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Preface

This book brings together six essays on the origin and history of the
bodhisattva ideal and the emergence of the Maháyána. 

The essays approach the subject from different perspectivesó
from scholarly examinations of the terms in the Nikáyas and
Ágamas to the relationship of the bodhisattva ideal and the arahant
ideal within the broader context of the social environment in which
Maháyána emerged and further developments that lead to the
formulation of the fully fledged bodhisattva path. As such, the
collection provides a good overview for a wider Buddhist readership
of the history of changes that eventually led to the emergence of the
Maháyána.

The essays are revised versions of earlier articles published in
various sources. In this collection, they are mainly arranged in order
of ease of understanding. The first essays can be read by a general
reader who has a basic knowledge of Buddhism, while the last essays
are written mostly for an academic specialist readership and
therefore assume more knowledge of modern scientific theories of
the history of Buddhism. Despite being less accessible, parts of these
essays will also be of interest to a general reader and will serve as a
good introduction  into the world of modern scientific scholarship
on Buddhism. 

Due to the essays being contributed by various authors there
might be some internal inconsistency with regards spelling and other
conventions.  

The BPS is grateful to the authors of these essays for kindly
contributing them to be included in this collection.  We also thank
Judy Caughley for her kind help in proofreading and editing these
essays.

Bhikkhu Nyanatusita
Editor

Buddhist Publication Society
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Arahants, Buddhas and Bodhisattvas1

Bhikkhu Bodhi

Competing Buddhist Ideals

The arahant ideal and the bodhisattva ideal are often considered the
respective guiding ideals of Theraváda Buddhism and Maháyána
Buddhism. This assumption is not entirely correct, for the Theraváda
tradition has absorbed the bodhisattva ideal into its framework and
thus recognizes the validity of both arahantship and buddhahood as
objects of aspiration. It would therefore be more accurate to say that
the arahant ideal and the bodhisattva ideal are the respective guiding
ideals of Early Buddhism and Maháyána Buddhism.

It is important to recognize that these ideals, as they have come
down to us, originate from different bodies of literature stemming
from different periods in the historical development of Buddhism. If
we donít take this fact into account and simply compare these two
ideals as described in Buddhist canonical texts, we might assume that
the two were originally expounded by the historical Buddha himself,
and we might then suppose that the Buddhaóliving and teaching in
the Ganges plain in the 5th century B.C.E.óoffered his followers a
choice between them, as if to say: ìThis is the arahant ideal, which
has such and such features; and that is the bodhisattva ideal, which
has such and such features. Choose whichever one you like.î2 The
Maháyána sútras, such as the Maháprajñápáramitá Sútra and the
Saddharmapuóðarìka Sútra (the Lotus Sútra), give the impression
that the Buddha did teach both ideals. Such sútras, however,
certainly are not archaic. To the contrary, they are relatively late
attempts to schematize the different types of Buddhist practice that
had evolved over a period of roughly four hundred years after the
Buddhaís parinirvána.

The most archaic Buddhist textsóthe Páli Nikáyas and their
counterparts from other early schools (preserved most fully in the
Chinese Ágamas)ódepict the ideal for the Buddhist disciple as the
arahant. The Maháyána sútras, composed a few centuries later in a
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distinctly Buddhist form of Sanskrit, depict the ideal for the
Maháyána follower as the bodhisattva. Now some people argue that
because the arahant is the ideal of Early Buddhism, while the
bodhisattva is the ideal of later Maháyána Buddhism, the Maháyána
must be a more advanced or highly developed type of Buddhism, a
more ultimate teaching compared to the simpler, more basic teaching
of the Nikáyas. That is indeed an attitude common among
Maháyánists, which I will call ìMaháyána elitism.î There is an
opposing attitude common among conservative advocates of the
Nikáyas, an attitude that I will call ìNikáya purism,î which rejects all
later developments in the history of Buddhist thought as deviation
and distortion, a fall away from the ìpristine purityî of the ancient
teaching. Taking the arahant ideal alone as valid, Nikáya purists
reject the bodhisattva ideal, sometimes forcefully.

In this essay I try to find a point of view that can do justice to
both perspectives, that of the Nikáyas and the early Maháyána sútras,
to fashion a hermeneutic that can accommodate their respective
strengths without falling into a soft and easy syncretism, blotting out
conceptual dissonances, or abandoning faithfulness to the historical
records. Yet I also believe we must recognize that these records are
by no means crystal clear, that they cannot be treated invariably as
verbatim transcripts of teachings, and that they are unlikely to be
free of bias. This is by no means easy. It is much simpler to adopt
either the standpoint of ìNikáya purismî or of ìMaháyána elitismî
and hold to it without flinching. 

The problem with these two standpoints, however, is that both
are obliged to neglect facts that are discomforting to their respective
points of view. Although I am ordained as a Theraváda Buddhist
monk, in this paper I am not going to be defending the opinions of
any particular school of Buddhism or trying to uphold a sectarian
point of view. My first purpose is to draw out from the texts what
they say explicitly, and also what they imply, about these two
competing ideals of the Buddhist life. At the end, when I draw my
conclusions, I will clearly state them as such, and they will be
entirely my own. Sometimes I will not be drawing conclusions but
instead raising questions, pointing to problems in the history of
Buddhism that I am acutely aware of but cannot solve. It is quite
possible that what I consider a nuanced and balanced point of view
will draw fire from partisan advocates on both sides of the divide.
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Looking to the Buddha as the Ideal

I want to start by making what I think is an extremely important but
seldom made observation, namely, that both types of textsóthe
Nikáyas and Ágamas on the one hand, and the Maháyána sútras on
the otheróare in a sense looking to the Buddha himself as the ideal.
That is, it is not the case that Early Buddhism overlooks the Buddha
and instead takes his disciples as the ideal, while Maháyána Buddhism
comes to the rescue and recovers what the ìHìnayánistsî had missed,
namely, the inspirational impetus imparted by the Buddha himself.
Rather, I want to maintain that followers of both forms of
Buddhismóand the authoritative texts from which both forms of
Buddhism developóare looking upon the Buddha as the exemplary
figure that a true follower of the Dharma should emulate.

The two differ primarily in so far as they view the Buddha from
two different perspectives. I will use an analogy to illustrate this and
then provide a fuller explanation. The Buddha Hall here at our
monastery has two entrances situated on either side of the Buddha
image. If one looks at the image after entering the hall by the west
entrance, the Buddha appears in one way; the angle highlights certain
characteristics of the face. If one looks at the image after entering the
hall by the east entrance, the Buddha appears in a different way; the
angle highlights other characteristics of the face. I see this as a fitting
simile for the way the two traditions view the Buddha and his
enlightenment. I see both the early suttas of the Nikáyas and Ágamas
and the Maháyána sútras as giving us different perspectives on the
Buddha and his enlightenment, and thus as offering different
understandings of what it means to be a true follower of the Buddha.

I would briefly characterize their difference by saying that the
Nikáyas and Ágamas give us a ìhistorical-realistic perspectiveî on the
Buddha, while the Maháyána sútras give us a ìcosmic-metaphysical
perspective.î By using these terms, I am not intending to use the
Nikáyas to trump the Maháyána sútrasóthough naturally I hold they
are more likely to be closer to the Buddhaís own verbal teachings.
Rather, I am just trying to characterize the standpoints that they use to
look at the Buddha and interpret his significance for the world. These
two perspectives then ëdefineí what the Buddha accomplished through
his enlightenment. When we adopt the historical-realistic perspective,
the Buddhaís significance lies in the fact that he was the first person in
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this historical era to become an arahant and to proclaim to others the
path to arahantship. However, though being an arahant, he was what
we might call ìan arahant with differences.î Moreover, these
differences were not regarded as merely incidental, but as substantial
enough to eventually elevate him to a distinct level, that of the
Bhagavá, a world teacher, one who towered above all the other
arahants by virtue of his personal qualities and his unique function. 

These differences called out for explanation, and thus they
opened the door, so to speak, to the ìcosmic-metaphysical
perspectiveî on the Buddha as a way to account for them. Once this
door was opened, the Buddha was seen by the diverse Indian
Buddhist traditions, both early and late, as the one who brought to
consummation a long career extending over countless eons, who
passed through cosmic periods in which he sacrificed himself in
various way, many times, for the good of others: this is the cosmic
aspect of that perspective. Thus the Buddha begins to come into the
picture as the culmination of the bodhisattva path. Again, in the
quest to find a more philosophical understanding of the nature of the
Buddha, he was seen as the one who arrived at ultimate reality. In the
early period he achieved this status by virtue of his cognition of the
vital salvific truths; at a somewhat later stage he came to be seen as
the one who embodies ultimate reality, a viewpoint already
foreshadowed in some early texts that speak of the Buddha as one
who is dhammabhúta, ìwho has become the Dhamma.î At a later
stage he is said to be called the Tathágata in the sense that he has
come from Suchness (tathá + ágata) and gone to Suchness (tathá +
gata), and yet abides nowhere: this is the metaphysical aspect of that
perspective, which became characteristic of the Maháyána.

The Perspective of the Nikáyas

As I indicated above, there is a sense in which both the Nikáyas and
the Maháyána sútras take it as their project to demonstrate what is
required of one who wants ìto follow in the footsteps of the Master.î
But they take up this project from these two different standpoints. I
will explain first the standpoint of the Nikáyas and then the
standpoint of the Maháyána sútras.
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The Nikáyas begin with our common human condition and
depict the Buddha as starting from within this same human condition.
That is, for the Nikáyas, the Buddha starts off as a human being
sharing fully in our humanity. He takes birth among us as a man
subject to the frailties and limitations of human life. As he grows up,
he is confronted with inevitable old age, sickness, and death, which
reveal to him the deep misery that perpetually lies hidden behind the
glittering facade of youth, health, and life, mocking our brightest
joys. Like many other thoughtful Indians of his time, he seeks a way
to liberation from lifeís afflictionsóand as he tells it, he seeks
liberation primarily for himself, not with some grand aim of saving
the world. He goes forth into the homeless life, becomes an ascetic,
and engages in a relentless struggle for deliverance. Finally, after
numerous wrong turns, he finds the correct path, follows it through
its stages, and attains the bliss of nirvána. After his attainment, he
considers whether he should make the path available to others, and
his first impulse is to remain silent. Note that he almost follows the
route of a paccekabuddha, one who gains enlightenment without a
teacher and does not attempt to convey his realization to others. It is
only when the deity Brahmá Sahampati entreats him to take up the
task of teaching that he leaves the bliss of seclusion to begin his long
career of sharing the path with others. His major achievement is to
have attained nirvána, the state free from all bondage and suffering.
This is the great goal, the final end of all spiritual striving, the peace
beyond all the anxiety and unrest of the ordinary human condition.
By teaching the path, the Buddha makes this goal available to others,
and those who follow the path reach the same goal that he himself
attained.

The Buddha is the first of the arahants, while those who reach
the goal by following his path also become arahants. In the verse of
homage to the Buddha, it is said: ìIti pi so Bhagavá Arahaí ÖóThe
Blessed One is an arahant Ö.î Shortly after his enlightenment, while
walking to Benares to meet the five monks, a wanderer stopped the
Buddha and asked who he was. The Buddha replied: ìI am the
arahant in the world, I am the supreme teacherî (ahañhi arahá loke,
ahaí satthá anuttaro; MN 26/M I 171). Thus the Buddha declares
himself first of all to be an arahant. The defining mark of an arahant
is the attainment of nirvána in this present life. The word ìarahantî
was not coined by the Buddha but was current even before he
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appeared on the Indian religious scene. The word is derived from a
verb arahati, meaning ìto be worthy,î and thus means a person who
is truly worthy of veneration and offerings. Among Indian spiritual
seekers in the Buddhaís time, the word was used to denote a person
who had attained the ultimate goal, for this is what made one worthy
of veneration and offerings. From the perspective of the Nikáyas, the
ultimate goalóthe goal in strict doctrinal termsóis nirvána, and the
goal in human terms is arahantship, the state of a person who has
attained nirvána in this present life. The Buddhaís enlightenment is
significant because it marked the first realization of nirvána within
this historical epoch. We might say that the Buddha rises above the
horizon of history as an arahant; in his historical manifestation he
dawns upon human consciousness as an arahant.

After attaining enlightenment, the Buddha makes the path to
enlightenment available to many others. Enlightenment is valued
because it is the gateway to the ultimate freedom of nirvána. In the
Nikáyas, we find several descriptions of the process by which the
Buddha attained enlightenment, and there are corresponding texts
that describe the disciplesí process of attaining enlightenment in the
same terms. In MN 26, the Buddha says that ìbeing myself subject to
birth, ageing, sickness, and death, I attained the unborn, ageless,
sickness-free, deathless, supreme security from bondage, nibbánaî (M
I 167) A few months later, when he taught the Dhamma to his first
five disciples, he says of them: ìWhen those monks were instructed
and guided by me, being subject to birth, ageing, sickness, and death,
they attained the unborn, ageless, sickness-free, deathless, supreme
security from bondage, nibbánaî (M I 173). Thus the attainment of
these monks is described in exactly the same terms that the Buddha
uses to describe his own attainment. Again, in several suttasóMN 4,
MN 19, MN 36óthe Buddha describes his attainment of
enlightenment as involving two main stages. First comes the
attainment of the four jhánas. Second, during the three parts of the
night, he realized three higher knowledges: the recollection of past
lives, the knowledge of the passing away and rebirth of beings
according to their karma, and the knowledge of the destruction of
the ásavas, the primordial defilements that sustain the round of
rebirths. Now several suttas in the Majjhima Nikáya (MN 27, MN 51,
MN 53) describe the enlightenment of the disciple in just this way as
the attainment of the four jhánas and realization of the three higher
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knowledges. While not all disciples attained the jhánas and most
probably did not attain the first two higher knowledges, these
achievements seemed to mark an ideal standard within the early
Saòghaóa standard that the Buddha and the great arahants shared in
common.

At SN 22:58, the Buddha says that both the Tathágata and the
arahant disciple are alike in being liberated from the five aggregates:
form, feeling, perception, volitional formations and consciousness.
So, the Buddha asks, what is the difference between them? The
answer he gives points to temporal priority as the distinction: the
Tathágata is the originator of the path, the producer of the path, the
one who declares the path. He is the knower of the path, the
discoverer of the path, the expounder of the path. His disciples dwell
following the path and become possessed of it afterwards. But, this
sutta asserts, they both walk the same path and attain the same final
goal.

Thus, according to this sutta and others of the same genre, the
Buddha is distinguished from the arahant disciples, not by some
categorical difference in their respective attainments, but by his role:
he is the first one in this historical epoch to attain liberation, and he
serves as the incomparable teacher in making known the way to
liberation. He has skills in teaching that even the most capable of his
disciples cannot match, but with regard to their world-transcending
attainments, in relation to the goal of the Dharma, both the Buddha
and the arahants are buddha, ìenlightened,î in that they have
comprehended the truths that should be comprehended. They are
both nibbuto, in that they have extinguished the defilements and
thereby attained the peace of nirvána. They are both suvimutta, fully
liberated. They have fully understood the truth of suffering; they
have abandoned craving, the origin of suffering; they have realized
nirvána, the cessation of suffering; and they have completed the
practice of the noble eightfold path, the way leading to the cessation
of suffering.

As the first to accomplish all these worthy achievements, the
Buddha fulfills two functions. First, he serves as an example, the
supreme example; almost every aspect of his life is exemplary, but
above all, his very person demonstrates the possibility of attaining per-
fect freedom from the fetters of the mind, complete release from suf-
fering, release from the pitfalls of birth and death. Second, as aforesaid,
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he serves as the guide, the one who knows the path and can teach it in
its most intricate details. As the guide, he constantly exhorts his disci-
ples to make a dedicated effort to attain the ultimate goal, nirvána. He
admonishes them to strive as diligently as a man whose turban is on
fire would strive to put out the fire. The fires of the human heart are
greed, hatred, and delusion; their extinction is nirvána. Those who
extinguish greed, hatred, and delusion are arahants.

How the Buddha is Distinguished from 
Other Arahants

Nevertheless, it would hardly be correct to say that temporal
priority is the only thing that distinguishes the Buddha from the
arahants. To bring out the difference, I want to take two stock
formulas that occur many times in the texts, one for the Buddha and
one for the arahants. I already quoted the opening of the Buddha
formula; now let me take it in full: ìThe Blessed One is an arahant, a
perfectly enlightened one, possessed of true knowledge and conduct,
a fortunate one, a knower of the world, unsurpassed trainer of
persons to be tamed, teacher of devas and humans, enlightened, the
Blessed One.î

There are nine epithets here. Of these nine, four are also used
for arahant disciples: arahant, possessed of true knowledge and
conduct, a fortunate one, enlightened; five are used exclusively for
the Buddha: perfectly enlightened one, knower of the world,
unsurpassed trainer of persons to be tamed, teacher of devas and
humans, the Blessed One. Note that of these five, two explicitly refer
to the Buddhaís significance for others: ìunsurpassed trainer of
persons to be tamedî and ìteacher of devas and humans.î This aspect
is also likely to be implied by the word ìBhagavá,î whose exclusive
use in relation to the Buddha seems to highlight his role as a world
teacher. Even the epithets signifying knowledge are intended to
establish him as a reliable authority; that is, by reason of his wisdom
or knowledge, he is someone whom others can trust as a source of
guidance. So when the Buddha is designated a sammá sambuddha, ìa
perfectly enlightened one,î this highlights not only the fullness of his
enlightenment, but his authority and reliability as a spiritual teacher.
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The formula for the arahant reads thus: ìHere a monk is an
arahant, one whose taints are destroyed, who has lived the spiritual
life, done what had to be done, laid down the burden, reached his
own goal, utterly destroyed the fetters of existence, one completely
liberated through final knowledge.î Now all these epithets are true
for the Buddha as well, but the Buddha is not described in this way;
for these terms emphasize the attainment of oneís own liberation,
and the Buddha is extolled, not primarily as the one who has attained
his own liberation, but as the one who opens the doors of liberation
for others. That is, even in the archaic suttas of the Nikáyas, an
ìother-regardingî significance is already being subtly ascribed to the
Buddhaís status that is not ascribed to the arahant.

While the content of the Buddhaís enlightenment, according to
the Nikáyas, does not qualitatively differ from that of other arahants,
it plays a different role in what we might call the cosmic scheme of
salvation. The Buddhaís enlightenment has an essentially ìother-
directedî component built into it from the start. By virtue of
attaining enlightenment, the Buddha serves as the great teacher who
ìopens the doors to the Deathless.î AN 1:170/A I 22 says he is ìthe
one person who arises in the world for the welfare of many people,
for the happiness of many people, out of compassion for the world,
for the good, welfare, and happiness of devas and human beings.î
MN 19/M I 117ñ18 compares him to a kind man who leads a herd of
deer (signifying sentient beings) from a place of danger to a place of
safety; MN 34 compares him to a wise cowherd who leads his cowsó
the noble disciplesósafely across the river. According to MN 35/M I
235, the Buddha is honoured by other arahants because he is one
who, having attained enlightenment himself, teaches the Dhamma
for the sake of enlightenment; having attained peace, he teaches for
the sake of peace; having attained nirvána, he teaches for the sake of
nirvána. He is perfect in all respects, and the most important of his
perfections is his ability to teach the Dhamma in ways that are best
suited to the capacities of those who come to him for guidance. To
this end, he possesses the ten Tathágata powers (dasa tathágatabaláni)
and four kinds of fearlessness (cattári vesárajjáni), by reason of which
ìhe claims the herd-leaderís place, roars his lionís roar in the
assemblies, and sets rolling the wheel of Brahmáî (MN 112; I 69ñ72).
His teaching is always exactly suited to the capacities of those who
seek his help, and when they follow his instructions, they receive
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favourable results, whether it be merely the gain of faith or the
attainment of liberation.

Other arahants can certainly teach, and many do teach groups of
disciples. Nevertheless, as teachers they do not compare with the
Buddha. This is so in at least two respects: first, the Dhamma they
teach others is one that comes from the Buddha, and thus ultimately
the Buddha is the source of their wisdom; and second, their skills in
teaching never match in all respects the skills of the Buddha, who is
the only one who knows the path in its entirety. The Buddha can
function so effectively as a teacher because his attainment of
enlightenmentóthe knowledge of the four noble truths which
culminates in the destruction of the defilementsóentails the
acquisition of several other types of knowledge that are considered
special assets of a Buddha. Chief among these, as mentioned just
above, are the ten Tathágata powers, which include the knowledge of
the diverse inclinations of beings (sattánaí nánádhimuttikataí
yathábhútaí ñáóaí) and the knowledge of the degree of maturity of
the faculties of other beings (parasattánaí parapuggalánaí
indriyaparopariyattaí yathábhútaí ñáóaí). Such types of knowledge
enable the Buddha to understand the mental proclivities and
capacities of any person who comes to him for guidance and to teach
that person in the particular way that will prove most beneficial,
taking full account of his or her character and personal circumstances.
He is thus ìthe unsurpassed trainer of persons to be tamed.î Whereas
arahant disciples are limited in their communicative skills, the
Buddha can communicate effectively with beings in many other
realms of existence, as well as with people from many different walks
of life. This skill singles him out as ìthe teacher of devas and humans.î

Thus we can see the respects in which the Buddha and disciple
arahants share certain qualities, above all their liberation from all
defilements and from all bonds connecting them to the round of
rebirths. And we also see how the Buddha is distinguished from his
disciples, namely by: (1) the priority of his attainment, (2) his
function as teacher and guide, and (3) his acquisition of certain
qualities and modes of knowledge that enable him to function as
teacher and guide. He also has a physical body endowed with thirty-
two excellent characteristics and with other marks of physical
beauty. These inspire confidence in those who rely on beauty of
form.
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The Bodhisattva Problem

I said above that each extreme attitudeóìNikáya purismî and
ìMaháyána elitismîóneglects facts that are discomforting to their
respective points of view. ìMaháyána elitismî neglects the fact that
in his historical manifestation, so far as we can determine through
the early records of his teachings, the Buddha did not teach the
bodhisattva path. This path emerges only in documents that start to
appear at least a century after his passing. What the Buddha
consistently taught, according to the early records, is the attainment
of nirvána by reaching arahantship. The problem besetting ìNikáya
purismî is the figure of the Buddha himself; for in the Buddha we
meet a person who, while an arahant, did not attain arahantship as
the disciple of a Buddha but as a Buddha. In the Nikáyas themselves,
he is depicted not merely as the first of the arahants but as one
member of a class of beingsóthe Tathágatasówho possess unique
characteristics that set them apart from all other beings including
their arahant disciples. The Nikáyas, moreover, regard the Tathágatas
as supreme in the entire order of sentient beings: ìTo whatever
extent, monks, there are beings, whether footless or with two feet,
four feet, or many feet, whether having form or formless, whether
percipient or non-percipient, or neither percipient nor non-
percipient, the Tathágata, the Arahant, the Perfectly Enlightened
One is declared the best among themî (AN 4:34/A II 34).

Now since the Buddha is distinguished from his liberated
disciples in the ways sketched above, it seems almost self-evident that
in his past lives he must have followed a preparatory course sufficient
to issue in such an exalted state, namely, the course of a bodhisattva.
This conclusion is, in fact, a point of common agreement among the
Buddhist schools, both those derived from Early Buddhism and
those belonging to the Maháyána. According to all Buddhist
traditions, attainment of the supreme enlightenment of a Buddha
requires that an aspirant make a deliberate resolution and fulfills the
spiritual perfections, the páramìs or páramitás; and it is a bodhisattva
who consummates the practice of these perfections. However, the
Nikáyas and Ágamas, the most ancient texts, are strangely silent
about this very issue.3 In the Nikáyas, the Buddha does refer to
himself as having been a bodhisatta in the period prior to his
enlightenment: in his immediately preceding life, when he dwelled in
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the Tusita heaven, and during the period of his final life, as Gotama
of the Sakyan clan, before his enlightenment.4 But he says nothing to
suggest that he had been consciously following a deliberate course of
conduct aimed at the attainment of buddhahood. Moreover, soon
after his enlightenment, when the Buddha considered whether or not
to teach the Dhamma, he says that he first inclined to ìdwell at easeî
(appossukkatáya cittaí namati MN 26/M I 168; Vin I 5), that is, not
to teach, which suggests that even after his enlightenment he might
not have fulfilled the function of a sammá sambuddha, but could have
become a paccekabuddha, the so called ìsilent buddhaî who does not
try to share his realization with the world.

