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Preface to the Second Edition,
and Acknowledgements

The first edition of this book has sold over 55,000 copies since its publica-
tion in 1990, and has translations in French, Italian and Spanish. It has been
used as a textbook from MA level down to secondary school level.

The book was aimed to give a balanced overview of the panorama of
Buddhisms in the world, for students, Buddhists and the general public. As
a writer, I was an ‘insider’ to Buddhism looking outwards to help others
look inside its many ‘rooms’. My own starting point was as: a scholar of
Theravada Buddhism who was mainly used to working with textual ma-
terial, someone whose first degree was in philosophy, who had taught a
university course on Buddhism for a number of years, a practising
Theravada Buddhist, and a meditation teacher in the Samatha Trust
tradition. In order to write an introduction to Buddhism as a whole, I
had to broaden beyond my base in exploring the textual sources of
Mahayana Buddhism, and historical and anthropological accounts of a//
traditions. My background meant that I wrote as an ‘insider’ to various
strands of Theravada Buddhism, but as a sympathetic ‘outsider’ to
Mahayana traditions and even some strands of Theravada.

My aims in the new edition are as in the first edition, though now also
including a greater willingness to explore tensions as well as continuities
between the different forms of Buddhism:

I. to present as comprehensive an overview of Buddhism as possible;

2. to introduce key ideas/practices/developments, linking them to textual
citations, where relevant;

3. to show their relationship to other ideas and practices of the same
tradition;

4. to show their parallels in other Buddhist traditions;

5. to present the diversities within Buddhism, but in a way which allows the
reader to see how one thing led to another: the continuities, and thus the

XV



xvi Preface to the Second Edition, and Acknowledgements

uniting common threads that run through the tapestry of Buddhism,
sometimes with a similar end attained by different means;
6. to nevertheless explore some tensions between the different forms of

Buddhism;

7. to show how Buddhism works as a set of practices, not just a set of beliefs;

8. to show the overall dynamics of how Buddhism ‘works’;

9. to include a good range of illustrations, from all the traditions;

10. to convey something of the emotional tone or ‘flavour(s)” of Buddhism;

11. to emphasize aspects of Buddhism that particularly help to illuminate
Buddhism as it is now, showing the relevance of historical develop-
ments to the present.

The focus is on the main developments, ideas and practices, and their

relationships, seeking a breadth of coverage with interlinked shafts of

depth, and to convey Buddhism’s nature as a living tradition.

This second edition has been thoroughly revised throughout. It gives
detailed references to both scriptures and secondary literature, the bibliog-
raphy is updated and a section on web resources is added, which is also
available online at www.cambridge.org/harvey. It provides both Pali and
Sanskrit versions of key terms, uses Pinyin forms for Chinese terms (with
Wade-Giles forms given on first use), with pronounceable forms used for
Tibetan names and terms (with the Wylie transcription forms given on first
use). When an italicized foreign term is used in the plural, an unitalicized s is
added, for clarity.

Throughout, more explanations and clarifications have been added. In
Chapter 2 and elsewhere, ‘karmic fruitfulness’ is used as a translation for
punna, rather than the common but rather limp ‘merit’. In Chapter 3, the
ariya-saccas are translated and explained as “True Realities for the Spiritually
Ennobled’, rather than ‘Noble Truths’ or ‘Holy Truths’, with dukkha as ‘the
painful’/‘painful’ and anarta as ‘non-Self rather than ‘not-self’. Also, a section
on ‘Nirvina as an object of insight’” has been added. In Chapter 4, there is a
new section on ‘The three aspirations, Jitakas and Avadinas’, and more
attention is given to the heritage of the school that has become known as
the “Theravada’, in part to more clearly differentiate it from early Buddhism.

In Chapter s, attention is given to the varying senses of the key term
‘emptiness’ in Mahayana thought, as for example in the self-emptiness and
other-emptiness debate in Tibetan Buddhism, and in developments of
Tathagata-garbha thought in East Asian Buddhism. In Chapter 6, more
attention is given to differentiating the different kinds of Bodhisattva, and
the section on Tantra is considerably expanded.



Preface to the Second Edition, and Acknowledgements xvii

Chapter 7 now includes a section on esoteric or ‘tantric’ Southern
Buddhism. Chapter 8 traces several uniting concerns through the devo-
tional activities it explores. Chapter 9 draws on research from my Introduction
to Buddpist Ethics. Chapter 10 includes updated material on the revival of the
bhikkhuni ordination line in the Theravada. Chapter 11, on meditation, has
been restructured and developed in more depth. It now includes sections on
‘Qualities to be developed by meditation’, “The contributions of samatha and
vipassand meditation in Southern Buddhism’, ‘Some recent methods of
vipassand practice’, “The cakras and the “six yogas of Naropa™, ‘Sexual
yoga’, ‘Mahamudra’, ‘Dzogch’en’ and “Zen in action: straightforward mind
at all times’.

Chapter 12, on Buddhism in modern Asia, has been considerably
updated, for example to include material on the Dhammakaya and Santi
Asoke movements in Thailand, the interaction of Buddhism and spirit
religion in Sri Lanka, and in Japan, the ‘Critical Buddhism’ debate and
the Nichiren Shoshti/Soka Gakkai split. Chapter 13, on Buddhism beyond
Asia, has been extensively updated, and with new sections on “The internet,
films and music’, ‘Immigration’ and ‘Categories of Buddhists, and their
characteristics and numbers’. Both Chapters 12 and 13 contain many new
tables, and both include material on ‘Engaged Buddhism’.

I would like to express my gratitude to Lance S. Cousins, now of
Wolfson College, Oxford, for his very valuable comments on a draft of
the first edition of this work, and Paul Harrison, of Stanford University,
for his various comments on this edition.

I would also like to thank: Russell Webb for information on Buddhism in
Europe; Cathy Cantwell, of Oxford University, for her comments on tantric
material; my students Mary Jaksch, of the New Zealand Diamond Sangha,
for help in understanding kdans, and Aigo Pedro Castro Sdnchez, author of
Las Esenanzas de Dogen, for help in understanding the use of the term
Mabaisattva; Jane Caple, of Leeds University, for information on numbers
of Northern Buddhists in China; Ajahn Tiradhammo for his comments on
the chapter on the Sarigha; and Stewart McFarlaine, formerly of Lancaster
University, for his help with some points on Eastern Buddhism.



A Note on Language and Pronunciation

Most of the foreign words in this work are from Pali and Sanskrit, which are
closely related languages of ancient India. Pali is the scriptural, liturgical and
scholarly language of Southern (Theravada) Buddhism, one of the three
main cultural traditions of Buddhism. Sanskrit, or rather ‘Buddhist Hybrid
Sanskrit’, is the language in which many of the scriptures and scholarly
treatises of Mahayana Buddhism came to be written in India. Northern and
Eastern Buddhism, where the Mahayana form of Buddhism predominates,
generally use the Tibetan or Chinese translations of these texts. Many works
on Buddhism give only Sanskrit versions of words, but this is artificial as
Sanskrit is no longer used by Buddhists (except in Nepal), but Pali is still
much in use. This work therefore uses the Pali version of terms (followed in
brackets on first use by the Sanskrit) for most of early Buddhism, for
Southern Buddhism, and when discussing Buddhism in general. Sanskrit
versions are used when particularly discussing Mahayana forms of
Buddhism, for some early schools which also came to use Sanskrit, and
when discussing Hinduism. The Sanskrit term ‘Stipa’, referring to a relic
mound, is also used in preference to the less well-known Pali term ‘7hipa’s
the same applies to ‘Nirvina’rather than ‘Nibbana’. An unitalicized Sanskrit
‘karmd’ is also used instead of Pali ‘kammd’, as it is now also an English
word. In many cases, Pali and Sanskrit terms are spelt the same. Where the
spellings are different, the Pali spelling is the simpler one.

Both Pali and Sanskrit have more than twenty-six letters, so to write them
in the Roman alphabet means that this needs to be expanded by the use of
diacritical marks. Once the specific sounds of the letters are known, Pali and
Sanskrit words are then pronounced as they are written, unlike English
ones. It is therefore worth taking account of the diacritical marks, as they
give a clear guide to pronunciation. The letters are pronounced as follows:
1. ais short and flat, like the # in ‘hut’ or ‘utter’

i is shore, like 7 in ‘bic’

u is like % in ‘put’, or oo in ‘foot’

xviii



A Note on Language and Pronunciation Xix

e is like ¢ in ‘bed’, only pronounced long
o is long, like 0 in ‘note’ (or, before more than one consonant, more like
0 in ‘not’ or ‘odd).

. A bar over a vowel makes it long:

a is like # in ‘barn’
7is like ee in ‘beet’
i is like # in ‘brute’.

. Sanskrit also has the vowels 27 and au, respectively pronounced like the

‘ai’ in aisle and ‘ow’ in vow. Thus Jain rhymes with line, not with Jane.

. When there is a dot under a letter (¢, &, n, s, 1, [), this means that it is a

‘cerebral’ letter. Imagine a dot on the roof of one’s mouth that one must
touch with one’s tongue when saying these letters. This produces a
characteristically ‘Indian’ sound. It also makes s into a s# sound, and r
into 7.

. The Sanskrit letter / represents an aspiration of the preceding vowel: an

‘h’ sound followed by a slight echo of the vowel, e.g. dubkha as dub”kha.

. §is like a normal s/ sound.

Aspirated consonants (kh, gh, ch, jh, th, db, th, dh, ph, bh) are accom-
panied by a strong breath-pulse from the chest, as when uttering English
consonants very emphatically. For example:

ch is like ¢h-h in ‘church-hall’

th is like #-4 in ‘hot-house’

ph is like p-h in ‘cup-handle’
When aspirated consonants occur as part of a consonant cluster, the
aspiration comes at the end of the cluster.
¢ is like ¢/ in ‘choose’.

9. 7 is like 7y in ‘canyon’, 77 is like nnyy.

I0.

II.

I2.

13.

m is a pure nasal sound, made when the mouth is closed but air escapes
through the nose, with the vocal chords vibrating; it approximates to 7g.
7 is an ng, nasal sound said from the mouth, rather than the nose.

v may be somewhat similar to English v when at the start of a word, or
between vowels, but like w when combined with another consonant.
Double consonants are always pronounced long, for example 77 is as in
‘unnecessary’.

All other letters are pronounced as in English.

6 is used to denote a long o in Japanese (as in ‘note’, rather than ‘not’).
For Tibetan words, the full transcription, according to the Wylie system,

is given in brackets on first use, but otherwise, including in the index, a form
that gives a better indication of pronunciation is given, as in Samuel
(1993: 617-34).



XX A Note on Language and Pronunciation

For Chinese, the modern Pinyin system of romanization is used, fol-
lowed, on first use, by the form in the older Wade-Giles system. A few
things to note in Pinyin:

j has no equivalent in English, but is like an unaspirated 4.

¢ has no equivalent in English, but is like cheek, with lips spread wide
with ee, and the tongue curled downwards to touch back of the teeth, and
strong aspiration.

x has no equivalent in English, but is like she, with the lips spread and the
tip of the tongue curled downwards and stuck to the back of the teeth when
saying ee.

zh is like ¢h as a sound between choke, joke and rrue.

z is between suds and cazs.

¢ is like #s in cazs.



Abbreviations

Note that below:
Th. = a text of Pali Canon or later Theravadin literature
My. = a Mahayana text in Sanskrit, Chinese or Tibetan

A.

A-a.

AKB.

Asl.

Asta.

Bca.

BCE

BM.

Anguttara Nikaya (Th.); (tr. F.L. Woodward and E. M.
Hare) 7he Book of Gradual Sayings, s vols., London, PTS,
1932—6; (tr. Bhikkhu Bodhi) 7he Numerical Discourses of the
Buddha: A Complete Translation of the Ariguttara Nikaya,
one vol., Boston, Wisdom, 2012; (tr. Nyanaponika Thera
and Bhikkhu Bodhi) Numerical Discourses of the Buddha,
New York and Oxford, Altamara, 1999: partial translation
in one vol.

Anguttara Nikiya Atthakatha (Manorathapirani) (Th.):
commentary on A.

Abbidharma-kosa-bhisya  [of Vasubandhu - mostly
Sarvastivada]; (tr. L. M. Pruden, from L. de La Vallée
Poussin’s French translation) Abhidharmakosa-bhasyam 4
vols., Berkeley, Asian Humanities Press, 1991.

Atthasilini (Th.): commentary on the Dbs.; (tr. Pe Maung
Tin) The Expositor, 2 vols. London, PTS, 1920 and 1921.
Astasihasrika Prajndparamita Sitra (My.); (tr. E. Conze)
The Perfection of Wisdom in Eight Thousand Lines, and
its Verse Summary, Bolinas, Four Seasons Foundation,
1973.

Bodhicaryavatara of Santideva (My.); (tr. K. Crosby and
A. Skilton) Santideva: The Bodbicaryavatara, Oxford and
New York, Oxford University Press.

Before the Christian Era.

S. Shaw, Buddpist Meditation: An Anthology from the Pili
Canon, London and New York, Routledge, 2006.
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BP.

BPS

BSr.

BS2.

BSR.
BT.

BTTA.

Buoms.
BW.
CE

Ch.

D-a.

Dhp.

Dhp-a.

List of abbreviations

D.S. Lopez, Jr, ed., Buddhism in Practice [anthology],
Princeton, N.J., Princeton University Press, 1995, cited
by text number.

Buddhist Publication Society.

E. Conze, Buddpist Scriptures [anthology], Harmondsworth,
Penguin, 1959.

D.S. Lopez, Buddhist Scriptures [anthology], London and
New York, Penguin, 2004, cited by text number.
Buddhist Studies Review.

W.T. de Bary, ed., The Buddpist Tradition in India, China
and Japan [anthology], New York, The Modern Library,
1969; repr. New York, Random House, 1992.

E. Conze, ed., Buddhist Texts Through the Ages, Oxford,
Cassirer, 1954; repr. Oxford, One World, 1995, cited by
text number.
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Vol. 111, London, PTS, 1975. Also includes translation of
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Bhikkhu Bodhi, 7he Buddha’s Words: An Anthology of
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Chinese.

Digha Nikaya (Th.); (tr. T.W. and C. A. F. Rhys Davids)
Dialogues of the Buddha, 3 vols., London, PTS, 1899-1921;
(tr. M. Walshe) Long Discourses of the Buddha, 2nd revised
edition, Boston, Wisdom, 1996, one vol.

Digha Nikiya Atthakatha (Sumangalavilasini) (Th.): com-
mentary on D.

Dhammapada (Th.); (tr. K.R. Norman) 7he Word of
the Doctrine, London, PTS, 1997; (tr. V. Roebuck)
The  Dhammapada, London, Penguin, 2010.
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Insight website.

Dhammapada Atthakathi, commentary on Dhp (Th.); (tr.
E.W. Burlingame) Buddpist Legends, 3 vols., Harvard
Oriental Series, Cambridge, Mass., Harvard University
Press, 1921; repr. London, PTS, 1995.
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JBE
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Khp-a.
Kor.
Kvu.

Kvu-a.

Lanka.
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Dhamma-sanigani (Th.); (tr. C.A.F. Rhys Davids) A
Buddhist Manual of Psychological Ethics, London, PTS,
1900, 3rd edn, 1993.

J.S. Strong, The Experience of Buddbism: Sources and
Interpretations, 2nd edn, Belmont, Calif., Wadsworth,
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Introduction

The history of Buddhism spans almost 2,500 years from its origin in India
with Siddhattha Gotama (Pali, Skt Siddhartha Gautama), through its
spread to most parts of Asia and, in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries,
to the West. Richard Gombrich holds that the Buddha was ‘one of the most
brilliant and original thinkers of all time’ (2009: vii), whose ‘ideas should
form part of the education of every child, the world over’, which ‘would
make the world a more civilized place, both gentler and more intelligent’
(Gombrich, 2009: 1), and with Buddhism, at least in numerical terms, as
‘the greatest movement in the entire history of human ideas’ (Gombrich,
2009: 194). While its fortunes have waxed and waned over the ages, over half
of the present world population live in areas where it is, or has been, a
dominant cultural force.

The English term ‘Buddhism’ correctly indicates that the religion is
characterized by a devotion to ‘the Buddha’, ‘Buddhas’ or ‘buddha-hood’.
‘Buddha’ is not a proper name, but a descriptive title meaning ‘Awakened
One’ or ‘Enlightened One’. This implies that most people are seen, in a
spiritual sense, as being asleep — unaware of how things really are. As ‘Buddha’
is a title, it should not be used as a name, as in, for example, ‘Buddha taught
that ...". In many contexts, ‘the Buddha’ is specific enough, meaning the
Buddha known to history, Gotama. From its earliest times, though, the
Buddhist tradition has postulated other Buddhas who have lived on earth
in distant past ages, or who will do so in the future. The later tradition also
postulated the existence of many Buddhas currently existing in other parts
of the universe. All such Buddhas, known as sammdi-sambuddhas (Skt
samyak-sambuddhas), or ‘perfect fully Awakened Ones’, are nevertheless
seen as occurring only rarely within the vast and ancient cosmos. More
common are those who are ‘buddhas’ in a lesser sense, who have awakened
to the nature of reality by practising in accordance with the guidance of a
perfect Buddha such as Gotama. The Tibetan tradition also recognizes certain
humans as manifestations on earth of Buddhas of other world-systems.

I



2 Introduction

As ‘Buddha’ does not refer to a unique individual, Buddhism is less
focused on the person of its founder than is, for example, Christianity. The
emphasis in Buddhism is on the zeachings of the Buddha(s), and the
‘awakening’ of human personality that these are seen to lead to.
Nevertheless, Buddhists do show great reverence to Gotama as a supreme
teacher and an exemplar of the ultimate goal that all strive for, so that
probably more images of him exist than of any other historical figure.

In its long history, Buddhism has used a variety of teachings and means to
help people first develop a calmer, more integrated and compassionate
personality, and then ‘wake up’ from restricting delusions: delusions
which cause attachment and thus suffering for an individual and those he
or she interacts with. The guide for this process of transformation has been
the ‘Dhamma (Skt Dharma): the patterns of reality and cosmic law-
orderliness discovered by the Buddha(s), Buddhist teachings, the
Buddhist path of practice, and the goal of Buddhism, the timeless
Nirvina (Pali Nibbina). Buddhism thus essentially consists of understand-
ing, practising and realizing Dhamma.

The most important bearers of the Buddhist tradition have been the
monks and nuns who make up the Buddhist Sa7igha or ‘Community’. From
approximately a hundred years after the death of Gotama, certain differ-
ences arose in the Sazigha, which gradually led to the development of a
number of monastic fraternities (nikdyas), each following a slightly different
monastic code, and to different schools of thought (vidas). All branches of
the Sazigha trace their ordination-line back to one or other of the early
fraternities; but of the early schools of thought, only that which became
known as the Theravada has continued to this day. Its name indicates that it
purports to follow the ‘teaching’ of the ‘Elders’ (Pali 7hera, Skt Sthavira) of
the first schism (see p. 90). While it has not remained static, it has kept close
to what we know of the early teachings of Buddhism, and preserved their
emphasis on attaining liberation by one’s own efforts, using the Dhamma as
guide. Around the beginning of the Christian era, a movement began which
led to a new style of Buddhism known as the Mahayana, or ‘Great Vehicle’.
This has been more overtly innovative, so that for many centuries, Indian
Mahayanists continued to compose new scriptures. The Mahayana is
characterized by a more overt emphasis on compassion, devotion to a
number of holy saviour beings, and several sophisticated philosophies,
developed by extending the implications of the earlier teachings. In the
course of time, in India and beyond, the Mahayana produced many schools
of its own, such as Zen. One group of these which developed by the
sixth century in India, and is sometimes seen as separate from the
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Mahayana, is known as the Mantranaya, or the ‘Path of Manzras’. It is
mostly the same as the Mahayana in its doctrines, but developed a range of
powerful new practices to attain the goals of the Mahayana, such as the
meditative repetitions of sacred words of power (mantras) and complex
visualization practices. It is based on zantras or complex systems of ritual,
symbolism and meditation, and its form from the late seventh century is
known as the Vajrayana, or ‘Vehicle of the Thunderbolt’.

Our knowledge of the teachings of the Buddha is based on several
canons of scripture, which derive from the early Sazigha’s oral transmission
of bodies of teachings agreed on at several councils. The Theravadin ‘Pali
Canon’ is preserved in the Pali language, which is based upon a dialect
close to that spoken by the Buddha, Old Magadhi. It is the most complete
extant early canon, and contains some of the earliest material. Most of its
teachings are in fact the common property of all Buddhist schools, being
simply the teachings which the Theravadins preserved from the early
common stock. While parts of the Pali Canon clearly originated after
the time of the Buddha, much must derive from his teachings. There is an
overall harmony to the Canon, suggesting ‘authorship’ of its system of
thought by one mind. Given that the Buddha taught for forty-five years,
some signs of development in teachings may simply reflect changes during
this period. Some promising attempts at relative dating rely on criteria of
style, and comparisons of related texts in different canons are now pro-
ducing good results. These canons gradually diverged as different floating
oral traditions were drawn on, and systematizing texts peculiar to each
school were added. Many of the minor differences within and between
canons, however, can be seen to be due to the way in which oral traditions
always produce several different permutations of essentially the same story
or teachings.

The early canons contain a section on Vinaya, or monastic discipline, one
on Suttas (Skt Sitras), or ‘discourses’” of the Buddha, and some contain one
on Abhidhamma (Skt Abhidharma), or ‘further teachings’, which system-
atizes the Sutta-teachings in the form of detailed analyses of human expe-
rience. The main teachings of Buddhism are contained in the Swuzzas, which
in the Pali Canon are divided into five Nikdyas or ‘Collections’, the first four
(sixteen volumes) generally being the older. In other early canons, the five
divisions paralleling the Nikdyas are called Agamas. The Pali Canon was one
of the earliest to be written down, this being in Sri Lanka in around 20 BCE,
after which little, if any, new material was added to it. There are also sections
of six non-Theravadin early canons preserved in Chinese and Tibetan
translations, fragments of a Sanskrit Canon still existing in Nepal, and
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odd texts in various languages of India and Central Asia found in Tibet,
Central Asia and Japan.

The extensive non-canonical Pali literature includes additional
Abhidhamma works, historical chronicles, and many volumes of commen-
taries. An extremely clear introduction to many points of Buddhist doctrine is
the Milindapanha (‘Milinda’s Questions’), which purports to record conver-
sations between a Buddhist monk and Milinda (Menander; ¢. 155-130 BCE), a
king of Greek ancestry. Another is the Visuddhimagga (‘Path of Purification’),
a very influential Theravada compendium of meditation practices and doc-
trine, written by Buddhaghosa (fifth century cg).

Mahayana texts were composed from around the first century BCE,
originating as written, not oral, works. In time, they were recorded in a
form of the Indian prestige language, Sanskrit. While many are attributed to
the Buddha, their form and content clearly show that they were later re-
statements and extensions of the Buddha’s message. The main sources for
our understanding of Mahayana teachings are the very extensive Chinese
and Tibetan Buddhist Canons. While most of the Pali Canon has been
translated into English, only selected texts from these have been translated
into Western languages, though much progress is being made. For some
details on the three main extant Canons, see Appendix I.

While Buddhism is now only a minority religion within the borders of
modern India, its spread beyond India means that it is currently found in
three main cultural areas. These are those of: ‘Southern Buddhism’, where
the Theravada school is found, along with some elements incorporated
from the Mahayana; ‘Eastern Buddhism’, where the Chinese transmission
of Mahayana Buddhism is found; and the area of Tibetan culture,
‘Northern Buddhism’, which is the heir of late Indian Buddhism, where
the Mantranaya/Vajrayana version of the Mahayana is the dominant form.
One can see these as like the three main branches of the ‘tree’ of Buddhism,
though as all parts of a tree are genetically identical, this underplays the
differences that have developed within Buddhism over time. Yet one can
trace a series of transformations linking early and later forms in a causal
continuum; just as Buddhism says that a person in one life and the next
rebirth is ‘neither (unchangingly) the same nor (completely) different’, this
can be said of the various forms of Buddhism that have evolved. A better
image than branches of a tree is branches of a large ‘family’. There are
‘family resemblances’ across all three branches, though certain features and
forms are more typical of, and sometimes unique to, one of the three
branches. The fifth edition (2005) of the Robinson and Johnson book
The Buddpist Religion was retitled Buddpist Religions, to emphasize how
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the three main cultural forms of Buddhism are in a sense different ‘worlds’.
Yet this downplays the continuities and the many connections in the vast
network of Buddhism.

Buddhism’s concentration on the essentials of spiritual development has
meant that it has been able to co-exist both with other major religions and
with popular folk traditions which catered for people’s desire for a variety of
rituals. There has hardly ever been a ‘wholly Buddhist’ society, if this means
a kind of religious one-party state. Buddhism has been very good at adapt-
ing to different cultures while guarding its own somewhat fluid borders by a
critical tolerance of other traditions. Its style has been to offer invitations to
several levels of spiritual practice for those who have been ready to commit
themselves. In Southern Buddhist lands, worship of pre-Buddhist nature
gods has continued, while, especially in Sri Lanka, Buddhists also worship
gods whose cults are Indian in origin. Most Buddhists would not see this as
a betrayal of Buddhism, but just an attempt to interact with minor powers
of the cosmos for some worldly advantage: like a person asking a member of
parliament to try and help him. In Northern Buddhism, a similar relation-
ship exists with the indigenous Bon religion of Tibet. In China, Taiwan,
Korea and Vietnam, Buddhism has co-existed with Confucianism — more a
system of social philosophy than a religion, the Daoist religion and much
folk religion. People would often partake of elements of all these traditions.
In Japan, Buddhism has existed alongside the indigenous nature-orientated
religion of Shintd, and the Confucianism that it brought with it from
China. Traditionally, people would be married by Shinté rites and buried
with Buddhist ones. In China (which now includes Tibet), North Korea,
Vietnam and Laos, Buddhism exists under Communist governments.
Chinese Communists persecuted Buddhism and vandalized its temples
during the Cultural Revolution (1966-76), but the government has since
been easing up on it, so as to allow a gentle resurgence in China proper, and
a continuation of the very strong Buddhist culture of Tibet. The religion
remains oppressed in North Korea, but is reasonably strong in Laos and
Vietnam. In Mongolia, regions of the Russian Federation, and Cambodia,
Buddhism is strengthening after previous Communist periods.

The number of Buddhists in the world is as follows (see Chapter 12 for
detailed breakdowns): Southern Buddhism, 150 million; Northern Buddhism
18.2 million; Eastern Buddhism, approximately 360 million. There are also
around 7 million Buddhists outside Asia (see Chapter 13). This gives an
overall total of around 535 million Buddhists in the world — 7.8 per cent of
the total 2010 world population of 6,852 million — though in East Asia, there
are at least another 200 million who relate to Buddhism to a fair extent.
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CHAPTER I

The Buddba and his Indian Context

Indian culture has not been as concerned with recording precise dates as
have Chinese or Graeco-Roman cultures, so datings cannot always be
arrived at with accuracy. All sources agree that Gotama was eighty when
he died (e.g. D.11.100), and the Pali sources of Theravada Buddhism say that
this was 218’ years before the inauguration of the reign of the Buddhist
emperor Asoka (Skt Asoka): the ‘long chronology’. Sanskrit sources pre-
served in East Asia have a ‘short chronology’, with his death ‘100’ years or so
before Asoka’s inauguration. Based on a traditional date of the inaugura-
tion, Pali sources see Gotama’s dates as 623—543 BCE. However, references
in Asokan edicts to named Hellenistic kings have meant that modern
scholars have put the inauguration at ¢. 268 BCE (giving ¢. 566—486 BCE
for Gotama) or, more recently, anywhere between 267 and 280 BCE.
Richard Gombrich' has argued that ‘218" and ‘100’ are best seen as approx-
imate numbers, and sees 136 as more likely, based on figures associated with
a lineage of Buddhist teachers in the Dipavamsa, a chronicle of Sri Lanka —
with the 218’ in this text (6.1) as from its misunderstanding of figures in its
earlier part. With various margins of error, Gombrich sees Gotama’s death
as between 422 and 399 BCE, with ¢. 404 as most likely, giving his dates
as ¢. 484—404 BCE.

BACKGROUND TO THE LIFE OF THE BUDDHA"

Brabmanism

The Buddha taught in the region of the Ganges basin in north-east India,
where the dominant religion was Brahmanism, administered by priests

' 19911992 and 2000, cf. Cousins, 1996¢, Harvey, 2007d: 105b—1072.
* For early Indian religion, see: Basham, 2005: 234—58, 289-300; Flood, 1996: 30-102; and Olivelle,
1996.
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known as Brahmins (Brdhmanas). Later, around 200 BCE, this tradition
began to develop into the religion now known as Hinduism. Brahmanism
had entered the north-west of the Indian sub-continent from around 1500
BCE, brought by a nomadic people who seem to have come from an area
now in eastern Turkey, southern Russia and northern Iran. In this area,
people spoke a postulated Aryan (Skt Arya) language — the basis of a number
of ‘Indo-European’ languages spread by migration from there to India, Iran,
Greece, Italy and other parts of Western Europe. The form of the language
spoken in India was Sanskrit (from which Pali is derived), which is thus
linked, through Greek and Latin, to modern European languages. The
influx of the Aryans seems to have overlapped with the decline of the
Indus Valley Civilization, a sophisticated city-based culture which had
existed in the region of Pakistan since around 2500 BCE. The religion of
the Aryans was based on the Veda, a body of ‘revealed’ oral teachings and
hymns: the Rg Veda Sambhiti (c. 1500-1200 BCE), three other Veda
Sambitis, and later compositions known as Brahmanas and Upanisads.
The Aryans worshipped ‘thirty-three’ mostly male gods known as devas,
or ‘illustrious ones’: anthropomorphized principles seen as active in nature,
the cosmos and human life. The central rite of the religion was one in which
the priests sang the praises of a particular deva and offered him sacrifices by
placing them in a sacrificial fire. In return, they hoped for such boons as
health, increase in cattle, and immortality in the afterlife with the devas. In
the Brahmanas (c. 1000-800 BCE), animal sacrifices came to be added to the
carlier offerings, such as grain and milk. The enunciation of the sacred
sacrificial verses, known as mantras, was also seen as manipulating a sacred
power called Brahman, so that the ritual was regarded as actually coercing
the devas into sustaining the order of the cosmos and giving what was
wanted. The great responsibility of the priests in this regard was reflected in
them placing themselves at the head of what was regarded as a divinely
ordained hierarchy of four social classes, the others being those of the
Ksatriyas (Pali Khattiyas) or warrior-leaders of society in peace or war, the
Vaisyas (Pali Vessas), or cattle-rearers and cultivators, and the Sidras (Pali
Suddas), or servants. A person’s membership of one of these four varnas, or
‘complexions’ of humanity, was seen as determined by birth; in later
Hinduism the system incorporated thousands of lesser social groupings
and became known as the jadzi, or caste, system. Members of the top three
varpas were seen as dryans, or ‘noble ones’, and seen as socially superior due
to the claimed purity of their descent.

Brahmins learnt of yogic techniques of meditation, physical isolation,
fasting, celibacy and asceticism from ascetics whose traditions may have
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gone back to the Indus Valley Civilization. Such techniques were found to
be useful as spiritual preparations for performing the sacrifice. Some
Brahmins then retired to the forest and used them as a way of actually
carrying out the sacrifice in an internalized, visualized form. The Upanisads
were composed out of the teachings of the more orthodox of these forest
dwellers. Of these, the pre-Buddhist ones are the Byhadaranyaka and
Chindogya (seventh to sixth centuries BCE) and probably the 7uittiriya,
Aitareya and Kausitaki (sixth to fifth centuries BCE). In these, Brahman is
seen as the substance underlying the whole cosmos, and as identical with the
Atman, the universal Self which the yogic element of the Indian tradition
had sought deep within the mind. By true knowledge of this identity, it was
held that a person could attain liberation from reincarnation after death,
and merge back into Brahman. The idea of reincarnation seems to have
developed as an extension of the idea, found in the Brahmanas, that the
power of a person’s sacrificial action might be insufficient to lead to an
afterlife that did not end in another death. The Upanisads, perhaps due to
some non-Aryan influence, saw such a death as being followed by reincar-
nation as a human or animal. Non-Aryan influence was probably more
certain in developing the idea that it was the quality of a person’s karma, or
‘action’, that determined the nature of their reincarnation in an insecure
earthly form; previously, ‘karma’ had only referred to sacrificial action.
Nevertheless, Brahmanism continued to see karma in largely ritual terms,
and actions were judged relative to a person’s varna, their station in society.
Gombrich argues that the Buddha’s central teachings came in response to
those of the early Upanisads, notably the Brhadiranyaka, especially its ideas
on Atman (1996: 31). Moreover, in Buddhism the ethical quality of the
impulse behind an action was the key to its being good or bad, rather than
its conformity with ritual norms (2006: 67—70; 2009: 19—44).

A key term of Brahmanical thought was Dharma, seen as the divinely
ordained order of the universe and human society, as seen in the specific
duties (dharmas) assigned to each varpa. Dharma includes both how things
are (cf. a ‘law’ of physics) and how they should be (cf. a legal ‘law’); it is the
existent ideal standard (cf. the standard metre rule in Paris). In Buddhism,
Dharma (Pali Dhamma) is also a central term. Here, the emphasis is not on
fixed social duties, but primarily on the nature of reality, practices aiding
understanding of this and practices informed by an understanding of this,
all aiding a person to live a happier life and to move closer to liberation.
Interest in the Dharma of things, their basic pattern or order, is also seen in
the early Indian concern with enumerating the various elements of a person
and the cosmos. In Buddhism, one sees this in various analytical lists, such
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as the six elements (earth, water, fire, wind, space and consciousness), or five
rebirth realms.

At the time of the Buddha, most Brahmins aimed at attaining the heaven
of the creator god Brahma (also known as Prajapati) by means of truthful-
ness, study of the Vedic teachings, and either sacrifice or austerities. Some
were saintly, but others seem to have been haughty and wealthy, supporting
themselves by putting on large, expensive and bloody sacrifices, often paid
for by kings. At its popular level, Brahmanism incorporated practices based
on protective magic spells, and pre-Brahmanical spirit-worship no doubt
continued.

The Samanas

The time of the Buddha was one of changing social conditions, where the
traditions of small kin-based communities were being undermined as these
were swallowed up by expanding kingdoms, such as those of Magadha and
Kosala (Gombrich, 2006: 49—60). A number of cities had developed which
were the centres of administration and of developing organized trade, based
on a money economy. The ideas expressed in the Upanisads were starting to
filter out into the wider intellectual community and were being hotly
debated, both by Brahmins and by Samanas (Skt Sramanas), wandering
‘renunciant’ thinkers who were somewhat akin to the early Greek philoso-
phers and mystics. The Samanas rejected the Vedic tradition and wandered
free of family ties, living by alms, in order to think, debate and investigate.
Many came from the new urban centres, where old certainties were being
questioned, and increasing disease from population-concentration may
have posed the universal problem of human suffering in a relatively stark
form. They therefore sought to find a basis of true and lasting happiness
beyond change and insecurity.

In its origin, Buddhism was a Samana-movement. Its description and
assessment of the other Samana groups are contained in the Samannaphala
Sutta (D.1.47-86 (SB.s—36)). One of the major Samana groups comprised
the Jains. Jainism was founded, or at least led in the Buddha’s day, by
Vardhamana the Mahavira, or ‘Great Hero’. It teaches that all things, even
stones, are alive, each containing a /iva, or ‘Life-principle’. These are seen as
individually distinct, rather like the Western idea of a ‘soul’ but unlike the
universal Atman of the Upanisads, and to be naturally bright, omniscient
and blissful. The aim of Jainism is to liberate one’s Jiva from the round of
rebirths by freeing it from being weighed down by an encrustation of
karma, seen as a kind of subtle matter. The methods of doing so are
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primarily austerities such as fasting, going unwashed and pulling out the
hair, so as to wear out the results of previous karma, and self-restraint, total
non-violence to any form of life, and vegetarianism, so as to avoid the
generation of new karma. The free-will of the Jiva is emphasized, though
even actions such as unintentionally killing an insect are held to generate
karma. While the Buddha agreed with the Jains on such matters as rebirth
and non-violence, he saw their theory of karma as somewhat mechanical
and inflexible, and opposed their asceticism as too extreme.’

A group of Samanas that rivalled the Buddhists and Jains in their early
centuries was that of the Ajivikas (Basham, 1981). Their founder was
Makkhali Gosala (Skt Maskarin Gosala), but according to the Pali tradition
they also drew on ideas from Parana Kassapa (Skt Purna Kasyapa) and
Pakuddha Kaccayana (Ske Kakuda Katyayana). Gosala’s key doctrine was
that niyati, or impersonal ‘destiny’, governed all, such that humans had no
ability to affect their future lives by their karma: actions were not freely
done, but were determined by niyati. Gosala thus believed in rebirth, but 7oz
in the principle of karma as that which regulates the level of a person’s rebirth.
The ‘Life-principles’ of living beings are driven by nzyati alone through a fixed
progression of types of rebirths, from a low form of animal to an advanced
human who becomes an Ajivika ascetic. The Ajivikas practised rigorous
asceticism such as fasting, nakedness and perhaps also disfiguring initiations,
and aimed to die by self-starvation (as Vardhamana in fact did), as a fitting
way to end their last rebirth. Both Vardhamana, who had originally been on
good terms with Gosila, and the Buddha criticized Ajivika fatalism as a
pernicious denial of human potential and responsibility.

Two other small groups of Samanas were the Materialists and the
Skeptics. According to the Pali tradition, in the Buddha’s day their main
spokesmen were, respectively, Ajita Kesa-Kambali (Skt Ajita Kesa-
kambalin) and Safjaya Belatthaputta (Skt Sanjayi Vairatiputra). The
Materialists” aim was to lead an abstemious, balanced life which enjoyed
simple pleasures and the satisfaction of human relationships. They denied
any kind of self other than one which could be directly perceived, and held
that this was annihilated at death. They therefore denied the idea of rebirth,
and also those of karma and 7iyati. Each act was seen as a spontaneous event
without karmic effects, and spiritual progression was not seen as possible.
The Buddha characterized the Materialists’ theory as the extreme view of
‘annihilationism’, and saw most other views of the day as some form of the
opposite extreme, ‘eternalism’, which says that what survives death is some

> Gombrich, 2009: 45-60 discusses Jain antecedents to some Buddhist ideas.
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eternal Self or Life-principle. The Skeptics responded to the welter of
conflicting theories on religious and philosophical issues, and the conse-
quent arguments, by avoiding commitment to any point of view, so as to
preserve peace of mind. They held that knowledge on such matters was
impossible, and would not even commit themselves to saying that other
people’s views were wrong. The Buddha saw this evasive stance as ‘eel-
wriggling’, though he shared the wish to step aside from the ‘jungle’ of
conflicting views, and avoid dogmatic assertions built on flimsy grounds.
This common emphasis is perhaps reflected in the fact that the Buddha’s
two chief disciples, Sariputta (Skt Sariputra) and Moggallana (Skt
Maudgalyayana), were originally Skeptics. The Buddha also shared the
Materialists” emphasis on experience as the source of knowledge, and thus
shared a critical evaluation of current beliefs on rebirth, karma and Self. He
saw the Materialists and Skeptics as going too far, however, in denying or
doubting the principles of karma and rebirth, which he held were shown to
be true by (meditative) experience (M.1.402). Buddhism, then, did not
uncritically absorb belief in karma and rebirth from existing Indian culture,
as is sometimes held. These ideas were very much up for debate at the time.

THE LIFE OF THE BUDDHA®

We know that Gotama was born in the small republic of the Sakka (Skt
Sikya) people, which straddles the present border with Nepal and had
Kapilavatthu (Skt Kapilavastu) as its capital. From his birth among these
people, Gotama is known in Mahayana tradition as Sikya-muni, ‘the
Sikyan sage’. The republic was not Brahmanized, and rule was by a council
of household-heads, perhaps qualified by age or social standing. Gotama
was born to one of these rulers, so that he described himself as a Ksatriya
when talking to Brahmins, and later tradition saw him as the son of a king.

In the early Buddhist texts, there is no continuous life of the Buddha, as
these concentrated on his teachings. Only later, between 200 BCE and 200
CE, did a growing interest in the Buddha’s person lead to various schools
producing continuous ‘biographies’, which drew on scattered accounts in
the existing Sutta and Vinaya collections, and floating oral traditions. These
‘biographies’ include the Lokattaravadin Mahdvastu (Mos.; first century
cE), the Mahayanized Sarvastivadin Lalitavistara (Bays, 1983; from the
first century ck), As$vaghosa’s poem, the Buddhacarita (Johnston, 1972,
(BS1.34—66); second century cE), and the Theravadin Nidanakathi

* On this, see: Nanamoli, 2003; Ray, 1994: 44—78; Strong, 2001; Thomas, 1949.
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(IVdk.; second or third century cg). The details of these are in general
agreement, but while they must clearly be based around historical facts, they
also contain legendary and mythological embellishments, and it is often not
possible to sort out one from the other. While the bare historical basis of the
traditional biography will never be known, as it stands it gives a great insight
into Buddhism by enabling us to see what the meaning of the Buddha’s life
is to Buddhists: what lessons it is held to contain.

The traditional biography does not begin with Gotama’s birth, but with
what went before it, in his many lives as a Bodhisatta, a being (Pali satta) who
is dedicated to attaining bodhi: ‘enlightenment’, ‘awakening’, buddhahood.
At bodhi, there arises ‘vision, knowledge, wisdom, true knowledge, and
light' (S.v.422) and “bodh? is related to ‘bujjhats’, ‘understands’, in the sense
of ‘rising from the slumber of the continuum of the (moral and spiritual)
defilements’ (Asl.217). As an ‘awakening’, bodhi is not the awakening of
something, that is, a beginning of something, but a final awakening from
delusion etc. ‘Bodhi-satta’ was originally equivalent to Sanskrit ‘bodhi-sakta’,
meaning ‘one bound for/seeking/directed towards awakening’, though in
time it came to be Sanskritized as ‘Bodhi-sattva’, a ‘being (for) awakening’.

It is held that a ‘hundred thousand eons and four incalculable periods ago’,
in one of his past lives, Gotama was an ascetic named Sumedha (or Megha)
who met and was inspired by a previous Buddha, Dipankara (Skt
Dipamkara).” He therefore resolved to strive for Buddhahood, by becoming
a Bodhisatta. Sumedha knew that, while he could become an enlightened
disciple of Dipankara, an Arahat, the path he had chosen instead would take
many lives to complete. It would, however, culminate in his becoming a
perfect Buddha, one who would bring benefit to countless beings by redis-
covering and teaching the timeless truths of Dhamma in a period when they
had been forgotten by the human race (Bums.2A.56). He then spent many
lives, as a human, animal and god, building up the moral and spiritual
perfections necessary for Buddhahood. These lives are described in what are
known as Jataka stories ( Jat., e.g. BS1.24—30). Over the eons, he also met other
past Buddhas (Collins, 2010: 126—71; Harvey, 2007d: 161a-1652); the Digha
Nikdya names six (D.11.2—9), and the Buddhavamsa, twenty-three. In his
penultimate life he was born in the Tusita (Skt Tusita) heaven, the realm of
the ‘delighted’ gods. This is said to be the realm where the Bodbisarta Metteyya
(Skt Maitreya) now lives, ready for a future period in human history when
Buddhism will have become extinct, and he can become the next Buddha.®

> Bums. ch. 2; Ndk.a—19 (BTTA.72); Mus. 1.231-9 (BS1.19—24); Divyivadina 246—s3 (EB.1.4.1).
¢ D.uai76; BTTA.22; BS1.238—42; BS2.12; EB.1.9.
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It is said that Gotama chose the time in human history in which to be reborn
for the last time (Ndk.48—9), with the Suztas saying that he was ‘mindful
and fully aware’ when he was conceived in his mother’s womb (M.ir119
(BW.50—4)).

The early texts clearly see the conception and the other key events of
Gotama’s life, such as his birth, awakening, first sermon and death, as events
of cosmic importance; for at all of them they say that light spread through-
out the world and the earth shook. Ndk.50 relates that at the time of the
conception, Mahamaya, his mother, dreamt that she was transported to the
Himalayas where a being in the form of an auspicious white elephant
entered her right side. On recounting this dream to her husband,
Suddhodana (Skt Suddhodana), he had it interpreted by sixty-four
Brahmins. They explained that it indicated that his wife had conceived a
son with a great destiny ahead of him. Either he would stay at home with his
father and go on to become a Cakkavartin (Skt Cakravartin), a compas-
sionate Universal Emperor — which the Suztas say that he had been in many
previous lives (A4.1v.89) — or he would leave home and become a great
religious teacher, a Buddha.

This paralleling of a Cakkavattin” and a Buddha is also made in relation
to other events of Gotama’s life, and indicates the idea of a Buddha having
universal spiritual ‘sovereignty’ — i.e. influence — over humans and gods. It
also indicates that Gotama renounced the option of political power in
becoming a Buddha. He certainly had no political pretensions, as
Muhammad had, and was not seen as a political threat by the rulers of his
day, as was Jesus. He did, however, teach kings and give teachings on how
best to govern a realm.

Ndk.52—3 relates that, near the end of her pregnancy, Mahamaya jour-
neyed from Kapilavatthu to the home of her relatives to give birth, as was
the custom. On the way, she and her party passed the pleasant Lumbini
grove, where she stopped to enjoy the flowers and birdsong. Here she went
into labour and, holding on to a Sal tree, gave birth standing up. The birth
of Gotama under a tree fits the pattern of the other key events in his life:
attaining awakening under another tree, giving his first sermon in an animal
(perhaps deer) park, and dying between two trees. This suggests his liking
for simple natural environments where he could be in harmony with all
forms of life. The Sutta accounts say that the baby was set down on the
ground by four gods, and that a warm and cool stream of water appeared

7 For example at D.11.142, 169-99 (SB.98-115), 111.142~79; A.1.109-10 (BW.115-16); Harvey, 2007d:
153a—I552.
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from the sky as a water-libation for mother and child. He immediately
stood, walked seven paces, scanned in all directions, and said in a noble
voice that he was the foremost being in the world, and that this would be his
last rebirth (M.11.123).

As his mother had died a week after giving birth (M.111.122), Gotama
was brought up by his father’s second wife, Mahamaya’s sister,
Mahapajapati (Skt Mahaprajapati). The Suzzas say little on his early life,
except that it was one of lily pools, fine clothes and fragrances, with female
musicians as attendants in his three mansions (A4.1.145). The later biogra-
phies portray him as having been an eager, intelligent and compassionate
youth. They relate that his father was keen that he should stay at home to
become a great king, and so surrounded him with luxuries to ensure that
he remained attached to the worldly life. At sixteen, he was married, and at
twenty-nine had a son named Rahula. In Theravada texts, his wife is
generally called ‘Mother of Rahula’® (Rahula-mata, Ndk.s8), but other
names used in these and other texts are Bhaddakacca, Bimba-devi,
Yasodhara and Gopa.*

The renunciation and quest for awakening

It was from a pleasant and wealthy background, then, that Gotama
renounced the worldly life and set out on his religious quest. The lead-up
to this crucial transition is described in different ways in the early and later
texts. The Suttas portray it as the result of a long consideration. Even from
his sheltered existence, he became aware of the facts of ageing, sickness and
death. Realizing that even he was not immune from these, the ‘vanities’ of
youth, health and life left him (A4.1.145-6). He therefore set out to find the
‘unborn, unageing, undecaying, deathless, sorrowless, undefiled, uttermost

security from bondage — Nirvina’ (M.1.163). He realized, though, that:

Household life is crowded and dusty; going forth [into the life of a wandering
Samanal) is wide open. It is not easy, living life in a household, to lead a holy-life as
utterly perfect as a polished shell. Suppose I were to shave off my hair and beard,
put on saffron garments, and go forth from home into homelessness? (M.1.240)

The later texts say that the transition occurred at the age of twenty-nine,
just after the birth of his son (Nk.61-3),” portraying it as arising from a
sudden realization rather than from a gradual reflection. In this, they follow

¥ Harvey, 2007d: 117a—1212; for a nineteenth-century Thai text ‘Bimba’s Lament’, see BP.43.
? Though the Sarvastivada tradition (£B.1.3) has Rahula being conceived on the night of the renunci-
ation, thus ensuring Gotama’s family line is continued.
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the model of a Sutta story of a previous Buddha (D.11.22—9), which sees the
lives of all Buddhas as following a recurring pattern (dhammatai). Nek.s8—9
relates that, on three consecutive days, Gotama visited one of his parks in his
chariot. His father had had the streets cleared of unpleasant sights, but the
gods ensured that he saw an age-worn man, a sick man and a corpse. He was
amazed at these new sights, and his charioteer explained to him that ageing,
sickness and death came to all people, thus putting him in a state of
agitation at the nature of life. In this way, the texts portray an example of
the human confrontation with frailty and mortality; for while these facts are
‘known’ to us all, a clear realization and acceptance of them often does come
as a novel and disturbing insight. On a fourth trip to his park, Gotama saw a
saffron-robed Samana with a shaven head and a calm demeanour, the sight
of whom inspired him to adopt such a life-style. That night, he left his
palace, taking a long last look at his son, who lay in his sleeping wife’s arms,
knowing it would be difficult for him to leave if she awoke. His renunci-
ation of family life stands as a symbolic precedent for the monastic life of
Buddhist monks and nuns.

The Buddhist tradition sees his leaving of his family as done for the
benefit of all beings; moreover, after he became a Buddha, he is said to have
returned to his home town and taught his family, with his son ordaining
under him as a novice monk, and his father becoming a ‘non-returner’
(Ndk.91-2): one with liberating insight just less than that of the Arahar (Skt
Arbat; see p. 86). After his father’s death, his stepmother, Mahapajapati
becomes a nun who goes on to become an Arahat, and whose death is
compared to that of the Buddha (BP.9). It is also said in the Theravada
commentaries that his ex-wife ordained as a nun ( /#2.11.392-3), and she may
be identical with the nun known as Bhaddakaccana, seen as the nun who
was pre-eminent in ‘higher knowledges’ (such as memory of past lives;
A.1.25).

The Suttas say that Gotama sought out teachers from whom he could
learn spiritual techniques, going first to Alara Kalima (Skt Arida Kilima)."®
Gotama soon mastered his teachings and then enquired after the medita-
tional state on which they were based. This was the ‘sphere of nothingness’,
a mystical trance probably attained by yogic concentration, in which the
mind goes beyond any apparent object and dwells on the remaining
‘nothingness’. After Gotama quickly learnt to enter this state, Alara offered
him joint leadership of his group of disciples, but he turned down the offer

1 M.1.160—75 (BW.54—9, 69—75; BS2.14); see also M.11.91—7 (SB.173—-94).
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as he felt that, while he had attained a refined inner calmness, he had not yet
attained awakening and the end of suffering.

He then went to another yoga teacher, Uddaka Ramaputta (Skt Udraka
Ramaputra), and again quickly grasped his doctrine and entered the medita-
tional state on which it was based, the ‘sphere of neither-perception-nor-
non-perception’. This went beyond the previous state to a level of mental
stilling where consciousness is so attenuated as to hardly exist. In response,
Uddaka acknowledged him as even his own teacher, for only his dead father,
Rama, had previously attained this state. Again Gotama passed up a chance
of leadership and influence on the grounds that he had not yet reached his
goal. Nevertheless, he later incorporated both the mystical states he had
attained into his own meditational system, as possible ways to calm and
purify the mind in preparation for developing liberating insight. He in fact
taught a great variety of meditational methods, adapting some from the
existing yogic tradition, and can be seen as having been one of India’s
greatest practitioners of meditation.

After having experimented with one of the methods of religious practice
current in his day, Gotama went on to try another: ascetic self-
mortification. The Swuztas tell that he settled in a woodland grove at
Uruvela (Skt Uruvilva) and resolved to strive earnestly to overcome attach-
ment to sensual pleasures by intense effort, trying to dominate such
tendencies by force of will (M.1.240-6). He practised non-breathing med-
itations, though they produced fierce headaches, stomach pains, and burn-
ing heat all over his body. He reduced his food intake to a few drops of bean
soup a day, till he became so emaciated that he could hardly stand and his
body hair fell out. At this point, he felt that it was not possible for anyone to
go further on the path of asceticism and still live. Nevertheless, though he
had developed clarity of mind and energy, his body and mind were pained
and untranquil, so that he could not carry on with his quest. He therefore
abandoned his practice of harsh asceticism, which the later texts (/Ndk.67)
say lasted for six years.

At this point, he might have abandoned his quest as hopeless, but he
thought ‘might there be another path to awakening?” (M.1.246). He then
remembered a meditative state that he had once spontaneously entered,
sitting at the foot of a tree while his father was working (the commentary
says: ceremonially ploughing). He recollected that this state, known as the
‘first jhina’ (Skt dhyana), was beyond involvement in sense-pleasures,
which he had been attempting to conquer by painful asceticism, but was
accompanied by deep calm, blissful joy and tranquil happiness. He remem-
bered having wondered whether it was a path to awakening, and as he now
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saw that it was, he resolved to use it. The above sequence, of course, implies
that the two mystical states he had earlier attained were not entered via the
jhanas, although this became the route to them in the Buddhist meditative
system, where they are the top two of four ‘formless’ (aripa) attainments.

When Gotama took sustaining food to prepare himself for attaining
jhana, his five companions in asceticism shunned him in disgust, seeing
him as having abandoned their shared quest and taken to luxurious living.
One Sutta (Sn.425—49) outlines a temptation sequence which the later texts
(Ndk.72—4) put at this juncture. It refers to a Satan-like figure known as
Mara, a deity who has won his place by previous good works, but who uses
his power to entrap people in sensual desire and attachment, so as to stay
within his realm of influence (Ling, 1962). This is the round of rebirth and
repeated death, so that Mara is seen as the embodiment of both sense-desire
and death. Mara came to the emaciated ascetic with honeyed words. He
urged him to abandon his quest and take up a more conventional religious
life of sacrifice and good works, so as to generate good karma. In response,
Gotama replied that he had no need of more good karma, and scorned the
‘squadrons’ of Mara: sense-desire, jealousy, hunger and thirst, craving,
dullness and lethargy, cowardice, fear of commitment, belittling others,
obstinate insensitivity and self-praise. Mara then retreated in defeat.

This account, clearly portraying the final inner struggle of Gotama, gains
dramatic colour in the later texts, where Mara’s ‘army’ of spiritual faults
bore witness to the fact that he had done many charitable acts in previous
lives. Taunting Gotama that he had no-one to bear witness to 4is good
deeds, Mara tried to use the power derived from his own good karma to
throw Gotama off the spot where he was sitting. Gotama did not move,
however, but meditated on the spiritual perfections that he had developed
over many previous lives, knowing that he had a right to the spot where he
sat. He then touched the earth for it to bear witness to the good karma he
had generated in past lives. The earth quaked, and the earth goddess
appeared, wringing from her hair a flood of water, accumulated in the
past when Gotama had formalized good deeds by a simple ritual of water-
pouring (Strong, 2001: 72). At the quaking and flood, Mara and his army
fled. This ‘conquest of Mara’ is commemorated as a victory over evil by
countless images and paintings. These show Gotama, as in Plate 1, seated
cross-legged in meditation with his right hand touching the earth: the
‘conquest of Mara’ (Pali mara-vijaya) or ‘earth-witness’ (Skt bhami-sparsa)
gesture.

The idea of the earth goddess acting as witness to Gotama’s perfections is
suggestive of the spiritual need to be mindfully ‘earthed’. Indeed in his
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Plate 1: A nineteenth-century Burmese image, showing Gotama at his ‘conquest of Mara’,
just prior to his awakening.

spiritual quest, it is notable that Gotama turned to a path of mindfil
awareness of the body, especially breathing, to induce joyful jhina, rather
than not attending to the physical in formless states or trying to forcefully
repress the body and its needs in the painful ascetic way.
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The awakening and after

Free of spiritual hindrances, Gotama then developed deep meditations as a
prelude to his awakening, seated under a species of tree which later became
known as the Bodhi, or ‘Awakening’ tree. The Sutta account (M.1.247—9
(BW.64—7)) describes how he entered the first jhina, and then gradually
deepened his state of concentrated calm till he reached the fourth jhina, a
state of great equanimity, mental brightness and purity. Based on this state,
he went on to develop, in the course of the three watches of the moonlit
night, the ‘threefold knowledge’: memory of many of his countless previous
lives, seeing the rebirth of others according to their karma, and knowing the
destruction of the dsavas (Skt dsravas) — spiritual ‘taints’” or ‘cankers’ which
fester in the mind and keep it unawakened. The third knowledge, com-
pleted at dawn, brought the perfect awakening he had been seeking, so that
he was now, at the age of thirty-five, a Buddha, with joyful direct experience
of the unconditioned Nirvina, beyond ageing, sickness and death.

The Canonical account (Vin.1.1-8; M.1.167—70) then says that the new
Buddha stayed under or near the Bodhi-tree for four or more weeks, at the
place now called Bodh-Gaya. After meditatively reflecting on his awaken-
ing, he pondered the possibility of teaching others, but thought that the
Dhamma he had experienced was so profound, subtle and ‘beyond the
sphere of reason’, that others would be too subject to attachment to be able
to understand it. At this, the compassionate god Brahma Sahampati —
whom the Buddhist tradition saw as a long-lived ‘non-returner’ who had
been taught by a previous Buddha (S.v.232-3; S#-4.476) — became alarmed
at the thought that a fully awakened person had arisen in the world, but that
he might not share his rare and precious wisdom with others. He therefore
appeared before the Buddha and respectfully asked him to teach, for ‘there
are beings with little dust in their eyes who, not hearing the Dhamma, are
decaying’. The Buddha then used his mind-reading powers to survey the
world and determine that some people were spiritually mature enough to
understand his message, and so decided to teach. The entreaty of the
compassionate Brahma is seen by Buddhists as the stimulus for the unfold-
ing of the Buddha’s compassion, the necessary complement to his awakened
wisdom for his role as a perfect Buddha, a ‘teacher of gods and humans’.
The words attributed to Sahampati are now used as a Theravada chant to
formally request a monk to teach.

Gotama wished to teach his two yoga teachers first of all, but gods
informed him that they were now dead, a fact which he then confirmed
by his meditative awareness. He therefore decided to teach his former
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companions in asceticism. Intuiting that they were currently in the animal
park at Isipatana (Skt Rsipatana; now called Sarnath) near Varanasi
(Benares), he set out to walk there, a journey of about one hundred miles.

The first sermon and the spread of the teachings

The Canonical account (Vin.1.8—21) relates that, on arriving at the animal
park, his five former companions saw him in the distance, and resolved to
snub him as a spiritual failure. As he approached, however, they saw that a
great change had come over him and, in spite of themselves, respectfully
greeted him and washed his feet. At first they addressed him as an equal, but
the Buddha insisted that he was a 7arhdgata, a “Thus-gone’ or ‘One-
attuned-to-reality’ (cf. A.m.23—4 (BW.421-3)), who had found the
Deathless and could therefore be their teacher. After he twice repeated his
affirmation, to overcome their hesitation, the ascetics acknowledged that he
had a new-found assurance and were willing to be taught by him.

Gotama, usually referred to as the ‘Lord’ or ‘Blessed One’ (Bhagavat) in
the Suttas, then gave his first sermon. This commenced with the idea that
there is a ‘middle way’ for those who have gone forth from the home life, a
way which avoids both the extremes of devotion to mere sense-pleasures and
devotion to ascetic self-torment. Gotama had himself previously experi-
enced both of these spiritual dead-ends. The middle way which he had
found to lead to awakening was the Ariya (Skt A_rya), or Noble, Eight-
factored Path (Magga, Skt Marga). He then continued with the kernel of his
message, on the four True Realities for the Spiritually Ennobled (generally
translated as ‘Noble Truths’), which are four crucial dimensions of exis-
tence: the painful aspects of life; craving as the key cause of rebirth and these
associated mental and physical pains; the cessation of these from the
cessation of craving; and the way of practice leading to this cessation, the
Noble Eight-factored Path. He then emphasized the liberating effect on
him of his full insight into and appropriate responses to these realities, such
that he was now a Buddha.

