparent) problem with the explicit indication, made right after Śāriputra’s reflection, that Subhūti’s exposition was facilitated by the power of the Buddha himself.141


A Prajñāpāramitā commentary extant in Chinese, the Dà zhìdù lùn (*Mahāprajñāpāramitopadeśa), adds further information on the choice of Subhūti. According to its explanation, the exposition needed to be given by arhats, since bodhisattvas are still subject to the influxes and will for this reason not be trusted in the same way as an arhat.142 The choice of Subhūti then is seen as motivated by his kind disposition toward others (reflected in his ranking foremost for being free from conflict), which aligns well with the basic disposition of bodhisattvas, and in his practice of the concentration on emptiness, which aligns well with the Perfection of Wisdom.143


The above considerations provide a perspective on the roles taken by the two disciples Śāriputra and Subhūti as protagonists in the Perfection of Wisdom. Although this cast must have had quite an effect on the ancient Indian audience, at least during the period when it was still a novelty, it needs to be kept in mind that the overall purpose is not to encourage a wholesale rejection of Abhidharma. Instead, the point appears to be only to lead Śāriputra, as the icon of Abhidharma thought, a step further by leaving behind any idea of an “intrinsic nature,” svabhāva. At this stage in the development of Buddhist thought, the Perfection of Wisdom would have risked losing a considerable part of its prospective audience if it were to reject entirely all previous teachings formulated by the Abhidharma traditions. The first chapter in fact concludes with Subhūti’s approval of a position taken by Śāriputra.144 In later chapters, at times Śāriputra himself takes on the role of expounding the Perfection of Wisdom.145 This confirms the impression that the issue at hand is not a wholesale dismissal but rather a conversion of Abhidharma practitioners to a new perspective that builds on—but leads beyond—Abhidharma analysis.


Another point to take away from the same setting is that, in being addressed to Śāriputra, Subhūti’s teaching naturally takes a lot for granted. It presents a step to be undertaken after sustained analysis has already done its work in building a foundation in insight and in diminishing attachment. This provides a background for examining the rhetoric of emptiness, to be explored below. The point to be kept in mind is that these teachings are predominantly aimed at those already advanced in their progress on the Buddhist path. The purpose of the rhetoric of emptiness is not to explain why it is useful to employ a relay of seven chariots to travel swiftly from one location to another, let alone to give detailed instructions on how to drive a chariot. All of this is taken for granted, and the overall concern is mainly to establish the clear understanding that, when coming close to the final destination, even the seventh chariot needs to be left behind.




THE RHETORIC OF EMPTINESS


Under the heading of “the rhetoric of emptiness” I will explore a central current in the teachings of the Perfection of Wisdom to deconstruct and undermine any tendency toward reification in order to clear the path for a full realization of the emptiness of all dharmas. Before examining actual instances of this rhetoric in the Perfection of Wisdom, however, I need to survey two relatively common modes of interpretation that I believe are in need of clarification, one relating to the “rhetoric” employed in the Perfection of Wisdom and the other to the conception of “emptiness” in the same text. The former interpretation takes the form of assuming that such rhetoric intentionally employs self-contradictory propositions, whereas the latter interpretation manifests in the belief that the conception of emptiness promoted in this way involves a radical departure from Āgama teachings.


A Hermeneutic of Self-Contradiction?


In the context of exploring dimensions of Mahāyāna thought, Conze (1959/2008, 72) presents the following assessment: “In actual reality there are no Buddhas, no Bodhisattvas, no perfections . . . these conceptions have no reference to anything that is actually there, and concern a world of mere phantasy.” This assessment then has its complement in a perception of the rhetoric of emptiness as self-contradictory, evident when Conze (1959/2008, 78) presents this type of reasoning: “If statements must be made, self-contradictory propositions are the ones most likely to bring out the truth of what there actually is.” In another publication, Conze (1962, 200 and 202) comments on Prajñāpāramitā literature that “these texts are often more intent on mystifying the reader than on clarifying the problems they discuss”; in fact, “they observe the precaution of always cancelling out each statement by another one which contradicts it. Everywhere in these writings contradiction is piled upon contradiction.” In the course of a study of what he refers to as “the ontology of the Prajñāpāramitā,” Conze (1953, 126–27) then offers this appraisal:


[T]he basic laws of logical thought are abolished. The principle of contradiction, in particular, is abrogated in emptiness. It is obvious that to say “X is empty of the own-being of X” amounts to identifying a dharma with its own negation. In a bold and direct manner, the Prajñāpāramitā Sūtras explicitly proclaim the identity of contradictory opposites, and they make no attempt to mitigate their paradoxes.


According to another relevant comment in Conze (1975/1984, 5), the teachings of the large Prajñāpāramitā can be summed up as conveying that “1. One should become a Bodhisattva . . . 2. There is no such thing as a Bodhisattva . . . .” Based on this assessment, he then reasons that the “solution of this dilemma lies in nothing else than the fearless acceptance of both contradictory facts.”


The proposed reading of Prajñāpāramitā thought as calling for the acceptance of self-contradiction could to some extent be influenced by personal predilections, given the following assessment presented by Attwood (2022, 114–15):


[In a book published before he began to write on Prajnāpāramitā]—Der Satz vom Widerspruch: Zur Theorie des Dialektischen Materialismus (1932)—Conze had already rejected Aristotle’s principle of noncontradiction. His thesis was that logic is merely a social construct and, therefore, not universal. It is not that the principle of noncontradiction, along with all logic, is refuted in this way. Rather it is reconstrued as a matter of opinion. In his exegesis of Prajnāpāramitā, Conze takes this a little further, adopting the view that contradictory statements are all true.


Bastian (1979, 102) notes that the commentarial tradition following Haribhadra actually stands “in contrast to Prof. Conze’s interpretation and translation” and does not consider Prajñāpāramitā texts “as presenting a dilemma solved by ‘nothing else than the fearless acceptance of both contradictory facts.’” From their perspective, the injunction that one should not apprehend all dharmas intends that one “should not apprehend as ‘truly existing’ all dharmas.” In other words, the statement by Subhūti that he does not apprehend a bodhisattva, instead of calling for a literal reading that there is no bodhisattva at all, much rather can be interpreted to intend not apprehending a bodhisattva as a truly existing entity. The target of this type of presentation would then be to foster a deconstruction of any tendency to reify by way of an intrinsic nature, svabhāva.


Based on a detailed study of passages in Sanskrit and Chinese Prajñāpāramitā texts related to selected formulations found in the Prajñāpāramitāhṛdaya,146 Huifeng (2014, 91) reads an example of such a teaching as “referring not to the ontological status of phenomena, but to a subjective state—a meditative state if you will—which should rather be described as epistemological in nature.” 