There are, however, other passages strewn across the Nikáyas
that prevent us from definitively drawing the conclusion that the
Buddha somehow stumbled upon buddhahood merely by chance or
that his hesitation to teach implied a genuine possibility of choice.
These passages suggest, to the contrary, that his attainment of
buddhahood was already prepared for in his previous births. Though
they do not say that in his past lives he was deliberately following a
bodhisattva path to attain buddhahood, the Nikáyas do depict him as
dwelling in the Tusita heaven in his immediately past existence (as I
noted just above), destined to become a fully enlightened Buddha in
his next life as Gotama of the Sakyan clan, and this implies that in his
past lives he must have fulfilled the most demanding prerequisites to
take on such an exalted role, to become the loftiest and most highly
venerated being in all the world. When he descends into his motherís
womb, a great measureless light appears in the world surpassing the
light of the devas; and such a light appears again at his birth. When
he is born, he is first received by deities, and streams of water pour
forth from the sky to wash him and his mother. Immediately upon
his birth, he takes seven steps and declares himself the best in the
world (MN 123/M III 120-23). The gods sing songs of delight,
declaring that the bodhisattva has arisen for the welfare and
happiness of the human world (Sn 686). Such passages, of course,
could be seen as later additions to the Nikáyas, indicative of a stage
when the ìBuddha legendî was already making inroads upon the
most ancient texts. Nevertheless, given that the law of cause and
result operates in the spiritual dimensions of the human domain as
much as in any other domainóand given, too, the extraordinary
stature that the early texts ascribe to a Buddhaóit seems virtually
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impossible that at any point in its history of self-reflection Buddhist
tradition could have regarded someone as capable of this attainment
without an adequate preparatory background, that is, without
having made a deliberate effort over many lives to reach the supreme
state of buddhahood.

Despite such considerations, in the Nikáyas the Buddha is never
seen teaching others to enter a bodhisattva path. Whenever he urges
his monastic disciples to strive for any goal, it is to strive for
arahantship, for liberation in this very life, for nirvána. Whenever
monastic disciples come to the Buddha to make inquires about the
practice, they ask for guidance in following the path to arahantship.
The monks that the Buddha praises in the midst of the Saògha are
those who have attained arahantship. We never read of a distinction
between monks following a path to arahantship and monks on a
bodhisattva path. Mention is often made of lay disciples who attain
the three lower stages of liberation, from stream-entry to non-
returning. Those who lack the potential for world-transcending
attainments aim at a heavenly rebirth or at a fortunate rebirth back
into the human realm. But we do not read of a lay disciple treading
the bodhisattva path, much less of a dichotomy between monastic
arahants and lay bodhisattvas.

We need not, however, simply take the Nikáyas at face value;
we can raise questions about the texts themselves. Why is it that in
the Nikáyas we never find any instance of a disciple coming to the
Buddha to ask for guidance in following a bodhisattva path to
buddhahood? And why is the Buddha never seen exhorting his
followers to take up the bodhisattva path? The questions themselves
seem perfectly legitimate, but none of the answers that one might
offer is perfectly satisfactory. 

One explanation that might be given is that there were
instances when this happened but they were filtered out by the
compilers of the texts because such teachings were not consistent
with the teachings aimed at arahantship. This hypothesis seems
unlikely because, if discourses on the path to buddhahood had the
imprint of genuine teachings of the Buddha, it is improbable that the
monks compiling the texts would have omitted them. Another
explanation is that in the earliest phase of Buddhism, the pre-textual
phase, the Buddha was simply regarded as the first arahant who
taught the path to arahantship and he did not differ significantly
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from those among his arahant disciples who possessed the three
higher types of knowledge and the iddhis, the supernormal powers.
According to this account, the Nikáyas are the product of several
generations of monastic elaboration and thus already show traces of
the apotheosis of the Buddha, his elevation to an exalted (but not yet
superhuman) status. On this hypothesis, if we could take a time
machine back to the Buddhaís own time, we would find that the
Buddha differed from the other arahants mainly in the priority of his
attainment and in certain skills he possessed as a teacher, but these
differences would not be as great as even the old Nikáyas make them
out to be. This position, however, seems to strip away from the
Buddha that which is most distinctive about him: his uncanny ability
to reach deep into the hearts of those who came to him for guidance
and teach them in the unique way suitable for their characters and
situations. This ability betokens a depth of compassion, a spirit of
selfless service, that harmonizes better with the later concept of the
bodhisattva than with the canonical concept of the arahant as we see
it portrayed, for example, in the verses of the Theragáthá or the
muni poems of the Suttanipáta.

In the final analysis, I have to confess that I cannot provide a
cogent explanation. In view of the fact that in later times many
Buddhists in Theraváda lands as well as in the Maháyána world have
been inspired by the bodhisattva ideal, it is perplexing that no
teachings about a bodhisattva path or bodhisattva practices are
included in the discourses regarded as coming down from the most
archaic period of Buddhist literary history. In any case, the texts that
we do inherit from the early period do not show as steep a difference
between the Buddhaís ìother-regardingî functions and the so-called
ìself-enlightenmentî of the arahants as later tradition makes them
out to be. 

We find in the Nikáyas a fair amount of emphasis on altruistic
activity aimed at sharing the Dhamma with others. Most of this
emphasis comes from the Buddha himself in the form of injunctions
to his disciples, but we have little reason to doubt that this advice
was heeded. Thus, several texts distinguish people into four types:
those concerned only with their own good, those concerned only
with othersí good, those concerned with the good of neither, and
those concerned with the good of both; these texts praise as best
those who are devoted to the good of both. And what is meant by
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being devoted to the good of both is practicing the noble eightfold
path and teaching others to practise it; observing the five precepts
and encouraging others to observe them; working to eliminate greed,
aversion, and delusion and encouraging others to eliminate them
(AN 4:96ñ99/A IV 95ñ99). In other suttas the Buddha urges all those
who know the four foundations of mindfulness to teach their
relatives and friends about them; and the same is said about the four
factors of stream-entry and the four noble truths (SN 47:48, 55:16ñ
17, 56:26). In the beginning of his ministry, he exhorts his disciples
to go forth and preach the Dhamma ìout of compassion for the
world, for the good, welfare, and happiness of devas and human
beingsî (Vin I 21). 

Among the important qualities of an outstanding monk are
abundant learning and skill in expounding the Dharma, two qualities
that are directly relevant to the benefiting of others. Also, we must
remember that the Buddha established a monastic order bound by
rules and regulations designed to make it function as a harmonious
community, and these rules often demand the renouncing of self-
interest for the sake of the larger whole. Regarding the lay followers,
the Buddha praises those who practise for their own good, for the
good of others, and for the good of the whole world (see especially
AN 8:25/A IV 220ñ22). Many prominent lay followers converted
their colleagues and neighbours to the Dharma and guided them in
right practice. Thus, we can see that while Early Buddhism
emphasizes that each person is ultimately responsible for his or her
own destiny, that no one can purify another or rescue another from
the miseries of saísára, it includes an altruistic dimension that
distinguished it from most of the other religious systems that
flourished alongside it in northern India. This altruistic dimension
might be seen as the ìseedî from which the bodhisattva doctrine
developed and thus as one of the elements in ancient Buddhism that
contributed to the emergence of the Maháyána.
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The Transition towards the Full-fledged 
Bodhisattva Concept

Perhaps for a full-fledged bodhisattva doctrine to emerge in
Buddhism, something more was needed than the concept of the
Buddha that we find in the ancient texts of the Nikáyas. Thus the
common project of comparing the arahant of the Nikáyas with the
bodhisattva figure of the Maháyána sútras may be somewhat
misguided. As I see it, one of the factors that underlies the emergence
of the well-developed bodhisattva doctrine was the transformation of
the archaic Buddha concept of the Nikáyas into the Buddha figure of
Buddhist religious faith and legend, which took place mainly in the
age of Sectarian Buddhism, that is, between the phase of Early
Buddhism represented by the Nikáyas and the rise of early Maháyána
Buddhism. During this period, two significant developments of the
Buddha concept occurred. First, the number of Buddhas was
increased; and second, the Buddhas came to be endowed with
increasingly more exalted qualities. These developments occurred
somewhat differently in the different Buddhist schools, but certain
common features united them.

The Nikáyas already mention six Buddhas preceding Gotama
and one, Metteyya (Skt: Maitreya), to follow him. Since cosmic time
is without any discernible beginning or conceivable end, the
inference was drawn that there must have been even earlier Buddhas,
and thus the number of past Buddhas was increased. Stories about
some of these entered into circulation and brought them to life. Since
space was likewise unbounded, with world systems like our own
spread out in ìthe ten directions,î some schools posited the present
existence of Buddhas in other world systems beyond our ownó
Buddhas still alive whom one might worship and, by means of
meditative power, actually see with contemplative vision. While the
school derived from the Páli Canon held to the thesis that Buddhas
arise only in our own world system, other schoolsómost notably
the Mahásáòghikasóproposed that Buddhas were spread out
throughout the boundless cosmos and that they might be discerned
by those with sufficient powers of mental concentration. 

The texts of Sectarian Buddhism increased a Buddhaís faculties
of knowledge until they eventually ascribed to him nothing short of



The Bodhisattva Ideal 17

omniscience. He came to possess numerous miraculous powers.
Eighteen special ìBuddha-dharmas,î not mentioned in the old suttas,
were added. Legends and stories entered into circulation describing
the wonderful ways he taught and transformed others. Such stories
did not mark a radical departure from the canonical view of the
Buddha, for we find in the suttas reports of the Buddhaís wondrous
powers, ìthe miracle of instructionî by which he teaches others
exactly in the way needed to open their hearts to the Dharma. Thus
in the suttas we read about his encounters with the serial killer
Aògulimála, the fierce demon Á¿avaka, the poor leper Suppabuddha,
the angry brahmin Bháradvája. These stories increased
exponentially, painting a picture of the Buddha as the incredibly
resourceful teacher who redeems from misery and delusion people of
every type. He breaks the pride of haughty brahmins; he brings
consolation to distraught mothers and wretched widows; he dispels
the complacency of proud warriors and beautiful courtesans; he
outdoes clever scholars in debates and rival ascetics in feats of
supernormal powers; he teaches avaricious millionaires the wonders
of generosity; he inspires diligence in heedless monks; he wins the
reverence of kings and princes. 

As Buddhist devotees looked back on their deceased Master and
pondered the question of what accounted for his extraordinary
greatness, in no long time they realized that what was most
outstanding about him was his boundless compassion. Not content
with confining his compassionate concern for others to a single life,
they saw it as spread out over innumerable lives in the chain of
samsaric existence. Their creative imaginations thus gave birth to a
vast treasury of stories about the Buddhaís previous births. These
storiesóthe Játakas or Birth Talesótold of how he had prepared
himself for his mission as a Buddha by treading the path of a
bodhisattva for unimaginable eons. The keynote of the most
memorable of these stories is service and self-sacrifice. It was by
serving others and sacrificing himself for their good that the
bodhisattva earned the merits and acquired the virtues that entitled
him to attain buddhahood. Thus, in Buddhist thought right across
the schools of Early Buddhism, the altruistic dimension of the
Buddhaís enlightenment came to the forefront, memorialized in
stories and poetry and literally carved in stoneóin pillars and
monuments stretching from Afghanistan to Indonesia and Japan.
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From this perspective, the Buddhaís enlightenment was significant,
not merely because it opened the path to nirvána for many others,
but because it consummated an eons-long career that began with an
altruistic motivation and endured across many eons sustained by an
altruistic resolve. During this career, it was held, the bodhisattva
qualified himself for buddhahood by fulfilling certain supreme
virtues, the páramìs or páramitás, which now took the place that the
factors of the noble eightfold path held in Early Buddhism. This
understanding of the Buddha, I must stress, was common to all the
schools of Sectarian Buddhism, including the Theraváda.

During the age of Sectarian Buddhism, the Early Buddhist
schools came to admit three roads to enlightenment, which in some
schools were depicted (by a change of metaphor) as three vehicles:
the vehicle of the disciple arahant, the ørávaka-yána, to be taken by
the greatest number of disciples; the vehicle of the ìsolitary
enlightened oneî who attains realization without a teacher but does
not teach, the pratyekabuddha-yána, which is still more difficult; and
the vehicle of the aspirant to buddhahood, the bodhisattva-yána, also
sometimes named after its fruit as the buddha-yána. Once it became
widespread in mainstream Indian Buddhism, the idea of the three
careers was not only taken up by the Maháyána but was eventually
also absorbed back into the schools of the elders, including the
conservative school based at the Mahávihára in Sri Lanka. Thus we
read in the later Páli commentaries, such as those by Ácariya
Dhammapála and others, of three kinds of bodhi, each implying a
distinct means to their attainment: the enlightenment of disciples,
the enlightenment of paccekabuddhas, and the enlightenment of
sammá sambuddhas.5

The Emergence of the Maháyána as the 
Bodhisattva-vehicle

Now at some point during this period, the altruistic interpretation of
the Buddhaís enlightenment that culminated in the concept of the
bodhisattva path flowed back upon the Buddhist community and,
for some members at least, took on a prescriptive force. We can
speculate that as they reflected deeply on what it meant to be an ideal
follower of the Buddha, certain Buddhist disciples concluded that to
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follow in the Buddhaís footsteps in the highest sense, it was no
longer sufficient simply to walk the noble eightfold path aimed at the
attainment of nirvána. This was still seen as a valid option, an option
that culminated in liberation for oneself and those one might
immediately influence by teaching and example; but, they may have
held, the Buddha himself had aimed at a state that would enable him
to promote the welfare and happiness of many beings, ìthe hosts of
devas and humans.î Thus, these thinkers may have felt, the superior
choice, the higher way to follow the Buddha, was to set out on the
same quest that the Buddha had set for himself: by taking the vows
of a bodhisattva and following the bodhisattva course. This would
have marked the emergence of the bodhisattva-yána as a conception
of the ideal Buddhist way of life, the way binding upon those
followers of the Enlightened One who wanted to emulate his
example in all respects.

This ideal emerged from a different starting point than Early
Buddhism. It was cast against a different visionary background.
Whereas Early Buddhism, as we saw above, adopts the common
human condition as its starting point, and even views the Buddha as
initially subject to our shared human frailties, Maháyána Buddhism
in its early phase takes as its starting point the long-range cosmic
background to a Buddhaís attainment of buddhahood. It looks back
for inspiration to his first conception of the bodhicitta, his original
vows, and his practice of the páramitás over countless lives. Further,
it treats these as the paradigm for practice. That is, it sees this
process, not merely as a description of the path that a Buddha follows,
but as a recommendation of the path that his true disciples could
follow, perhaps even the path that they should follow. Later
articulations of Maháyána saw this as the actualization of a potential
for buddhahood already embedded deep within us, the
tathágatagarbha or ìembryo of the Thus-Come One.î

What comes next will be largely an exercise in imagination and
speculation, but, given that the oldest Maháyána sútras already
depict a well-articulated understanding of the bodhisattva path,
imagination and speculation may be the only resources available to
us in attempting to reconstruct the emergence of a primeval form of
the Maháyána, or better, a pre-Maháyána type of Maháyána. We can
imagine a period when the bodhisattva-yána had been consciously
adopted by a growing number of Buddhists (probably first within
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small circles of monks), who still sought to guide themselves by the
teachings of the Nikáya-Ágama paradigm and the Játaka stories
dealing with the Buddhaís past practice of the páramitás. These
devotees remained members of sectarian Buddhist communities and
probably had not yet even become conscious of themselves as
branching off to form a new tradition. They would not have thought
of themselves as ìMaháyána Buddhists,î as we understand the term
today, but simply as individuals and as communities pledged to
follow the bodhisattva-yána, which they might have designated the
maháyána simply in the sense that it constituted a ìgreat courseî to
enlightenment. However, although they may have tried to remain
within the fold of mainstream Buddhism, once they began to openly
propagate the bodhisattva ideal, they may have found themselves
coming into open confrontation with those who adhered more
strictly to the ideas and ideals of the Nikáyas and Ágamas. This
confrontation would have heightened their sense of distinctness and
thus led to their conscious amalgamation into communities
revolving around a new vision of the Buddhist path and goal.

At this point they might have found that the teachings of the
Nikáyas and Ágamas, which describe the practices needed to attain
personal liberation from the round of birth and death, no longer met
their needs. They would, of course, still have accepted these
teachings as authoritative, since they stemmed directly from the
Buddha, but they would also felt the need for scriptures rooted in the
same authorityóthe authority of the Buddhaówhich yet provided
detailed teachings about the practices and stages of the bodhisattva
path, which aimed at nothing less than perfect buddhahood. It was to
fill this need, presumably, that the Maháyána sútras began to appear
on the Indian Buddhist scene perhaps as far back as the second
century B.C.E. Exactly how these sútras were first composed and
made their appearance is a matter about which contemporary
scholarship is still largely in the dark;6 for all we have at our disposal
are Maháyána sútras that are fairly well developed and represent
Maháyána Buddhism at what we might call ìstage twoî of its
development. Unfortunately, we cannot use them to peer back into
the more distant past and draw definitive conclusions about the very
earliest stages of the Maháyána, when these sútras were first starting
to take shape, or even past that period, when Maháyánist ideas were
still in the stage of gestation, seeking articulation without yet having
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come to expression in any literary documents.
There are two attitudes noticeable in the early Maháyána sútras

regarding the older paradigm based on the arahant ideal. One is to
affirm it as valid for the typical Buddhist follower, while extolling
the bodhisattva path as the appropriate vehicle for the person of
excellent aspirations. This attitude treats the old arahant ideal, or the
ørávaka paradigm, with respect and admiration, while lavishing the
greatest praise on the bodhisattva ideal. When this attitude is
adopted, the two pathsótogether with the path to the enlightenment
of a pratyekabuddhaóbecome three valid vehicles, the choice of
which is left to the disciple. The other attitude seen in the Maháyána
sútras is one of devaluation and denigration. It involves not simply
comparing the path to arahantship unfavourably with the
bodhisattva path (for all the Buddhist schools recognized the
superiority of the bodhisattvaís way to buddhahood), but belittling
and ridiculing the old ideal of ancient Buddhism, sometimes treating
it almost with contempt. The first attitude is seen in such early
Maháyána texts as the Ugraparipºcchá Sútra and the Prajñápáramitá
sútras. The latter in fact are depicted as being taught principally by
the great arahant disciples such as Sáriputta and Subhúti.7 Over time,
however, the second attitude became more prominent until we find
such texts as the Vimalakìrti Sútra, which ridicules the great disciples
of the Buddha like Sáriputta, Upáli, and Puóóa Mantáóiputta; or the
Aøokadattá Sútra, in which a young girl bodhisattva refuses to show
respect to the great arahant disciples; or the Saddharmapuóðarìka
Sútra, which compares the nirvána of the arahants to the wages of a
hired laborer. In some sútras, it is even said that arahants feel shame
and reproach themselves for attaining arahantship, or that arahants
are conceited and deluded. It is indisputable that the Maháyána sútras
often have passages of great depth and beauty. I believe, however,
that a more conciliatory attitude towards the older form of
Buddhism would have made the task of achieving harmony among
different Buddhist schools today much easier than it is. Within the
Theraváda school, the Maháyána teachings on the bodhisattva ideal
and the practice of the páramitás were incorporated into the later
commentaries but never in a way that involved denigration of the
older, more historical Buddhist goal of arahantship, which still
remained paradigmatic for the great majority of Buddhists.



22 Arahants, Buddhas and Bodhisattvas

Breaking down Old Stereotypes

In this part of my presentation I want to use this historical analysis
to break down old stereotypes and the prejudices that have divided
followers of the two main contemporary forms of Buddhism. From
there we can work towards a healthy rather than competitive
integration of the two. The two main stereotypes are as follows:

(1) Arahants, and Theravádin Buddhists, are concerned
exclusively with their own salvation as opposed to the benefit of
others; they have a narrow fixation on personal liberation because
they are ìfearful of birth and deathî and therefore have little
compassion for others and donít undertake activities intended to
benefit them.

(2) Followers of the bodhisattva ideal, and Maháyána
Buddhists, are so much involved in social projects aimed at
benefitting others that they donít take up the practice that the
Buddha assigned to his disciples, namely, the taming of the mind and
the development of insight. They have overwhelmed themselves
with social duties and forsaken meditation practice.

Iíll take the two stereotypes in order, and begin with the
ancient arahants. Although the Buddha was the pioneer in
discovering the path to liberation, this does not mean that his
arahant disciples just selfishly reaped the benefits of the path and did
nothing for others. To the contrary, in the suttas we can see that
many of them became great teachers in their own right who were
capable of guiding others towards liberation. The best known among
them are Sáriputta, Mahákaccána, Moggallána, and Ánanda. There
was the monk Puóóa who went to the dangerous Sunáparanta
country, risking his life to teach the Dhamma to the people there.
There were such nuns as Khemá and Dhammadinná, who were
outstanding preachers, Paþácárá, who was a master of the discipline,
and many others. For four hundred years, the Buddhist texts were
preserved orally, transmitted from teachers to pupils, and obviously
thousands of monks and nuns had dedicated their lives to learning
the texts and teaching them to their pupils, all for the purpose of
preserving the good Dhamma and Vinaya and ensuring that it would
last long in the world.
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The example established by the Buddhaís great arahant disciples
has been the model for the followers of the arahant ideal throughout
history. While those who pursue this ideal do not make such lofty
vows as do followers of the bodhisattva ideal, they are inspired by
the example of the Buddha and his great disciples to work for the
spiritual and moral uplift of others to the best of their ability: by
teaching, by example, and by direct spiritual influence, guided by the
Buddhaís command to ìwander forth for the welfare of the
multitude, for the happiness of the multitude, out of compassion for
the world, for the good, welfare, and happiness of devas and human
beings.î

The life pattern of a follower of the arahant ideal conforms in
many respects to that of the Buddha. I take as an example those who
may not necessarily have achieved arahantship itself but are
practising within this framework and have reached some higher stage
of spiritual accomplishment. In the early part of their lives, they may
go to a forest monastery or to a meditation centre to train under a
competent teacher. Then, after reaching a sufficient level of maturity
to practise on their own, they will go into solitude to develop their
practice for a period that might last five years or longer. At a certain
point their achievements will start to exert an influence on others.
They might start to teach on their own initiative, or their teacher
might ask them to begin teaching, or prospective students might
realize they have achieved some superior state and request guidance
from them. From this point on, they will begin to teach, and in time
they might become well respected spiritual teachers, with many
disciples and many centres under their guidance.

In contrast to the image of ìselfish personal liberationî that
Maháyána Buddhists ascribe to the arahants and those following the
ørávaka-yána, the most eminent masters of the Theraváda tradition
often teach thousands of disciples, monastic and laity. Some may
work ten or more hours a day. For example, in recent times, Ven.
Mahasi Sayadaw established hundreds of meditation centres in Burma
and presided over the Sixth Buddhist Council. Ajahn Chah had a
main monastery and many branch monasteries in Thailand, one
specifically for foreign monks. Ven. Pa Auk Sayadaw, U Pandita
Sayadaw, and Bhante Gunaratanaópresent-day Theraváda meditation
teachersótravel throughout the world conducting courses. Ajahn
Maha Boowa, reputed to have been an arahant, supported sixty
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hospitals in Thailand, and regularly visited them to console patients
and distribute medicines. Those who are not competent to function as
meditation teachers might still become masters of Buddhist texts and
philosophy and devote themselves selflessly to guiding others in
understanding the Dhamma, whether by training monks and nuns,
by giving instructions to the laity, by teaching in Buddhist monastic
schools, or by preaching in Buddhist temples.