As a result of this instruction, one member of Gotama’s audience,
Kondanna (Skt Kaundinya), gained experiential insight into the four
True Realities, so that Gotama joyfully affirmed his understanding. This
insight is described as the gaining of the stainless ‘Dhamma-eye’, by which
Kondanna ‘sees’, ‘attains’ and ‘plunges into’ the Dhamma, free from all
doubt in the Buddha’s teachings. This is a person’s first spiritual break-
through, involving the first glimpse of Nirvipa. In most cases, as with
Kondafina, it makes a person a ‘stream-enterer’: one who has entered the
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path that will ensure the full attainment of Nirvina within seven lives at
most. Kondanna’s gaining of the Dhamma-eye is clearly seen as the climax
of the first sermon, for as soon as it occurs, the exultant message is rapidly
transmitted up through various levels of gods that ‘the supreme Dhamma-
wheel’” had been set in motion by the ‘Blessed One’, and could not be
stopped by any power: an era of the spiritual influence of the Dhamma had
begun. The ‘Setting in motion of the Dhamma-wheel’ (Dhamma-cakka-
ppavattana, Skt Dharma-cakra-pavartana) thus became the title of the Sutta
of the first sermon (S.v.420—4).

After Kondanna was ordained, thus becoming the first member of the
monastic Sazigha, the Buddha gave more extensive explanations of his
teachings to the other four ascetics, so that, one by one, they attained the
Dhamma-eye and were then ordained. Later the Buddha gave his ‘second’
sermon (see p. §8), at which his disciples all attained the full experience of
Nirvana — as he himself had done at his awakening — so as to become
Arabats.

Other disciples, monastic and lay, followed, so that soon there were sixty-
one Arabars, including the Buddha. Having such a body of awakened
monk-disciples, the Buddha sent them out on a mission to spread the
Dhamma: “Walk, monks, on tour for the blessing of the manyfolk, for the
happiness of the manyfolk, out of compassion for the world, for the welfare,
the blessing, the happiness of gods and humans’ (Vin.1.21 (BTTA.7)). As the
teaching spread, Gotama in time gained his two chief disciples: Sariputta,
famed for his wisdom and ability to teach, and Moggallana, famed for his
psychic powers developed by meditation.” At some point during his life,
Gotama initiated an order of nuns (see pp. 298—9), this being said to be in
response to the repeated requests of his stepmother Mahapajapati, and the
suggestion of his faithful attendant monk Ananda (Vin.11.253-83 (BT7A.3)).

The Canon gives only incidental reference to events between the sending
out of the sixty Arahars and the last year of the Buddha’s life. The general
picture conveyed is that he spent his long teaching career wandering on
foot, with few possessions, around the Ganges basin region. Though he was
of a contemplative nature, loving the solitude of natural surroundings, he
was generally accompanied by many disciples and spent much of his time in
or near the new towns and cities, especially Savatthi, Rajagaha and Vesali
(Skt Sravasti, Rajagrha, Viisali). Here, there were many people of a ques-
tioning nature looking for a new spiritual outlook. The commentary to
the Thera-githa and Theri-githa describes the background of 328 monks

" For stories of his converting some key disciples, see BTTA.1; EB.2.1.1/3/5/6.
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and nuns (Gombrich, 2006: 56; Gokhale, 1994: 61) and indicates that over
two-thirds came from urban areas. It also indicates that, as to their social
backgrounds, 41 per cent were Brahmin, 23 per cent Ksatriya, 30 per cent
Vaisya, 3 per cent Sidra, and 3 per cent ‘outcaste’ (below the Sidras in the
Brahmanical hierarchy). Of these, the Brahmins do not generally appear to
have been traditional village priests, but urban dwellers perhaps employed as
state officials. State officials and merchants were the dominant groups in
urban society, but neither had an established niche in the varpa system
(though merchants later came to be seen as Vaisyas). These groups, whose
achievements depended on personal effort, seem to have been particularly
attracted to the Buddha’s message, which addressed people as individuals in
charge of their own moral and spiritual destiny, rather than as members of
the varna system (Gombrich 2006: 79-83); respect should be based on
moral and spiritual worth, not birth: it had to be earned (57.136). The
Buddha taught all who came to him without distinction: men, women, rich
merchants, servants, Brahmins, craftsmen, ascetics, kings and courtesans,
and made a point of insisting that social background was irrelevant to the
position of individuals within the Sarigha (A.1v.202). He also urged his
disciples to teach in the local languages or dialects of their hearers (Vin.
1.139). In contrast, the Brahmins taught in Sanskrit, which had by now
become unintelligible to those who had not studied it, and only made the
Vedic teachings available to males of the top three varnas.

The Buddha’s charisma and powers

The early texts portray the Buddha as a charismatic, humanitarian teacher
who inspired many people. He even elicited a response from animals: for it is
said that an elephant once looked after him by bringing him water when he
was spending a period alone in the forest (Vin.1.352). A person who bore
enmity towards him, however, was his cousin Devadatta, one of his monks.
Jealous of his influence, Devadatta once suggested that the ageing Buddha
should let him lead the Sazigha, and then plotted to kill him when the request
was turned down (Vin.11.191-5). In one attempt on his life, Devadatta asked
his friend, Prince Ajatasattu (Skt Ajatasatru), to send soldiers to waylay and
assassinate the Buddha. Sixteen soldiers in turn went to do this, but all were
too afraid to do so, and became the Buddha’s disciples instead. In another
attempt, the fierce man-killing elephant Nalagiri was let loose on the road on
which the Buddha was travelling. As the elephant charged, the Buddha calmly
stood his ground and suffused the elephant with the power of his
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lovingkindness, so that it stopped and bowed its head, letting the Buddha

stroke and tame it.

In gaining hearers for his message, the Buddha did not always rely on his
charisma, reputation and powers of persuasion. Occasionally he had
recourse to his psychic powers, though he forbade the mere display of
these by his disciples (Vin.1i.112). The results of such powers are not seen
as supernatural miracles, but as the supernormal products of the great inner
power of certain meditations. A late Canonical passage (Patis.1.125)
describes his ‘marvel of the pairs’, which later legendary material ascribes
to the Buddha while staying at Savatthi (Dhp-a.111.204—16): he rose into the
air and produced both fire and water from different parts of his body.
Occasionally, he used his powers to heal one of his devout supporters
physically, such as bringing a long and very painful childbirth to an end
(Ud.15-16), or curing a wound without leaving even a scar (Vi7.1.216-18).
The Buddha generally regarded psychic powers as dangerous, however, as
they could encourage attachment and self-glorification. In a strange parallel
to the temptation of Jesus in the desert, it is said that he rebuffed Mara’s
temptation to turn the Himalayas into gold (8.1.116).

The passing away of the Buddha

The Mahiparinibbina Sutta”™ deals with the last year of the Buddha’s life.
During this period, he suffered an illness, and Ananda asked about the fate
of the Sarigha after his death, clearly wondering who would lead it. In reply,
the Buddha said that he had taught the Dhamma without holding anything
back, and that the Sa7igha depended on the Dhamma, not on any leader,
even himself.” Members of the Sazigha should look to their own self-reliant
practice, with the clearly taught Dhamma as guide: with themselves and the
Dhamma as ‘island’ and ‘refuge’ (D.11.100). Later the Buddha specified that,
after his death, the Sazigha should take both the Dhamma and monastic
discipline (Vinaya) as their ‘teacher’ (D.11.154).

Though unwell for the last three months of his life, the Buddha con-
tinued to wander on foot, his journey ending in the small village of Kusinara
(Skt Kusunagari). When asked what his funeral arrangements should be, he
said that this was the concern of the laity, not the Sazigha, but that his body
should be treated like that of a Cakkavattin emperor. It should be wrapped

* D.r.72-167 (SB.37-97); EB.1.7 is from a parallel Sanskrit text.
" Though several texts of north-west India came to talk of Mahakasyapa (Pali Mahakassapa) as having
been the Budda’s successor (Ray, 1994: 105-18).
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in cloth, placed in a coffin and cremated. The relics remaining should then
be placed in a Stapa (Pali Thipa), or burial mound, at a place where four
roads meet. He then said, “When people place a garland, fragrance or paste
there, or make respectful salutations, or bring peace to their hearts, that will
contribute to their long-lasting welfare and happiness’ (D.11.142). After his
cremation, the Buddha’s relics were placed in eight Stizpas (EB.1.1), with the
bowl used to collect the relics and the ashes of the funeral fire in two more.
Such Stipas, which could alternatively contain relics of Arahats, later
became the focus of much devotion.

Even on his death-bed, the Buddha continued to teach. A wanderer
asked whether other Samana leaders had attained true knowledge. Rather
than say that their religious systems were wrong and his right, the Buddha
simply indicated that the crucial ingredient of any such system was the
Noble Eight-factored Path: only then could it lead to full Arahatship. He
saw such a Path as absent from other teachings that he knew of.

Not long after this, the Buddha asked his monks if any had final
questions that they wanted answering before he died. When they were
silent, he sensitively said that, if they were silent simply out of reverence for
him, they should have a friend ask their question. They remained silent.
Seeing that they all had a good understanding of his teachings, he therefore
gave his final words: ‘It is the nature of conditioned things to decay, but if
you are attentive, you will succeed!” (D.11.156). He then made his exit from
the world, in the fearless, calm and self-controlled state of meditation. He
passed into the first jhina, and then by degrees through the three other
Jjhanas, the four ‘formless’ mystical states, and then the ‘cessation of per-
ception and feeling’ (see pp. 331—2). He then gradually descended back to
the first jhina, moved back up to the fourth jhina, and passed away from
there (D.11.156). Buddhists see this event not so much as a ‘death’ as a
passing into the Deathless, Nirvana.

THE NATURE AND ROLE OF THE BUDDHA

The Suttas contain some very ‘human’ information on the Buddha, such as
getting backache after a long teaching session (D.11.209). In the Maha-
parinibbana Sutta, we find the eighty-year-old Buddha expressing ‘weari-
ness’ at the prospect of being asked about the rebirth-destiny of every person
who has died in a locality (D.11.93); saying he was old and worn out and only
knowing comfort when in a deep meditation (D.11.100); in his final illness,
being extremely thirsty, and insisting on immediately being given water
(D.11.128—9). However, elsewhere in the same text the Buddha crosses the
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Ganges by means of his psychic power (D.11.89); he says that, if he asked, he
could have lived on “for a kappa, or the remainder of one’ (D.11.103), with
kappa (Skt kalpa) generally meaning ‘eon’, but possibly here the maximum
human life-span of around 100 years; when he lies down between two Sa/
trees, where he will die, these burst into unseasonal blossom in homage to
him, and divine music is heard in the sky (D.11.137-8); gods from ten regions
of the universe assemble to witness the great event of a Buddha’s passing
into final Nirvana at death (parinibbana, Skt parinirvana;™ D.11.138-9);
gods prevent his funeral pyre from igniting until the senior disciple
Mahakassapa (Skt Mahakasyapa) arrives at the site (D.11.163).

Thus, while modern Theravadins sometimes say that the Buddha was ‘a
human being, pure and simple’ (Rahula, 1974: 1), such remarks have to be
taken in context. They are usually intended to contrast the Buddha with
Jesus, seen as the ‘Son of God’, and to counter the Mahayana view of the
Buddha’s nature, which sees it as far above the human. These remarks may
also be due to a modernist, somewhat demythologized view of the Buddha.
In the Pali Canon, Gotama was seen as born a human, though one with
extraordinary abilities due to the perfections built up in his long Bodhisatta
career. Once he had attained awakening, though, he could no longer be
called a ‘human’, as he had perfected and transcended his humanness. This
idea is reflected in a Suzta passage where the Buddha is asked whether he is
(literally ‘will be’) a god (deva) or a human (A.11.37—9 (BT TA.105)). In reply,
he said that he had gone beyond the deep-rooted unconscious traits that
would make him a god or human, and was therefore to be seen as a Buddha,
one who had grown up in the world but who had now gone beyond it, as a
lotus grows from the water but blossoms above it, unsoiled.

The mysterious nature of a Buddha is indicated by the Buddha’s chiding
of a monk who had too much uncritical faith in him, so as to be always
following him round: ‘Hush, Vakkali! What is there for you in seeking
this vile visible body? Vakkali, whoever sees Dhamma, sees me; whoever sees
me, sees Dhamma’ (S.111.120). This close link between the Buddha and
Dhamma is reinforced by another Suzta passage, which says thata Tathigata
can be designated as ‘one having Dhamma as body’ (Dhamma-kiya;
Harrison, 1992: 50) and who is ‘Dhamma-become’ (Dhamma-bhiita,
D.1.84). These terms indicate that a Buddha has fully exemplified the
Dhamma, in the sense of the Path, in his personality or ‘body’. Moreover, he

" The term parinibbinalparinirvina is sometimes also used for the attaining of Nirvina in life (the
verbal equivalent parinibbayati is often used this way), but has more typically, and especially in
modern usage, come to refer particularly to an Arahar’s or Buddha’s attaining final Nirvana at death.
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has fully realized Dhamma in the supreme sense by his experience of
Nirvina, the equivalent of the supreme Dhamma (A.1.156 and 158). The
Arabat is no different in these respects, for he is described as ‘become the
supreme’ (brahma-bhiita, 5.111.83), a term which is used as an equivalent to
‘Dhamma-become’ in the above passage. Any awakened person is one who
is ‘deep, immeasurable, hard-to-fathom as is the great ocean’ (#/.1.487).
Having ‘become Dhamma’, their awakened nature can only really be
fathomed by one who has ‘seen’ Dhamma with the ‘Dhamma-eye’ of
stream-entry. While Christians see Jesus as God-become-human, then,
Buddhists see the Buddha (and Arabats) as human-become-Dbamma.

In the early Buddhist texts, the Buddha is himself said to be an Arabat,
and to be in most respects like other Arahats. Any Arahar's experience of
Nirvina is the same; however, a perfect Buddha is seen as having more
extensive knowledge than other Arahars. While not omniscient in the sense
of continuously and uninterruptedly knowing everything (M.11.126—7), it is
said that he could remember as far back into his countless previous lives as
he wished, and know how any being was reborn, in accordance with their
karma (M.1.482). Other Arahats had limitations on such powers, or may not
even have developed them (S.11.122-3; M.1.477). A perfect Buddha is seen as
one who can come to know anything knowable (A4.11.25); he just needs to
turn his mind to it (Miln.102, 106). What he teaches is just a small portion
of his huge knowledge (S.v.438 (BW.360-1)), for he only teaches what is
both true and spiritually useful (M.1.395; Harvey, 1995b).

A second key difference between a Buddha and an Arabar is that a
Buddha is someone who, by his own efforts, rediscovers the Path after it
has been lost to human society (S.11.105—7 (BW.69)). Having discovered it
for himself, he skilfully makes it known to others so that they can fully
practise it for themselves and so become Arahats (S.111.64—5 (BW.413—14)).
He is a rediscoverer and teacher of timeless realities (4.1.286—7). As founder
of a monastic Sazigha, and propounder of the rules of conduct binding on its
members, a Buddha also fulfils a role akin to that of ‘law-giver’.

THE NATURE AND STYLE OF THE BUDDHA S TEACHING

The Buddha’s style of teaching was generally one of skilful adaptation to the
mood and concerns of his hearers, responding to the questions and even the
non-verbalized thoughts of his audience and taking cues from events
(Gombrich, 2009: 161—79). By means of a dialogue with his questioners,
he gradually moved them towards sharing something of his own insight into
reality. When Brahmins asked him about how to attain union with the god



30 An Introduction to Buddhism: Teachings, History and Practices

Brahma after death, he said this could be attained by meditative develop-
ment of deep lovingkindness and compassion, rather than by bloody Vedic
sacrifices (D.1.235—52). He often gave old terms new meanings, for example
talking of the Arahat as the ‘true Brahmin’ (D/p.383—423), and using the
term ariya, equivalent to the Sanskrit term for the ‘noble” Aryan people, in
the sense of spiritually noble or ennobled.

The Buddha treated questions in a careful, analytic way. Some he
answered directly, others he answered after first analysing them so as to
clarify the nature of the question. Some he answered with a counter-
question, to reveal concealed motives and presuppositions; others again he
‘set aside’ as question-begging and fraught with misconceptions (A.11.46).
He did not mind if others disagreed with him, but censured misinter-
pretations of what he taught. He showed even-mindedness when gaining
disciples. A general, Stha (Skt Simha), who was a great supporter of Jain
monks, once decided to become a lay disciple, but the Buddha advised him
that such a prominent person as himself should carefully consider before
changing his religious allegiances (Vin.1.236 (BT7A.2)). When he still
wished to do so, and wanted to support Buddpist monks, the Buddha
advised him that he should still support Jain monks, too.

The Buddha emphasized that one should not mistake belief for knowl-
edge,” and the importance of self-reliance and the experiential testing-out
of all teachings, including his own (M.1.317—20 (BW.93-6)). Only occa-
sionally, for example before his first sermon, did he use his authority, but
this was not to force people to agree with him, but to get them to listen so
that they could then gain understanding. He also advised his disciples not to
react emotionally when they heard people speaking in blame or praise of
him, but to assess calmly the degree to which what was said was true or false
(D.1.3). He was well aware of the many conflicting doctrines of his day, a
time of intellectual ferment. Rejecting teachings based on authoritative
tradition, or mere rational speculation, he emphasized the examination
and analysis of actual experience. When he spoke to the confused
Kalama people,® after many teachers had visited them praising their own
teachings and disparaging those of others, he said:

you should not go along with something because of what you have been told,
because of authority, because of tradition, because of accordance with a transmitted
text, on the grounds of reason, on the grounds of logic, because of analytic though,
because of abstract theoretic pondering, because of the appearance of the speaker,

5 M.a1.168—77 (BW.96-103; Harvey 2009b: 179-81).
' Kalama Sutta, A.1.188-93 (BW.88—9; SB.251-6; Harvey 2009b: 176-8).



The Buddha and his Indian Context 31

or because some ascetic is your teacher. When you know for yourselves that
particular qualities are unwholesome, blameworthy, censured by the wise, and
lead to harm and suffering when taken on and pursued, then you should give them
up. (A.1.189 (S§B.252))

Accordingly, they should see that greed, hatred and delusion (lack of mental
clarity), which lead to behaviour that harms others, are to be avoided, and
non-greed (generosity and renunciation), non-hatred (lovingkindness and
compassion) and non-delusion (clarity of mind and wisdom) are to be
engaged in. By implication, teachings which discourage the former and
encourage the latter are worth following.

The Buddha emphasized that his teachings had a practical purpose, and
should not be blindly clung to. He likened the Dhamma to a raft made by a
man seeking to cross from the dangerous hither shore of a river, representing
the conditioned world, to the peaceful further shore, representing Nirvina
(M.1.134—5 (BTTA.77; SB.160-1)). He then rhetorically asked whether such
a man, on reaching the other shore, should lift up the raft and carry it
around with him there. He therefore said, ‘Dhamma is for crossing over, not
for retaining’. That is, a follower should not grasp at Buddhist ideas and
practices, but #se them for their intended purpose, and should know that a
person who has accomplished their goal does not carry them as an identity
to defend. Many ordinary Buddhists, though, do have a strong attachment
to Buddhism.

While the Buddha was critical of blind faith, he did not deny a role for
soundly based faith or ‘trustful confidence’ (saddha, Skt sraddha); for to test
out his teachings, a person has to have at least some initial trust in them.
The early texts envisage a process of listening, which arouses saddha, leading
to practice, and thus to partial confirmation of the teachings, and thus to
deeper saddhi and deeper practice until the heart of the teachings is directly
experienced (M.1.171-6). A person then becomes an Arahat, one whose
confidence is rooted in insight. Even in Theravada Buddhism, which often
has a rather rational, unemotional image, a very deep faith in the Buddha,
Dhamma and Sarigha is common. Ideally, this is based on the fact that some
part of the Buddha’s path has been found to be uplifting, thus inspiring
confidence in the rest. Many people, though, simply have a calm and joyful
faith (pasada, Skt prasida) inspired by the example of those who are well
established on the Path.



CHAPTER 2

Early Buddhist Teachings: Rebirth and Karma

In this and the following chapter, the central doctrines of early Buddhism,
as presented primarily in the Pali Canon, will be outlined, along with some
of their later applications. While the Mahayana developed a new orientation
towards some of these early teachings, and new doctrines of its own, such
developments can only be understood against the background of these
teachings. In the Theravada, they have remained the guiding framework
for all new developments.

In a sense, Buddhism begins and ends with the Buddha’s awakening
experience, for this is the ultimate source of Buddhist teachings, and these
are a guide towards moral and spiritual development culminating in an
experience of a like nature. At his awakening, the Buddha gained direct
knowledge of rebirth, karma and the four “True Realities for the Spiritually
Ennobled’. All of the central teachings of early Buddhism can be arranged
under one or other of these three heads.

REBIRTH AND COSMOLOGY

One word used to refer to the cycle of rebirths is samsara, ‘wandering on’,
which indicates that the process is seen as long and often aimless. It is not
just said that we have had ‘many’ past lives, but that we have had innumer-
able ones. On the night of his awakening, the Buddha is said to have
remembered more than a hundred thousand (Af.1.22). The Buddhist
view, in fact, is that there is no known beginning to the cycle of rebirths
and the world: ‘Inconceivable is any beginning of this samsira; an earliest
point is not discerned of beings who, obstructed by spiritual ignorance and
fettered by craving, run and wander on’ (S.11.178 (BW.37—40)). However far
back in time one goes, there must have been prior causes for whatever
beings existed at that time. Hence, it should not be said that the Buddha
remembered ‘all’ his past lives.

32
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The earliest the Buddha is specifically said to have remembered is ninety-
one ‘eons’ ago (M.1.483). An ‘eon’ (kappa, Skt kalpa) is a vast unit of time
used for measuring the coming and going of world-systems. The physical
universe is said to consist of countless world-systems spread out through
space, each seen as having a central mountain (Meru) surrounded by four
continents and smaller islands, which came to be seen as all on a flat disc
(e.g. Vism.205—6). They also exist in thousandfold clusters, galactic group-
ings of these clusters, and super-galactic groupings of these galaxies
(A.1.227). Within this vast universe, with no known limit, are other
inhabited worlds where beings also go through the cycle of rebirths. Just
as beings go through a series of lives, so do world-systems: they develop,
remain for a period, come to an end and are absent, then are followed by
another. Each phase takes an ‘incalculable’ eon, and the whole cycle takes a
‘great’ eon (Harvey, 2007d: 161a—165a). The huge magnitude of this period
is indicated by various suggestive images. For example, if there were a seven-
mile-high mountain of solid granite, and once a century it was stroked with
a piece of fine cloth, it would be worn away before a great eon would pass
(S.11.181—2). Nevertheless, more eons have passed than there are grains of
sand on the banks of the river Ganges (5.11.183—4)!

The cycle of rebirths — of puna-bbhava, or re-becoming — is thus seen as
involving innumerable lives over vast stretches of time. If the cycle only
involved human rebirths, it would be hard for a Buddhist to explain the
human population explosion. As it is, though, the cycle is seen to involve
many other forms of life, such as animals, so that readjustment between
populations is quite feasible. This then introduces the idea of different
realms of rebirth (BSz.1; EB.1.5.2).

The first two of these realms are those of humans and the animal kingdom.
The latter includes sentient creatures as simple as insects. Plants are not
included, though they are seen as having a very rudimentary consciousness,
in the form of sensitivity to touch (Vin.1.155—6). There are also realms of
beings who are not (normally) visible. One of these is the realm of pezas (Skt
preta), the ‘departed’ (BS2.4). As these are seen as having bodies made of only
‘subtle’ matter, such a rebirth does not involve ‘re-incarnation’, that is, getting
a gross physical body again. Petas are seen as frustrated ghostly beings who
inhabit the fringes of the human world due to their strong earthly attach-
ments, not unlike the ghosts of Western literature. One type of peza, gene-
rally known as a ‘hungry ghost’, is portrayed as having a huge stomach, racked
by hunger, and a tiny neck that allows little sustenance to pass.

The worst realm is the hell realm (7raya), comprising a number of hellish
rebirths (BS1.224—6). These are described as involving experiences of being
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burnt up, cut up, frozen or eaten alive, yet being revived to re-experience
these (e.g. M.111.183). They are, then, realms in which a tortured conscious-
ness experiences abominable nightmares, where every object of the senses
appears repulsive and ugly (S.1v.126). Some hells are worse than others, but
all are seen as appropriate to the evil deeds which led to them. While life in
the hells is measured in millions of years, 7o rebirth is eternal, so a being
from hell will in time reach the human level again.

The animal, peta and hell realms are the lower rebirths, where beings
suffer more than human beings. The higher, more fortunate realms of
rebirth are those of humans and devas, ‘illustrious ones’ or gods. Together
these make up the five realms. Sometimes this becomes six, by dividing the
gods into two types: gods proper and asuras, or ‘titans’, seen as proud, fierce,
power-hungry divine beings (counted among the lower rebirths). Gods
proper are said to live in twenty-six heavens, which are grouped according
to a threefold classification of rebirths. The lowest of these is the ‘realm of
sense-desire” (kdma-dhatu), which encompasses all the rebirths mentioned
so far, including the six lowest heavens. In all of these realms, beings
perceive sensory objects in such a way as to particularly notice their qualities
of desirability or undesirability. More subtle than and ‘above’ the realm of
sense-desire is the ‘realm of (pure, elemental) form’ (rapa-dharu). Here
dwell more refined gods, who are known in general as brahmas, in contrast
to the devas proper of the six lower heavens. In the realm of form there are
said to be sixteen heavens of a progressively refined and calm nature. Beings
at this level of existence are aware of objects in a pure way devoid of
sensuous desire, and are without the senses of touch, taste and smell.
They suffer from other attachments and limitations, however. More refined
than the form realm is the ‘formless realm’ (aripa-dhairu, Skt arapya-dhitu),
which is comprised of the four most refined types of rebirth. They are purely
mental ‘spheres’ (dyatana) completely devoid of anything having even
subtle shape or form. They are named after the characteristic states of
consciousness of the brahmis reborn ‘there’. In the first, they have the
experience of ‘infinite space’; in the second they dwell on the ‘infinite
consciousness” which can contemplate infinite space; in the third, they
experience the apparent ‘nothingness’ of their level of existence; in the
last, their resting state of consciousness is so subtle that their sphere is
that of ‘neither-perception-nor-non-perception’. This last rebirth, the
‘summit of existence’, constitutes the highest and most subtle form of life
in the cosmos, with a huge life-span of 84,000 eons; and yet even this
eventually ends in death. Under the teacher Uddaka Ramaputta, Gotama is
said to have attained a meditation which would have led to rebirth in this
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realm, but rejected it as falling short of his goal (see p. 19). All these rebirth
realms parallel the kinds of human mental states and actions that are seen to
lead to them; hence Buddhism has a kind of ‘psycho-cosmology’ (Gethin,
1997, and 1998: 112—32).

Among the six sense-desire heavens are several significant ones. The
second heaven up is that of the Tavatimsa (Skt Trayastrimsa) gods, the
‘thirty-three’ gods of the pre-Buddhist Vedic pantheon. The chief Vedic
god, Indra, often known as Sakka (Skt Sakra) in Buddhist texts, is said
to have become a ‘stream-enterer’ and thus a protector of Buddhism
(D.11.288). The fourth heaven is that of the Tusita (Skt Tusita;
‘Contented’) gods, being the realm in which Bodpisattas spend their penul-
timate life, and in which Metteyya (Skt Maitreya), set to be the next
Buddha, now dwells. On the fringes of the sixth heaven dwells the tempter
Mara (M-a.1.33—4). The structure of things is such that there will nearly
always be a Mara in a world-system, but the particular incumbents of this
kind of cosmic position are born and die, as in the case of all other gods
(Ling, 1962). They can perhaps be likened to particular people who hold an
office such as that of mayor. As a Mara dwells in a heaven, he has good
karma behind him, but like the ‘Satan’ of Christianity, who is seen as a
fallen angel, his previous goodness has gone awry. Like a charismatic but
ego-driven cult-leader, he uses his powers to try to manipulate other beings
to be under his sway, rather than to help them.

The top five form heavens are known as the ‘pure abodes’ (suddhivisa,
Skt suddhivisa), and are only attainable by persons, known as non-
returners, who are almost Arabars. The remaining eleven form heavens
parallel the four meditative jhinas, and are reached by people who have
mastered such a state during life, which ‘tunes’ their minds into a certain
level of existence. Of the beings of these heavens, perhaps the most signifi-
cant is Great Brahma, who dwells in the upper heaven of the first jhina,
whose sphere of influence takes in one thousand ‘world-systems’ (D. 11.261),
and whose life-span is one great eon. In the bottom two form heavens dwell
the ministers and retinue of Great Brahma.

The essential details of the levels of rebirth are as follows, with the figures
in brackets being the length of life in them:’

Formless realm. Four types of purely mental rebirths, the spheres of:

e Neither-perception-nor-non-perception (84,000 eons), Nothingness

(60,000 eons), Infinite Consciousness (40,000 eons), Infinite Space

(20,000 eons).

' Vibh.422-6; A.11.128—9 (BW.216-18); Gethin, 1998: 112-19.
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Form realm. Heavens paralleling the:

e Fourth jhana: the five pure abodes (16, 8, 4, 2, 1 thousand eons),
Unconscious Beings (500 eons), heaven of Great Reward (500 eons).

e Third jhina: heavens of Complete Beauty (64 eons), Boundless Beauty
(32 eons), Limited Beauty (16 eons).

e Second jhina: heavens of Streaming Radiance (8 eons), Boundless
Radiance (4 eons), Limited Radiance (2 eons).

e First jhana: heavens of Great Brahma (1 eon), Brahma’s Ministers (half an
eon), Brahma’s Retinue (one-third of an eon).

Sense-desire realm:

e The six deva heavens, of: Masters of the Creations of Others (16,000 divine
years (d.y.)), Those Who Delight in Creating (enjoyable objects) (8,000
d.y.), The Contented (4,000 d.y.), The Yama Gods (2,000 d.y.), The
Thirty-three Gods (1,000 d.y.), The Gods of the Four Kings (soo d.y.).

e Human beings.

e Bad rebirth realms: asuras, hungry ghosts, animals, hell-beings (life-spans
unspecified).

It is emphasized that the experience of time is relative, so that in the lowest

heaven, fifty human years pass in one divine ‘day’, and in o0 divine ‘years’,

nine million human years pass. In the sixth heaven, 1,600 human years pass
in one ‘day’, and 9,216 million human years pass in the life-span there.

The questions of a creator God and the origins of human life

Buddhism sees no need for a creator of the universe, as it postulates no
ultimate beginning to it, and regards it as sustained by natural laws
(Nyanaponika, 1981). Moreover, if there were a creator of the world, he
would be regarded as responsible for the suffering which is found through-
out it (faz.v.238). The nearest thing to God in the early texts is the Great
Brahma of our world-system, who was seen by some Brahmins as having
created the world. While the Buddha regarded him as a long-lived glorious
being, he still saw him as mistaken in his belief that he was an all-powerful
creator. A Sutta passage in fact recounts why he had this belief (D.1.18).
Periodically, a physical world-system and the lower heavens associated with
it come to an end. At this time, beings from these lower levels are generally
reborn as gods of ‘Streaming Radiance’ (Abhassara, Skt Abhasvara). After a
long period, the three lowest form heavens appear, and a Streaming
Radiance god dies and is reborn there as a Great Brahma. After some
time, he becomes lonely and longs for the presence of others. Soon his
wish is fulfilled, simply because other Streaming Radiance gods die and
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happen to be reborn, due to their karma, as his ministers and retinue. Not
remembering his previous life, Great Brahma therefore thinks, T am
Brahma, Great Brahma ... the All-seeing, the Controller, the Lord, the
Maker, the Creator . .. these other beings are my creation’. His ministers
and retinue agree with this erroneous conclusion, and when one of them
eventually dies and is reborn as a human, he develops the power to
remember his previous life, and consequently teaches that Great Brahma
is the eternal creator of all beings. This account is an ironic allusion to a
passage at Brhadiranyaka Upanisad1.4.1-3, in which the divine Self (Atman;
elsewhere identified with Brahman, the power sustaining the universe)
creates other beings as he wishes not to be alone. Another ironic story
illustrates a Great Brahma’s limitations. A monk with a philosophical
question, about the transcending of all worlds, meditates so as to be able
to contact gods and ask them his question. None of the gods from the lowest
heaven up to that of the retinue of Brahma can help him, but he is assured
that Great Brahma will be able to do so. Yet when asked the question, Great
Brahma only replies with his proud assertion of his creatorship. After
responding three times in this way, he takes the monk on one side and
says that he could not disillusion his retinue by publicly admitting that he
did not know the answer; the monk had best go to the Buddha, who would
surely know it (D.1.215—23). A Great Brahma is thus seen as inferior to the
Buddha in wisdom. While such ideas can be seen to satirically undermine
Brahmanical ones (cf. Gombrich, 1996: 65—95; 2009: 180—92), they also put
in place an alternative explanatory narrative.

While being kind and compassionate, none of the brahmas are world-
creators, so there is no theological problem of evil in early Buddhism: the
problem of how an all-powerful, all-knowing, all-loving God could create a
world in which evil and suffering exist. As we will see, though (p. 141),
something akin to this problem is found in some strands of Mahayana
Buddhism.

The nearest thing to a creation story in Buddhism is its account of how
beings come to populate a world-system as it starts up in a new cycle of
existence. The Agganna Sutta® says that, at this time, gods of Streaming
Radiance die and are reborn hovering over the re-evolving physical world,
then an expanse of water in complete darkness. The reborn beings are seen
as sexless, self-luminous and still semi-divine. After a long time, a crust of
‘savoury earth’ spreads out on the waters, and a greedy being tastes it and
craves for it. This primeval act of desire and eating is imitated by others, till

* D.a.80—98 (SB.116—28); cf. EB.3.3.2 and BTTA.206.
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the beings lose their self-luminosity, become more solid and proud of their
appearance, and so eventually develop into two sexes. Their environment is
rich in food, but the more they greedily gather in its bounty, the less it gives:
an idea which we can now see as having ecological implications. Eventually
the notion of private property develops, and theft, lying and violence come
in its train. By now recognizably human, the people then form a social
contract to choose a king who will rule over them and punish wrongdoers.
Thus goes the Buddhist account of a ‘fall’, due to greed and pride, and of the
development of sexuality, human beings and society.

The implications of the rebirth perspective

The Buddhist perspective on rebirth is that it is not a pleasant affair
(S.11.179-80 (BW.218-19)), but that all unenlightened people are reborn
whether they like it or not, and whether they believe in rebirth or not. The
process of life and rebirth has no inherent purpose; for it was not designed
and created by anyone. Thus, for example, one is not reborn ‘so as to be able
to spiritually learn’; rebirth may provide an opportunity for spiritually
learning, but this is a fortunate side-effect of it. While one’s life is not
seen as given a ‘purpose’ by a designing God, one can oneself give one’s life a
purpose, based on understanding the nature of life, its possibilities and
problems. Accordingly, sensible aims are: to avoid causing suffering for
oneself and others in this life; to gain relatively pleasant rebirths through
good actions; ultimately to transcend rebirths altogether; and to help others
to do so. Most Buddhists therefore aim for attaining a heavenly or a human
rebirth, with the Arahat’s liberating experience of Nirvina as the long-term
goal; heavens are #bis side of salvation, with Nirvina as beyond the limi-
tations of both earthly and heavenly existence. The goal of full Buddhahood
is an even higher goal, which is emphasized in Mahayana Buddhism.

Within the round of rebirths, all beings are part of the same cycle of lives.
Each human being has been an animal, ghost, hell-being and god in the past,
and is likely to be so again at some time in the future. Any form of suffering
one witnesses in another human or other being has been undergone by
oneself at some time (5.11.186): thus one should not cling to rebirths and
should have compassion for other sentient beings. In one’s innumerable past
lives, the law of averages dictates that most beings one comes across, however
one might dislike them now, have at some time been a close relative or friend
(8.11.189—90), so that lovingkindness towards them is appropriate.

Such teachings, of course, urge a kindness and non-violence towards all
forms of life. Humans are part of the same cycle of lives as other beings, and
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are not separated from them by a huge gulf. Nevertheless, the more complex
and developed a being is, the worse it is to harm or kill it; so it is worse to kill
a human than an animal (M-4.1.198 (BS1.70-1); Harvey, 2000: 52). In the
lower realms, there is much suffering and little freedom of action. In the
heavens, the primarily happy lives of the gods tend to make them compla-
cent, and they may also think they are eternal, without need of liberation.
The human realm is a middle realm: there is enough suffering to motivate
humans to seek to transcend it by spiritual development, and enough
freedom to be able to act on this aspiration. It is thus the most favourable
realm for spiritual development.

A human rebirth is relatively rare, however (4.1.35). While the human
population has been increasing, there are still many more animals, birds,
fishes and insects, for example. Mahayana Buddhists talk of having attained
a ‘precious human rebirth’ (Guenther, 1971: 14—29; BS2.2; cf. D.111.263—4): a
marvellous opportunity for spiritual growth that should be used wisely and
respected in others. As it may be cut short at any time by death, it should
not be frittered away.

KARMA’

The movement of beings between rebirths is not a haphazard process but is
ordered and governed by the law of karma: the principle that beings are
reborn according to the nature and quality of their past actions; they are
‘heir’ to their actions (M.11.203). All intentional actions, good or bad,
matters; for they leave a trace on the psyche which will lead to future results.
It is said in the Tibetan tradition® that acts of hatred and violence tend to
lead to rebirth in a hell, acts bound up with delusion and confusion tend to
lead to rebirth as an animal, and acts of greed tend to lead to rebirth as a
ghost. A person’s actions mould their consciousness, making them into a
certain kind of person, so that when they die their outer form tends to
correspond to the type of nature that has been developed. If bad actions are
not serious enough to lead to a lower rebirth, or after having already done so,
they affect the nature of a human rebirth: stinginess leads to being poor,
injuring beings leads to frequent illnesses, and anger leads to being ugly —an
extension of the process whereby an angry person gradually develops ugly
features during their present life (M.111.203—6 (BW.161-6)). Poor, ill or ugly

? On this, see: BS2.3; Harvey, 2000: 14-31, 61-6; Nanamoli and Khantipalo, 1993; Nyanaponika, 1990;
Payutto, 1993; Nyanatiloka, 1994; Samuel, 1993: 199—222.
* Gampopa’s ‘Jewel Ornament of Liberation’ (Guenther, 1971: 79), citing Nagarjuna’s Ratndvali.
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people are not to be presently blamed for their condition, however, for the
actions of a past life are behind them, and the important thing is how they
act and others treat them now. Living an ethical life is said to variously lead
to: wealth, through diligence; a good reputation; self-confidence in all kinds
of company, without fear of reproach or punishment; dying without
anxiety, and rebirth in a happy world (D.11.86), as a human or sense-
desire realm god. It also gives a good basis for developing the meditative
calm of jhana, which then tends to rebirth in a corresponding heaven, as
well as preparing the mind for insight. In order to attain Nirvana, a person
must be able to perform a transcendental action, namely the attainment of
deep insight into reality (A.11.230—2 (BW.155-6)).

The law of karma is seen as a natural law inherent in the nature of things,
like a law of physics. It is not operated by a God, and indeed the gods are
themselves under its sway. Good and bad rebirths are not, therefore, seen as
‘rewards’ and ‘punishments’, but as simply the natural results of certain
kinds of action. Karma is often likened to a seed, and the two words for a
karmic result, vipdka and phala, respectively mean ‘ripening’ and ‘fruit’. An
action is thus like a seed which will sooner or later, as part of a natural
maturation process, result in certain fruits accruing to the doer of the action:
just as one may get tasty edible fruits or inedible bitter ones, depending on
what seeds one plants. The Christian expression ‘as one sows, so one will
reap’ exactly fits this.

What determines the nature of a karmic ‘seed’ is the will or intention
behind an act: ‘It is will (cezand), O monks, that I call karma; having willed,
one acts through body, speech or mind’ (4.111.415). It is the psychological
impulse behind an action that is ‘karma’, that which sets going a chain of
causes culminating in a karmic fruit. So if someone says of some event in
their life ‘it’s my karma’, a more accurate use of Buddhist terminology
would be to say ‘it’s the result of my karma’. Actions, moreover, must be
intentional if they are to generate karmic results: accidentally treading on an
insect does not have such an effect, as the Jains believe. Nevertheless,
thinking of doing some bad action is itself a bad (mental) karma, especially
when one gives energy to such a thought, rather than just letting it pass.
Deliberately letting go of such a thought is a good mental karma. Regretting
a past bad (or good) action, and resolving not to do it again lessens its karmic
result as it reduces the psychological impetus from the act. However, while
painful feelings at the thought of a past act may be part of its karmic result,
entertaining heavy guilt feelings is seen as associated with (self-)hatred, and
as being an anguished state which is not conducive to calm, clarity and thus
spiritual improvement.



Early Buddhist Teachings: Rebirth and Karma 41

While belief in the law of karma can sometimes degenerate into a
form of fatalism, the Buddha emphasized that deterministic fate (niyati)
and karma are very different concepts; for the idea of karma stresses
the importance of human action and its effects: people make their own
‘destiny’” by their actions. Moreover, not everything that happens to a
person is seen as due to karma. It is said that unpleasant feelings or
illnesses can arise from a variety of causes: ‘originating from bile, phlegm,
or wind, from union (of bodily humours), born from seasonal changes,
born from disruptive circumstances, due to exertion [of oneself or another
person], or born of the fruition of karma’ (S.1v.230-31and A.v.110). While
all volitional actions are seen as having karmic results, this does not mean
that all that happens is a karmic result; karma is one cause among many in
life. In part, this is simple logic: because A is a cause of B, this does not
mean that B is only ever caused by A; drowning is a cause of death, but not
all deaths are due to drowning. Further, the Buddha criticized not only
theories which saw all experiences and associated actions as due to past
karma, but also those which saw them as due to the diktat of a God, or to
pure chance (A4.1.173; M.11.214).

The aspects of life which are seen as the result of past karma include one’s
form of rebirth, social class at birth, general character, some of the crucial
good and bad things which happen to one, and even the way one experi-
ences the world. Out of the mass of sense-data, one only ever gets ‘edited
highlights” of what lies around one. Some people tend to notice pleasant
things, while others tend to notice unpleasant things; these differences are
said to be due to karma. Results of past actions do not include present
intentional actions, however, though karmic results may influence the type
of action that a person tends to think of doing.

As a person never knows what aspect of any situation may have been
determined by karma, difficult situations are not to be passively accepted,
but one should do one’s best to improve them; only when things happen in
spite of efforts to avert them might they be put down to past karma. If the
situation can be averted or changed, fine, but then any anxiety or suffering it
led to still may be seen as due to past karma. As an aid to planning courses of
action in a karma-influenced world, many traditional Buddhists use divi-
nation methods such as astrology at certain points in their lives, so as to try
to gauge what their karma has in store for them. The idea of the influence of
karma, while not fatalistic, does encourage a person to live patiently with a
situation. Rather than making new bad karma by getting angry with society
or other people, blaming them for one’s lot, this can be viewed as the result
of one’s own actions of the past. This attitude arises from one taking
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responsibility for the shape of one’s life. As do people of other religions,
however, Buddhists sometimes have an idea of fate, in parallel with their
idea of karma, or they may even use past karma as an excuse for continuing
with present bad karma.

It is mostly at the human level that good and bad actions are performed.
The gods generally have little scope for doing either good or evil, and most
simply enjoy the results of the previous good actions which led to their
existence. Animals, ghosts and hell-beings have little freedom for inten-
tional good or bad actions, though the higher animals can sometimes act
virtuously, if not in a self-consciously moral way. How a human chooses to
act is of pivotal importance: freedom of choice brings the possibility of both
great good and great evil.

Beings in the lower rebirths generally just reap the results of particular
previous bad actions. When these results come to an end, the results of some
previous good actions may well then come to fruition and buoy up the
being to some better form of life, and sooner or later they reach the human
level again. This illustrates that karma does not bring results just in the next
life: an action is said to have effects later in the present life, the next life and
also in some subsequent ones (A.111.415).

The law of karma is not regarded as rigid and mechanical, but as the
flexible, fluid and dynamic outworking of the fruits of actions. The full
details of its working out, in specific instances, are said to be ‘unthinkable’
(acinteyya, Skt acintya) to all but a Buddha (4.1v.77). A moral life is not
necessarily immediately followed by a good rebirth, if a strong evil action of
a past life has not yet brought its results, or a dying person regrets having
done good. Similarly, an immoral life is not necessarily immediately fol-
lowed by a bad rebirth (M.111.209-15 (§B.195—204)). The appropriate results
will come in time, however (D#p.71).

In Buddhism, one should avoid actions criticized by the wise (4.1.89) and
a ‘good’ action is generally referred to as kusala (Skt kusala): informed by
wisdom and thus ‘skilful’ in producing an uplifting mental state in the doer,
or ‘wholesome’ in that it involves a healthy state of mind (Cousins, 1996b;
Harvey, 2000: 42-3; 2011). A ‘bad’ action is akusala: ‘unskilful/unwhole-
some’. Key criteria for an action being ‘unskilful’ are its being conducive to
the harm of oneself, of others, or of both (A.1.415-16), and its being
‘destructive of intuitive wisdom, associated with distress, not conducive to
Nirvana' (M.1.115). Correspondingly, a ‘skilful” action does not conduce to
any such harm, but does conduce to the growth of wholesome states of
mind (M.r.114). The ‘harm’ to oneself which is relevant here is spiritual
harm, or material harm if this arises from self-hatred. In other respects, an
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act which benefits others at the expense of material harm to oneself is
certainly not unskilful.

Unskilful and skilful actions naturally arise from different motivating
impulses (M.1.46—7), which colour the nature of the volition behind an
action. Thus one should avoid ‘corrupt and harmful actions of unskilful
volition, with painful (immediate) consequences, (karmically) ripening in
pain’, and do ‘beneficial actions of skilful volition, with happy consequen-
ces, ripening in happiness’ (4.v.292—7). The three possible motivating
‘roots” of unskilful action are: (i) greed (lobha), which covers a range of
states from mild longing up to full-blown lust, avarice, fame-seeking and
dogmatic clinging to ideas; (ii) hatred (dosa, Skt dvesa), which covers mild
irritation through to burning anger and resentment, and (iii) delusion
(moha), as in stupidity, confusion, bewilderment, dull states of mind,
ingrained misperception, specious doubt on moral and spiritual matters,
and turning away from reality by veiling it from oneself. The opposites of
these are the three ‘roots’ of skilful action: (i) non-greed, covering states
from small generous impulses through to a strong urge for renunciation of
worldly pleasures; (ii) non-hatred, covering friendliness through to forbear-
ance in the face of great provocation, and deep lovingkindness and com-
passion for all beings, and (iii) non-delusion, covering clarity of mind
through to the deepest insight into reality. While phrased negatively,
these three are more than the mere /ack of their opposites. They are positive
states in the form of anti-greed, anti-hatred and anti-delusion.

Generating and sharing karmic fruitfulness or ‘merit’

Good actions are said to be ‘beautiful’ (kalyina) and to be, or have the
quality of, punna (Skt punya), which term is either an adjective or noun. As
an adjective, Cousins sees it as the ‘fortune-bringing or auspicious quality of
an action’ (1996b: 153), while as a noun ‘it is applied either to an act which
brings good fortune or to the happy result in the future of such an act’
(1996b: 155). Thus we see:

Monks, do not be afraid of punras; this, monks, is a designation for happiness, for
what is pleasant, charming, dear and delightful, that is to say, puszias. I myself
know that the ripening of pusisias done for a long time are experienced for a long
time as pleasant, charming, dear and delightful. (/z.14-15, cf. A.1v.88—9)

Punna is usually, rather limply, translated as ‘meritorious’ (adjective) or
‘merit’ (noun). However, ‘meritorious’ implies being deserving of reward,
praise or gratitude, but pu7n7ia refers to something with a natural power of its
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own to produce happy results; it does not depend on anyone to give out
what is due to the ‘deserving’. In Christian theology, ‘merit’ refers to a good
deed seen to have a claim to a future reward from a graceful God, an idea
that ill fits Buddhism. A puisia action is ‘auspicious’, ‘fortunate’ or ‘fruitful’,
as it purifies the mind and thus leads to future good fortune (McDermortt,
1984: 31—58). The Sanskrit word pumya may derive from the root pus,
meaning ‘to thrive, flourish, prosper’, or pi, ‘to make clean or clear or
pure or bright’, hence a Theravadin commentary explains pu77ia by saying
‘it cleanses and purifies the life-continuity’ (Vz-a.10; Bodhi, 1990). A further
reservation on ‘merit’ for punina is that, in normal English usage, to say
something ‘has merit’ is often to damn it with faint praise, while in
Buddhism, acts of punna are seen as uplifting and admirable. The effect
of the translation ‘merit’ is to produce a flattened, dispirited image of this
aspect of Buddhism. Admittedly, pu7i7ia alone will not bring awakening, as
wisdom is needed for this, but it does help prepare the ground for this.

As the noun punia refers to the power of good actions as seeds for future
happy fruits, an appropriate translation is ‘(an act of ) karmic fruitfulness’,
with ‘karmically fruitful’ as the adjective. The Sazigha is described as the best
‘field of punna’, that is, the best group of people to ‘plant’ a gift ‘in’ in terms
of good results of the gift, hence ‘like fields are the Arahars; the givers are like
farmers. The gift is like the seed, [and] from this arises the fruit’ (Pv.1.1). In
defence of the above translation, while karmic fruit/results can be of either
good or bad actions, and pu7nria relates only to good actions, the English
word ‘fruit’ can also mean only edible, pleasant fruit such as apples, without
referring to inedible, unpleasant ones.

The opposite of purirnia is apunna, which one can accordingly see as
meaning ‘(an act of ) karmic harm’ or ‘karmically harmful’, that is, produc-
ing no pleasant fruits, but only bitter ones. A synonym for apusina is pipa,
which, while often translated as ‘evil’ or ‘bad’, really means that which is
‘infertile’, ‘barren’, ‘harmful’ (Cousins, 1996: 156) or ‘bringing ill fortune’.

Buddhists are keen to perform ‘karmically fruitful’ actions; for pussia is
an unlosable ‘treasure’, unlike physical goods (K%p.7). The early texts refer
to three ‘bases for effecting karmic fruitfulness’ (pusisia-kiriya-vatthus):
giving (ddna — especially by giving alms to monks), moral virtue (si/z) and
meditative cultivation of skilful qualities (bhdvana) (D.11.218). Later texts
add: showing respect, helpful activity, sharing karmic fruitfulness, rejoicing
at the karmic fruitfulness of others, teaching Dhamma, listening to
Dhamma, and straightening out one’s views (D-4.111.999). Any act of giving
is seen as karmically fruitful, even giving in the hope of some return, or
giving purely to get the karmic result of giving. A purer motive, however, is
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seen as leading to a better karmic result. Thus it is particularly good to give
from motives such as the appreciation of a gift as helping to support a holy
way of life, or of the calm and joy that giving naturally brings (4.1v.60-3).
While a large gift is generally seen as more auspicious than a small one,
purity of mind can also make up for the smallness of a gift, for ‘where there
is a heart of calm and joyful faith (cizza-pasdde), no gift is small’ (Jaz.11.85).
Indeed, a person with nothing to give can act auspiciously by simply
rejoicing at another person’s giving. In Theravada lands, this is expressed
by uttering of the ritual expression s@dhu, meaning ‘it is good!’, when others
give. The same principle, of course, logically implies that if one verbally or
mentally applauds someone else’s unwholesome action, one is performing
an unwholesome action oneself.

In Theravada tradition, a karmically fruitful act may not only be performed
by empathizing (anumodand) with someone else’s auspicious deed, but also
by the auspicious quality of an act (pasti — what has been gained) being
transferred to or shared with another being. This practice may have originated
as a Buddhist adaptation of the Brahmanical srdddha ceremony, in which gifts
were seen as transferred to deceased relatives by giving them to Brahmins at
memorial rites at various intervals after a death in the family. In an early text, a
Brahmin asks the Buddha if sriddha rites bring benefit to the dead, and the
Buddha replies that the dead will benefit only if reborn as petas, for these
ghostly beings live either on the putrid food of their realm or on what is
provided by gifts from relatives and friends (A.v.269—72; EB.2.5.3). The
Petavatthu, a late Canonical text, accordingly describes a number of instances
where a gift is given in the name of a suffering peza, so that they attain rebirth
as a god due to the karmic fruitfulness of the giving. Theravada rites for the
dead therefore include the feeding of monks and the transference of the
karmic fruitfulness (‘merit’) to the deceased, or whatever other ancestors may
be petas, in the hope that this will ease their lot as pezas or help them to a
better rebirth. This is done especially seven days after a death, but also in
yearly memorial services. Another early text has the Buddha say that it is wise
to support monks and to dedicate the gift to the local gods, so that they will
look with favour on the donor (D.11.88). Accordingly, Theravada donations to
monks often conclude with a verse transferring the karmic fruitfulness of the
gift to gods. The latter are seen as having less opportunity to do auspicious
deeds themselves, but can benefit from transferred karmic fruitfulness, which
helps maintain them in their divine rebirth; in return, it is hoped that they
will use whatever powers they have to aid and protect Buddhism and the
person making the donation. A boy ordaining as a novice or full monk will
also share the karmic fruitfulness of this act with his mother. Here, her karmic
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fruitfulness will come from both the act of ‘giving up’ her son to the
monkhood, and her rejoicing at his auspicious act.

Given the Buddhist stress on the idea that a person can only generate
karmic fruitfulness by their own deeds, the idea of ‘transferring’ it is
potentially anomalous. To avoid such an anomaly, the Theravadin com-
mentaries, dating from the fifth century ck or earlier, developed an ortho-
dox interpretation, and Tibetan Buddhists have a similar idea. This is that
no karmic fruitfulness is actually transferred, but that the food, etc. donated
to monks is dedicated, by the performer of the auspicious donation, to an
ancestor or god, so that the donation is done on their behalf, with their
property. Provided that they assent to this donation-by-proxy by rejoicing
at it, they themselves generate karmic fruitfulness. By a living being affirm-
ing someone else’s action as good, particularly if it is done on their behalf,
they directly perform a positive mental action of their own.

The idea of sharing karmic fruitfulness helps to modify any tendency in
the karma doctrine to encouraging people to ‘amass’ karmic fruitfulness for
themselves, like a kind of non-physical money in the bank. Karmic fruitful-
ness can and should be shared with others. Giving, for example, generates
karmic fruitfulness; then when this is shared with others, there is another
generous act which generates more karmic fruitfulness: the more karmic
fruitfulness is shared, the more there is of it — unlike with money or material
goods — and happiness increases in the world! Sharing karmic fruitfulness is
a way of spreading the karmic benefits of good deeds to others, as a gesture
of goodwill. This is expressed in the traditional simile to explain such
sharing: lighting many lamps from one.

BELIEF IN REBIRTH AND KARMA

While Buddhism holds that the existence of rebirth and the life-to-life
efficacy of karma can be confirmed by experiences in deep meditation,
most Buddhists have not attained these. They therefore only have belief
in these principles, not direct knowledge of their truth, and use these beliefs
to provide a perspective on life and action in it. Buddhism, though,
emphasizes the need to differentiate between what one believes and what
one actually knows (M.11.171). Beliefs are candidates for knowledge but are
not the same as it, and may be false. Even when true, one does not oneself
know this if one has not experientially confirmed it. One’s belief may be
relatively well based, but still be partial and relatively distorted.
Nevertheless, while it is best to £now for oneself, to believe what is true is
better than to believe what is false. For Buddhism, karma and rebirth are
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seen as realities whose actuality is affirmed by a very reliable source: the
Buddha and certain of his disciples. Their claim to knowledge on these
matters is generally trusted because of their reliability on other more easily
testable matters. Some Western Buddhists see rebirth as a kind of ‘optional
extra’ in Buddhism. For them, it may be, but the evidence is that it clearly
was not so for the Buddha:

Since there actually is another world [any world other than the present human one,
i.e. different rebirth realms], one who holds the view ‘there is no other world’ has
wrong view . . . Since there actually is another world, one who says ‘there is no other
world’ is opposing those Arahats who know the other world. (M.1.402)

That said, part of the working out of karma is said to come in this life, and
people can observe that the results of good and bad actions very often catch
up with a person even during one life. In a similar way, an aspect of the
rebirth doctrine relates to what can be observed in one life. Probably from
the time of earliest Buddhism, rebirth was seen both as a process which takes
place after death, and also as a process taking place during life. That is, one is
constantly changing during life, ‘reborn’ as a relatively ‘different’ person
according to one’s mood, the task one is involved in, or the people one is
relating to. Depending on how one acts, one may experience ‘heavenly’ or
‘hellish” states of mind. The Buddhist would say that it is reasonable to
suppose that this process of change, determined especially by the nature of
one’s actions, does not abruptly stop at death, but carries on. In two early
texts (M.1.403; A.1.193), the Buddha says that to believe in karma and
rebirth, and accordingly live a moral life, will lead to a good rebirth if
rebirths exist. If rebirths do not exist, nothing will have been lost, and the
person will in any case have been praised for their conduct by wise people.
The ‘best bet’ is thus to believe in and act on these principles. Moreover, one
who has lived a moral life and is non-attached will not be afraid of death
(A.11.173—6 (SB.256-8)). Past karma also offers perhaps the only religiously
satisfactory explanation of the repeated sufferings of people who have done
nothing to warrant it in this life.

Modern Buddhists also point to certain data which apparently supports
the theory of rebirth. Much of this has been researched by Professor Ian
Stevenson, an American psychiatrist who has published the results of his
investigations in such works as 20 Cases Suggestive of Reincarnation (1974).
These detail studies of young children, from places such as India, Sri Lanka,

> See also Stevenson, 1987 and the research of Erlendur Haraldsson: http://notendur.hi.is/erlendur/

english.
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the Lebanon, Brazil and Alaska, who spontaneously speak as if they have
recall of a past human life. In the typical case, the child starts referring, not
long after he or she can talk, to events, relations and possessions that he had
when he was ‘big’. These ‘memories” generally fade as the child grows up.
The previous personality is often locatable as having lived some way away,
unknown to the child’s family, and to have died not long before the child
was conceived. The child often knows intimate details of the person’s life,
has similar character traits, and can even recognize past ‘relatives’ in a crowd,
correctly name them, and react to them with strong and appropriate
emotion. Sometimes, birthmarks correspond in location and even appear-
ance to wounds or surgical incisions associated with the previous person-
ality’s death. Stevenson holds, after much probing analysis of the more
impressive cases, that explanations such as fraud, wish-fulfilling fantasy,
overhearing information about a dead person, or telepathy, are inadequate.
He therefore regards rebirth as probably the best hypothesis to explain these
cases, though possession would also explain some. It is unlikely that such
cases are a purely modern phenomenon, and it seems reasonable to suppose
that their occurrence in the past has helped sustain belief in rebirth in
Buddhist cultures.

While teachings on karma and rebirth are an important part of Buddhist
belief, they are not the most crucial, nor the most specifically Buddhist.
They act, though, as the lead-up to, and motivator for, the most important
teachings, those on the four True Realities for the Spiritually Ennobled.
When teaching laypersons, the Buddha frequently began with a ‘step-by-
step discourse’:

that is, i) talk on giving, talk on moral virtue, talk on the heaven worlds; ii) he made
known the danger, the inferior nature of and tendency to defilement in sense-
pleasures, and the advantage of renouncing them [by moral discipline, meditative
calming, and perhaps ordination]. When the Blessed One knew that the house-
holder Upali’s mind was ready, open, without hindrances, inspired and confident,
then he expounded to him the elevated Dhamma-teaching of the Buddhas: the
painful, its origin, its cessation, the path. (M.1.379-80)

Here, the teaching on the True Realities for the Spiritually Ennobled is an
‘elevated’ one, or one ‘particular’ to Buddhas, which is given after a two-
stage progressive teaching on more preparatory matters. The teachings of
the ‘step-by-step discourse’ and the four True Realities correspond, respec-
tively, to two levels of ‘right view’, or ‘right understanding’ of reality
(M.am1.72). The first is belief that: giving is worthwhile; what one does
matters and has an effect on one’s future; this world is not unreal, and one
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goes on to another world after death; it is good to respect parents, who
establish one in this world; some of the worlds one can be reborn in
(e.g. some heavens) are populated by beings that come into existence
spontaneously, without parents; spiritual development is a real possibility,
actualized by some people, and it can lead, in deep meditation, to memory
of past rebirths in a variety of worlds, and awareness of how others are
reborn in such worlds. This is the precise opposite of the view ascribed to
the materialist Ajita Kesakambali (D.1.55).

The second level of right view is wisdom and insight which directly
perceives the True Realities. As it leads beyond suffering and rebirth in any
world, it is seen as transcendent (lokuttara, Skt lokottara) and truly Noble
(ariya). The first type is seen as ordinary (lokiya, Skt laukika), as it supports
actions leading to good rebirths. Practice based on ordinary right view is
seen as creating a good basis for the additional development of wisdom.
Thus the overall path of Buddhism is seen as a training which gradually
moves towards the profounder teachings, just as the ocean bottom shelves
down gradually from the shore into the depths (A.1v.200-1), though
insights may then come suddenly. Many Buddhists may not get beyond
the shallows, but the invitation and opportunity to go deeper are always
there.