In an introduction to his translation of a version of the Vajracchedikā Prajñāpāramitā, Harrison (2006, 137) explains: “When a word (X) is negated by the a- or an- prefix, one can translate it either as a karmadhāraya (not X, no X, non-X) or as a bahuvrīhi (X-less, lacking X, having no X).” Although in the case of Prajñāpāramitā literature in principle both readings are grammatically possible, “in my view the bahuvrīhi reading is more cogent philosophically” (138). On adopting this reading, the rhetoric of emptiness needs no longer be seen as “an expression of some kind of mystical paradoxicality” (140).


The suggestion that a different reading of the rhetoric of emptiness is more cogent philosophically can claim additional support from a consideration of the tetralemma as an integral dimension of Buddhist thought. Āgama literature presents the tetralemma mode of analysis as a feature commonly accepted in the ancient Indian setting. Its implementation comes up regularly in the context of a standard questionnaire to ascertain the view held by a particular teacher or practitioner. The Buddha is on record for consistently refusing to take up any of the positions envisaged in this questionnaire, apparently because these were based on wrong premises (see in more detail below p. 127).


Such a rejection, however, does not concern the tetralemma as such. In fact, several teachings in Āgama literature appear to be based on the basic mode of thought of the tetralemma.147 The actual perspective proposed by the tetralemma calls for granting room to alternative possibilities alongside affirmation and negation.148 This does not imply that at times a situation may not call for just one of these two options, and the Buddha is on record for making categorical statements on occasions when these were considered warranted. An example in case is the unequivocal statement in a Pāli discourse that misconduct by body, speech, and mind should not be done.149 For other matters, however, it can be preferable to allow for the possibility that both affirmation and negation may be meaningful, or else neither of these two may fit the case.


An illustration of the potential of the tetralemma, whose four alternatives may at first sight be puzzling to someone from a cultural background influenced by Aristotelian logic, would be the contrast between the colors black and white. The sheet of paper on which the present words appear (or the background color of a digital file) is some shade of white, and the writing is in black ink. The contrast between these two colors facilitates written communication. But the whole world is of course not just like that. There can be shades of grey—which are both black and white—and there can be various colors like yellow, red, blue, etc.—which are neither black nor white. In this way, there clearly is room for allowing the tetralemma alternatives “both X and not-X” or else “neither X nor not-X.”150


Such allowing of these alternatives does not result in a flat denial of the principle of noncontradiction. Instead, it only proposes that binary thinking in terms of two unreconcilable opposites is not always the most appropriate way of viewing a situation. The first and second options of the tetralemma are indeed “X” and “not-X,” and these are clearly recognized as valid options. The point is only that these two do not exhaust all possible options, as there is also a third option, which allows for “both,” and a fourth option, which sees “neither” of the two as fitting the case at hand.


The existence of the tetralemma mode as such implies that an exploration of ancient Indian thought needs to keep in mind that contrastive statements are not necessarily intended or perceived as contradictions. Instead, they may even be intentionally framed in this way to point in conjunction to a middle position. In relation to Prajñāpāramitā thought, Zacchetti (2015b, 173) explains that “Subhūti replies first by negating, through a typical negative epistemological approach, all the categories brought into the discourse . . . and then goes on declaring that if a bodhisattva who is instructed in this way does not become discouraged, depressed and terrified,” then this is precisely what constitutes the Perfection of Wisdom. In this way, the “dialectical structure of this passage . . . steers a middle course between absolute affirmation and absolute negation.”


In sum, there do seem to be cogent reasons for going beyond the assumption of a hermeneutic of self-contradiction when reading the rhetoric of emptiness. This could even be viewed as following a precedent set by Conze (1975/1984, 19) himself. In the context of a discussion of the Larger Prajñāpāramitā, he proposes “that to say ‘a thing is’ is equivalent to ‘it is eternally what it is,’ ‘it remains for ever what it is,’ and that the formula ‘it is destroyed’ is equivalent to saying that ‘it is not.’ The whole doctrine of emptiness, as taught here, rests on this equivalence.” Behind this assessment stands precisely the option of seeing contrastive statements as complementary pointers to a middle position, in this case the middle position between the extremes of eternal existence and total nonexistence. This precedent could be relied on to develop a different reading of what at first sight may indeed appear as contradictory positions. Such a different reading rather sees these positions as potentially complementing each other, in line with the third of the four options envisaged by the tetralemma mode of thought.


For the purpose of facilitating such a reading, here I present several excerpts from what I find to be a particularly helpful examination of the type of rhetoric employed in Prajñāpāramitā literature, offered by McMahan (2002, 36–37, 40, 33, 34, 40, and 41):




[First of all,] it would be inadequate simply to interpret it, on the one hand, as convoluted and self-contradictory or, on the other, as an attempt to confuse the rational functioning of the mind in the service of mystical realization; for there exists a logic in this dialectic that is intelligible and at the same time attempts to show the authors’ understanding of the relationship between words and their referents . . .


The purpose of the dialectic is not to say what the unconditioned is, but to show how it is . . . [This takes the form of] a linguistic pattern that allows for the re-affirmation of language in a provisional sense that discourages essentializing its referents. This pattern is a seminal discursive structure found in the Perfection of Wisdom texts . . . [it] is a unique pattern of paradoxical dialectic that arises from trying to solve the problems inherent in denying the ultimate validity of language while trying to preserve language in a practical sense . . .


[In the course of that,] the Perfection of Wisdom texts find themselves flirting with the boundaries of intelligible language. Their authors appear to have realized that the assertion of ineffability combined with the doctrine of emptiness threatens to shut down language altogether if pushed to its conclusions. Not only does language not adequately describe or refer to the actuality (tattva, tathatā) of things, this actuality is itself precluded from being anything inherently existent. In order to articulate this vision, the authors of the Perfection of Wisdom literature developed a dialectical discourse in which the rhetorical style itself is designed to disrupt the referential function of language, not to circumvent reason altogether, but to attempt to develop a linguistic ‘game’ that is transformative rather than strictly referential and that ultimately attempts to transcend words by means of words . . .


[This can have a] vertiginous effect on the reader of constantly having the rug pulled out from under one’s feet. This, in effect, is part of the ‘performative’ aspect of the text, in that what it is supposed to do is more than just convey propositional meaning; it is designed to have a specific effect on the reader . . ..