From the Theraváda perspective, while social work is certainly
praiseworthy, of all benefits that can be conferred on others the most
precious benefit is the gift of the Dhamma. Thus the quest for
liberation as an arahant is not a purely private undertaking but has a
far-reaching influence and can make its impact felt upon a whole
society. In the traditional Theraváda countries, before the corrupting
influence of the West set in, the whole life of the community
revolved around the Dhamma. The monks who meditated in the
forests and mountains were the inspiration and model for the
society; those who preached and taught in the villages helped to
transmit the Dhamma to the people. The lay community, from the
king down to the villagers, saw their principal duty to be the support
of the Saògha. So the supreme goal of arahantship became the focal
point for an entire social system inspired and sustained by devotion
to the Dhamma.

Those who seek the goal of nirvána do not wait until they
become arahants before they start helping others. Within this
system, giving is regarded as the foundation for all other virtues; it is
the first basis of merit and the first of the ten páramìs. Thus the Páli
scriptures, and monks in their preaching, encourage people to give to
the best of their ability. Lay people support the Saògha with their
simple material needs of food, robes, dwellings, and medicines. They
also give generously to the poor and disadvantaged. In Sri Lanka, for
example, blood donation campaigns are common on Buddhist
holidays, and many people donate their eyes to eye banks and their
bodily organs to medical schools for medical research after their
death. I learned some time ago that in Sri Lanka more than 200
monks donated a kidney; this was done without any thought of
remuneration or any other personal benefit but solely for the
privilege of giving a bodily organ. 

Monks with knowledge of the Dhamma and skill in speaking
become preachers and teachers. Those with managerial skills might
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become administrators of monasteries. The few who are strongly
motivated to make the effort to win liberation in this very life
dedicate their energy to meditation in forest hermitages.
Accomplished meditation teachers will devote their time to teaching
meditation and will also try to find time to develop their own
practice. Sometimes they have to delay their own practice in order to
fulfill their teaching duties.

So much for misunderstandings concerning the arahant ideal.
Now for the bodhisattva ideal. It would be an oversimplification to
assume that an aspirant on the bodhisattva forgoes all training on the
path to liberation in order to devote their energy to social service. In
the Maháyána sútras and commentaries the foundation of the
bodhisattva path is said to be the arising of the bodhicitta
(bodhicittotpáda), the aspiration to supreme enlightenment. This
usually arises only through diligent training in meditation.
According to the authoritative sources on Maháyána Buddhist
meditation, to generate the bodhicitta, one must systematically train
the mind to perceive all beings as oneís mothers and fathers, sisters
and brothers, and arouse towards them boundless loving-kindness
and great compassion, until such a perception becomes natural and
spontaneous. This is not at all easy. Such an attainment cannot be
achieved just by casually engaging in a little social service and then
convincing oneself that one has aroused the bodhicitta.

It is true that the bodhisattva vows to work for the welfare of
others in a broader way than the follower of the ørávaka vehicle, but
all such efforts are superficial if they are not motivated and
supported by the true bodhicitta. Besides generating the aspirational
bodhicitta, the bodhisattva must apply the bodhicitta through the
practice of the six páramitás and other great deeds of self-abnegation.
The páramitás begin with dána-páramitá, the perfection of giving.
Social engagement can certainly be included under this category, as it
involves giving others material gifts and the gift of security. But these
gifts, as worthy as they are, do not equal in value the gift of the
Dharma, which alone leads to the permanent extinction of suffering.
To be qualified to give this gift requires skills that go beyond social
service.

The next spiritual perfection is sìla-páramitá, the perfection of
morality. Social engagement can be included under the morality of
altruistic action, acts that benefit others, but in most Maháyána
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traditions it is expected that earnest followers of the bodhisattva path
will undergo monastic ordination and take on the discipline of the
Vinaya, the code of monastic rules; an exception is Japan, where the
orthodox monastic lineage has vanished. While engaged in social
service, a bodhisattva must also practise patienceópatience in
enduring difficult conditions, patience in enduring disregard and
abuse from others; so he is fulfilling kåánti-páramitá, the perfection
of patience. And the work of social service demands energy, which
helps to fulfill the vìrya-páramitá, the perfection of vigour. Thus
social engagement can contribute towards the fulfilment of four of
the six páramitás.

But the bodhisattva must also fulfill the dhyána-páramitá and
the prajñá-páramitá, the perfections of meditation and wisdom, and
these two perfections require the adoption of a contemplative
lifestyle. The Prajñápáramitá sútras say that prajñápáramitá guides
and directs the other five páramitás, and the other five páramitás
become ìperfectionsî or transcendent virtues only when they are
connected with prajñápáramitá. But prajñápáramitá can only be
attained through contemplative practice, by seeking out a lifestyle
similar to that of one seeking arahantship.

The early Maháyána sútras, such as the Ugraparipºcchá Sútra,
do not recommend that the novice monastic bodhisattva immerse
himself in social work; rather, they point him to the forest and
instruct him to devote his efforts to meditation. If we look at the
history of Maháyána Buddhism, whether in India, China, or Tibet,
we would see that the great Maháyána masters such as Nágárjuna,
Asanga, and Atìsha in India; Hui-neng, Zhi-yi, and Xuan-cang in
China; Longchen, Gampopa, and Tsongkhapa in Tibet, were not
renown for their engagement in social service but for their
accomplishments as philosophers, scholars, and meditation masters.
The Buddha himself achieved the highest attainments in meditation.
Since bodhisattvas aim to become Buddhas, it is only natural that
they should perfect the meditative skills that are characteristic of a
Buddha.

Although the motivation and philosophical basis for followers
of the bodhisattva vehicle differ from that of followers of the ørávaka
vehicle, the lifestyles of the two are not very different. The popular
images of the withdrawn, solitary arahant, and the gregarious, super-
active bodhisattva are fictions. In real life, the two resemble each
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other much more than one would think. The arahants, and those
who seek to attain arahantship, often work assiduously for the
spiritual and material improvement of their fellow human beings.
The bodhisattvas, and bodhisattva aspirants, often must spend long
periods in solitary meditation cultivating the meditative skills that
will be necessary for them to attain buddhahood. They will also have
to study all the doctrines and the paths of the ørávaka vehicle, yet
without actualizing those paths. The bodhisattvas will have to learn
to enter the meditative absorptions, practise them, and eventually
master them. They will have to contemplate the three characteristics
of impermanence, suffering, and non-self and acquire insight into
these three characteristics. They differ from ørávakas in so far as a
ørávaka aims to use insight-knowledge to attain realization of
nirvána. A bodhisattva will link his or her practice of insight with
the bodhicitta aspiration, the bodhisattva vows, and the spirit of great
compassion. Sustained by these supports, a bodhisattva will be able
to contemplate the nature of reality without attaining realization of
nirvána until he or she has matured all the qualities that come to
perfection in buddhahood. Among these is the perfection of giving
and the conferring of benefits on sentient beings. But the greatest gift
that one can give is the gift of the Dharma, and the kindest benefit
one can confer on sentient beings is teaching them the Dharma and
guiding them in the Dharma. Though a bodhisattva can certainly
engage in social service as an expression of his or her compassion, to
reach the higher stages of the bodhisattva path the aspirant will
require a different range of skills than is exercised in social
engagement. The skills that they need are closer to those possessed
by the arahant.

Towards a Healthy Integration of the Vehicles

In my own view, both paths (or vehicles)óthe arahant path and the
bodhisattva pathócan be seen as valid expressions of the Buddhaís
teaching. However, to be seen as valid they must both conform to
certain formal criteria. In matters of principle, they must conform to
such teachings as the four noble truths, the three characteristics, and
dependent origination; and in matters of practice, they must embody
ethical conduct and follow the scheme of the threefold training in
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morality, concentration, and wisdom. Nevertheless, even when these
criteria are fulfilled, we must further avoid any type of syncretism
that leads to the denigration of the original teachings of the historical
Buddha, regarding them as mere expedients or adaptations to the
Indian religious climate of his age rendered irrelevant by teachings
arisen at a later period. The kind of tolerance that is needed is one
that respects the authenticity of Early Buddhism in so far as we can
determine its nature from the oldest historical records, yet can also
recognize the capacity of Buddhism to undergo genuine historical
transformations that bring to manifestation hidden potentials of the
ancient teaching, transformations that enrich the tradition springing
from the Buddha as its fountainhead.

When we adopt this approach, we can truly venerate those
practitioners who work diligently to realize the final goal of the
Dharma here and now, to reach nirvána, the extinction of suffering,
by following the noble eightfold path to its very end. We can
venerate those who glorify the teaching by showing that it truly
leads to ultimate liberation, to the plunge into the unborn and
unconditioned state, the deathless element, which the Buddha so
often extolled, calling it the wonderful and marvellous, the peaceful
purity, the unsurpassed liberation. Again, by taking this approach,
we can also venerate those compassionate ones who vow to follow
the route of the bodhisattva, and who make this vow as an act of
supererogation, not because it is a necessary condition for their own
true deliverance. We can revere and cherish their loving-kindness,
their great compassion, their high aspirations, and their self-
sacrificial service to the world. True Buddhism needs all three:
Buddhas, arahants, and bodhisattvas. It needs Buddhas to discover
and teach the path to liberation. It needs arahants to follow the path
and confirm that the Dharma does indeed lead to liberation,
adorning the teaching with examples of those who lead the purest
holy life. It needs bodhisattvas to make the resolve to perfect those
qualities that will enable them at some point in the future, near or
distant, to become Buddhas themselves and once again turn the
unsurpassed Wheel of the Dharma.
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Notes

1. This is a revised version of the essay earlier published on the Bodhi
Monastery website: http://bodhimonastery.org.
2. There is also a third model of the Buddhist spiritual life, that of the
paccekabuddha or pratyekabuddha. The paccekabuddha is similar in many
respects to the disciple arahant, except that where the disciple arahant
attains enlightenment under the guidance of a Buddha, the paccekabuddha
gains enlightenment without any outside guidance and does not attempt
to bring enlightenment to others. Otherwise, the combination of quali-
ties that constitute this type is essentially the same. In the literature of the
Buddhist systems, we often read of three types of enlightened onesó Skt:
ørávakas, pratyekabuddhas, and samyak sambuddhas (Páli: sávakas, pacceka-
buddhas, and sammá sambuddhas)óand of the three vehicles that lead to
these attainments: the ørávaka-yána, the pratyekabuddha-yána, and the
bodhisattva-yána.
3. There is at least one possible exception to this. MÁ 32, the Chinese
Ágama parallel to MN 123, states at T I 469c24: ìThe Blessed One at the
time of Kassapa Buddha made his initial vow for the Buddha path and
practised the holy life.î (I am indebted to Bhikkhu Análayo for this refer-
ence.) The idea suggested at MÁ 32 seems to me very improbable. For in
MN 81 (with a parallel at MÁ 132), the potter Ghaþìkára, a lay disciple of
Kassapa Buddha and a non-returner, is a friend of the brahmin Jotipála,
the bodhisattva who is to become the Buddha Gotama. During the reign
of Gotama Buddha, Ghaþìkára appears as an arahant dwelling in one of
the celestial Pure Abodes. The above statement would imply that in the
time that Ghaþìkára advanced from the non-returner state to arahantship,
the bodhisattva had traversed the entire path to buddhahood from the
first generation of the aspiration to the final fruit of buddhahood with all
its extraordinary knowledges and powers.
4. Incidentally, in any Middle Indo-Aryan (MIA) language, the word
would be bodhisatta. This was Sanskritized as bodhisattva, ìenlighten-
ment being,î and we take this meaning for granted; but the Sanskritized
form might be an erroneous back-formation. For MIA bodhisatta could
also represent Sanskrit bodhisakta, meaning ìone intent on enlighten-
ment,î ìone devoted to enlightenment,î which in context makes better
sense than ìan enlightenment being.î
5. The expressions for the three yánas and the three kinds of bodhi are
not used in the commentaries ascribed to Buddhaghosa. Expressions for
the three kinds of bodhi are common in the commentaries and subcom-
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mentaries ascribed to Dhammapála and later Páli commentators. The
only texts in the corpus of Páli commentarial literature that make use of
the expressions buddhayána, paccekabuddhayána, and sávakayána are the
Vajirabuddhi-þìká, a Vinaya subcommentary, at p. 14 of the VRI edition,
and the Sìlakkhandhavagga-abhinavaþìká, a subcommentary to the first
part of the Dìgha Nikáya, at p. 3 in the VRI edition.
6. But see the symposium on Early Maháyána in The Eastern Buddhist,
Vol. 35 (2003), especially Paul Harrison, ìMediums and Messages: Reflec-
tions on the Production of Maháyána Sútras,î pp. 115ñ51.
7. See Jan Nattier, A Few Good Men: The Bodhisattva Path according to
The Inquiry of Ugra (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 2003), which
offers a translation of this sútra along with an extremely illuminating
introduction. Of special relevance to the present paper are chapters 4, 7
and 8 of the introduction.



The Bodhisattva Ideal in Theraváda 
Theory and Practice1

Jeffrey Samuels

Introduction

In the academic study of Buddhism, the term ìMaháyánaî is
sometimes set in opposition to the non-Maháyána schools of early
Buddhism (Nikáya Buddhism) with regard to their aspirations,
teachings and practices. Such distinctions made between Maháyána
and Nikáya Buddhism, however, force the schools into neat, isolated
and independent categories that often undermine the complexities
that exist concerning their beliefs, ideologies, and practices. While
some of the categories used to differentiate the Maháyána and
Nikáya Buddhism are helpful in the study and interpretation of
Buddhism, these distinctions must continually be reviewed. This
article attempts to review one such distinction: the commonly held
theoretical model that postulates that the goal of Maháyána
practitioners is to become Buddhas by following the path of the
bodhisattva (bodhisattva-yána), whereas the goal of Nikáya Buddhists
is to become arahants by following the path of the Hearer or the
Buddhaís disciples (ørávaka-yána). Focusing on Pali and vernacular
(Sinhala, Burmese, and Thai) texts and inscriptions, this essay will
investigate the presence and scope of the bodhisattva ideal in
Theraváda Buddhist theory and practice.

By raising issues surrounding the Maháyána-Theraváda
opposition, however, I am not suggesting that distinctions cannot be
made between the two vehicles, nor am I proposing to do away with
the terms ìMaháyánaî and ìTheraváda.î Rather, in exploring the
oversimplifications inherent in the Maháyána-Theraváda dichotomy,
it is my intention to replace the theoretical model that identifies
Maháyána Buddhism with the bodhisattva-yána and Theraváda
Buddhism with the ørávaka-yána with one that is more accurate. In
doing so, the implied purpose of this article is, as John Holt said in
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his study of the place of Avalokiteøvara in Sri Lanka, to ìraise
questions among students of Buddhism regarding the very utility of
the terms Maháyána Ö and Theraváda as designating wholly
distinctive religio-historical constructs.î2 

Before turning to the presence and scope of the bodhisattva
ideal in Theraváda Buddhism (the only extant school of Nikáya
Buddhism), I will briefly turn to the sources that identify the
bodhisattva-yána with Maháyána Buddhism and the ørávaka-yána
with Nikáya Buddhism. Before doing so, however, I will investigate
the writings of three Maháyána Buddhist thinkers in which this
bifurcation is suggested.

One of the first Maháyána Buddhists who identifies the
bodhisattva-yána with Maháyána Buddhism and the ørávaka-yána
with Nikáya Buddhism is Nágárjuna. In his Precious Garland of
Advice for the King (Rájaparikathá-ratnamálá), Nágárjuna
rhetorically asks ìSince all the aspirations, deeds and dedications of
Bodhisattvas were not explained in the Hearersí vehicle, how then
could one become a Bodhisattva through its path?î3 In another
instance, Nágárjuna writes that ì[In the Vehicle of the Hearers]
Buddha did not explain the bases for a Bodhisattvaís
enlightenment.î4 While Nágárjuna compares the ørávaka-yána with
the bodhisattva-yána in these first two passages, he later states that
ìthe subjects based on the deeds of Bodhisattvas were not mentioned
in [non- Maháyána] sútras.î5 Nágárjunaís third passage, then,
suggests that subjects concerning bodhisattvas are found only in
Maháyána texts and are absent from all non- Maháyána texts.

Another Maháyána Buddhist to uphold a Maháyána-Nikáya
distinction based on a bodhisattva-ørávaka opposition is Asaòga. As
Richard S. Cohen illustrates,6 Asaòga posits, in his Maháyána-
sútrálaíkára, that the Great Vehicle and the Hearersí Vehicle are
mutually opposed.7 Their contradictory nature includes intention,
teaching, employment (i.e., means), support (which is based entirely
on merit and knowledge), and the time that it takes to reach the
goal.8 After Asaòga discusses the opposing nature of these two
vehicles, he then identifies the ørávakayána as the lesser vehicle
(Hìnayána), and remarks that the lesser vehicle (yánaí hìnaí) is not
able to be the great vehicle (Maháyána).9

Candrakìrti is yet another Maháyána thinker who views the
Maháyána and Nikáya Buddhism as being mutually opposed. Like
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Asaòga, Candrakìrti uses the bodhisattva-ørávaka distinction to
separate Maháyána and Nikáya Buddhism as well as to promote the
Maháyána tradition over and against Nikáya Buddhism. In his
Mádhyamakávatára, for instance, he remarks that the lesser vehicle
(Hìnayána) is the path reserved solely for disciples and solitary
Buddhas, and that the greater vehicle (Maháyána) is the path reserved
solely for bodhisattvas. Not only does Candrakìrti associate the
bodhisattva-yána with Maháyána Buddhism, he also clings to the
belief that the Hìnayána schools know nothing of the ìstages of the
career of the future Buddha, the perfect virtues (páramitá), the
resolutions or vows to save all creatures, the application of merit to
the acquisition of the quality of Buddha, [and] the great
compassion.î10 In other words, for Candrakìrti (as for Nágárjuna),
the non- Maháyána schools do not present a bodhisattva doctrine.

The points raised by these Maháyána Buddhists are problematic
for three reasons. First, the dichotomy presented by both Asaòga
and Candrakìrti sets up an opposition between an ideology and an
institutional affiliation. Rather than comparing an ideology with an
ideology (bodhisattva and ørávaka) or a Buddhist school with
another Buddhist school, this opposition contrasts one ideology
(arahantship through following the ørávaka-yána) with an
institutional affiliation (Maháyána Buddhism). In order for a more
accurate distinction to be constructed, then, we must either compare
the bodhisattva-yána with the ørávaka-yána, or compare a Maháyána
Buddhist school with a non-Maháyána Buddhist school.

Another problem with the ideas put forth by Nágárjuna,
Asaòga, and Candrakìrti concerns their statements that Maháyána
and Nikáya Buddhist schools are mutually contradictory and
exclusive. These assertions undermine the fact that Nikáya and
Maháyána refer to numerous schools and that the category of
Nikáya includes even a number of ìproto-Maháyánaî schools (e.g.,
the Mahásaòghikas).11 By using the terms Maháyána and Nikáya
monolithically, these thinkers ignore the plurality of doctrines, goals
and paths that are present in the schools.

The third problem inherent in the statements of these writers,
and which will be the focus of this article, is that they assume that all
followers of non-Maháyána schools are ørávakas striving to become
arahants while all followers of the Maháyána are bodhisattvas on the
path to buddhahood. As we shall see through the example of the
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only extant Nikáya school, the Theraváda tradition, this is clearly
not the case.

Before re-evaluating the bodhisattva-ørávaka opposition, it is
first necessary to ascertain the presence and scope of the bodhisattva
ideal in Theraváda Buddhism. This will be accomplished by looking
at the presence of the ideal in the Theraváda Buddhist Páli Canon
(theory) as well as by investigating how the same ideal permeates the
lives of Theraváda Buddhists (practice).

The Scope of the Bodhisattva Ideal in 
Theraváda Buddhism

The presence of the bodhisattva ideal in the Theraváda Buddhist Páli
Canon is primarily restricted to Gotama Buddha. The use of the
term ìbodhisattvaî occurs in a number of the suttas (Skt: sútra) in
the Majjhima, Aòguttara, and Saíyutta Nikáyas where the Buddha is
purported to have said: ìMonks, before my awakening, and while I
was yet merely the Bodhisatta [Skt: bodhisattva], not fully-
awakenedÖ.î12 In addition to referring to the present life of Gotama,
the term ìbodhisattvaî is also used in relation to the penultimate life
of Gotama in Tusita (Skt: Tuåita) heaven, as well as his conception
and birth.13

In later canonical texts, the bodhisattva ideal is further
developed and associated with numerous concepts. These
developments (which include the concept of a bodhisattva vow) may
be said to introduce ìinto Theraváda Buddhism what in Maháyána
studies has been called ëthe Bodhisattva ideal.íî14 In the Sutta Nipáta,
for example, the term ìbodhisattvaî refers to the historical Buddha
prior to his enlightenment and signifies a being set on
buddhahood.15 In addition, the bodhisattva ideal in this text is also
associated with the quality of compassion. This is exemplified by the
sage Asitaís remark to Gotamaís father (Suddhodana) that the young
bodhisattva-prince ìwill come to the fulfilment of perfect
EnlightenmentÖ [and] will start turning the wheel of Truth out of
compassion for the well-being of many.î16

In a later canonical text, the Buddhavaísa, the bodhisattva ideal
is developed to the greatest extent. Here, the bodhisattva ideal refers



The Bodhisattva Ideal 35

to an ideal personage who makes a vow to become a fully and
completely enlightened Buddha (sammásambuddha) out of
compassion for all sentient beings,17 who performs various acts of
merit,18 and who receives a prophecy of his future buddhahood.19 In
addition, the bodhisattva depicted in the Buddhavaísa makes a vow
to become a bodhisattva only once the attainment of arahantship
becomes within reach. This is portrayed in the chronicle of Sumedha.
While Sumedha was lying in the mud and offering his body to the
Buddha Dìpaòkara to walk on, Sumedha thought: ìIf I so wished I
could burn up my defilements today. What is the use while I (remain)
unknown of realizing dhamma here? Having reached omniscience, I
will become a Buddha in the world with the devas.î20

Another idea that arises in conjunction with the bodhisattva
ideal is the need to complete a number of bodhisattva perfections
(páramitá); this can be found most clearly in the Buddhavaísa and
the Cariyápiþaka.21 In these two texts, ten perfections are delineated,
as opposed to six perfections described in certain Maháyána texts
(e.g., the Aåþasáhasriká-Prajñápáramitásútra and the Ratnaguóa-
saícayagáthá). The Buddhavaísa and the Cariyápiþaka also outline
how each of the ten perfections may be practised at three different
levels: a regular degree, a higher degree, and an ultimate degree of
completion. Though the concept of three degrees of perfection is
suggested in the Buddhavaísa,22 it is explored in more detail in the
Cariyápiþaka, especially with the example of the first páramitáó
giving (dána). To exemplify how the perfection of giving was
completed in the lowest (or regular) degree, we find stories of how
the bodhisattva gave people food; his own sandals and shade; an
elephant; gifts to mendicants; wealth; clothing, beds, food, and
drink; offerings; and even his own family members.23 To illustrate
how the same perfection was fulfilled in the middle (or higher)
degree, we read how the bodhisattva gave away his bodily parts such
as his eye.24 And finally, to demonstrate how the perfection of giving
was fulfilled in the highest (or ultimate) degree, we find a story of
how the bodhisattva gave away his own life when he was a hare.25

In other Páli texts, the term ìbodhisattvaî is even used in
reference to other previous Buddhas. For instance, in the
Mahápadánasutta of the Dìgha Nikáya, the notion of past Buddhas
(and hence past bodhisattvas) is elucidated. In the beginning of this
sutta, the six Buddhas who preceded Gotama are mentioned as well
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as their names, the eons when they became Buddhas (i.e., when they
attained enlightenment and taught), their caste, their clan, their life
span, the trees where they attained enlightenment, the number of
their disciples, their personal attendants, and their parents.26 After
briefly outlining the lives of these six Buddhas, Gotama begins an in-
depth recollection of the first Buddha, Vipassì, from his life in Tusita
heaven until he dispersed his monks for the purpose of spreading the
teachings. In this narration, the Buddha not only refers to Vipassì up
to his enlightenment as a bodhisattva,27 but also takes the life events
of Vipassì as the example for all future bodhisattvas and Buddhas,
including (retroactively) Gotama himself.28

Another section of the Sutta-piþaka where the term
ìbodhisattvaî pertains to each of the six previous Buddhas is the
Samyutta Nikáya. In the fourth section of the second book, for
instance, we find the phrase ìTo Vipassi, brethren, Exalted One,
Arahant, Buddha Supreme, before his enlightenment, while he was
yet unenlightened and Bodhisat[ta], there came this thoughtÖ.î This
same phrase, then, is used in conjunction with the other five
previous Buddhas in the following verses: Sikhi, Vessabhu,
Kakusandha, Konágamaóa, and Kassapa.29

While most of the uses of the term ìbodhisattvaî concern
Gotama Buddha as well as the Buddhas who preceded him, there are
also references in the Páli Canon to the possibility of future Buddhas
(and hence current bodhisattvas). For example, in the
Cakkavatisìhanádasutta of the Dìgha Nikáya, the Buddha foretells of
the future when ìan Exalted One named Metteyya [Skt: Maitreya],
Arahant, Fully Awakened [i.e., sammásambuddha], abounding in
wisdom and goodness, happy, with knowledge of the worlds,
unsurpassed as a guide to mortals willing to be led, a teacher for gods
and men, and Exalted One, a Buddha, even as I am now,î will arise.30

Though Maitreya is the only future Buddha mentioned
specifically, the possibility of attaining buddhahood is not restricted
solely to him. In the Sampasádanìyasutta of the Dìgha Nikáya, for
instance, Sáriputta is professed to have said: ìIn the presence of the
Exalted One have I heard him say and from him have received, thatÖ
in times gone by and in future times there have been, and will be other
Supreme Buddhas equal to himself [i.e., Gotama] in the matter of
Enlightenment.î31 Thus, no longer is the term ìbodhisattvaî used
solely in conjunction with Gotama, with other past Buddhas, and with
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Maitreya; the bodhisattva-yána is regarded as a possible, albeit difficult,
path open to anyone who desires buddhahood.