CHAPTER 3

Early Buddpist Teachings: The Four True
Realities for the Spiritually Ennobled

What are generally known as the four ‘Noble Truths’ (Pali ariya-sacca, Skt
drya-satya) are the focus of what Vin.1.10-12 portrays as the first sermon of
the Buddha: the Dhamma-cakka-ppavartana Susta." As found in the early
Sutta (Skt Sitra) collections known as the Nikayas or Agamas, the ariya-
saccas are subjects of an advanced teaching intended for those who have, by
the ‘step-by-step’” discourse (see p. 48), been spiritually prepared to have
them pointed out. If the mind is not calm and receptive, talk of dukkha (Skt
dubkha) — the mental and physical pains of life, and the painful, stressful,
unsatisfactory aspects of life that engender these — may be too disturbing,
leading to states such as depression, denial and self-distracting tactics. The
Buddha’s own discovery of the ariya-saccas was from the fourth jhana (Skt
dhyina), a state of profound meditative calm (M.1.249). The Mahayana
later came to see the teachings on the ariya-saccas as themselves preliminary
to higher teachings — but there is none of this in the Nikayas or Agamas. In
these, they are not teachings to go beyond, or unproblematic simple
teachings, but about deep realities to be seen by direct insight (S.v.442—3
(BW.362-3)), and then responded to in appropriate ways.

The translation of ariya-sacca as ‘Noble Truth’ (e.g. Anderson, 1999),
while well established in English-language literature on Buddhism, is the
‘least likely’ of the possible meanings (Norman, 1997: 16). To unpack and
translate this compound, one needs to look at the meanings of each word,
and then how they are related. The term sacca (Skt satya) is regularly used
in the sense of ‘truth’, but also to mean a ‘reality’, a genuinely real existent.
In pre-Buddhist works, Chindogya Upanisad 6.15.3 sees the universal
Self as satya, and Brhadaranyaka Upanisad 2.3 talks of two forms of
Brahman: sat, which is mortal, and zyam, which is immortal, with 2.3.6

' S.v.420—4 (BW.75-8, SB.243-6, Harvey 2007a); Skt Dharma-cakra-pravartana Sistra (EB.1.6).

SO
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implying that the latter is ‘the real behind the real [sayasya satyam iti]
(Olivelle, 1996: 28), that is, satya encompasses all reality, which is twofold
in its nature. There is also a connection to sz, meaning existence.

As regards the meaning of (ariya-)‘sacca’ in the Buddha’s first sermon,
there are three reasons why it cannot here mean ‘truth’. First, it is said that
the second ariya-sacca is to be abandoned (S.v.422): surely, one would not
want to abandon a ‘truth’, but one might well want to abandon a problem-
atic ‘reality’. Secondly, it is said that the Buddha understood, “This is the
dukkha ariya-sacca” , not “The ariya-sacca “This is dukkha™ , which would be
the case if sacca here meant a rruth whose content was expressed in words in
quote marks. Thirdly, in some Suttas (e.g. S.v.425), the first ariya-sacca is
explained by identifying it with a kind of existent (the five bundles of
grasping-fuel — see below), not by asserting a form of words that could be
seen as a ‘truth’. In normal English usage, the only things that can be ‘truths’
are propositions, that is, something that is expressed in words (spoken,
written, thought). Something said about dukkha, even just ‘this is dukkha’,
can be a ‘truth’, but dukkha itself can only be a true, genuine reality. Hence
‘true reality’ is here best for sacca, which still keeps a clear connection to
‘truth’ as the other meaning of sacca.

What of the term ariya? As a noun, this means ‘noble one’. In
Brahmanism, the term referred to members of the top three of the four
social classes, denoting purity of descent and social superiority (see p. 9). In
Buddhism it is used in a spiritual sense: the Buddha is ‘the noble one’
(8.v.435) and other ‘noble ones’ are those who are partially or fully awak-
ened, and those well established on the path to these states (see pp. 86—7).
To make clear the spiritual sense of the term, and that being a ‘noble one’ is
an attainment rather than something one is born to, the translation ‘the
spiritually ennobled” seems most apposite: a person who has been uplifted
and purified by deep insight into reality. As an adjective, ariya means
‘noble’, hence the Buddhist path, the practice of which makes ordinary
people into noble ones, is itself said to be ‘noble’.

While a ‘truth’ might be ‘noble’ or, for those who have insight into it,
‘ennobling’, the case is different when szcca means a ‘true reality’. As one of
the ariya-saccas, the origin of dukkha, is to be abandoned, this can hardly be
‘noble’ or ‘ennobling’. Ariya, then, must here mean ‘the spiritually
ennobled’. An ariya-sacca must thus be a ‘true reality for the spiritually
ennobled’ (Harvey, 2007a, 2009a). The four of these are the most signifi-
cant categories of existence, that only the spiritually ennobled recognize the
full import of. Correct identification of them, and deep insight into their
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nature, is what makes a person spiritually ennobled. Of course, teachings
about these true realities are still seen as truths, but such teachings are not
themselves the ariya-saccas.

The four True Realities for the Spiritually Ennobled form the structural
framework for all higher teachings of early Buddhism. They are: (i) dukkba,
‘the painful’, encompassing the various forms of ‘pain’, gross or subtle,
physical or mental, that we are all subject to, along with painful things that
engender these; (ii) the origination (samudaya, i.e. cause) of dukkha, namely
craving (tanhd, Skt trsnd); (iii) the cessation (nirodha) of dukkha by the
cessation of craving (this cessation being equivalent to Nirvina); and (iv) the
path (magga, Skt mdrga) that leads to this cessation. The first sermon says
that the first of the four is ‘to be fully understood’; the second is ‘to be
abandoned’; the third is ‘to be personally experienced’; the fourth is ‘to be
developed/cultivated’. To ‘believe in’ the ariya-saccas may play a part, but
not the most important one.

The same fourfold structure of ideas (x, origination of x, its cessation,
path to its cessation) is also applied to a range of other phenomena, such as
the experienced world (loka; S.1.62). This structure may also have been
influenced by, or itself influenced, the practice of early Indian doctors:
(i) diagnose an illness, (ii) identify its cause, (iii) determine whether it is
curable, and (iv) outline a course of treatment to cure it. The first True
Reality is the metaphorical ‘illness’ of dukkha (Vibh-a.88), and the Buddha
is seen as fulfilling the role of a spiritual physician. Having ‘cured” himself of
dukkha, he worked to help others to do likewise. The problem of suffering
had prompted his own quest for awakening, and its solution naturally
became the focus of his teachings. He sometimes summarized these by
saying simply, ‘Both in the past and now, I set forth just this: dukkha and
the cessation of dukkha’ (e.g. M.1.140).

THE FIRST TRUE REALITY FOR THE SPIRITUALLY
ENNOBLED: THE PAINFUL

In his first sermon, the Buddha said this on the first True Reality:

Now this, monks, for the spiritually ennobled, is the painful (dukkha) true reality
(ariya-sacca): [i] birth is painful, ageing is painful, illness is painful, death is painful;
[ii] sorrow, lamentation, (physical) pain, unhappiness and distress are painful; [iii]
union with what is disliked is painful; separation from what is liked is painful; not
to get what one wants is painful; [iv] in brief, the five bundles of grasping-fuel are
painful. [numbers added]
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The word dukkha has been translated in many ways, with ‘suffering’ as the
most common, so that the above passage is generally translated, ‘Now this,
monks, is the noble truth of suffering: birth is suffering. . .”, but ‘suffering’ is
only an appropriate translation in a general, inexact sense. The English word
‘suffering’ is a noun (as in ‘his suffering is intense’), a present participle (as in
‘he is suffering from malaria’) or an adjective (as in ‘the suffering refugees’).
If one translates ‘birth is suffering’, it does not make sense to take ‘suffering’
as a noun, as it is not the case that birth etc. are themselves forms of
suffering — they can only be occasions for the arising of the experience of
suffering, things which often entail it. But nor can ‘suffering’ be here meant
as a present participle — it is not something that birth is doing; and as an
adjective ‘suffering’ only applies to people. In the passage on the first True
Reality, dukkha in ‘birth is dukkha. . is an adjective, as shown by the fact
that the grammatical gender changes according to the word it qualifies, and
‘painful’ is a translation which properly reflects this.

In fact, the basic everyday meaning of dukkha as a noun is ‘pain’ as
opposed to ‘pleasure’ (sukha). These, with neither-dukkha-nor-sukha, are
the three kinds of feeling (vedana), with dukkha explained as covering both
physical pain — dukkha in the narrowest sense — and unhappiness (doma-
nassa), mental pain (S.v.209—10). Similarly, in English, ‘pain’ refers not just
to physical pain, but also to mental distress, both of these being covered by
the second part of the phrase the ‘pleasures and pains of life’. One also talks
of ‘it pains me to say this, but. . .” and of difficult situations or persons as ‘a
pain’ — clearly in the sense of a mental pain, not a physical one. In the first
sermon, something to which the adjective dukkba is applied is ‘painful’ in
the sense of being in some way troublesome or problematic, either obvi-
ously (e.g. physical pain, not getting what one wants) or only on inves-
tigation (e.g. being born). It applies to all those things which are unpleasant,
stressful, unsatisfactory, imperfect and which we would like to be otherwise.
Those things that have these qualities can then be described as ‘the painful’,
which seems to be the meaning of the ‘dukkha’ that is explained above as
‘birth is painful. . .’. Here ‘the painful’ means both mental or physical pains
and the aspects of life that engender these.

The first features described as ‘painful’ in the above quote (i) are
basic biological aspects of being alive, each of which can be traumatic
(BW.20—-36). The dukkha of these is compounded by the rebirth perspective
of Buddhism, for this involves repeated re-birth, re-ageing, re-sickness and
re-death. The second set of features refer to physical or mental pain that
arises from the vicissitudes of life. The third set of features point to the fact
that we can never wholly succeed in keeping away things, people and
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situations that we dislike, in holding on to those we do like, and in getting
what we want. The changing, unstable nature of life is such that we are led
to experience dissatisfaction, loss and disappointment: in a word, frustra-
tion. The fourth feature will be discussed below.

Is Buddhism ‘pessimistic’ in emphasizing the unpleasant aspects of life?
Buddhism teaches that transcending the stress of life requires a fully realistic
assessment of its pervasive presence. One must accept one is ‘ill” if a cure is
to be possible: ignoring the problem only makes it worse. It is certainly
acknowledged that what is ‘painful’ is not exclusively so (S.111.68—70). The
pleasant aspects of life are not denied, but it is emphasized that ignoring
painful aspects leads to limiting attachment, while calmly acknowledging
them has a purifying, liberating effect. Thus the Buddha says in respect of
each of the five aspects of body and mind:

The pleasure and gladness that arise in dependence on it: this is its attraction. That
it is impermanent, painful, and subject to change: this is its danger. The removal
and abandonment of desire and attachment for it: this is the leaving behind of it.
(A.1.258—9 (BW.192), cf. BW.199—205)

Happiness is real enough, and the calm and joy engendered by the Buddhist
path helps effectively increase it, but Buddhism emphasizes that all forms of
happiness (bar that of Nirvana) do not last. Sooner or later, they slip
through one’s fingers and can leave an aftertaste of loss and longing. In
this way, even happiness is to be seen as dukkha. This can be more clearly
seen when one considers another classification of forms of dukkha: the
painfulness of (physical and mental) pain (dukkha-dukkhati), the painful-
ness of change, and the painfulness of conditioned phenomena (sazikhira-
dukkhati; S.1v.259). When a happy feeling passes, it often leads to mental
pain due to change, and even while it is occurring, the wise recognize it as
subtly painful in the sense of being a limited, conditioned, imperfect state,
one which is not truly satisfactory. This most subtle sense of dukkha is
sometimes experienced in feelings of a vague unease at the fragility, tran-
sitoriness and unsatisfactoriness of life.

To what extent is ‘this is dukkha’ a description, and to what extent is it a
judgement? Many words have aspects of both, for example, ‘liar’ is a
description which also contains an implicit judgement. When something
is said to be ‘dukkha’ as it is a physical or mental pain, the descriptive aspect
of its meaning is predominant, though there is an implied ‘this is unfortu-
nate’. When something is said to be ‘dukkha’ due to being conditioned,
limited and imperfect, the judgemental aspect is to the fore, for that which is
dukkba is here clearly being unfavourably compared with that which is
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unconditioned and unlimited, namely Nirvina. The clear message is: if
something is dukkha, do not be attached to it. At this level, dukkha is
whatever is not Nirvina, and Nirvina is that which is not dukkha. This does
not lead to a useless circular definition of the two terms, for dukkba is that
which is conditioned, arising from other changing factors in the flow of
time, and Nirvana is that which is unconditioned.

Does saying that something is dukkha mean that it is: (i) by its very nature
‘painful’, or (ii) ‘painful’ when reacted to with greed or aversion? Both
seem to be implied in the Pali Swzzas: grasping at anything leads to
psychological pain (due to the fact that all conditioned things are subject
to impermanence), and aversion makes pain worse, but also conditioned
things are to be seen, in themselves, as dukkha in the sense of being limited
and imperfect. They may also, in a straightforward sense, be forms of
physical or mental pain. The Buddhist path aims initially at lessening the
mental pain that the vicissitudes and stresses of life can produce, then at
ending this mental pain, but ultimately at ending the round of rebirths,
conditioned existence, and both its physical pains and more subtly painful
nature.

The five bundles of grasping-fuel: the factors of personality

When the first sermon summarizes its outline of dukkha by saying, (iv) ‘in
brief, the five bundles of grasping-fuel are painful’, it is referring to what is
dukkha in the subtlest sense. The five ‘bundles of grasping-fuel’ (updidina-
kkhandha, Skt upidana-skandha) are the five factors which go to make up a
‘person’. Buddhism holds, then, that none of the phenomena which make
up personality is free from some kind of painfulness. Each factor is a ‘group’,
‘aggregate’ or ‘bundle’ (-(k)khandha), of related states, and each is an object
of ‘grasping’ (upddina) so as to be identified as ‘me’, ‘T, ‘myself. They are
also just referred to as the kbandhas.

The translation of upddana-kkhandha as ‘groups of grasping’ is often
found, but can be misleading. Grasping, upddana, is a specific mental state
which would best be classified as an aspect of the fourth kbandha; so there
are not five groups that are each #ypes of grasping. Thus ‘groups (as objects)
of grasping’ is better. Nevertheless, there are hidden nuances in the word
updadina. Its derivation indicates that its root meaning is ‘taking up’. While
it often has the abstract meaning of ‘grasping’, it also has a concrete meaning
as ‘fuel’: the ‘taking up’ of which sustains a process such as fire. Richard
Gombrich comments that the Suzzas are rich in fire-related metaphors due
to the importance of fire in Brahmanism, and then argues that the term
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updadina-kkhandha is also part of this fire imagery (1996: 66-8; 2009:
11-28). The upddana-kkhandhas, then, can each be seen as a ‘bundle of
fuel’ (1996: 67) which ‘burns’ with the ‘fires’ of dukkha and its causes

(S.a1.19—20). They are each sustaining objects of, or fuel for, grasping

(cf. Thanissaro, 1999a: ch. 2). The translation ‘bundles of grasping-fuel’

captures these nuances.

That the spiritually ennobled see even the factors making up a person as
dukkha shows that their understanding of reality is rather different from that
of ordinary people (who are also unlikely to see being born as dukkha).
Hence it is said that while the world sees the flow of agreeable sense-objects
as pleasurable, and the ending of this as dukkha, the spiritually ennobled see
the transcending of the khandhas and sense-objects as what is truly pleas-
urable (§7.759—62 and S.1v.127): Nirvina as the blissful state beyond all
conditioned phenomena of the round of rebirths.

To aid understanding of dukkha, Buddhism gives details of each of the
five factors into which it analyses personality. All but the first of these
‘bundles’ are mental in nature; for they lack any physical ‘form’:

1. Ripa ‘(material) form’. This refers to the material aspect of existence,
whether in the outer world or in the body of a living being. It is said to be
comprised of four basic elements or forces, and forms of subtle, sensitive
matter derived from these. The four basics are solidity (literally ‘earth’),
cohesion (‘water’), heat (‘fire’) and motion (‘wind’). From the interaction
of these, the body of flesh, blood, bones, etc. is composed.

2. Vedana or ‘feeling’. This is the hedonic tone or ‘taste’ of any experience:
pleasant, painful (dukkha) or neutral. It includes both sensations arising
from the body and mental feelings of happiness, unhappiness or
indifference.

3. Sannd (Skt samjna), which processes sensory and mental objects, so as to
classify and label them, for example as ‘yellow’, ‘a man’ or ‘fear’. It is
‘perception’, ‘cognition’, mental labelling, recognition and interpretation —
including misinterpretation — of objects. Without it, a person might be
conscious but would be unable to know what he was conscious of.

4. The sarikharas (Skt samskara), or ‘constructing activities’ (also rendered
as ‘volitional activities’, ‘mental formations’ and ‘karmic activities’).
These comprise a number of processes which initiate action or direct,
mould and give shape to character. The most characteristic one is cezand,
‘will’” or ‘volition’, which is identified with karma (see p. 40). There are
processes which are ingredients of all mind-states, such as sensory
stimulation and attention, ones which intensify such states, such as
energy, joy or desire-to-do, ones which are ethically ‘skilful’, such as
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mindfulness and a sense of moral integrity, and ‘unskilful’ ones, such as
greed, hatred and delusion.

s. Vinnana (Skt vijaana), ‘(discriminative) consciousness’. This includes
both the basic awareness of a sensory or mental object, and the discrim-
ination of its aspects or parts, which are actually recognized by sa77ia.
One might thus also see it as perceptual ‘discernment’. It is of six types
according to whether it is conditioned by eye, ear, nose, tongue, body or
mind-organ. It is also known as cizta, the central focus of personality,
which can be seen as ‘mind’, ‘heart’ or ‘thought’. This is essentially a
‘mind-set’ or ‘mentality’; some aspects of which alter from moment to
moment, but others recur and are equivalent to a person’s character. Its
form at any moment is set up by the other mental kbandhas, but in turn
it goes on to determine their pattern of arising, in a process of constant
interaction.

Much Buddhist practice is concerned with the purification, development

and harmonious integration of the five ‘bundles’ that make up personality,

through the cultivation of virtue and meditation. In time, however, the
fivefold analysis is used to enable a meditator to gradually transcend the
naive perception — with respect to ‘himself or ‘another’ — of a unitary

‘person’ or ‘self’. In place of this, there is set up the contemplation of a

person as a cluster of changing physical and mental processes, or dhammas

(Skt dharma), thus undermining grasping and attachment, which are key

causes of suffering,.

Phenomena as impermanent and non-Self™

Though the first sermon emphasizes dukkha, this is in fact only one of three
related characteristics or ‘marks’ of the five khandhas. These fundamental
‘three marks’ (¢i-lakkhana, Skt tri-laksana) of all conditioned phenomena
are that they are impermanent (anicca, Skt anitya), painful (dukkha, Skt
dubkhba), and non-Self (anattd, Skt anitman).” Buddhism emphasizes that
change and impermanence are fundamental features of everything, bar
Nirvana. Mountains wear down, material goods wear out or are lost or
stolen, and all beings, even gods, age and die (M.11.65-82 (BW.207-13);
EB.3.2.1). The gross form of the body changes relatively slowly, but the
matter which composes it is replaced as one eats, excretes and sheds skin
cells. As regards the mind, character patterns may be relatively persistent,

* See Collins, 1982; Harvey, 1995a: 17-108, and 2009b: 265—74.
? E.g. S.amr.44~5 (BW.342-3), S.1v.46—7 (SB.224-5), S.1v.133—5 (BW.346-7).
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but feelings, moods, ideas, etc. can be observed to constantly change. The
ephemeral and deceptive nature of the khandhas is expressed in a passage
which says that they are ‘devoid, hollow’ as: ‘Material form is like a lump of
foam, and feeling is like a bubble; perception is like a mirage, and the
constructing activities are like a banana tree [lacking a core, like an onion];
consciousness is like a [magician’s] illusion’ (S.111.142 (BW.343—5); SB.220-2).

It is because of the fact that things are impermanent that they are also
dukkha. Because they are impermanent and in some sense painful, more-
over, they are to be seen as anattd, non-Self. When something is said to be
anattd, the kind of ‘self’ it is seen not to be is clearly one that would be
permanent and free from all pain, however subtle — so as to be happy, self-
secure, independent. While Pali and Sanskrit do not have capital letters, in
English it is useful to signal such a concept with a capital: Self.

The term anattd is nearly always a noun,” in the form of the word for Self,
attd (Skt dtman), prefaced by the negative prefix @z, meaning that what is
anattd is nothing to do with ‘self’ in a certain sense: it is not a Self — it is not-
Self — nor what pertains or belongs to such a thing (attaniya, S.111.33—4;
S.1v.54), as ‘mine’, or what contains Self or is contained in it (M.1.300;
S.an127-32). It is ‘empty (susinia, Skt sanya) of Self or what pertains to Self
(S.1v.s4 (BTTA.81; BW.347)). While anatti is often rendered simply as
‘not-Self’, this translation captures only part of its meaning, as it misses out
the aspect of not being anything that pertains to a Self, which ‘non-Self’
includes.

The important teaching on this was introduced by the Buddha in his
second sermon, the Anatta-lakkhana Sutta (Vin.a.13—14; S.111.66-8 (BSr.118;
BW.341-2)). Here he explained, with respect to each of the five kbandhas,
that if it were truly Self, it would not ‘tend to sickness’, and it would be
totally controllable at will, which it is not. Moreover, as each kbandha is
impermanent, dukkha and of a nature to change, it is inappropriate to
consider it as “This is mine, this am I, this is my Self’.

In the Buddha’s day, the spiritual quest was largely seen as the search for
identifying and liberating a person’s true Self. Such an entity was postulated
as a person’s permanent inner nature, the source of true happiness and the
autonomous ‘inner controller’ (Skt antaryamin) of a person’s actions, inner
elements and faculties. It would also need to be in full control of itself.
In Brahmanism, this gtzman was seen as a universal Self identical with
Brahman, while in Jainism, for example, it was seen as the individual

‘Life-principle’ (jzva). The Buddha argued that anything subject to change,

* Occasionally, anatti it is an adjective meaning ‘without Self’.
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anything involved with the disharmony of mental pain, anything not
autonomous and totally controllable by its own or an owner’s wishes,
could not be such a perfect true Self or what in any way pertained or
belonged to it. Moreover, to take anything as being such is to lay the basis
for much suffering; for what one fondly takes as one’s permanent, essential
Self, or its secure possession, all actually changes in undesired ways. While
the Upanisads recognized many things as being not-Self, they felt that a real,
true Self could be found. They held that when it was found, and known to
be identical to Brahman, the basis of everything, this would bring liberation.
In the Buddhist Suzzas, though, literally everything is seen as non-Self, even
Nirvana. When this is known, then liberation — Nirvina — is attained by
total non-attachment. Thus both the Upanisads and the Buddhist Suztas see
many things as not-Self, but the Surzas apply it, indeed non-Self, to
everything.

The teaching on phenomena as non-Self is not only intended to under-
mine the Brahmanical or Jain concepts of Self, but also much more
commonly held conceptions and deep-rooted feelings of I-ness. To feel
that, however much one changes in life from childhood onwards, some
essential part remains constant and unchanged as the ‘real me’, is to have a
belief in a permanent Self. To act as if only o#her people die, and to ignore
the inevitability of one’s own death, is to act as if one had a permanent Self.
To relate changing mental phenomena to a substantial self which ‘owns’
them — /am worried . . . happy . .. angry’ — is to have such a Self-concept.
To build an identity based on one’s bodily appearance or abilities, or on
one’s sensitivities, ideas and beliefs, actions or intelligence etc. is to take
them as part of an T’

The non-Self teaching can easily be misunderstood and misdescribed; so
it is important to see what it is saying. The Buddha accepted many conven-
tional usages of the word ‘self’ (also ##4), as in ‘yourself’ and ‘myself’. These
he saw as simply convenient ways of referring to a particular collection of
mental and physical states. But within such a conventional, empirical self,
he taught that no permanent, substantial, independent, metaphysical Self
could be found. This is well explained by an early nun, Vajira:’ just as the
word ‘chariot’ is used to denote a collection of items in functional relation-
ship, but not a special part of a chariot, so the conventional term ‘a being’ is
properly used to refer to the five kbandhas relating together. None of the
khandhas is a ‘being’ or ‘Self, but these are simply conventional labels used
to denote the collection of functioning khandhas.

5 S.1.135 (EB.3.2.3), cf. Miln.25—8 (BSr.147—9; EB.3.2.2).
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The non-Self teaching does not deny that there is continuity of character
in life, and to some extent from life to life. But persistent character traits are
merely due to the repeated occurrence of certain cittas, or ‘mind-sets’. The
citta as a whole is sometimes talked of as an (empirical) ‘self (e.g. Dhp.160
with 35), but while such character traits may be long-lasting, they can and do
change, and are thus impermanent, and so ‘non-Self, insubstantial. A
‘person’ is a collection of rapidly changing and interacting mental and
physical processes, with character patterns re-occurring over some time.
Only partial control can be exercised over these processes: so they often
change in undesired ways, leading to suffering. Impermanent, they cannot
be a permanent Self. Being ‘painful’, they cannot be an autonomous true T’,
which would contain nothing that was out of harmony with itself.

While Nirvina is beyond impermanence and dukkba, it is still non-Self. This
is made clear in a recurring passage (e.g. at A.1.286—7), which says that all
sarikhdiras, here meaning conditioned phenomena, are impermanent and duk-
kha, but that ‘all dbammas’ are non-Self. ‘Dhamma’ (Skt dbarma) is a word with
many meanings in Buddhism, but here it refers to any basic component of
reality. Most are conditioned, but Nirvipa is the unconditioned dhamma
(A.11.34); both conditioned and unconditioned dhammas are non-Self. While
Nirvipa is beyond change and suffering, it has nothing in it which could
support the feeling of I-ness; for this can only arise with respect to the kbandhas,
and it is not even a truly valid feeling here (D.11.66-8; Harvey, 1995a: 31-3).

That said, it should be noted that, while ‘all dhammas are anana’ —
‘everything is non-Self — clearly implies that there is no Self, the word
anattd does not itself mean ‘no-Self’, that is, does not itself mean ‘there is no
Self’. It simply means that what it is applied to is not a Self or what pertains
to it. Moreover, the non-Self teaching is not in #zse/fa denial of the existence
of a permanent self; it is primarily a practical teaching aimed at the over-
coming of attachment. Indeed, when directly asked if ‘self” (in an unspeci-
fied sense) exists or not, the Buddha was silent, as he did not want either to
affirm a permanent Self, or confuse his questioner by not accepting self in
any sense (8.1v.400-1 (EB.3.2.4)). A philosophical denial of ‘Self is just a
view, a theory, which may be agreed with or not. It does not necessarily get
one to examine all the things that one actually does identify with, con-
sciously or unconsciously, as Self or essentially ‘mine’. This examination, in
a calm, meditative context, is what the ‘non-Self teaching aims at. It is not
so much a conceptual idea as something to be done, applied to actual
experience, so that the meditator actually sees that ‘all dhammas are non-
Self'. A mere philosophical denial does not encourage this, and may actually
mean that a person sees no need for it.
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While the Swutzas have no place for a metaphysical Self, seeing things as
non-Self is clearly regarded as playing a vital soteriological role. The concept
of ‘Self’, and the associated deep-rooted feeling of ‘I am’, are being utilized
for a spiritual end. The non-Self teaching can in fact be seen as a brilliant
device which uses a deep-seated human aspiration, ultimately #//usory, to
overcome the negative products of such an illusion. Identification, whether
conscious or unconscious, with something as ‘what I truly and permanently
am’, or as inherently ‘mine’, is a source of attachment; such attachment
leads to frustration and a sense of loss when what one identifies with changes
and becomes other than one desires. The deep-rooted idea of “Self’, though,
is not to be attacked, but used as a measuring rod against which all
phenomena should be compared: so as to see them as falling short of the
perfections implied in the idea of Self. This is to be done through a rigorous
experiential examination of the phenomena that we do identify with as
‘Self, ‘T or ‘mine’: as each of these is examined, but is seen to actually be
non-Self, falling short of the ideal, the intended result is that one should let
go of any attachment to such a thing. In doing this, a person finally comes to
see everything as non-Self, thereby destroying all attachment and attaining
Nirvina. In this process, it is not necessary to give any philosophical ‘denial’ of
Self; the idea simply withers away, as it is seen that no actual instance of
such a thing can be found anywhere (M.1.138 (8B.161—5)). One can, then,
pethaps see the Self idea as fulfilling a role akin to a rocket which boosts a
payload into space, against the force of gravity. It provides the force to drive
the mind out of the ‘gravity field” of attachment to the khandhas. Having
done so, it then ‘falls away and is burnt up’, as itself an empty concept, part
of the unsatisfactory khandhas.

Just as anattd is sometimes translated as ‘no-self’, it is sometimes translated as
‘no-soul’, but while Buddhism does not accept a ‘soul’ in the sense of an
immortal essence of a person, ‘soul’ in the sense of that which gives life to the
body is not denied: the presence of the flux of discriminative consciousness
(vinndna) plus ‘vitality’ (@yu) and ‘heat’ fulfil this role (M.1.296). ‘Soul’ can also
mean the moral and emotional part of a person, and in this sense could be seen
to correspond to citta, a term which covers both ‘mind’ and ‘heart’, in the sense
of the centre of emotions. Again, ‘soul’ can refer to a person viewed as
embodying moral or intellectual qualities, as when one refers to ‘the great
souls of antiquity’. This is echoed in the Buddhist term maharti, ‘great selves’
(/£.28—-9) — strong, spiritually developed people — which term resurfaced in
recent times in the title mahdtma, ‘great soul’, applied to the Hindu teacher
Gandhi. The term can also refer to energy and spirit, as found in good art or
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music that ‘have soul’; forms of such qualities are part of the Buddhist path. So,
overall, Buddhism does not ‘lack soul’.

Again, anattd does not mean ‘egoless’, as it is sometimes rendered. The
term ‘ego’ has a range of meanings in English. The Freudian ‘ego’ is not the
same as the Indian dsmman/atti or permanent Self. In more ordinary English,
‘ego’ just means the self-centred sense of being or having an I’ — the
existence of this sense is not denied in Buddhism, though it is seen as
based, ultimately, on a misperception of reality (Harvey, 1995a: s1-2).

Opverall, it can be said that: (i) in the changing, empirical self, no perma-
nent Self can be found; (ii) yet one of the constructing activities is the ‘T am
conceit’ (asmi-mdina) — the gut feeling or attitude that one is or has a real
Self, a substantial I; (iii) as a person develops spiritually, their empirical self
becomes stronger as they become more centred, calm, aware and open; (iv) in
this process, awareness of all factors of personality as non-Self undermines
grasping, and so makes a person calmer and stronger; (v) at the pinnacle of
spiritual development, the liberated person is free of all the causes of dukkha,
and thus lacks any ‘T am’ conceit yet has a ‘great’ empirical self.

Sensitivity to the above variation in self-language should help one avoid
incoherence in presenting ideas relating to the non-Self doctrine. Students
sometimes say odd things such as: ‘Buddhism teaches that there is no self . . .
The self is the five khandhas . . . but these are to be seen as not-self’. While
Pali and Sanskrit lack capital letters, the use of them helps signal the
difference, clearly implicit in the Swztas, between an accepted empirical
self and a metaphysical Self which is never accepted.”

Buddhism sees no need to postulate a permanent Self, and it accounts for
the functioning of personality, in life and from life to life, in terms of a
stream of changing, conditioned processes. As seen below, rebirth does not
require a permanent Self or substantial ‘T, but belief in such a thing is
one of the things that causes rebirth.

THE SECOND TRUE REALITY FOR THE SPIRITUALLY
ENNOBLED: THE ORIGIN OF THE PAINFUL

In the first sermon, the Buddha talks of the second True Reality thus:
Now this, monks, for the spiritually ennobled, is the originating-of-the-painful

(dukkha-samudaya) true reality. It is this craving (zanhai), which leads to renewed
being, accompanied by relishing and attachment, secking enjoyment now

¢ Though as will be seen (pp. 143—4, 145), the Mahayana contains some flirting with ‘Self” language.
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here, now there; that is, craving for sense-pleasures, craving for being, craving for
non-existence.

So the key origin or cause of dukkha is tanha. This literally means ‘thirst’,
and clearly refers to demanding, clinging desires which are ever on the
lookout for gratification, ‘now here, now there’. It contains an element of
psychological compulsion, a driven restlessness ever on the lookout for new
objects to focus on: [ want, I want more, I want different. This propels
people into situation after situation which are open to pain, disquiet and
upset. So tanhid is not just any ‘desire’ — for desire can be wholesome and for
good things (Webster, 2005). Chanda, or desire-to-act, can be either
unwholesome, like tanhdi, or wholesome, and it is a key ingredient of one
of the four iddhi-pidas, or ‘bases of success’, which aid spiritual develop-
ment (Gethin, 2001: 81-103).

The more strongly a person craves, though, the greater the frustration
when the demand for lasting and wholly satisfying fulfilment is perpetually
disappointed by a changing and unsatisfactory world. Also, the more things a
person craves for, the more opportunities for frustration, dukkba. Craving
also brings pain as it leads to quarrels, strife and conflict between individuals
and groups (D.11.59—61), and motivates people to perform various actions
with karmic results shaping further rebirths, with their attendant dukkha.

The first sermon identifies three types of craving: craving for sensual
pleasures (kdma-tanha), craving for being (bhava-tanhd) and craving for
non-existence (vibhava-tanhad). The second type refers to the drive for ego-
enhancement based on a certain identity, and for some kind of eternal life
after death as me. The third is the drive to get rid of unpleasant situations,
things and people. In a strong form, it may lead to the impulse for suicide, in
the hope of annihilation. Such a craving, ironically, helps cause a further
rebirth, whose problems will be as bad as, or worse than, the present ones. In
order to overcome dukkha, the Buddhist path aims not only to limit the
expression of craving, but ultimately to use calm and wisdom to completely
uproot it from the psyche.

Besides craving, another important cause of dukkha is ‘views™ (ditthi, Skt
drsti): beliefs, theories, opinions or world-views, especially when they
become fixed or dogmatic, so that one identifies fully with a way of looking
at something, a way of explaining it (Fuller, 2005). One’s attachment is then
such that one is wounded if that theory is criticized, and one is willing to be
underhand or not fully honest in the theory’s defence. One is also limited in
one’s vision by the theory or belief: it is like a pair of blinkers which only
enable one to see certain things, narrowing one’s whole outlook on life, like
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a blind man who mistakes the part of an elephant that he has felt for the
whole of what an ‘elephant’ is (Ud.67—9 (BW.214-15)). It may contain some
truth, but one always needs to be open to a deepening of that truth, or a
balancing by a complementary one. The Buddha was clearly very wary of
mere theories or ‘views’, holding that they led to quarrels (4.1.66) and
conceit (§72.842—3). Such views are seen as hidden forms of self-assertion,
which lead to conflict with those of other opinions, be this in the form of
verbal wrangling or ideological wars and bloody revolutions. In this context,
it is worth noting that the atrocities carried out by Hitler, Stalin and the
Khmer Rouge were initiated by people who were convinced of a theory
which demanded and ‘justified’ their actions. Indeed, Buddhism holds that
wrong view feeds bad behaviour (4.1.30—2 (BW.213-14)) and that the worst
way of doing a bad act is if accompanied by a view that perversely sees it as
‘right’ (Harvey, 2000: 5-6).

To be sure, there are what might be called ‘Buddhist views’, such as belief
in the goodness of giving and in karma and rebirth. Such beliefs are termed
‘ordinary’ (lokiya) ‘right view’, and, though they lead in the right direction,
they are still associated with clinging (M.111.72), as they can be clung to if
not tested by wisdom (4£.1.133). One should not even cling to the view that
all views displease one, but get rid of whatever view one has, and not take up
any other (M.1.497-8). Views, like all else in the conditioned world, are seen
to arise according to conditions, to be impermanent, and to bring dukkba if
clung to (A.v.187-8). Wisdom (pansnd, Skt prajid), analytically directed
intuitive insight, though, is said to be ‘transcendent’ (lokuttara) ‘right view’
(M.111.72), and is such that when it knows, for example, that ‘all dhammas
are non-Self’, this is ‘well seen, as it really is’ (4.v.188), in a way that goes
beyond all speculative reasoning or acceptance of ideas from others. The
true aim, then, is not to have a view or belief, even if it happens to be true,
but to have direct knowledge ‘not dependent on another’ (S.111.135). In
other words, to replace a viewpoint with a direct seeing.

The Buddha focused much critical attention on views concerning ‘Self’,
which he saw as leading to attachment and thus suffering. Such views can
take many forms, but he felt that many of them locate a substantial Self
somewhere in the five kbandhas, regarding any one of them as being Self,
owned by Self, within Self, or having Self within it, leading to twenty such
views in all (S.111.1—5 (§B.216—20)). Each of these is known as a ‘view on the
existing group’ (sakkaya-ditthi, Skt satkdya-dysti), sometimes also translated
as ‘personality view’. However, as the meaning is a view which sees a Self-
essence as somehow related to the ‘existing group’ — the five khandhas
(M.1.299) — perhaps the best gloss is ‘Self-identity view’. The non-acceptance
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of any of these views in the Suztas means, for example, that with regard to
material form, the body, it is not truly appropriate to say that ‘I am body’,
‘the body is mine’, ‘body is part of my Self’, T am in the body’. Indeed, it is
said that the body does not ‘belong’ to anyone: it simply arises due to past
karma (S.11.64—5 (BT TA.40)). Its associated mental states do not ‘own’ it.

Even when specific views regarding ‘Self’ have been transcended, a subtle
kind of ‘conceit’ (mdna) still remains as a vague and non-specific feeling of
I-ness with respect to the kbandhas (S.111.127-32 (BW.402-6)). ‘Conceit’ is
the basic attitude of ‘I am’: deep-rooted self-centredness, self-importance or
egoism, which is concerned about how T" measure up to ‘others’ as
‘superior’, ‘inferior’ or ‘equal’: another key cause of dukkba.

Conditioned Arising

A doctrine strongly related to the teaching on the four True Realities for the
Spiritually Ennobled, particularly the second, is that of ‘Conditioned
Arising’ ( paticca-samuppida, Skt pratitya-samutpida; also translated as
‘Dependent Origination’).” The key sources for this doctrine are the
Nidana Samyutta (S.11.1-133) and the Mahinidina Sutta (D.11.ss—71
(Bodhi, 1984)). The understanding of Conditioned Arising is so central to
Buddhist practice and development that the Buddha’s chief disciple,
Sariputta, said, “‘Whoever sees Conditioned Arising sees Dhamma, whoever
sees Dhamma sees Conditioned Arising’ (M.1.191). Moreover, the Buddha
referred to it and Nirvapa as the ‘profound, difficult to see’ Dhamma
understood by him at his awakening (M.1.167), and taught that rebirth
continues until such understanding is attained (D.11.55).

In its abstract form, the doctrine states: “That being, this comes to be;
from the arising of that, this arises; that being absent, this is not; from the
cessation of that, this ceases’ (S.11.28). This states the principle of condi-
tionality, that all things, mental and physical, arise and exist due to the
presence of certain conditions, and cease once their conditions are removed:
nothing (except Nirvina) is independent. The doctrine thus complements
the teaching that no permanent, independent self can be found. The
abstract principle expresses the general pattern found in series of condi-
tioned and conditioning links (niddna), culminating in the arising of
dukkha, with dukkha ending when these cease. A standard formula of twelve
niddanas is most common, but there are also variations on this, which
emphasize the contribution of other conditions. These variations show

7 EB.3.3.1; BT'TA.39—69; Payutto, 1994a.
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that the ‘that’ of the abstract formula is not a single determining cause, but a
major condition, one of several. Each is a necessary condition for the arising
of ‘this’, but none is alone sufficient for this to happen. Thus the
Theravadin commentator Buddhaghosa says: ‘Here there is no single or
multiple fruit of any kind from a single cause; nor a single fruit from
multiple causes . .. But one representative cause and fruit are given in this
way, “with spiritual ignorance as condition are the constructing activities”
(Vism.542). A key example of conditionality not involving a single deter-
mining cause is that craving is said to arise conditioned by feeling: spiritual
ignorance must also be a condition for this, as an awakened person has
feeling, but no craving.

The standard formula (e.g. S.ar1—2 (BW:353)) begins ‘with spiritual
ignorance as condition are the constructing activities; with the constructing
activities as condition is consciousness’, and then continues through a series
of other conditions. The series runs: (1) spiritual ignorance— (2) construct-
ing activities— (3) (discriminative) consciousness— (4) mind-and-body/
the sentient body — (5) the six sense-bases— (6) sensory stimulation— (7)
feeling— (8) craving— (9) grasping— (10) becoming— (11) birth— (12)
ageing, death, sorrow, lamentation, pain, unhappiness and distress; “Thus is
the origin of this whole bundle of pain (dukkha-kkhandha)’. This sequence
may be explained either from (1) through to (12) or the explanation may
start at (12), then specify (11) as its crucial condition, and so on back to (1).
After the formula is given in either versions of this forward (anuloma) mode,
it follows in ‘reverse’ (patiloma) mode. In this form, it describes how the
cessation of dukkha is from the complete cessation of spiritual ignorance and
the consequent cessation of each following nidina.

Before looking at details of this formula,® some general remarks are in
order. It explains how dukkha, the first True Reality for the Spiritually
Ennobled, comes about, the originating set of conditions for this being the
second True Reality. The formula in reverse mode describes the cessation of
dukkha, namely Nirvina, the third True Reality (4.1.177). It is also said that
the Noble Eight-factored Path, the fourth True Reality, is the way going to
the cessation of each of the twelve links, and thus of dukkha (S.11.43 and
56—9 (BW.355—6)). There is even a version of Conditioned Arising (S.11.30
(§B.213-16); Bodhi, 1980) which continues beyond link twelve to say that,

8 On which, see S.im.2—4 (SB.210-13) and M.1.49-54 (BW.326-34). Richard Gombrich supports the
idea, of Joanna Jurewicz, that the sequence in some ways parallels, but critically responds, to prior
Brahmanical ideas (Gombrich, 2009: 133-9). What in Brahmanism concerns phases of the evolution
of Atman into the world is replaced in Buddhism by a series of Self-less processes.
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based on dukkba, faith (saddha, Skt sraddhd) arises. That is, faith in the
Buddha’s teaching arises from the experience and understanding of dukkha.
From faith, other states successively arise which are part of the path to the
end of dukkha: gladness, joy, serenity, happiness, meditative concentration,
and deepening states of insight and non-attachment. The doctrine thus
unites the four True Realities, and makes possible a methodological science
of moral and spiritual life. By becoming aware of how one is conditioned,
one can come to alter the flow of conditions by governing, suspending or,
for the skilful ones, intensifying them so as to reduce dukkha, and ultimately
stop the flow entirely by transcending the conditions: re-conditioning, then
de-conditioning.

Besides explaining the origin of dukkha, the formula also explains karma,
rebirth and the functioning of personality, all without the need to invoke a
permanent self (S.11.25—7 (BW.353—5)). No substantial self can be found
which underlies the nidanas, owning and operating them: they simply occur
according to conditions. Thus it is inappropriate to ask, for example, ‘who
craves?’, but appropriate to ask what craving is conditioned by, the answer
being ‘feeling’ (S.11.14). While the five-khandha doctrine is an analysis of the
components of personality in static form, the twelve-nidina formula is a
synthesis, which shows how such components dynamically interact to form
the living process of personality, in one life and from life to life. Each of the
five khandhas also occurs in the nidina formula. (Discriminative) con-
sciousness, constructing activities and feeling occur in both lists. Material
form is the same as the ‘body’ (part of link 4), and perception is part of
‘mind’, and with some of its ingrained misinterpretations being tantamount
to spiritual ignorance.

The nidina of spiritual ignorance (avijjd, Skt avidya) is defined as unknow-
ing with regard to the four True Realities for the Spiritually Ennobled (S.11.4).
As the principle of Conditioned Arising underlies these realities, the first link
can be seen, ironically, to be ignorance of this very principle. Conditioned
Arising, then, is a process which can only operate in ignorance of itself. Once
a person fully understands it, it can be stopped. The ‘ignorance’ referred to is
not lack of information, but a more deep-seated misperception of reality,
which can only be destroyed by direct meditative insight. Itis given as the first
link due to its fundamental influence on the process of life, but is itself
conditioned by sensual desire, ill-will, laziness, agitation and fear of commit-
ment: the five ‘hindrances’. These are in turn conditioned by bad conduct of
body, speech or mind (A.v.113), hence such karmically harmful constructing
activities feed back to help sustain spiritual ignorance.
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Buddhism, then, sees the basic root of the pain and stress of life as
spiritual ignorance, rather than sin, which is a wilful turning away from a
creator God. Indeed, it can be regarded as having a doctrine of something
like ‘original sinlessness’. While the mind is seen as containing many
unskilful tendencies with deep roots, ‘below’ these roots it is free from
active taints: ‘Monks, this mind (ci##a) is brightly shining (pabhassara, Skt
prabhisvara), but it is defiled by adventitious defilements’ (4.1.10). That s,
the deepest layer of the mind is bright, and pure (though not yet immune
from being obscured by defilements). This represents, in effect, the poten-
tiality for attaining Nirvana — but defilements arise through the mind’s
inept modes of interaction with the world. Even a newborn child is not seen
as having a wholly pure mind, however, for it is said to have unskilful latent
tendencies (anusaya, Skt anusaya) which are carried over from a previous life
(M.1.433). In the calm of deep meditation, the depth-radiance of the mind is
experienced at a conscious level, as the process of meditation suspends the
defiling five hindrances, just as a smelter purifies gold-ore so as to attain pure
gold (8.v.92). More than a temporary undefiled state of mind is necessary
for awakening, however. For this, there must be destruction of the four
‘taints’ or ‘cankers’ (dsava, Skt dsrava): the most deeply rooted spiritual
faults, which are likened to festering sores, leeching off energy from the
mind, or intoxicating influxes on the mind. These are the taints of (i) sense-
desire, (ii) attachment to ‘being’ and to a prized identity, (iii) views, and
(iv) spiritual ignorance, which are all seen as conditioning, and being
conditioned by, spiritual ignorance (M.1.54—5).

The second nidina, ‘constructing activities’ or ‘karmic activities’
(sarikhdra, Skt samskdra) are expressed in both karmically harmful and
karmically fruitful actions of body, speech and mind.” In a person who
has destroyed spiritual ignorance, actions no longer have the power to
‘construct’ any karmic results. Prior to that, actions can be karmically
fruitful if they are based on some degree of insight into reality, such as the
principles of karma or impermanence. The main ‘constructing activity’ is
will (cetand), that which initiates actions. As it is conditioned, but not
rigidly determined in a fixed pattern by past events, it has a relative freedom
(Harvey, 2007¢). For example, the arising of anger need not lead on to angry
behaviour, if a person becomes watchfully aware of it, so as to lessen its

? Plus in ‘imperturbable’ constructing activities, leading to rebirth in the formless realms and their
neutral feeling-tone. These are listed separately from the karmically fruitful ones, which lead to
experiences of happiness.
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power. This is because the act of mindfulness brings about a change in the
current conditions operating in the mind.

Constructing activities condition ‘(discriminative) consciousness’ (vizidna,
Skt vijaidna): for actions generate tendencies whose momentum tends to
make a person become aware of, or think of, certain objects. For example, if
one has decided (a mental action) to look for a certain article to buy, one’s
mind will automatically notice related things, such as advertisements and
‘for sale’ notices, which were previously not even mentally registered. “That
which we will, and that which we intend to do, and that for which we have a
latent tendency, this is an object for the persistence of consciousness. If
there is an object, there is a support for consciousness’ (8.11.65 (BW.357-38)).
What one is conscious of, and thus the form of one’s consciousness,
depends on one’s volitions and tendencies. As consciousness is also con-
ditioned by its objects (and the sense-organs), the version of Conditioned
Arising at D.11.63 gives name-and-form, that is, mental and physical phe-
nomena as objects, as the first link in the chain, followed by consciousness
and on through the remaining links as in the standard version (Harvey,
1995a: 124-8).

The most important context in which constructing activities condition
consciousness is in the generation of consciousness in a future life: for it is
said that the ‘evolving’ or ‘conducive’ (samvattanika) consciousness is the
crucial link between rebirths (A.11.262). At death, the momentum set up by
constructing activities (and craving) is not cut off, but impels the evolving
flux of consciousness to spill over beyond one life and help spark off
another. Conditioned Arising here provides a ‘middle’ way of understand-
ing which avoids the extremes of ‘eternalism’ and ‘annihilationism’: the
survival of an eternal Self, or the total annihilation of a person at death
(cf. It.43—4 (BW.215-16)). Of a person in two consecutive rebirths, it is said,
‘He is not [unchangingly] the same and he is not [completely] different’
(Miln.40 (BS1.149—s51)). No unchanging ‘being’ passes over from one life to
another, but the death of a being leads to the continuation of the life process
in another context, like the lighting of one lamp from another (Miln.71).
The ‘later’ being is a continuation, or evolute of the ‘earlier’ one on which he
is causally dependent. They are linked by the flux of consciousness and the
accompanying seeds of karmic results, so that the character of one is a
development of the character of the ‘other’. After death, a changing person-
ality flux flows on. Given long enough, this may become very different from
how one is now: and yet what will be then will have developed out of how
one is, and acts, now.
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The fourth nidina is ‘mind-and-body’, literally ‘name-and-form’ (ndma-
ripa), consisting of feeling, perception, will, stimulation and attention
(‘mind/naming’), and the physical elements (‘body/form’) (S.11.3). As
such, it can be seen primarily as the ‘sentient body’: the body and accom-
panying mental states which provide sentience. This develops once the flux
of consciousness ‘descends’ into the womb (D.11.62—3), when there has also
been intercourse at the right time of the month (M.1.265-6). Outside the
womb, the fully developed sentient body continues unless consciousness is
cut off (D.11.63): for consciousness, vitality and heat make a body alive
and sensitive (A.1.295-6). Together, consciousness and name-and-form
encompass all five khandhas of personality, and the interaction between
them is seen to be the crux of the process of life and suffering:

Indeed, consciousness turns back round onto name-and-form, it does not go
beyond. Only in this way can one be born, or grow old, or die, or fall away from
one’s past existence, or be reborn: that is to say, insofar as consciousness is
conditioned by name-and-form, name-and-form is conditioned by consciousness,
the six sense-bases are conditioned by name-and-form . .. (D.11.32)

The next nidina is the six sense-bases (dyatana), which are the five
physical sense-organs and the mind-organ (mano), the latter being seen
as that which is sensitive to mental objects, that is, objects of memory,
thought, imagination and the input of the five senses. These six are
conditioned by the sentient body as they can only exist in a living
organism. Now Buddhism emphasizes that, whatever the external physical
world is like, the ‘world’ (loka) of our actual lived experience is one built
up from the input of the five senses, interpreted by the mind-organ
(8.1v.95). As this interpretation is, for most people, influenced by spiritual
ignorance, our ‘lived world’ is skewed and not in harmony with reality.
Such a world is fraught with unsatisfactoriness, but it is conditioned and
can be transcended: ‘I declare that this fathom-long carcase, which is
percipient and endowed with mind-organ, contains the world, and the
origin of the world, and the cessation of the world [Virvinal, and the way
leading to the cessation of the world” (8.1.62 (§B.209-10)). This can be
seen as about the four True Realities for the Spiritually Ennobled, with
‘the world’ replacing ‘dukkha’.

The following nidinas show how the world of suffering is built up
(8.11.73—4 (BW.358—9)). Only if there are sense-bases can there be ‘stimula-
tion’ (phassa, Skt sparsa) of these: the coming together of a sense-base, its
object and the appropriate kind of consciousness. While often translated as
‘contact’, this translation does not properly indicate the involvement of
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consciousness in phassa. When there is stimulation, feeling (vedana) arises.
Depending on what feelings arise, there is craving (zanhd), to enjoy, prolong
or get rid of them. Indeed the latent tendencies to attachment, aversion or
confused ignorance may become active (M.111.285). While one cannot help
what feelings arise, the extent of craving in response to them is modifiable.
Craving is thus one of the two weak points in the twelvefold chain, the other
being spiritual ignorance (Vism.523—6). The Buddhist path aims to under-
mine craving by moral discipline and meditative calming, and then destroy
craving and ignorance by the development of wisdom.

From a ‘thirst’ for something arises ‘grasping’ (upddana) at it, a more
active involvement with and clinging to the object of craving. Such
grasping may be for sense-pleasures, for views, for rules and observances
(as sufficient for attaining awakening) or doctrines of a Self (M.1.50-1).
Grasping then leads on to ‘becoming’ (bhava), that is, a particular kind
of character or nature that is crystallizing into a certain mode of being.
The Theravadin Abhidhamma explains this as having two aspects: ‘karma-
becoming’, that is, karmically fruitful and harmful volitions, and
‘resultant-becoming’, existence in some world as a result of grasping and
karma (Vibh.137). Such a world is primarily meant as a new rebirth but,
arguably, it can also be seen as applying to a ‘world” in this life, that is, a
developed identity or a situation one finds oneself in as a result of
one’s grasping and actions. ‘Becoming’ may also have been intended to
refer to an ‘intermediate becoming’ (antari-bhava), a period of transition
between rebirths. About half the pre-Mahayana schools, including the
Theravadins, held that the moment of death was immediately followed by
the moment of conception, with 7o intervening period. The other schools,
and later the Mahayana, believed in such an existence. Some Sutta
passages seem to indicate that the earliest Buddhists believed in it. One
refers to a time when a being has laid aside one body and has not yet arisen
in another (8.1v.399—400). Another refers to a subtle-bodied gandhabba,
or spirit-being, as needing to be present if sexual intercourse is to lead to
conception (M.1.265—6; Harvey 1995a: 98—108).

Any ‘becoming’ and its impelling energies and inclinations to seek ‘more’
is seen to naturally lead on to birth (jazi), in the sense of the very start of a
rebirth, conception. It might additionally be interpreted, on a different
time-scale, as referring to the constant re-arising, during life, of the processes
comprising the five kbandhas. Once birth has arisen, ‘ageing and death’, and
various other dukkha states follow. While saying that birth is the cause of
death may sound rather simplistic, in Buddhism it is a very significant
statement; for there is an alternative to being born. This is to attain Nirvina,
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so bringing an end to the process of rebirth and redeath. Nirvina is not
subject to time and change, and so is known as the ‘unborn’; as it is not born
it cannot die, and so it is also known as the ‘deathless’. To attain this state,
all phenomena subject to birth — the khandhas and nidinas — must be
transcended by means of non-attachment.

Of the twelve niddnas, those actively contributing to the arising of
dukkha are spiritual ignorance, the constructing activities, craving, grasping,
and karma-becoming, the others being results of these (Vism.579-81). Note
that it is never said that the last #idina, ageing and death, is a condition for
the first, ignorance. Nevertheless, people may wrongly think this because
the Tibetan “Wheel of Life’ (Bechert and Gombrich, 1984: 29; Gethin, 1998:
158) has the twelve nidinas around its rim, so that the first and last are
shown next to each other.

As a general point on Conditioned Arising, it should be noted that it
presents a ‘middle’ way of understanding that echoes the Buddhist path as a
‘middle way’ of practice. This idea was to be greatly influential on later
forms of Buddhism — such as the Madhyamika, or ‘Middle Way’ school —all
of which sought to best express the true ‘middle’ way of understanding
reality. In the early texts, the notion is seen in the idea of Conditioned
Arising as avoiding the extremes of both ‘eternalism’ and ‘annihilationism’
as regards the fate of a person after death (see above). It also avoids the
extremes of substantialism — seeing the experienced world as existing here
and now in a solid, essential way — and nihilism — seeing it as purely an
illusion, non-existent. Rather, the experienced world is a constantly arising
and passing away flow of processes. This is seen in a passage explaining the
deeper meaning of ‘right view’, the first factor of the Noble Eight-factored
Path."® This explains that truly seeing how the experienced world originates,
through the links of Conditioned Arising, shows it is wrong to hold to its
‘non-existence’, while seeing its cessation, that is, the Nirvanic cessation of
the links, shows it is wrong to hold to its substantial ‘existence’. One with
right view is not ‘shackled by bias, clinging and insistence’ or ‘affirming “my
Self”, and ‘has no doubt or uncertainty that what arises is only arising
dukkha, and that what ceases is only ceasing dukkha’ (and what is dukkha is
also non-Self).

It is also said that Conditioned Arising is a ‘middle’ way of being that
shows the error of the views that ‘all is one’ and ‘all is a diversity’ (S.11.77).
The first of these is exemplified by the Upanisadic idea that everything is

Brahman, and indeed in some popular Western presentations of Buddhism.

' Kacciyanagotta Sutta: S.11.17 (BW.356—7); cf. EB.3.2.5.
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The second sees reality as a collection of separately existing, independent
entities. Conditioned Arising, though, is a network of processes which
could not exist apart from each other, yet are not the same as each other.

THE THIRD TRUE REALITY FOR THE SPIRITUALLY
ENNOBLED: THE CESSATION OF THE PAINFUL — NIRVANA

The third True Reality is described in the first sermon as follows:

Now #his, monks, for the spiritually ennobled, is the ceasing-of-the-painful true
reality. It is the remainderless fading away and cessation of that same craving, the
giving up and relinquishing of it, freedom from it, non-reliance on it.

That is, the ending of thirst for the ‘next thing’, so as to give full attention to
what is here, now; abandoning attachments to past, present or future;
freedom that comes from contentment; not relying on craving so that the
mind does not fixate on anything, adhering to it, roosting there. When
craving and other related causes thus come to an end, dukkha ceases. This is
equivalent to Nirvana (Pali Nibbana), also known as the ‘unconditioned’ or
‘unconstructed’ (asazikhata, Skt asamskrta), the ultimate goal of Buddhism
(Collins, 2010). As an initial spur to striving for Nirvina, craving for it may
play a role (A.11.145; Webster, 2005: 134—s5), but this helps in the overcoming
of other cravings, is generally replaced by a wholesome aspiration, and is
completely eradicated in the full experience of Nirvina: Nirvana is only
attained when there is total non-attachment and letting go.

Nirvana literally means ‘extinction’ or ‘quenching’, being the word used
for the ‘extinction’ of a fire. The ‘fires’ of which Nirvina is the extinction are
described in the ‘Fire sermon’ (S.av.i9—20 (BW.346; SB.222—4)). This
teaches that everything internal and external to a person is ‘burning’ with
the ‘fires” of attachment, hatred (riga, dosa (Skt dvesa)) and delusion (moha)
and of birth, ageing and death. Here the ‘fires’ refer both to the causes of
dukkha and to dukkhba itself. Attachment (i.e. sensual and other forms of
lust) and hatred are closely related to craving for things and craving to be rid
of things, and delusion is synonymous with spiritual ignorance. Nirvina
during life is frequently defined as the destruction of these three ‘fires” or
defilements (e.g. Sav.2st (BW.364; EB.3.4.1)). When one who has
destroyed these dies, he or she cannot be reborn and so is totally beyond
the remaining ‘fires’ of birth, ageing and death, having attained final
Nirvina.

Both during life and beyond death, Nirvina pertains to the Arabat, one
who has direct knowledge that he or she has destroyed the four ‘taints’ (see
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p- 68). Nirvana in life is described as ‘with remainder of what is grasped at’
(sa-upddi-sesa, Skt sopadhi-Sesa), meaning that the khandhas, the result of
past grasping, still remain for him. Nirvina beyond death is described as
‘without remainder of what is grasped at’ (an-upddi-sesa, Skt nir-upadpi-
sesa), (1t.38—9 (BTTA.97, BW.366—7)).

Nirvana during life

It is often thought that Nirvana during life is an ever-present state of the
Arabat, but it would seem that this cannot be so (Harvey, 1995a: 180-97). As
Nirvana is synonymous with the cessation of all that is dukkha, and Nirvina
during life is not seen as inferior to Nirvina beyond death in any respect
(§n.876—7), it cannot be ever-present; for the Arabat will at some time
experience physical pain. Moreover, simply to walk down the road is to have
such conditioned states as feeling and consciousness occurring. As the
cessation of dukkha involves the stopping of each of the nidinas and
khandhpas, Nirvana lies beyond the occurrence of such states. One must
therefore see Nirvina during life as a specific experience, in which the
defilements are destroyed forever, and in which there is a temporary stop-
ping of all conditioned states ($7.732—9). Such a destruction-of-defilements
is clearly a transcendent, timeless experience, for it is said to be ‘deathless’
(S.v.8) and ‘unconditioned’ (S8.1v.362). During life or beyond death,
Nirvina is the unconditioned cessation of all unsatisfactory, conditioned
phenomena. During life, it is where these phenomena stop, followed by
their recurrence in the arising of normal experiences of the world; once
attained, this stopping can be returned to. Beyond death, it is where they
stop for good.