The unique dialectical form put forth in the Perfection of Wisdom leaves the contradicting elements in tension, rather than resolving them in a final synthesis. Assertions give rise to negations, which in turn give rise to negations of the negations, not for the purpose of coming to a final conclusion—an endpoint in the dialectic at which the final truth can finally be stated—nor for the purpose of establishing an infinite regress. Instead, the movement of the dialectic itself shows the continual ungrounding of all affirmation and negation as the empty interplay of all binary opposition—indeed of all language. It is a demonstration of the endless shifting of perspectives that constitutes the emptiness of language and the lifeworld. This ungrounding dialectic, then, attempts to show what it cannot say by serving as a model that presents the ungrounded movement of things in general. It is, thereby, an attempt to use language to reveal the emptiness philosophers’ understanding of the truth of things, not by means of unqualified propositional statements, but by a qualification and relativization of all such statements. Insofar as the dialectic resists any final closure or coming to rest in an unqualified statement of truth, it evokes the truth of what it cannot say by outlining the limits of propositional language, its paradoxes standing in sharp relief against the background of what is left unsaid and unsayable.





Emptiness of Persons or of All Phenomena?


In what follows I turn to the other of the two terms that calls for clarification before embarking on a study of actual instances of the rhetoric of emptiness, namely the significance of the type of “emptiness” promoted in the Perfection of Wisdom. According to an opinion voiced by several scholars, this type of emptiness involves a substantial innovation in the history of Buddhist thought, as it extends the insight into not self from formerly having been applied to persons only to now qualifying all dharmas without exception.151


Such assessments fail to take into account that the application of emptiness to all dharmas or the whole world is already found in Āgama literature. Here are a few examples taken from Pāli discourses:152


The world is everywhere without an essence.


Having known about the world that “all this is unreal,”


A monastic leaves behind this shore and the other.


Being always mindful, Mogharāja,


You should contemplate the whole world as empty,


Having uprooted the view of a self.




Ānanda, it is said that “the world is empty” because it is empty of a self and of what belongs to a self.


All dharmas are without a self.


The world not only lacks any essence;153 it is even unreal. Although the latter assessment needs to be read within its context in order to do it proper justice,154 it can nevertheless be related to the emphasis in the Perfection of Wisdom on the illusory nature of the whole world of experience. The instruction to Mogharāja then links the contemplation of the world as empty to the view of a self, which needs to be left behind (this instruction, as well as the first reference to the world lacking an essence, are from Pāli verses for which no parallel is known).


In reply to a query by Ānanda regarding the statement that the world is empty, the Buddha clarifies that this refers to being empty of a self and what could belong to a self. The same qualification of being empty of a self and of what belongs to a self recurs elsewhere in ways ostensibly intended in a similarly comprehensive manner.155 In the present case, a subsequent part of the same discourse, which I have not translated above, continues to apply the qualification of being empty of a self and of what belongs to a self to each of the senses, their objects, as well as the respective types of consciousness, contact, and feeling tones. The explicit inclusion of the objects in this presentation makes it clear that this conception of emptiness is not just about the person but indeed about the whole world.


These selected excerpts could be viewed as converging on the last statement in the list, according to which all dharmas are without a self. The verse in question indicates that this lack of a self in all dharmas is to be seen with wisdom. The same type of statement recurs in several other passages. One case is a Pāli discourse of which no parallel is known, where this statement features as a principle that holds quite independent of whether a Tathāgata (= a Buddha) has arisen or not; the relationship to a Tathāgata then is merely that he realizes and teaches to others that all dharmas are without a self.156 The teaching that all dharmas are without a self also features in an instruction, extant in Pāli and Chinese, aimed at leading to a vision of the Dharma.157 The same dictum recurs in another passage preserved in Pāli, Chinese, and Tibetan, which reports the Buddha explaining that to affirm the existence of a self would be contrary to what he has realized, namely that all dharmas are without a self.158 


In this way, as pointed out by Deleanu (1993, 8), “we find very clear instances of early canonical sources speaking of the emptiness of phenomena.” This much is in fact in line with an assessment made explicitly in the Prajñāpāramitā commentary Dà zhìdù lùn (*Mahāprajñāpāramitopadeśa), which states that “in various places in the Tripiṭaka the emptiness of dharmas is taught.”159 The Perfection of Wisdom in turn reports an exchange in the course of which the Buddha queries if he has not constantly been teaching the emptiness of dharmas, which Subhūti confirms.160 The way this exchange proceeds does not give the impression that such a teaching was considered an innovation.


Williams (1989/2009, 53) explains that, “[h]istorically, the teaching of absence of Self only in persons (in opposition to that of dharmas) is a feature of certain interpretations of the Abhidharma.”161 In other words, the main criticism voiced in the Perfection of Wisdom would not be aimed at an Āgama position but rather at a specific tenet of some Abhidharma traditions. Bronkhorst (2018, 124 and 126) presents the following relevant assessment:




[T]he ‘Perfection of Wisdom,’ which is the subject matter of the Aṣṭasāhasrikā Prajñāpāramitā . . . only makes sense against the background of the overhaul of Buddhist scholasticism that had taken place in Greater Gandhāra during the last centuries preceding the Common Era. It was in Greater Gandhāra, during this period, that Buddhist scholasticism developed an ontology centred on the lists of dharmas that had been preserved. Lists of dharmas had been drawn up before the scholastic revolution in Greater Gandhāra, and went on being drawn up elsewhere with the goal of preserving the teaching of the Buddha. But the Buddhists of Greater Gandhāra were the first to use these lists of dharmas to construe an ontology, unheard of until then. They looked upon the dharmas as the only really existing things . . .




The position taken in numerous Mahāyāna texts is that dharmas have no beginning (and no end). This makes perfect sense among thinkers who are steeped in Gandhāran scholasticism.





This assessment can be explored further with the help of a detailed study of the evolution of ideas related to the nature of dharmas in Sarvāstivāda Abhidharma thought by Cox (2004). Already an early canonical Abhidharma work, the Saṅgītiparyāya, appears to testify to a usage of the related term bhāva to attribute separate existence to the three periods of time, that is, the past, the present, and the future.162 Cox (2004, 568) notes that in such usage the term “bhāva conveyed both an abstract sense as ‘nature’ and an ontological sense as ‘mode of existence,’” reflecting an early period when “the more technical sense of bhāva was beginning to develop, but the clear distinction between bhāva and svabhāva typical of the later Sarvāstivāda materials had not yet solidified.”


Cox (2004, 559, 562, 569, and 563) explains that the notion of svabhāva in turn appears to have developed mainly in “the context of categorization, where invariable criteria are demanded as the basis for unambiguous classification.” In this role, “to be a dharma is to be determined by a distinctive intrinsic nature, which is never abandoned.” Recognition of this svabhāva nature is in turn a crucial requirement for clear discrimination and the avoidance of confusion among dharmas. This then leads to the notion that “determination by intrinsic nature undergoes no variation or modification, and hence, dharmas, which are in effect types or categories of intrinsic nature, are established as stable and immutable.” The point is that “determining individual dharmas through unique intrinsic nature also entails affirming their existence, as a natural function both of the etymological sense of the term svabhāva and of the role of dharmas as the fundamental constituents of experience.” In sum, “dharmas as svabhāvas or as abstract categories are invariable and denote an atemporal, that is, inalterable existence.”