This more expanded use of the term ìbodhisattvaî is explicitly
expressed in the Khuddakapáþha. In the eighth chapter of this
canonical text (the Nidhikaóðasutta), the goal of buddhahood is
presented as a goal that should be pursued by certain exceptional
beings. After demonstrating the impermanence and uselessness of
accumulating and storing material possessions or treasures, the sutta
mentions another type of treasure that is more permanent and which
follows beings from birth to birth. This treasure results from giving
(dána), morality (sìla), abstinence (saíyama), and restraint (dama).
This treasure fulfills all desires, leads to a rebirth in a beautiful body,
enables one to become sovereign of a country and a loving spouse,
and leads to rebirth in the human realm (from which liberation is
possible). Moreover, the qualities of charity, virtue, abstinence and
restraint lead to the wisdom which produces the ìbliss of
Extinguishmentî of either arahants, pratyekabuddhas, or completely
enlightened buddhas. We read:

Discriminating knowledge, release of mind, the perfections of a
Noble Disciple (of a Buddha) [i.e., sávaka-páramì], the
Enlightenment of a Silent Buddha [i.e., paccekabodhi] and the
requisites for (Supreme) Buddhahood [i.e., buddhabhúmi], all these
(qualities) can be obtained by this (treasure)Ö. Therefore wise and
educated men praise the acquisition of meritorious actions.32

This sutta illustrates that the goal of buddhahood and the path
to the goal (i.e., bodhisattva-yána) are no longer simply associated
with specific Buddhas of the past and future; rather, buddhahood is
one of three possible goals that may be pursued by ìwise and
educatedî people.33 

Though the idea that anyone may become a Buddha through
following the bodhisattva-yána is only present in seed form in some
of the early Páli texts, it appears to have been taken seriously by
Theraváda Buddhists. This is illustrated in the lives of numerous
Theraváda kings, monks, and textual copyists who have taken the
bodhisattva vow and are following the bodhisattva-yána to the
eventual attainment of buddhahood. The relationship between kings
and bodhisattvas has its source in the bodhisattva career of Gotama
as depicted not only in his life as Prince Siddhártha (Páli: Siddhattha),
but also in his penultimate earthly life when he was King Vessantara.
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As King Vessantara, the bodhisattva exhibited his compassion by
fulfilling the perfection of giving. For instance, we find that the
bodhisattva gave away his elephant to alleviate a drought in nearby
Káliòga, his wealth, his kingdom, and his wife and children, and was
even willing to give away his own life out of compassion for other
beings.

Though the paradigm for the close association between the
institution of kingship and buddhahood was derived from stories
about Gotama when he was a bodhisattva, it was quickly adopted by
Theraváda kings by the second century B.C.E. and fully
incorporated after the eighth century C.E. In the early examples, we
find the relationship drawn between kings and bodhisattvas in more
tempered ways. For instance, King Duþþagámaóì exhibited the
quality of compassion by refusing to enter the heavenly realm after
his previous life as an ascetic (sámaóera) so that he could be reborn as
a prince and unite the regional rulers of Sri Lanka as well as help
develop the Saògha and the Buddhaís teaching.34 Though
Duþþagámaóì is not referred to as a bodhisattva in the Mahávaísa, he
appears to demonstrate certain bodhisattvic qualities. Just as a
bodhisattva renounces the enlightenment of an arahant so that he
could be reborn countless times in this world of impermanence and
suffering out of compassion for all beings, so, too, did King
Duþþagámaóì renounce the world of the devas in order to return to
this world of suffering for the sake of the Buddhist doctrine and out
of compassion for all inhabitants on the island of Sri Lanka.

Similar examples of bodhisattva-like compassion are exhibited
by King Sirisaíghabodhi who is said to have risked his life to save
the inhabitants of Sri Lanka from a devastating drought35 and who
even offered his own head in order to divert a potential war;36 by
King Buddhadasa, who created ìhappiness by every means for the
inhabitants of the islandÖ [and who was] gifted with wisdom [i.e.,
paññá] and virtue [i.e., sìla],Ö endowed with the ten qualities of
kings [i.e., the ten rájadhammas],Ö [and] lived openly before the
people the life that bodhisattas lead and had pity for (all) beings as a
father (has pity for) his childrenî;37 and especially by King Upatissa,
who fulfilled the ten bodhisattva perfections during his reign.38

By the eighth century C.E., the amalgamation between the
institution of kingship and bodhisattvas was even stronger. At this
time, we find evidence of certain Theraváda kings in Sri Lanka,
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Burma, and Thailand who openly declared themselves to be
bodhisattvas. For example, King Niøøanka Malla (1187ñ1196 C.E.) of
Polonnaruva, Ceylon, states that ìI will show my self in my [true]
body which is endowed with benevolent regard for and attachment
to the virtuous qualities of a bodhisattva king, who like a parent,
protects the world and the religion.î39 In other inscriptions, there is
a reference to King Parákramabáhu VI as ìBodhisatva [sic]
Parákrama Báhu.î40 Finally, the conflation of kings and bodhisattvas
on the island of Sri Lanka is established most strongly by King
Mahinda IV, who not only referred to himself as a bodhisattva as a
result of his bodhisattva-like resolute determination,41 but who even
went so far as to proclaim that ìnone but the bodhisattas would
become kings of prosperous Laòká.î42

In Burma, the relationship between kings and bodhisattvas is
exemplified with King Kyanzittha, who claimed himself to be ìthe
bodhisatva [sic], who shall verily become a Buddha that saves (and)
redeems all beings, who is great in love (and) compassion for all
beings at all timesÖ [and] who was foretold by the Lord Buddha,
who is to become a true Buddha.î43  In another instance, King
Alaungsithu wrote that he would like to build a causeway to help all
beings reach ìThe Blessed City [i.e., nirváóa].î44 Finally, Kings Ørì
Tribhuvanáditya, Thiluiò Maò, Cañsú I, and Nátoòmyá all referred
to themselves as bodhisattvas.45

In Thailand, a similar connection is drawn. We find, for
instance, that King Lu Tíai of Sukhothai ìwished to become a
Buddha to help all beingsÖ leave behind the sufferings of
transmigration.î46 The relation between King Lu Tíai and
bodhisattva-hood is also manifested by the events occurring at his
ordination ceremony that were similar to ìthe ordinary course of
happenings in the career of a Bodhisattva.î47

While it may by argued that these bodhisattva kings were
influenced by certain Maháyána doctrines when they appropriated
certain bodhisattvic qualities or took the bodhisattva vow, this does
not invalidate the relationship between kingship and bodhisattvas in
Theraváda Buddhism. Though a link may be established between
these bodhisattva kings and Maháyána Buddhism, this does not
dismiss the fact that the bodhisattva ideal was taken seriously by
Theraváda kings or that the bodhisattva ideal has a place in
Theraváda Buddhist theory and practice. Moreover, while it may be
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possible to posit that these kings were influenced by Maháyána
concepts, it is impossible to demonstrate that these kings were only
influenced by Maháyána Buddhism; just because a king may have
been influenced by Maháyána ideas does not mean that certain
Theraváda ideas, including the ideas of a bodhisattva as found in the
Buddhavaísa and Cariyápiþaka, were not equally influential.

The presence of a bodhisattva ideal in Theraváda Buddhism is
also represented by the numerous examples of other Theraváda
Buddhists who have either referred to themselves or have been
referred to by others as bodhisattvas. The celebrated commentator
Buddhaghosa, for example, was viewed by the monks of the
Anurádhapura monastery as being, without doubt, an incarnation of
Metteyya.48 There are even some instances of Theraváda monks who
expressed their desire to become fully enlightened Buddhas. For
instance, the twentieth-century bhikkhu, Doratiyáveye of Sri Lanka
(ca. 1900), after being deemed worthy of receiving certain secret
teachings by his meditation teacher, refused to practise such
techniques because he felt that it would cause him to enter on the
Path and attain the level of arahant in this lifetime or within seven
lives (i.e., by becoming a sottápanna). This was unacceptable to
Doratiyáveye because he saw himself as a bodhisattva who had
already made a vow to attain buddhahood in the future.49

The vow to become a Buddha was also taken by certain
Theraváda copyists and authors. The author of the commentary on
the Játaka (the Játakaþþhakathá), for example, concludes his work
with the vow to complete the ten bodhisattva perfections in the
future so that he will become a Buddha and liberate ìthe whole
world with its gods from the bondage of repeated birthsÖ [and]
guide them to the most excellent and tranquil nibbána.î50 Another
example of a Theraváda author who wished to become a Buddha by
following the bodhisattva-yána is the Ørì Laòkán monk Mahá-
Tipiþaka Cúlábhaya. In his twelfth-century subcommentary on the
Questions of King Milinda, he ìwrote in the colophon at the end of
the work that he wished to become a Buddha: Buddho bhaveyyaí
ëMay I become a Buddha.íî51
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A Re-evaluation of the Bodhisattva-Ørávaka 
Opposition

While many early Páli uses of the term ìbodhisattvaî refer to
Gotama prior to his attainment of buddhahood, in other canonical
texts (such as the Buddhavaísa) the term designates a being who, out
of compassion for other beings, vows to become a fully and
completely enlightened Buddha (sammásambuddha), performs
various acts of merit, renounces the enlightenment of arahants,
receives a prophecy of his future buddhahood, and fulfills or
completes the ten bodhisattva perfections. In addition, the
bodhisattva ideal was developed in terms of its application. Not only
does the word ìbodhisattvaî pertain to Gotama and all previous
Buddhas before their enlightenment, it also applies to any being who
wishes to pursue the path to perfect buddhahood. This new
development resulted in a more general adherence to the ideal by
numerous Theraváda kings, monks, textual scholars, and even lay
people.52

The presence and scope of the bodhisattva ideal in Theraváda
Buddhist theory and practice, then, appears to belie Nágárjunaís,
Asaògaís, and Candrakìrtiís claims not only that the ìsubjects based
on the deeds of Bodhisattvas were not mentioned in the [non-
Maháyána] sútras,î but also that non-Maháyánists knows nothing of
the ìstages of the career of the future Buddha,53 the perfect virtues
(páramitta), the resolutions or vows to save all creatures, the
application of merit to the acquisition of the quality of Buddha, [and]
the great compassion.î In addition, the presence of a developed
bodhisattva doctrine in the Buddhavaísa and the Cariyápiþaka also
calls into question the commonly held belief that the bodhisattva
ideal underwent major doctrinal developments in early Maháyána
Buddhism; indeed, there are numerous similarities between the
bodhisattva ideal as found in the Buddhavaísa and as found in
certain early Maháyána Buddhist texts such as the Ratnaguóa-
saícayagáthá.54 Both of these texts, for instance, discuss the need for
the completion of certain bodhisattva perfections, the importance of
making a vow to become a Buddha, the notion of accumulating and
applying merit for the attainment of buddhahood, the role of
compassion, and the implicit presence of certain bodhisattva stages.
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Even though the bodhisattva ideal did not undergo substantial
doctrinal developments between the later canonical texts and certain
early Maháyána texts, it was developed in terms of its application.
Whereas the goal of becoming a Buddha becomes the focus of the
Maháyána tradition, this goal remains de-emphasized in the
Theraváda tradition. In other words, although the bodhisattva ideal
in Maháyána Buddhism becomes a goal that is applied to everyone,
the same ideal in Theraváda Buddhism is reserved for the exceptional
person. This distinction is described by Walpola Ráhula:

Though the Theravádins believe that anyone can become a
bodhisattva, they do not stipulate or insist that everyone must
become a bodhisattvaóthis is not considered to be reasonable. It is
up to the individual to decide which path to take, that of the Ørávaka,
that of the Pratyekabuddha, or that of the Samyaksambuddha [i.e.,
sammásambuddha].55

The state of buddhahood is highly praised in both traditions. In
Maháyána Buddhism, this praise for and focus on the ideal of
buddhahood has resulted in a vast amount of literature centred on
the bodhisattva ideal. In the Theraváda tradition, on the other hand,
the high regard for buddhahood has never led to a universal
application of the goal, nor has it resulted in a vast amount of
literature in which the bodhisattva concept is delineated. As K. R.
Norman posits: ìThe Buddhavamsa is therefore a developed
Bodhisattva doctrine, but it was not developed further, even in the
Abhidharma.î56

These above-mentioned differences between the two traditions
are essential and are a useful means to distinguish Theraváda from
Maháyána Buddhism. Rather than simply identifying the
bodhisattva-yána with the various Maháyána schools and the
ørávaka-yána with numerous non-Maháyána schools (as does the old
model, which illustrates the ideas put forth by Nágárjuna, Asaòga,
and Candrakìrti), the revised theoretical model may more accurately
portray the differences that exist between the two yánas by referring
to Maháyána Buddhism as a vehicle in which the bodhisattva ideal is
more universally applied, and to Theraváda Buddhism as a vehicle in
which the bodhisattva ideal is reserved for and appropriated by
certain exceptional people. Put somewhat differently, while the
bodhisattva-yána and the goal of buddhahood continues to be
accepted as one of three possible goals by followers of Theraváda
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Buddhism, this same goal becomes viewed as the only acceptable goal
by followers of Maháyána Buddhism. Hence, it should be stressed
that the change introduced by the Maháyána traditions is not so
much an invention of a new type of saint or a new ideology, but
rather a taking of an exceptional ideal and bringing it into
prominence.57
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Bodhi and Arahattaphala: From Early 
Buddhism to Early Maháyána1

Karel Werner 

The event of enlightenment which made the ascetic Gotama into the
Buddha of our epoch is several times described in the Páli Canon,
particularly in the Majjhima Nikáya (e.g. in suttas nos. 4, 19, 26, 36).
We learn from these accounts that while still a bodhisatta he had
already acquired proficiency in meditation practices and was able to
enter concrete as well as abstract absorptions (rúpa and arúpa jhánas)
at will, but recognised that none of these states of mind was in itself a
solution to the riddle of existence, a permanent achievement or the
final liberation from saísára. The jhánic states were, indeed,
satisfying in their way and highly valued in contemporary Yoga
circles, but to rest content with them would mean stagnation and
eventual regress into lower saísáric states again. The bodhisatta was
now aware that what was needed was the discovery of the cause of
conditioned life in saísára in order to remove that cause and break
the chain of conditionality.

Sitting under the tree which became hallowed in subsequent
times as the Tree of Enlightenment, the bodhisatta entered the
fourth jhána and with his mind firmly anchored in total equanimity,
which is the main characteristic of this jhána, he turned his attention
to the past. He succeeded in breaking through the barrier of oblivion
and recollected his previous lives, one by one, by the hundreds and
by the hundreds of thousands, during the whole present world
period, and, still further into the past, during uncounted previous
world periods. In this way he obtained knowledge of his entire past,
which became to him a vivid personal illustration of the
beginningless cyclic world of saísára.

Next he turned his attention to the world around him, with its
innumerable living beings. With his clairvoyant eye (dibbacakkhu) he
could now see all the beings in saísára with all their achievements,
anxieties and endeavours and he saw how at every moment a large
number of them died only to be reborn elsewhere in higher or lower
worlds according to their actions. In this way he obtained another
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knowledge, another vivid illustration of the vast world of saísára,
this time as it existed around him, simultaneously with his own life.

With these two knowledges the bodhisatta acquired a direct and
concrete picture of the way the law of karma worked and he also saw
the repetitiveness of saísáric existence. Looking back over his
beginningless past he realised that he had travelled through all
possible spheres of life and had occupied all possible stations in
saísáric life several times over. Looking around himself he now saw
those spheres of life and stations within them in their seemingly
infinite variety occupied by other beings. So, basically, the saísáric
life of his past and the saísáric world around him were the same.

If there had still been any doubt in him as to the desirability of
leaving the saísáric existence behind, his double vision of the
totality of saísáric forms of life2 would have brought home to him
that there was no point in going on and on in the same way. There
was nothing new in saísára to which he could look forward and
which would not be a repetition of what he had been through before
more than once. The temporary detachment from and equanimity
towards saísáric life as achieved in the state of the fourth jhána
could now only become permanent and effortless for him and he
thus won complete detachment from saísára and any form of
longing to remain within it as an involved participant. The
remaining question was: Why? Why does this whole spectacle of
saísáric life goes on and why is one involved in it?

In a way, the answer to this question was already there, known
to the bodhisatta as well as to most of the other ascetics of the time,
because it formed the basis and motivation of their quest. Saísáric
life was unsatisfactory and one was involved in and bound by it
because of the cankers (ásavas), i.e., because of the influx of sensual
desire (kámásava), continued existence (bhavásava) and essential
ignorance (avijjásava). This motivating knowledge was, however,
more like a working hypothesis which had not yet been verified or a
religious belief which had not yet been substantiated by personal
experience. But now, when the vision of the totality of saísára both
in its personal and cosmic context as described above had been
achieved, the bodhisatta recognised that a realistic basis had been
created for the tackling of the last problem, namely the cause of it all.
And so in the third watch of the night of Enlightenment he knew
exactly where to turn his attention next.
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From the basis of the fourth jhána the bodhisatta now applied
his mind to the realisation of the destruction of cankers.3 He saw
clearly as it actually was the truth of the unsatisfactoriness of
saísáric life, how it arose, how it was made to cease and what the
way was leading to its cessation. He also saw the true nature of the
cankers, how they arose, how they were stopped and the way to
their stopping. ìThus knowing and thus seeing, this mind of mine
became liberated from the canker of sensual desire, liberated from
the canker of becoming, liberated from the canker of ignorance. The
knowledge: ëThis is being liberatedí arose in the liberated one. I
knew: ëBirth is exhausted, the divine faring completed, what was to
be done has been done, there is no other life like this to come.íî4

We can easily see that the knowledge of the destruction of
cankers is in fact the knowledge of the four noble truths, which form
the basis, the core and the goal of the early Buddhist teaching and
practice. Naturally, there are a number of discourses dealing with
them in detail. Very briefly summarised: the first truth asserts the
unsatisfactoriness of the whole of saísáric existence in its four main
aspects: (1) that of personality, composed of five groups of
constituents to which one clings as oneís own although they do not
belong to one (pañcíupádánakkhandhá), (2) that of the conscious life
of the personality represented by the six internal (ajjhattika) and six
external (báhira) bases (áyatanas), i.e., the five sense organs and the
mind with their respective objects, (3) that of the world as constituted
by the six external áyatanas, and (4) that of the world as analysed into
its four basic forces or great elements (mahábhúta); the second truth
obtains its elaboration in the form of the twelve links of the process
of dependent origination (paþiccasamuppáda); the third truth is also
explained in the context of dependent origination, this time
contemplated in reverse order; and the fourth truth is the eightfold
path with all its intricate methods of progress and realisation.

These then are, as far as we can gather from the early sources,
the contents of bodhi which made the bodhisatta into the Buddha of
our historical period. They are often referred to, in a succinct
formulation, as the three knowledges: (1) remembrance of former
existences (pubbenivásánussati), (2) knowledge of destinations
according to actions (yathákammúpagañáóa) or the celestial eye
(dibbacakkhu) and (3) knowledge of the destruction of cankers
(ásavakkhayañáóa). This list was later extended to six ìhigher
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knowledgesî (abhiññás), the three additional ones, preceding the
original three, being (1) magic powers (iddhividhá), (2) celestial ear
(dibbasota) and (3) the capacity to know the minds of others
(cetopariyañáóa).5

None of these knowledges remained peculiar to the Buddha,
and on various occasions he gave the standard descriptions of the
accomplished monk as possessing the three knowledges (e.g., DN 13)
or the six higher knowledges (e.g., DN 34; MN 6, 7). This implies
that there was no essential difference between the Enlightenment of
the Buddha and the Enlightenment of his accomplished disciples.
That applied even to the faculty of teaching the Dhamma to others.
When Mára urged the Buddha after his Enlightenment to enter the
final nibbána (parinibbána), the Buddha refused, saying: ì I will not
pass into final nibbána, O Evil One, as long as no bhikkhus and
bhikkhunìs, upásakas and upásikas of mine become sávakas and
sávikasóaccomplished, disciplined, skilled, true hearers, preservers of
Dhamma who have reached complete harmony with the Dhamma,
have entered upon the proper course, are of perfect conduct, and
having acquired mastership of their own, will expound, show, make
known, establish, reveal, analyse and make clear the Dhamma, and
having well and with logic refuted arisen adverse opinions, will show
this striking Dhamma.î6 From this passage it is clear that
accomplished disciples (= sávakas and sávikas) were foreseen by the
Buddha just after his Enlightenment  as becoming fully fledged
teachers of the Dhamma.7

Thus originally there was to be no difference between the bodhi
of the Buddha and the bodhi of his accomplished disciples. They were
all equally enlightened as to the causes of saísáric existence and
therefore equally free from them, having reached nibbána. They had
the three knowledges or the six higher knowledges and they had a
capability to teach the Dhamma which practically equalled that of
the Buddha himself. The Páli Canon comprises a number of
discourses on various aspects of the teaching and practice given by
accomplished disciples which do not differ in style or contents from
those ascribed to the Buddha. Moreover, each of these discourses was
subsequently endorsed by the Buddha when reported to him.8 One
difference, however, remained clear: the Buddha was the first one to
attain bodhi and he did it by his own effort; he was also the first and
most skilful one to teach the Dhamma. On account of this he was
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hailed as the perfect teacher and his Enlightenment as the
incomparable perfect Enlightenment. (anuttara sammá sambodhi).9

But of course, once a difference is admitted in any aspect, it
tends to be widened and extended to further aspects. And that
happened very early, although in one respect the Páli tradition has
remained consistent: however superior the Buddha was to his
arahants in teaching skill and however incomparable his
Enlightenment may have been, this had no bearing on the fact of
being freed from saísára, having reached final nibbána. Liberation
was the prime aim and that, essentially, was what made one an
arahant. Those seeking a quick shortcut to liberation soon
discovered that it was the third knowledge, that of destruction of
cankers (ásavakkhayañáóa), which was the decisive factor for the
attainment of nibbána. The knowledge of oneís own past lives and of
the comings and goings of other beings may have been important to
a solitary truth seeker to demonstrate to himself the futility of
saísáric involvement and motivate him for the final effort to
destroy the cankers, but a disciple of a fully enlightened teacher may
have found enough motivation for his struggle in accepting the
teaching of his charismatic master in full without personal
verification and yet have been able to complete his struggle and
destroy the cankers on the basis of his grasp of the four noble truths.