Descriptions of the Nirvanic experience stress its ‘otherness’, placing it
beyond all limited concepts and ordinary categories of thought. This is
clearly shown in a description at Ud.80 (BTTA.95; BW.365-6) that begins
by firmly asserting the existence of that which lies beyond all dukkba. 1t then
says that this is a sphere where there are neither the four physical elements,
nor the four formless mystical states or corresponding heavenly levels of
rebirth where only mental phenomena exist (see p. 34). This indicates that it
is beyond mind-and-body (ndma-riapa). Further, it is said to be beyond this
world or any other world of rebirth, and beyond the arising and ceasing of
phenomena in the process of life and rebirth. It is without any ‘support’
(patitthd) on which it depends, and is without any mental ‘object’
(@rammana). In the face of Nirvana, words falter, for language is a product
of human needs in this world, and has few resources with which
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to deal with that which transcends all worlds. Nirvina, it is said, is an
aspect of the Dhamma which is ‘difficult to understand ... beyond
abstract reasoning, subtle’ (Vin.1.4). The most accurate and least mislead-
ing descriptions are negative, saying what it is #oz. Thus, above, there is an
affirmation of existence followed by a string of negations. Most synonyms
of Nirvana are also negative: the stopping of dukkha, the unborn, the
unbecome, the unmade (Ud.81 (BW.366)), the deathless, stopping (nir-
odha), non-attachment (viriga).

Positive descriptions of Nirvina are generally of a poetic, suggestive
nature. Thus it is said to be: the ‘further shore’ (beyond this ‘shore’ of life
and its pains, M.1.134—5 (BTTA.77)); the ‘[cool] cave of shelter’ (a powerful
image of peace and rest in the hot Indian climate). Certain positive descrip-
tions give a less poetic indication of its nature. It is the ‘calming (samatha) of
all constructing activities” (Vin.1.5), the ‘highest bliss’, the very opposite of
dukkha (M.1.508). It is ‘timeless’ (4.1.158), for it is beyond time (Miln.323),
and so is permanent and eternal (Kvu.121). S.1v.368—73 (BW.364—5) empha-
sizes the goal as ‘the unconditioned’, then adds many synonyms for this,
including: the taintless, the true reality (sacca), the beyond, the very-hard-
to-see, the undecaying, the non-manifestive (anidassana), the unelaborated
(nippapanca), the peaceful, the sublime, the amazing, freedom, the uncling-
ing, the island (amidst the flood), the refuge.

Though it is approached and attained by the Noble Eight-factored
Path, Nirvapa is not caused by it, being unconditioned. Thus the last two
True Realities are not (iii) the end of dukkha, (iv) the path that causes this
end, but (iii) the end of dukkha from the end of its cause, (iv) the path that
leads to this end. The Path is the best of all conditioned states (A.11.34
(BW.168—9)), and Nirvana is related to the Path as a mountain is related to a
path which leads up to it."” In general, Buddhism sees it as more appropriate
to describe this Path than to try and precisely describe its goal.

Nevertheless, certain passages in the Suzzas hint that Nirvina may be a
radically transformed state of consciousness (vini7dna):

The consciousness which is non-manifestive [like space], endless,
accessible from all sides [or: wholly radiant]:

Here it is that solidity, cohesion, heat and motion have no footing,
Here long and short, coarse and fine, foul and lovely [have no footing],
Here it is that name (ndma) and form (ripa) stop without remainder:
By the stopping of consciousness, [all] this stops here. (D.1.223)

" Miln.269 (BTTA.98, BSr.157—9, EB.3.4.2).
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Like Ud.80, above, this describes a state beyond the four physical elements,
where name-and-form are transcended. As the heart of Conditioned Arising
is the mutual conditioning of consciousness and name-and-form, this state
is where this interaction ceases: from the stopping of consciousness, name-
and-form stops. Consciousness is not non-existent when it stops, however:
for it is said to be non-manifestive and endless, and like a sunbeam that is
not obstructed by any object in its path (5.11.103). One passage on the
stopping (nirodha) of the nidina of consciousness (S.111.54—s5) says that a
monk abandons attachment for each of the five khandpas, such that there is
no longer any object (drammana) or support (patitthd) for consciousness;
consciousness is thus ‘unsupported’ (apatitthita, Skt apratisthita) and free of
constructing activities, so that it is released, steadfast, content, undisturbed,
and attains NVirvina. This description, of a ‘stopped’ consciousness which is
unsupported by any mental object, where name-and-form/mind-and-body
are transcended, seems to accord well with the above Ud.80 description of
Nirvina.

To say that Virvina is unconditioned, objectless consciousness indicates
something of its nature, but does not penetrate far into its mystery. For it
seems impossible to imagine what awareness devoid of any object would be
like. As regards the ‘stopping’ of mind-and-body, as a state occurring during
life, this is perhaps to be understood as one where all mental processes
(including ordinary consciousness) temporarily cease, and the matter of the
body is seen as so ephemeral as not to signify a ‘body’. A passage at M.1.329—
30 which parallels D.1.223 says that the non-manifestive (anidassana) con-
sciousness ‘is not reached by the solidness of solidity, by the cohesiveness of
cohesion’. The analysis of Nirvana as objectless consciousness, though, is
the author’s own interpretation (Harvey, 1995a: 198—226). The Theravadin
tradition sees Nirvana as ‘objectless’ (Dhs.1408), but regards ‘consciousness’
as always having an object. D.1.223 is thus interpreted as concerning
Nirvina as to-be-known-by-consciousness: Nirvana is itself the object of
the Arahat’'s consciousness (Patis.11.143—s5).

The Arahat'”

Some further light is shed on NVirvina during life by examining the nature of
the Arahat” (Skt Arhat), one who has attained the Nirvanic experience and

* See EB.3.5.2, SB.265-6, BW.406-13, Katz, 1982; Ray, 1994: 79-150.
" Books use either ‘Arahat or ‘Arahbant as the Pali form. The first is the form that appears in
compounds while the second is its stem form.
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been radically transformed by it. The full experience of Nirvina destroys
attachment, hatred and delusion forever. As a person becomes an Arabat in
this experience (which is then immediately known by a reviewing knowl-
edge), the destruction of these three defilements is given both as the
definition of NVirvina during life and of ‘Arahatness’ (Arabatta; S.1v.252).
The word Arahat means ‘worthy one’, that is, worthy of great respect. He
or she is one who has fully completed spiritual training, is fully endowed
with all factors of the Path, and has quenched the ‘fires’ of the defilements.
He has overcome the ‘disease’ of dukkha and attained complete mental
health (A.11.143). Such a perfected one is described as follows: ‘Calm is his
mind, calm is his speech, calm is his behaviour who, rightly knowing, is
wholly freed, perfectly peaceful and equipoised’ (D/p.96). The calm actions
of the Arahat are such that he no longer creates karmic results leading to
rebirths. They are just pure spontaneous actions without any future fruit.
The balanced detachment of the Arahar’'s mind is such that, while he may
experience physical pain (perhaps as a result of past karma), no mental
anguish at this can arise (Miln.44—s). He and the almost-enlightened non-
returner are free of aversion to physical pain, and so add no mental pain in
response to it (5.1v.208—9). This is because he does not identify with the
pain as ‘mine’, but simply sees it as a non-Self passing phenomenon. As is
said in the second century cE Avadina-sataka (11.384; Dayal, 1932: 15), ‘the
sky and the palm of his hand were the same to his mind’. Even faced with
the threat of death, the Arahat is unruffled. In this situation, the Arahat
Adhimutta disconcerted some potential assailants by fearlessly asking why
he should be perturbed at the prospect of the end of the constituents of ‘his’
personality: he had no thought of an ‘T’ being here, but just saw a stream of
changing phenomena (75ag.715-16). This so impressed the robbers threat-
ening him that they became Adhimutta’s disciples. Anyone who shows any
hint of fear, conceit or any other negative states cannot be an Arabat
(M.1.317, cf. Vism.634—s), and if the Buddha, or one of his Arahar disciples
who can read minds, examines and talks with someone who claims to be an
Arahat, they can tell whether or not their claim is true (4.v.155-6).
Though free of fear and craving, the Arahat should not be thought of as
apathetic or emotionless. The uprooting of negative emotions eradicates
restrictions on such qualities as mindful alertness, lovingkindness and
compassion. Arahats are not all alike, either; for some were noted for specific
abilities: in teaching, in psychic powers based on meditation, in explaining
concisely phrased teachings, or in living an ascetic life-style (4.1.23—5).
While the Arahat is one who has seen through the delusion of a permanent
Self or I, he or she nevertheless has an empirical self, or character, which is
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very well developed in virtue, meditative calm and wisdom (Harvey, 1995a:
54—63): he is ‘one of developed self (bhavit-atta, It.79), a ‘great self
(mahattd; A.1.249; 1t.28-9), not a psychologically ‘small’ person. Yet in
such a self he sees no Self, no substantial T’: he has no ‘I am’ conceit
(8.111.83—4 (BTTA.14; BW.412-13)). An Arabat has a strong mind, ‘like a
thunderbolt’ (A.1.124), in which flashes of insight arise, and he has fully
developed the ‘seven factors of awakening’ (bojjhariga, Skt bodhyarga):
mindfulness, investigation of Dhamma, vigour, joy, tranquillity, mental
unification and equanimity (7hag.161 with D.11.106). He is not attracted
or repelled by anything, but is ‘independent, not infatuated, freed, released,
and dwells with a mind that is made to be without barriers’ (M.111.29).

Nirvana beyond death
At the death of an Arahat or Buddha, the ‘grasped at’ personality factors

come to an end. This raises the question of what happens to an awakened
person beyond death: does he still exist? The Buddha was often asked this
question of the state of a Tathigara, here meaning a Buddha or Arabat, after
death: could it be said that he is’ (o), that he ‘is not’ (being annihilated),
that he ‘both is and is not’, or that he ‘neither is nor is not’? These were part
of a small set of ‘undetermined questions’ which the Buddha set aside
without answering (8.1v.373—400). One reason for this was that he saw
speculating over them as a time-wasting diversion from spiritual practice.
When one monk told him that he would leave the Sa7igha unless he was
given answers to these questions, the Buddha gave a simile to show how
foolish he was: if a man was shot by a poisoned arrow but refused to let a
doctor cure him until he knew everything about who shot the arrow, and
what the arrow was made of, such a man would soon die (M.1.426-31
(BW.230-3; SB.168—72)). The Buddha then said that he had clearly
explained dukkha and the way beyond it, but that asking the undetermined
questions was not connected with, nor conducive to, Nirvina. This accords
with his saying that he taught only what was both true and spiritually useful
(M.1.395).

Besides these practical considerations, the Buddha also clearly saw the
undetermined questions as having a misconception built into them. Like
the innocent man who was asked ‘have you stopped beating your wife?’, he
could not rightly reply either ‘yes’ or ‘no’ to them. The Buddha explained
that the questions were always asked by people who saw a permanent Self as
somehow related to the five khandpas (see pp. 64—s), but that he did not
answer the questions because he had no such view (5.1v.395). That is, his
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questioners were asking about the fate of an awakened substantial Se/f after
death, and as no such thing could be found during life, it was meaning]ess to
discuss its state after death.

Setting aside this misconception, how might one understand the state of
the awakened person beyond death? Is he to be seen as annihilated with the
ending of the five khandhas? Such a view, equivalent to the second un-
determined question, is seen as particularly pernicious, however: for it is
emphasized that all that ends at death is dukkba (S.111.109-12). Some light is
shed on the situation by a passage in which the Buddha discusses the
undetermined questions on a 7athdgata, equating these with questions on
whether an awakened monk ‘arises’ (i.e. is reborn), or not, etc. after death
(M.1.486—7). Here he says that, while one would know whether a burning
fire had gone out, one could not meaningfully ask what direction the
quenched fire had gone in: east, west, south or north. He then stresses
that a Tathigata (even in life) is ‘deep, immeasurable, hard-to-fathom as is
the great ocean’."* While to a Western-educated person, an extinct fire goes
nowhere because it does not exist, the Buddha’s audience in ancient India
would generally have thought of an extinguished fire as going back into a
non-manifested state as latent heat (e.g. A.1m.340-1). The simile of the
extinct fire thus suggests that the state of an awakened person after death
is one which is beyond normal comprehension, not that it is a state of
nothingness: “There exists no measuring of one who has gone out [like a
flame]. That by which he could be referred to no longer exists for him.
When all phenomena are removed, then all ways of describing have also
been removed’ (57.1076). Similarly, it is said that the questions on the
Tathdgata are set aside because, beyond his death, there are absolutely no
grounds for saying that he is with or without a body, with or without
perception, or neither with nor without perception (5.1v.402).

Having destroyed all causes of rebirth, a 7athdgata cannot be reborn
in any way, such as in the very refined and subtle ‘sphere of neither-
perception-nor-non-perception’. While he is not annihilated at death, it
can’t be said he ‘is’ anything. ‘His’ indefinable state must be seen as
‘beyond’ rather than ‘after’ death, for it must be beyond existence in time.
As to what that state is, all that it can be is: Nirvina, the cessation of
conditioned phenomena. The nearest hint at what this might be, beyond
death, is a passage on Godhika, who had attained Nirvina at the very point
of death (S.1.121—2). Seeing a smokiness going in the four directions, the
Buddha said that this was Mara secking out where Godhika’s consciousness

“ BW.367-9; BTTA.107, cf. 11011, 119.
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was ‘supported’, that is, where he was reborn. The Buddha affirmed that
Mara’s quest was in vain, however, for ‘with an unsupported consciousness,
the clansman Godhika has attained Nirvina'. As an ‘unsupported’ con-
sciousness is no longer conditioned by constructing activities or any objects
(as argued above), it must be unconditioned and beyond dukkha, no longer
a khandha. As all that ends at death are the ‘grasped at’ kbandhas, equivalent
to dukkha, there seems to be no reason why such a mysterious consciousness
should end at death too.

However one interprets the situation, the Theravada tradition empha-
sizes that the Buddha, since his death, is beyond contact with the world and
cannot respond to prayer or worship (Miln. 95—100). Nevertheless, some-
thing of his power is seen to remain in the world, to be drawn on by both
chanting and practising his teachings (Dhamma), and even through the
bodily relics which remained after his cremation. One commentary says
that 5,000 years after the parinibbina (Skt parinirvina), or passing into
Nirvina at death of the Buddha, the practice of Buddhism will have
disappeared, such that the period of Gotama Buddha’s influence will have
ended. All his relics will then travel to the foot of the tree under which he
attained awakening, and disappear in a flash of light (Vibh-a.433; BITA.22).
This is known as the parinibbina of the relics.

Nirvana as an object of insight

Aswell as the aspects of an Arabar’'s Nirvina discussed above, Nirvana is also
seen, in the early texts, as something that can be known as an object of mind
by the Arahat and other Noble ones (Harvey, 1986, 1995a: 193—7). At
stream-entry, a person gains his first ‘glimpse’ of Nirvana, for he gains the
Dhamma-eye and ‘sees’ the Dhamma which is Nirvana (see pp. 23—4, 29
and 86). The Nirvina which he sees must be none other than the timeless,
unconditioned realm which the Arahat finally ‘enters’ at death, and which
he also periodically fully experiences during life. Virvina, indeed, is seen as
existing whether or not anyone attains it, as is shown by the assertion that, if
it were not for the existence of the unborn, unconditioned, it would not be
possible to leave behind born, conditioned, dukkha phenomena (/z.37,
Ud.81). One could perhaps say that the Arahat’s full experience of
Nirvana during life, with Nirvina as not simply a known object, is one of
‘participating in’ that unborn, unconditioned blissful reality.

Nirvanpa as an object of insight is known when one ‘focuses mind on
the deathless element: “This is the peaceful, this is the sublime, that is, the
stilling of all constructing activities, the relinquishing of all attachments, the
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destruction of craving, non-attachment, stopping, Nirvina™ (M.1.436, cf.
A.v.321-6). A term for this state seems to be the concentration (samadhi) or
deliverance of mind (ceto-vimurti) that is ‘signless’ (animitta), in which one
attends to no perceptual ‘signs’, or perceptual indications, even those of the
most subtle meditative state, but attends to the ‘signless element’ (£.1.296).
A passage at A.v.318-19 (Harvey, 1995a: 195-6) says that in seeing beyond a
range of perceptual signs, for example ‘earth’/solidity, and perceiving “This
is the peaceful . . . Nirvina', ‘a monk’s concentration is of such a sort that in
solidity, he is not percipient of solidity’, and likewise of any other physical
element or subtle spiritual state. Solidity is perceived, as it were, as empty of
‘solidity’; perception does not latch onto a ‘sign’ as a basis for seeing solidity
as solidity. Rather, the mind perceives the signless, Nirvana. Yet to fully
attain Nirvana, even this sublime but conditioned perception must be let go
of (M.111.108).

Once Arahatship is attained, the liberated person’s unshakeable deliver-
ance of mind (Nirvana) is ‘empty’ of attachment, hatred and delusion
(M.1.297-8 (BTTA.82)), and may be contemplated as such. Nirvina is
thus known as ‘the empty’ (sussiata, Skt Sinyata: ‘emptiness’), and is
known in this aspect through contemplation of phenomena as ‘empty of
Self or what pertains to Self’.

THE FOURTH TRUE REALITY FOR THE SPIRITUALLY
ENNOBLED: THE PATH TO THE CESSATION OF THE PAINFUL

In the first sermon, the Buddha has this to say on the Path:

Monks, these two extremes should not be followed by one gone forth [into the
renunciant life]. What two? That which is this pursuit of sensual happiness in
sensual pleasures, which is low, vulgar, the way of the ordinary person, ignoble, not
connected to the goal; and that which is this pursuit of self-mortification, which is
painful, ignoble, not connected to the goal. Monks, without veering towards either
of these two extremes, the 7athdagata has awakened to the middle way (majjhimai
patipadi, Skt madhyama pratipad), which gives rise to vision, which gives rise to
knowledge, which leads to peace, to higher knowledge, to full awakening, to
Nirvana.

And what, monks, is that middle way. . .2 It is just this noble eight-factored path
(ariya attharigika magga, Skt dryastarigika marga). . .

Now this, monks, for the spiritually ennobled, is the true reality which is the way
leading to the cessation of the painful. It is this noble eight-factored path, that is to
say, [1] right view, [2] right resolve, [3] right speech, [4] right action, [s] right
livelihood, [6] right effort, [7] right mindfulness, [8] right mental unification.
(numbers added)
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The Noble Eight-factored Path is a middle way that avoids a life of pursuing

either sense-pleasures or harsh asceticism, and it leads to the cessation of
dukkha (Bodhi, 1994; Gethin, 2001: 190—226). As later chapters will deal
with the details of Buddhist practice, this section will be confined to a
general outline of the Path and its dynamics, and the stages of sanctity
reached by it.

The Path has eight factors (a7iga), each described as right or perfect
(samma, Skt samyak; S.v.8—10 (BW.239—40)). These factors are also grouped
into three sections (M.1.301). Factors 1—2 pertain to pannda (Skt prajid), or
wisdom; factors 3—5 pertain to sila (Skt $ila), moral virtue; factors 6-8
pertain to samddhi, meditation. The eight factors exist at two basic levels,
the ordinary (lokiya, Skt laukika), and the transcendent (lokuttara, Skt
lokottara) or Noble (see p. 49), so that there is both an ordinary and a
Noble Eight-factored Path (M.111.71-8); see Table 1.

In the Table, the key difference between the ordinary and Noble Paths can
be seen to arise from the different forms of right view. The order of the eight
Path-factors is seen as that of a natural progression, with one factor following
on from the one before it. Right view comes first (S.v.2) because it knows the
right and wrong form of each of the eight factors; it also counteracts spiritual
ignorance, the first factor in Conditioned Arising (S.v.1—2 (§B.226)). From
the cool knowing of right view blossoms right resolve, a right way of thinking/
aspiring, which has a balancing warmth. From this, a person’s speech
becomes improved, and thus his or her action. Once he is working on right
action, it becomes natural to incline towards a virtuous livelihood. With this
as basis, there can be progress in right effort. This facilitates the development
of right mindfulness, whose clarity then allows the development of the calm
of meditative concentration. Neither the ordinary nor the Noble Path is to be
understood as a single progression from the first to eighth factor, however.
Right effort and mindfulness work with right view to support the develop-
ment of all the Path-factors (M.111.72—5): the Path-factors mutually support
each other to allow a gradual deepening of the way in which the Path is
trodden. Each Path-factor is a skilful state to be cultivated; it progressively
wears away its opposite ‘wrong’ factor, until all unskilful states are destroyed.

In most contexts (e.g. D.11.91), moral virtue, meditation and wisdom are
given in this order, which is different from the order in which the Path-
factors are grouped in Table 1. This may be in part because the former is the
order in which people tend to work on the aspects of the ordinary Path.
The wisdom derived from this then leads to the breakthrough which is the
wisdom at the start of the Noble Path. Once this is attained, stream-enterers
have completely fulfilled moral virtue, then non-returners (see below) have
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Table 1 Factors of the Eight-factored Path

Wisdom

. Right view (samma-ditthi, Skt samyag-dysti):

i) atthe ‘ordinary’ level: beliefin the principles of karma and rebirth, making a person take
full responsibility for his actions (see pp. 48—9). It also includes intellectual and
preliminary experiential understanding of the four True Realities for the Spiritually
Ennobled;

i) at the Noble or ‘transcendent’ level, as right seeing: transformative direct insight into
the True Realities and Conditioned Arising (M.1.46—s5 (BW.323-35), Nanamoli and
Bodhi, 1991) in the form of the faculty of wisdom that sees the flux of conditioned
reality and, beyond it, Nirvana.

. Right resolve (sammai-sarikappa, Skt samyak-samkalpa): A ‘sarikappd’ is seen as springing

from what one focuses perception on, and to potentially lead on to desire-to-do, yearning

and seeking something out (S.11.143), reminiscent of the samkalpa or preparatory resolve
that the Brahmins made before carrying out a sacrificial ritual. It concerns the emotions
and aspirations and is:

i) at the ‘ordinary’ level, resolve for: a) nekkhamma (Skt naiskimya), peaceful ‘renun-
ciation’ or ‘non-sensuality’, and away from sense-pleasures (kdmas); b) non-ill-will,
equivalent to lovingkindness, and away from ill-will; ¢) non-cruelty, equivalent to
compassion, and away from cruelty.

i) at the Noble level: focused mental application (vitakka, Skt vitarka) in accord with
right seeing. It is seen to both spring from and aid right view, both being part of
wisdom. It aids right view as it is a repeated application of the mind to an object of
contemplation, so that this can be rightly seen and understood, in a deep and
discerning way, to be impermanent, dukkha, non-Self.

Moral virtue: i) at the ‘ordinary’ level, these factors are well established; ii) at the Noble
level, they are the natural virtue of one in a deep state of insight.

. Right speech (sammi-vica, Skt samyag-vicd): abstaining from false speech, divisive

speech, harsh speech and frivolous speech (see pp. 276—7).

. Right action (samma-kammanta, Skt samyak-karmanta): abstaining from onslaught on living

beings, taking what is not given and wrong conduct in regard to sensual pleasures (see

pp- 269-76).

. Right livelihood (sammma-ijiva, Skt samyag-djiva): making one’s living in such a way as to

avoid causing suffering to others (human or animal) through cheating them (A.111.75) or

by physically harming or killing them: avoiding ‘trade in weapons, living beings, meat,

alcoholic drink, or poison’ (4.111.208).

Meditation: the level of practice shifts to the Noble level once Noble right seeing

guides them.
. Right effort (samma-viyima, Skt samyag-vydyima): a) avoiding the arising of unwhole-
some states (e.g. greed, hatred or delusion); b) undermining unwholesome states which
have arisen; ¢) developing wholesome states, as in meditation; d) maintaining wholesome
states which have arisen.
. Right mindfulness (sammi-sati, Skt samyak-smyti): practising the four applications of
mindfulness (sazidpatthina, Skt smyty-upasthana; see pp. 321—4) — alert, mindful observation
of the qualities and changing nature of: a) body (including breathing); b) feeling; c) states of
mind; d) dhammas: basic patterns in the flow of experience, such as: the five khandhas, the
five hindrances, the four True Realities, and the seven factors of awakening.
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Table 1 (cont.)

8. Right concentration/mental unification (sammdi-samaidhi, Skt samyak-samaidhi): states of
calm, peace and mental clarity arising from intently focusing the mind on one or other
meditation object. These are concentrated states, rather than the act of concentrating,
which pertains more to right effort. They are states in which the mind’s energies
have been unified, in the form of the four jhinas (Skt dhyina), lucid meditative trances
(see pp. 329-31).

also completely fulfilled meditation, and Arahats have also completely
fulfilled wisdom (A.1.231—2).

Accordingly, the Path can be seen to develop as follows. Influenced by
good and inspiring examples, a person’s first commitment will be to develop
virtue, a generous and self-controlled way of life for the benefit of self and
others. To motivate this, he or she will have some degree of preliminary
understanding, ordinary right view, in the form of some acquaintance with
the Buddhist outlook and an aspiration to apply it, expressed as saddha (Skt
Sraddha), trustful confidence or faith. With virtue as the indispensable basis
for further progress, some meditation may be attempted. With appropriate
application, this will lead to the mind becoming calmer, stronger and
clearer. This will allow experiential understanding of the Dhamma to
develop — intent but calm concentration aids insight to penetrate subtle
truths — so that deeper wisdom arises. From this, virtue is strengthened,
becoming a basis for further progress in meditation and wisdom. With each
more refined development of the virtue-meditation—wisdom sequence, the
Path spirals up to a higher level. In time, the Noble level of the Path may be
reached, in one practising for the realization of stream-entry. The Noble
Path is the convergence of all eight path-factors in a state of strong insight
into the ‘three marks’ (see p. 57), especially impermanence (S.1r.225); it
forms a skilful method of approach, free of spiritual hindrances and open to
experiencing direct insight into the True Realities for the Spiritually
Ennobled. In the Swuttas the Noble Path lasts an unspecified time and,
once it has arisen, it guarantees attaining stream-entry at some time in the
present life (S.111.225 (BW.393)). In the later Abhidhamma period (see p. 92),
it came to be seen as lasting only for either one (Theravada) or fifteen
(Sarvastivada) moments, in which Nirvana is directly seen, being immedi-
ately followed by becoming a stream-enterer. In effect, this sees only the
culminating moment(s) of the Suzta Noble Path as the true Noble Path.
The ordinary and then Noble Path are then used for subsequent spiritual
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breakthroughs, up to Arahatship. The form of the Path which immediately
leads up to becoming an Arahat has two extra factors, right knowledge
(sammd-ndna, Skt samyag-jaina) and right freedom (sammdi-vimurti, Skt
samyag-vimukti), making it ten-factored (M.111.76).

Most people, including most Buddhists, have not yet experienced the
Noble Path, and are known as puthujjanas (Skt prthagjana), ‘ordinary
persons’. They are seen as, in a sense, ‘deranged’ (Vibh-a.186), as they lack
the mental balance of those endowed with the Noble Path, the eight kinds
of ‘Noble (ariya) persons’ (8.v.202)” who make up the Noble Sazigha
(D.1m1.227). The first seven Noble persons are called ‘trainees’ (sekha, Skt
saiksa), the Arahat is asekha, one beyond training.

The first Noble person is one ‘practising for the realization of the fruit
which is stream-entry’ (4.1v.293). He or she is either a Dhamma-follower,
particularly strong in wisdom, or a faith-follower, whose strength is faith in
the Buddha, though he is not lacking in wisdom. Either of the two goes on
to become the next kind of Noble person, the stream-enterer (sotdpanna,
Skt srotapanna), respectively as a Dhamma-attained or faith-freed person
(M.1.477—-9 (BW.390-2)). The stream-enterer gains a first glimpse of
Nirvana and so knows that the Noble Eight-factored Path is definitely the
‘stream’ that leads there (S.v.347-8). He is sure to become an Arahat within
seven lives (S.11.133—4 (BW.394)) and is free from rebirths as a hell-being,
animal, ghost or asura, as he has completely destroyed the first three of ten
spiritual ‘fetters’ (8.v.357). The first fetter is ‘Self-identity view’ (see pp. 64—5),
destroyed by deep insight into the four True Realities for the Spiritually
Ennobled and Conditioned Arising. The second is vacillation in commi-
tment to the three refuges and the worth of morality. The stream-enterer
thus has unwavering confidence in the refuges and unblemished morality
(S.v.343—4 (BW.394—s5) and A.1.235). This is because he has ‘seen’ and
‘plunged into’ the Dhamma (M.1.380), giving him trust in Dhamma and
in the ‘Dhamma-become’ Buddha (see pp. 28—9), and is himself a member
of the Noble Sazigha, whether lay or a member of the monastic Sazigha. The
third fetter destroyed is grasping at rules and observances, for although his
morality is naturally pure, he knows that this alone is insufficient to attain
Nirvapa (M.1.192—7 (BW.233—7)), and is not fixedly attached to any ways of
doing things.

The attainment of stream-entry is often seen in the arising of the
‘Dhamma-eye’ (e.g. S.11.133—4), though this may also refer to an initial
breakthrough at a higher level of the Path, without the intermediary state

“ And see A.1v.292, S.v.202 and M.1.140—2 at BW.385—6.
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of stream-entry (Anderson, 1999: 138). Passages on the arising of the
‘Dhamma-eye’ (e.g. D.1.110) first talk of a person being given the two-
stage ‘step-by-step discourse’ (see p. 48) so as to be poised for a break-
through, intently open to the truth, and then hearing the teaching on the
Four True Realities for the Spiritually Ennobled. Then: ‘the Dhamma-eye,
dustless, stainless arose to him that: “whatever is of the nature to arise
(samudaya-dhamma), all that is of the nature to stop (nirodha-dhamma)”™, so
that the hearer becomes one who has ‘seen Dbamma, attained to Dhamma,
known Dhamma, fathomed/plunged into Dhamma’. With a new sense of
clarity of vision, he goes for refuge to the Buddha, Dhamma and Sarigha (it
this has not already been done), and becomes a lay follower, or ordains as a
monk or nun (if he or she has not done so already).

What, then, is it to ‘see’ Dhamma with the ‘Dhamma-eye’? At S. 111135, a
monk wanting to ‘see’ Dbamma is given a teaching on Conditioned Arising
and its stopping, such that Dhamma was ‘penetrated’ by him. Indeed,
insight into phenomena as ‘of the nature to arise’ can be seen as knowledge
of Conditioned Arising, and insight into them as ‘of the nature to stop’ can
be seen as knowledge of Nirvina, the stopping of all the links of Conditioned
Arising (8.11.70). Such insight would be focused on the arising (samudaya)
of dukkha from craving, and its stopping with the stopping of craving, the
focus of the Buddha’s first sermon. Indeed at the end of the Buddha’s first
sermon, the Dhamma-eye arose to one of the ascetics that the Buddha was
teaching.

After stream-entry, by deepening his insight, a person may become one
practising for the realization of once-returning, and then a once-returner
(sakaddgamin, Skt sakydigamin). A once-returner can only be reborn once
in the sense-desire world, as a human or lower god. Any other rebirths will
be in the higher heavens. This is because he has destroyed the unsubtle
forms of the next two fetters, sensual desire and ill-will, as well as unsubtle
forms of delusion. The next Noble persons are the ones practising for the
realization of non-returning, and the non-returner (andgimin). The non-
returner (BW.396—402) has destroyed even subtle sensuous desire and ill-
will, so that great equanimity is the tone of his experience, and he cannot be
reborn in the sense-desire world. His insight is not quite sufficient for him
to become an Arahat, and if he does not manage to become one later in life,
or even in the between-lives period (Harvey, 1995a: 100—2), he is reborn in
one of the heavens of the form or formless realms. In particular, he may be
reborn once or more within the five ‘pure abodes’, the most refined heavens
in the form world, and where only non-returners can be reborn. In such
rebirths, he matures his insight till he becomes a long-lived Arahar-god.
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The final two Noble persons are the one practising for the realization of
Arahatness, and the Arahar himself. The Arahat destroys all the five remain-
ing fetters: attachment to the form and formless worlds, the ‘I am’ conceit,
perhaps now in the form of lingering spiritual pride, restlessness and
spiritual ignorance. These are destroyed by the Ten-factored Path, which
brings dukkha and all rebirths to an end in the blissful experience of
Nirvapa. The Buddha said that among his disciples, the more advanced
Noble persons were rarer: there were more non-returners than Arabats,
more once-returners than non-returners, and more stream-enterers than
once-returners (S.v.406). All of the latter three would later become Arabats,
though.



CHAPTER 4

Early Developments in Buddhism

THE EARLY SANGHA

The Sarigha (Skt Samgha), in the sense of the ‘Community’ of monks and
nuns with the Buddha as its teacher, originated as one of the groups of
Samanas. These suspended their wandering existence during the three months
of the rainy season, and for the Buddhist Samanas this ‘rains’ (Vassa, Skt Varsa)
period became a time of intensified religious practice, with greater contact with
the public at large. They also tended to return to the same places at Vassa, such
as parks donated by wealthy lay patrons, and these locations then became the
basis for a more settled communal way of life. In this way, the Buddhists
invented monastic life, which was a middle way between the life of the solitary
Jain renouncers, and that of the Brahmin householders.

The monastic discipline (Vinaya) developed by the Buddha was designed
to shape the Sazigha as an ideal community, with the optimum conditions
for spiritual growth. Its sustaining power is shown by the fact that no
human institution has had such a long-lasting continuous existence, along
with such a wide diffusion, as the Buddhist Sa7igha. The Buddha advocated
frequent meetings of each local Sazigha, with the aim of reaching a unan-
imous consensus in matters of common concern (D.11.76—7). If necessary,
there was also provision for voting and majority rule (Vin.11.84).

Just after the Buddha’s passing away (c. 404 BCE), a ‘communal recita-
tion’ (council) of soo Arahars was held at Rajagaha (Skt Rajagrha,
Vin.11.284—7) to agree the contents of the Dhamma and Vinaya which the
Buddha had left as ‘teacher’ (D.1.154)." Ananda, the Buddha’s faithful
attendant monk, recited the Sustas, such that each begins: “Thus have I
heard’. The monk Upali recited the Vinaya. The claim that the whole of the
present Vinaya and Sutta sections of scripture were recited then is probably
an exaggeration.

' See Berkwitz, 2010: 42—6 on early councils.
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Perhaps seventy years after the first ‘communal recitation’, a second was
held at Vesali (Skt Vaisali), this being to censure certain monks whose
conduct was seen as lax on ten points, such as their accepting money
(Vin.a1.294—307). If these points were not already against the formal
Vinaya, they were made so then. Sixteen or more years later, perhaps at a
further council, at Pataliputta (Skt Pataliputra), the first schism in the
previously unified Sazigha occurred; other such schisms followed. The
causes of these were generally disagreements over monastic discipline,
though the points of Vinaya which separated the early monastic fraternities
(nikdyas) often arose from variant developments in geographically separated
communities, rather than from actual disagreements. Discussion of points
of doctrine also led to the development of different interpretative schools of
thought (vidas). Originally, these could not be a cause of schism, as the only
opinion a monk could be condemned for was the persistent claim that
sensual behaviour is not an obstacle to be overcome (Vin.1v.133-6). Early
on, it seems that adherents of a particular school of thought could be found
among members of various monastic fraternities, but perhaps by the second
century BCE monastic fraternities started to become known for the specific
doctrinal interpretations common among their members. By around 100 cE
at least, schisms could occur over points of doctrine, and the distinction
between a ‘fraternity’ and a ‘school’ faded. While members of different
monastic fraternities could not take part in official Sa7igha business together,
they often shared the same monasteries, and studied each others’ doctrines.
The laity was probably not very concerned about the differences between
the fraternities or schools.

The cause of the first schism is not agreed. The Theravada tradition says
that it was caused by the defeated party at the council of Vesali.” It cannot
have been over the ten lax practices, however, as both of the fraternities
which emerged from the schism agreed in condemning these. Other tradi-
tions, such as the Sarvastivada, say that the cause was doctrinal, concerning
five points put forward by the monk Mahadeva. This dispute was probably
a later one, however, and became projected back as the cause of the first
schism. Jan Nattier and Charles Prebish (1976—7) have shown that the
probable cause of the schism was an attempt to slightly expand the number
of monastic rules. Concern for monastic rigour and unity may have caused
one section of the Sazigha to incorporate some new rules in the section of the
Vinaya on deportment, dress and behaviour in public of the monks. This
may have been to turn previous de facto practices into de jure rules, so as

* As stated in the fourth-century ce Dipavamsa (v.1—s4 (EB.3.6.1)).
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to properly train new members of the Sazigha. As the reformists seem to
have been based in regions of India where Buddhism was spreading, this
would have been important to them. The reformist section could not win
over the more conservative majority, so that agreement could not
be reached, and a schism ensued. The reformists called themselves
the Sthaviras (Pali Thera), the Elders.” The majority called themselves the
Mahasamghikas, or those ‘Belonging to the Universal Sazigha’.

THE ABHIDHAMMA

In the third century BCE, a few schools added works of Abhidhamma (Ske
Abhidharma) to their canons of teachings, developing them from Matikas
(Skt Mtrka), or tabulated summaries of topics, which may have originated
with the Buddha (Gethin, 1998: 202—23).* The Abhidhammas of the differ-
ent schools differed appreciably in details, but all aimed to present the
teachings of the Suitas systematically, along with interpretations which
drew out their implications. Other schools in time expressed their views
in extra-canonical treatises. The Abhidhamma literature sought to avoid the
inexactitudes of colloquial conventional language, as is sometimes found in
the Suttas, and state everything in psycho-philosophically exact language,
on ‘ultimate realities’ (paramattha-sacca, Skt paramartha-satya). In doing
this, it analysed reality into a sequence of micro-moments, so that it could
also analyse what happens in any of these.

The Abhidhamma performs two main tasks. On the one hand, it refines
the khandha type of analysis so as to give a fine-grained enumeration and
characterization of all the dhammas (Skt dharma), basic patterns or basic
processes, which are experienced as making up the flow of mental and
physical phenomena. This can be seen as an extension of mindfulness of
dhammas in the Suttas on the four applications of mindfulness (D.11.290-315;
M.1.55-63): these dhammas being: the five hindrances, five khandhas, six
senses and their objects, seven factors of awakening, and four True Realities
for the Spiritually Ennobled. On the other hand, the Abhidhamma refines
the doctrine of Conditioned Arising by showing how the basic patterns
condition each other in a web of complex ways. The first task is carried out

in, for example, the first three books of the Theravadin Abhidhamma: the

? Later the terms Sthavira or Sthaviriya (Pali Theriya) were sometimes used, and Theriya and
Theravadin came to be used as equivalents by the Theravadins.

* For more on Abhidhamma, see: Berkwitz, 2010: 61—7; Chapple, 1996; Guenther, 1976; Mendis, 1985;
Nyanaponika, 1965; Ratnayaka, 1981; Ronkin, 2005; Rowlands, 1982; van Gorkom, 1990.
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Dhamma-sarigani (Dbs, ‘Enumeration of Dhammas’), the Vibharga (Vibh,
‘(Book of) Analysis’) and Dhatu-kathi (‘Discourse on Elements’). The
second is carried out in its seventh, and probably latest book, the six-
volume Patthina (‘Conditional Relations’), which goes into great detail
on how particular dhammas are interrelated by one or more of twenty-four
kinds of conditional relationships. The fourth book, the Puggala-pannarti
(‘Concept of Persons’), discusses various character-types and levels of spiri-
tual development. While this literature has sometimes been seen as dry and
scholastic, it is a spiritual psychology with a very practical purpose. It gives a
detailed knowledge of the working of the mind, and thus can guide a person
in meditative development; it also facilitates the proper understanding of
personality as an interaction of impermanent, unsatisfactory, ownerless and
insubstantial events. In some ways, it is like a detailed, careful analysis of the
subtle nature of music: notes, their relationships and how they may be
combined.

The Abhidhamma, except in discussing character-types, analyses ‘per-
sons’” and ‘things’ down into a number of dhammas that, as viewed in the
light of the Buddha’s teaching, or Dhamma, are basic facts of experience:
interdependent basic patterns within the overall Basic Pattern (Dhamma) of
the nature of reality. Each dhamma (other than Nirvina, which is beyond
change) is seen as a patterned process consisting of a stream of momentary
events of a particular kind. The term ‘dhamma’ is used both for such a type
of process and the specific events it comprises. By the early centuries CE,
existence came to be seen as consisting of the interaction of a limited
number of dhammas: including Nirvina, eighty-two according to the
Theravada school, and seventy-five in the Sarvastivada. These were seen
as the constituents of reality: not exactly its ‘building-blocks’, which is too
static an image, but its component processes. Some attention is given to the
types of physical processes: the four basic elements (see p. 56) and matter
such as the sensitive part of sense-organs or the visible aspect of objects
(a further twenty-four dhammas in the Theravada schema). However, most
attention is focused on the mind. In the Theravadin Abhidhamma, this is
said to consist, at any micro-moment, of some form of the dhamma
‘consciousness’ or ‘mind’ (cizta) along with various ‘mental states’ (cezasika,
Skt caitasika or caitta), these being some form of feeling and perception,
and some of the fifty constructing activities. Included as forms of cizza are
the five sense-consciousnesses, mind-consciousness (mano-viiiiiana), and
mind-organ-element (mano-dhdtu) (Dhs.1187), which are together seen as
constituting the khandha of consciousness (Vibh.s4). Citta is also of many
modes (eighty-nine in all) according to whether it is, for example, ethically



92 An Introduction to Buddhism: Teachings, History and Practices

skilful, unskilful or the result of previous ethically active states. As later
systematized in the Abhidhammattha-sargaha (Bodhi, 1993; Wijeratne and
Gethin, 2002), perhaps dating from the seventh century ck, the ‘mental
states’ are divided into: those which accompany all citzas (7); those which
can accompany any, intensifying them (6); those which accompany some or
all unskilful cizzas or their karmic results (14); and those which accompany
some or all skilful ones or their karmic results (25). The precise cluster of
‘mental states’ accompanying a moment of citza signifies its nature. At each
instant in time, another cluster of cizta-with-cetasikas arises, thus accounting
for the subtle moment-to-moment changes in a person’s experience.

The Patthina, along with the Miln.299—300, also develops the idea of
bhavariga, a mode of citta which is seen as the resting state of consciousness,
as exists in dreamless sleep.” Equivalent to the ‘brightly shining mind’ (see
p- 68), this level of mental functioning is seen as being constantly flicked in
and out of during waking consciousness. After a few moments of bhavariga,
other types of citta follow, which turn towards some sense-object, such as a
visual shape, come to know it and then give some skilful or unskilful
response. The mind then flicks back into the bhavariga level before turning
towards the same or another sense-object, such as a sound. Thus one does
not see and hear strictly simultaneously, but the mind rapidly dances
between bhavariga and the senses and mind-organ, building up a picture
of the world like that built up by the moving dot on a television screen.

The Abhidhamma’s focus on momentary realities leads to seeing the full
power of the transcendent, Noble Eight-factored Path as lasting for a very
short time (see p. 84). The Theravada sees each of the Path’ states,
immediately after which a person becomes a stream-enterer, once-returner,
non-returner and Arahat, as lasting only one moment each. The
Sarvastivada sees these as lasting fifteen moments each. The Noble Eight-
factored Path is, on this kind of view, an achieved state, rather than some-
thing a person practises. All practice is done at the level of the ordinary
Eight-factored Path (see pp. 82—3). When this culminates in the Noble
Path, a person is immediately aware of Nirvina.

THE EARLY SCHOOLS AND THEIR DOCTRINES

Within the monastic fraternities originating from the Sthaviras of the first
schism, three systematic schools of thought (vidas) developed during the
third century BCE: the Pudgalavada (Pali Puggalavada), Sarvastivada (Pali

> Collins, 1982: 225-47; Gethin, 1994, 1998: 215-18; Harvey, 1995a: 145-8, 160-6, 252—8.
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Sabbatthivada) and Vibhajyavada (Pali Vibhajjavﬁda).(’ The fraternities

originating from the Mahasamghikas were more doctrinally open, and so
drew on ideas from these vddas, and later took to Mahayana ideas more
readily.

The Pudgalavadins, or ‘Personalists’, were dissatisfied with the doctrinal
non-acceptance of any kind of substantial self.” While other schools saw
Sutta references to the ‘person’ as merely a conventional way of referring to
the collection of khandhas, which were empty of any Self-essence, they saw
the ‘person’ as being just as real as the khandhas: a kind of subtle Self which,
being an organic whole that included them, was neither the same as nor
distinct from them. Over time, it was neither identical nor different, neither
eternal nor non-eternal. Though criticized by all other Buddhist schools,
the Pudgalavadins were quite successful, and in the seventh century ck,
under the patronage of the emperor Harsa, a quarter of Indian monks
belonged to their school. Notable fraternities that followed the
Pudgalavadin line were the Vatsiputriyas and the Sammatiyas. They later
died out, however, and only a few short texts of theirs survive.

The Sarvastivadins, or ‘Pan-realists’,® became the dominant school in
north India, especially in the north-west under the patronage of Kaniska I,
who ruled in the late first or early second century ck. From here, they
became influential in Central Asia, on the route to China. Their canonical
Abhidharma survives in Chinese translation. They became known for their
view that not only present dharmas exist, but also past and future ones.
They argued that knowledge of past and future must have objects which
are existent, and that the past dbarmas must exist in order to explain
how past karma affects the present. They also saw positive and negative
dispositions as existent even when their conscious expressions were absent.
Their opponents argued that only present dharmas exist, and that the
effect-producing impetus of past karma continues in the present. The
Sarvastivadins held that past and future dbarmas differ from things which
are pure illusions, and from conceptual labels for groups of dharmas, in that
they each have a specific ‘own-nature’ (Skt svabhiva), a unique defining
characteristic that is intrinsic to it and is present whenever, and however, it
exists (Williams, 2009: 68). There was a related tendency to reify them as
fundamental and indivisible ultimate realities. They were seen as primary

¢ For the name of a school, -vada is used, and -vadin for a follower of one. For an overview of the carly
schools, see: Berkwitz, 2010: 51-61.

7" BS1.192~7; Conze, 1967: 123-30; Cousins, 1994; Harvey, 1995a: 34—8; Williams and Tribe, 2000: 124-8.

8 Bastow, 1995; Conze, 1967: 137—41; Gethin, 1998: 220-1; Willemen ez 4/., 1998; Williams and Tribe,
2000: 113-18; £B.3.6.2.
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existents (dravya-sat), while everyday realities such as trees and people were
seen as ‘secondary’, ‘conceptual’ ones (prajiapti-saz). For example, the only
reality that a ‘person’ has is that of the cluster of dharmas that the conceptual
label ‘person’ applies to. Moreover, that which binds dharmas together in a
‘person’ was itself a dharma, known as prapti, or ‘possession’.

Among those who were ordained in the Sarvastivada fraternity, some
were critical of its Abhidharma ideas, and looked to the Sitras (Pali Sutta) in
support of their own interpretations. Those with this critical perspective,
which may have also been shared by some from other fraternities, were
known as Sautrantikas.” They argued that many of the dharmas of the
Sarvastivadins were not separate ultimate realities, and that the idea of them
somehow existing in the past, present and future made them virtually
permanent and independent things: more with an inherent ‘own-existence’
than just ‘own-nature’. Sautrantikas developed theories of their own, but
regarded these as provisional explanatory devices, rather than as descriptions
of the ultimate nature of things. One such notion was that, while there was
no ultimate reality ‘possession’, the fact that individuals had or lacked
certain dispositions could be explained by saying that their body—mind
complex contained certain ‘seeds’, or tendencies.

A council was held in around 100 cE, under Kaniska I, and the
Sarvastivadins claimed that this was to decide between different interpreta-
tions of their Abhidharma. The second century then saw the production of
the Mahavibhisi which, in the form of a commentary on the first book of
their Abhidharma, the Jiina-prasthina, discussed different interpretations.
In general, it supported the views of Vasumitra, who held that conditioned
dhbarmas simply move from a ‘future’ state, to a momentary manifestation in
the ‘present’, when they carry out the characteristic activity of the relevant
dharma, to a ‘past’ state. Past and future dharmas exist in a non-active way.
In all this, their inner nature does not change. The orthodox Sarvastivadins
took their stand on the Mahivibhisi, and so were often known as
Vaibhasikas. In the fourth century, a masterly survey of their thought was
elaborated by Vasubandhu in his Abhidharma-kosa (Berkwitz, 2010: 109—
11). He then produced a commentary on this, the Abhidharma-kosa-bhisya
(AKB.), in which the Abhidharma-kosa itself is embedded, which included a
critique of aspects of it that drew on some Sautrantika ideas. His initial
work, however, remained the classic statement of Abhidharma in north
India. Included in it were certain speculations on the meaning of a Buddha’s

 Conze, 1967: 141-3; Gethin, 1998: 221—2; Williams and Tribe, 2000: 118—22.
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‘Dharma-body’ (see p. 167), seeing it as a term for both the powers, abilities
and perfections developed by a Buddha, and his purified inner nature.

While the Sarvastivadins were not much represented in south India, this
was an area where the Vibhajyavadins, or ‘Distinctionists’, were strong.
Cousins comments that they: ‘were the school predominant in Ceylon
and Gandhara [north-west] at an early date, as well as being present, if
not predominant, in other parts of Central Asia, China, South India and
South-east Asia by around the third century ck at the latest. No other
school had a comparable spread at this date’ (2001: 169). This school of
thought was followed by the ancestors of four of the fraternities active in
the early centuries ce (Cousins, 2001: 132): (i) the Dharmaguptakas (Pali
Dhammaguttikas), who came to be located mainly in the north-west of the
Indian sub-continent and on the trade routes to China (and whose Vinaya is
still used in China); (ii) the Kasyapiyas (Pali Kassapiyas), probably in the
same area; (iii) the Mahi$asakas (Pali Mahimsasakas), there and in part of
mainland India; (iv) the Tamraparniyas (Pali Tambapanniyas), ‘those from
the island of Lanka’, who were strongly established in Ceylon™ but also
active in the Andhra region (south-east) and other parts of south India. The
latter were later called the Theravada, Pali for ‘school of the Elders’; by
implication, the Elders (Pali 7hera, Skt Sthavira) of the first schism. The
Theravada survived in south India till the seventeenth century, and then
withdrew to its base in Ceylon. All other pre-Mahayana schools of thought
eventually died out in India, though certain ones were studied by some of
the Mahayanists of Northern and Eastern Buddhism. In Japan, the small
Kusha school still exists, based on study of the Abhidharma-kosa.

The Theravada tradition holds that, during the reign of the emperor
Asoka, a council was held at Pataliputta in around 250 BCE, at the end of
which Tissa Moggaliputta composed the Kathivatthu (Kvu), a ‘Book
of Discourses’ arguing against the views of other schools. This work, the
fifth book of the Vibhajyavada/Theravada Abhidhamma, was probably
added to in the subsequent two centuries. The Vibhajyavadins distin-
guished between the real existence of present dhammas, and non-existent
past or future ones (e.g. Kvu.1.6-8), and largely resisted the tendency to reify
dhammas, retaining the older, more experiential understanding of their
nature. They insisted on the uniqueness of Nirvina as the sole uncondi-
tioned dhamma. The Sarvastivadins also included space in this category, and
somewhat devalued Nirvina by making it simply one among many timeless
metaphysical realities. The Vibhajyavadin view (e.g. at Kvu.v1.1—6, X1X.3—5)

*© Now known, as a state, as Sri Lanka.
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is that, as the unconditioned is beyond space and time, it cannot have any

divisions within it.

Another of their characteristic doctrines is that, at stream-entry, insight
into the four True Realities for the Spiritually Ennobled does not come
gradually, in a series of separate thought-moments (as the Sarvastivadins
held), but simultaneously, in one thought moment (Kvu.11.9;
Patis.11.105-6). As the first reality is dukkha, and the third is the stopping
of dukkha, or Nirvina, this view might be seen to imply that the condi-
tioned world of dukkha is not ultimately different from unconditioned
Nirvapa. As unconditioned, Nirvina can have no spatial or temporal
relationship to anything, even by negation: no place or time can be nearer
to or further from it. It is not separate from the conditioned world, but is, as
it were, always available to be experienced. As it is also the stopping of
conditioned dhammas, this seems to imply that, ultimately, these are not
fundamentally real. This connects with some of the things said of the
‘signless’ concentration (see pp. 80-1).

An important idea in this period was that of the three ‘gateways to
liberation (vimokha-mukha, Skt vimoksa-mukha; Conze, 1967: s9—71): the
‘signless’ (animitta, Skt animitta), the ‘aim-free’ (appanibita, Skt apranihita)
and ‘the empty’ (sunrata) or ‘emptiness’ (Skt sinyatd). These are referred
to in the Abhidharma-kosa-bhisya (e.g. AKB.vi.23e—26d), and in the
Patisambhbidimagga, an early Vibhajyavadin systematizing text contained
in the Pali Canon. The latter explains that insight into phenomena as
impermanent leads to the first gateway, insight into phenomena as dukkha
leads to the second, and insight into phenomena as non-Self, or empty of
Self or what pertains to Self, leads to the third (Pazis.i1.58). The three
liberations know Nirvana under three aspects, as:

e The ‘signless’ as it is devoid of signs indicative of anything graspable; it is
the profound realm which is beyond all particular, limited, conditioned
phenomena, which are all subject to constant change: in the signless
liberation, constructed phenomena are seen as ‘limited and circum-
scribed’ (Patis.11.48) by their ephemeral nature.

e The ‘aim-free’ as it lies beyond goal-directedness concerning conditioned
phenomena, which are all dukkha, so that there is a profound letting go.

e The ‘empty’ as it is an open spaciousness beyond concepts, being known
in this aspect by deep insight into everything as non-Self, which is utterly
free of all ‘settling on’ of phenomena as ‘Self’, T, ‘mine’ or ‘permanent’,
etc. (Patis.1.67-8). Nirvana is void of any ground for notions of T —
these can only arise from grasping at the kbandhas — and is empty of
attachment, hatred and delusion.
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The discussion of various ways in which something can be ‘empty/an empty
thing (sunniam)’ at Patis.11.177-83 shows that anything’s lacking something is
its being ‘empty’ of it, whether it is phenomena’s lack of Self or permanence,
or renunciation’s lack of sensual desire. But NVirvina, the ‘supreme empty
thing’, is that which lacks conditioned states or craving. If x is seen as empty of
y, then the term ‘su7i7ia’ as an adjective refers to X’s quality of lackingy, and as a
noun can refer to x izself, as the thing that lacks y. This distinction is relevant to
some of the later Mahayana uses of the term ‘emptiness’ (siznyaza).

The notion of svabhdiva (Pali sabhiva) does occur in the Vibhajyavada/
Theravada as well as Sarvastivada tradition, but in a different sense than
there: as simply ‘own-nature’ rather than as also an implied ‘own-existence’.
The Atthasalini, the commentary on the first book of the Abhidhamma,
explains dhammas thus: “They are dhammas because they uphold their own
own-nature. They are dhammas because they are upheld by conditions or
they are upheld according to their own-nature’ (Asl.39). Here ‘own-nature’
would appear to mean a characteristic nature, which is not something
inherent in a dhamma as a separate ultimate reality, but arises due to the
supporting conditions of both other dhammas and previous occurrences of
that dhamma. This is of significance as it makes the Mahayana critique of
the Sarvastivadin’s notion of svabhiva largely irrelevant to the Theravada.

The Vibhajyavadins argued against the view, held by the Sarvastivadins
and Pudgalavadins, that some Arahats could regress from their state after
temporarily attaining it (Kvu.1.2). For the Vibhajyavadins, such a person
was not yet a true Arahat. They also argued against related points which
became known as the ‘five points of Mahadeva’ (Cousins, 1991), the earliest
reference to which is in their Kathivarthu (11.1—s). The first point is that,
even though all Arahats are free of sensual desire, a Mara god can cause the
bodies of some male Arahats to emit semen when asleep; those with full
mastery of meditative accomplishments are immune from this. The second
point is that, as an Arahar may be ignorant of matters such as a person’s
name, he may lack a certain kind of 72dna (Skt jiana), or insight. In their
original form, in which the present fifth point was probably replaced by the
idea that some Arahats could regress, the ‘five points’ were probably
Abhidhamma debating points, used to sharpen up people’s understanding
of certain issues and distinctions. They may well originally have been
propounded by the Sarvastivada school.

The monastic traditions of all surviving forms of Buddhism go back to
fraternities descended from the Sthaviras of the first schism, which means
that much less is known of the Mahasamghika ones (Williams and Tribe,
2000: 128-30). The doctrines ascribed to them by others are described in
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relatively late texts, of the early centuries cE. These broadly differentiate a
northern and southern branch, the Ekavyavaharika and Caitiya fraternities
(which perhaps divided in the second century Bck). Whoever originated
the ‘five points of Mahadeva’, they became associated with the
‘Mahasamghikas’, or more specifically with the Caitiya branch. This may
have been originated by the monk Mahadeva, who seems to have pro-
pounded a new formulation of the points. Some scholars have held that
Mahadeva’s points imply a ‘downgrading’ of an Arahat relative to a perfect
Buddha. This seems to be incorrect, however. Only a slight ‘downgrading’
is implied, and this applies to one kind of Arahat relative to another. The
first kind has only a limited attainment of the meditative state of jhina (Skt
dhyana), and lacks the higher knowledges which can be developed using
these as a basis. The second has these higher knowledges, and can use them
so as to be ‘skilled in the states of others™ he knows the inner states and
needs of others, and can use this knowledge in compassionately helping
them. Mahadeva’s points are thus associated with an increased emphasis on
altruistic action, as became central to the Mahayana.

As regards actual Mahasamghika texts, some of their Sizra collection and
all of their Vinaya survive in Chinese translation. In a language approximat-
ing to Sanskrit, there survives a text known as the Mahavastu(-avadaina),
which purports to be a Vinaya work. It describes itself as a work of the
Lokottaravada, or “Transcendentalist’ school, which is probably the same as
the Ekavyavaharikas or ‘One-utterancers’. The latter held that a// the utter-
ances of the Buddha were concerned with what was transcendent
(cf. EB.3.6.3). The Mahavastu (Mus.) grew over a number of centuries,
perhaps beginning in the late second century Bce. While its outlook has
often been seen as foreshadowing certain Mahayana ideas, it has itself been
shown to incorporate whole passages from early Mahayana scriptures, and
may have been influenced by Mahayana concepts up to as late as the fifth
century CE. It sees Gautama as ‘transcendental’ even before his
Buddhahood. He leaves the Tusita heaven in a mind-created body to
bestow his blessings on the world (see p. 15), and though highly spiritually
developed, he pretends to start from the beginning, making ‘mistakes’ such
as asceticism (Mus.1.169—70). As a Buddha, he is an omniscient being who is
ever in meditation. No dust sticks to his feet, and he is never tired. He eats
out of mere conformity with the world, and so as to give others a chance to
do karmically fruitful actions by giving him alms food. For such a world-
transcending being, it was felt that all incidents in his life must have
occurred for a special reason. The Mahdvastu thus gives much attention
to the Buddha’s biography, and also includes many Jiraka tales. In
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examining his development to Buddhahood, a series of ten stages of the
Bodpisattva (Pali Bodbisatta) career were outlined. This idea was also
important in the Mahayana, though the details are different. Unlike the
Mahayana, the Transcendentalists still saw the goal for most people as
Arahatship, the way of the Bodhisattva being for extraordinary individuals.

THE THREE ASPIRATIONS, JATAKAS AND AVADANAS

Among the early schools, one of three kinds of aspiration came to
be espoused by dedicated practitioners. These were to aim to become
awakened as a sdvaka-buddha (Skt sravaka-buddha), a pacceka-buddha (Skt
pratyeka-buddha) or a samma-sambuddha (Skt samyak-sambuddha) (Gethin,
1998: 32—4). The first is an ‘awakened disciple’: an Arabat, one liberated
by practising under the guidance of a perfect Buddha such as Gotama;
this attainment might be in this or a future life. The second is a ‘solitary
awakened one’, someone who attains awakening by their own efforts, often
by practising in the forest (Ray, 1994: 213—50), in a phase of history when the
teachings of a perfect Buddha are unavailable, and teaches others only in a
minimal way. The term may have originally been pacceya-buddha, meaning
‘one awakened by a cause’, such as insight into the limited nature of
conditioned reality coming from seeing a withered leaf fall (Harvey,
2007d: 600a—602b). Their insight is seen as greater than that of an
Arahat. The third kind of buddha is the ‘pertectly and completely awakened
one’, usually referred to simply as Buddhas or perfect Buddhas. These are
beings who have the ability to rediscover the Dhamma when it has become
lost to human society, and teach it in many skilful ways, to the benefit of
many others (see pp. 15, 30). The first aspiration was the most common in
the early schools, but a few aspired to, and took vows to attain, the higher
goals, which were seen to take many more lives to attain (Harvey, 2007d:
83a—87b; Ratnayaka, 1985). All three goals were seen to require the develop-
ment of certain moral and spiritual perfections (pdrami, Skt paramita),
respectively to an ordinary, higher or supreme level (Bodhi, 1996).