Although concern with svabhāva in the sense of an intrinsic nature is mainly a preoccupation of Abhidharma compendia, the Jñānaprasthāna of the canonical Abhidharma collection of the Sarvāstivādins already reflects this notion.163 The *Mahāvibhāṣā compendium, an encyclopedic work of scholastic exegesis, in turn presents the fully developed notion by arguing that svabhāva exists, it is real, and it can be apprehended; moreover, it is never empty; thus, it is not the case that it has not existed, that it does not exist, or that it will not exist.164 Such qualifications seem to be set in direct opposition to central positions taken in Prajñāpāramitā thought.


The gradual evolution of the notion of svabhāva in Abhidharma thought is also relevant for establishing a historical perspective on Āgama literature. Early Abhidharma clearly operates in close dialogue with the teachings in Āgama discourses. This is particularly evident in the earliest Abhidharma works, and it has its counterpart in proto-Abhidharma tendencies in some discourses that are usually not supported by their respective parallels and for this reason recognizable as reflecting later developments.165 This pattern soon enough diminishes, and canonical works reflecting a more mature stage in Abhidharma thought can be seen to operate more and more independently, containing teachings that are in turn no longer reflected in Āgama literature.


An example in case is precisely the conception of svabhāva, which is not found among the teachings common to Āgama discourses of different reciter traditions.166 Yet, an explicit dismissal of this notion can be found already in the Gāndhārī manuscript version of the Perfection of Wisdom, in the form of denying that any of the five aggregates is endowed with such an intrinsic nature.167 Once the Perfection of Wisdom shows such clear evidence of responding to this notion and thus being in dialogue with an evolved stage in Abhidharma thought, the relevant passage would have to be allocated to a stage in Buddhist thought subsequent to that reflected in Āgama discourses that are supported by their parallels.


The perspective on the historical evolution that emerges in this way in turn supports my assessment earlier in this chapter (see above p. 8) that it seems reasonable to assume that the main teachings found in the Pāli discourses and their parallels (leaving aside the Ekottarikāgama) form the backdrop to the setting within which the Perfection of Wisdom would have evolved. Nevertheless, as announced earlier, I will continue to leave matters open and allow each individual instance surveyed in the course of my study to reveal in its own right what the most probable direction of influence would have been between a particular position taken in the Perfection of Wisdom and corresponding material from Āgama literature.


At this point, I have completed my survey of the two modes of interpretating the rhetoric of emptiness that I felt were in need of clarification. In what follows, I will examine the basic procedure of this rhetoric and then relate that to the nature of a sentient being and to insight into the five aggregates. The final topic in this chapter is the relationship between overcoming fear and gaining samādhi.


The Basic Procedure of the Rhetoric of Emptiness


The concerns underlying the rhetoric of emptiness employed in the Perfection of Wisdom can best be illustrated with a few excerpts from the Gāndhārī manuscript:168




I do not find and do not apprehend what is named “a bodhisattva.” Without finding and without apprehending [any, which] bodhisattva do I instruct in the Perfection of Wisdom?


On being taught the Perfection of Wisdom, if a bodhisattva is not dejected and does not become afraid . . .


This is a bodhisattva’s samādhi, called “nonacquisition.”





The first passage shows that, having been invited by the Buddha to teach the Perfection of Wisdom to bodhisattvas and having clarified that he will do so in reliance on the Buddha, Subhūti first of all deconstructs the key concept of this invitation: the bodhisattva.169 The reference to being unable to apprehend something is a recurrent one in the Perfection of Wisdom; it can be understood to convey the sense of apprehending something as existing in itself,170 that is, as something that has an “intrinsic nature,” svabhāva. The second excerpt points to the importance of being able to accept this type of teaching without giving rise to fear. Once that has become possible, the mind can give rise to “collectedness” or “concentration,” samādhi.171


In what follows, I will explore the type of deconstruction proposed in the first excerpt in detail, in particular in relation to the five aggregates. Then I will turn to the topic of fear and the relationship of its absence to samādhi. Of course, more needs to be said on the topic of emptiness in the Perfection of Wisdom. Since the present first chapter has already by now become quite long and detailed, I will be taking up several related topics in later chapters, such as the injunction not to take a stance on anything (see below p. 79), the relationship of emptiness to impermanence (see below p. 119), the topic of taking up signs (see below p. 137), the nature of perception as a potential source of attachment (see below p. 141), the conception of omniscience (see below p. 237), and the doctrine of dependent arising (see below p. 246). In other words, what follows below is only a preliminary foray into the topic.


The Nature of a Sentient Being


In the history of Prajñāpāramitā literature, the version that is now known as being in eight thousand lines appears to have been the starting point for a gradual process of expansion, leading to a version in twenty-five thousand lines, the Pañcaviṃśatisāhasrikā Prajñāpāramitā.172 It can at times be helpful to turn to this version for additional indications, in the sense of potentially providing an explanation or perspective that is closer in time to the mode of thought reflected in the Aṣṭasāhasrikā Prajñāpāramitā than Haribhadra’s commentary.


In the present case, a relevant passage can be found in the earliest Chinese translation by Dharmarakṣa of a version corresponding to what in Sanskrit is the Pañcaviṃśatisāhasrikā Prajñāpāramitā.173 In the context of providing succinct explanations of each of the six perfections in what is the first chapter in this text—which to some extent serves to prepare the ground for a proper understanding of its subsequent chapters—Dharmarakṣa’s translation offers the following explanation:174 “The wisdom of understanding emptiness without assuming a self, this is the Perfection of Wisdom.” This explanation offers a straightforward and succinct statement of emptiness as the perhaps most central concern underpinning the type of text under discussion.


In relation to Subhūti’s statement that he does not find a bodhisattva, the Pañcaviṃśatisāhasrikā Prajñāpāramitā reports an additional clarification offered by the Buddha, explaining that this situation is similar to the case of a “sentient being,” which can also not be obtained.175 This indication enables relating the present discussion to the usage and problematization of the term “sentient being” in Āgama discourses.


Two different passages from Āgama literature can be relied on to present a contrast similar to the contrasting statements found regularly in the Perfection of Wisdom. One of these passages indicates that a sentient being cannot be obtained.176 According to the other passage, a Tathāgata is foremost among sentient beings.177 The context clarifies the difference. The first case is part of a reply given by a highly realized nun in order to deconstruct an attempt at reifying the notion of a sentient being. The idea behind this reification appears to have been that the term “sentient being” refers to an entity of sorts that has a creator and that must come from somewhere and disappear toward somewhere else. In the second case, however, the same term is used without reification.