So, as the number of the accomplished disciples grew, fewer
and fewer of them were known to have all the three knowledges in
full, let alone all the six higher knowledges, and some of them
apparently possessed only the one which was indispensable for
liberation, i.e., the third knowledge or the sixth higher knowledge
(ásavakkhayañáóa). Later Páli tradition therefore classifies it as
supramundane (lokuttara) and the remaining two or five as mundane
(lokiya), since they could be acquired to a certain degree by anybody
without bringing him nearer to final liberation; they still belonged to
and kept one within saísára. They greatly enhanced, of course, the
possibility of liberation when properly used, but they also
represented a danger, since they could be misused or prove a
distraction or diversion, if the last, supramundane, knowledge was
not developed simultaneously or soon afterwards.

Thus we have at a quite early stage in the Páli canonical
tradition several types of liberated ones who had attained nibbána,
but who were not equal to each other in the attainment of higher
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spiritual powers. Yet they were recognised as arahants who had
destroyed their cankers. The foremost arahant was the Buddha, who
had all six higher knowledges and the supreme skill of an
incomparable teacher; next came his great arahants who also
possessed all10 or nearly all these qualities, although perhaps in a
slightly smaller measure, and whose teaching skill was not their own,
but derived from their being the disciples of the Buddha; then
followed arahants who fully possessed only the third knowledge (the
sixth higher knowledge) and one or two of the other faculties; and
last we find arahants who possessed only the third knowledge (sixth
higher knowledge) of the destruction of cankers which they had
obtained through their understanding of the four noble truths and
particularly of the chain of dependent origination. This amounted to
acquiring wisdom and therefore they were called wisdom-liberated
(paññávimutta).11 They did not even have to become proficient in
the attainment of absorptions (jhánas). Those who did achieve jhánas
as well as liberation through wisdom were described as ìboth ways
liberatedî (ubhatobhágavimutta). It does not, however, follow that
they always used their jhánic proficiency for the attainment of
further knowledges; they could have rested content with their
supramundane knowledge of the destruction of cankers. But the
matter is far from being entirely clear. Later Páli tradition elaborated
the path to liberation which bypasses jhánas and develops only the
one supramundane knowledge into a method known as ìdryî or
ìpureî insight (sukkha or suddha vipassaná).12

From what has just been said we can see that the Páli tradition
has tended from quite early times to narrow down the contents of
the fruit of arahantship (arahattaphala) so thatóalthough it
represented full liberationóit does not quite merit the designation of
ìenlightenmentî (bodhi) which is too reminiscent of the events of the
night of Enlightenment. It was therefore hardly ever used to describe
directly a discipleís final achievement. (The Sanskrit Buddhist
tradition, however, did use the term and in Maháyána texts the term
ørávakabodhi is current, denoting the limited achievement of
Hìnayánists, but it percolated into Páli writing in the twelfth
century with a somewhat upgraded meaningósee later). The reason
for this was probably the urgency of winning liberation as quickly as
possible without spending time and energy on developing jhánas and
mundane knowledges.
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However, there is a pitfall in this development. Through
forsaking the experience of the totality of saísára as provided by a
complete knowledge of oneís past lives and the comings and goings
of all other beings, there arises the problem of the reliability or
otherwise of a would-be arahantís knowledge of the destruction of
his cankers. As mentioned earlier, by definition this knowledge is
supramundane and whoever possesses it is in no doubt and cannot
deceive himself. But this does not prevent those who do not possess
it from deceiving themselves and thinking that they do have it.
During the Buddhaís lifetime, with his power of knowing the minds
of others (cetopariyañáóa), his confirmation of the achievement of a
newly born arahant gave it absolute authenticity both for him and
other members of the Buddhist community, and other great arahants
could do the same even when the Buddha had passed away, although
perhaps with less acceptable authority for some. But the time would
inevitably come when no one could provide this service and the
danger of self-deception as to oneís own achievement, and deliberate
deception on the part of false monks going undetected, must have
been recognised. The Buddha himself seems to have anticipated the
problem and gave a discourse in which he enumerated the criteria of
arahantship in the form of questions to be put by others (obviously
unable to confirm the achievement by their direct knowledge) to one
who made the declaration of arahantship (MN 112). These criteria
concern the unshakable freedom of the mind from the influence of
senses, from the constituents of personality, from the elements
constituting the world, from the sixfold internal and external sense
spheres and from the bias of the notion of ìIî and ìmineî.

Still, it could easily happen that a devout follower leading an
austere life and practising diligently could reach a state of inner
balance and detachment resembling, to him, the final attainment as
defined by the third knowledge while his cankers would still exist in
him in a latent form. Examples of this happening can be found in
commentaries, e.g., the stories of the theras Mahá Nága and Mahá
Tissa (Manorathapúraóì)  who believed for sixty years that they were
arahants until Dhammadinna, a pupil of theirs, reached arahantship
together with four higher knowledges, and seeing that his teachers
were only learned worldlings, helped them recognise it and complete
their path.13
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From this we can see that there was enough ground for starting
to look down upon arahattaphala in comparison with bodhi unless
one painstakingly discriminated the types of arahantship and
remained entirely clear about the point that it was the third
knowledge which made for final liberation and that in this respect
there was no difference between the Buddha and any type of arahant.
The Theraváda tradition scrupulously guarded this position, but
outside it the situation was different. Perhaps the confusion brought
about by instances of seeming attainments of arahantship such as
those referred to above (but with a less fortunate outcome)
contributed to the development of the view that arahants were liable
to fall away from nibbána, as held by Saímitìyas, Vajjiputtakas,
Sarvástivádins and some Mahásaòghikas.14 

The nature of the attainment of arahantship was further made
questionable by the very issue which brought about the schism of
the Saògha to which the Mahásaòghikas owed their origin and which
concerned the status of the arahant. The impression one gets from
the scanty accounts of the event in the fragmentary sources is that at
the bottom of it all was a desire to make the proclamation of
arahantship more easily available. One can wonder why this should
be desired when arahantship meant the destruction of cankers and
consequent freedom from saísáric life after death and total
equanimity towards it while still alive, so that the question of status
inside and outside of the Saògha was totally irrelevant to it.
However, we have to allow for the fragility of human nature even on
the part of ordained monks if they are not liberated. Arahant
originally meant ìworthyî, which implies that, like the whole
sávakasaògha, he is ìworthy of offerings, worthy of hospitality,
worthy of gifts, worthy of salutation, an incomparable field of merit
to the world,î as the standard description goes. Although the word
arahant or any of its derivatives is not used in it, the implication is
clear and the Vimánavatthu Aþþhakathá spells it out when it defines
the arahant, among other things, as deserving requisites, such as
food, etc. (paccayánaí arahattá).15

Thus, it is easy to imagine that in the climate of decline of
standards in the Saògha of Maurya time, when richly endowed and
well supported monasteries became desirable places to inhabit, a
substantial proportion of their residents had rather more mundane
reasons for becoming monks than the quickest way to final
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liberation, while the acquisition of the status of an arahant in the
eyes of others, particularly lay patrons, would be highly desirable to
them.

The tendency to revise the criteria of the attainment of
arahantship undoubtedly also existed among genuine monks who did
not belong in the fold of Theravádaówith good reason. The image of
the Buddha had by this time undergone a considerable change. He
was no longer seen by most as a mere man who had found the way to
and attained Enlightenment and preached it to others to enable them
to reach the same, but more of an embodiment of the cosmic
principle of Enlightenment; and with this view was changed also the
idea of the contents of Enlightenment. The first two knowledges in
their original form were no longer impressive enough. The cosmic
principle of Enlightenment as manifested in the person of the
Buddha caused him to become omniscient in every conceivable
respect. Claims of omniscience had been made in the time of the
Buddha for other ascetic teachers, e.g., Mahávìra (MN 79), and it is
understandable that such a claim would eventually be made also for
the Buddha, but it is clearly absent in the early discourses, and the
claim of omniscience in leaders of non-Buddhist sects was moreover
rejected in them.

Yet when this claim was made of the Buddha in the process of
later development of Buddhist sectarian views, it was transferred also
onto the arahant; this shows that the original traditionóaccording to
which the achievement of the arahant was practically identical with
that of the Buddha not only in the certainty of liberation, but also in
the other knowledgesówas still very much alive. It also shows that
the Theraváda tradition allowing for final liberation of an arahant
through the third knowledge only (paññávimutti of a
sukkhavipassaka) was not universally shared and may have been a
very early, purely sectarian Theraváda development. It probably
saved the Theravádins from the dilemma faced now at this later stage
by the other sects, for the requirement of omniscience for the
attainment of arahantship appeared to many, quite naturally, as
unacceptable.

At the occasion of the schism, both these revisionist tendencies
were incorporatedótogether with a third oneóinto five points by
the monk Bhadra (or Mahádeva) who sought to redefine the concept
of arahantship as totally distinct from the attainment of Buddhahood
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or Enlightenment. He claimed that an arahant (1) could still be
seduced by deities in dreams and have seminal discharge while asleep,
(2) might be ignorant of some matters, (3) might have doubts, (4)
might be instructed by other persons, and (5) could enter the path as
a result of the spoken word.16

Points 2ñ4 apparently arose from confusion about omniscience.
Clearly, even genuine arahants lacked knowledge of all matters and
facts of saísáric reality, e.g., expert knowledge of sciences and crafts,
had doubts and were uncertain as to the outcome of ordinary events,
e.g., whether they would obtain almsfood in a certain village , and
needed instruction or information from others, e.g., to find their
way in a strange locality. The Theravádins who dealt with all the five
points in the Abhidhamma Piþaka (Kathávatthu II, 1ñ6) would
concede points 2ñ4 in this form not only for arahants, but also for
the Buddha. But they would carefully make clear that these points
did not apply to the knowledge of the Dhamma which both the
Buddha and the arahants possessed in full. They had no doubt about
it and could not be instructed in it by anybody with lesser
achievement. Bhadraís deviation from the early canonical view was
twofold: he would ascribe, wrongly, but in agreement with the
tendency of the time, omniscience to the Buddha in all matters, both
mundane and supramundane, while denying it, rightly, to arahants;
but he would further allow, wrongly, for some measure of ignorance
and doubt in arahants even in questions concerning the Dhamma,
i.e., in their supramundane (third) knowledge of being liberated, and
for the possibility of arahants being instructed in these questions
even by non-arahants.17

As indicated above, these points (2ñ4), although arising from
conceptual confusion about supramundane and mundane forms of
knowledge, could be regarded as stemming from genuine problems
experienced by earnest monks and they might have been solved in an
enlightened discourse between Bhadraís party and the theras.18 The
first point, however, was one which undoubtedly aroused suspicion
as to its motivation and betrayed eagerness to acquire an external
status rather than an internal realisation. At best it showed deep
ignorance of the nature of the third knowledge, namely the
destruction of cankers. This by definition transcended the normal
knowledge of the surface consciousness and penetrated the entire
mind with all its layers freeing it from cankers completely. Bhadraís
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first point would allow monks who had acquired equanimity in their
daily life by the routine practice of renunciation to consider
themselves and be acknowledged by others as arahants even if their
cankers were suppressed only partly by being driven into the
unconscious, from where they could influence dreams. Such
achievement, however, if not further perfected, has to be regarded as
relative and not final, and could be lost in the face of powerful
impetuses from the outside. Undoubtedly this must have happened
to monks who regarded themselves and were regarded by others as
arahants, and that would be one of the factors leading to the
development of the view that arahants could fall away.

The Theravádins were very clear about all this and, remaining
adamant about the true nature of arahantship as the final and
supramundane achievement of liberation, i.e., nibbána, they refuted
the first point outright.19 As it seems, however, they were in a
minority, and from then on their influence in India declined, though
they have continued to flourish in Sri Lanka till the present day. In
India the Mahásaòghika concept of the omniscient Buddha as the
embodiment of the cosmic principle of Buddhahood became the
basis for further elaboration of Maháyána Buddhology, which led
also to the birth of great schools of Buddhist philosophy, thereby
enriching the whole field of Indian philosophical and religious
thought.

However, the outcome of the redefinition of arahantship
cannot be looked upon as successful. The relaxed criteria would have
enabled many monks of lesser attainment as well as status-seeking
monks, whose general conduct and knowledge of the Dhamma were
observably insufficient to meet the strict criteria adhered to by
Theravádins (MN 112), to proclaim themselves arahants. We need
not doubt that many took advantage of this opportunity, so that a
profusion of arahants may have occurred in the India of the time. We
do not know to what extent this status helped them to acquire the
desired benefits, at least in the short term, but the long-term
downgrading of the criteria was counterproductive. In the creative
climate of religious fervour and quest for perfection which became
conspicuous a century or two after the Mahásaòghika schism and led
to the appearance of new sútras which reformulated the
soteriological message of the Dhamma, the achievement of
arahantship ranked low, was not seen to be final and was even
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compared to a childrenís toy (Saddharmapuóðarìka Sútra III, 70ñ90).
In its devalued form it simply could not satisfy the spiritual
aspiration of those who sought the realisation of the ultimate goal.

Thus it was necessary to look again to the achievement of the
Buddha himself, and in the absence of the original concept of the
arahant who is practically equal in knowledge and teaching activity
to the Buddha, it was the Buddhahood itself with its perfect
Enlightenment and capacity to save innumerable beings through
teaching which became the goal. So, instead of following the
eightfold path, the aspirant now embarked on the path of a
bodhisattva in order to develop perfections (páramitás) and to
become the Buddha of a future age.20 This, of course, is no
innovation, for that is what the last Buddha had to go through and so
had his predecessors and so will those who will come in the future,
like Metteyya. What is new is the prescription that this path to full
Buddhahood be followed by everybody, a requirement which could
not but eventually be felt to be unrealistic. After all, there is no need
for so many Buddhas, even if worlds are innumerable. Yet the goal
to be achieved could not be devalued again, and there was no way in
which arahantship could be rehabilitatedóan arahant simply no
longer was seen to be truly enlightened, as a Buddha was. The
thought of Enlightenment (bodhicitta) became the most powerful
motivation, and so the designation bodhisattva, a being intent on
Enlightenment, was the only one acceptable, even though the
original aim of the path of a bodhisattva, namely to become the
Buddha of a certain world period as its perfect teacher, was
abandoned. Thus was developed a concept of bodhisattvas as a class of
enlightened beings in their own right who need never become
Buddhas yet are very close to them, both in the quality of their
Enlightenment and in their capacity to teach and generally help
other suffering beings. As these bodhisattvas are usually in the
retinue of a Buddha, they have a position which is virtually
equivalent to that of the great arahants in the retinue of the historical
Buddha.

Further development followed, but at this particular point the
evolution of Buddhist ideas came full circle. The debasement of the
original ideal of spiritual accomplishment of arahantshipówhich, in
a way, had started quite early with the introduction of the concept of
paññávimutti, defined as lacking all the enlightening knowledges but
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one, and which reached its nadir with Bhadraís reformówas made
good for Buddhism in the north by a reformulation of this spiritual
ideal under the label of bodhisattvayána. The fact that the
Theravádins in the south have preserved the ideal of arahantship
virtually unscathed when it was devalued in the north gives them the
right to refuse to fit neatly under the heading Hìnayána and to brush
aside the Maháyána criticism of the goal of arahantship as they
understand it. The criticism of the Maháyána sútras was justifiable,
prompted by the debased image of arahantship in the wake of
Bhadraís reform and does not in the least apply to the great
enlightened arahants of early Buddhism, with their proficiency in
attaining jhánas, three ñáóas or six abhiññás and many other
qualities, as contained in the standard descriptions in the suttas,
including the capacity of giving enlightened discourses and leading
scores of disciples. Thus arahants are fully comparable to Maháyána
bodhisattvas. Since the reputation of the great arahants of early
Buddhism never entirely vanished, arahants still play a certain role in
some sects of Maháyána and are regarded at least as equal to
bodhisattvas of the sixth plane, bhúmi.21

The Theraváda tradition of Sri Lanka later tried, after some
centuries of interchange with Maháyána, to hammer home the point
of equality of the bodhi achievement of the disciples and the Buddha
by introducing the Maháyána terms ørávakabodhi (sávakabodhi),
with a much higher meaning than the Maháyána sútras allow for it;
it underlines it even more by calling accomplished disciples
sávakabuddhas.22 But these terms never became current.

In any event, the conclusion, I believe, must be that the
historical controversy between Maháyána and Hìnayána, justified at
a time in India when the ideal of early Buddhism was obscured and
its inheritors were truly ìhìnaî, is pointless if applied today to the
whole of early Buddhist tradition as preserved in the Páli Canon and
to the surviving schools of Maháyána. It further appears clear that
the whole Buddhist tradition is vested in the concept of bodhi as
defined by the Buddhaís attainments in the night of Enlightenment
and matched by the achievements of the great arahants. That means
that the contents of arahattaphala must equal or be very closely
comparable to sammásambodhi (samyak saíbodhi), since, as soon as it
started being narrowed down, its further debasement could not be
stopped, and a reformulation of the ideal of the ultimate
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accomplishment became necessary. In so far as the Theraváda school
has preserved the early understanding of the nature of arahattaphala,
it is not a lesser vehicle, since it offers the ultimate Buddhist
realisation, namely nibbána, to all beingsówhich is exactly the
proclaimed aim of Maháyána, too. Open to question remains the
tendency to rest content with sukkhavipassaná practice, a
development within Theraváda which is nowadays favoured in many
quarters of that school.
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Vaidalya, Maháyána, and Bodhisatva 
in India: An Essay towards 
Historical Understanding

Peter Skilling

Conventions

Unless otherwise stated, translations are my own. I have translated
technical terms and titles into English as far as possible. The titles are
given in full small caps; they are provisional renderings for the
purpose of this essay, and may differ from the translations of
published versions. The original titles and terms and titles are listed
in the Glossary of Terms and Titles in Appendix II.

I give technical terms in Sanskrit or/and in Pali as appropriate.
I spell the names of the languages Pali (Páli) and Gandhari

(Gándhárì) without diacritics, in order to be consistent with the
long-established custom of spelling Prakrit (PrákĔta) and Sanskrit
(SáískĔta) without diacritics. It seems to me that it is high time to
naturalize Pali and Gandhari.

Here and there I use terms like Sásana, Dharma, or Saddharma
to give the overused ëBuddhismí a rest. For ëthe Buddhaí I also use
the Fortunate One, the Master, Øákyamuni, and Gautama.

Taking into account a recent article by Gouriswar Bhattacharya,
I choose to write ëbodhisatvaí rather than ëbodhisattvaí: see Gouriswar
Bhattacharya, ëHow to Justify the Spelling of the Buddhist Hybrid
Sanskrit Term Bodhisatva?í, in Eli Franco and Monika Zin (eds.),
From Turfan to Ajanta: Festschrift for Dieter Schlingloff on the Occasion
of his Eightieth Birthday (Rupandehi: Lumbini International Research
Institute, 2010), pp. 35ñ50. The form with single ëtí is used in all early
Sanskrit inscriptions and manuscripts, as well as in Gandhari Prakrit
bosisatva, and in many loan words (for example in Khotanese, Sogdian,
and Thai), as well as in transliteration into Tibetan.

This is not a bibliographic essay. The notes refer to the textual
sources of my statements and ideas, and to useful secondary
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literature, with an emphasis on the most current, which should
generally make reference to earlier literature.

Preface

This essay presents some thoughts about ëMaháyánaí and ëBodhisatvaí
in India during the early period, from about the third/second century
BCE up to the fourth/fifth centuries CE. I examine proto-Maháyána in
terms of the texts and ideas of the ëVaidalya movementí, using an early
term which occurs in Sanskrit as Vaidalya, Vaitulya and Vaipulya ñ
the latter being the best-known ñ and in Pali as Vedalla, Vetulla, and
Vepulla.1 My ideas are inspired by the reading of primary sources, as
far as possible in Sanskrit and Pali, in translations from Sanskrit into
Tibetan, or in translations from Chinese into European languages. I do
not pretend to have read all of this literature, which is vast and extraor-
dinarily diverse ñ the size and variety of its corpus is at once one of the
joys of the Maháyána and one of the obstacles to its easy understand-
ing. The essay is only a preliminary reconnaissance of a complex topic.
Further studies, especially of Chinese sources, are needed. Still, I hope
at least to have made a start, and to have laid out the issues as I see
them.

I frequently find the secondary literature on Maháyána to be at
variance with the texts. If we want to understand the Maháyána, we
should put some effort into finding out what its literature is trying to
tell us. This means that we should read, reread, and reflect upon the
texts, by which I mean the Maháyána sutras and øástras. If we find that
commonly accepted ideas are off the mark, we should rethink them. 

This essay has nine parts. Part I frames the discussion to follow
in the context of what I call the ëquiet revolution in Buddhist studiesí
ñ a steady but nonetheless dramatic transformation of the field that
has resulted from new archaeological and new manuscript
discoveries. Part II confronts some of the terminological difficulties
that complicate any attempt to study the Maháyána. Part III
examines the ancient term Vedalla/Vaidalya ñ or, rather, the triad of
terms Vedalla/Vetulla/Vepulla (Pali) and Vaidalya/Vaitulya/
Vaipulya (Sanskrit): their definitions, their scope, and their
relationship to the Maháyána.2 By necessity, this section is
somewhat technical, and its phrases and sentences are hung with long
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garlands of footnotes teeming with unwieldy references to Pali,
Sanskrit, and Tibetan sources. I crave the readerís indulgence, and I
hope that she will understand the need for this bulky apparatus, and
learn to love the labyrinthine byways of philological peregrinations.
Part IV approaches Maháyána from the perspective of what it is not,
by arguing against fifteen received ideas about Maháyána that are, I
feel, ready to be put out to pasture. Part V attempts to grasp the
inconceivable, and ask what the Maháyána might have been. Part VI
discusses hermeneutics and debate in early Buddhism, Part VII the
figure of the Bodhisatva. Part VIII looks at some of the points of
difference between the Ørávaka and Maháyána conglomerates. Part
IX returns to the unavoidable problem: the burden of terminology.

Many are the questions about how the Maháyána arose; many
are the questions about the nature of the Maháyána. To start with, I
find the binary Hìnayána/Maháyána model to be ahistorical, and to be
fundamentally inappropriate as a frame for the study of Buddhism.
The terms Hìnayána and Maháyána are absent in the known literature
of the Ørávaka schools, including the entire premodern Pali literature,3

and they are not the organizing principle of any Indian or Tibetan his-
tories of the Sásana that I know. This must mean something. Buddhist
texts themselves present doctrinal development in terms of eighteen
orders or four schools, or of the three potentialities or awakenings. In
this essay, I examine the role of the terms Vedalla/Vaidalya and their
cognates, which include Vaipulya, well known as an epithet of
Maháyána sútras. From the viewpoint of the eighteen schools,
Vedalla/Vaidalya is both an insiderís term and a rejected ëotherí. It is
an insiderís term as a category (aòga) of the Buddhaís teaching, but it is
a term for the ëotherí when used with disapprobation for Maháyána
ideas and practices. This points to a conceptual fissure, a quandary in
the works, which needs to be explained. Understanding Vedalla/Vaid-
alya may help us understand the evolution of the Maháyána and its
position within the monastic orders and schools. The evolution of
what became, and what we now call, the Maháyána, was incremental
and asymmetrical. The Maháyána was not a conscious programme or a
streamlined movement; it did not develop in isolation, but in active
conversation with the shifting religious ideas and trends of South Asia.
As a dynamic complex in a network of social and intellectual
exchange, the Maháyána was unpredictable. This is one of the reasons
that its study is both difficult and rewarding.
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I. The quiet revolution in Buddhist Studies

In the last twenty years, and even in the last ten years, what we call
ëBuddhist studiesí has seen a dramatic, if quiet, revolution. This
revolution has been inspired by new discoveries in archaeology and
manuscripts, and stimulated by new methodologies, today
increasingly animated by interdisciplinary exchange. The new
discoveries in archaeology include stúpa complexes like Panguraria
and Deorkothar in Madhya Pradesh,4 Phanigiri in Andhra Pradesh,5

Bhon in Maharashtra, and, above all, Kanaganahalli in Karnataka.6

Significant new sites have been uncovered in the scores across India,
and the map of ancient Indian Buddhism from north to south and
east to west needs to be completely redrawn.