These perfections were particularly associated with the Bodhisatta, en-
abling him to become a perfect Buddha. They were seen as illustrated in the
Jatakas, or ‘Birth Stories’ (/az.), which told of the (usually) great deeds, in
past lives of the being that was to become the Buddha Gotama (Appleton,
2010). Each such story tells of a life when, as a human, animal or god, he did
some inspiring deed of generosity, kindness or wisdom, or facilitated these
in others. At the end of each story, key characters are identified with the
Buddha or his key disciples or relatives. The verses are canonical, but in
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general only make sense in the context of the commentarial narrative in
which they are embedded.

While the Jarakas helped inspire people to emulate the Buddha, the
Avadinas or ‘Stories of Actions and Their Results’ emphasized the power
of devotion to him (BP.11). These developed from the second century BCE.
They include the Apadina, of the Pali Canon, the Sarvastivadin
Avadinasataka (BS2.17) and Divyavadina (Rotman, 2008), and the
Lokottaravadin Mahdvastu-avadina. These give stories on past lives of
Arahats and the Buddha, emphasizing the powerful spiritual benefit of
having done service (adhikira) to past Buddhas or their relics. Buddhas
and their relics were seen as potent ‘fields of karmic fruitfulness’ (see p. 44),
such that an act of devotion to them could generate a huge amount of good
karma. Moreover, making a connection to a Buddha in this way was seen
as a crucial prerequisite for future awakening. A related idea is that of
the Buddha-field (Skt Buddha-ksetra, Pali Buddha-khetta), a Buddha’s
domain or sphere of influence, and these came to be seen in some schools
as countless in number, spread among the even greater number of world-
systems in the universe (Muwsi.121—s5). As later expressed in the
Visuddhimagga of Buddhaghosa (Vism.414 (BTTA.120)), our Buddha has
a threefold Buddha-field: that of his birth — the ten thousand world-systems
that shook at his birth and later significant events in his life; that of his
authority — the hundred thousand million world-systems where certain
parittas, or protective chants (see pp. 249—50) have power; that of his
knowledge, which is immeasurable.

EMPEROR ASOKA AND BUDDHISM

During the reign of the emperor Asoka (Skt Asoka, ¢. 268—239 BCE),
Buddhism spread more widely, reaching most of the Indian sub-continent,
and also beyond, thus becoming a ‘world religion’. The Magadhan empire
which Asoka inherited included most of modern India except the far south:
the largest in the sub-continent until its conquest by the British. Asoka
adopted the social ethic of Buddhism as the guiding principle of his rule,
and has been seen by Buddhists as the model of a compassionate Buddhist
ruler. The most important sources for our knowledge of him are his
numerous edicts, as promulgated on rocks and stone pillars in a variety of
languages.”

" EB.2.6.3; BT.51—4; Dhammika, 1993; Nikam and McKeon, 1959.
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The Buddha seems to have had a liking for the semi-democratic republics
of his day, but he was aware of the rising power of kingdoms. His ideals
of kingship came from (i) his view that the first king in human society
was elected by his people so as to preserve social harmony (p. 38), and (ii) his
ideas on compassionate Cakkavattin rulers of the past, who ruled with great
concern for Dhamma, in the sense of morality and social justice (e.g.
D.11.58—9). At the start of his reign, Asoka seems to have been content to
carry on the policy of his forebears, which saw it as the duty of a ruler to
expand his realm by force, according to a ‘might is right' philosophy.”
While Asoka had already become a nominal Buddhist in around 260 BCE,
the full implications of his new faith do not seem to have hit home until
after his bloody conquest of the Kalinga region, in the following year. In an
edict after this episode, he evinced great remorse at the carnage he had caused,
and expressed the desire to govern, please and protect his subjects according
to Dhamma. He now felt that it was his duty to improve the quality of his
subjects’ lives, so as to provide a sound framework for their following a moral
and religious way of life, Buddhist or otherwise. He inaugurated public
works, such as wells and rest-houses for travellers, supported medical aid for
humans and animals, and gave aid for the fostering of such measures in
regions beyond his empire. Dhamma-officials were appointed to encourage
virtue, look after old people and orphans, and ensure equal judicial standards
throughout the empire. While Asoka retained some judicial beatings, he
abolished torture and, perhaps, the death penalty (Norman, 1975). Released
prisoners were given some short-term financial help, and encouraged to
generate karmic fruitfulness for their future lives.

Asoka’s concern for the moral improvement of his people was partly
expressed in legislation, but more often in attempts to persuade people to
live a better life. A prime value encouraged in his edicts was ahimsa, or ‘non-
injury’: a key emphasis of both Buddhism and other Indian traditions.
While he kept his army as a deterrent to invasion, Asoka gave up conquest.
Hunting trips, the sport of kings, were replaced by pilgrimages to sites
associated with the Buddha (£B.1.2). In time, the large royal household
became completely vegetarian. Brahmanical animal sacrifice was banned in
the capital, and a wide range of non-food animals, birds and fishes were
protected. Generosity towards Samanas, Brahmins and the aged was urged.
Respect for these and parents, good behaviour towards friends and relatives,

' Spelt out in the Brahmanical Artha Séstra of Kaugilya, of around 300 BCE. Later legends, in such texts
as the Asokdvadina (Strong, 2008), portray Asoka turning from an early ‘black’ period to a later ‘white’
one, under the influence of Buddhism.



102 An Introduction to Buddhism: Teachings, History and Practices

and good treatment of servants was praised. Mercy, truthfulness, sexual
purity, gentleness and contentment were recommended. The lay-
orientation of Asoka’s values is shown by the fact that the edicts refer to a
harmonious society and heavenly rebirth as the goal of a good life lived
according to Dhamma, making no mention of Nirvana (Basham, 1982).

Asoka gave Buddhism a central place in his empire, just as the Roman
emperor Constantine (ruled 306—37 ck) did for Christianity. Nevertheless,
he supported not only Buddhist monks and nuns, but also Brahmins, Jain
wanderers, and Ajivika ascetics, in accordance with a pattern that later
Buddhist and Hindu rulers also followed. At a time when different religions
were in competition for converts, he urged mutual respect and tolerance.
He saw all religious traditions as contributing in some way to spiritual
development, and his twelfth rock edict holds that a common basis for
religions is that praising one’s own tradition and criticizing others should be
held in check: for religious wrangling brings harm both to one’s own and
others’ religions, while mutual respect strengthens both (Nikam and
McKeon, 1959: s1—2). Though the Theravada and Sarvastivada schools
both claim a special association with Asoka, he was probably not partial
to any one Buddhist school, and he discouraged schism. He was, however,
interested in the purity of the Sazigha, and may have assisted in the purging
of lax monks.

In his pilgrimages to Buddhist sites, Asoka erected shrines and memorial
pillars. According to later legendary accounts, he also opened up the original
ten Stipas and distributed their relics in many new ones throughout India,
thus helping to popularize the cult of devotion at Szizpas. During his reign,
Buddhist missionary activity was considerable. Theravadin sources record
that the monk Tissa Moggaliputta sent out parties of monks to a number of
‘border areas’. Asokan edicts also record that the emperor sent out embassies
to a number of foreign lands; for he wished to spread the ideals he followed:
a ‘conquest by Dhamma’ rather than a military conquest. To the north-
west, embassies were sent as far as Syria, Egypt and Macedonia, though
there is no record of their having arrived there. To the east, they went to
‘Suvanna-bhami’, probably the Mon country of lower Burma or central
Thailand. To the south, they went to south Indian kingdoms and also to the
island of Ceylon. The relationship between the missions and the embassies
is not clear, but monks could well have accompanied the embassies, and
there was clearly co-operation in the case of Ceylon. Here, in around 250
BCE, a mission headed by Asoka’s own son, the Arahar monk Mahinda
(EB.6.1.1), was very successful in implanting what was to become known as

the Theravada form of Buddhism.
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DEVOTION AND SYMBOLISM IN EARLY BUDDHISM °

Asoka’s espousal of Buddhism helped it to develop as a popular religion.
The faith-orientated developments that this involved were a complement to
the wisdom-orientation expressed in the works of Abhidhamma. One can
see these as having appealed, respectively, to the kinds of people who might
become faith-followers and Dhamma-followers (see p. 85). Prior to the
popularization of the S#ipa-cult,' it is probable that the main focus of
devotion was the tree under which the Buddha attained awakening, and
others grown from its cuttings or seeds. These became known as Bodhi, or
‘Awakening’ trees, and were greatly revered, both as reminders of the
Buddha’s awakening and as tangible links with his great spiritual powers.
Building on pre-Buddhist tree-worship, devotion at such a tree was
expressed by making offerings such as flowers at an altar at its base, by
tying pennants to it, and watering it. Clockwise circumambulation was also
performed, an act which signified that what was walked around symbolized
something ideally at the centre of a person’s life.

The Buddhist Szizpa probably developed from pre-Buddhist burial
mounds for kings, heroes and saints, which go back into prehistory in
many cultures. They became important in Buddhism due to the holy relics
(Pali sarira, Skt sarira) they contained, their symbolizing the Buddha and
his parinirvana (passing into final Virvina at death), and in some cases their
location at significant sites. Relics (see p. 27) were an important focus of
devotion in early Buddhism, and have remained so since then (Harvey,
2007d: 133a—137b; Strong, 2004). The importance of devotion to them was
emphasized in the Avadinas. Relics placed in Stipas are said to have been
those of Gotama, Arahars and even of past Buddhas. Having been part of
the body of an awakened being, they were considered to have been infused
with something of the power-for-goodness of an awakened mind, and to
bring blessings to those who expressed devotion in their vicinity. Where
funerary relics could not be found, hair or possessions of holy beings, copies
of bodily relics or possessions, or Buddhist texts came to be used in their
place (BP.28).

The best-preserved ancient Buddhist Stizpa, dating from the first century
CE in its present form, is at Sanci in central India (see Figure 1, and Bechert
and Gombrich, 1984: 64—s5). It was built over a Stizpa dating from the third

% On early Buddhist symbols, see Berkwitz, 2010: 2732, Harvey, 1990 and 2007d: 107a-116b. For an
overview of Buddhist art, see Fisher, 1993.
“ On which, see Ray, 1994: 324-57.
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Figure 1: Sanci Stapa.

century BCE, which may have been built or embellished by Asoka. The four
gateways, or foranas, place the Stipa symbolically at a crossroads, as the
Buddha had specified, perhaps to indicate the openness and universality of
the Dhamma. Carved reliefs on the gateways depict Jazaka tales, along with
symbolic indications of previous Buddhas and events in Gotama’s final life.
The circular vedika, or railing, marks off the site dedicated to the Stipa, and
encloses the first of two paths for circumambulation (pradaksina-patha).
The Stipa dome, referred to in early texts as the kumbha or ‘pot, is the
outermost container of the relics. It is associated with an Indian symbol
known as the ‘vase of plenty’, and symbolically acts as a reminder of an
enlightened being as ‘full” of uplifting Dhamma.

On top of the Sanci Stipa is a pole and discs, which represent ceremonial
parasols. As parasols were used as insignia of royalty in India, their inclusion
on Stipas can be seen as a way of symbolizing the spiritual sovereignty of the
Buddha. The kingly connection probably derives from the ancient custom
of rulers sitting under a sacred tree at the centre of a community to
administer justice, with mobile parasols later replacing such shading trees.
The parasol-structure on Stipas also seems to have symbolized the Buddhist
sacred tree, which in turn symbolized awakening. This is suggested by a
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second-century BCE stone relief of a Stizpa which shows it surmounted by a
tree with parasol-shaped leaves. The structure at the base of the pole and
discs has also been found, on a number of Szipas, to have resembled the
design of Bodpi-tree enclosures.

In later Stapas, the top part fused into a spire, and several platforms were
often added under the dome to elevate it in an honorific way. It then
became possible to see each layer of the structure as symbolizing a particular
set of spiritual qualities, such as the “four right efforts’ (see p. 83), with the
spire symbolizing the powers and knowledge of a Buddha. Szipas are now
often known by the term ‘Pagoda’, probably a corruption of Dagaba (‘relic-
container’), the term used in Sri Lanka, which derives from Pali dhitu-
gabbha, ‘container (of the Buddha)-elements’.

A notable feature of early representations of Gotama, even before his
awakening, is that he is only shown by symbols (Bechert and Gombrich,
1984: 19), such as a Dhamma-wheel above an empty throne with footprints
in front of it: a significant space suggesting the calm and stillness of the
Buddha’s mind, and Nirvina as the supreme ‘emptiness’. This must have
been due to the feeling that the profound nature of one nearing or having
attained Buddhahood could not be adequately represented by a human
form. Even contemporary Brahmanism only portrayed minor gods in non-
symbolic ways.

In time, the absence of the long-dead Buddha was keenly felt, and there
arose a need for a representation of him in human form to act as a more
personalized focus of devotion. The development of Buddha-images, in the
second century CE,” was preceded by the practice of visualizing the
Buddha’s form, as seen at Sn.1140—2, where a monk reverently keeps a
clear image of the Buddha in mind (Williams, 2009: 209—10). This was one
way to practise mindful recollection of the Buddha and his qualities (Pali
Buddhanussati, Skt Buddhanusmyti). The period when images developed
was also one in which a change in mood was affecting all Indian religions,
leading to the portrayal of the founder of Jainism, and of major Hindu gods,
as focuses of bhakti, or warm ‘loving devotion’. In Buddhism, this change
had also led to the compositions of more thorough sacred biographies of the
Buddha, and contributed to the origin of the Mahayana.

The craftsmen who made the first Buddha-images drew on the tradition
that Gotama had been born with the ‘thirty-two characteristics of a Great
Man’, which indicated that he would become either a Buddha or a
Cakkavattin. These bodily features are described as karmic results of specific

> EB.1.8 gives a late passage claiming that the first Buddha-image was made in the Buddha’s lifetime.
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spiritual perfections built up in past lives (D.111.142—78). The most obvious
one shown on Buddha-images is Gotama’s ‘turbaned-head” (Skt usnisa, Pali
unhisa), meaning that he had a head shaped like a royal turban, or that one
with spiritual vision could see a royal turban on his head. However inter-
preted, artistic portrayals first hid it under a top-knot of hair, and then
showed it as a protuberance on the top of the head. The Suzzas see it as a
result of previous moral and spiritual prominence; later texts see it as a kind
of ‘wisdom bump’ to accommodate a Buddha’s supreme wisdom. A feature
of Buddha-images not among the ‘characteristics’ is the elongated ear-lobes.
These signify Gotama’s ‘royal’ upbringing, when he wore heavy gold ear-
rings, and thus his renunciation of the option of political greatness. They
may also be seen as a common symbol for nobility of character, or indicative
of the Buddha’s ‘divine ear’, a meditation-based psychic ability.

Buddha-images seem to have been first produced within the empire of
Kaniska I, which was in the region of modern Afghanistan, Pakistan and
north-west India. This occurred at about the same time in Gandhara, a
western region in which the images were influenced by Hellenistic Greek
art, and in the Indian city of Mathura. While the early images were some-
what faltering as spiritual statements, in time the craftsmen were able to
express many spiritual qualities in stone. Early Buddha-images were also
made in Andhradesa, a region of south-east India which had Amaravati as its
capital. The earliest extant images from here were made about a century
after the carliest ones surviving from Mathura and Gandhara. They devel-
oped what became the standard way of showing the Buddha’s head and hair,
in which the usnisa, undisguised by a mound of hair, is clearly portrayed as
part of the head, and the whole scalp is covered in small snail-shell spirals of
hair, recalling one of the ‘thirty-two characteristics’, that of the body hair
curling in rings to the right. Later Buddha-images developed by an inter-
action of the three styles described above, and by sculptors improving their
art. It was in the Gupta period (320-540 cE) that the classical Buddha-
image was produced in India. A fine example of such an image is shown in
Plate 2. It has life, vigour and grace, and its features suggest joy, compassion,
wisdom, serenity and meditative concentration. It expresses qualities
attained by someone at the goal of Buddhism, and was intended to help
stimulate the growth of such qualities in one who contemplated it.

Images of the Buddha came to show him in a variety of positions — seated
cross-legged, standing, walking or lying down on his right side in sleep or on
his deathbed — and with a variety of hand-gestures, especially showing him
turning the Dhamma-wheel, reasoning, urging fearlessness, meditating or
touching the earth just before his awakening (see p. 21). These were to show
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Plate 2: An image from Sarnath, showing the Buddha making the gesture of ‘Setting in
motion the Dhamma-wheel’, symbolizing his first sermon (fifth or sixth century cE).
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him at different key events in his life, show different sides of his nature, and
of course to be focuses for inspiring devotion.

THE RISE OF THE MAHAYANA

The movement which became known as the Mahayana started to arise some
time between 150 BCE and 100 CE, as the culmination of various earlier
developments (Williams, 2009: 21-44). Its origin is not associated with any
named individual, nor was it uniquely linked to any early school or
fraternity, though it drew on both Mahasamghika and Sarvastivadin trends,
and its philosophical ideas in India both built on and critiqued Sarvastivada
Abhidharma, as a kind of ‘Sarvastivada-plus’. It may have arisen at around
the same time in the south-east and north-west. Reginald Ray suggests it
started among forest meditators of the south-east and was then taken up
especially in the north-west (1994: 251-92, 404~17). It had three main
ingredients: first, a wholehearted adoption of the Bodhisattva path, which
various early schools had outlined; secondly, a new cosmology arising from
visualization practices devoutly directed at the Buddha as a glorified, tran-
scendent being. These first two relate, respectively, to the concerns of the
Jatakas and Avadinas. Thirdly, a new perspective on Abhidharma, which
derived from meditative insight into the deep ‘emptiness’ of phenomena
(see p. 81) and led to a new philosophical outlook. These three ingredients
respectively emphasize compassion, faith and wisdom. There developed a
new orientation to traditional Buddhist teachings and an upsurge of novel
interpretations, whose gradual systematization established the Mahayana as
a movement with an identity of its own.

The Mahayana emerges into history as a loose confederation of groups,
each associated with one or more of a number of new Sitras (Pali Suttas).
These attained a written form, in Middle Indian dialects, very soon after
they were composed. Scribal amendments then gradually transformed their
language into ‘Buddhist Hybrid Sanskrit’, which approximated to classical
Sanskrit, the prestige language of India. The texts were often added to over
time, as seen by their different versions in Chinese translations, some of
which are earlier in form than surviving Sanskrit versions. As the ideas of the
different Sitras were drawn on, later Mahayanists integrated their ideas and
systematized them in various competing ways, depending on which text was
seen to contain the highest, fullest truth. This process continued in the
lands of Northern and Eastern Buddhism, which also took on differing
broad emphases of their own.
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Anyone accepting the new literature as genuine Sisras — authoritative
discourses of the Buddha — thereby belonged to the new movement. This
did not necessitate monks and nuns abandoning their old fraternities, as
they continued to follow the monastic discipline of the fraternities in which
they had been ordained. The Mahayanists remained a minority among
Indian Buddhists for some time, though in the seventh century, perhaps
half of the 200,000 or more monks counted by the Chinese pilgrim
Xuanzang (Hsiian-tsang) were Mahayanist (Williams, 2009: 44).

Traditionalists denied that the new literature was ‘the word of the
Buddha’ (Buddha-vacana), like the early Suttas. This early material did
include teachings and inspired utterances of the Buddha’s major disciples,
but these were accepted as ‘the word of the Buddha’ as he had agreed with
the teachings, or because of his general praise for such disciples. Even after
these were all dead, some remembered material was added to the Suzzas if it
harmonized well with the existing corpus in style and content. The new
Sitras were very different in style and tone, but were defended as ‘the word
of the Buddha’ through various devices.' First, they were seen as inspired
utterances coming from the Buddha, now seen as still contactable through
meditative visions and vivid dreams. Secondly, they were seen as the
products of the same kind of perfect wisdom which was the basis of the
Buddha’s own teaching of Dharma (Pali Dhamma) (Asta.4). Thirdly, in
later Mahayana, they were seen as teachings hidden by the Buddha in the
world of serpent-deities (4gas), until there were humans capable of seeing
the deeper implications of his message, who would recover the teachings by
means of meditative powers. Each explanation saw the Sisas as arising,
directly or indirectly, from meditative experiences. Nevertheless, they
take the form of dialogues between the ‘historical’ Buddha and his disciples
and gods.

The initial new Sisras were regarded as the second ‘turning of the
Dharma-wheel’ (see p. 24), a deeper level of teaching than the early
Suttas, with the Buddha’s Bodhisattva disciples portrayed as wiser than his
Arbat (Pali Arabat) disciples. Because of the liberating truth the Sizras were
seen to contain, there was said to be a huge amount of karmic fruitfulness in
copying them out, and disseminating, reciting, expounding, understanding,
practising and even ritually venerating them. Such claims suggest defensive-
ness on the part of a new, small movement trying to establish itself. Some of
the Mahayana Sisras may have been in part produced by the new breed of
charismatic Dharma-preachers who championed them (Kent, 1982). These

¢ McQueen, 1981 and 1982; Williams, 2009: 38—44.
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monks, and some laypeople, directed their preaching both within and
beyond the existing Buddhist community, to win converts. This they did
by extolling the virtues of perfect Buddhahood, so as to elicit a conversion
experience of profound psychological effect. This was the ‘arising of the
thought of awakening (bodhi-citta)’, the heartfelt aspiration to strive for full
Buddhahood, by means of the Bodhisattva path.

The new perspective on scriptural legitimacy led to the Mahayana having
an open, ongoing ‘revelation’, which produced a huge outpouring of new
Sutras in India in the period up to around 650 ck. These were composed
anonymously, often by a number of authors elaborating a basic text, to
produce works frequently running to hundreds of pages in length. In
contrast, the early Swztas are ninety-five printed pages long at most, and
often only run to a page or two. In certain early Suztas such as the Mahi-
samaya (D.11.253—62), the Buddha is a glorious spiritual being surrounded
by countless gods and hundreds of disciples. The Mahayana Sizras devel-
oped this style. In them, the Buddha uses hyperbolic language and paradox,
and makes known many heavenly Buddhas and high-level heavenly
Bodhisattvas, existing in many regions of the universe. A number of these
saviour beings, Buddhas and in time Bodbisattvas, became objects of
devotion and prayer, and greatly added to the appeal and missionary success

of the Mahayana.

The nature of the Mahayina and its attitude to earlier schools

At first, the new movement was called the Bodhisattva-yina, or (Spiritual)
Vehicle of the Bodpisattva’. This was in contradistinction to the ‘Vehicle of
the Disciple’ (Sravaka-yina) and ‘Vehicle of the Solitary Buddha’ (Pratyeka-
buddhba-yiana), which respectively aimed to become Arbats and Pratyeka-
buddhas (see p. 99). As the new movement responded to criticisms from
those who did not accept the new Sizras (BP.34), it increasingly stressed the
superiority of the Bodhisattva-yina, and referred to it as the Maha-yina: the
‘Great Vehicle’, or ‘Vehicle (Leading to) the Great’ (Williams, 2009: 267).
The other ‘vehicles’ were disparaged as being the ‘Inferior Vehicle’, or Hina-
yana (BS1.197—211, from the Lotus Sitra). The ‘greatness’ of the new vehicle
was seen to lie in three areas: its compassionate motivation, directed at the
salvation of countless beings; the profundity of the wisdom it cultivated;
and its superior goal, omniscient Buddhahood.

Prior to its first translation into Chinese in 286 CE, the Sétra known as
the Saddharma-pundarika, or ‘Lotus of the True Dharma’ (‘Lotus for short)
developed a perspective which, while hostile to the ‘Hinayana’, sought to
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portray it as incorporated in and completed by the Mahayana (Williams,
2009: 149—61). Chapter 2 of the Sizra achieves this accommodation by what
was to become a central Mahayana concept, that of updya-kausalya: skill
(kausalya) in means (updya), or skilful means. This built on the old ideas of
the Buddha’s adept teaching methods, in which he adapted the contents of
his teaching to the temperament and level of understanding of his audience.
This was by simply selecting his specific teaching from a harmonious body
of teachings. Now he was seen as having given different levels of teaching
which might actually appear as conflicting, for the ‘higher’ level required the
undoing of certain over-simplified lessons of the ‘lower’” level. While the
Buddha’s ultimate message was that // can become omniscient Buddhas,
this would have been too unbelievable and confusing to give as a prelimi-
nary teaching (B7.85—90). For the ‘ignorant with low dispositions’, he
therefore begins by teaching on the four True Realities for the Spiritually
Ennobled, setting out the goal as attaining NVirvina by becoming an Arbat.
The Arhat is seen as still having a subtle pride, and as lacking in compassion
in his hope of escaping the round of rebirths, thus leaving unenlightened
beings to fend for themselves. For those who were prepared to listen further,
the Buddha then teaches that the true Nirvina is attained at Buddhahood,
and that all can attain this, even the Arhars, who currently think that they
have already reached the goal. The Buddha has just ‘one vehicle’ (eka-yana),
the all-inclusive Buddha-vehicle, but he uses his ‘skilful means’ to show this
by means of three: the vehicles of the Disciple, Solitary Buddha, and
Bodpisattva. He holds out to people whichever of them corresponds to
their inclinations and aspirations, but once he has got them to develop
spiritually, he gives them all the supreme Buddha-vehicle (£B.4.1). As the
Bodpisattva path leads to Buddhahood, it seems hard to differentiate the
Bodpisattva and Buddha-vehicles. Not all Mahayana Sizras follow this ‘one
vehicle’ perspective; indeed most, such as the Ugrapariprecha (Nattier,
2003), follow a ‘three vehicle’ (#7i-yana) one in which Arhats do not develop
further. Others, such as the Astsabasrika Prajndparamiti, emphasize the
importance of Bodhisattvas not falling back so as to seek the lesser goal of
Arhatship.

According to the standards of Arhatship preserved by schools such as the
Theravada, the charge that the Arhar is proud and selfish is absurd. By
definition, he or she is one who has finally destroyed the ‘I am’ conceit, the
root of all egoism and selfishness. He is also described as imbued with
lovingkindness and as compassionately teaching others. The Theravada still
acknowledges that the long path to Buddhahood, over many many lives, is
the loftiest practice, as it aims at the salvation of countless beings (Visn.13).
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Hence the late fourteenth-century Dasa-bodhisatt uppattikatha, or ‘Account
of the Arising of Ten Bodhisattvas’, talks in glowing terms of Metteyya and
nine following Bodpisattvas. Nevertheless, while the Bodbisattva path has
been and is practised by a few Theravadins (often laypeople), it is seen as a
way for the heroic few only. Most, though, have gratefully made use of
Gotama Buddha’s teachings so as to move towards Arhatship, whether this
be attained in the present life or a future one.

The Mahayana, though, urged as many men and women as possible to
join the heroic few treading the demanding Bodhisattva path. Even so, the
stereotype of the Mahayana as being more open to lay aspirations does not
seem straightforwardly applicable to the early Mahayana (Berkwitz, 2010:
71—s5). In early Chinese translations of Mahayana texts, the lay Bodhisattva is
expected to live a life free of attachment to family, and to aim to ordain as
soon as possible (Harrison, 1987; BS2.29). In much of this, he is akin to the
ideal devout lay disciple in the Pali Suzzas (e.g. A.1v.208—21). He might
reach an advanced spiritual stage, but so might a layperson in the Theravada
tradition, say. Nevertheless, lay practitioners do play a prominent part in
several important Mahayana Sisras, such as the Vimalakirti-nirdesa."”

The call to the Bodhisattva path was inspired by the vision that the huge
universe will always be in need of perfect Buddhas. The person entering this
path aspired to be a compassionate, self-sacrificing hero (Nattier, 2003). His
path would be long, as he would need to build up moral and spiritual
perfections not only for his own exalted state of Buddhahood, but also so as
to be able to aid others altruistically by teaching, good deeds, transference of
karmic fruitfulness and offering response to prayers. While compassion
had always been an important part of the Buddhist path (see pp. 24, 83),
it was now more strongly emphasized, as the motivating factor for the whole
Bodpisattva path.

Opver the centuries, many monks studied and practised according to both
the Sravakayana and Mahayana; not infrequently, both were present in the
same monastery. The Chinese, in fact, did not come to clearly differentiate
the Mahayana as a separate movement until late in the fourth century.
Moreover, in Eastern and Northern Buddhism, the term ‘Hinayana’ came
to be mostly used to refer to the lower level of spiritual motivation and
practice which prepared for the Mahayana level. It is in any case a mistake to
equate the ‘Hinayana’ with the Theravada fraternity, both because the term
is a disparaging one not accepted by Theravadins, and also because it was
used to refer to any person who did not accept the Mahayana Suzras as

7 Lamotte, 1976; BT.271-6; EB.4.4.4.
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authoritative. Such persons could come from any of the ordination frater-
nities, while perhaps living with others who did accept these new Szzras to
some extent. Moreover, these fraternities also included a Bodhisattva path,
so it is incorrect to see them as purely Sravakayina in nature. That said,
those Theravadins who were resistant to accepting the new, Mahayana
Sitras in time became the dominant voice in their tradition.

In talking of those Buddhists who did not accept the Mahayana Suzras,
one is faced with the problem of finding a convenient label for them. The
pejorative term ‘Hinayana’ is inappropriate (Katz, 1980), and the term
‘Theravada’ refers to only one of the traditions which originated prior to
the rise of the Mahayana movement, and whose members were critical of
the new texts to some degree. ‘Srévakayéna’ is a useful term, though one
must remember that fraternities which were mainly Sravakayina in orien-
tation also contained some who took the Bodhisattva path, either set within
a doctrinal context that did not include ideas from the new Sizras, or who
used these texts and their ideas. So fraternities ‘which emphasized the
Sravakayina’ is better. Some use the term ‘Mainstream’ Buddhism to
denote non-Mahayanists (Williams and Tribe, 2000: 255-6; EB.88—9);
but while the Mahayanists were not the ‘mainstream’ in India, they became
the ‘mainstream’ in places such as Tibet, China and Japan.

One thing is clear, though: one cannot understand the Mahayana in
isolation from what came before it. One also needs to understand
Mahayana rhetoric and self-justification in its context so as to be wary of
over-generalizations based on it, and beware of imposing either Western
notions of religious differences, or ideals of twentieth-century lay-orientated
Japanese Buddhism, onto early Indian Buddhism. The broad Mahayana
movement originated gradually, unlike the Protestant Reformation, and it
was not lay-led, as Japanese scholars have sometimes argued.



CHAPTER §

Mabhayana Philosophies: The Varieties of Emptiness

The Mahayana kind of motivation, of compassionately aspiring for perfect
Buddhahood, is typically set within a framework of Mahayana doctrine.
One should not forget, however, that such motivation has also existed in a
minority of those whose doctrinal framework has been that of one of the
early schools, such as the Theravada. There are also those whose doctrinal
context is Mahayana, but who aim for worldly protection, or a good rebirth,
or their own liberation, so as to not (yet) have a motivation-level that is
Mahayana.

The Mahayana doctrinal perspective is expressed in both S#zras and a
number of Sistras, ‘treatises’” written by named authors. These systemati-
cally present the outlook of particular Mahayana schools, based on the
Sutras, logic and meditational experience. Each school is associated with a
particular group of Suzras, whose meaning it sees as fully explicit (nizirtha);
other Sizras may be regarded as in need of interpretation (neyirtha). In
India, the Mahayana developed two main philosophical schools: the
Madhyamika, and later the Yogacara. Both have been key influences on
Northern and Eastern Buddhism.

THE PERFECTION OF WISDOM LITERATURE
AND THE MADHYAMIKA SCHOOL

Sources and writers

The Madhyamika school was also known as the Sinyati-vada, the
‘Emptiness Teaching’, for its key concept is that of ‘emptiness’, also central
to the Prajad-piramitd, or ‘Perfection of Wisdom’ Surras (BTTA.141-8).
Among these is the oldest extant Mahayana text, the Aszasabasrika (Asta.), or
‘8,000 Verse’ Perfection of Wisdom Sizra. Originating in the first centuries
BCE and CE, its contents were expanded, in the period to 300 CE, to form
works of 18,000, 25,000 (Panca.) and 100,000 verses. Short versions were
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also composed. The 300 verse Vajracchedika (Ve. (BS1.164-8; BS2.51)), or
‘Diamond-cutter’ may date from 300 to 500 CE, though in some form may
have existed in the early phase of this literature. The one-page Hrdaya, or
‘Heart’ Perfection of Wisdom Sizra" dates from after 300. Jan Nattier” has
argued that it was composed in China as a condensation of ideas in the
100,000 verse version, then introduced into India, perhaps by the pilgrim-
monk Xuanzang, and translated into Sanskrit, as Indian Mahayanists
recognized its great merits. The 300 to 500 CE period also saw the compo-
sition of the Abhisamaydlamkaira, attributed to the Bodbisattva Maitreya, an
exegetical work much used in Tibet.

The Madhyamika school was founded by Nagarjuna (c. 150250 CE), a
south Indian monk, philosopher and mystic. The school’s foundation-
document is his (Miila)-madhyamaka-karika, ‘Verses on the (Fundamentals
of ) the Middle Way’ (Mmk.). This argues for what Nagarjuna sees as the true
‘Middle Way’ of the Buddha (see p. 69), seeking to convince those not
accepting the Mahayana Si#ras that the early scriptures, properly understood,
lead to seeing that everything is ‘empty’ of both inherent, independent
existence and inherent nature (an essence) (Westerhoff, 2009). Many other
works are attributed to Nagarjuna, though several were probably by later
writers of the same name. Among the more reliable attributions (Williams,
2009: 64—s) is the Vigraha-vyavartani, ‘Averting the Arguments’ (Vigv.),
which critiques objections to his ideas. While his outlook seems close to
that of the Perfection of Wisdom Sz#ras, he does not quote from them or
refer to the ‘Mahayana’ or Bodhisattva’in the Madhyamaka-kirika. It was left
to his other works, if authentic, or his key disciples, Aryadeva (BP.32) and
Naga, to make such explicit connections.

Buddhapalita (c. 470—540) and then Bhavaviveka’ (c. 490—570) built up
the popularity of the school. The latter improved its logical methods,
drawing on the ideas of the Buddhist logician Dignaga (c. 480—540) and
developed a new interpretation of Nagarjuna’s ideas, thus forming the
Svatantrika-Madhyamika school.* Its interpretation was then disputed by
Candrakirti (late sixth century), who built on the work of Buddhapalita to
found the Prasangika-Madhyamika school as a definitive statement of
Madhyamika. Candrakirti’s ideas are expressed in such works as his com-
mentary on the Madhyamaka-kairika, the Prasannapada, or ‘Clear-worded’,
and Santideva (¢. 650—750) drew on this perspective in his Bodhicaryavatira

' BS1.162—4; EB.4.2.2; Conze, 1958 contains both this and the Diamond-cutter.
* 1992; cf. Williams, 2009: 48-9, 284. > Also known as Bhavya and Bhaviveka.
* Also known in Tibet as the Sautrantika-Madhyamika.



116 An Introduction to Buddhism: Teachings, History and Practices

(Bea.; BP.14; Berkwitz, 2010: 121-5), an influential overview of the path of
the Mahayina Bodpisattva. Sintaraksita (c. 680—740) and his pupil
Kamalasila (c. 700—50) also added some Yogacara ideas to those of the
Svatantrika-Madhyamika, thus forming the Yogacara-Madhyamika school.
The above later Madhyamika writers had a great influence in Tibet, but
were unknown in China, where the Madhyamika had a less lasting influ-
ence. The Chinese version of the Madhyamika was the Sanlun, or Three
Treatise, school, founded by the great translator Kumarajiva (334—413).

The Sanyatavidin orientation

The Perfection of Wisdom literature extols wisdom (prajnd) and also the
other transcendent ‘perfections’ (pdramiti) involved in the Bodhisattva
path. While it and Nagarjuna’s works were clearly for intellectuals, they
re-emphasized the Buddha’s rejection of all speculative ‘views’, claiming
that Abhidharma analytical thinking could lead to a subtle form of intellec-
tual grasping: the idea that one had ‘grasped’ the true nature of reality in a
neat set of concepts. In later Zen, such an endeavour was seen as like trying
to catch a slippery catfish in a equally slippery gourd. The new literature also
saw, in the Abhidharma’s contrasting of Nirvina with the conditioned
dharmas that make up a ‘person’, the basis of a subtle form of spiritual
self-seeking: the desire to ‘attain’ NVirvina for oneself, to ger something one
did not already have; in Sarvastivadin terms, to have it linked to one by the
dharma ‘possession’ (prapti). The new texts sought to re-emphasize that the
goal was to be attained by totally ‘letting go’, so as to produce a thought, or
state of consciousness (citta), transcending any sensory or mental object as
support (cf. p. 76): ‘the Bodhisattva . .. should produce an unsupported
thought, i.e. a thought which is nowhere supported, a thought unsupported
by sights, sounds, smells, tastes, touchables, or mind objects’ (Ve. sec. 10¢).

Empty dharmas and Conditioned Arising
A key Perfection of Wisdom criticism of Abhidharma thought — primarily

Sarvastivadin — was that it did not go far enough in understanding that
everything is non-Self (Skt andatman), or ‘empty’ (siunya) of Self (see pp. 58
and 81). It understood the ‘absence of Self in persons’ (pudgala-nairatmya),
but when it analysed ‘persons’ down into dharmas, each with an inherent
‘own-nature’ (svabhdva; see pp. 93—4), it was seen not to have understood the
‘absence of Self(-nature) in dbarmas’ (dbarma-nairitmya): that they are
essence-less. The Perfection of Wisdom literature holds that a dharma
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(and also an ordinary ‘thing’) is not an ultimate fact in its own right, for it
cannot be anything by ‘itself’; its arising and very nature are dependent on
other dharmas, which are in turn dependent on others, etc.: it is ‘empty’ of
any svabhava. Edward Conze explains that for the Perfection of Wisdom,
svabhiva means: ‘Natural or inherent condition of something existing
through its own power alone, having an invariable and inalienable mark,
and having an immutable essence. In its “own-being” a thing is just itself,
and not merely as it is relative to ourselves, or to other things’ (Asta.
transl., p. 320). Paul Williams argues that while the term meant ‘inherent
nature’ for the Sarvastivadins, in the Madhyamika, it underwent a subtle
shift in meaning, to “intrinsic existence” (or “inherent existence”) in the
sense of a causally independent, fundamentally real existence’ (Williams,
2009: 68); that is, its meaning was still seen to include ‘inherent nature’,
but this was seen to also imply ‘inherent existence’. Aspects of the critique
of inherent existence are then seen to imply a critique of the idea of
inherent nature.

Nagarjuna’s critique of the notion of svabhiva (Mmk. ch.1s) argues that
anything which arises according to conditions, as all phenomena do, can
have no inherent existence/nature; for what it is depends on what condi-
tions it. Moreover, if there is nothing with inherent existence, that is, self-
existence, there can be nothing with ‘other-existence’ (para-bhiva), that is,
something which is dependent for its existence and nature on something e/se
which has self-existence. So there is not anything with a true, substantially
existent nature (bhiva); hence no non-existent (abhiva), in the sense of a
true existent that has gone out of existence. Like Nagarjuna, the Perfection
of Wisdom literature therefore regards all dharmas as like a dream or
magical illusion (mayi) (BTTA.166; cf. p. §8). This does not mean that
they are simply unreal. Their ungraspable nature is, rather, wholly different
from what it seems, like the trick of a conjurer; or, we might now say, like an
illusion in a ‘virtual reality’ electronic medium — except that all components
of the medium would also be seen as perceptual illusions too ... There is
something there in experience, and one can describe it well in terms of
dharmas, so it is wrong to deny these exist; yet they do not have substantial
existence either. What we experience does not exist in an absolute sense,
but only in a relative way, as a passing interdependent phenomenon.
The nature of dharmas lies in between absolute ‘non-existence’ and sub-
stantial ‘existence’, in accordance with an early Susta passage’ quoted by
Nagarjuna (Mmk.15.7; cf. EB.4.2.3). This is what Nagarjuna means by the

> S.arxy (see p. 72), known in Sanskrit as the Kityayanavavida Sitra.
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‘Middle Way’. He argues that something with inherent existence would
substantially exist and be eternal; to believe in such an entity is to hold to the
eternalist view, while to believe that such a thing could go out of existence is
to hold to the annihilationist view; both these views being condemned by
the Buddha.

The Madhyamika interpretation of Conditioned Arising sees it as mean-
ing that phenomena are not only mutually dependent for their ‘arising’ in
time, but are so in their very nature. Thus they cannot really be spoken of as
separately identifiable entities which interact. By ‘itself’, a thing is nothing,.
It is what it is only in relation to other things, and they are what they are in
relation to it and yet other things. In his examination of the process of seeing
(Mmk. ch. 3), Nagarjuna argues that there is no activity of vision which is
presently not seeing. Therefore, one cannot say that there is something,
‘vision’, which may then go on to perform the separate action ‘seeing’:
‘vision’ and ‘seeing’ are mutually dependent, and cannot be separately
identified. As the Perfection of Wisdom literature would paradoxically
put it, vision is ‘empty of” vision. There is, then, no real activity ‘vision’
which ‘sees’. But if vision does not see, then non-vision certainly does not
see, so how can one identify a ‘seer’ who is characterized by his ‘seeing’?
Without a seer, how can there be anything seen? All such concepts, and the
more general ones of subject and object, are meaningful only in relationship
to each other. Similarly, what is short depends on what is long; for long and
short are correlative concepts. By such reasoning, Nagarjuna even says that
the ‘unconditioned’ (traditionally a term for Nirvipa) is conceptually
dependent on the conditioned, its opposite (Mmk.7.33).

As illusion-like and empty, dbarmas are not to be seen as ultimately
existing existents/processes (Williams and Tribe, 2000: 134—6). No ‘bed-
rock existence’, so to speak, can be found — even Nirvina — but fully
knowing and accepting this gives one, so to speak, a bedrock.

Tibetan writers of the Gelugpa school (see p. 208), who follow the
Prasangika-Madhyamika view, thus see a threefold aspect to something’s
being empty of svabhiva:

1. Things (e.g. persons, moods, tables, mountains) that can be analysed
into their parts — which may be themselves further analysable — lack
svabhava as they are dependent on those parts (be these physical or
mental), and have no true existence of their own, in this sense lacking
both inherent existence and inherent nature.

2. Dharmas, which is what one reaches by rigorous analysis into parts, are
dependent on other dharmas for their arising; they lack svabhava as they
are not independent, hence are lacking in inherent exiszence.
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3. Both everyday things and dharmas are also dependent on imputation by
mental designation, in relation to other things or dharmas: they lack an
inherent nature, one ‘from their own side’. Even Nirvina is dependent in
this sense.

Abhidharmists would all agree with point 1. They would agree with point 2,

as long as this only concerned conditioned dharmas, not Nirvana; though

the Sarvastivadin idea of dharmas, as in some sense existing timelessly,
compromised the idea of dharmas other than Nirvina being dependent. It
is on point 3 that there is more of a break made with Abhidharma ideas. It
should be noted, though, that there is a suggestion of 3 in the Vibhajyavada/

Theravada idea that dupkba (Pali dukkhba), conditioned phenomena, can

be known in the same moment that their stopping, Nirvina, is known

(see p. 96).

Conventional truth and language

The Madhyamika school holds that confusion over the nature of phenom-
ena arises because people do not understand how the Buddha taught
according to two levels of truth or reality: ‘conventional truth/reality’
(samuvrti-satya) and profound ‘ultimate truth/reality’ (paramdrtha-satya)
(Mmbk.24.8—9). The concept of two levels of truth already existed in
Abhidharma. There, ‘conventional truths’ were those expressed using
terms such as ‘person’ and ‘thing’; ‘ultimate truth’ is more exact, expressed
by talking of dharmas, ultimate realities. For the Madhyamika writers,
however, talk of dharmas is just another kind of provisional, conventional
truth. Such conventional truths should not be confused with ultimate
truths, that is, truths about supposedly essential, ultimate realities; to see
them like this is delusion.® The real ultimate truth is that all things discussed
in terms of conventional truth are empty of ultimate, essential reality; they
are, indeed, conventional. Seeing them thus is wisdom, leading to non-
attachment to conventional realities, but a greatly enhanced ability to
skilfully work with them.

To think that because a word exists, there must be some real self-enclosed
entity in the extra-linguistic world that it refers to, is to make the mistake of
reification: turning words into things. Ordinary language references to such
things as ‘self”, ‘space’, ‘time’, ‘road’, ‘thought’ or ‘hunger’ do not mean that
reality includes any of these as essential entities: they are simply useful
concepts in certain contexts. For the Madhyamikas, true statements at the

¢ Mmk.24.8-10; Williams, 2009: 76—9.
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conventional level are ‘true’” because humans agree to use concepts in certain
ways; because of linguistic conventions. ‘Ice is cold’ is true because ‘ice’ is a
term used to describe a form of ‘water’ which is experienced as ‘cold’. The
terms of language arise because, from the continuous flux of experience,
discriminating conceptualization (prapasica) abstracts various segments and
takes them to be separate entities or qualities, with fixed natures. These then
become focuses of attachment. The language-constructs (prajrapti) which
are labels for them are interrelated in many ways. They gain their meaning
from how they are used, in relationship to other concepts, not by referring
to objective referents existing outside language.” Yet while language deter-
mines how we experience the world, it does not bring things into existence;
it too is a dependent, empty phenomenon. A particular ‘thing’ enters the
human world by being discriminated through a name or concept, but this
exists in relation to a ‘something’ to which it is applied: both ‘name’ and
perceived ‘form’ exist in relationship to each other (Mmk. ch. s).

Emptiness

In the Sanyatavadin perspective, each phenomenon lacks an inherent
nature, and so all are said to share an empty ‘non-nature’ as their ‘nature’
(Asta.192). Thus one dharma cannot ultimately be distinguished from
another: the notion of the ‘sameness’ of dbarmas. Their shared ‘nature’ is
‘emptiness’ (sanyatd). As the Heart Siitra says, ‘whatsoever is material form,
that is emptiness, and whatsoever is emptiness, that is material form’ (and
similarly for the other four ‘bundles’ making up a ‘person’). ‘Emptiness’,
though, is not some ultimate basis and substance of the world, like the
Brahman of the Upanisads. It implies that no such self-existent substance
exists: the world is a web of fluxing, interdependent, baseless phenomena.
Nagarjuna, in fact, equates emptiness with the principle of Conditioned
Arising; for this logically leads to it:

Whatever is conditioned arising,

That is explained to be emptiness.

That, being a dependent designation (prajiapti).

Is itself the middle way (pratipat . .. madhyama). (Mmk.24.18)

Emptiness, then, is an adjectival quality of ‘dharmas’, their dependent
non-ultimacy, not a substance which composes them. It is neither a thing

7 This view is reminiscent of the later philosophy of Ludwig Wittgenstein (1889-1951), which critiqued
his earlier idea that language works by ‘picturing’ facts in the world.
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nor is it nothingness; rather it refers to the essencelessness of reality, which
cannot be captured by concepts, with their tendency to breed reification.

Some have seen modern physics as containing parallels to this perspective
(Wallace, 2003). When the ‘solid’ objects of common-sense reality were first
analysed, they were seen to consist of empty space and protons, neutrons
and electrons. Classical physics saw these as hard, indivisible particles, the
ultimate building-blocks of matter; but further analysis showed them to
consist of a whole range of odd particles such as ‘quarks’, whose nature is
bound up with the forces through which they interact. Matter turns out to
be a mysterious field of interaction, with ‘particles’ not being real separate
entities, but provisional conceptual designations.

Critics from the early schools saw the emptiness teaching as implying that
the four True Realities for the Spiritually Ennobled were themselves empty,
thus subverting the Buddha’s teaching. In reply, Nagarjuna argued that it is
the notion of dharmas-with-inherent-nature — and hence inherent exis-
tence — which subverts the teachings on the four True Realities (Mmk.
ch.24; EB.4.3.1). If dubkha had inherent existence, it would be causeless and
eternal, and could never be brought to an end. If the Path had inherent
existence, it could never be gradually developed to perfection in a person;
for he or she would either have it or not have it. In a world of entities with
inherent existence, all change and activity would be impossible; everything
would be static and eternal. It is because everything is empty that there can
be activity, including spiritual development. An analogy, here, is that the
decimal number system would collapse without the quantity zero.®

Skilful means and the transcending of views

Nagarjuna emphasizes that ultimate truth, indicated by talk of emptiness,
completes rather than subverts conventional truth. Indeed, it can be under-
stood only if the conventional teachings on the four True Realities for the
Spiritually Ennobled have been understood (Mmk. ch.24.10). This relates to
the concept of ‘skilful means’, which in the Sﬁnyativédin perspective is
developed to mean that 2// Buddhist teachings — including Sanyatavadin
ones — should be regarded as provisional devices that can at most hint at or
indirectly indicate ultimate truth. The teachings, especially on Conditioned
Arising, are simply to induce in people a skilful frame of mind: one in which

¥ A concept which derives from India, with the term ‘zero’ coming, via the Arabic sif, from the term
Sinya, empty.
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there can be insight into that which transcends all such teachings — the
inexpressible empty-of-essence nature of things.

Nagarjuna’s method in the Madhyamaka-kirika is to criticize all views and
theories about ultimate entities or principles. This he does by showing that
their necessary consequences (prasariga) contradict either the views them-
selves, which are thus reduced to absurdity, or experience. Moreover, he seeks
to show that a//logically possible views on specific topics, such as motion and
time (Mmk. chs.2 and 19), are untenable; that our notions of them are self-
contradictory inasmuch as we take such things as realities in themselves. In
this, he uses his method of ‘four-cornered (catuskoti) negation’, the device
of examining and refuting all the four logically possible alternatives on a topic:
x is y, x is non-y, x is both y and non-y, x is neither y nor non-y.

In chapter 1, he examines theories on causality. The first of the logical
possible views on this is ‘self-production’: that an effect arises from a cause
ultimately identical with itself, part of the same underlying substance (as in
the Hindu Samkhya school”). This would lead to pointless self-duplication,
however, and if a thing reproduced itself, there would be nothing to stop it
continuing to do so for ever. The world is not observed to be like this. If the
same substance is said to manifest itself differently only when conditions are
appropriate, ‘se/f-production’ has already been given up.

The second possibility, ‘other-production’, is that, ultimately, an effect
arises from a cause that is inherently ‘other’ than it, with a different inherent
nature. This is seen as an Abhidharma view, to the extent that it is said in this
that both a dharma and the dharmas that condition it have specific own-
natures or essences, which are thus essentially different from each other.
Here, Nagarjuna argues that, if really distinct entities existed, all would be
equally ‘different’, so anything could ‘cause’ anything. A cause and its
(supposedly different) effect may always occur together,” but to point
this out is to explain nothing about how causality works. What is inherently
‘other’ than something cannot be its cause. A ‘cause’ is not a ‘cause’ in itself,
then, but only in relation to its ‘effect’ (Mmk.1.5). If cause and effect were
essentially different entities, there could not be a link between them. This is
an instance of a general problem: a relation of any sort has to (i) connect two
terms, unifying them, and (ii) to connect fwo terms, differentiating them. A
relation cannot obtain between essential entities which are either identical

? The Samkhya saw all things in the world as different forms of one underlying substance, prakrti
(nature).

* In the words of the Scottish empiricist philosopher David Hume (1711-76), being ‘constantly
conjoined’.
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with or different from each other. All essentialist views ‘freeze’ reality into
bits, identical with (as in ‘self-production’) or different from each other (as
in ‘other-production’), but then cannot coherently account for how these
bits interact to form the world as it is experienced. As emphasized in early
Buddhism, Conditioned Arising avoids the extremes of everything being a
single unity and it being an unconnected diversity (see pp. 72-3).

The third theory is that causality involves both ‘self-production” and
‘other-production’. If this means that some parts of the cause and effect are
the same, and some are different, the problems of the first two views apply.
If it means that all of the cause is both the same as and different from all of
the effect, this is impossible. The final possibility is that things originate by
neither ‘self-production’ nor ‘other-production’: spontaneously, without a
cause. But if this were true, everything would be an unpredictable chaos,
which it is not.

The fourth view, note, is not that of Nagarjuna. His ‘position’ seems to
be that at the conventional, phenomenal level, causality can be observed,
with ‘one’ thing (with the support of other conditions) causing ‘another’ to
originate; yet none of the logically possible theories of causality can explain
how it ‘works’. This is because, at the ultimate level, no real ‘things’ can be
found which ‘originate’; no things exist with inherent existence, ‘they’ only
exist conventionally. Moreover, no supposed ‘cause’ has an actual power to
make something else happen; effects arise from a combination of various
conditions, with none of them ‘making’ the effect happen. As argued by Jay
Garfield (Mmek. transl., pp. 103—23), Nagarjuna sees causality as simply a
matter of observed regularities in an essence-free world; one cannot actually
go further or deeper than this, except by explaining one kind of regularity in
nature by reference to a wider or more general form of regularity. For
example an explosion may be explained by reference to the presence of a
source of combustion, an explosive gas and oxygen; the quality of an
explosive gas can be explained by reference to its chemical make-up, and
this can be explained by reference to the physical make-up of atoms, etc.

The Madhyamikas’ talk of emptiness, then, is intended as the antidote to
all theories: ‘Emptiness is proclaimed by the victorious ones (Buddhas) as the
refutation of all views; but those who hold “emptiness” as a view are called
incurable’ (Mmk.13.8; cf. BS2.38, vv.6—7). Nagarjuna examines the views of
others to provide a form of spiritual therapy, to help liberate people from all
constricting viewpoints. In doing this, he claims not to have any presuppo-
sitions of his own, but to work with those of his opponents in a kind of logical
judo, using conventional logic. The insights which this produces are also to be
deepened by meditative contemplation of phenomena.
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The Svatantrika-Madhyamika school held that logic itself is not empty,

but has an autonomous existence (svatantra), such that valid positive state-
ments can be made from a Madhyamika perspective. The inferences made
at the conventional level are a real bridge to at least some aspects of ultimate
truth. The Prasangika school, on the other hand, emphasized that the
Madhyamika contained only a negative dialectic, to disprove the views of
others, and that to understand ultimate truth is to know the limits of logic,
words and concepts, culminating in a direct, non-conceptual experience.
This seems to accord with the Perfection of Wisdom Szzras, which certainly
sought to avoid setting up any views, or indeed to ‘say’ anything: “There is
nothing at all to understand, nothing at all to understand. For nothing in
particular has been indicated, nothing in particular has been explained’
(Asta.38; cf. EB.4.4.4; BT.271-6).

Ultimate truth and thusness

At the ultimate level, even talk of ‘emptiness’ is to be finally given up: as the
things which are said to be empty do not ultimately exist, one cannot even
say that ‘they’ are ‘empty’ (Mmk.22.11): ‘the emptiness of all dharmas is
empty of that emptiness’ (Panca.196). The ultimate truth, then, is that there
are no ultimate realities; existence is inconceivable and inexpressible as it has
no ultimate ground: “When the domain of thought ceases, that which can
be stated ceases’ (Mmk.18.7). The Perfection of Wisdom literature contains
an elusive series of subtle allusions to that which lies beyond words. An
indicator which it uses for this is the notion of wthata: ‘thusness’ or ‘such-
ness’. The thusness of something, equivalent to its emptiness, is its very as-
it-is-ness, what it is such as it is, without conceptually adding anything to it
or taking anything away from its actuality: it is simply ‘zhus: . . .". Thusness
is ‘immutable and unchangeable, undiscriminated, undifferentiated’, it
belongs to nowhere, is neither past, present nor future, and the same
thusness is found in all dharmas (Asta.307). “True reality’ (tattva) is ‘not
conditioned by something else, peaceful, not elaborated by conceptual
proliferation (prapanca)’ (Mmk.18.9; as is also typically said of Nirvina).
Ultimate truth is known when spiritual ignorance is transcended and the
limitations of language are totally seen through, with no further generation
of, or attachment to, dream-like linguistic constructs, just perfect even-
mindedness (Mmk.25.24). Empty, conditioned phenomena are seen as
worthless and are thus no longer constructed, so that insight into ultimate
truth is attaining the bliss of Nirvana.
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Nirvina and samsira

In Sﬁnyatévédin thought, the NVirvana which is thus attained is not seen as a
dharma different from dharmas of samsaira, the conditioned world of suffer-
ing and rebirths: ‘there is not the slightest bit of difference between the two’
(Mmk.25.20; EB.4.3.1). How can this be? The very fact of the ‘uncondi-
tioned’ Nirvina being contrasted, at the conventional level, to samsira,
makes its nature a relational one, such that it is empty of inherent nature.
Nirvana, indeed, was held to be ‘the empty’ (Pali su7isiata) even by the early
schools of Buddhism, in the sense of being empty of defilements, known
through seeing all as empty of Self, and being beyond conceptualization
in any positive terms (see pp. 81, 96). For Nagarjuna, the conditioned
and the unconditioned cannot, then, be differentiated because ‘both’ are
found to ‘be’ emptiness: Selflessness, essencelessness, free of any essentially
existing defilements. What is more, while Nirvina is seen by all schools
of Buddhism as ‘unborn’, ‘deathless’ and not impermanent, in the
Stanyatavadin perspective, conditioned dharmas can be similarly described.
This is because, if they lack inherent existence, and do not exist as such, they
cannot be said to ‘originate’ or ‘cease’ (Mmk.7.33); their thusness is not
subject to arising or ceasing, but is constant (Mahaprajraparamita Sitra
(BTTA.148)). Consequently, they cannot be said to be impermanent (not
that they are permanent): they remain ‘unoriginated’ (the Heart Sitra),
‘unborn’, and without differentiation from Nirviana. Thus Nirvina is not
attained by the eradication of anything real, namely defilements, but by the
non-construction of the conditioned world of samsara:"" for ‘all dharmas are
unthinkable . .. equal to the unequalled. For they are Tarhigata-dharmas
(Asta.280), and ‘the thusness of all dbarmas and the thusness of the
Tathigata are simply this one single thusness’ (Asta.s12). Nirvana and
samsdra are not two separate realities, but the field of emptiness, seen by
either spiritual ignorance or true knowledge (Mmk.25.9). As the Heart Sutra
again says, ‘In emptiness there is neither material form, nor feeling, nor
perception, nor constructing activities, nor consciousness ... There is no
dubkha, no origination, no stopping, no path’. When the emptiness of the
five ‘bundles’ of a ‘person’ is seen, they as essentially existing entities
‘disappear’” — though as conventional realities, they remain.

The idea that Nirvana and samsira are non-different plays a central role
in the Perfection of Wisdom perspective. Once ‘established’, there followed

" Cf. the Theravada view, that when the Path brings realization of Nirvina, this is not the ending of past
defilements, which no longer exist, or of present ones, which are incompatible with it; it is the
stopping of the production of any future defilements, and their effects (Vibh-a.299—300).
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other conclusions with consequences for the whole of Mahayana thought.
Most importantly, the Bodhisattva need not seek to escape samsdra to attain
Nirvina. He can tirelessly work to aid ‘suffering beings’, sustained by the
idea that Nirvana is, so to speak, something already present in samsdra. As
an advanced Bodpisattva, he directly experiences this non-duality of samsira
and Nirvapa, this realization being fully matured when Buddhahood —
Nirvapa in the highest sense — is reached. The nature of Buddhahood,
‘Buddhaness’ (buddhata), is of course emptiness, as is the nature of every-
thing. Because of this, all beings are seen to have a nature which is non-
different from Buddhaness. Without this, how could ordinary frail beings

eventually become omniscient Buddhas?