The distinction to be made here can be related to two different definitions given in Āgama literature of what the term “sentient being” stands for. One of these is merely functional, pointing to the existence of the six sense spheres.178 According to the other definition, however, the term “sentient being” stands for being attached to the five aggregates.179 This presentation involves a wordplay, as Pāli satta could mean a “sentient being,” Sanskrit sattva, or else refer to being “attached,” Sanskrit sakta.180


A related sense appears to be relevant to a passage found in the version of the Perfection of Wisdom translated by Lokakṣema, located just before Subhūti’s statement that he does not see or apprehend any bodhisattva. The relevant passage could be translated as follows: “The Buddha makes me teach the bodhisattvas. There being the name ‘bodhisattva,’ one then becomes attached to it. Is there the name ‘bodhisattva’ or is there no [such] name?”181 The passage could be read to highlight the problem of latching on to the title of being a bodhisattva by way of attachment, leading to the query, presumably addressed to the bodhisattvas in the audience, if what designates their spiritual choice and identity is becoming a matter of attachment for them. The proposed reading would resonate with the following comment by Nattier (2003a, 135n62) on the Aṣṭasāhasrikā (and the Vajracchedikā) Prajñāpāramitā: “It is my strong suspicion that this ‘rhetoric of negation’ first emerged as a tactical attempt to undercut the potential for bodhisattvas’ arrogance.” Weaning bodhisattvas from any attachment or arrogance appears to be indeed a central concern of Subhūti’s teachings in the Perfection of Wisdom.


Besides providing a pointer at such concerns, the quoted passage also confirms the relevance to the present context of the above definition in Āgama literature of a sentient being in terms of being attached. This definition is relevant to the case of a person who is reifying the notion of a sentient being; it is not applicable to a Tathāgata. As a fully awakened one, a Tathāgata is of course free from attachment. This is exactly why a Tathāgata is foremost among sentient beings. Being without attachment to the five aggregates, a Tathāgata no longer identifies with them. Due to not identifying with these, a Tathāgata can no longer be identified in terms of the five aggregates. This does not mean that a Tathāgata is without aggregates. It only means that a Tathāgata is beyond being identifiable by what a Tathāgata no longer identifies with.


Since this may appear perplexing, perhaps an illustration may be of use. Take the case of someone who has for many years held a leading position in some important institution and now has retired, perhaps even moved to a different country, making it impossible that she will ever take up that same position again. It no longer makes sense to refer to her by her previous title as the director or president of such-and-such institution. This is not a statement about the nonexistence of the institution but only about the definite severance of her relationship to that institution. In the same way, a Tathāgata has irrevocably retired from constructing a sense of identity, making it impossible that such constructing will ever happen again. It no longer makes sense to refer to a Tathāgata by way of constructing an identity. This is not a statement about the nonexistence of the aggregates but only about the definite severance of any relationship to the construction of identity based in one way or another on these aggregates.


Expressed in a contrastive type of language, a Tathāgata is a sentient being and is not a sentient being: The six sense spheres (or the five aggregates) are still there, hence to that extent one can still speak of a “sentient being” (definition 1). But any attachment to these is no longer there, hence to that extent it is no longer possible to speak of a “sentient being” (definition 2). As aptly clarified by another highly realized nun, a Tathāgata is freed from being reckoned in terms of any of the aggregates; at the same time—or perhaps precisely because of that—a Tathāgata is deep, immeasurable, and difficult to fathom, just like the great ocean.182


Insight into the Five Aggregates


In what follows, I continue exploring the rhetoric of emptiness in relation to the five aggregates. For doing that, an extract from the Gāndhārī manuscript can provide a convenient reference point:183


Form itself, friend Śāriputra, is devoid of an intrinsic nature of form, and in the same way feeling tone, perception, volitional formations, consciousness, [friend] Śāriputra, is devoid of an intrinsic nature of consciousness.


The passage translated above presents in a nutshell a central teaching in the Perfection of Wisdom of rejecting an “intrinsic nature,” svabhāva.184 This applies to all phenomena without exception; in fact, the Gāndhārī manuscript version continues from the five aggregates to the very Perfection of Wisdom itself, which is also devoid of any svabhāva. Expressing the same basic point differently, the only svabhāva that can be found is the absence of svabhāva, hence the svabhāva of any phenomenon is emptiness. This is the pivotal point around which many of the discussions in the Perfection of Wisdom appear to revolve. At the same time, this is the teaching that Śāriputra—in his specific role as an icon of Abhidharma—needs help understanding, so that he can proceed beyond the level of understanding reached through Abhidharma analysis. It is presumably in this way, by avoiding any reification, that from the viewpoint of the Perfection of Wisdom it becomes possible to step out of the seventh chariot in order to be able to complete the journey.


An important practical tool to wean the mind from its ingrained tendency toward reification is to attend to the illusory nature of any aspect of experience. This can be illustrated with the following simile from Lokakṣema’s translation (the relevant section is no longer preserved in the Gāndhārī manuscript):185




It is just as if a master magician in a large, open space were magically to conjure up a great town, magically conjure up people to fill its interior, and then decapitate all the magically conjured up people.


In its context, this illustration serves to convey that bodhisattvas should have the proper attitude toward their aspiration to lead many sentient beings to liberation. Just as none of the magically conjured people has really been killed, in the same way should bodhisattvas view the sentient beings they are attempting to liberate. Now, if sentient beings were indeed as illusory as the magically conjured up people, it would be just as impossible to help them progress to awakening as it would be impossible to kill them. The context shows that the implication is not to give up helping others, in the realization that this is impossible, but much rather that bodhisattvas should do whatever possible to lead others to liberation while avoiding the error of taking themselves and their task too seriously by way of reification and attachment. The simile illustrates an attitude rather than being about ontology.


The analogy chosen in this way can be related to a simile employed in Āgama literature in the context of an exposition of the five aggregates. The simile in question serves to illustrate specifically the nature of consciousness, which turns out to be comparable to a magical illusion conjured up by a magician. Here, this image applies only to consciousness out of the five aggregates and thus is not an assertion of the illusory nature of the whole world. Several versions provide additional detail to this illustration by indicating that the magician conjures up different military troops.186 Such imagery would accord with the idea of people being killed in the above illustration from the Perfection of Wisdom. In the course of elaborating the simile of the magician, Subhūti in fact brings in the topic of the five aggregates:187


Form being like an illusion there is no being attached to it, no being bound by it, and no being freed from it. Feeling tone, perception, volitional formations, and consciousness being like an illusion there is no being attached to it, no being bound by it, and no being freed from it.


In this way, seeing each of the five aggregates as comparable to a magical illusion undermines any attachment to them and leads beyond the contrast between bondage and freedom. The passage continues by illustrating this with the example of space, which is similarly something one will not attach to, be bound by, or be freed from.188 The position taken in this way can be compared to a teaching in Āgama literature on the implication of seeing consciousness to be comparable to a magical illusion:189


Whatever consciousness there is, be it past, future, or present, be it internal or external, be it gross or subtle, be it sublime or repugnant, be it far or near, . . . there is nothing to it—nothing stable and nothing substantial—it has no solidity; it is like a disease, like a carbuncle, like a thorn, like a killer; and it is impermanent, duḥkha, empty, and not self. Why is that? It is because there is nothing solid or substantial in consciousness.