The impact of the new manuscripts that have been discovered
or have become accessible in the past two decades is staggering.7 The
finds may be compared to the great discoveries along the Silk
Route(s) at the beginning of the last century, or even to the discovery
of the ëDead Sea Scrollsí in Palestine over sixty years ago. In the past
decade, studies, editions, and translations of an emerging corpus of
fragmentary texts in Gandhari Prakrit have been published, as have
new texts in new varieties of Buddhist Sanskrit or Buddhist Hybrid
Sanskrit.8 These ancient documents have radically transformed our
picture of Buddhism by opening new windows on the development
of the Dharma in the northwest of the Indian subcontinent, thereby
immensely enriching our understanding of Buddhist languages, geog-
raphy, manuscript practices, canons, and literature. The manuscripts
include hitherto unknown recensions of what we had formerly
thought were well-known texts, as well as entirely new texts and gen-
res. Their study brings new insights into the multilayered process of
transmission.

The earliest Buddhist manuscripts that survive today ñ and the
earliest manuscripts of India ñ are from the northwest of the
subcontinent (that is, from present-day Pakistan and Afghanistan).
They are birchbark scrolls written in Gandhari Prakrit, and seem in
many cases to belong to the Dharmaguptaka school. Among the texts
we find new, Gandhari, versions of old classics like the STANZAS ON

THE DHAMMA and the RHINOCEROS SUTTA, and of more technical
compendia like the SUTTA ON CHANTING THE DHAMMA IN UNISON.
They also include several Dháraóìs and fragments of Maháyána sútras
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ñ including the PERFECTION OF WISDOM IN EIGHT THOUSAND

STANZAS,9 the BODHISATVA PIÞAKA, the CONCENTRATION THAT

COLLECTS ALL MERITS, and the FORTUNATE AEON.10

A collection of birchbark manuscripts from Bajaur, Pakistan,
includes some of the earliest extant records in the subcontinent of
Maháyána thought and literature.11 One of these is a unique
Maháyána sútra. Dated to the first/second century CE, it has no
parallel in preserved Maháyána literature in any language.12 In the
long, but unfortunately incomplete, manuscript ñ by far the largest
scroll of the whole Bajaur collection ñ the Buddha Øákyamuni uses
ideas and tropes related to those of the SPLENDID ARRAY OF

AKÅOBHYA to convey his teachings to Øáriputra and eighty-four
thousand deities (devaputra), whom he predicts to perfect awakening.
That the thought and narrative of the ëBajaur Maháyána scrollí
depend on the thought and narrative of the SPLENDID ARRAY OF

AKÅOBHYA implies that the SPLENDID ARRAY must have already
been in circulation at the time when and in the area where the scroll
was composed. The ëBajaur Maháyána scrollí is therefore important
for the study of the history of the SPLENDID ARRAY OF AKÅOBHYA

in India.
Maháyána sútras were transmitted from (mainly

Northwestern) India to Central Asia, and they began to be translated
into Chinese by the second half of the second century CE. Scholars
often describe certain Maháyána sútras as ëearlyí simply because they
were translated during the earliest period. But in some of these ñ for
example in the KÁØYAPA CHAPTER and other Chinese translations of
Lokakåema (active in the second half of the second century) ñ the
technical terminology, the hierarchy of ideas, and the presentation of
the path of the Maháyána system are already well developed. That is,
the ëearly sútrasí are already stylistically and ideologically mature.
Falk and Karashima have described the Prakrit PERFECTION OF

WISDOM as going back ëdeep in the first century BCEí.13 The intended
or addressed audience is the ëson or daughter of good familyí
(Gandhari kulaputa, kuladhita), a shift from the ëmonksí (bhikkhave,
bhikåavaý) of the Nikáyas and Ágamas.14 There is a hyperbolical
emphasis on merit, shared with many Maháyána sútras. Frequent use
of the verb ëto writeí (Õlikh) and the noun ëbookí (Gandhari postao =
Skt. pustaka)15 foreground writing and copying as part of the textís
ideational package. We find technical terms of the bodhisattva path
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like ënon-regressioní from the achievement of Buddhahood
(anavatiya). The idea of a false or counterfeit (prativaróa) Perfection
of Wisdom has already developed. The phraseology and literary
modules are sufficiently consistent and sufficiently established that
passages can be abbreviated through the use of the word piao =
peyála.16 This small word, or the practice to which it testifies, is of
great significance, because it shows that by the first century BCE the
PERFECTION OF WISDOM was already a developed literature.17 The
Prakrit PERFECTION OF WISDOM, the Bajaur Maháyána sutra, and
other discoveries turn previous speculations on their heads by giving
access to an early phase of the Maháyána in Northwestern India.
Together with the sútras, vinaya texts, narratives, poems, and
technical-cum-exegetical works, many of them hitherto unknown,
the texts present completely new perspectives on the intellectual and
cultural histories of Buddhism and Northwestern India, a key area in
the transmission of ideas and cultural practices to Central Asia and
beyond.

Beyond the archaeological and codicological discoveries, there
have been major advances in research and publication. These include
research on and translation of the Ágamas and other scriptures that
are preserved in Chinese translation but are generally lost in the
original Indian languages.18 This is a field that has advanced
immensely in the past decade.19 Ágama research and translation can
promote deeper, holistic understanding of how the teachings of the
Fortunate One were transmitted, and lead to a balanced and nuanced
picture of the early phases of the Dharma, placing the Pali canon in
the broader spectrum of early Buddhist teachings. The Pali canon ñ
no longer boxed off as the sole representative of ëearly Buddhismí ñ
takes its rightful place within the broadband of Buddhist canons as
the only early canon that is preserved in full in an Indic language.
Hence it is one of the most precious resources for the study of the
Buddhaís way.

Publications on other subjects, such as Yogácára Buddhism,
have set new standards and transformed their fields.20 There are also
significant new researches on Khotanese, Chinese, and Tibetan
manuscripts, but these are beyond the scope of this essay.
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II. Points of Terminology

And at that moment in Jambudvìpa the views of beings were
twofold: some believed in the Maháyána, others despised it.

The Golden Light Sútra21

The Hìnayána/Maháyána model

I do not use the polemical term ëHìnayánaí (lesser vehicle, low(er)
vehicle, inferior vehicle).22 Hìnayána is a dependent concept which
cannot stand alone: it can only be used in contrast to ëMaháyánaí or a
similar antithetical term. ëHìnayánaí was coined by certain advocates
of the Maháyána to stigmatize a rhetorical ëotherí, as a foil for
Maháyánist self-esteem. It is used only in some Maháyána texts (by no
means all); it is used only in certain contexts (by no means universally);
it is used only with specific referents (by no means indiscriminately).23

The historiography of Buddhism in the West is a rambling edi-
fice erected on a shaky quicksand of myths and misunderstandings.24

One of these is the Hìnayána/Maháyána model, which has dominated
the field from the nineteenth century to the present. It is in part
inspired by models from the very different histories of a Christianity
divided into Roman Catholicism and Protestantism familiar to the
early generations of European scholarship on Buddhism.25 The bifur-
cation of the history of these ëgreat religionsí begs many questions.
Why is the Eastern Orthodox Church left out of the model? Should
not the model incorporate the Syriac and Coptic churches, or, espe-
cially, the Nestorians and other groups that were significant histori-
cally across Asia ñ and are neither Roman Catholic, Eastern
Orthodox, nor Protestant? One might conclude that the binary model
of Christianity is selective to the point that it is spurious.

 The Eastern Church experience may have more instructive
parallels for the study of Indian and ëmigrantí or ëexportí Buddhism.
In both cases, the holy lands were disrupted by invasion with the
eruption of Islam from the seventh century, with the result that,
while Buddhism and Christianity weakened and withered in their
places of origin and growth, new centres of power and prosperity
evolved in neighbouring territories, and gradually developed into a
number of ënationalí bodies.26 Another question in these equations
is, what is Protestantism? Does the term mean the same thing to the
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British as it does to Europeans? Does ëProtestantí mean the same to
the Czechs, the Cantonese, the Swedes, the Sinhalese, the French,
the Koreans, or the Irish? Obviously, the answer is ënoí, it means
very different things. Which of the many churches, then, represents
Protestantism in these trans-religious paradigms? It would seem that
to draw on Christian models is unhelpful if not misleading. 

A hundred years ago, T.W. Rhys Davids (1843ñ1922) wrote in
the Encyclopaedia of Religion and Ethics that the term Hìnayána ëmight
be now left in fit obscurity, had it not been adopted by one or two
well-known Chinese and European writers, to whose sympathies it
appealed, and who have made it a cornerstone of their views on the
history of Buddhismí.27 Whatever the case, the term has stood fast for
nearly a century, until it has finally began to lose ground. In a short
entry in the Encyclopedia of Buddhism published in 2004, John Strong
wrote that instead of the ëpejorative termí Hìnayána, the Encyclopedia
would use ëmainstream Buddhist schoolsí.28 But this new term brings a
new set of problems, and it has not been universally accepted. 

The very idea of ëHìnayánaí did not exist during the first four or
five centuries of the Sásana.29 There was never, during any period of
Indian history, anywhere or at any time, any body of people or any
social group ñ any sect, any faction, any monastic order, or any lay
community ñ which identified itself as ëHìnayánaí. The Hìnayána
never existed, anywhere or at any time, as an establishment or
organization, as a social movement, as a self-conscious historical agent.
Nor was Hìnayána a stage or period in the development of Buddhism.
What, then, was the referent of the term? What was its societal reality?
Its referent was a body of ideas, not a social body. The Hìnayánist was
defined by Maháyánist polemics; he was a dogmatic construction, not a
social identity. He was a straw man, a will-oí-the wisp, a máyápuruåa.30

The term Maháyána is equally polemical and equally
problematic, and it cannot be taken at face value. The term
Maháyána, ëGreat Wayí or ëGreat Vehicleí, is not dependent on its
opposite, Hìnayána; rather, it has an independent history, and an
independent, or in later periods perhaps only autonomous, existence.
Maháyána and Hìnayána are not ëco-natalsí (sahajáta): it is the notion
of Hìnayána that depends on Maháyána, and not vice-versa.31 The
Maháyána sútras regularly laud the Great Way, indeed often at great
length, without any reference or contrast to the Hìnayána. The
origins of the notion of the inferiority of the way of the arhat and of
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the pratyekabuddha may perhaps be sought, in part, in the concept
of ëinferior aspirationí (hìna-adhimutta, hìna-adhimuttika), already
found in Pali and early sources.

Karashima has proposed that the word yána was a phonetic
development from Prakrit jáóa, meaning ëwisdomí or ëinsightí
(Sanskrit jñána, Pali ñáóa, Gandhari ñáóa), in texts transmitted in
Middle Indic, the most important being the LOTUS SÚTRA, for which
the evidence is preserved in Chinese translations and Sanskrit
manuscripts.32 A combination of semantic ambiguity and wordplay
led from mahájáóa to mahájñána/maháyána. 

Buddhism is a complex entity which has evolved over a vast
area for more than two thousand years. To force its development ñ
whether social or historical, whether philosophical or ritual or art-
historical ñ into an artificial and binary Hìnayána/Maháyána model
is a fundamental distortion. For these and other reasons (there are
too many to develop here), Hìnayána and Maháyána are not
appropriate categories for historical or social analysis.33 Despite this,
the terms have a long legacy, and they been used, almost without
question, during more than a century of modern scholarship.34 In
recent decades, scholars have tried out other descriptors for
Hìnayána, but the old terms still linger on. This is not for any good
reason ñ I doubt whether any can be given ñ but rather from the
inertia of convention, and because concerned scholars have been
unable to agree on any of the alternatives proposed. Here the
problem may well be that they have sought out a single substitute or
a single alternative for Hìnayána. Might it not be more realistic to use
different terms for both Maháyána and Hìnayána according to
circumstances, according to contexts? If no single universal term for
Hìnayána ever existed in India, why should we impose single or
universal terms of our own choosing? Might not the failure to come
up with a new blanket term mean something in itself? Have we been
barking up the wrong tree? To abstain from reification, from the
construction of arbitrary monoliths, can help deconstruct received
paradigms which portray Maháyána and Hìnayána as dyed-in-the-
wool adversaries who perpetually glower at each other across an
unbridgeable gulf.35 What have been neatly classified as ëMaháyánaí
and ëHìnayánaí are inalienable parts of the same dynamic; they are
abstractions of complex interactions over long centuries across the
wide landscapes of Asia and, finally, across the world map.
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The history of Indian Buddhism has been too often presented as
linear and sequential: Hìnayána leads to Maháyána and then on to
Vajrayána.36 This periodization is hard to justify, even as a textbook
convenience. It ignores chronological and geographical complexities,
and gives the false impression of uniform and pan-Indian continuities.
That the saígha was diverse from the start is recognized in the early
sútras. A good example is the Pali CONNECTED DISCOURSES ON

ELEMENTS, which points out in several ways how different people
have different tendencies, and how those of similar tendencies associate
with one and other. Specifically, the Buddha points to different groups
of monks who are walking back and forth with one or the other of the
great disciples. He explains that each group shares particular
proclivities, for example:37

The Blessed one asked the monks, ëDo you see, O monks, the
many monks walking back and forth with Sáriputta?í

ëYes, sir.í
ëAll of those monks have great wisdom.í Ö
ëDo you see the monks walking back and forth with Puóóa

Mantaniputta? Ö All of those monks are expounders of Dhamma.í
ëDo you see the many monks walking back and forth with

Upáli? Ö All of those monks are Vinaya masters.í
ëDo you see, the many monks walking back and forth with

Ánanda? Ö All of those monks are deeply learned.í
ëDo you see, O monks, the many monks walking back and

forth with Devadatta?í Ö All of those monks have evil intentions.í
ëBeings come together and congregate because of their

proclivities: those intent on lower things with those intent on lower
things, those intent on the good with those intent on the good. This
was so in the past, this will be so in the future, and this is so at
present.í

 This picture of the saígha suggests that human diversity led to
the formation of interest groups with different ideas and aims, and that
it was natural and inevitable that the monastic community would
eventually regroup into a number of communities.38 But even if the
saígha was diverse from the start, its members were united by their
adherence to the same code of conduct, the Prátimokåa, and by shared
oral traditions, practices, and lineages. Out of these traditions and
lineages, with increasing innovation and individualization, developed
ëearly Buddhismí. The Vaidalya traditions developed from early
Buddhism, but at present we simply do not know when, where, why,
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or how. Many of the ideas that were developed in the Vaidalya texts
are present in the Ágamas and Nikáyas, the early repositories of the
Buddhaís word.39 How soon did the Vaidalya movement develop
these ideas into the distinctive and innovative bodies of thought and
practice that would eventually become the Maháyána? Evidence
available at present suggests that the process would probably have
begun in the post-Aøokan period, but this is only conjectural.40

By the first century BCE, ëproto-Hìnayánaí and ëproto-
Maháyánaí were developing in tandem, in dialogue and contention,
at different paces in different places. The evolution of the Sásana was
multifaceted and organic; it was much messier than either the
traditional doxographies or the latter-day academic models have
pretended it to be. We need to develop new categories ñ less
restrictive and more flexible ñ that respect the diversities and
uncertainties of the evolution of Buddhism in Asia. This
development was a process, a series of negotiations at multiple levels,
not only among the Buddhists themselves but with other Øramaóa
traditions, especially the Jains, with the diverse brahmanical
traditions, and with society as a whole.

The Ørávakayána and the eighteen Buddhist schools

Indian Buddhist texts present doctrinal development in terms of
eighteen or four schools, or of the three potentialities or awakenings.
One looks in vain for the terms Hìnayána and Maháyána in the
literature of the eighteen schools or in any Pali works. This must
mean something. In my own writing, and in this essay, I use the
relatively neutral terms ëØrávakaí and ëØrávakayánaí to refer, not to
any monolithic institution, but to the (conventionally enumerated)
eighteen Vinaya orders or schools (nikáya).41 I use the terms in the
sense that, according to their own traditions, all schools or orders go
back to the first council or communal recitation, at which the
Ørávakas ñ the Buddhaís direct ëlistenersí or ëauditorsí ñ collected,
codified, and committed to memory the corpus of the Buddhaís
teachings.42 The monastic and textual lineages of the Dharma-Vinaya
all claim to descend from these auditors. ëØrávakaí and ëØrávakayánaí
refer to the practices and texts authorized by the Ørávakas,
transmitted by the Ørávakasaígha through the bhikåu and bhikåuóì
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lineages, and expounding primarily the insight [into the four truths]
of the Ørávaka (ørávakábhisamaya) and the Ørávakaís path to
awakening (ørávakabodhi).43 

Unlike the notional Hìnayána, the Ørávaka schools did exist in
history, and they did assert their own identities. This is proven by
epigraphy and literature. But we must bear in mind that the record is
fragmentary, and that eighteen is only an approximate figure. At
some points in history there were fewer than eighteen schools, at
other points there were more than eighteen, and it is certain that all
eighteen schools never existed at the same time or in the same
place.44 Several schools had brief or localized existences, or, at least,
they have left very few traces. The tradition of the Ørávaka schools
might also be called ëNikáya Buddhismí, with qualifications.45 No
term for the conglomerate that was early Buddhism is perfect; each
term or label raises its own problems. It makes better sense to give up
the idea of finding a ëperfectí replacement for Hìnayána, and to use
alternative terms as circumstances or contexts require.46 It makes
better sense to be flexible.

The eighteen schools were not ëbelief systemsí. They were
monastic orders, each of which transmitted its own collections of
texts, its own interpretations of the Dharma, and its own devotional
and ritual practices. At a certain stage of development, some schools
arranged their texts into ëthree basketsí, Tripiþakas, but there were
other models, and it is not proven that each and every school
possessed a distinctive Tripiþaka. For this reason, to refer non-
specifically to ëthe canoní, ëthe Buddhist canoní, or ëthe Tripiþakaí is
imprecise ñ there were canons, there were Piþakas, and there were
Tripiþakas.47 For Buddhist communities, Tripiþaka came to mean a
complete and ideal corpus of a Buddhaís teachings, rather than the
historically grounded corpus of Øákyamuniís words as collected and
transmitted by his disciples.48 In the scholastic Buddhology of the
Theraváda, as a principle bodhisatvas learn the Tripiþakas of the
Buddhaís teachings and then develop insight.49 In the BIRTH STORY

ON THE EIGHT REQUISITES of the Pali FIFTY BIRTH STORY

COLLECTION, the Bodhisatva (that is, the future Øákyamuni), after he
has been predicted to Buddhahood by Sumaògala Buddha, takes full
ordination and ëmasters the entire Tepiþaka of the Buddhaís
teachingsí.50 The Tripiþaka becomes a constant feature of the
Buddhas of all times, and a potent trope for the Dharma, like the
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trope of the 84,000 bundles of the Dharma.51 
Hartmann remarks that we do not know ëhow many versions

of the Sútrapiþaka were once transmitted by the various schools in
Indiaí or ëthe number of languages and dialects used for this
purposeí.52 Today, only one complete Tripiþaka survives: that
preserved in the Pali language and transmitted by the descendants of
the Mahávihára Theraváda.53 The scriptures of some other schools,
such as the Mahásáíghikas or Sarvástivádins, are only partly
preserved, whether in original Indic languages or in Chinese and
Tibetan translations.54 The Ágamas and Vinayas of most other
schools are lost. Some schools transmitted collections of texts related
to the bodhisatva path, known as Bodhisatva Piþakas, as well as
Collections of the Magicians, known as Vidyádhara Piþakas,55 or
collections of mnemonic texts and protective charms called Dháraóì
Piþakas.56 Not a single Bodhisatva, Vidyádhara, or Dháraóì Piþaka
survives today, not even a single table of contents which might tell us
how many and what texts such collections would have contained.

Modern understanding of the textual history of Indian
Buddhism is based on only a fraction of the huge corpus that once
existed. Evidence for the textual traditions of schools whose canons
do not survive is preserved in references and citations in treatises and
commentaries like Bhávivekaís sixth-century BLAZE OF REASON,
which cites passages from the scriptures of each of the eighteen
schools (and is the only work known so far to do so).57 Further
information is available from the lists of manuscripts that Xuanzang
(ca. 602ñ664) brought back from India to the Middle Kingdom in
645;58 from the description of the Piþakas of the four schools given
by Yijing (635ñ713);59 from miscellaneous texts preserved in Chinese
translation;60 and from the emerging corpus of Gandhari and
Northwestern texts (see above).

By approximately the fifth to sixth centuries CE, four orders ñ
Sthavira,61 Mahásáíghika, Sarvástiváda, and Sáímitìya ñ dominated
North Indian monasticism, and they continued to do so up to the
demise of monastic Buddhism in the subcontinent. Hence later texts
regularly refer to ëthe four schoolsí.62 Because the four-school model
evolved in Magadha and Northern/Northeastern India, it ignores the
schools that were active in the Northwest of the subcontinent. Other
models, preserved or compiled in Chinese, list five or more schools,
including Northwestern traditions like the Dharmaguptakas.63
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The three vehicles

The Ørávakayána is the first option in a three-tiered classification of
Buddhist spiritual careers into vehicles or paths (yána):

1. The Listenersí vehicle (Ørávakayána), leading to a listenerís
awakening (ørávakabodhi, arhatship);

2. The Pratyekabuddha vehicle (Pratyekabuddhayána), leading
to a pratyekabuddhaís awakening (pratyekabodhi);64 

3. The Bodhisatva vehicle (Bodhisatvayána), leading to
buddhahood (ultimate, perfect awakening, anuttara-
samyaksambodhi) and omniscience (sarvajñatá). 

The bodhisatva vehicle is also known as the ëvehicle of the
practice of the perfectionsí (páramitáyána). Related terms in
Gandhari include ëbodhisatva dharmaí, ëbodhisatva trainingí, and
ëvehicle of perfect Buddha[hood]í. These are used in one of our
earliest extant records of Maháyána thought and literature, the first/
second century CE Maháyána sútra on a birchbark scroll from Bajaur
mentioned above.65 

The Maháyána has not as such come into the picture at this
time. Both the available scriptures of the Ørávaka schools and a good
many Maháyána sútras allow and even encourage all three options: it
is up to the individual to decide whether to become an arhat,
whether to become a pratyekabuddha, or whether to become a
samyaksambuddha, and to then pursue the appropriate path. The
eighteen or four schools accommodate the three yánas.66 At an
uncertain point, let us say in the first century BCE, groups of monks,
nuns, and lay-followers began to devote themselves exclusively to the
Bodhisatva vehicle. Eventually, some of them exalted this option to
the point of asserting that everyone else not only should but must
join a bodhisatva community and set out on the path to full
awakening. For them, the Bodhisatva vehicle became the Great
vehicle, the Maháyána.67 The origins of the Maháyána as an identity
and as a conscious movement lie in this conceit. 

The eighteen schools and Maháyána thought exist within a
single belief system, which for convenience we call Buddhism.68

Standing on common ground, they accept the same cosmological
principles and the same fundamental postulates, such as action and its
results, not-self, dependent arising, and the four truths of the noble
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ones.69 They employ the same categories, such as aggregates, sense-
bases, and elements, and they cultivate the same practices, such as the
thirty-seven qualities that contribute to awakening (bodhipákåika-
dharma). Within this shared system ñ these shared systems ñ
however, there exists a great variety of philosophical opinion and
practice. Neither the votaries of the schools nor the votaries of the
Maháyána shied from diversification or innovation.