Self-emptiness and other-emptiness

The implications of the above were seen in two kinds of ways within
Mahayana traditions. In Tibet, these are called ‘self-emptiness’ (rang
stong, pronounced rang dong) and ‘other-emptiness’ (gzhan stong, pro-
nounced zhen dong)."” The first is the perspective of the Gelugpa school
(see p. 208), which takes the line of the Prasangika-Madhyamika. It sees the
emptiness teaching as a ‘non-affirming negative’, on the lack of inherent
nature/existence in anything. As beings are empty of a fixed Self, and their
minds empty of inherent nature, they are capable of ultimate change and are
not ultimately different from Nirvina. Their defilements (attachment,
hatred and delusion, etc.), which sustain samsdra, are also empty of inherent
existence, and so can be transcended. This is seen initially through reason-
ing, then the result of this reasoning is the focus of meditative concen-
tration, leading on to a non-conceptual direct insight into emptiness, at the
path of seeing, at the start of the path of the Noble Bodhisattva. Along this
path, as the perfections are developed, the tendency of ordinary perception
to habitually see things in a non-empty way is gradually purified away.
The ‘other-emptiness’ view is held by people mainly linked to the
Nyingmapa and Kagyiipa schools, drawing on ideas of the now extinct
Jonangpa school (see p. 208). This perspective sometimes calls itself the
‘Great Madhyamika’. In this view, the most important referent of the term
‘emptiness’ is a self-existent, unchanging reality that pervades all phenom-
ena (BS2.52). Like Nirvina as seen by the early schools (see pp. 81, 96), it is
‘emptiness’ in being empty of defilements — empty of what is other than it;
however, this does not mean it is empty of its own positive qualities; rather

* Williams, 2009: 112—15; Powers, 2007a.
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it is full of Buddha-qualities. Knowing the limits of concepts does not just
show the limitations of conventional truths, it reveals the true, underlying
absolute reality that is known in a non-conceptual way: emptiness, the
radiant, non-dual consciousness of a Buddha. The task of beings, then, is
not to ‘attain’ something that they do not already possess, but to uncover
and know their Buddhaness. The task of the Bodhisartva is to skilfully help
them in this. This view sees this ultimate emptiness as the Tathigata-garbha
(see below).

In the self-emptiness view, the ultimate truth is that there is no ultimate
reality, no reality with an inherent nature/existence; there are just non-
ultimate conventional realities. Seeing Nirvina is seeing emptiness, in the
sense of seeing that everything is empty of ultimacy. In the other-emptiness
view, while conventional realities are still seen as empty of ultimacy, there is
seen to be an ultimate reality, emptiness, which is a positive reality, but is
empty of defilements. This is the basis of everything. The self-emptiness
view is akin to ideas in early Buddhism in finding no ultimate basis that is
the support of everything else. The other-emptiness view is akin to ideas in
early Buddhism in seeing Nirvana as a reality in its own right, but unlike it
in seeing this reality as the basis of everything, much like the Atman-
Brahman of the Upanisads.

The differences between these perspectives echoes the fact that in early
Buddhism, the quality of being ‘empty’ (Pali sun71a, Skt. Sinya) referred to a
certain kind of lack, while ‘the empty’ (sunram/suninata) referred to a reality
that Aas a certain kind of lack. ‘Emptiness’ (Pali su77iati) sometimes refers to
a quality of lack (e.g. M.m1.105), though the Arhar’s liberated mind is an
emptiness that is that which is empty of attachment, hatred and delusion
(85.1v.297). As will be seen below, the term ‘emptiness’ has a range of mean-
ings in the Mahayana. When the term is used, one always needs to try to
discern if it refers to a kind of lack — and if so, what kind (e.g. of inherent
nature) — or to a positive reality that is lacking in certain negative features.

THE YOGACARA SCHOOL

Sources and writers

Ideas of the Yogacara school were probably first adumbrated in the
early strata of the Yogicira-bhimi-Sistra, attributed to Asanga (310—90?)
but with ideas predating him (Williams, 2009: 85—7). They are also rooted
in the ideas of certain S#zras which began to appear in the third century cE.
The most important is the Samdhinirmocana (‘Freeing the Underlying
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Meaning’; Powers, 1995). The Sitra sees itself as a ‘third turning of the
Dharma-wheel’, surpassing the first two ‘turnings’: the teachings on the
four True Realities for the Spiritually Ennobled, and the Perfection of
Wisdom Sitras. The Mahdyina-abhidharma Sitra is another such text.
The influential Larikdvatira (‘Descent into Lanka’) Sitra (Lanka.), which
gradually developed from around 300 CE, also contains many Yogacara
ideas in its unsystematic summary of Mahayana teachings.

The Yogacara was founded as a separate school by Asanga, seen by
tradition as a monk ordained in the Vibhajyavadin Mahisasaka fraternity.
His ‘teacher’ was one Maitreyanatha, or Maitreya, who may have been a
human teacher, or seen by Asanga as the heavenly Bodhisattva Maitreya. In
time, Asanga converted his half-brother to the Mahayana: Vasubandhu,
seen as the Vasubandhu who composed the Sarvastivadin Abhidharma-kosa
and its bhdisya (see p. 94). The scholarly debate as to whether the two
Vasubandhus were actually the same person is as yet unresolved, though
one can see a line of development from the bhdsya to some ideas of the
Yogacara Vasubandhu (Berkwitz, 2010: 108—9; Williams, 2009: 301-2).

Asanga’s works (Williams, 2009: 87) include the Mahayina-samgraha
(‘Compendium of the Mahayana: AMs.), the Abhidharma-samuccaya
(‘Collection of Abhidharma’), this being a Yogacara version of the
Abhidharma, and a commentary on the Samdhinirmocana Sitra. Several
other works associated with Asanga are attributed by either Chinese or
Tibetan tradition to ‘Maitreya’, in the sense that this Bodbisattva inspired
Asanga to write them. The most philosophically important of these is the
Madhyinta-vibhiga (‘Discrimination between the Middle and Extremes’:
Mpv.). Vasubandhu’s most important works are: the Trimsatiki-kiriki or
Trimsika (‘Thirty Verses: Trims.); the Vimsatiki-kariki (‘Twenty Verses™:
Vims.) and his commentary on this, the Vimsatika-vreti (Vrtti.); the Tri-
svabhava-nirdesa (‘Exposition of the Three Natures™: 757.) and his commen-
tary on the Madhyanta-vibhiga, the Madhyinta-vibhiga-kirika-bhasya
(Mvkb.). In the sixth century lived two important Yogacara teachers,
Sthiramati and Dharmapala, with the ideas of the latter being taken to
China by Xuanzang, founder of the Faxiang (Fa-hsiang) school. Also associ-
ated with the Yogacara are the logicians and epistemologists Dignaga (fifth to
sixth century) and Dharmakirti (¢c. s30-600; BS2.21; Berkwitz, 2010: 117-21).

The Yogdcdra orientation

Asanga and Vasubandhu not only developed the characteristic ideas of the
Yogacara school, but also sought to systematize and synthesize all the
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strands of the Mahayina along with some Sravakayina ideas. While
Vasubandhu was primarily a theoretician, and gave the school its classical
form, Asanga’s writings were deeply rooted in the practice of dhyina (Pali
jhéna), or meditative trance. Accordingly, ‘Yogacara’ means the ‘Practice of
Yoga’, referring to the Bodhisartva’s path of meditative development. While
the Madhyamikas and Yogacaras had their philosophical differences, they
both had Buddhahood as their goal, and can be seen as being complemen-
tary in their approaches. The Madhyamikas had an analytical, dialectic
approach to reality, emphasizing prajia (wisdom); the Yogacaras empha-
sized samdadhi (meditative concentration) and the withdrawal of the mind
from sensory phenomena. Just as the early Buddhists sought to transcend
limiting attachment by seeing phenomena as impermanent, painful and
non-Self, so the Madhyamikas sought this by seeing them as ‘empty’ of
inherent nature/existence, and the Yogacaras sought it by seeing perceived
phenomena as mental constructions. The withdrawal of the mind from
sensory phenomena in the Yogacara seems related to what in early
Buddhism is described as the apprehension of Nirvina as the ‘signless’
(animitta) — that which is devoid of indications which the mind can latch
on to or interpret (see p. 96) — just as the Madhyamika path is related to
seeing Nirvina as ‘the empty’.

The Madhyamikas regarded the normal experience of the world as a
product of conceptual constructions, but had not concerned themselves
with the psychological details of this process. The Yogacaras addressed this
question and related ones. For example, if the Sarvastivadin idea of past
dharmas as still existing is not acceptable, how are memories and the effects
of past karma transmitted over time, if a being is composed of a stream of
momentary events, as described in the Abhidharma? Here, the Yogacara
answer built on those of earlier schools, such as the Sautrantikas, who had
posited a series of momentary karmic ‘seeds’ reproducing themselves over
time, and the Vibhajyavadins (and later Theravadins), who had posited
bhavaiiga consciousness (see p. 92), which gave continuity to personality
even through dreamless sleep. In continuing to wrestle with such questions,
the Yogacaras developed a new Abhidharma literature set within a
Mahayana framework (Guenther, 1976).

Central to the Yogacara is an emphasis on consciousness; indeed an
alternative later name for the school was Vijianavada, the ‘Consciousness
Teaching’. In early Buddhism (see p. 69), the flux of consciousness is seen as
the crucial link between rebirths, and a transformed state of consciousness is
associated with NVirvina. The perceiving mind is also that which interprets
experience so as to construct a ‘world’, and can be the basis for experiencing
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the world-transcending Nirvana. “The world is led by mind/thought’
(A.1.177). In the Yogacara, the role of the mind in constructing the world
is so emphasized that all concepts of an external physical reality are rejected:
the perceived world is seen as ‘representation-only’ (vijapti-matra) or
‘mind/thought-only’ (citta-mditra). In this, the Yogacaras went one step
beyond the Sautrantikas’ theory, in which objects were seen as real, but
were only known by inference from the representations that they caused in
the mind.

The Yogicira and the Madhyamika views of each other

Both the Madhyamikas and the Yogacaras saw themselves as preserving the
Buddhist Middle Way between the extremes of nihilism (everything is
unreal) and substantialism (substantial entities exist, see p. 72). The
Yogacaras criticized the Madhyamikas for tending towards nihilism, with
phenomena supported by nothing but other unsupported phenomena,
while the Madhyamikas criticized the Yogacaras for tending towards sub-
stantialism, setting up mind as an ultimate entity when all was equally
‘empty’ of inherent existence/nature. The Madhyamika assessment is
reflected in a fifth-century schema, later used in Tibet, which grades the
key schools according to their grasp of the truth: (i) Vaibhasika Sarvastivada,
(ii) Sautrantika, (iii) Citta-matra (Yogacara), (iv) Madhyamika. To reach
the Madhyamika level, however, the other schools had to be progressively
studied. Moreover, the Yogacara-Madhyamika later developed as a power-
ful syncretistic school: the Yogacara emphasis on how the experienced world
was a mental construct accorded with the Madhyamika idea that things
were ‘empty’ in part because they were dependent on imputation by mental
designation. The ‘substantialism’ of the Yogacaras is in fact more apparent
than real, as their theories on mind are essentially tentative devices, ‘skilful
means’ to be used in conjunction with a series of meditations in leading the
practitioner beyond all mental constructions, including all theories, to a
direct experience of the true nature of reality. For them, one who cannot get
beyond words and theories is like someone who mistakes a fingertip for the
thing that it is pointing at, such as the moon (Lanka.196—7 and 224) — an
image that is common in Zen Buddhism.

The Yogicara view of the role and nature of consciousness

In previous Abhidharma, consciousness (Skt vijidna, Pali vininiina) or citta
(thought/mind/heart) was seen to be of seven types: consciousness related to
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each of the five physical senses, mind-consciousness, and mind-organ (Skt
manas, Pali mano; Dhs.1187; AKB.1.16), with the latter processing the input
from the senses, often in a way skewed by the ‘Tam’ conceit. Manas was seen
by the Yogacaras as a process of subliminal thought, which organizes data
from the six consciousnesses into the experience of a meaningful world,
according to set categories (cf. M.1.295; M.111.216-17). It contains the basis
both for correct judgements and misperception of reality, and for both
skilful and unskilful karma, which are generated by volitions accompanying
the six consciousnesses (77ims. v. 6). As a basis for misperceptions, it is
called klista-manas, defiled or afflicted mind. As in earlier Abhidharma, each
instance of a type of citta is seen as a momentary event, accompanied by an
appropriate collection of ‘mental states’ (Skt caitta or caitasika, Pali cetasika;
Trims. vv. 3—4).

Manas and the six consciousnesses represent only the surface of the mind,
which is active and oriented towards ‘objects’. There is, though, an addi-
tional eighth form of consciousness, which is the ds7aya, or ‘basis’ of the rest;
it is their fundamental root.” Devoid of purposive activity and only indis-
tinctly aware of objects, it is an underlying unconscious level of mind
known as dlaya-vijiina, the ‘storehouse consciousness’. The Larikivatira
Sitra (Lanka.46—7, cf. 38—9) sees the seven active consciousnesses as related
to the dlaya as waves are related to the ocean: they are not really separate
from it, but are simply perturbations in it. These perturbations do not affect
the ever-still depths of the ocean-like dlaya, though. Asanga equates the
dlaya with what the Mahayina-abbidharma Sitra calls the ‘Realm (or
principle, dhitu) without beginning in time, which is the common basis
of all dharmas’ (Ms. ch. 2). It is similar to the Theravadin bhavariga
consciousness (see p. 92), except that the dlaya is seen to be simultaneous
with the other forms of consciousness (Waldron, 2003: 106, 112), while
bhavariga is the intermittent resting state of mind-consciousness.

When a person performs actions, or karmas, traces are left on his uncon-
scious: ‘seeds’ of future karmic effects sink into the dlaya, a receptacle which
actively stores them, ready to later mature. The dlaya consists of a series of
cittas (Trims. v. 4), accompanied by both karmic ‘seeds’ and the ‘seeds” of
potential defilements and memories. These all reproduce themselves over
time, thus accounting for the continuity of personality through death and
periods of unconsciousness, when the seven active consciousnesses are
absent (77ims. v. 16).

% EB.4.3.3 (Trims.a—19); Waldron, 2003; Williams, 2009: 97-100.
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The dlaya is also said to contain some intrinsically pure ‘seeds’, the source
of religious striving.'* They arise from the profound depths of the @/zya, the
param-ilaya or ‘dlaya which is beyond’ (Lanka.272). In the Shelun school,
the earliest Chinese version of the Yogacara, this is designated as a ninth,
‘immaculate’ (amala), consciousness. This school saw the immaculate con-
sciousness as beyond the dualisms of subject and object, existence and non-
existence, and as the Dharma-dhaitu, the ‘Dharma-realm/principle’,” or as
‘thusness’, equivalent to emptiness and Nirvana. It also regarded it as
beyond the individual unconscious, and as a universal reality which lies
‘within’ all beings. The other Yogacara school in China, the Faxiang, saw
immaculate consciousness as simply the dlzya when freed of the defiled
aspects of it (Williams, 2009: 99).

Alaya acts as the basis of the active consciousnesses by actually projecting
them out of itself. The Yogacara, then, regards a person’s perception of the
world as a product of the unconscious mind. This notion is related to the
observation that, in any situation, we only really notice what our mind is
attuned to perceive, be this something that interests us, threatens us, excites
us or disgusts us. We only ever get ‘edited highlights’ of the possible field of
perception. What we perceive is clearly related to our nature, which is the
product, among other things, of our previous actions (cf. pp. 41 and 69).
That perception is not just a question of passively ‘seeing what is there’ is
demonstrated by the many examples, in psychology books on perception, of
ambiguous figures that can be ‘seen’ in different ways. It is also illustrated by
the way in which one may take some time to recognize the subject of a
photograph taken at an odd angle or in odd lighting. Once it is ‘seen’,
though, it is hard 7oz to recognize it. The Yogacaras emphasized this kind of
thing to such an extent that perception is regarded as essentially a process of
imagining, in which the mind generates mental constructions that are
perceived as a world.

The Yogacara philosophy explains the ‘mechanics’ of the process of
construction as follows. Within the dlaya, the karmic ‘seeds’ are matured
by the subtle influence of vdsands or perfuming ‘impressions’ generated by
ingrained attachment to mental constructions.’® The ‘seeds’ then ripen in

' The Sautrantikas also talked of an indestructible ‘seed” of ‘goodness’ as the source of Nirvanic striving,
and the Theravadins equated bhavariga consciousness with the ‘brightly shining’ citta referred to at
A.1.10 (see p. 68).

5 In early Buddhism, ‘Dharma-dhati’ referred to principles discovered by the Buddha: Conditioned
Arising and the four True Realities for the Spiritually Ennobled (e.g. S.11.56—7), and the three marks
(A.1.286): basic patterns of reality awakened to by the Buddha (S.11.25).

' The terminology of ‘seeds’ and ‘impressions’ having already been developed by the Sautrantikas.
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the form of the flow of experiences which consists of manas and the six
consciousnesses, each orientated to its own type of ‘object’, of which it is a
‘representation’ (vijiapti) (Lanka.44, and Trims. v. 2). Manas splits the
seamless flow of experience into an experiencing ‘subject’ and an experi-
enced ‘object’, or ‘grasper’ and the ‘graspable’. Building on this, it then
generates other forms of delusory discrimination (vikalpa). In this process,
language plays a large role. It is suffused with the subject/object distinction
and provides concepts under which ‘significant’ forms (nimitta) can be
separated out from the flow of experience and named, as supposedly fixed
entities, such as ‘a wheel’ (Lanka.226).

While all that is actually experienced is consciousness and its mental
concomitants, then, discrimination produces the fiction that these are
experiences undergone by an ‘inner’ subject, and are of a separate ‘external’
world, along with ‘inner’ feelings and emotions. For the Yogacara, the flow
of experiences is actually neither ‘internal’ nor ‘external’ — it just is. A rough
analogy is afforded by the situation of interacting with a computer-
generated virtual-reality world (cf. p. 117), where the viewer is led ‘around’
an apparently three-dimensional space through a seamless series of two-
dimensional on-screen images, and may also identify with one of the
characters depicted, as also happens when watching a television programme.
The analogy is, of course, imperfect. It still contains a watcher of the
computer- or TV-screen, whereas in the Yogacara view the watcher ‘him-
self’ is like the on-screen picture! Manas takes the supposed ‘subject’ as a real
permanent Self or I, partly due to a confused awareness of the dlaya which is
its basis. This I-delusion is then the source of cravings related to ‘objects’,
and of a variety of volitions which generate karmic ‘seeds’ — to be stored in
the dlaya until they ripen into the future flow of experience. Thus the cycle
of life and lives continues, with @laya and manas mutually conditioning each
other.

The world as ‘thought-only’

The Yogacara view has been generally taken as a form of philosophical
idealism, which denies the reality of the material world and asserts
that reality is mental. It can certainly sound idealist: “Visible entities are not
found, the external world is merely thought/mind (cizta) seen as a multiplicity
[of objects]; body, property and environment — these I call thought-only
(citta-matra)’ (Lanka.1s4; cf. BTTA.183). The intention of the school, though,
is not to propound a mere philosophical viewpoint, but to develop a per-
spective which will facilitate awakening. In doing this, it develops many
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tentative theories which aim to articulate what is immediately experienced,
and rejects theories which go beyond this to discuss a ‘material world’. If an
extra-mental reality exists, we never experience it. Our actual ‘world’ is merely
‘thought’ (and its mental accompaniments) or a ‘representation’ (vijrapti),
produced by consciousness. Conscious experience may contain some shad-
owy reflection of extra-mental existences, but is so massively conditioned by
mental constructs that it is these that must be the focus of analysis and
spiritual change."”

To support this view, meditative experience is appealed to. In this, con-
centration on an object can generate a mental image such as a coloured disc of
light, which in time becomes more vivid and clear than objects seen with the
open eyes (see p. 326). Asanga argues that, however real such images appear,
they are clearly nothing apart from thought/mind. If this applies to experi-
ences had in a calm, less deluded state, how much more does it apply to
ordinary experience? He also argues that, as some advanced meditators can
change earth into water, then these are not really outside the mind. Moreover,
dreams show that one can have pleasant and unpleasant ‘sensory’ impressions
when there is no real object to cause them (Ms.2.27.1-8 (BT7A.184)).

This perspective is not taken to mean that we all inhabit totally private
worlds. The similarity in people’s karmic ‘seeds’ means that our ‘worlds’ have
much in common, though different types of being are seen as perceiving the
‘same object’ very differently: while humans see a river as a source of washing
and drinking, for fish it is just their home environment, and for ‘hungry
ghosts’ it is a stream of pus and excrement which cannot assuage their
ravaging thirst (Ms.2.4). Note that this idea does imply that there is an
extra-mental ‘something’ that is being perceived differently. Moreover,
what one being does can help or harm another; Vasubandhu asserts that
this is not through the action of material bodies and physically produced
speech, but by one being’s mental ‘representations’ causing an effect in those
of another. While beings are, as far as we know, only streams of mental
phenomena, these do interact (Vims. vv. 18—20) — as must also be so for people
to partake of language, which the Yogacara sees as shaping experience.

The three natures
While the Madhyamikas talk in terms of ‘two levels of truth’, a central

Yogacara concept is that of three apparent ‘natures’ — the three svabhivas

7" A side-effect of this is that non-karmic kinds of causality are neglected: everything experienced is seen
as due to karma (including how other beings affect one).
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(EB.4.3.2). Each is a perspective on experience which concerns both a type
of real or supposed knowledge, and a degree of reality that this knowledge
relates to. As in the Madhyamika, the intention is to move from one’s
ordinary, vitiated experience to that of the highest degree of truth or reality.
For the Yogacaras, there is also an intermediary level of reality, though the
Madhyamikas regarded this as an impossible mix of reality and unreality.

The first of the three ‘natures’ is the parikalpira, the ‘(mentally) con-
structed’ or ‘imagined’. This is what is structured by the subject/object
discrimination: the common-sense world of self, people and things, and
‘objects’ of thought such as mental and physical dharmas, all wrongly seen
as having real permanent essences (‘own-nature’). Its ‘degree’ of reality is
zero: it is just an illusory appearance. As a kind of ‘knowledge’, it is taken in
by the illusion, engrossed in the perceptual signs (nimitta) that are its
general forms, as well as related details (Lanka.67). It is the world of
‘conventional usage’ (vyavahara; Trims. v. 23) mediated by language.

The second ‘nature’ is the paratantra, the ‘other-dependent’. This is the
level of relative reality, in the form of the flow of changing mental phenom-
ena (i.e. dharmas properly understood), arising dependent on one another
according to the principle of Conditioned Arising as in the system of eight
forms of citta and accompanying mental states (Mv.1.9—-10). It also refers to
the relative knowledge which comprehends these phenomena as mutually
dependent and impermanent. It is not the highest level of reality, however,
for it is the very process which generates the subject/object duality and so
projects the ‘constructed’ nature: it is the ‘construction of the unreal’
(abhita-parikalpa; Tsn. v. 4).

The third and highest ‘nature’ is the parinispanna, the ‘absolutely accom-
plished’. This is the absolutely real level, devoid of the subject/object dual-
ity, in which knowledge is perfected due to directly knowing the world as
‘representation only’. While the ‘constructed’ is like the water in a mirage,
and the ‘other-dependent’ is like the mirage itself, the ‘absolutely accom-
plished’ is like the complete lack of real water in the mirage. Or the first is
like the illusory hairs seen by a person with cataracts, the second is like that
which produces these illusions, and the third is like the unconfused objects
seen by one with sound eyes."

Because it knows that the imaginary ‘constructed’ is empty of a real
‘nature’, and that the interdependent phenomena of the ‘other-dependent’
level are also individually empty of an inherent ‘nature’ (as in Madhyamika

thought), the ‘absolutely accomplished’ is knowledge of the very empty

'8 Samdhinirmocana Sitra (Taisho 16, p. 693 a—b), as cited by Keenan, 1982: 11.
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‘nature’ of all phenomena: emptiness. This ‘nature’ is also known as thus-
ness (tathatd), the inconceivable as-it-is-ness of reality. As the knowledge
which knows it has totally transcended the subject/object illusion, it is the
very thusness which it knows. Thusness is the very nature of reality and the
three ‘natures’ are just three different perspectives on it, of varying degrees
of adequacy (7sn. vv. 18-21).

While the Madhyamikas use the term ‘emptiness’ only to denote simply
the absence of inherent nature/existence in phenomena, the Yogacaras also
see ‘emptiness’ as a term for something that is positively existing — in the
form of the non-dual nature of the ‘other-dependent’ nature. Reality,
understood according to the true Middle Way, is empty of duality but
not empty of existence; it is that which is empty. The ‘other-dependent’,
‘construction of the unreal’, is not totally unreal, but exists ‘within” empti-
ness, being neither separate from nor identical to it, just as impermanent
things are neither separate from nor identical to impermanence (Mvkb.
ch. 1, vw. 3 and 14). It has an ‘ineffable (anabhilipya) nature’ known only by
Buddhas (Vr#ti. v. 10).

The Yogicara path and goal

The first two natures are the basis of defilements and thus of suffering. The
Yogacara path therefore aims to understand the dualistic ‘constructed’ so as
to undermine the aspect of the ‘other-dependent’ which is its basis, until
this is finally cleansed away from it, to leave the ‘absolutely accomplished’.
In deep meditative calm, the mind gradually overcomes the tendency to
interpret experiences as indicating external ‘objects’. As this tendency
wanes, consciousness still tends to be grasped at as a real ‘subject’, more
real than ‘objects’. Finally, the full realization of ‘representation-only’ comes
when the utter transcending of any ‘object’ leads to the collapse of any
notion of ‘subject’, which is merely its dualistic contrast (757. v. 36). Thus
arises the experience of transcendent knowledge, which is an undifferenti-
ated unity, beyond the subject/object duality and concepts of any kind,
even ‘thought’. It is thought which is no longer what is usually meant by
‘thought’, as it is without object, contentless.” This is the realization of the
‘absolutely accomplished’, and is said to be perception of the ‘unlimited-
ness’ of the Dharma-realm, awakening (bodhi) (Tsn. vv. 37-8).

The path to Nirvina is a gradual development of virtue, meditative
concentration, and insight into the emptiness of ‘other-dependent’

" Trims. vv. 28—9 and commentary (B77A.181; cf. p. 116).
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phenomena. The final attainment comes suddenly,”” however, as a momen-
tous spiritual transition, a shattering upheaval which takes place at the root of
the mind — in d/aya in its form as manas. This event is known as the ‘reversal
of the basis’ (@sraya-parivrtti). It is where the usual flow of the worldly mind
suddenly stops, so that the six sensory consciousnesses no longer present
information.” Having stopped discriminating ‘objects’ in the flow of the six
consciousnesses, 7anas ‘turns round’ from these and attains direct, intuitive,
noble knowledge (drya-jidna) of dlaya as its basis. Due to this, dlaya is no
longer capable of carrying karmic ‘seeds’, the source of the consciousness of
‘objects’, as its deluding nature is seen through. The intuition thus penetrates
to the non-dual depths of dlaya, the Dharma-realm which is ultimate reality,
so that everything is seen as ‘thought-only’ in the highest sense. In the mirror
of manas, the unknowing dlaya has gained knowledge of its inner nature, so
that NVirvapa is ‘the dlaya-consciousness which is realized inwardly, after a
reversal has taken place’ (Lanka.62). Nirvina, then, is the transfiguration of
samsdra, not its abolition: as in the Madhyamika, ‘there is no difference
between samsira and Nirvina' (Lanka.61).

An advanced Bodhisattva who has experienced Nirvina does not rest
content with this. He turns again to samsdra in the service of others, which
the Mahayana-samgraha calls his ‘non-abiding’ (apratisthita) Nirvina, not
clinging either to samsara or to Nirvina as something supposedly separate
from this (Nagao, 1991). He does this by meditatively sending forth a
seemingly physical ‘mind-made body’ (Ms.2.27.8 ((BTTA.184)) — which is
like a conjurer’s magical illusion and no more an external physical object
than anything else — in which he tunes in to and perceives the apparent
‘world’ of those he is seeking to aid. Lanka.136—7 describes how an (eighth-
stage) Bodhisattva, having attained ‘reversal’, enters a meditative concen-
tration in which he attains two forms of mind-made body. With the first of
these, he can travel at will to the presence of any heavenly Buddha in his
‘Buddha-land’, while in the second, he can take on the form of a variety of
classes of beings, so as to work among them and help them towards
liberation. Here one sees Yogacara philosophical ideas connecting up with
central Mahayana concerns.

Purity and defilement

The Yogacaras reflected much on the relationship between a ‘pure’ ultimate
reality and a defiled, impure samsira found ‘within’ it. ‘Reversal’ does not

*° As does Arhatship in the early schools. ~ * Cf. the ‘signless’ deliverance (pp. 81 and 96).



138 An Introduction to Buddhism: Teachings, History and Practices

bring about a change in ultimate reality; for what is changeable is imper-
manent. Its purity is intrinsic to it: ‘As is pure gold, water free from dirt, the
sky without a cloud, so it is pure when detached from imagination’
(Lanka.131). ‘Emptiness’ is seen as undefiled due to its very nature, the
brightly shining state of the transcendental cizta, but this purity is hidden by
adventitious defilements (Mv.1.23, cf. p. 68). Vasubandhu comments that
the existence of these alien defilements (at the ‘other-dependent’ level)
explains why people do not attain liberation without effort, while the
shining nature of ultimate reality explains why the effort to attain purity
will not be fruitless. He also comments (on Muv.5.21): “The Dharma-realm,
being like space, is pure by nature, and the duality “pure” and “impure” is
only adventitious, arriving later’. That is, only in contrast to ‘impure’
defilements is the ultimate reality ‘pure’; in itself it is beyond all such
dualities.

TATHAGATA-GARBHA THOUGHT

According to the Chinese tradition, Indian Mahayana thought consisted of
the Madhyamika, Yogacara and “Tathagata-garbha’ schools. The Indian and
Tibetan traditions did not count the latter strand of thought as a separate
philosophical school, though: for it originated in the period between
the origin of the Madhyamika and Yogacara, its ideas were in some ways
intermediary between theirs, and they both drew on these ideas. Moreover,
there were no great Indian teachers associated with this strand of thought.
This was probably because it was not intended as a well-worked-out system,
but arose among those seeking to articulate and support aspects of religious
practice. Nevertheless, it made an important contribution to Mahayana

thought.”

Tathagata-garbha sources

The earliest known Tathagata-garbha text was the 7athigata-garbha Sitra
(BP.7), composed ¢. 200250 CE. The most important one, however, is the
Srimala-devi-simhandda Sitra (Srim.), ‘The Sitra on the Lion’s Roar of
Queen Srimila’, composed between 250 and 350 cE. Also important is the
single extant Sanskrit treatise on the 7athdgata-garbha. This is known as the
Ratnagotra-vibhiga (Rv.), ‘An Analysis of the Jewels and Lineages’, or
Uttara-tantra, “The Treatise on the Supreme’. The Chinese tradition

** Keenan, 1982; Ruegg, 1969, 1989a and 1989b; Williams, 2009: 103-28.
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attributes this to a Sthiramati/Saramati; the Tibetan tradition less plausibly
attributes it to the Bodhisattva Maitreya, via Asanga. This text, which quotes
liberally from the Srimdli-devi-simbanida Sitra, was probably composed
soon after it. The (Mahayana) Mabhaparinirvina Sutra,” a text which exists
in various versions and which was influential in China, also contains many
relevant ideas. The Larikivatira Siitra (Lanka.) assimilates Tathagata-garbha
thought to the Yogacara viewpoint, and this assimilation is developed
further in a text which was a widely used summary of the Mahayana in
China. This is the Dasheng qixinlun (Ta-sh'eng ch’i-hsin lun), ‘The Treatise on
the Awakening of Faith in the Mahayana’, composed, or possibly translated,
around 550 CE.

The Tathagata-garbha

The first word in the term 7athdagata-garbha literally means “Thus-gone” or
‘Thus-come’, a term for a Buddha as one who is attuned to reality, while the
second basically means either an embryo, or a womb or other container.
Tibetan translations are based on the first meaning of garbha, while Chinese
ones are based on the second. Tuthigata-garbha thus means something like
‘embryonic Buddha’ or ‘matrix of a Buddha’, though the earliest meaning
may have been a reference to beings as ‘containing a Buddha’. This ‘embryo’
is seen as existing within all living beings, indicating that, however deluded
or defiled they are, they can mature into Buddhas. The 7athigata-garbha,
then, represents the ‘Buddha-potential” within all beings. In the 7athigara-
garbha Sutra, it is affirmed by the Buddha to be ‘complete with virtues and
not different from myself’. It is an emptiness which is itself full of possi-
bilities; it is resplendent with the qualities of Buddhahood, beginningless,
unchanging and permanent (Rv. vv. 51, 84). It is beyond duality, having the
nature of thought and the intrinsic purity of a jewel, space or water
(Rv. vv. 28, 30, 49). It is brightly shining with lucid clarity (Rv. v. 170)
and is ‘by nature brightly shining and pure’ (Lanka.77). Beings are seen as
ignorant of this great inner treasure, but the Buddha reveals it to them so as
to encourage them in spiritual development. Moreover, it is the 7athigata-
garbha which responds to spiritual teachings and aspires for Nirvina
(Srim. ch. 13; EB.4.3.5). In some ways, this approach can be seen as an
echo of the early idea of seeing Nirvina as ‘the aim-free’ or ‘wishless’ (see
p- 96): if one already has the supreme, what more could one wish for?

» A very different text from the Theravadin Mahiparinibbina Sutta, and its Sanskrit parallels of other
carly schools.
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The Tathagata-garbha and the defilements

In the Tathigata-garbha Sitra and Ratnagotra-vibhiga (vv. 96-8
(BTTA.169)), a number of metaphors are used to illustrate the relationship
between the intrinsically pure Tathigata-garbha and the ‘stains of adventi-
tious defilements’ — greed, hatred, delusion, etc. — which are said to obscure
it. It is both like a Buddha-image wrapped in tattered rags, which suggests
an unchanging perfection which has simply to be uncovered, and also
like the shoots of a great tree piercing through the fruit from which it
grows, suggesting that it is a potential in need of cultivation. Indeed it is to
be seen as both ‘since beginningless time naturally present’ and ‘perfected
through proper cultivation” (Rv. v. 149). While these may be seen as in
tension, perhaps the intention is to indicate that one must firsz uncover
the 7Tathigata-garbha, as a Buddha-potential, and then mature it to
Buddhahood by activating qualities implicit within it. The Ramagotra-
vibhaga sees the Tathigata-garbha as already present, ‘the immaculate true
nature to which nothing need be added and from which nothing need be
taken’ (Rv. v. 113). Yet it has to be separated from accompanying impurities,
just as gold-ore has to be refined so as to bring out and manifest the intrinsic
purity of gold. In Bodhisattvas, it is partly purified, and in Buddhas, it is
wholly purified (Rv. v. 47).

The Mahaparinirvana Sitra sometimes suggests that the Tathigata-
garbha is an already existent intrinsically pure essence, and sometimes that
it is a specific seed-potency of future purity. That said, in a perspective
which has in its background the Sarvastivadin idea that future dharmas in
some sense exist, the distinction between a potential for future Buddhahood
and an existent Buddhahood that one just needs to uncover, is lessened. As
argued by Ming-Wood Liu (1982), while the S#zra says that sentient beings
definitely ‘have’ the Tathagata-garbha, which is identical to the eternal
unconditioned nature of a Tathigata, Nirvina, they only ‘have’ it in a
future sense. They have the ability to become Buddhas when the right
conditions of spiritual practice come into play, just as milk has the potential
to become cream or butter when treated in the right way, but does not
already ‘contain’ cream or butter. A man may loosely say that he ‘has butter’
if he has some milk to churn, but he still has to churn it. For sentient beings,
the Buddha-nature is existent in the future, but not in the present (Liu 1982:
73—4). Yet as sentient beings, with minds, they are ever-capable of becoming
Buddhas. Liu thus reads the overall message of the Si#ra as that sentient
beings are capable of awakening because they lack a fixed, definitive nature
(1982: 84). This, in effect, is how the Madhyamika school understands the
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Tathigata-garbha: as a way of talking about emptiness of inherent nature,
which thus allows ultimate change (see p. 126). This interpretation, however,
is not generally how the 7arhagata-garbha was understood in East Asia, where
it often came to be seen as a pre-existent reality waiting to be uncovered.*

The latest sections of the Mahaparinirvana Siitra translated into Chinese
are notable for the idea that everyone, including very wicked people —
icchantikas or ‘decadents’ — will eventually become Buddhas, due to their
Tathagata-garbha (EB.8.3). This refuted the idea, found in some strands of
Yogacara thought such as the Faxiang school, that such people were
incapable of any kind of enlightenment because their storehouse-
consciousnesses lacked the pure seeds that would enable this (Williams,
2009: 98 and 107).

If the Tathigata-garbha is the pure basis of successful spiritual striving,
however, it is necessary to account for the existence of the alien defilements
which hold living beings back from awakening. How do they co-exist in a
being? The Ratmagotra-vibhiga sees the defilements as a ‘shell’ as beginning-
less as the ‘stainless nature of mind’ that it covers (v. 129). The Srimiili-devi-
simhbandda Siitra says that defilements are ultimately rooted in beginningless
ignorance, but that only a Buddha can comprehend how the mind, whose
inner nature is the intrinsically pure Tathigata-garbha, can be in any way
associated with defilements. Here, in fact, one can see a Buddhist version of
the problem of evil: from where does evil originate? Buddhism avoids the
‘theological’ problem of evil (see p. 37), but a similar problem arises here.
This is because the Tathigata-garbha is seen as the eternal foundation and
support of both the unconditioned, including ‘inconceivable Buddha qual-
ities’ (Srim. ch. 13), and the conditioned world of samsira. Quoting from the
Mahaiyina-abbidharma Sitra, the Ratmagotra-vibhiga (ch. 9: Takasaki
transl., p. 291) equates the 7Tuthigata-garbha with the Dharma-realm/
principle’ (dhatu) which is described thus (cf. p. 131): “The Realm is without
beginning in time / It is the common basis (ds7aya) of all dharmas | Because
it exists, there also exist / All places of rebirth and full attainment of
Nirvana.” This was probably not meant in the sense that there is a single,
universal basis for the whole universe — for the 7Tuathigata-garbha Sitra refers
to a plurality of 7athigata-garbhas — but in the sense that the minds of
sentient beings are what sustain the round of rebirths, and also have a
potential which makes possible the realization of Nirvina.

** The idea that one can already be a Buddha, yet not know this, is not without its problems. The
Mahayana emphasizes that Buddhas are omniscient, so if one is a Buddha, one should already know
this!
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Making the Tathigata-garbha the basis of all clearly implies that it is also
the basis of the defilements and ignorance. The Ratnagotra-vibhiga sup-
ports this implication by saying that karma and the defilements are based on
unwise attention (which perceives the conditioned world as permanent and
substantial); that this is based on ‘the mind’s purity’, but that this ‘true
nature of mind’ is itself without any further basis (Rv. vv. §6—7). Lanka.220
actually says that the 7arhdgata-garbha ‘holds within it the cause for both
skilful and unskilful actions, and by it all forms of existence are produced.
Like an actor it takes on a variety of forms’.”” In the final analysis, though,
the Tathagata-garbha texts seek to avoid any notion that genuine evil comes
from the pure Tathigata-garbha. Thus the defilements are seen as insub-
stantial, unreal, but as imagined by the deluded mind. This is seen by the
fact that the true NVirvina, Buddhahood, is not regarded as the extinction of
anything (the defilements), but as the ‘Dharma-body’ or Tathigata (Srim.
chs. 5 and 8). This already exists, for, ‘covered’ by defilements, it is the
Tatha’gam—garb/m.m As in the Madhyamika and Yogacara, awakening is not
realized by destroying real defilements, but simply by not originating
illusory ones, and the illusory suffering to which they lead. Why these
illusions should be imagined is still not explained, however: only a Buddha
can know.

Tathigata-garbha thought in relation to the Madhyamika and Yogicira

Both the Tathagata-garbha writers and the Yogacaras assign a more positive
meaning to ‘emptiness’ than is (explicitly) found in classical Madhyamika.
The Tathigata-garbha is equated with ‘emptiness’, and is said to be empty
of and separate from all defilements, but not empty of or separate from ‘the
inconceivable Buddha-qualities, more numerous than the sands of the
Ganges’ (Srim. ch. 9). This sets up a dichotomy between unreal defilements,
and the truly real Buddha-qualities. This perspective differs from the
Yogacara one, where there are #hree levels of reality, the three svabhivas.
Thus the Tathagata-garbha writers hold there to be two levels of reality, like
the Madhyamikas, but hold a more substantivist view of the highest reality
than the Madhyamikas.

In both the Madhyamika/Perfection of Wisdom and the Yogacara is
found the notion of the ‘brightly shining cizza’, which ultimately derives

» Cf. empathy — knowing how another being feels — makes possible both compassion and deliberate
cruelty.
* Though in other texts, the Tathigata-garbha is itself spoken of as what is obscured by defilements.
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from an early Suzta (see p. 68) and is a key Tathagata-garbha concept. In
the Perfection of Wisdom literature, it is said of the ‘thought of awaken-
ing’ (bodhi-citta),”” ‘That thought is no thought, since by nature it is
brightly shining’, and that it is a state of ‘no-mindedness’ (acittazi) which
is beyond existence and non-existence (Asta.5—6). This equates the
brightly shining citta with the bodhi-citta, which Tathagata-garbha liter-
ature sees as arising when a person becomes aware of the Tarhigata-garbha
within. Nevertheless, the Perfection of Wisdom passage sees the brightly
shining mind as empty of the own-nature of mind, and does not set it up
as the basis of the world. In both Tathagata-garbha thought and the
Yogacara, an aspect of mind s set up as the basis for both the conditioned
world and attainment of the unconditioned. For the Tathagata-garbha
writers, this basis was the shining 7Tathigata-garbha, while for the
Yogacaras it was the depths of the dlaya-vijndna.

It is notable that the Rarmagotra-vibhiga quotes from the Mahayina-
abhidharma Sitra, a Yogacara text, and that another early Yogacara text, the
Mahaiyina-sitralamkdra, emphasizes the brightly shining mind, which it
says is the nature of the 7athigara and a garbha that all beings have. These
facts suggest a particular affinity between Tathagata-garbha and Yogacara
thought. It may well be that they developed in similar circles (Keenan,
1982). While the Tathagata-garbha writers retained an emphasis on the
intrinsic purity of the mind, the Yogacaras moved on to explain the arising
and working of defiled, empirical consciousness. In this, the origin of
defilement, termed ‘the construction of the unreal’, was accorded a greater
reality than in Tathagata-garbha thought. In the Lazikivatira Sitra, the two
strands of thought are united, for it is actually said that the dlaya-vijiina is
also known as the Tathigata-garbha (Lanka.221).

A final problem is that Lanka.77-8 describes the Tathigata-garbha as
‘hidden in the body of every being like a gem of great value . . . it is eternal,
permanent’. Given this description, how then does it differ from a perma-
nent Self, which Buddhism had never accepted?”® The texts seem somewhat
ambivalent on this. On the one hand, the Dharma-body, the fully mature
Tathigata-garbha, is the perfection of permanence and of Self (Srim. ch. 12).
On the other, while the 7arhigata-garbha may seem like either a Self or
eternal creator to the ignorant, it is not so, for it is the same as emptiness

*7 In general, a term for the compassionate aspiration for Buddhahood, so as to be able to greatly help
others, but it is also used for the mind-state which knows emptiness.

*® The Self-like nature of the Turhagata-garbha is an echo of the Pudgalavadins idea of a mysterious
inner ‘person’: see p. 93.
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(Lanka.78). It may be Self-like, but is not a true Self, in the sense of an T
“The Buddha is neither a Self nor the skandhas (Pali khandha), he is
knowledge free from evil taints’ (Lanka.3s8).

The Tathagata-garbha and the self-emptiness versus other-emptiness debate

This Tibetan debate on the nature of ‘emptiness’ (see pp. 126—7) is of
particular relevance to the 7athigata-garbha (Powers, 2007a; Williams,
2009: 112-15). Those of the other-emptiness view see the other-empty
pure reality as the 7athigata-garbha, interpreted as a pre-existent reality
that just needs uncovering: it is a radiance that is empty of defilements.
Those of the self-emptiness view regard talk of ‘Tathigara-garbha’ as simply
a way of saying that emptiness of inherent nature of the minds of beings
means that they are capable of ultimate change, so that they can become
Buddhas. The latter view downplays the idea of the radiance of the mind,
uncovered in meditation, as the specific seed of future Buddhahood,
whereas the other-emptiness view is contentious in holding that the
Tathagata-garbha does not and need not change, being an already present
perfect Buddhahood that only needs to be uncovered.

In Tibet, the other-emptiness approach is seen, for example, in the
approach of Dzogch'en, as found in the Nyingmapa school (see p. 205).
This ‘Great Perfection’ practice is seen by its adepts as a wholly self-
sufficient ‘spontaneously perfect’ way leading to a sudden realization of
one’s primordial perfection and wisdom. The approach is seen as one of
simply allowing radiant clarity, the true nature of mind, to manifest itself.
This involves allowing thoughts to come and go as they will, without
attachment for — or rejection of — them or their objects, so as to be able
to focus on the radiance in the thought-flow itself. By such a practice, the
adept develops the ability to let his flow of thought-trains gradually and
naturally slow down. At a certain point in this development, the flow
suddenly stops, as true non-attraction and non-aversion to thought arises
in a spontaneous instant, with the mind resting in a state of pure awareness
(rig pa”®), thusness, empty of constructing ‘objects’, motionless. This is seen
as the sudden attainment of enlightenment, the unproduced spontaneous
perfection of the primordial Buddha Samantabhadra, personification of the
‘Dharma-body’ — or at least a foretaste of this. The se/Ffemptiness approach
to enlightenment, though, is a more gradualist one.

* Skt vidya, opposite of avidya, spiritual ignorance.
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East Asian developments

In China, the 7Tathigata-garbha was often called Foxing (Fo-hsing), the
‘Buddha-nature’.”” The influential Dasheng qixinlun, the ‘Awakening of
Faith in the Mahayana’, saw this as a universal ‘One Mind’, an Absolute that
is the basis of the whole universe, thus giving it a cosmological role
(Williams, 2009: 115-19). The Tiantai (T’ien-t’ai) monk Zhanran (Chan-
jan, 711-82 CE) argued that the Buddha-nature is the immutable mind at
the base of all phenomena, even soil and dust. Dégen (1200—53), founder of
Sotd Zen in Japan, saw the whole phenomenal world not as manifesting or
containing the Buddha-nature, the ultimate, but as being it (Williams, 2009:
119—22). While such texts as the Mahaparinirvana Sitra had denied that
walls and stones had the Buddha-nature, he asserted they, like all else, were
it. The whole changing flux of empty phenomena was nothing but the
Buddha-nature, within which it was not possible to designate anything as
‘non-sentient’.

In the twentieth century, a group of Japanese Sot6 Zen scholars™
developed a view known as ‘Critical Buddhism’ (see p. 407) that strongly
critiques a range of elements of Japanese Buddhism grouped under the
heading of what they call ‘dhitu-vida’: a monistic view which sees every-
thing as based on one fundamental substantial foundation. A key aspect of
this is the idea of Buddha-nature, and related Japanese ‘original/inherent
enlightenment thought’ (Jap. hongaku shiss; (BT.191-2)). The Critical
Buddhists see such ideas as non-Buddhist, due to being out of tune with
the teachings of non-Self and Conditioned Arising, which they see as zhe
defining essence of ‘true Buddhism’: they regard all else in Buddhism as
questionable (Hubbard and Swanson, 1997; Williams, 2009: 122—5).

THE AVATAMSAKA SUTRA AND THE HUAYAN SCHOOL

While Tathagata-garbha thought was perceived by the Chinese as a third
school of Indian Mahayana philosophy, the Chinese themselves developed
the Huayan (Hua-yen) school, based on the Avatamsaka, or ‘Flower
Ornament’ Sitra (Ch. Huayan jing). This is a huge work, many of whose
chapters circulated as separate Sizzras. Some were translated into Chinese in
the second century CE, but the whole was translated in the fifth and then,
in a slightly longer form, in the seventh century. A translation also exists in

° Though it also seems equivalent to Skt Buddhati, Buddha-ness.
3" They are less critical of Dégen than of other Japanese Buddhists.
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Tibetan. The most important books, both surviving in Sanskrit, are the
Dasa-bhimika Sitra, on the “Ten Stages’ of the Bodhisattva path, and the
Gandavyiha, or ‘Grand Array’ Sitra, which makes up more than a quarter
of the whole Avatamsaka (Cleary, 1985, 1989, 1991; Williams, 2009: 132-8).
The Avatamsaka as a whole deals with: the stages of development and
qualities of the Bodhisattvas; religious practices; the nature and glories of
Buddhahood; visionary descriptions of worlds; and the nature of reality. It
contains rhythmic repetitions, a flow of images and shifting perspectives
intended to expand horizons and awareness, and a cosmic vision of the deep
interrelationship of everything. The Gandavyiha, its culmination, is a
literary masterpiece dealing with the spiritual pilgrimage of the youth
Sudhana, who is sent by the Buddha on a journey to fifty-two teachers to
learn the secrets of the Bodbisattva path.’” The journey begins with the
Buddha in a pavilion in an Indian grove, which by meditation he causes to
merge with him and expand to encompass the whole universe, and count-
less Bodhisattvas from immeasurably distant worlds appear on the scene.
These Bodhisattvas have such powers as being able to expand their bodies to
the ends of the universe, as the Buddha has done. As Sudhana embarks on
his pilgrimage, the world in which he moves is not the common-sense
everyday world, but the world seen through the eye of wisdom, full of
marvellous wonders. Near his journey’s end, he comes to the Bodhisattva
Maitreya, who shows him the huge tower of the Buddha Vairocana (‘The
Resplendent One’). This is described as the abode of all Bodhisattvas,
meaning that it represents the universe as seen by their wisdom and
compassion. Sudhana enters the tower, where he finds a wondrous world,
as vast as space, full of countless paths, palaces, banners and trees, all made
of jewels, along with countless mirrors, burning lamps and singing birds:

This is the abode of all those who make one 4alpa (eon) enter into all kalpas and all
kalpas into one kalpa ... who make one dharma enter into all dharmas and all
dharmas into one dharma, and yet without each being annihilated . . . who manifest
themselves in all worlds without moving a hair’s breadth from the place where they
are ... This is the abode of those who go about everywhere in the Dharma-realm,
unattached, depending on nothing, with no habitation, burden-free, like the wind
blowing in the air, leaving no track of their wanderings . . . [For such beings] in one
particle of dust is seen the entire ocean of worlds, beings and 4a/pas, numbering as
many as all the particles of dust that are in existence, and this fusion takes place with
no obstruction whatever ... While abiding here they also perceive that the

?* The stages of Sudhana’s journey are depicted on many of the friezes of the huge Borobudur Stipa-
mandala on the island of Java, Indonesia.
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principle of sameness prevails in all beings, in all dharmas, in all the Buddhas, in all
the worlds . . . (Suzuki, 1970c: 120-1, 125, 131, 132; cf. £B.4.3.6)

The visionary world described in this S##ra is in some ways reminiscent of,
though more wondrous than, the mythological bejewelled city of a
Cakravartin emperor described in an early Swutta, the Mabdsudassana
(D.11.169—98). It is not intended as a mere play of the imagination, but is
an attempt to convey, through a series of images for contemplation, an
insight into the ‘unthinkable’ (acintya) nature of reality. The heart of this
insight is the notion of the ‘interpenetration’ of all existences. This grows
out of the notion of emptiness, that things are what they are because of their
relationship to other things, in a web of interdependence. It is also an
expression of the consequent ‘sameness’ (samatd) of things. The Sutra
depicts a world of light and jewels; for jewels are such that light passes
through them and reflects from them; each ray of light, which does not
interfere with other rays of light, represents a line of dependence between
interdependent existences which lack own-nature (are ‘transparent’). The
Huayan master Fazang (Fa-tsang, 643—712) thus illustrated the interpene-
tration of all things by an image drawn from the Avaramsaka Sitra: the
jewel-net of the god Indra, wherein each jewel in the net reflects every other
one, including their reflections of each jewel, and so on to infinity (Cook,
1989: 214). The world of Vairocana’s Tower is the transcendental Dharma-
realm, the realm where insight penetrates into the mutual interfusion of
everything, seeing into the thusness of things. The Dharma-realm is not
different from the loka-dhaitu, the worldly-realm of ‘separate’ phenomena,
but is its true nature, interpenetrating it. The Dharma-realm is the totality
of the interpenetrating web of existence. In each part of this whole, the
whole is present, and in the whole, each part is a necessary ingredient. Just as
any part of a three-dimensional holographic image of a thing contains the
whole image, each part of the Dharma-realm, each item of existence, reflects
and includes each and every other part; for all are interdependent. Any bit of
the universe shows what the universe as a whole is. And yet each item of
existence remains what it is, without obstruction from the other items —
indeed it cannot be what it is without its relationship with them. Here is a
holistic, organic vision of things, a kind of ‘cosmic ecology’ (Cook, 1989:
214) in which the entire universe of space and time is present in a particle of
dust. Thus the Siazra says: ‘Every living being and every minute thing is
significant, since even the tiniest thing contains the whole mystery’. As a
Chan saying extracted from book 20 of the Avaramsaka Sitra says, ‘Mind,
Buddha and all sentient beings, these are no different’ (Cleary, 1983: 188).
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Ideas of ‘emptiness’ are used in Huayan, and other schools influenced by
it, not just as the antidote to all views, but as the ground for a positive
appreciation of the concrete realities of nature, as part of a harmonious
organic unity. In tune with the Chinese love of harmony and nature, every
item of existence is seen as worthy of respect and honour; for all is the ‘body’
of Vairocana Buddha, as also taught by Kukai (774-835), the Japanese
founder of the tantric Shingon school. Logically, this includes all that
early Buddhism saw as ‘dubkha’, but while these views are very different,
they have in common the values of awareness and non-attachment.

In systematizing the Avatamsaka Sitra’s message, Huayan thought com-
bines many ideas from earlier Mahayana thought, and is influenced by the
ideas of indigenous Chinese Daoism (Taoism), especially that everything is
a form of a fluid ultimate reality, the ‘Dao’ (70). Using a well-established
pair of Chinese ideas, the Dharma-realm is said to be the underlying
‘principle’ or ‘noumenon’ (Ch. /) which interpenetrates ‘phenomena’ (shi
(shih)) as they do each other. As Sengzhao (Séng-chao, 384—414) had put t,
‘Heaven and earth and I are of the same root, the ten-thousand things and I
are of one substance’ (Suzuki, 1959: 353). Phenomena are empty, but are not
unreal; for they are no different from /. Phenomena are seen as radically
interrelated, and thus empty of inherent nature, much as in Madhyamika
thought, but as well as this ‘horizontal’ relationship between phenomena,
there is also their ‘vertical’ relationship with /, the Tathigata-garbha con-
ceived as like the ever-malleable Dao. All phenomena are actual forms of
this, as illustrated by Fazang’s “Treatise on the Golden Lion’ (B7.168—72).
In this, the phenomena of the world are like the parts of a golden lion, all of
which are made of the same malleable gold, being forms of it (Williams,
2009: 141—4). The choice of a golden object in the treatise is probably not
accidental: the intrinsic brightness of gold is no doubt an allusion to the
intrinsic brightness of the Buddha-nature, and to the meditative mind, to
which it is related. This idea of an underlying substance to things is very
different, though, from how Indian Madhyamika saw things, for it is rather
like the Brahman of the Upanisads, which was also seen as the basis and
substance composing everything. Yet / is not static and unchanging, but
fluid and without any fixed form, like the Dao. It is a kind of ‘emptiness’,
but now in the sense of something which is empty of fixed form, and so full
of countless possibilities. It is empty of defilements, but not of an intrinsic
radiance; it has a bright openness, a natural purity to which no defilements
can stick, so to speak — though defilements are of course included in the
phenomena that are the forms of /i. Phenomena interpenetrate each other,
through deep interdependence, and are also in a sense identical with each
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other, as they are all forms of /i. They are also each the unique cause of the
totality of existence, the Dharma-realm, as without a particular phenom-
enon, the totality would not only lack one item, but also lack the multiple
effects that this brings to the whole. As each phenomenon is also the cause
of the whole, they are also identical in this respect.

Such ideas are explored by Francis Cook (1977), though he tends to see
only a Madhyamika sense of ‘emptiness’ in Huayan thought. In their
writings, Huayan authors sought to argue for their perspective, though
their arguments are often obscure and mix valid and very debatable points.
Perhaps what they were trying to say is very difficult to adequately verbalize.
Perhaps they sometimes wrongly conflated different kinds of ideas, such as
different kinds of ‘emptiness’. Perhaps something of both of these. Perhaps
what look like arguments are intended more as guidance in meditation.

Huayan ideas had implications for how the Buddhist path was seen, for the
very start of the path, the arising of faith, was seen as in a sense identical with
its goal (Williams, 2009: 144—s5). This may reflect, in part, the fact that the
first time meditation really starts to work for someone, this opens up for them
a whole vista of possibilities. There is then a sense in which practice after this
time is a question of unpacking and exploring what has already been
obscurely felt/seen. There is, here, a parallel to the tantric idea of using the
goal (visualized as a holy being) as a key aspect of the path (see p. 189).

In Huayan, practice involves being aware of one’s Buddha-nature and
acting as far as possible like a Buddha, until this becomes a natural and
spontaneous way of being (B7.192-3). Its kind of speculative mysticism
provided the philosophical perspective that imbues much of Chan/Zen
Buddhism, and today its ideas are much emphasized by the ‘Order of
Interbeing™ of the monk Thich Nhat Hanh, of the Vietnamese Chan
tradition (known as Thien). An illustration he often uses (e.g. 1991) is that in
a sheet of paper are the tree its fibres came from, the sun and rain that
sustained this, the logger that cut it down and all he depended on, and
ourselves as part of a deeply interdependent world in which all items ‘inter-
are’ with all others.

A COMPARATIVE OVERVIEW OF MAHAYANA PHILOSOPHIES
AND THEIR IDEAS OF ‘EMPTINESS

Looking back over the philosophies discussed in this chapter, one can see a
range of meanings given to the word ‘emptiness’, reflecting the different

¥ www.orderofinterbeing.org
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concerns and perspectives of the relevant texts, authors and schools. Broadly

speaking:

e For the Madhyamikas, ‘emptiness’ is a quality shared by @// phenomena:
their lack of inherent nature and inherent existence, with no underlying
shared substance to them, either.

e For the Yogacaras, the mental phenomena of the other-dependent
nature, which is all one directly knows to exist, are individually empty
in a Madhyamika sense, but there is an additional sense of ‘emptiness’ as
meaning the lack of a real subject/object duality in this mental flow, and
this ‘emptiness’ is also a name for the positive reality, not empty of itself,
which lacks this.

e In Tathagata-garbha texts, the Madhyamika sense of emptiness may
apply to conditioned phenomena, but the most important sense of
‘emptiness’ is the pure and changeless Tathigata-garbha, the supreme
empty thing which is empty of real defilements, but full of Buddha-
qualities and the basis of all actions of beings.

e For the Huayan school, while the Madhyamika sense of emptiness
applies to individual phenomena, they are forms of an underlying sub-
stance, the Dharma-realm, Tathagata-garbha, One Mind, /%, which is
‘emptiness’ in the sense of that which lacks any fixed nature, being fluid
and infinitely malleable, like the Dao. This underlying principle is not
multiple in nature, one per each being, but is a single universal principle
at the root of the entire universe.



CHAPTER 6

Mahayana Holy Beings, and Tantric Buddbism

THE PATH OF THE BODHISATTVA

A ‘Bodbisattva (see p. 15) is a ‘being of/for awakening’, that is, one dedicated to
attaining bodhi — ‘awakening, ‘enlightenment’ or ‘buddhahood’. One who
aims at the bodhi of a perfect Buddha, rather than of a Pratyeka-buddha or
Arbat (see p. 99), was sometimes also called a Mahisattva, a Great Being, or
one directed towards the Great, that is, perfect Buddhahood (Harrison, 2000:
174~5; Williams, 2009: 55) — though the term ‘Bodbisattva’ on its own is usually
understood in this sense. The Mahayana is focused on this kind of Bodbisattva,
one on the path to perfect Buddhahood, whose task is to compassionately
help beings while maturing his or her own wisdom (B7.83—s; BTTA.124—7).

Wisdom, compassion and skilful means

In his wisdom (prajnd), the Mahayana Bodhisattva knows that there are no
‘beings’, just fluxes of @harmas’ that lack inherent existence (B77A.157), but
his ‘skilful means” enables him to reconcile this wisdom with his compassion
(karuna). This urges him to work for the salvation of all beings, for such
empty fluxes do experience ‘themselves’ as ‘suffering beings’ (V. sec. 3).

Wisdom itself aids compassion in a number of ways. Ultimately, it leads
to becoming an omniscient Buddha, who can teach and aid beings in
countless ways. It also ensures that compassionate action is appropriate,
effective and not covertly self-seeking. The Bodhisattva can also rub should-
ers with wrongdoers, in an effort to ‘reach’ them, as with the lay Bodhisattva
Vimalakirti (B7.271-6), as he knows that their bad characteristics are not
inherently existent. Any potential pride at the good he does is tempered by
the reflection that his karmic fruitfulness is also ‘empty’ (Ve. sec. 8).