The underlying thrust of this teaching is to promote progress toward freedom from bondage, which becomes particularly evident with the commended evaluations of consciousness as being comparable to a disease, a carbuncle, a thorn, and even to a killer. The Perfection of Wisdom passage takes things a step further, as it were, by dismantling even such evaluations. At this presumably more advanced stage, the task is not just to overcome attachment in order to gain freedom from bondage, as even the very notions of being bound and its opposite in being freed are to be left behind as well.


A subsequent part of the present chapter in the Perfection of Wisdom turns to examining the nature of the self, showing that it is a notion devoid of any reality.190 The topic of examining the nature of the self can in turn be related to a line in a verse extant in Pāli, with similarly worded parallels found in Chinese and Sanskrit. The verse provides an example for a type of formulation that at first sight can appear contradictory or incoherent, similar to the impression that at times can arise with statements in the Perfection of Wisdom. A very literal translation of this verse, to the extent of following the syntax of the original, would be as follows: “the self indeed for the self does not exist” (attā hi attano n’ atthi).191


In this way, the existence of the self is explicitly denied but at the same time implicitly affirmed by referring to the self for which the denied item does not exist. From the viewpoint of grammar, the same term “self” features first as a nominative singular and then as a genitive/dative singular. Yet, the two occurrences carry substantially different meanings, which could be expressed by distinguishing between Self (first instance) and self (second instance). In other words, whereas the first instance concerns a reified sense of a self, the second instance is just a reflexive usage, serving as a pointer to subjective experience. The context involves a foolish person who worries about sons and wealth. The verse serves to point out that there is not even a “Self” to be owned by one-“self,” much less sons and wealth.


The preceding line refers to the one who worries about sons and wealth explicitly as a “fool” (bāla), a term that could in principle also have been used in the line under discussion for the second instance of “self,” thereby avoiding the juxtaposition of two occurrences of the same term carrying different meanings.192 That this was not done gives me the impression that this juxtaposition may have been chosen intentionally, in that it has an important role to play by forcing the listeners to pause and reflect. This would be in line with a pedagogical strategy that Āgama literature shows the Buddha employing repeatedly, evident in instances reporting that he makes a brief statement and then leaves the puzzled monastics to themselves, who then ask some senior disciple to explain the matter for them.193 


The basic pattern that emerges in this way has some similarity to the one adopted in the Perfection of Wisdom, where at first sight counterintuitive statements require pausing and reflecting in order to be fully understood. In the case of the above Pāli verse on the nonexistence of a self for the self, such an effect is well in line with what the whole verse apparently wants to achieve, namely a pausing and reflecting about the ingrained tendency of relating to things with a sense of ownership. Without such an apparently paradoxical formulation, the same statement would probably not achieve its effect to the same degree. A way of presentation that at first sight is puzzling seems necessary to stimulate the type of reaction that is to be achieved.


Although the main point of the line under discussion is of course not an instance of a perfection-of-wisdom type of teaching, it does seem to be related to emptiness in a wider sense. The verse can be read as an exemplification of a formulation, already mentioned above (p. 43), of a commendable way of contemplating emptiness: “This is empty of a self and what belongs to a self.”194 Once the first part is realized, the second follows naturally. Once it has become clear that there is not even a self to be owned, it follows naturally that sons and wealth are also not something that can truly be owned.


Particularly noteworthy is that the apparent paradox in the verse in question can fulfil its function even though Āgama literature does not yet know the distinction developed in later traditions between conventional and ultimate truths. In other words, such a type of statement must have been intelligible to the ancient Indian audience even without reliance on the notion of two truths. This is of course not meant to put into question that this notion can be fruitfully applied to emptiness rhetoric in the Perfection of Wisdom. Another scholar critical of the assumption that self-contradiction characterizes the thought of the Perfection of Wisdom, Williams (1989/2009, 52), relies precisely on the two-truths theory to make his point. He proposes that by shifting between these two levels of truth, “ultimate and conventional, it is possible to generate apparent paradoxes for pedagogic effect, but ( pace Conze) it seems to me there are few if any genuine paradoxes, no real ‘speaking in contradictions’ in the Perfection of Wisdom literature.”


The argument made in this way seems fair enough, and my additional observation is only that, at least from an ancient Indian perspective, even the distinction between conventional and ultimate truths is not indispensable for such apparently paradoxical statements to perform their pedagogic function. Since in the present study I attempt as much as possible to approach the Perfection of Wisdom from the viewpoint of Āgama literature, the distinction between two truths is not part of my proposed readings.195 This does not mean that in some way this type of approach is being dismissed. Instead, the idea is just to provide another, additional perspective.


This additional perspective could perhaps be illustrated with the simile of the raft, whose relevance to reading Prajñāpāramitā literature is evident from its explicit use in the Vajracchedikā.196 The raft is indispensable for crossing over. Once having crossed over, however, the raft is of no further use and needs to be left behind. The two perspectives that emerge in this way on the role of the raft do not require distinguishing between a conventional and an ultimate raft. Instead, the evaluation simply relies on the context: at first, when being on this shore or when crossing over, reliance on the raft is required; after having reached the other shore, letting go of the raft is required.


The same basic pattern can be applied to attempts to communicate key concerns of the Perfection of Wisdom. For such communication, using concepts is indispensable. Once the main point has been communicated, however, to keep holding on to the previously useful concepts risks turning into reification, comparable to carrying the raft along when continuing the journey on the other shore. In order to convey the two dimensions of a proper abiding in the Perfection of Wisdom, any concept that has been used needs to be deconstructed right after its usage has fulfilled its purpose. In terms of the raft simile: whoever takes up the raft needs to be ready to let go of it right after it has fulfilled its purpose. On this reading, the seemingly self-contradictory procedure can become quite meaningful. It inculcates and exemplifies what the practitioner has to do at every step along the long path to Buddhahood. This requires taking up the conceptual tools and letting go of them again right after they have fulfilled their purpose.