The early centuries BCE were an age of encounter. The
Saddharma spread along the trade routes of flourishing empires; it
confronted new cultures and ideas and established its own pilgrimage
routes, monastic networks, and teacher-disciple lineages.70 It was
during this period of lively debate on matters of concern to Buddhist
communities that the Vaidalya or ëproto-Maháyánaí sútras were
compiled. The increasing distance from the Buddha in time and space
and the new social and intellectual environments raised new
problems. Ideas about the Bodhisatva and Bodhisatvas, the Buddha
and Buddhas, the nature of reality and the nature of the path, began
to coalesce into distinctive systems which would eventually travel
under the ideological umbrella of the Maháyána. As an aggregate of
ideas and trends, the Maháyána was a sensitive organism which had
to react and to adapt to its environment in order to survive. It never
closed and it is still evolving.71 The texts that have their origins
during this period testify to these problems and to the attempts that
were made to solve them. One of the especially interesting features
of the Maháyána sútras is that they preserve traces of these debates,
tensions, and insecurities.72 Its literature is a by-product of anxiety,
of a need felt by individuals and groups to assure and reassure
themselves in unstable circumstances, to imagine and to elaborate
agendas and wish lists. Proponents of the Maháyána actively
constructed an identity ñ rather, identities ñ through narrative and
polemic. Fortified by devotion, meditation, and speculation, these
identities inspired the great monument of the literature of the Great
Way. For this and other reasons, the Maháyána sútras cannot be
ignored in the writing of the history of Buddhism.
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III. Vedalla, Vaidalya, Maháyána and other names

In this essay, I examine early Buddhism not in terms of Maháyána/
Hìnayána, but in terms of the eighteen schools and of the ancient
scriptural category or genre Vaidalya. I do not propose this term as
an alternative to Maháyána. It is not. I use it provisionally for an
early period of Indian Buddhism, for the Maháyána avant la lettre,
that is, for the proto-Maháyána, during an age of post-Aøokan
ferment when lines were not yet drawn and boundaries were much
less clear than scholarship prefers to assume. Vaidalya was one of the
responses to intellectual and spiritual change, when Buddhist
thinkers and leaders developed new ideas, new solutions, and new
systems that rephrased and rebooted Buddhist thought. New texts
were composed, drawing on already extensive oral legacies preserved
by the monastic orders. This did not involve schism in the orders,
but it must certainly have provoked conflict and competition within
them. Perhaps the first individuals to consciously break away from
the established systems and to stake out new social territories were
the dharma-bháóakas ñëdharma-recitersí or ëdharma-oratorsí.73 These
reciters are stock-in-trade in many of the important Maháyána sútras,
and it is likely that they played key roles in the compilation,
transmission, and propagation of the ideas and texts of the
Maháyána. Regular performers in the narrative and rhetoric of the
Maháyána sútras, they were clearly men of persuasion and power,
jockeying for status, security, and wealth. We cannot ignore them.
There are far more references to Dharma-orators in Maháyána sútras
than there are to bháóakas in Pali.

The term Vedalla/Vaidalya has had an enduring usage, in Pali
and in Sanskrit, especially in the earlier period, but also throughout
the history of Indian Buddhism. My hypothesis is that this term is an
important clue in the early history of Buddhism and of the
Maháyána. The equation of Vaidalya and Maháyána is, however,
nothing new. The ancient Sinhalese knew it, masters like Asaòga and
Vasubandhu in north India knew it, commentators like
Buddhaghosa (fifth century CE) in Sri Lanka and the Dìpakára in
North India knew it. The connection was recognized early on by
pioneering European stalwarts like Eugène Burnouf (1801ñ1852),
Hendrik Kern (1833ñ1917),74 Louis de La Vallée Poussin (1869ñ
1938), and by the great Sri Lankan historian S. Paranavitana.75 As



The Bodhisattva Ideal 85

Buddhist Studies progressed in the twentieth century, Lamotte and
Warder and other scholars returned to the subject.

In the following section, I examine three Sanskrit words as used
in Buddhist texts ñ Vaidalya, Vaitulya, and Vaipulya ñ and their Pali
counterparts Vedalla, Vetulla, and Vepulla.76 Both sets derive from a
single term, but in their present forms they are no longer
etymologically cognate.77 The three Sanskrit terms are used
interchangeably in a wide range of sources. In later manuscript
traditions, the most common Sanskrit form by far is Vaipulya,
which occurs both in original Indic languages and in translation. 

The three terms derive from different roots: vi- Õdal (to burst);
vi- Õtul (to weigh); vi- Õpul (to be large, to be great).78 The words
vaidalya and vaitulya are met with infrequently, and seem to have
been used only in restricted and technical contexts. That is, we do not
have examples of everyday use which might throw light on their
meaning. Only vi- Õpul is common, in words like vipula and its
cognates. Which of the three was the original root? The most likely
candidate is Õdal, ëto burstí, giving rise to vidalana, then vaidalya/
vedalla.79 Much has been written about the term, and this is not the
place to go into detail.80 The latter form is preserved in several
Maháyána sútras and in the title of Nágárjunaís VAIDALYA TREATISE

(see below). The root vi- Õdal is also preserved in the definition of
Vaidalya in the COMPENDIUM OF ABHIDHARMA, which explains that
the Vaipulya genre is also called Vaidalya ëbecause it destroys all
obstaclesí (sarvávaraóa-vidalanataý: see below). It is likely that the
earliest form was Vedalla/Vaidalya, and that this developed into
Vetulla/Vaitulya and Vepulla/Vaipulya.81 After a time Vaipulya won
out, and became the familiar term, with the result that earlier or
alternate forms like Vaidalya and Vaitulya were erased from the
record by progressive normalization. Fortunately, some stages or
layers of the transition from Vaidalya to Vaitulya to Vaipulya can be
seen when comparing chapters and text titles in Sanskrit manuscripts
and their translations (see below). Very few surviving manuscripts
preserve the forms Vaidalya or Vaitulya, and even in cases where the
manuscript does retain these forms, the Tibetan translations will
usually have instead shin tu rgyas pa, the standard equivalent for
Vaipulya. It may be that the manuscripts used in the translation
actually read Vaipulya, or that the Indo-Tibetan translation teams
ëupdatedí the reading to the by that time familiar Vaipulya. 
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Vedalla as a genre or category of the 
Buddhaís teaching (aòga)

The primary usage of Vedalla in Pali and Vaipulya in Sanskrit is as
the name of one of the nine or twelve genres or categories of the
Buddhaís teaching (see Appendix I).82 Vaidalya is one of the least
understood, but, from the viewpoint of doctrinal history, one of the
most significant, of the nine categories. Advocates of the Maháyána
claimed that their literature belonged to this category. The
ideologues of the Theraváda and Sarvástiváda/Vaibháåika schools did
not concede any rights to the Maháyánists to occupy or share the
space, and Vaidalya became a contested site. For Maháyánists,
Vaidalya was the nexus that linked the Maháyána to the ëofficialí, or
at least traditional, categories of the Buddhaís teaching. The Ørávaka
schools denied this, and constructed notions of the Vaidalya genre
that fit their own agendas.

Buddhaghosa explains Vedalla as follows:83

All the suttantas requested to be preached as a result of repeated
attainment of wisdom and delight, such as Cullavedalla,
Mahávedalla, Sammádiþþhi, Sakkapañha, Saòkhárabhájanìya, and
Mahápuóóama Suttas and others should be known as Vedalla
(Analyses).

Other texts like the GREAT COMMENTARIAL ANALYSIS

emphasize diversity, profundity, and extensiveness, coupled with
analysis.84 I do not find Buddhaghosaís treatment of the term
especially compelling. It may be, as Kalupahana has suggested, that in
Buddhaghosaís time, the meaning had been forgotten. Nonetheless,
since Buddhaghosa discusses the terms in other contexts, he must
have known the equation Vedalla = Maháyána, but in his definition
of the Vedalla genre, the great Ácariya confines the term to certain
named suttas. Could this have been an attempt to close the genre, to
block any attempts to locate Vaidalya-cum-Maháyána sútras in the
Vedalla category? To exclude the Maháyána from the nine categories
would deny the Maháyána sútras Buddhavacana status.85
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Discussions about Vedalla (vedallakathá) 
and future threats

An unusual use of Vedalla occurs in the cluster of suttas on ëfuture
threatsí in the NUMERICAL DISCOURSES. These are twenty suttas,
four sets of five each, in which the Buddha warns the monks about
threats, perils, or dangers (bhaya). The third threat of the third set is
described as follows:86

Again, in the future there will be bhikkhus who are undeveloped in
body, virtuous behavior, mind, and wisdom. While engaged in talk
pertaining to Dhamma,87 in questions-and-answers,88 they will slide
down89 into a dark Dhamma but will not recognize it. Thus,
bhikkhus, through corruption of the Dhamma comes corruption of
the discipline, and from corruption of the discipline comes
corruption of the Dhamma. This is the third future peril as yet
unarisen that will arise in the future. You should recognize it and
make an effort to abandon it. 

Here it is said that those who are undeveloped, or spiritually
immature, engage in discussions on Abhidhamma
(abhidhammakathaí) or discussions on Vedalla (vedallakathaí), and
fall into ëdark Dhammaí without being aware of it: this is a future
threat. The passage is difficult, and the commentary is not of much
help. When we reflect that ëfuture threatsí, anágatabhayáni, is one of
the titles that Aøoka recommends to the four assemblies in the
Calcutta-BaiĔát edict,90 and when we consider the juxtaposition of the
terms ëdiscussions on Abhidhammaí, ëdiscussions on Vedallaí, and
ëdark Dhammaí of the third SUTTA ON FUTURE THREATS, and
ëprofoundí, ësupramundaneí, ërelated to emptinessí, and ëcrafted by
poetsí in the fourth SUTTA ON FUTURE THREATS, we might conclude
that the perils of the future are doctrinal. The phraseology of the
fourth sutta was adopted in a number of texts, including Maháyána
sútras, to different ends.91 The third sutta could refer to delusions
arising from unprincipled speculations about Abhidhamma or
Vedalla ñ a warning against, or a reaction to, excessive ontological or
metaphysical speculations or currents of thought or practice that we
would eventually know as Maháyána. The results would lead to
ëdarknessí, that is the negative side of the coin (kaóhapakkha) rather
than to wholesomeness (kusalapakkha), or, symbolically, to being
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overcome by Mára ñ Kaóha being, after all, one of the names of the
Tempter. The term anágata-bhaya occurs in the PERFECTION OF

WISDOM IN EIGHTEEN THOUSAND STANZAS,92 and is invoked in the
ORNAMENT OF THE SÚTRAS OF THE GREAT VEHICLE.93 The ëfuture
perilí genre and the implications of the concept warrant serious study.

Vedalla/Vaitulya as a system of thought (váda)

The name Maháyána is not known to occur in Pali.94 Pali texts use
ëVetullavádaí for a complex of ideas and practices that modern
scholarship has identified as ëMaháyánistí.95 Unlike Vedalla, which
has a positive status as one of the nine categories of the Buddhaís
teaching, Vetulla in Vetullaváda is used only negatively, for
unacceptable ideas or theories, in connection with doctrinal
controversies that arose from the third to the second centuries BCE
onwards. Its use is limited to the histories of the Island of Lanka and
the Sásana, notably the CHRONICLE OF THE ISLAND [OF LANKA] and
the GREAT CHRONICLE, and to commentaries like that on THE

POINTS OF DEBATE. The term Vetullaváda retained its currency in
later Sinhala works, such as the fourteenth-century COMPENDIUM

OF SCHOOLS.96 In north India, at the other end of the subcontinent,
the Vaibháåika author of the fifth-century LAMP OF ABHIDHARMA

used an equivalent Sanskrit term, Vaitulika, to censure Vasubandhu
for his Maháyánist ideas.97

In north Indian sources, Vaidalya is a positive term, and we find
several general statements on the metaphysical position of Vaidalya,
or, in the sources studied here, Vaipulya. The last part of Chapter 2
of Asaògaís COMPENDIUM OF ABHIDHARMA is a eulogy of the
Vaipulya, defined and explained as the Piþaka of the bodhisatva
perfections. Asaòga discusses why some people fear the Vaipulya
Dharma, and why others, even though they are drawn to it, cannot
obtain emancipation. He discusses the significance of classic doctrinal
statements found in the Vaipulya like ëall dharmas are without
substanceí and are ëunarisen, undestroyed, at peace from the
beginning, and extinguished by natureí. In conclusion, Asaòga
praises Vaipulya as the Dharma that brings happiness and welfare to
all.98 In another work, the SUMMARY OF THE GREAT VEHICLE,
Asaòga gives an exposition of the Great Vehicle as taught by the
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Buddhas, the Fortunate Ones in the Vaipulya.99 Note the plural: this
Vaipulya is a general system taught by Buddhas, not just a historical
system established by Øákyamuni. In Vasubandhuís LOGIC OF

EXEGESIS, a hypothetical opponent raises the objection that the
Maháyána cannot belong to the Vaipulya genre, because it
propounds doctrines like those just mentioned, ëwhich contradict
the well-known teaching of the Buddhaí. Interesting is a statement in
the ëChapter with Versesí of the SÚTRA ON THE BUDDHAíS VISIT TO

LANKA that uses the phrase Vaipulya-naya, of which one should
know the ëhidden meaningí.100 The verses that follow evoke ëMind
onlyí metaphysics.

The Vedalla/Vetulla Piþaka

Mahávihára sources were familiar with a Vedalla/Vetulla Piþaka,
which corresponds to the Vaidalya or Vaipulya Piþaka of the
Maháyána. PLEASING FROM ALL SIDES, the commentary on the
Vinaya, refers to a Vedalla/Vetulla Piþaka in a list of texts which are
ëemphatically not the word of the Buddhaí.101 The GREAT

CHRONICLE states that the Abhayagiri monks, followed by the
Jetavana monks, expounded the Vetulla Piþaka, which is not the
Buddhaís teaching, as the Buddhaís teaching.102 The SAÍYUTTA

COMMENTARY states that ëthis Vedalla Piþaka is not the word of the
Buddha: it is only a counterfeit of the scriptures of the
Saddhammaí.103 The SAÍYUTTA SUBCOMMENTARY equates Vedalla
with Vetulla, and adds:104

They [the adherents of Vedalla] assert that [the Vedalla] ìwas
brought from the world of the Nágasî. Others say, ìthis is [only] a
statement made by a [particular] school of thought (váda)î.
[Vedalla] is not the word of the Buddha, because it contradicts the
Buddhaís word, and the Sambuddha does not contradict himself. It
is a thorn; it does not conduce to the control of defilement ñ on the
contrary, it is a contributing factor for defilement to arise.

This layered text is especially interesting. The notion of
ëcounterfeit scripturesí is an old and potent one, and here it is
connected with texts brought from the Nága world. I do not know
where in Indian sources the earliest reference to the retrieval of
scriptures from the Nága world occurs. A number of Maháyána
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sútras are taught by the Buddha in the Nága world, and in the
opening of the SÚTRA ON THE BUDDHAíS VISIT TO LANKA, the
Fortunate One visits Malaya Mountain in Lanka after preaching in
the underwater palace of the Nága King Ságara for seven days. In a
biography translated into Chinese by the Kuchean Kumárajìva (384ñ
417) between 401 and 409, Nágárjuna visits the palace of the
Mahánága Bodhisatva where he studies many profound Vaipulya
teachings.105 Other, later, versions include that given by Bu ston in
his HISTORY OF BUDDHISM.106 Early references to the legend in
European scholarship were made by Vassilief and other scholars like
Fergusson.107

The accusation of the Theravádins and others that the
Maháyána scriptures were counterfeit is reflected in the PERFECTION

OF WISDOM SÚTRAS, which warn against those who may come,
usually in the guise of a monk, and charge that the Maháyána is not
the Buddhaís word but is a forgery.108 In some sútras, such as the
QUESTIONS OF RÁÅÞRAPÁLA, the tone of contention is particularly
acrimonious.109 Similar charges are laid in the TROVE OF PRECIOUS

JEWELS and other sútras.110

Vaidalya as an epithet for Maháyána sútras

Maháyána sútras often describe themselves internally as Vaidalya/
Vaitulya/Vaipulya.111 The term, which seems to have been a shared
self-identity of emergent Maháyána literature, usually normalized as
Vaipulya, is regularly used as an epithet in chapter colophons or in
concluding colophons. Vaipulya is one of the several epithets of the
greatest Maháyána anthology of all, the BUDDHÁVATAÍSAKA.112

ëMaháyána Vaidalya Sútraí is one of the titles given at the very
end of the SÚTRA OF THE GREAT VEHICLE, THE BUDDHÁ PIÞAKA, THE

SUPPRESSION OF IMMORAL BEHAVIOUR:113 *Sútránta-pravicaya,114

*Maháyána-vaidalya-sútra, *Buddha-piþaka, *Duýøìlanigraha.
Even more instructive is the case of the COMPLETE

COMPENDIUM OF VAIDALYA, which is partly preserved in
Sanskrit.115 In the lexicon Mahávyuttpatti (§ 1385), the title is given
as Sarva-vaidalya-saígraha = Rnam par íthag pa thams cad bsdus pa.
The Tibetan Kanjur version retains the form Vaidalya in the title:
Rnam par 'thag pa thams cad bsdus pa zhes bya ba theg pa chen po'i
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mdo.116 The title colophon is not preserved in the Sanskrit
manuscript fragment, but the preserved folio does contain an
internal title, in this case with Vaitulya: Sarva-vaitulya-saígraha. Yet
the Tibetan translation is again equivalent to Vaidalya: Rnam par
íthag pa thams cad bsdus paíi chos kyi rnam grangs = Sarva-vaidalya-
saígraha-dharmaparyáya. Here, where the manuscript evidence is for
Vaitulya, the Tibetan is for Vaidalya. The sútra is cited by Øántideva
(c. 650ñ750) in his great thematic anthology of sútra literature, the
COMPENDIUM OF TRAINING,117 where in the Sanskrit text the title is
given with an added ëdharmaí as Sarva-dharma-vaipulya-saígraha-
sútra, but remains Sarva-vaidalya-saígraha-sútra in the Tibetan
translation (Rnam par íthag pa thams cad bsdus paíi mdo). In two
citations given by Kamalaøìla (c. 740ñ795) in his STAGES OF

MEDITATIONAL CULTIVATION, the title is Sarva-dharma-saígraha-
vaipulya, keeping the word ëdharmaí but reversing the order of the
last two components.118 This shows the complexity of the problem:
even when Sanskrit is available, Vaidalya becomes Vaitulya becomes
Vaipulya, and the translations are different again.

Like many other Maháyána sútras, the COMPLETE

COMPENDIUM OF VAIDALYA is self-referential from the very start:

The Fortunate One is staying on Vultureís Peak in RájagĔha. A God
from the family of the Pure Abodes named Maheøvara comes to him
with a huge retinue, and asks him to teach the Sarvavaidalya-
saígraha-dharmaparyáya, which formerly was taught by the Tathá-
gatas of the past, for the benefit and happiness of the many and for
the long life of the Sásana. The Fortunate One signals his assent by
staying silent. Then he says to Bodhisatva Maitreya: ëAjita, there has
not been any Tathágata in the past who did not teach the Sarva-
vaidalyasaígraha-dharmaparyáya, and there will be no Tathágatas in
future who will not teach this Dharmapayáya.í

One of the concerns of the sútra is the rejection of the True
Dharma (saddharma-pratikåepa). It remains to be seen whether or
how the use of Vaidalya in the title relates to the questions examined
in this essay.119

The form Vaitulya is preserved in two texts that once belonged
to a large sútra anthology, inscribed in Sanskrit on palm leaf and dated
palaeographically to the fifth century CE ñ in the colophon of the
LIONíS ROAR OF QUEEN ØRÌMÁLÁ,120 and internally in the
EXPOSITION ON THE NON-ACTIVITY OF ALL DHARMAS, where the
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word occurs twice.121 In the case of the latter, the Tibetan translation
has in both cases shin tu rgyas pa = Vaipulya. In the fragmentary
GREAT SÚTRA OF THE GREAT NIRVÁÓA from Central Asia, however,
where the Sanskrit has Vaitulya, the Tibetan agrees, using mtshungs pa
med pa (= Vaitulya).122 Similar transitions from Vaitulya to Vaipulya
are seen in the chapter colophons of Central Asian and Nepalese
LOTUS SÚTRA manuscripts.123

The terms occur in other sources preserved in Chinese
translation, for example, in Vasubandhuís TREATISE ON THE

BODHISATTVA VOW.124 Vaidalya/Vaitulya/Vaipulya was a prestige
epithet, so it was always in demand. Vaipulya can be used as an
epithet for Tantras. The ROOT RITUALS OF MAÑJUØRÌ styles itself
ëVaipulya Sútra of the Great Vehicleí and ëBodhisatva Piþaka,
Avataísakaí.125 The SÚTRA OF THE DIRECT AWAKENING OF

VAIROCANA in Chinese translation uses the term at least three
times.126 

Nágárjunaís Vaidalya-prakaraóa

One of the works of Nágárjuna (second century CE) bears the title
VAIDALYA TREATISE. Unfortunately it is preserved only in Tibetan.127

The introductory stanza clarifies the meaning of the title, which is to
grind into pieces or to pulverize the views of opponents:128

I will teach the Vaidalya in order to extinguish the pride
Of those who are attached to disputation, out of pride in their
knowledge of logic.

If that is clear, the connection between the title ñ here of an
authored work, a øástra ñ and the Vaidalya as a genre or a system of
thought is not clear. Given Nágárjunaís connections with Maháyána,
the choice of the title is unlikely to be accidental.

Vetullaváda and Maháyána in Sri Lanka

The well-endowed, lush isle of Lanka lay at the crossroads of the
southern and maritime networks of contact and exchange. Its ancient
centres of learning and its holy landscape made it a perennial
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destination for seekers and pilgrims. A great deal has been written
about Vedalla and Maháyána in Sri Lanka.129 The sources for Vedalla
are textual ñ the commentaries and chronicles cited above ñ and there
is no sure epigraphic evidence for Vedalla/Vaidalya or related
terminology.130 For the Maháyána, there is textual evidence, and, for
the later period in Sri Lanka (let us say, 500ñ1000 CE), epigraphic and
iconographic evidence for Maháyána is exceptionally abundant.131

According to the chronicles, the Vetullaváda developed in
Anurádhapura in the reign of King Vohárika-Tissa (r. 269ñ291). From
then on, the Maháyána had a continuing history on the island up to at
least the time of King Parakkamabáhuís twelfth-century reforms. This
is evident from references in the chronicles, from foreign sources
(mainly Chinese), and from archaeological, iconographic, and
epigraphic evidence. I am not certain whether such a continuing
history of Maháyána can be traced anywhere else in South Asia ñ
continuing, but not continuous, since our records are uneven, and
because, at least according to the GREAT CHRONICLE, the Vetullaváda
was periodically repressed, with its books burnt and its advocates
banished to India. The records associate Vetullaváda (viz., Maháyána)
activity and practices with the Abhayagiri monastery, one of the two
great monasteries of ancient Anurádhapura,132 and with a group called
the Dhammarucikas. The GREAT CHRONICLE explicitly describes
Vetullaváda monks as residents of the Abhayagiri monastery,
describing them as ëthorns in the Victorious Oneís Sásanaí.133

Whether or not Abhayagiri was receptive to unorthodox ideas
(that is, ëunorthodoxí as seen through Maháviháran spectacles), at the
same time it retained its identity within the Theravaísa lineage. Out
of the Abhayagiri views and theories recently brought together from
Mahávihára sources by Lance Cousins, not a single one is
Maháyánist.134 All of them belong to Theriya trends of thought, to
the extent that the vocabulary of the points of disagreement does not
even make much sense in north Indian Abhidharma. These are
insider debates within the dynamics of Theriya Abhidhamma. The
commentarial tradition ascribes the views that do resonate with
Maháyána ideas to the Vetulla, not to the Abhayagiri. 