Most importantly, wisdom strengthens the feeling of solidarity with
others, by insight into the ‘sameness of beings’: ‘self” and ‘others’ being
equally empty, there is no ultimate difference between them. Santideva
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(c. 650—750) persuasively draws on the idea of emptiness of inherent
existence/nature to argue that indifference to the suffering of ‘others’ is as
absurd as indifference to one’s ‘own’ suffering. In his Si/e.xd-mmucazya (Ss.)
he argues that ‘self’ and ‘other’ are relative terms, like ‘this bank’ and ‘the
further bank’ of a river: neither bank is, of itself, the ‘further’ bank. If one
says that one should not protect another from pain, as it does not hurt
oneself, then why does one seek to avert the pain of, or to bring positive
benefit to, ‘oneself’ later in this life or in future lives? One will not be
unchangingly #he same being then (Ss.315). Body and mind consist of a
changing series of states. We each, by habit, call these T, but why not use
this notion as regards ‘other’ beings? Thus one should strive to prevent
suffering in any being (55.316). Compassion for others does not bring pain to
oneself, it makes possible joy based on awareness of others’ being delivered
from suffering. Karmic fruitfulness is to be rejoiced in, whoever generates it.
Thus the Bodhisattva should constantly identify with others (Ss.317). In his
Bodhicaryivatdra (Bca.), Santideva says that, realizing that all are equal in
wanting happiness and not wanting pain, one should protect others as one
protects oneself, for suffering is just suffering, whoever it conventionally
‘belongs’ to (ultimately it is ownerless, not being the possession of any Self):
what is so special about me and ‘my’ suffering (Bca.vi11.90—96, cf. 103)?

Just as wisdom aids compassion, compassion aids wisdom’s undercutting
of self-centredness, by motivating a life of self-sacrifice and active service for
others. The Updya-kausalya (Skill in Means) Sitra (Tatz, 1994: 73—6) and
Santideva (Ss.168) assert that the Bodhisattva may even do a deed leading to
hell, if this is a necessary part of helping someone else and giving them a
more wholesome outlook on life (see p. 271; Harvey, 2000: 134—40). The
great flexibility that the doctrine of skilful means gave the Mahayana,
however, is guarded from becoming licence by its association with compas-
sion, purifying meditations, and belief in the results of karma.

The Mahayana brought about a ‘shift in the centre of gravity of Buddhist
ethics’ (Keown, 1992: 142), with a new emphasis on moral virtue ‘as a
dynamic other-regarding quality, rather than primarily concerned with
personal development and self-control’ (Keown, 1992: 131). The concept
of ethical action ($7/a; Pali sila) became broadened so as to no longer be seen
as simply one component of the path; in the widest sense it encompassed
the whole of it. In such texts as Asanga’s (310-90?) Mahiyina-samgraha and
Bodhisattva-bhizmi," it came to be seen as comprising:

" Part of the Yogacira-bhizmi, attributed as a whole to Asanga or his teacher, but with some parts perhaps
predating them.
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1. The ethics of ‘restraint or vow (samwvara)’, through both the precepts of
lay morality (abstention from harming others) and the monastic code,
both termed praitimoksa.”

2. The ethics of ‘collecting wholesome/skilful states’ (kusala-dharma-sam-
graha), through the practice of the Bodpisattva perfections.

3. The ethics of ‘working for the welfare of beings’ (saztvirtha-kriya),
through active help for them.

The first was seen as the foundation for the other two, but as needing them to

supplement it. A srdvaka, one dedicated to becoming an Arbat, was seen as

neglecting the welfare of other beings, only practising (i): disengaging from
evil (Tatz, 1986: 69—70). A Bodhisattva also practises (ii) and (iii): engaging in
good (Tatz, 1986: 87). That said, (ii) concerns the development of positive
qualities and actions that are mostly shared with the Eight-factored Path, and

a concern to help others is certainly not absent in Southern Buddhism, for

example.” That said, the dedication of one’s karmic fruitfulness to future

Buddhahood is something that only the Mahayana emphasizes, and compas-

sion takes centre place in it (Tatz, 1986: 48-9).

The ethics of benefiting sentient beings is ministering to the needs of others
by: nursing those who are ill; advising on how to attain worldly and transcen-
dent goals; gratitude for help received and returning it; protection from wild
animals, kings, robbers and the elements; comforting those stricken by calami-
ties; giving to the destitute; attracting disciples by friendliness and then attracting
material support for them; amenability to the (non-harmful) desires of others;
applauding and pointing out others’ good qualities; compassionately humbling,
punishing or banishing others in order to make them give up unwholesome
ways and take to wholesome ones; using psychic powers to show the results of
unwholesome actions in hells etc., and generally inspiring and teaching others
(Tatz, 1986: so; cf. BT.91). Practical help should also include such things as
guiding the blind, teaching sign language to the deaf, and giving hospitality to
weary travellers (Tatz, 1986: 54—s5). In its other-regarding orientation, the
Mahayana Bodpisattva ideal shares an emphasis on compassion with the early
Buddhist idea of the Universal Emperor (Cakravartin; see pp. 16 and 101).

The perfections and stages of the Bodhisattva

The Bodpisattva path begins with the arising of the bodhi-citta, the aspira-
tion to strive for Buddhahood for its own sake, and for the sake of helping

* Pali patimokkha: a term reserved in the Theravada for monastic precepts.
? So the characterization of the sdvaka as only focused on avoiding evil seems unfair.
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suffering beings (£B.4.4.2). For this momentous event to occur, a person
requires karmic fruitfulness and knowledge, generated by moral and spiri-
tual practice in the present and past lives, combined with devotion and
reflections on the sufferings of beings and the need for Buddhas.

A series of meditations are used to arouse the bodhi-citta (Wayman, 1991:
45—57), which work with the early Buddhist set of four brahma-vibaras, or
‘divine abidings’: lovingkindness, compassion, empathetic joy, and equa-
nimity. First of all, equanimity is developed towards all beings, as an
unbiased impartiality, based on the realization that current enemies may
in time become friends, and vice versa. Next, the meditator develops
lovingkindness by reflecting on the kindness that his mother has shown
him, then reflecting that in the long round of rebirths, even neutral
strangers and enemies have been his mothers in previous lives (see p. 38).
Hence he aspires for the happiness of all beings: the ‘great lovingkindness’
(mahd-maitri). He then develops compassion by similar reflections prefaced
by visualization of the pitiful lot of a condemned criminal or animal about
to be slaughtered, reflecting that his present mother and all past mothers
have experienced many kinds of such suffering in the realms of rebirth.
Thus arises the aspiration to lead all beings from such sufferings, the ‘great
compassion’ (mahd-karund). Finally, there is the development of empa-
thetic joy, rejoicing at the present happiness of beings, particularly enemies.
Additionally, there may be practice of the ‘exchange of self for others’. This
is advocated by Santideva at Bea.vi1.16, vim.i20,* in which a person looks on
another, lowly, person as T" and on himself as he would on someone else.
Fully identifying with the other person and his outlook, he sees himself
through the other person’s eyes, perhaps as proud and uncaring. He focuses
his ambitions on that person, and whatever indifference he normally has to
others is focused on himself (Bca.vii.i40—s4).

The initial ‘arising of the thought of awakening’ (bodhi-citt vtpida), as a
resolve, is known as the ‘aspiration-thought’ (praniddhi-citta); when it is
put into practice, it is known as the ‘implementation-thought’ (prasthina-
citta; Bea.1.15). Even the resolve alone, without implementation, is seen as
generating much karmic fruitfulness and as wearing out much past bad
karma (Ss.11). The bodhi-citta is seen as the seed of all the qualities of
Buddhahood, and a precious and glorious event which reorientates a
person’s whole being.

After the arising of the bodhi-citta, a person takes various Bodhisattva
vows (pranidhina) in the presence of others who live by them, or with all

* See also Wayman, 1991: 59—61.
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Buddhas and Bodhisattvas as witness (BS2.43). Some are general vows: to
overcome innumerable defilements, attain incomparable Buddhahood,
and to save all beings; others may be to help beings in more specific
ways. The vow to save all beings (or at least as many as possible) is made
more credible and less overly ambitious by the notion that beings already
have ‘Buddhaness’, or the 7athigata-garbha, and it is made non-egoistic
by the notion that beings are not ultimately different from the Bodhisattva.

Such vows are not taken lightly, however. They are seen to become a

powerful autonomous force within the psyche and to bring very

bad karmic results if broken. Even in the Sarvastivadin tradition, the

Bodhisattva path was seen to last three ‘incalculables’, each of these

consisting of a thousand million million great eons, each of which is the

time from when a world-system began to the start of the next one.” This
figure was also the most common one quoted in the Mahayana (BSr.30—

33; Dayal, 1932: 76-9), though a figure of thirty-three incalculables is also

found. The hugely long nature of the Bodhisattva path helps explain why it

is seen as so compassionate to set out on, for the path to Arhatship, while
still challenging, is much quicker. The longer path will bring benefit to
more beings, though.

The Bodpisattva path is practised by developing a number of ‘perfec-
tions’ (pdramitd) and progressing through the ten Bodhisattva ‘stages’
(bhami).® Six ‘perfections’ (EB.4.4) are described in the Perfection of
Wisdom literature, though another four were later added to co-ordinate
with the last four of the stages. The stages are described in such works as
the Bodbisattva-bhiami and the Dasa-bhimika Sitra, first translated into
Chinese in 297 ci. The Dasa-bhimika Sitra talks of the first Bodbisattva
stage as beginning with the arising of the bodhi-citta, but Tibetan
Buddhists use a model from the works of Kamala$ila (¢. 700—750) and
Atisa (982-1054), which add various preliminaries, drawing on the
Sarvastivadin schema of paths or margas (Gethin, 1998: 194-8, 230). In
the Mahayana, these are:

e The path of equipment or accumulation (sambhira-marga): starting with
the arising of the bodhi-citta, and the preliminary cultivation of the six
perfections, with a mastery of mindfulness and calm.

e The path of application or preparation (prayoga-mdrga); four stages of
penetrating insight, meditatively focusing on the idea of emptiness.

> That s, the four phases of a great eon — see p. 33. Note that the term ‘incalculable’ is used both for any
of these four phases and also for a much larger number.
¢ BTTA129-33, 141—s; Williams, 2009: 200-8.
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e The path of seeing (darsana-marga): the breakthrough to the Noble level,
akin to stream-entry (see pp. 84—6),” in a direct non-conceptual seeing of
emptiness; this brings entry to the first of the ten stages of the Noble
Bodhisattva.

e The path of development (bhivani-mirga): the remaining nine stages
and the cultivation of their perfections to full strength.

e The path of the adept (asaiksa-mdirga): Buddhahood.

The ten stages pertain to the Noble (Arya) Bodbisattva, though just as the

ordinary Eight-factored Path leads to the Noble Eight-factored Path, so the

Bodpisattva practises the perfections at an ordinary level before becoming a

spiritually ennobled person. The Dasa-bhimika Sitra correlates the ten

stages with the ten perfections, and the Bodhisattva-pitaka Sitra, a text
probably dating from the second century cg (Pagel, 1995: 2), treats the
perfections in depth. The ten stages and their corresponding perfections are

shown in Table 2.

The idea of ‘perfections’ was also found in the early schools
(see pp. 99-100); the Theravada has a list of ten perfections, which overlaps
with the Mahayana list: giving, moral virtue, wisdom, renunciation, vigour,
patience, truthfulness, determination, lovingkindness and equanimity. The
Perfection of Wisdom literature recognized that only the perfections zo the
highest degree were what was needed for Buddhahood (Conze, 1973: 155),
and the influential Tibetan master Tsongkh’apa (1357-1419) held that

Table 2 Bodhisattva stages and perfections

Stage Perfection

1. Joyous (Pramuditd) Generosity (dana)

2. Stainless (Vimala) Moral virtue (s7/a)

3. Luminous (Prabhaikari) Endurance or patient acceptance (ksinti)
4. Radiant (Arcismati) Vigour or energy (virya)

5. Difficult to Conquer (Sudurjaya) Meditation (dhyina)

6. Approaching, or Face-to-face (Abhimuki) Wisdom (prajid)

7. Gone Afar (Dirarngama) Skill in means (updya-kausalya)

8. Immovable (Acald) Vow or determination (pranidhina)
9. Good Intelligence (Sadhumati) Power (bala)
10. Cloud of Dharma (Dharmamegha) Gnosis (jiiana)

7 Though in the Theravada understanding of the Bodhisattva path, a Buddha does not even attain
stream-entry until the night of his enlightenment, when all four Noble stages are attained in one
sitting. This clearly implies that the fetters normally overcome at stream-entry are still existent, though
only at an extremely minimal level, just prior to Buddhahood.
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‘Hinayana’ and Mahayana were not differentiated by their view (of empti-
ness), but through their #pdya, or means that they used, which in the case of
the Bodhisattva is based on the bodhi-citta. Accordingly, Mahayanists still
revered Arbats, some of whom where seen to remain in a suspended
meditative state in remote mountain locations. Indeed Tibetan and espe-
cially Chinese Buddhism includes reverence to a set of sixteen or eighteen
such great Arbars (Ray, 1994: 179—212).

On the Mahayana path, in the first stage, the Noble Bodhisattva is said to
have psychic powers and the meditative ability to see many Buddhas from
different parts of the universe, and to receive teachings from them. Such
abilities are seen to strengthen through the following stages. In the first
stage, the Bodhisartva is full of joy and faith, and concentrates on developing
the perfection of generosity to a high degree. This is done by giving away
wealth, teachings, life, limb and even spouse and family, for the benefit of
others. The good karma generated by such acts is dedicated to the future
Buddhahood of himself or herself and others (BT7TA.128). Such transfer
(parinamand) of karmic fruitfulness (see pp. 45—6) is seen as possible as
karmic fruitfulness is ‘empty’ and does not inherently ‘belong’ to any
particular ‘being’. In the Mahayana, the aspiration is usually that karmic
fruitfulness is shared with a// beings (e.g. Tatz, 1994: 24), and typically to
help them attain enlightenment. Humans should transfer it for the benefit
of other humans, and beings in unfortunate rebirths. They should also
transfer it to Buddhas and Bodhisattvas with a view to increasing their
perfections and virtues (Ss.205—6). In turn, though, advanced Bodhisattvas
and Buddhas are seen as transferring it to devotees who ask for such help in
faith. Santideva praises the transfer of karmic fruitfulness in the final chapter
(x) of his Bodhicaryavatira, aspiring that, by the good karma generated by
his writing this poem, humans and other beings should be free from various
afflictions and be endowed with morality, faith, wisdom and compassion.
In verse 56 (cf. S5.256—7), he even prays that the sufferings of the world
should ripen in him: that he should take on the bad karma of others, not just
give them his karmic fruitfulness. Likewise, there is a Tibetan practice called
tong-len (gtong len), of breathing out one’s positive qualities to others and
breathing in their negative qualities and suffering, so as to help overcome
these (Willis, 1989: 18, 137).

In the second stage, the Bodhisattva concentrates on the perfection of
moral virtue until his conduct becomes spontaneously pure. He also urges
others to avoid immorality, as it leads to unfortunate rebirths. His medi-
tative development allows him to see and worship many more Buddhas. In
the third stage, bright with wisdom, he concentrates on the perfection of
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patient acceptance, aided by meditations on lovingkindness and compas-
sion. He develops great forbearance in adversity, avoids anger, and patiently
perseveres in seeking to fathom the profound Dharma. In the fourth stage,
the perfection of vigour is developed, due to increasing aspiration and
compassion. Mindful alertness is emphasized, and the stage is particularly
appropriate for practising the discipline of a monk or nun. In the fifth stage,
which is beyond the power of Mara to conquer, the focus is on the
perfection of meditation. Meditative trances are mastered, but the heavenly
rebirths that they can lead to are not accepted. The four True Realities for
the Spiritually Ennobled are comprehended and the ability to move
between conventional and ultimate truth is developed. Abilities in such
fields as maths, medicine and poetry are cultivated, as ways to help others
and teach the Dharma.

In the sixth stage, the perfection of wisdom is attained, with full mastery
of what had been initially glimpsed at the ‘path of seeing’. The Bodhisattva
gains full insight into Conditioned Arising, non-Self and emptiness and, by
the perfection of wisdom, the five previously emphasized perfections
become transcendent, attaining completeness and full perfection. Their
most difficult acts are carried out totally free of self-consciousness or ulterior
motive. For example, in giving, he does not perceive ‘giver’, ‘gift’, ‘recipient’
or ‘result’; for all dissolve in emptiness (B77A.131).

At the completion of stage six and entry into stage seven, the Bodhisattva
reaches a level of development parallel to that of the Arhar (Williams and
Tribe, 2000: 1801, 268). He or she is free of ‘obscuration’ (dvarana) in the
form of the ‘defilements’ (klesa) of greed, hatred and delusion. At death, he
could leave the round of rebirths and enter final Nirvina,” but his Mahayana
‘great compassion’ prevents him from doing so. Knowing that samsira is not
ultimately different from Nirvina, he attains ‘non-abiding Nirvina' (see
p- 137), not attached to or resting in either sazsira or Nirvana.” From the
first stage, the Bodhisattva is reborn according to the force of his or her vow,
rather than from his or her karma; from the third stage, rebirth is according
to the Bodpisattva’s force of meditative concentration; from the seventh
stage, rebirth is according to superhuman power; all three means are forms

¥ At least, this is a possibility according to those Mahayana texts, such as the Aksobhyavyizha Sitra, which
support a ‘three vehicle’ (#7i-yina) rather than ‘one vehicle’ (eka-yina) model. The first of these sees the
goals of Arhatship or Pratyekabuddhahood as genuine goals, which preclude the attainment of the higher
goal, perfect Buddhahood. ‘One vehicle’ texts, such as the Lotus Sitra (see p. 111), see the first two ‘goals’
as not what they seem: they are really provisional way-stations towards perfect Buddhahood.

? The Sanskrit for ‘non-abiding’ is apratisthita, in Pali is apatitthita (Harvey, 1995a: 217-22). At p. 76,
this is translated as ‘unsupported’ when applied to a form of consciousness that the Pali Su#zas imply is
itself Nirvana.
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of rebirth directed by conscious purpose.” From the seventh stage, the
Bodhisattva becomes a transcendent being who, by his perfection of skilful
means, magically projects himself into many worlds so as to teach and help
beings in appropriate ways. As the Mahayana developed, such beings were
looked to as heavenly saviours.

As a result of the seventh stage, at the eighth stage the Bodbisattva has
reached a non-relapsing, irreversible (avinivartaniya) level, such that he" is
now certain to attain Buddhahood.” From this stage, his meditative insight
imbues all his experience, and the many obscurations of the knowable
(jney avarana) — preventing the omniscience of a Buddha — begin to be
overcome. His knowledge enables him to appear anywhere in the universe
at will, teaching beings while appearing just like them. He fully masters the
transfer of karmic fruitfulness from his vast store, so that beings who pray to
him receive it as a free spiritual uplift of grace. In the ninth stage, the
Bodpisattva perfects his power, using his tremendous insight into beings’
characters to guide and teach them in the most precisely appropriate ways.

In the tenth stage, the Bodhisattva dwells in the Tusita heaven, as does
Maitreya now (see p. 15). He has a resplendent body and is surrounded by a
retinue of lesser Bodhisattvas. In the Diamond-like meditative concentra-
tion of omniscience, he has the perfection of gnosis. Buddhas then come to
consecrate him as ready for perfect Buddhahood, which he attains in the
following 7athdgata-stage.

The attainment of Buddhahood is not seen as taking place on earth, but
in the Akanistha heaven (Lanka.361). In early Buddhism, this was seen as
the most refined of the elemental form heavens and the highest of the five
‘pure abodes’, where only non-returners are reborn and subsequently
become Arhats (see p. 35). The life-span of the ‘Eldest’ (Pali Akanittha)
gods there was seen as 16,000 cons. In some ways, the advanced level
Bodhisattvas of the higher stages can be seen as akin to the non-returners
of early teachings, as non-returners’ insight was often seen as close to that of
Arbats, but they continued in heavenly rebirths before finally attaining
Nirvana — with a non-returner who becomes an Arahat early in his life in
the Akanistha heaven having 16,000 eons as an Arhat deity. The Mahayana
would stress, however, that advanced Bodbisattvas and Buddhas have

' Nagao, 1991: 30-1, citing the Mahdayina-sitrilamkira xx—xx1.8

" For a discussion of different Mahayana views on how far a person can progress up the Bodhisattva path
while still in female form, see Harvey, 2000: 373-6. Vasubandhu held that this was up to the seventh
stage. The Tiantai school holds that a Buddha could be female.

 On a ‘one vehicle’ interpretation, this must mean going beyond any notion that a lesser form of
enlightenment was either desirable or possible.
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greater compassion than an Arbat or lesser grade of saint, and that advanced

Bodbisattvas live for far more than 16,000 eons, as Bodpisattvas then

Buddhas.

Given the length, and stages, of the Bodhisattva path, it is well to note
that what may apply to a Bodhisattva at one stage may not apply at another,
though they all share the same goal, perfect Buddhahood, for the sake of
helping others most effectively. A ‘Bodhisattva’ may be:

1. a person who has just taken the Bodhisattva vows for the first time;

2. any other Bodhisattva at the ‘ordinary’ level who has not yet experienced

the ‘path of seeing’ which marks entry to the first of the ten stages of the

path of the Noble Bodhisattva;

a Noble Bodhisattva in one of the initial stages;

4. aNoble Bodpisattva of stage seven, whose insight seems akin to that of an
Arbat and who is free of the defilements, but whose great compassion
prevents him or her from leaving the round of rebirths at death;

5. a Noble Bodhisattva of stages eight to ten, who is now irreversibly bound
for Buddhahood and who is a transcendent being that in time came to be
seen as a saviour being,.

It is as well to remember, then, that ‘Bodbisattva’ is a path-term rather than a

goal-term: it refers to the kind of being who is at one or other point along a

long path. When a Mahayana Su#ra attributes some quality to ‘a’ or ‘the’

‘Bodpisattva’, it may well be describing the ideal, advanced Bodhisattva,

what all Bodhisattvas should aim to be before finally becoming a Buddha.

One should thus be careful of taking such passages as applicable to all

Bodhisattvas.” Comparisons between ‘the Bodhisattva’ and ‘the Arbat are

thus, strictly speaking, inappropriate. If anything, one should compare the

Bodhisattva and the $rivaka (both primarily path-terms) or the Arhar and

the Buddha (both goal-terms), otherwise the Bodhisattva of a particular

stage and the Arbar. That said, the Bodhisattva path is so immensely long
that it, and its orientation to bring benefit to others, can be seen to have
effectively become a goal, in the form of an ever-maturing mode of being.

For example, the Chinese Tiantai (T’ien-t’ai) school says that the practi-

tioner is forever ‘becoming a Buddha’, in an ongoing process.

At this point, it is worth taking up the issue of whether a Bodhisattva
‘postpones’ his or her Nirvana, so as to bring all other beings to Nirvina

W

" There is sometimes a similar lack of clarity in Mahayana texts in that ‘disciples’ (§r4vakas) and Arhats
are equated. More properly, a $ravaka (Pali savaka) is someone who either is an Arbat or aims at
becoming one, and may have attained lesser grades of sanctity, so as to be a stream-enterer, once-
returner or non-returner.
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first, as is sometimes said in textbooks on Buddhism.”* The path to
Arhatship, along with its Nirvana-in-life and Nirvana-beyond-death, or
final Nirvapa, is far shorter than the Bodbisattva path to perfect
Buddhahood, so the Bodhisattva is indeed choosing a path in which
Nirvina will come much later rather than sooner. In any case, even when
a Bodhisattva has developed — slowly, given all that needs to be developed
along the way — to the same level of wisdom as an Arbat, and thus effectively
has Nirvina-in-life, he does not take the consequence of this, Nirvana-
beyond-death, that is, leaving the round of rebirths at the end of the life in
which Nirvana-in-life had been attained. Rather, the advanced Bodbisattva
experiences non-abiding NVirvina while still staying in samsira, building up
the final qualities that will bring the omniscience of a perfect Buddha, and
not neglecting the suffering beings of samsira. Once a perfect Buddha, the
ex-Bodbisattva has both non-abiding Nirvina and a Buddha’s omniscience.
In texts which include the idea of non-abiding Nirvina, neither of these
are things which a Bodpisattva would want to postpone — for Buddhahood
is the goal of the Bodhisattva, providing the omniscient wisdom that informs
the most effective way of compassionately helping suffering beings, and
the combination of strong wisdom and compassion is what brings the
Bodhisattva to non-abiding Nirvina. Nevertheless, before the idea of non-
abiding Nirvana was developed, and it was still thought that a Buddha
would at some time, albeit after a hugely long life, enter “final’ Nirvina, it
was believed that some Bodhisattvas would even hold back from
Buddhahood, as this would entail them eventually leaving the world and
losing contact with suffering beings, though at the level of the high-stage
Bodpisattva, their difference from a perfect Buddha is hard to realistically

specify.

MAHAYANA BUDDHOLOGY: EXPANSION WITH
REGARD TO THE NUMBER, LOCATION, LIFE-SPAN
AND NATURE OF BUDDHAS

After the death of the historical Buddha, though his teachings remained in
the world, there was still a desire for experiencing the presence of a Buddha:
such direct contact was seen as spiritually very efficacious, and as conveying
a potent blessing (adbisthina; Hookham, 2004). Early Buddhism accepted
a line of past earthly Buddhas, spread over the eons (see p. 15), though it
had emphasized that a world-system can only have one Buddha, and the

“ Williams and Tribe (2000: 139) and Williams (2009: 58—62, 185-6) critically examine this claim.
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tradition he starts, at a time.” The Mahayana, though, emphasized that as
there were countless world-systems in the universe — not itself a new idea —
many of these could be the realms of present-day Buddhas, which could be
contacted and bring benefit to this world (BSr.212-14). Indeed, Buddhas
were seen as being as numerous as ‘the grains of sand in the [river] Ganges’
(e.g. Gémez, 1996: 149).

The belief that such Buddhas could be contacted seems to have its
roots in the early Buddhist practice of ‘recollection of the Buddha’
(Buddhanusmyti, see p. 105; Williams, 2009: 209-14). In the Theravada
version of this, recollection of the Buddha’s qualities leads to the over-
coming of fear, and a state in which the meditator ‘comes to feel as if he were
living in the Master’s presence’, so as to avoid doing any unwholesome act
(Vism.213). This is said to lead to gaining a relatively deep state of meditative
calm,” and then a heavenly rebirth. In the Mahayana, recollection of the
Buddha became especially important. A text of particular influence in
China was the Pratyutpanna-buddha-sammukhivasthita-samaidhi Sitra:
the ‘Sitra on the Meditative Concentration of Direct Encounter with
Buddhas of the Present’ — the Pratyutpanna Sitra for short (Harrison,
1978, 1990). This was first translated into Chinese in 179 CE, and focuses
on the Buddha Amitayus. Practising strict morality, a person meditates in
seclusion, visualizing this Buddha’s form and reflecting on his qualities.
This is done almost continuously for seven days, after which Amitayus is
seen with the physical eyes, or in a dream. Here the ‘as if” presence of the/a
Buddha becomes what is seen as a real living presence, which not only can
be worshipped but also can give new teachings, so as to speed progress
towards enlightenment.

Pure Lands and other Buddha-fields

Each of the Buddhas throughout the universe is seen to have a ‘Buddha-
field’ (Buddha-ksetra),” a domain that he had previously purified by his
actions from stage eight of the Bodhisattva path. He is said to finally attain
his Buddhahood in the Akanistha heaven of one of the world-systems of his
Field or Domain. Many such Fields are said to be ‘pure’ — called ‘Pure
Lands’ (jingtu (ching-tu)) in Chinese Buddhism: ideal regions created by
the appropriate Buddha. Buddhism had always accepted that karma is a

 Ma.6s; Miln.236—9 (BSr.211-125 BS2.6); Vibh-a.434—6.
"¢ “Access’ concentration (Vism.111), at the brink of the first jhina (see p. 329).
7" See p. 100; Sponberg, 2007; Williams, 2009: 214-18.
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dominant force in the world. Combining this with the Yogacara notion of
reality as thought-only, there developed the idea that a Buddha could draw
on his immeasurable store of karmic fruitfulness, and the power of his mind,
to conjure up a world for the benefit of others. While these Pure Lands are
described in paradisiacal terms, they are primarily realms where it is easy to
hear and practise the Dharma: conditions very conducive to attaining
awakening. Pure Lands are outside the normal system of rebirths, including
heavenly ones, according to personal karma. To be reborn in one requires
not only the dedication of one’s own karmic fruitfulness to this end, but also

a transfer of some of the huge stock of karmic fruitfulness of a Land’s

presiding Buddha, stimulated by devout prayer. Once faith has led to

rebirth in a Pure Land, either as a human-like being or god, a person can
develop his or her wisdom and so become either an Arhar or a high-level

Bodhisattva.

The notion of a realm with ideal conditions for attaining enlightenment
builds on a number of concepts in earlier Buddhism on times or levels of
existence with better conditions than the present human realm (see Gethin,
1997):

e Another time: the glorious world of the past Cakravartin emperor Maha-
sudaréana, with trees of gold and precious stones (D.11.169—98 (§B.98—
115)), or of the future one Sankha (D.111.75—7), when humans will live for
80,000 years, and the next Buddha, Maitreya, will live and teach.

o Another level: such as the Tusita heaven where Maitreya currently dwells
as a Bodpisattva, or the ‘pure abodes’, where non-returners become
Arbats.

The Mahayana idea of Pure Lands seems to combine and add to the marvel-

lous qualities of the above, locating them in the present but in distant parts of

the universe, each akin to a galaxy; for a Buddha-field is seen as a realm
comprising a thousand million world-systems, complete with their attendant

spheres of rebirth, from (empty) hells to heavens (Griffiths, 1994: 129).

The huge life-span of Buddhas

The Mahayana also developed a new perspective on the life-span and nature
of the historical Buddha, whom it refers to as Sakyamuni. In early
Buddhism, there is the idea that the Buddha could have lived for the
remainder of the present eon, had he been asked to do so (D.11.103), and
the Mahayana takes up this kind of idea. Its new perspective starts to be
expressed by the middle of the second century cE, in the Lokinuvartana
Sutra. Its most notable expression is in the Loztus Sitra — whose full title is
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the Saddharma-pundarika Sitra, or ‘Sitra of the White Lotus of the True
Dharma’ (Lotus) — which reached its final form by 286 cE, when it was first
translated into Chinese. In its chapter on the ‘Duration of the life of the
Tathigata’," the Buddha explains that he became awakened countless eons
ago: more eons ago than there are atoms in fifty million myriads of world-
systems. Since that time, he has been constantly teaching in our ‘Saha
world-system’ and countless others. Over the ages, he had already appeared
on earth in the form of past Buddhas such as Dipankara (see p. 15), and
taught according to people’s spiritual capacities. The idea of the earthly
Buddha as the manifestation of a heavenly Buddha had already been
expressed in the Lokottaravadin Mahavastu (see p. 98), but the idea that
the long line of past earthly Buddhas were manifestations of the same
Buddha was a new one. The Losus Sutra says that all such earthly
Buddhas teach those of lesser understanding that Buddhas pass into final
Nirvana, beyond contact with living beings, when they die. The Suzra
holds, though, that this is only a skilful means, to ensure that people do
not become overly dependent on Buddhas, but actually use the spiritual
medicine that Buddhas give (Pye, 2003; Williams, 2009: 151—7). In fact, the
heavenly Buddha (also known as Sikyamuni), who appeared in the form of
earthly Buddhas, will live on for twice the time that has passed since he
became awakened; only then will he pass into final Nirvana (BTTA; 135; cf.
EB.s.1). In this world, this compassionate ‘protector of all creatures’ has a
presence on Vultures’ Peak near where the council following the Buddha’s
death was held. Those who are virtuous and gentle may even now, with the
eye of faith, see him preaching there.

This message of light and hope, then, sees gékyamuni as a manifestation
skilfully projected into earthly life by a long-enlightened transcendent
being, who is still available to teach the faithful through visionary experi-
ences. At the popular level, the message is taken to mean that the omniscient
Buddha Sakyamuni is an omnipresent, eternal being, watching over the
world and supremely worthy of worship. While he is seen as having been a
Buddha for a hugely long time, however, the idea is still expressed that he
became a Buddha by practising the Bodbisattva path, starting out as an
ordinary being. In the Lotus Sitra, then, he is neither a recently awakened
human who has passed into Nirvana, nor an eternal monotheistic God-type
figure.

The Mahayana has different views on the question of whether
Sékyamuni Buddha, or any other perfect Buddha, will, after a hugely long

® No. 15 in the Sanskrit version, 16 in the Chinese.
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life, eventually attain NVirvina-beyond-death (Williams, 2009: 185-6). The
earlier view, as expressed in the Lozus Sutra, the Aksobhya-vyiha Sitra and in
the earlier recension of the Sukhavati-vyiha Sitra, was that he will even-
tually attain this, thus going beyond any possibility of contact with the
beings of samsara. Nevertheless, once the idea of non-abiding Nirvina (see
p- 137) had been developed in the Mahayana, it allowed the possibility thata
perfect Buddha could continue forever, both experiencing the benefits of
Nirvana, and aiding the beings of samsdra, with no need to enter ‘final’
Nirvina. Some texts therefore came to express this view, and East Asian
forms of Buddhism tend to interpret the Lotus Sitra in this way — alongside
texts with the rather different view which talks of some Bodhisattvas post-
poning Buddhahood, as they lacked the idea of non-abiding Nirvina. The
Gandavyiha Sitra, a key text of the Huayan school, ends with the ‘Prayer of
Samantabhadra’, a 62-verse resolve of the advanced Bodbisattva (or
Buddha?) Samantabhadra, ‘Universally Good’, which is often used as a
basis for Bodhisattva vows.” Samantabhadra vows to remain (presumably as
a Bodhisattva then Buddha) as long as any living being remains, helping
them until the end of time or perhaps for countless eons (vv. 22, 26).

The Trikaya doctrine

As the above kind of ideas developed, some systematization on the nature of
different aspects of Buddhahood came to be needed. By the fourth century,
this was done by the Yogacarins in such texts as the Mahayina-sitrilamkaira
(of Maitryanatha?) and its commentary, and Asanga’s Mahdyina-sam-
graha.”® Here one finds the 77ikiya or “Three-body’ doctrine, a central
framework of Mahayana belief which sees Buddhahood as having three
aspects: (i) the Nirmana-kaya, or “Transformation-body’, (ii) the Sambhoga-
kdya, or ‘Enjoyment-body’, and (iii) the Dharma-kéya, or ‘Dharma-body’.

The idea of Transformation-bodies builds on the early idea that deep
meditation enables a person to generate a mind-made body (D.1.77), and to
have various psychic powers, such as the ability to multiply one’s form
(D.1.78-83).”" The Lokottaravadins had already seen the historical Buddha
as a mind-made body sent by the Buddha from the Tusita heaven. In the
Mahayana, the ‘“Transformation-body’ refers to earthly Buddhas, seen as

¥ BT.172-8; Cleary, 1989: 387—94; Williams, 2009: 137-8. Samantabhadra is also seen as a protector of
those who chant the Lotus Sitra (EB.5.2.3).

** BT.94-s; Dutt, 1978: 136—70; Griffiths, 1994; Williams, 2009: 176-82; Xing, 2005a.

* For developed Theravidin ideas on Buddha ‘bodies’, see Reynolds, 1977.
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teaching devices compassionately projected into the world to show people
the path to Buddhahood. At death, they are generally withdrawn back into
the heavenly Buddha, or even advanced Bodbisattva, who manifested them.
Besides such supreme Transformation-bodies of a Buddha, there are also
other types. The term is also applied to certain religious teachers, even non-
Buddhist ones, who are seen as using skilful means to draw people in a
wholesome direction; D. T. Suzuki (1870-1966), who did much to make
the West aware of Zen Buddhism, saw Christ in this way. Transformation-
bodies may also include animals acting in compassionate ways, and even
objects which mysteriously appear when they can be of great help to people.

Some texts see Transformation-body people as actual beings of flesh and
blood, while others, such as the Suvarna-bhasottama Siatra (Svb.a8), see
them as mere appearances. Of course for the Yogacara school, the whole
world of people and things is just an appearance, as this perspective takes
only direct experience as real. An ‘external’ physical world — depending on
how one interprets what they are saying — is either denied or seen as a
problematic speculative concept for which we have no reliable evidence in
experience (see p. 134). While ordinary beings are seen as streams of mental
processes, with an ‘external’ world as a projection from their direct experi-
ence, a Transformation-body is seen to be on/y an appearance in the mind-
stream of others, with no mind-stream of its own other than that of the
projecting ‘Enjoyment-body’.

When a Bodhisattva attains Buddhahood, it is as an Enjoyment-body being
with a refulgent subtle body of limitless form, which is the product of the
karmic fruitfulness of a Bodhisattva’s training. It is adopted by a Buddha
partly for the ‘enjoyment’ of Noble Bodhisattvas — those in this Land or those
to whom he appears through visionary experiences, giving them teachings.
Early Buddhism had the idea that the Buddha had a body — no doubt in the
sense of a spiritual body — endowed with the thirty-two special characteristics
of a Great Man (D.111.42—79; see pp. 105-6). In the Mahayana, Enjoyment-
body Buddhas such as the heavenly Sakyamuni were seen to have these. The
form and wondrous powers of such Buddhas vary slightly according to their
past Bodhisattva vows and karmic fruitfulness.

Each Enjoyment-body Buddha is seen as presiding over his own Buddha-
field, but besides the ‘Pure’ Buddha-fields, there are also ‘impure’ ones,
normal world-systems like our own. As to why Sikyamuni Buddha’s
Buddha-field is not pure, different answers were given: the historical
Buddha was a Transformation-body sent by another Buddha from a Pure
Land; or sent by the Enjoyment-body form of Sékyamuni from the mini-
Pure Land realm of Vultures’ Peak in our world, as in the Lozus Sitra; or
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Sakyamuni is special in being able to save beings even in an impure realm,
working in ways compassionately suited to beings born in such a realm, as in
the Karunda-pundarika Sitra; or this realm is really a pure one, but beings
will not see this until they awaken and are without mental impurities, as in
the Vimalakirti-nirdesa Satra (Williams, 2009: 217-18).

Before considering the third aspect of a Buddha, ‘Dharma-kiya, it is
helpful to look at the history of this term, which is a compound word that
can function as either a noun or an adjective. In early Buddhism, the
Buddha is described as ‘one who has become Dharma’ (Pali Dhamma-
bhita) and ‘one having Dharma as his body’ (Pali Dhamma-kiya, Skt
Dharma-kaya; D.111.84). The latter seems to have meant that the Buddha
is spiritually ‘embodied’ in the Dharma— though one might also say that the
Dharma is physically embodied in the Buddha. Here ‘Dbarma’ can mean
either (a) the Buddha’s teachings, or (b) the qualities of the path and its
culmination that the Buddha had practised and exemplified, as suggested in
a Sutta passage where the Buddha says ‘who sees Dhamma sees me’ (S.
11.120). Dharma-kiya can also mean ‘the body’ or ‘collection” (kdya) of
teachings (Miln. 73 (BTTA. 119)). The Theravada commentator
Buddhaghosa explains the Dhammakiya as the Buddha’s ‘body’ as referring
to Nirvana along with the four ‘path’ and four ‘fruit’ experiences that know
this (§-a.11.314). He also says that the Buddha’s Dhamma-body perfected the
pure collections of moral virtue, meditation, wisdom, liberation and
knowledge-and-vision-of-liberation (Vism.234). This is in line with a pas-
sage in the Pali Apadana (p. 532, cf. 13, 168), where the Arahat-nun
Mahapajapati, the Buddha’s foster-mother, says that while she brought up
the Buddha’s physical body, ‘My blameless Dhamma-body was brought up
by you’. The Sarvastivadins also speculated on the nature of the Buddha’s
‘Dharma-body’ (Dutt, 1978: 142—7; Xing, 2005a: 35—44). Vasubandhu
explains that while Buddhas differ in the length of their lives, they have
‘equally accumulated karmic fruitfulness and knowledge, in that they have
realized the same dharma-kiya (AKB.vi1.34). The commentarial Vyikha
here explains dharma-kiya as “a series of taintless dharmas’, which are the
dharmas that make a person a Buddha, namely the five pure collections, as
at Vism.234 (AKB. 1v.32). That is, the ‘dharma-kiya’ is not a single entity
but a collection of pure qualities of a type that are found in any Buddha.

In the Asmsihasrika Perfection of Wisdom Sitra, the dharma-kiya is
what a Buddha is really about, rather than his physical body and the remain-
ing relics of this. Paul Williams traces three linked meanings of ‘dharma-kaya
developed in various Perfection of Wisdom (Prajidpdramita) texts: ‘First, the
dharmakaiya is the collection of teachings, particularly the Prajhaparamita
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itself. Second, it is the pure dharmas possessed by the Buddha, specifically

the pure mental dharmas cognizing emptiness. And third, it comes to refer
to emptiness itself, the true nature of things’ (Williams, 2009: 177).
Similarly in the Niraupamyastava, plausibly attributed to Nagarjuna,
dharma-kaya is timeless dharma-ness (Williams, 2009: 178).

In his 1992 ‘Is the Dharma-kiya the Real “Phantom Body” of the
Buddha?’, Paul Harrison examines how the term dbarma-kiya was used
in: (a) texts translated into Chinese by Lokaksema — including the
Astaséhasrikd — around the end of the second century CE, one of the earliest
pieces of datable literary evidence for the Mahayana, and (b) some texts of
the ‘middle’ Mahayana period, such as the Lanikdivatara Sitra, first trans-
lated into Chinese around the middle of the fifth century ck. In the
Lokaksema corpus of texts, Harrison never finds ‘dbarma-kiys meaning
‘body which is Dharma’, that is, some kind of mysterious cosmic Buddha-
body, but either ‘*having the Dharma as body’ or body, that is, collection, of
dharmas: ‘qualities, principles of existence, truths or teachings’ (1992: 67), as
in Sr:ivakayéna texts. This, then, undercuts, at least for the early Mahayana,
the ‘prevailing notion that the dharma-kiya is some kind of Buddhist
“Godhead” or “Cosmic Body” invented by the followers of the
Mahayana’ (1992: 73—4). The Trikaya-stava (EB.4.3.4), a devotional text
which was popular by the end of the fourth century, still speaks of the
dharma-kiya as ‘neither one nor many’ — which is in tension with inter-
pretations of ‘it’ as a single entity, and when it is said that it is ‘to be realized
by oneself’, this makes it sound much like the Dharma refuge of Theravada
Buddhism, which in the highest sense is Nirvina, but it also includes the
path to this. Harrison sees early Western interpreters of Buddhism, such as
Edward Conze (1904—79) and D. T. Suzuki, as having been influenced in
their translations by later developments in 77ikdya thought, and, in Suzuki’s
case, even by attempts to convey Buddhist ideas in ways more appealing to
Christians. Later scholars, too, have ‘misconstrued many key passages . ..
metaphor gives way to metaphysics’ (Harrison, 1992: 74). He leaves open
the question of whether Yogacara developments of the doctrine need
re-examining, to see if these have also been misinterpreted.

In the developed Yogacara idea of the Dharma-body, this is the shared
kind of inner nature that any Buddha attains, their Buddha-ness (buddhata):
omniscient knowledge, and the perfect wisdom and other spiritual qualities
through which a Bodbisattva becomes a Buddha. It is also known as
the Svibhivika-kiya or Intrinsic-body, as it is without any adventitious
defilements in its self-contained nature. It is the other-dependent nature
(see pp. 135—6) purified of the deluded subject/object distinction, pure radiant
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consciousness, a timeless thusness which is the real nature of things, the
basis from which the ordinary worldly phenomena of the illusory constructed
nature appear. These phenomena include the other two bodies, which
are simply ways in which the Dharma-body appears to people. The
Srimali-devi-simhanida Sitra says that when obscured by defilements, it is
the Tathigata-garbba. It is also the Dharma-dharu, or Dharma-realm (see
pp- 141, 147): the universe as truly understood by a Buddha, for a Buddha
knows that his nature exemplifies the nature of reality, has the same empty
nature as other phenomena, and interpenetrates them. A Buddha’s knowl-
edge is beyond the subject/object duality, so he cannot be distinguished from
the thusness which is the ‘object’ of his knowledge. As a Buddha’s knowledge
is also omniscient, he is non-different from #// empty phenomena: he is the
‘same’ as everything,

In Tibet, the influential Gelugpa school, to which the Dalai Lama
belongs, and which sees the Prasangika-Madhyamika as expressing the high-
est truth, regards the Dharma-body as having two aspects: the Intrinsic-
body (in their sense) and the Gnosis-body (j7dna-kiya).”* The first of these
is the emptiness of inherent existence in a7y phenomenon, including a
Buddha’s enlightened consciousness: the non-nature which is, at any
time, the very nature of dharmas, their dharma-ness (dharmata). As this
emptiness gives the minds of being the lack of fixity that enables them to
become enlightened, this is the 7athigata-garbha as understood in a self-
emptiness way (see p. 126). The Intrinsic-body is also something particular to
Buddhas: their lack of defilements and obscurations to omniscience. The
Gnosis-body is a Buddha’s omniscient consciousness, empty of the deluded
subject/object distinction, and compassionately ready to respond to the needs
of beings.

The Chinese Tiantai school, which sees the Lotus Sitra as expressing the
highest truth in Buddhism, regards the Buddha of the Sa#ra’s chapter on the
life-span of the 7athigata (see pp. 163—4) as the eternal Dharma-body,
rather than as a particular Enjoyment-body Buddha.” In this aspect, he is
sometimes identified as Vairocana, the ‘Resplendent One’ referred to in the
Avatamsaka Sitra. This idea is also found in the Tendai, the Japanese
form of this school, and the Nichiren school, which split off from this.
Among other things, this overcomes a tension between seeing past earthly
Buddhas as Transformation-bodies of an Enjoyment-body Sakyamuni, but
the next earthly Buddha being seen as a manifestation of Maitreya, once he

** Dalai Lama, 1971: 120—5; Williams, 2009: 182—4.
* Lotus Sitra translation by Kato ez al., p. 382: trikiya entry in glossary; Williams, 2009: 157-8, 162.
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is a Buddha; and indeed the Yogacarins had criticized the idea of past
earthly Buddhas as having been Transformation-bodies of one heavenly
Enjoyment-body (Griffiths, 1994: 120-1).

In the Huayan and the Japanese tantric Shingon school, the Dharma-
body is personified as the Buddha (Maha-)Vairocana. It is regarded as
having a very subtle, shining, limitless material form from which speech
can come, due to the autonomous working of the Bodhisattva vows. In this
respect, the Dbarma-body seems to become somewhat akin to the concept
of God in other religions. In the tenth century, the process of person-
ification was carried further, in the concept of the Adi, or ‘Primordial’, ever-
awakened Buddha, named variously as Samantabhadra, Vajradhara or
Vairocana. The Yogacarins resisted the idea of a first and always enlightened
Buddha, though, arguing that any Buddha needs to be first inspired by a
past Buddha, and needs then to develop the Bodbisattva perfections
(Grifhiths, 1994: 121).

On the ultimate level, only the Dharma-body in its aspect as emptiness of
inherent existence or the non-dual nature of consciousness is real; the
Transformation- and Enjoyment-bodies, known in the Sanyatavadin per-
spective and Tathagata-garbha thought as “form (ripa)’ bodies, are provi-
sional ways of talking about and apprehending it. The real nature of a
Tathdgata cannot be seen by seeing his physical form, as ‘7athigatas have
the Dharma as their body’ (Asta.513, as translated at Harrison, 1992: 52).
Transformation- and Enjoyment-body Buddhas, Pure Lands, and high-
level Bodhisattvas, then, are not truly real: any more than the book you are
now reading or the eyes with which you read it! In emptiness, nothing
stands out with separate reality. At the conventional level of truth, however,
such Buddhas, etc. are just as real as anything else. Indeed in popular
Mahayana practice, the Enjoyment-body Buddhas and advanced
Bodpisattvas are treated as wholly real, and rebirth in their Pure Lands is
ardently sought through faith. The rather disconcerting feeling generated by
switching between ultimate and conventional truth is nicely captured in an
explanation given by a Chinese recluse to John Blofeld, in which he also
draws on the Chinese idea of ‘One Mind’ (see p. 145): ‘Believe me, the
Bodhisattvas are as real as earth and sky, and have infinite power to aid
beings in distress, but they exist within our common mind, which, to speak
the truth, is itself the container of earth and sky’ (Blofeld, 1987: 151).

From the conventional perspective, the high-level Bodhisattvas and heav-
enly Buddhas are those who have heroically striven to be close to, or attained
to, Buddhahood. From the ultimate perspective, they are the symbolic
forms in which the ‘minds’ of empty ‘beings’ perceive the Dharma-body,
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the all-encompassing totality which is the Dharma-realm described in the
Avatamsaka Sitra. As an analogy, the Dharma-body can be seen as a
blinding blaze of light. Only a Buddha can see this in an unobstructed
fashion. The obstructions remaining in the minds of advanced Noble
Bodpisattvas mean that the light is filtered and they see it as Enjoyment-
body Buddhas. In ordinary beings, the light is even more filtered, so that
they can only see it in the form of Transformation-bodies. Those with great
insight, though, can see it in the thusness of any worldly object, for as the
Avatamsaka Sitra says, the whole mystery is present in a grain of dust. To
non-Buddhists such as Hindus, the Dharma-body is known in the form of
Enjoyment-bodies which take the form of the gods of their religion
(Lanka.192—3). In Buddhist Japan, indeed, the major kamis, or deities, of
the indigenous Shinto religion became identified with particular heavenly
Buddhas or high-level Bodhisattvas.

Given the idea of the huge length of the Bodhisattva path, no one who
started out on this path under the historical Buddha, roughly 2,500 years
ago, will have had time to become a Buddha since then. Bodhisattvas who
were already well advanced on their path at that time could, in principle,
have become Buddhas since — but not in our world-system, as the classical
Mahayana still had the idea that while the influence of a Buddha lasts in a
world, no new Buddha will appear there (Griffiths, 1994: 119—26). As we
will see below, though, the tantric path is seen to be able to speed up the
Bodpisattva path and potentially bring Buddhahood in one lifetime. In any
case, our world can still contain advanced Bodbisattvas, or Transformation-
bodies of them (for they, like Buddhas, can have these), or of Buddhas from
other Buddha-fields. Thus, in Tibetan Buddhism, there are roughly 3,000
trulkeus (sprul-sku), Transformation-bodies, mostly in the form of recog-
nized rebirths of past teachers who are seen to have the ability to choose
their next rebirth (Samuel, 1993: 281-6). A few are seen as ‘supreme’ trulkus
or namtruls (rnam phrul), emanations.” These are beings who are seen as
re-manifested Transformation-bodies. These include the Dalai Lamas, seen
as Transformation-bodies of the advanced Bodhisattva Avalokite$vara, and
the Panchen Lamas, seen as Transformation-bodies of Amitabha Buddha.
These are typically regarded as actual forms of these beings, though another
view, favoured by the present Dalai Lama — perhaps from modesty, or
because he takes a more modernist view — is that they embody their virtues
and have thus been specially blessed by them (Williams, 2004: 2—23).

** And sometimes as trulpas (sprul pa), though this can be used of emanations of beings other than
Buddhas and advanced Bodhisattvas.
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Thus the Dalai Lamas are seen to particularly express the compassion of
Avalokite$vara.

In East Asian Buddhism, the tenth-century Chan monk Budai (see p. 176)
is seen to have been a manifestation of Maitreya, and is actually referred to as
Milo-fo, Maitreya Buddha, and the Japanese Nichiren Sho-sha sees Nichiren
(see pp. 233—4) as a Buddha (for Nichiren-sha, he is a great Bodbisattva).
Moreover, the term ‘buddha’ can sometimes be used rather loosely for a
person of advanced spiritual development, and there is the idea that, due to
the Buddha-nature, everyone is already a buddha, even if they do not yet act
like one. Furthermore there is a Japanese practice in which, around seven days
after their death, people are given posthumous names and are popularly
considered to become buddhas (Reader, 1991: 41, 90): the word for a departed
soul, hotuke, also means a buddha, and the after-death rituals are seen to help
the dead become both a revered ancestor and a buddha. Here Shinto
influence may be at work, though there is also the Buddhist idea of going
to the Pure Land and then becoming a buddha.

THE MAHAYANA PANTHEON

Of the ‘countless’ heavenly Buddhas and advanced Bodhisattvas, some of the
named ones became focuses of devotion as saviour beings, with specific
advanced Bodbisattvas also symbolizing and exemplifying specific spiritual
qualities.” In the cults of these beings, one sees the more faith-related
‘religious’ aspects of the Mahayana, as a balancing complement to its refined
wisdom aspect, and with the compassion-based Bodbisattva path as a bridging
concern. One sees a yearning for continuing contact with the Buddha(s)
leading to ideas of a variety of saviour beings and ideal realms, these being
located in many areas of the immense cosmos that earlier Buddhism had
previously conceived of. In this process, one might say that a variety of
Buddhist super-devas, devas with liberating wisdom and huge compassion,
become the focus of devotion, contemplation and calls for inspiration and
spiritual and practical help. Magical cosmic vistas open up, in which sources
of help-from-beyond are drawn on to complement the help had from one’s
own inner resources, and from the Buddha’s inspiration, the power of his
relics, his taught and chanted Dharma, and the ongoing support of the
monastic community. One can see this as showing a ‘theistic’ side to the
Mahayana, though it is a theism that is framed by the idea that the celestial
Bodhisattvas and Buddhas are empty of inherent existence.

» See Getty, 1988, and Williams, 2009: 21843 for an overview of them.



Mahayana Holy Beings, and Tantric Buddhism 173

Of the heavenly Buddhas, one of the earliest mentioned is Amitibha,*
who became of central importance in the Pure Land schools of Eastern
Buddhism, where he is known as Amituo (A-mi-t'o) (China) or Amida
(Japan).”” The name ‘Amitabha’, or Immeasurable Radiance’, is an expres-
sion of light symbolism. In early Buddhism, radiance was already associated
with Brahma gods, wisdom and the ‘brightly shining’ level of mind (see
p- 68), and of course radiance is associated with the 7athigata-garbha. The
alternative name of ‘Amitayus’ means ‘Immeasurable Life’, referring to the
immensely long life of this Buddha. His cult is based on three key Sizras:
the ‘Larger’ and ‘Smaller’” Sukhavati-vyitha, or ‘Array of the Happy Land’
Satras, and the Guanwuliangshoufo Jing (Kuan-wu-laing-shou-fo Ching).
The last of these may have originated in Kashmir (north-west India),
Central Asia or China, or evolved through all three; its title in Sanskrit
would be the Amitayur-buddbinusmyti Sistra: “The Sitra on recollection of
the Buddha Amitayus’. The ‘Larger’ Siizra was composed by the late second
century CE, and the ‘Smaller’ one was first translated into Chinese in 402
CE, though Japanese scholars often see it as older than the ‘Larger’ one.

The ‘Larger’ Happy Land Suzra tells how, many eons ago, under a
previous Buddha, the monk Dharmakara aspired to become a Buddha in
a future time. After hearing of the Pure Lands of many Buddhas, he resolved
that he would generate one combining the excellences of all of them. He
then made forty-seven Bodhisattvavows,” describing these excellences, and
affirming that he would only become a Buddha when his Bodhisattva course
had been karmically potent enough to produce such a Pure Land, which it is
seen to have been, for he became the Buddha Amitabha. In his Pure Land,
called Sukhavati, the Happy Land, beings are seen to have, if they wish,
immeasurably long lives, in which progress to Buddhahood is accelerated.
Their next life will be as a Buddha, unless as advanced Bodhisattvas they
choose to be reborn elsewhere to aid beings. Inhabitants of this realm are
seen to have the highest ‘perfections’, memory of previous lives, and the
ability to see myriads of other Buddha Lands. They immediately hear
whatever Dharma they wish, have no idea of property, even with regard
to their own bodies, and have the same happiness and meditative powers of
those in deep meditative trance. Sukhavati is seen as a paradise full of ‘jewel-
trees’, which stimulate calm and contemplative states of mind, a realm

* BS1.232-6; BS2.8; EB.5.4.1; Blum, 2002: Cleary, n.d.; Cowell, 1985; Gémez, 1996; Ingaki, 1995;
Malalasekera ez al., 1964; Pas, 1995: 145-64.
7" Or these followed by -fo (China) or butsu (Japan): Buddha.

* In the Sanskrit text; forty-eight in its Chinese version.
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where everything is as beings wish, free from temptation and defilement.
Most importantly, in line with one of Dharmakara’s vows, he is seen to
appear before any dying being who aspires to awakening and devoutly calls
him to mind, with his Bodhisattva helpers conducting him or her to his Pure
Land.

Amitabha’s Happy Land is seen to lie far away in the ‘western’ region of
the universe. To attain rebirth there, the ‘Larger’ Happy Land Sisra says
that a person needs to earnestly desire it, have faith in Amitabha, arouse the
bodpi-citta, generate karmic fruitfulness, and dedicate the power of this
towards such a rebirth. In the ‘Smaller’ Sira, there is only reference to
repeating and remembering Amitabha’s name for several nights before
death. In the Amitayur-buddhanusmyti Sitra, it is possible to scrape into
the Happy Land on a bare minimum of personal worth, due to Amitabha’s
grace. Only someone who slanders or obstructs the Dharma cannot be
reborn there. A person must nevertheless prepare himself before death
by serenely reciting Namo mitabhiaya Buddhiya, ‘Honour to Amitabha
Buddha’, ten times while continually thinking of Amitabha. In the
Happy Land, however, an evil-doer will initially go through a kind of
purgatory, being reborn in a ‘lotus” which remains closed for many ages
before he can benefit from the Pure Land. Others will be closer to awaken-
ing according to the extent of their faith, virtue, meditation and knowledge.
The notion of gaining rebirth in this Happy Land has thus long provided a
hope to people struggling with existence, living less than perfect lives. If
currently unable to behave like true Bodhisattvas, the environment of the
Happy Land will enable them to do so, and the immeasurably long life-span
there will encompass the hugely long Bodhisattva path.

A heavenly Buddha whose popularity was perhaps earlier than that of
Amitabha, is Aksobhya, the ‘Imperturbable’.”” The Aksobhya-vyiha Sitra
has a version that was translated into Chinese near the end of the second
century CE, and may have originated in north-west India, though many
images of this Buddha from north-east India show his popularity there. His
Pure Land, Abhirati, is seen to lie to the east, and the Bodhisattva who
produced it is said to have been very moral and free from anger. His realm is
seen as a beautiful environment, free of inconveniences such as brambles or
mountains, menstruation for women, or the need to grow food. Those there
may become Arbars or progress towards Buddhahood. A person gains
rebirth in this land by assiduous moral and spiritual practice, vowing to
be reborn there, dedicating his or her karmic fruitfulness to this, and

* EB.5.4.3; Malalasekera et al., 1964; Nattier, 2000.
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visualizing Buddhas teaching in their Buddha-fields. Eventually, Aksobhya
will pass into final Nirvana, though his place will later be taken by another
Buddha. While not important in Chinese Buddhism, he eventually became
important in Indo-Tibetan tantric Buddhism, as one of a set of five
Buddhas depicted in many mandalas, with him often as the central one
(see p. 185).

Another popular heavenly Buddha is Bhaisajya-guru (Jap. Yakushi), the
‘Master of Healing’,’” his Pure Land being in an ‘eastern’ region of the
universe. His vows are such that faith in him and sincere repetition of his
name will lead to the curing of illnesses and deformities, and give a person
insight into his own bad karma, so that he will reform and aspire to
Buddhahood. Calling on him at death may also enable a person to avoid
an unfortunate rebirth that bad karma would otherwise lead to. Texts
dedicated to him are the Bhaisajya-guru Sitra, perhaps composed in
Central Asia and first introduced into China in the fourth century, and
“The Sitra on the Seven Buddhas’. His cult has been particularly important
in Japan, where he has been called on to protect the state from disasters and
disease. He is usually portrayed as blue in colour, and holding a bowl of
medicine.

Devotion to heavenly Buddhas seems to have predated that to advanced
Bodpisattvas. In Mahayana texts translated into Chinese by Lokaksema in
the late second century ck, advanced Bodhisattvas such as Manjusri are
referred to, but as wise and inspiring examples, rather than saviour beings
who were focuses of cults. Bodhisattvas as objects of cults do not appear in
Chinese translations until the second half of the third century, and there
appears to have been little iconographical portrayal of them in India until
the sixth century. Paul Harrison (2000) argues that, other than Maitreya,
they may have originally been the products of inspired literary imagination,
to provide embodiments of the ideals of the developing Mahayana move-
ment. This development may also have been fed by inputs from meditative
experiences: if certain qualities were being assiduously cultivated, it is
natural that people would come to experience visions of beings who were
particularly rich in such qualities, and then to start to give names to such
beings. In time, these would then take on a life of their own in the
developing movement, and would be called on for help in developing
such qualities, or to bring other benefits. From this stage, they would
then function as transcendent, celestial saviour beings.