The basic notion of being a bodhisattva cultivating the Perfection of Wisdom is—at least from the perspective of the target audience of Prajñāpāramitā literature—indispensable for progress to Buddhahood. Yet, the very same basic notion can become a source of attachment and conceit. The notion as such needs to be brought in at first, as discarding the raft before crossing over would be even worse than carrying it along after having crossed over. But after a particular concept has been brought up initially, the very same concept needs to be deconstructed. This is precisely what Subhūti appears to be doing immediately after having been invited by the Buddha to teach the Perfection of Wisdom to bodhisattvas: He carries out his teaching task by exemplifying the procedure that bodhisattvas need to follow if they wish to progress speedily to Buddhahood. As explained by Orsborn (2012, 207):


He seems willing to teach the bodhisattvas Prajñāpāramitā, but is unable to actually find any substantial thing which corresponds to either of them . . . Yet ironically, this very state of not finding a substantial living being (-sattva) as subject, or Dharma practice as object, is the teaching itself. Whoever is able to maintain this state of mind is in fact correctly practicing the Prajñāpāramitā, so long as they do not in turn reify this state itself.


The perspective that emerges in this way can be explored further with the help of another passage on the five aggregates, which takes the following form in the Gāndhārī manuscript:197


When one becomes established in form, one cultivates the construction of form, [feeling tone, perception, volitional formations], if one becomes established in consciousness, one cultivates the construction of consciousness.


The passage seems to convey that becoming established in the five aggregates (presumably by way of reification and attachment) means that one is abiding in a “construction,” abhisaṃskāra, rather than stepping out of construction.


The role of abhisaṃskāra in the construction of the five aggregates comes to the fore in an Āgama discourse extant in Pāli, Chinese, and Tibetan. The three parallels agree in placing a spotlight on the role of the fourth aggregate, the saṃskāras, in this respect.198 These “construct” the five aggregates—central dimensions of subjective experience—not just by way of the central role of saṃskāras in the process of rebirth but also in every moment of present experience by providing a volitional input that will color the way unawakened perception appraises whatever happens.


According to another Pāli discourse and one of its two Chinese parallels, the term “world” can simply designate what arises in the six senses.199 This does not appear to be meant in an idealist sense, instead of which it can best be read as a pointer to the construction of experience.200 Ñāṇananda (1971/1986, 84) comments on the notion of the world as equivalent to experience through the six senses:


Thus the world is what our senses present it [to] us to be. However, the world is not purely a projection of the mind in the sense of a thoroughgoing idealism; only, it is a phenomenon which the empirical consciousness cannot get behind, as it is itself committed to it. One might, of course, transcend the empirical consciousness and see the world objectively in the light of paññā [wisdom] only to find that it is void (suñña) of the very characteristics which made it a “world” for oneself.


The idea of the light of wisdom illuminating the empty nature of the “world” is quite in keeping with the concerns of the Perfection of Wisdom. A related perspective emerges in the following statement in a Pāli discourse: “Friend, wisdom is for the purpose of knowing directly, the purpose of knowing penetratively, and the purpose of abandoning.”201 In the setting of the Perfection of Wisdom, it seems that Subhūti is mainly concerned with the last of these three, with abandoning by way of stepping out of the seventh chariot in order to be able to enter the palace. This central instruction comes up in one way or another again and again.


Fear and Samādhi


Repetition as such is a regular feature of Buddhist orality, where it serves to ensure that the main message is kept in memory and not easily forgotten. In the case of the Perfection of Wisdom, the rhetoric of emptiness clearly relies on this same feature of repeating its main message again and again, even though references to writing and books show that, at the time of composition, orality was no longer the sole mode of ensuring transmission of the text.202


The employment of repetition for delivering the message of the rhetoric of emptiness seems to be for a pedagogical reason, given that the tendency to reify rests on ignorance as an attitude rather than on ignorance as a lack of factual knowledge. This is indeed characteristic of the Buddhist conception of ignorance, which concerns a tendency to ignore, to avoid, to pretend otherwise.203 In other words, the problem of ignorance is less about not being able to know as such and more about not wanting to know. Hence, it does not suffice to point out the truth of the matter once. Instead, the required remedy is to inculcate the tendency to deconstruct by dint of repeating the relevant instructions time and again, until such deconstruction has become almost like a reflex that occurs spontaneously.


From this viewpoint, the teachings given in the Perfection of Wisdom could even be considered to offer a kind of cognitive training aimed at a transformation of the audience’s affectively held attitudes. The pattern employed for this cognitive training exemplifies what needs to be done again and again: take up any concept for whatever purpose it is needed and then right away let go of it again. The countermeasures taken in this way in turn target the affective dimension of experience, attempting to undercut attachment without going so far as to create excessive agitation. The last appears to be the problem that stands in the background of the warning that this type of instruction can arouse fear. In terms of the raft simile, being told to let go of the raft can naturally arouse fear of drowning. After all, preventing that has been the chief purpose of using a raft in the first place, and its usage thus far has precisely accomplished that. In the same way, the thorough deconstruction employed to encourage letting go of all dharmas can easily trigger fear of being deprived of what appears to be essential.204


In another part of the Perfection of Wisdom the Buddha explains specifically how best to instruct recent converts to the path to Buddhahood, namely by encouraging them to cultivate the six perfections aimed at supreme, complete awakening and to avoid becoming attached to the five aggregates.205 This in a way presents the gist of what the rhetoric of emptiness is trying to convey but without actually employing it and thereby running the risk that someone unfamiliar with it becomes agitated and afraid.


Although the Perfection of Wisdom can in principle become a source of fear, especially for those who are not yet accustomed to the thorough deconstruction advocated with the rhetoric of emptiness, it can also help to face fear. The third chapter of Lokakṣema’s translation commends learning, remembering, and reciting the Perfection of Wisdom as a means to remain fearless when encountering some hardship.206 The Sanskrit version provides more details, as it lists different places where one may encounter such fear, including forest wilds and the root of a tree, in addition to which it also mentions the four bodily postures, as one could be walking, standing, seated, or reclining at that time.207


This description can conveniently be related to an Āgama discourse passage concerning the Buddha—the bodhisattva—during the time of his quest for awakening. The relevant Pāli discourse and its Chinese parallel report that the bodhisattva Śākyamuni was living in forest wilds in seclusion, where at times hearing unexpected noises would arouse fear in him. Whenever that happened, the bodhisattva would simply remain in the same bodily posture until the fear had subsided.208 If he was walking, he would just keep on walking, and if he was standing, seated, or reclining, he would just remain in that same posture. The similarities that emerge in this way invite relating this description to the passage from the Sanskrit version of the Aṣṭasāhasrikā Prajñāpāramitā.


Now, when suddenly hearing some unexpected sound while being in the forest, it would be natural to change one’s posture in order to try to identify the sound or to get a little bit away from whatever wild animal or other occurrence may be the source of that sound. Instead, the bodhisattva Śākyamuni would just stay quietly watching what was going on, and he was doing that, notably, not only on the outside but also on the inside, within his own mind. The main practice here appears to be a form of mindfulness,209 in the sense that the bodhisattva would have been mindfully monitoring his own state of mind and at the same time his posture and thereby in a way embody a basic stance of mindfulness practice, namely receptive awareness without immediately reacting. On this reading, the cultivation of mindfulness in this passage would fulfil a function to some extent comparable to the role of recollecting—which is of course a mindfulness practice—the Perfection of Wisdom.


The function of the Perfection of Wisdom as a tool to counter fear in turn helps broaden the perspective on its various authentication strategies and self-promotions. In addition to the obvious agenda at work in such passages, instilling faith in the Perfection of Wisdom also has an important role in fortifying practitioners in their encounters with fear. The more they take the teachings on trust, the more their minds will easily settle and become composed, rather than succumbing to agitation. Eventually this process will lead to a supreme degree of inner certitude about the teachings on emptiness, in the form of the patient acceptance of the nonarising of dharmas (anutpattikadharmakṣānti), a topic to be explored in a subsequent chapter (see below p. 186).


Another passage from Āgama literature, concerned with cultivating calmness of the mind, describes how the bodhisattva Śākyamuni overcame, step by step, various mental obstructions to the deepening of mental “composure,” samādhi, more usually translated as “concentration.”210 One such mental obstruction is indeed fear, whose recognition and overcoming enabled the bodhisattva Śākyamuni to progress in his cultivation of samādhi. His surmounting of fear (together with other obstacles) eventually led to his attainment of absorption (dhyāna). This presentation conforms to the basic pattern of facing fear and overcoming it, leading to the ability to gain samādhi.


The passage from the Perfection of Wisdom quoted earlier speaks of the samādhi of “nonacquisition,” corresponding to the Sanskrit term aparigraha, which conveys a sense of renunciation and dispossession. Although a samādhi by this name does not feature among Pāli discourses, the notion of nonacquisition as characteristic of an advanced practitioner does occur in several Pāli verses.211 Such references are, however, more about a level of development or condition of the mind than about an actual practice of meditation. Nevertheless, it may well be that the reference to samādhi in the Perfection of Wisdom has in mind such a mental condition. Be that as it may, an actual meditation practice to implement the principle of nonacquisition would be “signless concentration,” animitta samādhi. In fact, the Gāndhārī manuscript version refers to the sign, nimitta, in its exposition of the samādhi of nonacquisition,212 followed at a subsequent point of its exposition by indicating that one who proceeds in form (etc.) proceeds in signs.213


Exploring the problem posed by signs and meditative approaches of working with that, however, will have to wait until a subsequent part of my study (see below p. 137). The time has come to let this rather long chapter come to its end. Here and elsewhere, I conclude each chapter with a summary. This first condenses the whole content of the respective discussion in a single sentence, followed by a more detailed summary that surveys the main topics covered in the course of the chapter.


SUMMARY


In this chapter I have surveyed evidence for the bodhisattva ideal being a pan-Buddhist phenomenon, examined the roles of Śāriputra and Subhūti as exemplifying a concern with countering the position that dharmas have an intrinsic nature, and argued that the rhetoric of emptiness can be read as involving an internally coherent mental training in nonreification.


The Gāndhārī manuscript version and Lokakṣema’s translation of the Perfection of Wisdom appear to testify to an interim stage in the development of the bodhisattva ideal. A characteristic of this stage is a lack of prominence of compassion as the chief motivation for embarking on the path to Buddhahood. At this point in the development of Buddhist thought, Buddhahood has not yet become the sole appropriate object for spiritual practice and rather features as a goal for the chosen few who aspire to become Buddhas as soon as possible.


A survey of relevant Pāli sources shows a gradual evolution of the bodhisattva ideal in the Theravāda textual traditions, with repercussions on actual Buddhist practice evident in South and Southeast Asia. The picture that emerges in this way makes it clear that the bodhisattva ideal is best considered a pan-Buddhist phenomenon, rather than being restricted to some Buddhist traditions only. In other words, the existence of the bodhisattva ideal as such, together with corresponding practices, cannot be used as an identifier of some Buddhist traditions in contrast to others, simply because it is a shared feature of the main, extant Buddhist traditions.




A gradual evolution is similarly evident in the different roles taken by Śāriputra. His position as foremost in wisdom among the Buddha’s disciples must have made him a natural choice to serve as an icon for the emerging Abhidharma traditions. This in turn would have impacted the role given to him in Prajñāpāramitā literature as someone who needs to be taught how to proceed further, in line with the overall concern in this type of text to encourage proceeding beyond the results of Abhidharma analysis to a penetrative vision of the complete emptiness of all phenomena.


The role of the Perfection of Wisdom in this respect finds exemplification in the choice of Subhūti as its spokesman, who in Āgama literature stands for the absence of conflict and, in some reciter traditions, for abiding in emptiness. His selection can convey to the audience that even a disciple of only marginal importance in Āgama literature could, by dint of reliance on the Perfection of Wisdom, become a teacher of someone as outstanding in matters of wisdom as Śāriputra.


The quest for the supreme in wisdom is the central underlying current of the rhetoric of emptiness. This rhetoric is probably best approached while keeping in mind the ancient Indian tetralemma model of thought, rather than being read from a position of interpreting contrasting positions as involving a form of self-contradiction. Moreover, the concern with emptiness in this rhetoric does not appear to be an entirely novel development, as the absence of a self in all phenomena was clearly recognized in Āgama thought.


The basic concerns underlying the rhetoric of emptiness in the Perfection of Wisdom are reflected in instances of deconstructing key terminology, including the very notion of a “bodhisattva.” Should this not result in agitating a mature practitioner, then such deconstruction has the potential of leading instead to a form of samādhi. The deconstruction itself appears to be aimed at countering any self-notion, including even just the idea of positing an intrinsic nature, and in this respect would be similar to the deconstruction of the notion of a “sentient being” in Āgama literature. Just as a sentient being, so too the five aggregates are devoid of any essence or intrinsic nature. A helpful way to contemplate this empty nature can be the metaphor of an illusion. Used already in Āgama literature to characterize the nature of consciousness, the Perfection of Wisdom applies the same image in a broader manner to help counter reification and attachment.


Another similarity can be found in the employment of at first sight paradoxical statements, whose usage is not confined to the Perfection of Wisdom but can also be identified in Pāli texts, such as in a verse indicating that a self does not exist for the self. An element of continuity between Āgama literature and the Perfection of Wisdom can also be seen in the employment of the parable of the raft to illustrate the need to let go of the very means for progress on the path, once the time has come to proceed further.


The repeated employment of deconstruction in the Perfection of Wisdom could be a kind of cognitive training, whereby bodhisattvas learn to let go of any conceptual tool on the spot, immediately after it has fulfilled its communicative purpose. The procedure of repeating the same message over and again would also foster gradually overcoming reactions of fear, which may be triggered by the deconstruction of notions and beliefs held to be indispensable for progress on the path to Buddhahood or even just for one’s sense of identity as a Buddhist practitioner.
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