3% EB.5s.4.2.; Malalasekera et al., 1968; Birnbaum, 1980.
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Of the advanced Bodpisattvas, the eatliest one referred to is Maitreya (Pali
Metteyya), “The Kindly One’, who is acknowledged even in the Theravada
and other early schools as the being who will become the next Buddha on
earth (D.m1.75—7). In the Mahayana, it is said that he is a tenth stage
Bodhisattva,’ residing — as in the earlier tradition — in the Tusita heaven
of our world, not in a Pure Land. After attaining Buddhahood, he will
descend in the form of a Transformation-body to be the next Buddha to
teach on earth.”” In Tibet and Korea, Maitreya is sometimes shown, in
anticipation, as a Buddha. Maitreya is generally shown seated on a throne
with lowered legs, crossed at the ankles. In China, ‘Maitreya Buddha’
(Milo-fo) is also often portrayed in the form of one of his recognized
manifestations, the tenth-century Budai (Pu-tai). This Chan monk was a
jolly, pot-bellied, wandering teacher who carried presents for children in his
cloth bag (budai). In the West, images of Budai are often known as
‘Laughing Buddhas’. In China, the cult of Maitreya was earlier than that
of Amitabha, and originally a rival to it. There came to be a number of
millenarian movements focused on Maitreya — nine during the fifth and
sixth centuries — led by people claiming to be incarnations or prophets of
Maitreya who would usher in his golden age.

Avalokite$vara, while not the most popular of advanced Bodbisattvas in
the early Mahayana, in time was to become so.”” He is often seen as a tenth-
stage Bodbisattva who is one of the two helpers of Amitabha, along with
Mahasthamaprapta (‘He of Great Power’). The latter represents Amitabha’s
wisdom, and acts on his behalf in opening people’s eyes to the need for
liberation. Avalokite$vara enacts Amitabha’s compassionate concern for the
world, and is in fact seen as the very embodiment of compassion, the driving
force of all Bodpisattvas. In China, he is widely understood to now be a
Buddha, working for the salvation of all beings. One text, “The Sizra of the
Secret Method of Master-perceiver Bodbisattva with a Thousand Bright
Eyes™* says that he became a Buddha before Sakyamuni, and taught him;
others see his having become a Buddha after Sikyamuni, on his mythical
mountain home of Potalaka, where he is now seen to dwell. This has been
variously identified as somewhere in south India, the mountain island of
Putua (P’u-t'o) off the Chinese coast (an important centre of devotion to
him), or the Potala Palace of the Dalai Lama in Lhasa, the capital of Tibet.

' BS1.237—42; Sponberg and Hardacre, 1988.

’* Though the Yogicira saw the existence of a Bodhisattva in the Tusita heaven as itself a
Transformation-body form (Griffiths, 1994: 91)!

3 EB.s.2.1. Malalasekera et al., 1967; Tay, 1976—7; Blofeld, 1988.

** Taishd 20: 1065; my thanks to Gene Reeves for this reference.
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The name Avalokite$vara means “The Lord Who Looks Down (with
compassion)’, while in China he is called Guanyin (Kuan-yin), ‘Cry
Regarder’, or Guanshiyin (Kuan-shih-yin), ‘Regarder of the Cries of the
World’, these names being based on a Sanskrit form ‘Avalokitasvara’. In
Japan he is known as Kwannon or Kannon, and in Tibet as Chenrezi (sPyan
ras gzigs): the ‘All-Seeing’. In all Mahayana lands, he is the focus of devout
worship, contemplation and prayers for help.

An important text on him is the chapter” in the Lotus Siitra on the ‘All-
sided One’ which originally circulated as a separate Sw#7a, and is often still
treated as such. It is believed that his manifestations in many worlds are in
forms which may include a Transformation-body Buddha, an Arbat, a
Hindu god, a monk, nun, layman or laywoman. He even manifests himself
in hells, and in the worlds of ghosts or animals, to help such beings. In one
Chinese painting, he is shown appearing in the form of a bull, in order to
convert a butcher from his wrong livelihood. His various manifestations
may mysteriously disappear after they have appeared to help someone, or
they may live out a full life, or even a series of them, as in the case of the
Dalai Lamas of Tibet (see p. 171).

Avalokitesvara is the focus of the Kirandavyiha Sitra, which even talks of
him creating our world — sun, moon and earth — and the gods of Hinduism,
with them then ruling with his permission (Williams, 2009: 222). He is
known as Maheévara, ‘Great Lord’, as is the Hindu god Siva, is sometimes
said to have a blue throat, like Siva, and there are possible historical
connections between their cults. The idea of a Bodhisartva creating our
world, the world that the historical Buddha had said was dubkba, painful, is
a fascinating development, but is perhaps an understandable one in the
context of rivalry between Buddhism and a resurgent Hinduism and its
great creator deities. In any case, Avalokitesvara is seen here as only creating
one region of the cosmos, not the whole universe, and is not seen as creating
sentient beings other than Hindu gods, or particular Transformation-
bodies.

Like most other high-level Bodhisattvas, Avalokitesvara is shown crowned
and with royal garments, rather than the monastic robes of a Buddha. This
is to show that Bodpisattvas are more in contact with the world than
Buddhas, and more actively engaged in helping beings. In his crown,
Avalokites$vara has an image of Amitabha, the inspiration of his work. He
holds a lotus bud, which symbolizes the pure beauty of his compassion, or
the worldly minds of beings which he encourages in their efforts to ‘bloom’

% No. 24 in the Sanskrit version, 25 in the Chinese.
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into awakening. He is often shown with his hands cupped together around a
‘wish granting jewel” (¢inta-mani). Originally a pre-Buddhist amulet against
evil, this became an emblem of his willingness to grant righteous wishes. Its
clarity also symbolizes the natural purity, hidden by coverings of spiritual
defilements, in the minds of beings. These defilements are suggested by the
cupping hands, also said to be like a lotus bud.

Another important advanced Bodhisattva is Malﬁjus'ri,36 ‘Sweet Glory’,
who with Samantabhadra, ‘Universally Good’, is said to be the helper of the
heavenly Buddha Sakyamuni. A tenth-stage Bodhisattva, he is seen as the
greatest embodiment of wisdom, and has the special task of destroying
ignorance and awakening spiritual knowledge. Accordingly, he is shown
holding a lotus on which rests a copy of a Perfection of Wisdom Szzra, and
wielding a flaming sword, symbolic of the wisdom with which he cuts
through delusion (see Plate 3). He is seen as the patron of scholars and a
protector of Dharma-preachers. Those who devoutly recite his name, and
meditate on his teachings and images, are said to be protected by him, to
have many good rebirths, and to see him in dreams and meditative visions,
in which he inspires and teaches them. He is seen to have a particular
association with mount Wutai (Wu-t'ai) Shan in China. He is sometimes
seen as a Buddha, and in any case can manifest himself as a Buddha or in
many other forms. The Ajatasatru-kaukrtya-vinodana Sitra, composed by
the second century CE, sees him as having inspired Sakyamuni Buddha to
take up the Bodhisattva path (BS2.20; Harrison, 2000: 169—70), and a Suzra
cited at Ss.13-14 has him vowing to remain until the end of samsira so as to
help beings.

The advanced Bodhisattva Ksitigarbha, or ‘Earth-matrix’, is also associ-
ated with Sékyamuni’s Buddha-field, our world (Hua, 1974). In Japan,
where he is known as Jizo, he is the second most popular Bodhisattva. His
vows were to help humankind until the next Buddha appears on earth. He
acts as a guardian of travellers, those in trouble and women and children. He
is regarded as continually working for the alleviation of those reborn in hells,
and to be particularly concerned about the destiny of dead children. He is
shown in a monastic robe, as a genial figure holding a staff with which he
opens the doors of hells. In Japan, statues of him are often found at the side
of country roads and mountain paths, and they are placed in graveyards as
prayer-offerings for the good rebirth of dead children and miscarried or
aborted foetuses (Harvey, 2000: 333—41).

6 .
3 Tribe, 1997; Harrison, 2000.
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Plate 3: A #angka, or hanging scroll, depicting the Bodhisattva Mafijusri, at a Tibetan
Buddhist College in the Lake District, England.
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THE TANTRIC PERSPECTIVE

In Indian Buddhism, a form of the Mahayana developed which in time saw
itself as a new, more powerful ‘vehicle’ to salvation. This came to predom-
inate in the lands of Northern Buddhism, while in Korea and Japan it exists
alongside various other forms of the Mahayana.

The new approach was based on a large body of texts called 7antras — or
later classified as of this type — which outline complex meditational ‘systems’
which incorporate ritual, magic and a rich symbolism. Texts of a tantric type
began to appear from the second century ct and were being translated into
Chinese in the third and fourth centuries ct. They continued being composed
in India until around 1200 cE. Nevertheless, some were said to have been
taught by the historical Buddha, to a select band of disciples who had then
passed them on; others were seen as taught by the tantric deity Vajradhara,
seen as a form in which the Buddha appeared to legendary masters of the past.

The Mantranaya and the origin of tantric Buddhism

Tantric practice centres on the ritual evocation, especially through the use
of mantras and visualization, of deities that are seen as in some sense
awakened (see pp. 185-9). Such methods were originally for worldly
ends — part of the Mahayana aim of compassionately helping beings. In
time, they became part of advanced practices for those who had prepared
themselves by prior Mahayana training. These aimed to generate deep
religious experiences which can lead to Buddhahood more quickly than
the hugely long Bodhisattva path. The emphasis on power and efficacy can
be seen as a development of the idea of meditative psychic powers (Pali
iddhi, Skt yddhi), which was there from the beginning in Buddhism.

The early phase of tantric Buddhism called itself the ‘Mantra-naya or
‘way of mantras’ (the term Mantra-yina was a later coining), this being seen
as a complement to the Paramiti-naya, or ‘way of the perfections’, as part of
Mahayana practice (Williams and Tribe, 2000: 192—7). From the third
century, Sitras contained dhdranis, short formulas ‘preserving’ or ‘main-
taining’ the Dharma and aiding its followers. The pre-Mahayana Sazras also
contain parittas (see pp. 249—50), or short protective chants. Building on such
a basis, the practice of using mantras, or sacred words of power, was adopted
from Hinduism, where they were originally used in the Vedas. These
‘mental instruments’ were used to contact gods, or as spells to gain a good
harvest, health, children or even to bewitch someone. In tantric Buddhism,
they also became chanted in rites to aid visualizations, in which a particular
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holy being is conjured up out of emptiness, as a basis for developing the
spiritual qualities that the being embodies.

Each tantric deity is seen to have its mantra, in short and long forms, which
consist of a syllable, word or string of these that are seen to express and
embody its nature. The most famous mantra is that of Avalokitesvara: Om
mani padme hism, which is first found in the Kirandavyiha Sitra. Om and
hiim are sacred sounds used in the Vedas, the first being seen as the basic
sound of the universe. Mani padme literally means ‘O jewelled-lotus lady’. In
later exegesis, mani is seen as referring to the jewel that this Bodbisartva holds,
while padme refers to his symbol, the lotus. A complex set of symbolic
explanations is also given to this mantra. For example, its six syllables are
associated with the six perfections, or the six realms of rebirth. As it is recited,
rays of light may be visualized as streaming out to the beings in these realms.

The elements which led to the rise and development of tantric Buddhism,
in a context where tantric methods were affecting all Indian religions, were
various. Tantric forms of Indian religion were particularly strong within
strands of Hinduism centred on the deity Siva, a paradoxical figure seen to
periodically re-create and later destroy the world, and an ascetic practitioner
of yoga, dwelling in cremation grounds, whose symbol was the /izigam, or
phallus, emblem of creative power. Tantric Buddhism developed in compe-
tition with tantric Saivism, and, borrowing from its complex symbolism and
ritual techniques, adapted them in Buddhist guise, geared to Buddhist goals
(Berkwitz, 2010: 125-8). In doing so, it claimed that the Saiva texts had
originally been taught by the Buddha, or that the Hindu gods associated
with them were forms in which Buddhas or advanced Bodhisattvas compas-
sionately appear; it also described the subjugation of Siva by the Buddhist
deity Vajrapani (Williams and Tribe, 2000: 242—4). Alexis Sanderson sees
Saiva influence on all Buddhist tantric texts, this becoming more pervasive
over time. For the Yogini Tantras (ninth to tenth centuries), ‘almost every-
thing concrete in this system [i.e. symbols etc.] is non-Buddhist in origin even
though the whole is entirely Buddhist in its function’ (1994: 92).

Tantric Buddhism more broadly augmented the magical side of
Buddhism with elements drawn from the beliefs and practices common
in agricultural societies, in addition to mantras. These were seen to aid
‘success’ (siddhi) in both worldly and spiritual matters. Rituals used in the
monasteries to bring aid to their supporting communities, and as a prelimi-
nary to higher practices, came in time to play an increasing role within
such higher practices, aimed at soteriological goals. Further, female ‘deities’
and reinterpreted Hindu ones were admitted into the greatly expanded

pantheon of Buddhist holy beings.
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Key Mahayana concepts were used to give a rationale for developing new
methods for attaining spiritual realization. If the world was non-different
from Nirvana, any object or action could potentially be used as a route to
ultimate truth, if the motive and method were right, using skilful means.
Rites could be used to harness the unconscious forces of passion or hatred
and ‘magically’ transmute them into their opposites. If all was ‘thought-
only’, complex and vivid visualizations could be developed as a new, and
transforming, world of experience.

The phases of tantric texts, and the Vajrayina

The development of Indian tantric texts, and their concerns, are summar-
ized in Table 3 (Williams and Tribe, 2000: 202-17), at least in terms of how
the developed tradition came to look back on the texts:

Table 3 Indian tantric texts

Tantra type and dates Texts: number in the Tibetan Features
Kangyur (bK’-’gyur) or
canon of scriptures, and key
examples
KriyalAction. Over 450. Magical rituals to aid and

2nd—6th centuries. Termed dharani, kalpa,
rdjii or sutra.
Mahi-megha Sitra;
Marsijusri-mila-kalpa.

protect. Use mantras and early
forms of mandalas. Both used
in other classes, below.

CaryalPractice. 8. Practices include identifying
Early—mid 7th Mabi-vairocana/Maha- with a deity, e.g. a Buddha.
century. vairocan’ abhisambodhi

Satra.
Yoga/Union. Is. Minor sexual elements.
Early 8th century (Sarva-tathigata)- Tattva-
onwards. samgraha Sitra; Sarva-
durgati-parisodhana
Tantra;
Vajra-$ekhara Tantra;
Nama-samgiti.
Mabhi-yogal Great Union 37 ‘Father’ Tantras Sexual elements and forbidden/

or Yogortara/Higher
Yoga.

By end of 8th century.

Yogini/Female Yogin or
Yoga-niruttaral
Yoginuttara/Highest
Union.
gth—1oth centuries.

Gubyasamdja Tantra;
Mayi-jila Tantra;
Vajra-bhairava Tantra.
82 ‘Mother’ Tantras
Hevajra Tantra;
Kaila-cakra Tantra;
Samvara Tantra.

impure substances.

Sexual elements and forbidden/
impure substances, plus
cremation-ground links from
Hindu Sziva Tantra.
Practitioners = (Maha-)siddbas.
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In Tibetan Buddhism, the last two classes of 7untra are seen as Anuttara-
yogalSupreme Union 7antras: the Mahd-yoga ones being broadly equivalent
to the ‘Father’ class of these and the Yogini ones to the ‘Mother’ class of
them. The Nyingmapa school uses the terms Maha-yoga and Anu-yogal
Complementary Union for these, and adds A#i-yoga/Surpassing Union, also
known as Dzogch'en (rDzogs chen; ‘The Great Completion/Perfection’).
Kriya, Caryad and Yoga Tantras are sometimes termed ‘outer 7antras’, and
the remaining ones ‘inner 7antras’. The tantric levels vary mainly according
to the type of personal relationship established with a deity: that of the Kriya
level is likened to the exchange of amorous glances between a man and
woman, while that of the more advanced Anuttara-yoga level is like the bliss
of sexual union. These two levels are the ones most often practised in Tibet.

The earlier texts had more of an emphasis on worldly aims (cf. £B.7.5.2),
but over time, more supra-worldly aims, related to Buddhahood, became
more important. From the time of the Yogz Tantras, that is, the eighth
century, tantric modes of Buddhism increasingly became the dominant
ones in India, and tantric Buddhism saw itself as a new and more powerful
spiritual vehicle, whose means bring Buddhahood, not just worldly protec-
tion. It thus started to call itself the Vajra-yina, the “Thunderbolt’ or
‘Diamond’ vehicle. In pre-Buddhist India, the Vzjra was seen as the
power-laden sceptre of Indra, ruler of the Vedic gods. In early Buddhism,
the Arhat was said to have a mind like a Vajra (Pali vajira, A.1.124), and in
the Mahayana a tenth-stage Bodbisattva is said to enter a Vajra-like medi-
tative state. Tantric Buddhism saw the Vajra as a good symbol for its
powerful methods and the awakened mind. This was because it saw it as a
substance which was: as irresistible as a thunderbolt, suggesting the over-
whelming power of the awakened mind to destroy spiritual obstacles; as
hard as a diamond, suggesting the indestructible nature of the awakened
mind; and as clear as empty space, suggesting the ‘empty’, void-like nature
of such a mind. The Vajra, then, symbolized awakening, ultimate reality,
and the Dharma-body, personified as Vajrasattva, the Vajra-being. The aim
of the Vajrayana adept was to become conscious of the identity between
Vajra-sattva and his ‘own’ empty ‘nature’, so as to ‘become’ such a ‘being’.
To do this was to gain awakening, or siddhi: (spiritual) ‘success’.

The Vajra-sceptre became a symbolic ritual implement, as did the Vajra-
bell (see Bechert and Gombrich, 1984: 261), as held by the figure in Plate 4.
These primarily symbolize skilful means and wisdom, a complementary pair
whose perfect union is seen as sparking off awakening. There are many
explanations of the symbolism of the parts of the implements. For example,
the centre of the sceptre symbolizes emptiness, and three bulges either side
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Plate 4: Vajrapani holding a Vajra and Vajra-bell.

of it represent the sense-desire, elemental form, and formless worlds, which
‘emerge’ from emptiness. The axis and four prongs represent the five main
Vajrayana Buddhas, whose unity is suggested by the merging of the prongs
at the end of the sceptre. The whole is thus a supreme image of the Dharma-
body, from which the world and Buddhas emerge. The handle of the bell
also represents the timeless Dharma-body, while the bell part, with its
fading tone, represents the conditioned world of change. Together, they
show that these two are inextricably linked.

The figure of Vajrapani, or ‘Vajra-in-hand’, became increasingly impor-
tant through the phases of tantric Buddhism. In early Buddhism, he was a
minor deity (yaksa, Pali yakkha) who threatens to use a thunderbolt to split
open the heads of people when they refused to answer a crucial direct
question from the Buddha (D.1.95; M.1.231). The Theravada commentaries
identify him, though, with Sakka (Skt Sakra), the key Vedic deity Indra,

seen in the Theravada as a stream-enterer follower of the Buddha. In tantric
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Buddhism, he becomes at least an advanced Bodhisattva. Many other holy
beings also have ‘vajra’ added to their names, or are newly referred to beings,
such as Vajradhara (‘Vajra-holder’) and Vajrasattva, arguably forms of
Vajrapani.

Tantric deities and adepts

As the Tantras developed, the pantheon of holy beings expanded, and new
kinds were focused on. In the Kriyi Tantras, there were the awakened
beings of the Buddha ‘family’, plus the unawakened peaceful deities of the
Padma (Lotus) family and fierce ones of the Vajra family; these last two
awaited full conversion to Buddhism, respectively by Avalokite$vara and
Vajrapani. In the Carya Tantras, the most important Buddha is Vairocana
(‘The Resplendent One’) — also important in the Avatamsaka Sitra. In the
Yoga Tantras, two further families of deities are added: the Razna (Gem) and
Karma (Action). Vairocana, of the Buddha family, remains central, but he is
surrounded, in mandalas, by the other Buddhas in their Pure Lands:
Aksobhya (‘The Imperturbable’; Vazjra family) to the East; Amitabha
(‘Immeasurable Radiance’; Padma family) to the West; Ratnasambhava
(‘The Jewel-born One’; Ratna family) to the South; Amoghasiddhi
(‘Infallible Success’; Karma family) to the North. In the Mahi-yoga
Tantras, Aksobhya and his Vajra family become central. This is also so in
the Yogini Tantras, which add many horrific-looking fierce and semi-fierce
deities, for example Hevajra and Cakrasamvara, and female deities, such as
Vajravarahi, Vajrayogini and Vajradakini.

The five main Buddhas are called the five ‘Conquerors (of delusion and
death)’ (Skt Jina) and the ‘central’ Buddha is the specific focus in the
relevant text and related mandala. All are seen as expressing aspects of the
Dharma-body. Some systems add a sixth Buddha: Vajrasattva, Vajradhara
or Samantabhadra (‘Universally Good’), representing the ever-awakened
Adi, or primordial, Buddha, seen as unifying and manifesting the other
Buddhas.

The deities belonging to each of the five families are seen to correspond to
the predominant faults of particular kinds of people, who will particularly
benefit from working with them (Williams and Tribe, 2000: 209-12;
Berzin, 2002). Within each family, deities may be of four different types,
to correspond to further variations in human character (Snellgrove, 1987).
They may be male or female, and peaceful or wrathful in appearance. The
male, peaceful ones are the five Jinas themselves and the ordinary
Bodhisattvas of the Mahayana. The wrathful ones are for dealing with
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strongly negative emotions. The anger which the deity shows is not that of a
vengeful god, but, hate-free, it aims to open up the practitioner’s heart by
devastating his hesitations, doubts, confusions and ignorance. The male
wrathful deities are called Herukas and also Vidya-rajas, ‘Knowledge-kings’.
Plate 5 shows a popular one called Yamantaka, ‘Conqueror of Death’, the
wrathful form of the Bodbisattva Manjusri. By visualizing such a fearful
form, which has the head of a raging bull, the practitioner can clearly see the
danger in his own tendency to anger, and can transmute it into a wisdom.
Yamantaka is shown free and unbridled, like all wrathful deities, trampling
on corpses representing the I am’ conceit and its limiting, deadening
influence. On his main head he wears as ornaments a crown of skulls,
representing the five main human faults; the garland of heads hanging at his
waist represents his triumph over many confused and neurotic ideas. One
also finds the Vajrayana using, as ritual implements, human skulls as drums,
and human thigh-bones as a kind of trumpet. The use of such items helps
impress on the mind the ever-present possibility of death, and also aids in
overcoming the inability to see potential purity in everything.

Plate 5 not only shows Yamantaka, but also a wrathful female deity. These
are called Dikinis (‘sky-goers’), which are seen as playful but tricky beings,
often portrayed wielding a chopper and holding a skull-cup containing
poison (human faults) transformed into the nectar of Deathlessness. The
Diikinis are sometimes portrayed as the consorts of the Herukas, just as female
peaceful deities are sometimes seen as the consorts of the male peaceful ones.
A consort is called the “Wisdom’ (Skt Prajiid) of her respective male partner,
and represents the power which makes possible the engaged skilful means of
the male. Together, the two form a wisdom-energy, often represented, as in
Plate 5, as ‘Father’, and ‘Mother’ (in Tibetan, Y26 and Yum), in sexual union
(BS2.54). This form symbolizes the idea that, just as sexual union leads to
great pleasure, so the union of skilful means and wisdom leads to the bliss of
awakening. Such sexual symbolism is minimized in East Asian Tantric
Buddhism, as it offended against Confucian propriety.

A male peaceful deity is called a Bhagavat, or ‘Lord’, while a female one is
called a Bhagavati, or ‘Lady’. While some of the twenty-one forms of the
Bodpisattva Tara, the ‘Saviouress’, are wrathful, the peaceful ‘Green’ and
‘White’ forms are the most popular ‘Ladies’ (E£B.5.2.2; see Plate 6).” In
Tibet, these came to be among the most well-loved deities, one becoming
Tibet’s patron goddess. They are seen as graceful, attractive and approachable,
and as ever-ready to tenderly care for those in distress. Their compassionate

37 BTTA.176; Williams and Tribe, 2000: 224.
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Plate 5: A Tibetan image of the Heruka Yamantaka and his female consort.

nature, in responding to those who call on them, is reflected in the story
that they were born from two tears shed by Avalokitesvara when he saw
the horrors of hell. Tara is seen to have vowed to remain in female

form throughout her lives as a Bodhisattva then Buddha. Indeed, Tibetans
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Plate 6: An image of Tara in the courtyard of a temple in Kathmandu, Nepal.
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often see her as a female Buddha. Her cult seems to have developed by
the seventh century. She is sometimes said to be the ‘Mother of all the
Buddhas’, as was the earlier deity Prajnaparamita, ‘Perfection of Wisdom’
(EB.4.2.1).

The goal and philosophy of the Vajrayana remained Mahayanist, but its
means were seen as far more powerful, so as to lead to Buddhahood in just
one lifetime:** a kind of ‘super-charged” Mahayana, but Mahayina none-
theless. It was seen to work, not so much by building up the causes of
Buddhahood, but by visualizing and evoking the result of this path so as to
make the result part of the path to it. In Tibet, it is often held that tantric
means are needed for anyone to complete the path to Buddhahood. Here
one might say that, while the classical Mahayana came to include celestial
Buddhas and Bodhisattvas that were seen to help a being along the path, in
the Vajrayana, these beings are also internalized, as inner aids. Of course, in
early Mahayana, part of the great compassion of the Bodhisattva was a
willingness to take the long route to Buddhahood rather than the shorter
one to becoming an Arhat. As Tantras were seen to shorten the path to
Buddhahood, this particular excellence of compassion could be seen to be
reduced and, in #his respect, the path made more akin to the pre-Mahayana
path, though it retained the Mahayana strong emphasis on compassion.

One who has attained various kinds of magical accomplishment, even up
to Buddhahood, by the tantric path is called a Siddha, or ‘Accomplished
One’, and there are accounts of the lives of the eighty-four Mahdi-siddhas or
‘Great Accomplished Ones’, who lived between the eighth and twelfth
centuries.”” They were usually long-haired laypeople, often from low castes,
who lived unconventional wandering lives as crazy-sounding wizard-saints,
including people who are known as the Wise Washerman, the Divine
Cobbler, the Mad Princess, Siddha Two-teeth and the Rejected Wastrel.
They were inspired and trained by Gurus and in turn became great Gurus.
They sought to inject a fresh dynamic spirit into the somewhat over-
systematized Mahayana, and re-emphasized the role of the lay practitioner,
though they could also be monks. They included Tilopa (988-1069) and
Naropa (1016-1100), who were important inspirers of Tibetan Buddhism,
and some are seen to have passed on teachings to Padmasambhava and
Vimalamitra (both eighth century). Padmasambhava is seen as a ‘second
Buddha’ (Samuel, 1993: 19), and also as a Transformation-body of Amitabha
Buddha (Powers, 2007b: 371). Other siddbas spread tantric Buddhism to

3% Katz, 1982: 283—4; Samuel, 1993: 21; Williams and Tribe, 2000: 219—20.
¥ BTTA.193; EB.5.5.7; Ray, 1989; Samuel, 1993: 419-35.
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China, Indonesia and Cambodia. The tantric way fairly soon became
absorbed into the mainstream of Indian Mahayana, being studied at
monastic universities from the eighth century. Nevertheless, in the
Vajrayana phase of Mahayana Buddhism, differences with Sravakayana-
emphasizing traditions become much more marked than in earlier
Mahayana.

Features of tantric Buddhism

Significant features which tend to be found in tantric forms of Buddhism, in
various mixes (Williams and Tribe, 2000: 197202, 231-3), are:

The use of esoteric language, of veiled meaning, and the need for keeping
aspects of the rites and their meaning secret.

The importance of the Guru, a spiritual preceptor known in Tibet as
Lama (bla-ma), or ‘Superior One’, or the Vajracarya (Vajra-master). He
(occasionally, she) is not only a spiritual teacher, but also one who gives
abhiseka — ‘empowerment’ to use, or ‘consecration’ into, the various
tantric practices — and is to be visualized as embodying the qualities of
the Buddhas. Such a person, whether a monk, nun or advanced lay
practitioner, guides a small group of initiates in the use of the potent
tantric methods.

The practitioners undertake samayas, tantric vows to do such things as
daily recite a sddhana, a ritual text concerning a visualization, or to carry
out certain practices, such as to pay special respect to women. These vows
are in addition to ordinary lay or monastic precepts, and Bodbisattva
VOWS.

A re-evaluation of the status and role of women, so that many holy beings
are seen as female, and respect for women — seen as symbolizing wisdom —
is greatly praised.

The ritual use of mandalas, sacred ‘circles’ portraying the world of, and as
seen by, a particular deity and his or her entourage (see p. 349—52).
Analogical thinking, in which correspondences are seen to exist between
such things as aspects of a ritual, factors of body or mind, elements, or
human faults, and particular Buddhas or kinds of wisdom — so that work
on one thing links one to that which corresponds to it. The many
iconographic features of tantric deities are also given precise symbolic
meaning.

A re-evaluation of the body, with it seen as the arena for sacred action,
and as encompassing a mystical structure involving channels (nddi) and
centres (cakra) through which energy (prana) flows. Here, it should be
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noted that while Buddhism up to the earlier forms of the Mahayana had

often talked of the unlovely aspects of the body, early Buddhism had also

said that Virvana is to be found through practice in ‘this fathom-long

carcase’ (see p. 70).

e A re-evaluation of negative mental states, such as pride and lust (riga).
e Sexual yoga.

e Antinomian acts and foul offerings.

In regard to mental states such as pride/conceit and lust, while Buddhism
had always seen these as things to overcome, the Pali Bhikkhuni Sutta
(A.11.145—6) says, ‘based on craving, craving can be abandoned ... based
on conceit, conceit can be abandoned’, in the sense that the craving to be an
Arhat and feeling that one is oneself capable of becoming one, can be a spur
to attaining this state (Webster, 2005: 129—40). Nevertheless, sexual desire
can play no part in this. That said, greed (related to lust) is seen as a lesser
fault than hatred and delusion, even though it, like delusion, fades slowly
(A.1.200). In Mahayana Buddhism, the Bodbisattva is seen to remain in
samsdra by retaining a sliver of the lesser of these faults in the form of holy
attachment. In tantric Buddhism, there is both the idea of developing
‘tantric pride’ when one identifies with an awakened deity in visualizing
him or her, and a praising of lust. The Hevajra Tantra asserts that the world
is bound by passion or lust, and may also be released by it (Williams and
Tribe, 2000: 202). This referred to the practice of sexual yoga, in which the
power of lust is harnessed, and transmuted into a power for liberation, by
means of visualizing the flow of various mystical energies within the body.
The Vajrayana also spoke of its goal in positive terms as ‘great bliss’ (mahi
sukha). While this was on the analogy of sexual bliss, the term is not without
precedent even in the Pali Sutzas, where Nirvina is sometimes seen as the
‘highest bliss’ (parama sukha: M.1.508), albeit without any sexual allusions.
In any case, tantric sexual yoga can be done in a visualized, rather than
physical form, so that monastics can preserve their celibacy.

Taboo- and convention-breaking practices were used to overcome
attachments and aid insight into seeing everything as the Dharma-body,
beyond ‘dualistic’ divisions (B77A.186; EB.s.5.1—2). At a time when vege-
tarianism had become widespread among Mahayana Buddhists and high-
caste Hindus, such rites might be carried out after eating various meats and
drinking wine, in a cemetery at night, the sexual partner being a low-caste
girl visualized as a deity. In early Buddhism, cemeteries had often been seen
as good places in which to meditate on the nature of the body and death, but
they were also favoured as places to practise by Saiva ascetics, and the
bizarre-sounding tantric rites were certainly an innovation in Buddhism.
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Such tantric rituals could also include the use, either as offerings, or as
things to ritually consume, of foul substances such as urine and faeces, or
flesh from dogs, elephants or even humans. While disgust at such things is
common to most human cultures, the Brahmanical aspects of Hinduism
had heightened ideas of ritual ‘purity’ associated with its caste system, and
vegetarianism was seen as a ‘pure’ way of living. Saiva tantra went against
some of these norms to exploit the power of the forbidden, and tantric
Buddhism did likewise. That said, rather tamer versions of these rites
became integrated into the monastic practice and yogic training in
Tibetan tantric traditions. Forms of flesh and foul ‘elixirs™ are still to be
added to the periodic tantric feasts celebrated in monastic communities, but
they are represented in various ways, such as by consecrated medicinal pills,
added to alcoholic liquid, and distributed by the teaspoon.

Practice in relation to the ‘foul’ can also be seen to build on precedents, in
the pre-Mahayana Suzras, on transcending normal disgust and attachment.
It is said that the best kind of ‘success’ (Pali iddhi, Skt rddhi) is to be able, at
will, to enter a state in which one can perceive things in a variety of ways.*”
As explained in the Patisambhidimagga (Patis.1.212, cf. Vism.382), these are:
(a) ‘perceiving the non-disgusting in what is disgusting (patikkile)’: by
developing lovingkindness for a person with a disagreeable body, or ana-
lysing a disagreeable thing or substance into its elements; (b) ‘perceiving the
disgusting in what is non-disgusting: by focusing on the foul/unlovely
(asubha) aspect of, or impermanence of, an agreeable sense-object. The
final aim, is: (c), ‘avoiding both the disgusting and non-disgusting, may I
abide in equanimity, mindful and clearly aware’. The aim in mntra was also
to end with the same attitude to everything, but in this case, all was to be
seen as pure, so the second aspect above was not used, though of course
negative attachments are seen as attacked with the help of wrathful deities.

Tantric texts also sometimes say one should ‘kill' or ‘lie’, but such
recommendations were generally interpreted symbolically, or seen as apply-
ing principles found already in earlier Mahayana Buddhism: that some-
times, in constrained circumstances, compassion might require one to break
a precept in the course of helping someone, this being a form of ‘skill in
means’ (Williams and Tribe, 2000: 235-8). Support for Buddhist moral
norms is still generally expected. While the tantric adept Tilopa accepted a
woman running a very successful liquor store as his disciple, he made her
close it down as a condition of accepting her (Ray, 1980: 229—30).

4 D13, of. Msor, A.1169—70, 43031, S.v.119—20.
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Tantric Buddhism is broader than the sexual and transgressive aspects
which appeared in its later Indian phases, but an example of this kind of
material, from the Guhyasamaja Tantra, a Mahi-yoga one, is BTTA.187.
Here, enjoyment of all desires, not discipline, is said to be the way to
Buddhahood, and sexual yoga is advocated; the yogin sees himself as
identical with the supreme object of worship; the objects of the five senses
are identified with the five main Buddhas, starting with Vairocana; of the
senses, citta, thought or mind/heart, is the essence, and it is Samantabhadra,
the hidden Lord; one should concentrate on the body, speech and mind of
all Buddhas, and aspire to attain these; the recitation of mantras is central.
One should contemplate: the Perfection of Wisdom, ‘naturally translucent’
(like the 7athagata-garbha) and unproduced; Nirvanic ‘non-production’,
translucent, signless and neither dual nor non-dual. One should focus on
deities of the Vajra family of Aksobhya Buddha, which is associated with
wrath/hatred, and should worship a twelve-year-old girl. Thus will anyone
attain Buddhahood.

The Mabhd-siddha Saraha (ninth century?) developed an iconoclastic,
intuitionist approach which dispensed with mantras and complex rites as
sidetracks. In his Doha-kosa (BS1.175-80; BTTA.18), he says that perfect
knowledge may be developed without being a monk, but while married and
enjoying sense-pleasures. He rigorously emphasizes the importance of
spiritual practice, under a Guru, rather than dying of thirst ‘in the desert
of multitudinous treatises’ (v. 56). Such practice involved cultivating a state
free from thought, a spontaneous, natural state akin to the innocence of a
child. This ‘Sahaja-yana’ way would make manifest the ‘Innate’ (Sahaja),
the profound, non-dual ultimate reality which could be seen in everything
(EB.5.5.6; BS2.53).

Among the latest tantric texts is the Kila-cakra (BP.23), or “Wheel of
Time’, Tantra, for which the present Dalai Lama often gives initiations.
Dating from the eleventh century, it warns of Muslim invasions of India,
and in some ways seeks to form an alliance with Hinduism against these. It
looks forward to a future ideal world of peace, and the arising of a Buddhist
saviour of the world from the mythical land of Sambhala. It also has
teachings on manipulations of inner bodily energies, and on astrology and
medicine.



CHAPTER 7

The Later History and Spread of Buddhism

INDIA AND CENTRAL ASIA

During the Hindu Gupta dynasty (320-540), which ruled much of north
India, Hinduism grew stronger. Buddhism generally continued to flourish,
though, with the rulers patronizing both religions. During the century from
around 450 CE, the White Huns, originally from Central Asia, devastated
monasteries in Afghanistan, northern Pakistan and areas of western India. By
the seventh century, a slow recovery was being made in the north-west, with
the Buddhism of southern Pakistan remaining strong. In western and
some southern regions of India, though, it was losing out to Hinduism and
Jainism. From 750 cE, the mostly Buddhist Pala dynasty ruled in the north-
east, patronizing Buddhism and supporting five monastic universities, the
major one being the internationally renowned Nalanda. In the eleventh
century, Pala rule weakened, and it was followed in 1118 by the Hindu Sen
dynasty. From 986 ck, the Muslim Turks started raiding north-west India
from Afghanistan, plundering western India early in the eleventh century.
Forced conversions to Islam were made, and Buddhist images smashed, due
to the Islamic dislike of ‘idolatry’. Indeed, in India, the Islamic term for an
‘idol’ became ‘budd’. By 1192, the Turks established rule over north India
from Delhi. The north-eastern stronghold of Buddhism then fell, with
the destruction of Nalanda university in 1198. In the north-east, east and
Kashmir, Buddhism lingered on for another two centuries or so, with some
royal patronage in the latter two areas. In Kashmir it was forcibly stamped out
by the Muslims in the fifteenth century. Buddhist refugees fled to south India
(where Hindu kings resisted Muslim power), South-east Asia, Nepal and
Tibet. What is now known as the Theravada school continued on the south-
east coast, in Tamil Nadu, until at least the seventeenth century (Berkwitz,
2010: 142), before it withdrew from the war-torn region to the island of
Ceylon. From the sixteenth century, however, it had been reintroduced from
Burma to the north-eastern fringes of the Indian sub-continent.

194



The Later History and Spread of Buddhism 195

North of Tibet, in the area known as Central Asia, was an international
trade-route called the Silk Road, as silk was exported along it from China to
north-west India, and even to the Mediterranean world. Among Indian
merchants were many Buddhists who, often accompanied by wandering
monks, helped spread the religion in Central Asia." Buddhism was present
in the region from the second century BCE, and in the first century ck the
Sarvastivada fraternity flourished in several of the city states of the area, with
many monks drawing on Mahayana ideas and practices. Central Asia
remained Buddhist until the tenth or eleventh century, when the Turks
brought conversions to Islam.

What factors contributed to the decline and virtual demise of Buddhism
within the Indian sub-continent (excluding the Himalayan region and
Ceylon)?” One was a dilution of the distinctiveness of Buddhism relative
to the rising power of Hinduism. Mahayana writers were quite critical of
Hinduism, but the surface similarities of Hindu and Mahayana devotional
cults and Tantrism may have led the laity to perceive the two religions as
quite similar. Hinduism also borrowed elements from Buddhism. The
devotees of the god Visnu came to frown on animal sacrifices and to practise
vegetarianism (also influenced by Jainism), while some Saivites (followers of
the god Siva) viewed caste-distinctions as being of little relevance to reli-
gious practice. The great theologian Sanikara (788—820) developed a monas-
ticism paralleling that of the Sazigha, and also used the Buddhist concept of
‘two levels of truth’, already borrowed by his predecessor Gaudapada
(seventh century). Hinduism could not ignore the Buddha; so by around
the sixth century, it recognized him as the ninth incarnation of Vispu. In
contrast, in Buddhist Ceylon, Visnu came to be seen as a Bodhisattva, that
is, one who would be a Buddha in the future.

Hindu hostility also played a part. The Buddha incarnation was seen as a
way to delude demons into denying the authority of the Veds, so as to lead
them to hell. Sankara described the Buddha as an enemy of the people, and
sporadic persecution was directed at Buddhists from the sixth century.
There is also evidence for social ostracism of Buddhists, probably due to
their lack of enthusiasm for the caste system, which became particularly
influential on society from around 6oo ce. While Buddhism sought to
influence society from its monastic centres, Hinduism wove itself into the
fabric of society through the caste system, with Brahmin priests having a

" On this region, see Bechert and Gombrich, 1984: 99-107; Puri, 1987.
* Joshi, 1977: 379-418; Ling, 1980: 24—46.
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certain authority over others within it. Unlike the more universal
Buddhism, Hinduism came to be seen as the ‘national’ religion of India.

The Muslim invasions were the worst blow, however, for Buddhism had
few royal defenders and, unlike Hinduism with its Ksatriya warrior class, it
lacked a soldierly spirit. The Sazigha, whose survival is essential for the
flourishing of Buddhism, was an easily identifiable and thus vulnerable
institution. The devastation of agriculture due to the invasions also meant
that the laity no longer had surpluses to support their monks. The Sazigha
thus died out in most areas, and could not be revived without existing
monks to ordain new ones. Between the alien Muslims, with their doctrinal
justification of a ‘holy war’ to spread the faith, and Hindus, closely identi-
fied with Indian culture and with a more entrenched social dimension, the
Buddhists were squeezed out of existence. Lay Buddhists were left with a
folk form of Buddhism, and gradually merged into Hinduism, or converted
to Islam. Buddhism therefore died out in all but the fringes of its homeland,
though it had long since spread beyond it.

LANKA’

The history of the island of Ceylon or Lanka (now known as a state as Sri
Lanka) and its Buddhism is chronicled in works such as the Dipavamsa,
Mahivamsa (Mvm.) and Cilavamsa, respectively of the fourth, sixth and
thirteenth to nineteenth centuries ce. The island was well connected to
many areas of mainland India through sea transport. The monks of
Mahinda’s mission of around 250 BCE brought the Pali Canon in their
memories, along with the developing commentaries. These continued to be
orally transmitted until around 20 BCE, when invasion and famine meant
that parts of the Canon could be lost as monks died (Berkwitz, 2010: 48—51).
A council was therefore held to see to the writing down of the Canon, in
Pali, and the commentaries in the local Sinhala dialect of Indo-Aryan.
Mahinda established an indigenous Sazigha in Lanka, and his sister, the
nun Sanghamitta, brought a cutting from the original Bodhi-tree to plant in
the capital Anuradhapura. She also brought relics of the Buddha, which
were enshrined in the first of the many Dagabas (Stipas) to be built on the
island.

Since then, Buddhism has been the major religion. The Sarigha taught
and advised the kings, and at several times in the island’s history it

3> On this, see Bechert and Gombrich, 1984: 133-46; Berkwitz, 2010: 121-5; Gombrich, 2006; Rahula,
1966.
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influenced the choice of ruler. The Sinhalese have long felt that civilized life
is impossible without the presence of monks in society. They required their
kings to be Buddhist, and from the tenth century saw them as Bodhisattvas.
In general, the most devout kings have been the most active in social
welfare: building irrigation works, supporting medical and veterinary serv-
ices, and providing homes for the incurable. Education was supported via
support for the monks, who became the educators of the people.

In the fifth century, the monk Buddhaghosa came to Lanka, as he had
heard that extensive commentaries on the scriptures existed there. He was
allowed to translate these into Pali, edit them and add certain thoughts
of his own. To prove his suitability for this task, he first composed
the Visuddhimagga (Vism.), or ‘Path of Purification’, a masterly survey of
meditation and doctrine which became the classic expression of Theravada
Buddhism (Berkwitz, 2010: 113-17). Lanka and other Theravada lands
produced a thriving Pali literature: chronicles, commentaries and sub-
commentaries, and works of devotion, doctrine and Abhidhamma. Of
particular note is Anuruddha’s Abhidhammattha-sarigaha (perhaps late
sixth century), a systematic compendium of Abhidhamma.*

Three monastic fraternities developed, though all used the Pali Canon
as scripture. The oldest was centred on the Mahavihara, the ‘Great
Monastery’ established by Mahinda, which went on to become one of
the major centres of the Buddhist world. Then, late in the first century
BCE, King Vattagamani donated the Abhayagiri monastery to a favoured
monk. As this was not given to the community as a whole, the monk was
expelled from the Mahavihara fraternity, leading to a schism (Mvm.33.95ft.).
Later, the Jetavana fraternity formed, again due to donation of a monastery
to an individual monk, by King Mahasena (274—301 cE; Mvm.37.32At.).
The monks of the Abhayagiri fraternity were more receptive to Mahayana
ideas than the more conservative Mahavihara monks, while the Jetavana
monks vacillated. Mahasena supported the Mahayana and destroyed the
Great Monastery, but his successor rebuilt it.

Terms used in Lanka to refer to what were probably Mahayana ideas were
(Harvey, 2008: 118—20): ‘the teaching of the great emptiness (mahi-
sunnatd)’; Vitanda-vada — a frivolous teaching based on jugglery of words
and vain arguments; Vetulya-vada, the ‘enlarged (Skt vaitulya or vaipulya)
teaching’, based on texts that are not the word of the Buddha, perhaps seen
as rather inflated and hyped up. The closely related term vaitulika means

* Bodhi, 1993; Wijeratne and Gethin, 2002.
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‘magicians’. The associated texts were seen as corrupting Buddhism and
over the centuries some kings came to burn them.

The Mahavihara fraternity was later strengthened by the work of
Buddhaghosa, and continued to be resistant to Mahayana ideas, tenaciously
preserving its traditions. Nevertheless, it did draw on various ideas and
practices from north India if they were seen as compatible with their
traditions (Cousins, 1997a: 391). Rahula (1966: 128) claims that Buddha-
images were mainly popularized in Lanka by Mahayanists, and then fully
accepted.

In the eighth and ninth centuries, there was a period of considerable
Mahayana and tantric influence in Lanka (Deegalle, 1999). In the ninth
century, tantric Vajiriyavada (Skt Vajrayana) arrived and had influence for
at least 300 years (Gombrich, 1971: 31). Gombrich claims that a tenth-
century inscription saying that only Bodhisattvas could be kings of the island
shows Mahayana influence (1971: 31). He describes some Kandyan statues of
Metteyya (Skt Maitreya) Buddha as having a small meditating Buddha in its
headgear, and as holding a lotus, both of which elements may derive from
past statues of the Mahayana Bodbisattva Avalokite$vara (1971: 92—3), and
he refers to a little-worshipped deity Natha (‘Lord’) as a survival of
Avalokite$vara, for whom this was an epithet (1971: 177-8).

From the late tenth century, there was a decline in Buddhism and
monastic discipline due to Tamil invasions and civil wars. In the early
eleventh century, the monks™ ordination-line had to be reimported from
Burma, where it had recently been taken, but the nuns’ Order died out.
King Parakkama Bahu I (1153-86) halted the decline and purified the
Sargha, also unifying it on the basis of the Mahavihara fraternity
(Citlavamsa 78.20-3; EB.6.4). Around this period, Southern Buddhism
entered its golden age in both Lanka and South-east Asia, incorporating
selected Mahayana/Mantranaya practices and aspirations into its existing
framework of Sutta teachings, Vibhajjavadin Abhidhamma, and a Vinaya, or
monastic code, described as that of the Theriyas (Skt Sthavira, Elders), that
is, seen as going back to the Elders of the first schism. Buddhaghosa says
that the monk who asked him to write the Visuddhimagga was ‘a member
of the lineage of the Mahavihara-vasins, illustrious Theriyas, best of
Vibhajjavadins’ (Vism.711-12). When active in south India, the monks of
the three Lankan fraternities had been known as of the Lanka (Taprobane)
school: the Tamraparniyas (Pali Tambapanniyas), and the equivalent terms
Lankavamsa and Sihalavamsa also became well known in Lanka and then
South-east Asia. In north India, the three schools of Lanka and their Indian
affiliates tended to be referred to collectively as the Sthavira fraternity
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(Skilling, 2009: 66—7). In time, the term ‘Theriyas’ and name Theravada
became preferred among well-educated monks (Cousins, 1997a: 391). Yet
only from the early twentieth century was “Theravada’ popularized as the
name for the Buddhism of Lanka and much of South-east Asia (Skilling,
2009; Skilling ez al., 2012), in a wider context in which the pejorative term
‘Hinayana’ (see pp. 110, 112-13) was being applied by some to the tradition,
and in a wish to differentiate themselves from ‘Mahayanists’ while accepting
them within ‘Buddhism’. The Theravada self-image was one of a school that
has preserved the original teachings of the Buddha without distortions, or
indeed, as is now sometimes said in Sri Lanka, in its ‘pristine purity’.’
Mahayana teachings tend to be seen either as alien corruptions, to be
ignored, or simply studied as part of the history of Buddhism.

In the colonial period, Lanka became a prized goal for Western powers.
The Catholic Portuguese (1505-1658), then the Calvinist Dutch (1658-1796)
controlled certain lowland coastal regions. In the late sixteenth century,
persecution by a Saivite king led to a decline in which the ordination-line for
monks (but not novices) was again lost (Gombrich, 2006: 166). Only in
1753 was it successfully reintroduced, from Siam (now called Thailand). The
British finally brought an end to the highland kingdom of Kandy in 1815, so
as to rule the whole island. While only the Portuguese had persecuted
Buddhism, each colonial power tried to transmit its own brand of
Christianity to the islanders.

SOUTH-EAST ASIA EXCLUDING VIETNAM6

A small Buddhist community may have existed among the Mons of south-
ern Burma/central Thailand since the time of Asoka. In any case, a tradition
using Pali was probably introduced to the Mons in the early centuries CE,
perhaps from India. In northern Burma, the Sarvastivada fraternity and
Mahayana forms of Buddhism, along with Hinduism, were present from
the third century ck, with tantric Buddhism arriving by the ninth century.
A change came about when a northern king, Anawrata (1044—77), unified
the country, and then his successor Kyanzitth (1084-1113) gave great support
to the Theriya tradition of the Mons, with study of a version of the Pali
Canon that was brought from Lanka. Since that time, Theriya/Theravada

> For example the Sri Lanka Daily News (29 Oct. 2011) quoted the prime minister of the island as saying
‘Sri Lanka had been able to protect Buddhism in its pristine purity for more than 2,500 years’ (www.
dailynews.lk/2011/10/29/newso3.asp).

¢ On this, see Bechert and Gombrich, 1984: 147—70; Hazra, 1982.
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Buddhism increasingly became the main religion of the Burmese, though
tantra-like elements have lingered on (BP.30), and the gods (nats) of the pre-
Buddhist nature religion have a place in Buddhist cosmology (Hall, 1981:
159—63). By the fifteenth century, a Theravada ordination-line from Lanka
was finally established as the orthodox one.

Merchants brought Brahmanism to the Khmers of Cambodia in the first
century CE, and north Indian Sanskritizing forms of Buddhism in the second
century (Bechert and Gombrich, 1984: 159—70). From the sixth century, a mix
of Hindu Saivism and Mahayana was the religion of urban areas, though there
was some royal persecution of Buddhism in the seventh century. From 802 to
1432, there was a powerful Khmer empire, with the king sometimes being seen
as an incarnation of both Siva and a great Bodisattva. This culture built both
the originally Hindu temple complex of Angkor Wat, dedicated to the god
Visnu, and the nearby Buddhist one of Angkor Thom. Tantrism also had an
influence. From the twelfth century, Mon missions won over the lower classes
and country folk, who seem to have preferred Theravada to the complex
religion of the court. In the fourteenth century, royalty turned to the
Theravada, and the tradition became well established in the country as a whole.

As regards the situation in the region that is now Thailand, a form of
Buddhism using Pali, probably related to the Theriya tradition, seems to have
been predominant from around the fifth century cg, though there were also
cults to Bodpisattvas such as Avalokitesvara and to Brahmanical deities such as
Visnu, Siva and Sarya. When Khmer power declined in the thirteenth
century, the Tai people, who had migrated from China, were able to establish
various states in the area, drawing on the Mon Theriya tradition and
Brahmanical cults, with Brahmanical rituals continuing up to the present as
a minor strand alongside Buddhism (Skilling, 2009: 75). Like Burma, Siam/
Thailand had links with the Buddhism of Lanka over the centuries.

The Tai people also settled in Laos. Early in the fourteenth century, the
Cambodian wife of a ruler helped convert the royal court and people to Theriya
Buddhism, so that it became the official religion of Laos in around 1350. In the
fifteenth century, Theriya Buddhism also spread to the Dai, another branch of
the Tai people in what is now the Yunnan province of China.

Buddhism was present in the Malay peninsula from the fourth century,
with a Buddhist state existing in the north in the fifth century. From this
time, Saivism and Mahayana Buddhism were influential in the peninsula
and on the Indonesian islands of Java and Sumatra. In the seventh century,
the Sarvastivadins also became well established on Sumatra, and tantric
Buddhism became popular in the region in the eighth century. In around
800, a huge Stipa, still the largest monument in the southern hemisphere,
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was built at Borobudur, Java (Bechert and Gombrich, 1984: 63), depicting
scenes from many texts, but especially the Avatamsaka Sitra. From the
eleventh century, the dominant religion of the region increasingly became a
mix of the tantric forms of Buddhism and Saivism. In the fourteenth
century, Islam was brought by merchants, and in the fifteenth century it
rapidly spread to become the dominant religion. The Hindu—Buddhist
syncretism still exists on the small island of Bali, however, and Buddhism
is also found among the Chinese community in the region.

Yogavacara: esoteric Southern Buddhism

Especially in South-east Asia, Southern Buddhism includes a strand of
practice that Heinz Bechert has called ‘tantric Theravada’. This has been
especially studied in Cambodia by Francois Bizot, but there is also evidence
of it in Laos and parts of Thailand and Burma, and marginally in Lanka.
Lance Cousins (1997b) prefers to call the tradition ‘Esoteric Southern
Buddhism’, and Kate Crosby calls it by a term used by the tradition: the
Yogivacara, or ‘Practitioner of Spiritual Discipline’ tradition (2000: 141).
As a tantra-like form of Theravada, it is Mantranaya, rather than Vajrayana
in form. Kate Crosby’s summary (2000: 141-2) of the features of this kind of
tradition includes:

1. The creation of a Buddha within through the performance of ritual by placing
and recognizing within one’s body the qualities of the Buddha, which in turn
become the Buddha.

2. The use of sacred language, combined with microcosm to macrocosm identity.
Sacred syllables or phrases are used to represent a larger entity. Groups of
syllables of a particular number represent other significant groups of the same
number. This use of sacred language includes use of heart syllables (akin to
Mahayana dhirani), mantras and yantras [sacred diagrams]. ..

5. Esoteric interpretations of words, objects and myths that otherwise have a
standard exoteric meaning or purpose in Theravada Buddhism.

6. The necessity of initiation prior to the performance of a ritual or practice.

Tantra-like practices include protective chants and diagrams which are seen
to symbolically surround a person with Arahars and protective Suttas
(EB.6.6). Also, the body is visualized as the Bodpi-tree, and there may be
visualization of a ‘crystal sphere’ in the body, representing one’s potential
for awakening or enlightenment. There is also a kind of esoteric yogic
pilgrimage. One of these is called ‘the Road to Lanka’, where ‘Lanka’
symbolizes the womb of Mahamaya, the mother of the Buddha. Here,
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the initiate regresses to the womb of Mahamaya to be reborn as the Buddha.
Short chants may be done in a revolving way, such as one whose syllables
represent the names of the books of the Abhidhamma — (Dhamma)-sargani,
Vibharga, Dhatukathi, Puggalapannatti, Kathivatthu, Yamaka, Patthina —
and are seen to encapsulate their wisdom:

sam’ vi dha pu ka ya pa

vi dbai pu ka ya pa sam
dhi pu ka ya pa sam vi
pu ka ya pa sam vi dha
ka ya pa sam vi dha pu
ya pa sam vi dha pu ka
pa sam vi dha pu ka ya
sam vi dhd pu ka ya pa. . . (cf. BP.29)

A yantra, known as yan in Thailand, consists of words and letters mindfully
drawn, on paper, cloth (usually robe cloth), silver or gold foil, or as tattoos,
in a flowing script to form a mandala-like pattern (Shaw, 2009: 119-21).
They are often used for magical protection, but also have meditative
resonances. Their subtle linear form is used to inscribe syllables related to
esoteric Buddhism, for example those of na mo bu ddha ya (namo buddhaiya:
reverence to the Buddha), with each syllable corresponding to a certain
element and one of the five khandhas.

There are various possibilities for the origin of these traditions, all of
whose terms are in Pali and whose basic concepts are Theravada: influence
from the Abhayagiri fraternity, the Sarvastivada, or tantric Mahayana
Buddhism or Hinduism. It may be, though, that the trend towards tantric
methods in Indian religions simply produced a Theravada Buddhist variant
in South-east Asia, without this being shaped by either tantric forms of the
Mahayana or Hinduism. Cousins has explored the possibility that it devel-
oped within the Mahavihara tradition in Lanka and beyond, as there is
evidence for secret texts within this (1997b: 191-3). In Thailand, though,
nineteenth-century reforms spearheaded by the new Dhammayutika
Nikaya sought to move away from using such esoteric practices.

THE LANDS OF NORTHERN BUDDHISM8

Nepal shared in the developments of north Indian Buddhism and
Hinduism, and by the thirteenth century, Hinduism had become the

7 Sam is pronounced much as Sa7i.
8 On this, see for example Batchelor, 1987; Bechert and Gombrich, 1984: 108—14 (Nepal) and 25370 (Tibet);
Berkwitz, 2010: 156-62 (Nepal); Powers, 2007b; Samuel, 1993, 2012; Snellgrove and Richardson, 1968.
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dominant religion, favoured by rulers. By the fifteenth century, monks were
increasingly abandoning celibacy and forming an hereditary caste, and
scholarship was declining. Buddhism has been found mainly among the
Newars of the Kathmandu valley. Since 1786, when the Gurkhas, from
India, conquered the country, the Newars have held out against rulers’
attempts to fully Hinduize this area. There are also various ethnic groups in
areas bordering Tibet, influenced by its religions (£B.7.2); the Gurkhas also
came to include some of these.

Buddhism did not reach Tibet, the heartland of Northern Buddhism,
until relatively late, the country being isolated and mountainous. In time,
Tibetans and their Indian teachers successfully transplanted and continued
the complex and rich form of tantric Mahayana found in late Indian
Buddhism, prior to its demise in most regions of India itself. While
Tibetan thinkers often showed originality, they saw themselves as simply
clarifying the ideas of Indian Buddhism.

The indigenous religion of Tibet was some form of shamanism focused
on spirit-essences within a person and their close relationship to various
deities (Samuel, 1993: 438—44). Divination through spirit-possession was
important, and there was also a ritual cult of dead kings, presided over by
court priests called Bon-pos. It is wrong, though, to see the whole early
tradition as ‘Bon’ (Samuel, 1993: 10-13). While the early Bon tradition
eventually faded with the coming of Buddhism, one of the same name
developed from the eleventh century, and shamanism continued as a key
mode of Tibetan religious life.

The first real Buddhist influence in Tibet came under King Songtsen
Gampo (Song bstan sgam po;” 618—s0 CE) who, it is said, was converted by
his two wives, from Nepal and China. A minister visited India for texts and
then invented the first Tibetan script, for writing down translations. After
the king’s death, the impetus for Buddhism ran out, though many Tibetans
studied it in Nepal. In the following century, Buddhist influences came
from India, China and Central Asia, and King Tr’isong Deutsen (Khr srong
Ide’u bstan; 740—98) tried to establish the first monastery in the country.
Tradition says, however, that his efforts were frustrated by earthquakes and
disease, seen as coming from the hostility of the Bon deities. The problems
continued even after the Mahayana teacher Santaraksita, of Nalanda univer-
sity, was brought to bless the site. The latter advised the king that tantric
Buddhism would have most appeal for the Tibetans, with their shamanistic

? Tibetan names and terms are given roughly as they are pronounced, followed by their full Tibetan
spelling as transcribed into the Roman script according to the Wylie system.
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leanings, and suggested that Mahdsiddha Padmasambhava be invited to
Tibet. When he came, he is said to have successfully exorcized the site in
around 775, and then to have converted many of the native deities (£B.7.1),
so that they became protectors of Buddhism. He converted many people,
and Buddhism was recognized as the state religion in 779. Translations were
carried out in earnest, and in the period up to around 1000 CE, many
Tibetans studied in India and Indian teachers visited Tibet.

Under the auspices of King Tr’isong Deutsen, there was a de