Amongst the textual evidence, there is the mystery of the SÚTRA

ON THE BUDDHAíS VISIT TO LANKA. This is the only Maháyána sútra
set in Lanka. Does it have any historical connection with the island, or
is the setting purely literary, a theatrical stage for the fast-paced
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exchange of ideas between Bodhisatva Mahámati and others? In the
introduction, the King of Lanka ñ none other than the ten-headed
Rávaóa of Rámáyaóa fame ñ invites the Buddha to Lanka.135

I am Ravana who comes before you / the ten-headed king of the
yakshas / may the Buddha favor this Lanka of mine / and all who
dwell in its towns /

Buddhas of the past within its cities / upon its jewel-strewn
peaks / spoke of what they themselves attained / the realm of self-
realization /

May the Bhagavan do so as well / together with these sons of
the victors / the residents of Lanka and I would listen / to his
teaching of the purest Dharma.

At one point, the Fortunate One criticizes a group known as
Icchantikas (beings who are beyond all redemption, who have lost
forever the capacity to achieve Nirváóa):136

Herein, what is the relinquishing of all roots of goodness? It is the
rejection and disparagement of the Bodhisatva Piþaka. Saying
things like, ëthese sútras do not conduce to discipline or to
liberationí, by relinquishing their roots of goodness, they do not
go to Nirváóa.137

These accusations are close to those directed at the Vetullaváda
in the Pali commentaries. But they also belong to a fund of stock
critiques of Maháyána, and it is not possible to connect the passage to
Lanka as such. The Pali chronicles recount the details of three visits
paid by Sakyamuni to Lanka, and they are an integral element in the
mythography of the island.138 Was the Buddhaís visit to Rávaóa also
a local tradition? If so, it seems to have left no traces.

The engraving of Maháyána Sútras and Dháraóìs on gold, silver,
copper, or stone, and their ceremonial installation within stúpas or
other monuments is attested at Anurádhapura in Sri Lanka from about
the eighth to the tenth centuries. The texts include the KÁØYAPA

CHAPTER,139 the long PERFECTION OF WISDOM,140 and Dháraóìs.141

Vedalla/Vaidalya and Maháyána in India

Literary sources explicitly connect Vaidalya/Vaitulya/Vaipulya, the
Mahásáíghika school, and the Maháyána. Indian masters record that
several of the Mahásáíghika schools had a Vaipulya Piþaka ñ the
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Bhadráyánìyas according to Bháviveka, and the Aparaøailas and
Púrvaøailas according to Candrakìrti. The TREATISE ON THE

MEANING OF THE ANTHOLOGY OF VERSES, which is ascribed to
Vasubandhu,142 identifies the Vaipulya genre with the ëtexts of the
Árya Mahásáíghikasí. On the other hand, Vasubandhuís LOGIC OF

EXEGESIS explicitly identifies the Vaipulya genre with the Maháyána.
The fourth-century master Asaòga does the same in his
COMPENDIUM OF ABHIDHARMA and his BODHISATVA LEVELS. The
latter states that out of the twelve genres, Vaipulya equals the
Bodhisatva Piþaka, while the others all belong to the Ørávaka
Piþaka.143 In the COMPENDIUM OF EXEGESIS, Asaòga again identifies
the Vaipulya with bodhisatva path.144

In sum, Maháyána scholastic traditions themselves associate the
Vaipulya genre with the Mahásáíghikas, the Maháyána, and the
Bodhisatva Piþaka. In many cases, we cannot be sure of the original
Indic form, which might have been Vaidalya or Vaitulya. These are,
of course, positive associations: the terms Vaidalya/Vaitulya/
Vaipulya do not, as far as I know, have any negative connotations in
Maháyána usage. At the same time, as seen above, the Sri Lankan
Theraváda excludes the Vedalla Piþaka from the word of the Buddha.
A Mahásáíghika-Lokottaravádin Vinaya manual on rules of
conduct, ABHISAMÁCÁRIKÁ DHARMÁÝ, does not, however, single
out Vaipulya for any special attention; it simply classes the Vaipulya
with the rest of the ënine types of sútrántaí under ëAbhidharmaí.145

Vaidalya/Vaitulya/Vaipulya in the 
north Indian tradition

North Indian masters like Asaòga, Vasubandhu, and Saíghabhadra
retain and equate the three forms Vaidalya, Vaitulya, and Vaipulya,
and give their own definitions. Asaògaís COMPENDIUM OF

ABHIDHARMA defines the three as follows:146

What is Vaipulya? It is speech connected with the Bodhisatva
Piþaka. The Vaipulya is also called Vaidalya and Vaitulya. Why is it
called Vaipulya, ëExpansiveí? Because it is the foundation for the
benefit and happiness of all beings, and because it teaches the
Dharma excellent and profound. Why is it called Vaidalya,
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ëDemolisherí? Because it demolishes all obstacles.147 Why is it called
Vaitulya, ëIncomparableí? Because it is without compare.148

In his LOGIC OF EXEGESIS, Vasubandhu explains the terms as
follows:149

The name Vaipulya is used for the Maháyána. It is called
Vaitulya, because it is without compare. With regard to the other
genres, it is the ëCrest-jewel (cúðá) which demolishesí and the
ëGreat demolisherí. It demolishes the defilements with their
residues. Herein,

Because it is expansive, it is Vaipulya,
Because it is without compare, it is Vaitulya,
Because it demolishes all views,
It is also called the Demolisher.

The three terms are also equated by the Sarvástivádin master
Saíghabhadra, a senior contemporary of Vasubandhu, in his
*(Abhidharma) Nyáyánusára-øástra (  (Apidamo) shun
zhengli lun).150

Vaipulya refers to the extensive analytical clarification of dharmas
by means of logical reasoning (zhèng lō Y>*yukti, *nyáya); for,
all dharmas have numerous natures and characteristics which
cannot be analytically clarified without extensive discussion. It is
also known as extensive bursting (guǩng pò Y vaidalya < vi +
Õdal), for this extensive discussion is capable of bursting the
extremely strong darkness of nescience (ajñána). It is also known
as unmatchability (wú bō ); vaitulya < vi + Õtul), for this
extensive discussion has subtle and profound principles which
cannot be matched.

This shows that the three terms were used in Sarvástivádin
scholasticism, not only in Maháyána writings. The three terms and
their definitions are retained in later Tibetan literature, such as by
Jamgön Mipham (1846ñ1912).151

The definitions given in these sources are abstractions,
wordplays on the roots and derivatives of a term or terms the
original senses of which are not, at least at present, clear. At any rate,
it is probable that some advocates of the proto-Maháyána ñ whatever
and whenever that was ñ adopted the terms to describe their own
texts and, perhaps, their collective identity. The Vaidalya genre was
the entry point for Maháyána ideas and texts. In this case, obviously,
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the terms do not have any pejorative sense. This needs further
investigation: how did a term that was shared by the different
schools as one of the nine or twelve categories of the Buddhaís
teaching take on different forms, meanings, and values? Why did the
Maháyánist thinkers choose to appropriate this term, rather than,
for example, ësútraí or ëupadeøaí? The blanks in the historical record
make these questions difficult to answer.

The Maháyána according to Asaòga

As for the term Maháyána, ëgreat vehicleí: the question here is ëwhat
makes this vehicle great?í What does mahá- mean? Why is it a great
vehicle, in contrast with the ëotherí, the lesser or lower (hìna
vehicle)?152 The commentary on the COMPENDIUM OF

ABHIDHARMA offers elaborate ñ and highly idealized ñ glosses:153

Vaipulya, Vaidalya, and Vaitulya are synonyms of Maháyána.
Because it has seven types of greatness, it is called the vehicle of
greatness (mahattvayána). This is the sevenfold greatness:

(1) Greatness of support (álambana): the path of the bodhisatva
is supported by the limitless teachings of the [PERFECTION OF
WISDOM IN] ONE HUNDRED THOUSAND VERSES and other texts;

(2) Greatness of practice (pratipatti): the comprehensive
practice for the benefit of self and others (sva-para-artha);

(3) Greatness of understanding (jñána): from understanding
the absence of self in persons and phenomena (pudgala-dharma-
nairátmya);

(4) Greatness of energy (vìrya): from devotion to many
hundreds of thousands of difficult tasks during three incalculable
great aeons (mahákalpa);

(5) Greatness of resourcefulness (upáyakauøalya): because of
not taking a stand in Saísára or Nirváóa;154

(6) Greatness of attainment (prápti): because of the attainment
of immeasurable and uncountable powers (bala), confidences
(vaiøáradya), and dharmas unique to Buddhas (áveóika-buddha-
dharma);

(7) Greatness of deeds (karma): because of willing the
performance of the deeds of a Buddha until the end of Saísára by
displaying awakening, etc.
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IV. What Maháyána is not

At this juncture, it may be useful to discuss what Maháyána is not
and what it does not do. The points listed below address current or
modern misconceptions ñ current in the sense that they are
contemporary, that they are common today, and modern in the
sense that they were constructed in the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries by (mainly) European scholarship. They are projections of
(largely) Western preconceptions and preoccupations. They have no
foundation in Buddhist thought itself; nonetheless, many of them
have infected Buddhist self-consciousness, whether in South Asia,
Southeast Asia, or East Asia, in Europe or in the Americas. Each
point could be developed into an essay, and many more points could
be raised. 

(1) The Maháyána was155 not a religion or a church or a sect.156

In India, the Maháyána did not have any independent institutional
existence. It did not have any geographical centre or base; it did not
have any headquarters, any Rome or any Constantinople. Those
who practised and promoted the Great Vehicle were largely
dependent on the monasteries and nunneries of the eighteen schools,
and they were dependent on lay support and mercantile and court
patronage.

(2) The Maháyána was not an ideological or philosophical
monolith. The canopy of the Maháyána sheltered a wide range of
divergent positions and practices. The Maháyána had no single voice,
the Maháyána had no single position. It was a seminar, a series of
conversations, a play of counterpoints.

(3) There is no particular connection between the use of
Sanskrit, or any other language, and the Maháyána. The eighteen
schools used several languages ñ Prakrits including Pali and
Gandhari, Buddhist Hybrid Sanskrit, Buddhist Sanskrit, and classical
Sanskrit. Maháyána literature was composed in Gandhari, Buddhist
Hybrid Sanskrit, Buddhist Sanskrit, and classical Sanskrit.

(4) The Maháyána did not reject the Ørávaka texts or practices.
It accepted them, more or less in their entirety, at the same time
developing new hermeneutical strategies to accommodate, to
reinterpret, to revalorize ñ and to subordinate ñ them. The study of
the Ørávaka Piþakas was essential to the Maháyána masters, and the
great Maháyána sútras cannot be understood without a thorough
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grounding in the Ørávaka Piþakas. Passages, verses, and narratives
from the Ørávaka Piþakas were absorbed into Maháyána sútras,157

and cited and embedded in Maháyána øástras.158

(5) The Maháyána is not an ordination lineage or a monastic
order (nikáya). Monks and nuns who boarded the Great Vehicle did
so as ordained members of one or the other Vinaya schools. The
fourth-century philosopher Asaòga was ordained as a Sarvástivádin.
The sixth-century master of the ORNAMENT OF REALIZATION

Vimuktisena was a Sáímitìya. Dìpaíkaraørìjñána (Atiøa), a tenth- to
eleventh-century adept from Bengal, travelled to Tibet, where his
teaching had an enormous impact. He had been ordained as a
Mahásáíghika, but in the Land of Snows he lived in the midst of
Sarvástiváda monks. Táranátha (1575ñ1634) and other Tibetan
historians record Indian traditions, thumbnail biographies, of
masters of Maháyána and Tantra, which make reference to their
ordinations in one or the other of the four orders well into the Pála-
Sena periods (thirteenth to fourteenth centuries). During this period,
the Sthavira order is least in evidence. But earlier, in the seventh
century, the Tang pilgrim Xuanzang used the ambiguous term
ëMaháyána-Sthaviraí to describe the affiliation of some of the
monasteries that he visited or learned about during his travels in
India. The meaning of the phrase is debated; one possibility is that at
these centres the monks (and, possibly, nuns) followed the Vinaya of
the Sthavira order, but were committed to Maháyána/Bodhisatva
practice.159

(6) The Maháyána was not a lay movement. Maháyána
literature addresses the four assemblies ñ monks, nuns, laymen,
laywomen ñ within a predominantly monastic milieu. Many of the
interlocutors in Maháyána sútras are monastics, while others are
laymen and laywomen, merchants, kings, and queens. Sútras are also
addressed to gods ñ to Øakra or to various Brahmás ñ or to
supernormal beings like nágas, yakåas, kinnaras, and gandharvas. As
the narratives unfold, selected members of the cast commit
themselves to awakening, advance on the path, or receive predictions
to Buddhahood. The extraordinary diversity of the narrative
audience raises intriguing questions. How do we explain this
universal outreach? What are the narratives trying to say?

The Ørávaka schools and the exponents of Maháyána were all
obliged to address the needs of both lay-people and monastics.160 To
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reduce institutional or religious history to a lay/monastic dichotomy
is unwarranted. Buddhist institutions did not exist in isolation, or
address themselves only to ëBuddhistsí, to lay-followers, or to their
own monastic members. They interacted with a complex of social
groups ñ with rulers, courtiers, and soldiers, with merchants, traders,
artisans, and farmers, with brahmans, renunciants, and ascetics, with
Jainas, Øaivas, and Vaiåóavas. All Buddhist communities had to
respond to the changing problems, needs, and pressures of society.

(7) The Maháyána was not morally lax, or a compromise in
ethical standards as a concession to the needs of the laity.
Admittedly, the moral stance of Maháyána literature is decidedly
equivocal. Sútras like the QUESTIONS OF RÁÅÞRAPÁLA advocate a
rigorous morality, including a strict ascetic life in the wilderness, and
pointedly criticize settled and corrupt monks. Treatises like the
voluminous LEVELS OF YOGA PRACTICE devote long and detailed
chapters to traditional categories of ethics and meditation.161 On the
other hand, sútras like the EXPOSITION OF VIMALAKÌRTI advocate
flexible or transgressive interpretations of the moral codes,
embedding their rhetoric in colourful, fast-paced, and betimes
bewildering narratives.

(8) The Maháyána was not a movement initiated or sustained
by forest or ascetic monks. The forest ñ the jungle, the desert, the
wasteland ñ and the town belonged to a single landscape, a
continuum in terms of human and social ecologies. The social
organism was not partitioned, and country and town cannot be
separated out.162 There were no permanent forest or town vocations;
urban and forest monasticism were shifting and interrelated. 

(9) It is not accurate to describe the Maháyána as a ëminority
movementí. That the Maháyána was a minority movement is most
often presented as a fact rather than a hypothesis. Its proponents do
not say what they mean by ëminorityí, a relational concept which
can only be understood in terms of interactions between individuals
and groups. Does it mean a minority within the ordained saígha as a
whole, or within a specific order? Does it mean a minority among
committed Buddhists in general? Or does it mean a minority within
the Indian society of the time? What are the terms of reference? Are
we talking about the whole of India, from Kashmir to Kanyakumari,
or about a particular region? How can the idea of Maháyána as a
disembodied ëminority movementí possibly be grasped? It is not
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until the mediaeval period, at best, that we begin to have any
statistics, any social indicators, that might enable us to estimate the
demographics of religious movements, and even then for certain
areas only ñ at a time when Buddhist communities were no longer
significant if they even existed. 

A priori notions of ëminorityí or ëmajorityí do not work for
the religions of India in the early periods. And even if they did, their
relevance to the history of ideas can certainly be questioned. A small
number of thinkers can change the course of history. I would
contend that, in the history of Buddhism, the pioneers of Buddhist
thought did just this. Thought leads the world (cittena nìyate loko);
thought transforms the world.163

(10) The theory that the Maháyána was a ëminority movementí
is bound up with the notion of ëmainstream Buddhismí. But how do
we define this mainstream?164 If we interpret the Sásana as grounded
in the saígha, in the Vinaya schools, then which of the eighteen
monastic orders was the mainstream? If we interpret the Sásana in
terms of metaphysics/Abhidharma, ethico-ritual systems, or
scriptural and liturgical languages, then which of these constituted
the mainstream of Indian Buddhism? If numerical majority is our
yardstick, then in the second century after the Buddha, the
Mahásáíghika school would have been the mainstream in Magadha.
If we follow Xuanzangís estimates of monastic populations in the
seventh century, the Sáímatìya nikáya was the largest of the four
schools.165 Were, then, the Sáímatìyas the mainstream? But they
maintained the existence of a pudgala or person: other schools saw
this pudgala as on a par with a ësoulí, and dubbed them
Pudgalavádins ñ ëPersonalistsí who assert the substantial existence of
an individual person. Were the Personalists the mainstream in the
seventh century? If so, do we have to revise our notion that
Buddhism is characterized by the doctrine of ënon-selfí? These and
many other points raise the question whether a ëmainstream
Buddhismí was ever historically possible at all.

To keep the metaphor, there were many streams of monastic
praxis, and many currents of thought; they intermingled and
branched off, in different regions, zones, and periods. Gandhara had
its several streams, North or Central India others, and Andhra and
the South had their own streams. Archaeological remains in Sri
Lanka testify to continuous cultural and religious development for
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well over two thousand years; uniquely, this is documented in a
continuous written record, the GREAT CHRONICLE, compiled from
the standpoint of a single institution, the Mahávihára. For most
other regions, we lack any sort of documentation whatsoever, and
we have little if any evidence to help determine what school or
schools might have been predominant. What school or schools were
active, say, in third-century Orissa, in fourth-century Chhattisgarh,
or in fifth-century Punjab and Haryana? The notion of ëMainstream
Buddhismí is an artificial and ahistorical abstraction.

The ëmainstream hypothesisí is contradicted by the strong Vetul-
laváda activity in Sri Lanka during the early centuries CE, as related in
the Mahávihára chronicles themselves. The hypothesis also conflicts
with the evidence of Indian or Indianised centres such as Khotan in the
fifth and sixth centuries where Maháyána thought and practice were
unequivocally mainstream, not to speak of the relative predominance
of Maháyána in East Asia from an even earlier period.166

The use of the term ëmainstream Buddhismí devalues
Maháyána thought and practice, as if ëthe Maháyána was somehow
just a turbulent eddy or a stagnant backwater in the great flow of
Buddhist thoughtí.167 The term also suggests that the Maháyána was
insignificant in Indian intellectual history and Indian art history.
This is certainly not the case. To use the term ëmainstreamí is to
participate in a judgement that excludes not only all Maháyána forms
of Buddhism but also the many inflections of Tantra and Vajrayána,
effectively marginalizing all of ëNortherní and especially Central
Asian and East Asian Buddhism. Much of Buddhism ñ in history, in
geography, in literature, in philosophy, in the arts ñ becomes a
sideshow. Is it helpful to study centuries of Buddhist evolution across
the length and breadth of Jambudvìpa from the fixed perspective of
the inappropriate category of ëmainstreamí, simply because the term
is (ostensibly) inoffensive and politically correct?

I do not mean to suggest that Buddhism has no mainstream
elements. ëMainstream elementsí and ëmainstream Buddhismí are not
the same thing. Certain practices, such as going to the Three Jewels
for refuge, undertaking precepts, reciting texts, and venerating relics
and images, or the maintenance of hierarchies within communities
and the designation of sacred and ritual space ñ all of these are
ësharedí or ëmainstreamí. There are many shared values in social
practice, ethics, and meditation. Grouped practices like charity,
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moral conduct, and mental culture, or moral conduct, meditation,
and wisdom:168 these ñ however differently they may be defined ñ
are mainstream practices. The quest for merit (puóya), the
mobilization of the faithful through the promise of rewards or
blessings (anuøaísa), and the offering of protection (rakåá) are
mainstream mechanisms or ideologies.169 It is in these senses that I
use the word mainstream. I believe that it is important to recognize
the existence of mainstream elements in the heart of the historical
Sásana, and to understand how they were interpreted and put into
practice by diverse communities across schools and across time.

(11) The texts of the Ørávaka/Nikáya schools are not uniformly
ëearlyí. The texts of the Bodhisatvayána/Maháyána are not uniformly
ëlateí. Each corpus, each body of texts, has many layers or strata, and as
a whole embodies centuries of development. The Ørávaka collections
have many layers, from the earliest Sútras and Dharmaparyáyas to the
later Apadánas, Avadánas, and Lineages of Past or Future Buddhas.
They preserve some of the oldest known texts from the pre-Aøokan
period, like the RHINOCEROS SUTTA, the STANZAS ON THE DHAMMA,
the CHAPTER OF THE EIGHTS, and the WAY TO THE BEYOND, titles so
famous that they are cross-referenced in texts. They include the titles
recommended by Aøoka in the CalcuttañBharat edict, as well as
formally structured and carefully edited grand collections like the
Ágamas/Nikáyas. At a certain point, Abhidhamma works were
finalized and added to the canon to make THREE BASKETS, Tripiþakas.
The Bodhisatva and Maháyána canons also contain many strata, with
the earliest phases overlapping the latest phases of the Ørávaka
literature. Maháyána sutras also embed and recycle passages from the
Ørávaka scripture, although it is open to question whether the
trajectory into a Maháyána text was from a developed Ørávaka canon
or directly, from pre-canonical oral traditions. One example is the
famous ëparable of the raftí, which occurs in Pali in the DISCOURSE ON

THE SIMILE OF THE SNAKE,170 and in several Maháyána sutras
including THE DIAMOND CUTTER and the QUESTIONS OF

BODHISATVA LOKADHARA. Multiple use is made of a short passage in
which the Buddha warns Ánanda not to judge people: only the
Buddha has the ability to assess people. The warning occurs twice in
the NUMERICAL DISCOURSES.171 It is given as an embedded citation in
no less than four Maháyána sútras: the EXPOSITION ON THE NON-
ACTIVITY OF ALL DHARMAS,172 UGRAíS QUESTIONS,173 the
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CONCENTRATION OF HEROIC PROGRESS,174 DISPELLING THE GUILT

OF KING AJÁTAØATRU,175 and, one imagines, others, not to speak of
citations in technical literature, for example in Skandhilaís ENTRANCE

TO THE ABHIDHARMA, in Kamalaøìlaís COMMENTARY ON THE

COMPENDIUM ON REALITY, and so on. 
The early oral collections of the ëBuddha wordí developed

through a generally undifferentiated ëDharma-Vinaya periodí to grow
into the Piþaka collections. These collections underwent periodic
editorial attention, systemization, and codification, leading to
increasing differentiation as the individual schools evolved distinctive
editorial and linguistic identities. The end product was the Indian
Ørávaka Piþakas that we know (very incompletely and very
imperfectly) today. At certain points in this process, some individuals
or groups drew on the existing fund of Piþaka material and genres to
compose new Vaidalya sutras that introduced new metaphysical
formulations and new visions of goal and the path. This probably
began in the early post-Aøokan period, or certainly by the second and
first centuries BCE. Some centuries later, Vaidalya texts were co-opted
by the emergent Maháyána to become ëMaháyána sútrasí. 

(12) The Ørávaka texts and the Vaidalya or proto-Maháyána
sútras began to be written down during about the same period,
starting from the first century BCE, if not even earlier. Theravádin
tradition states that the Pali Tripiþaka was written down in the first
century BCE. We do not know any of the technical details of the
project, and no manuscripts from the period survive. Sources
preserved in Tibetan state that scriptures were written down ëafter
the Third Councilí, which here would mean one of the
Northwestern councils, perhaps that held by King Kaniåka, in the
second century CE.176 The earliest Buddhist manuscripts that survive
today ñ and the earliest manuscripts of India ñ are the birchbark
scrolls written in Gandhari Prakrit mentioned above. They represent
an eclectic collection of literature, both Ørávaka and Vaidalya. 

The Mahávihára system of thought as we know it today ñ an
Abhidharma school asserting inter alia a bounded dharma theory
within a theory of momentariness (kåaóikaváda) ñ was codified in Sri
Lanka by the celebrated fifth-century scholar Buddhaghosa.177 The
early scholars of the Sarvástiváda-Vaibháåika and several other
schools preceded Buddhaghosa by centuries. The early Maháyána
masters ñ Nágárjuna and Áryadeva, Asaòga, and Vasubandhu, for
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example ñ all preceded Buddhaghosa. The encyclopaedic TREATISE

ON THE GREAT PERFECTION OF WISDOM (a commentary on the
long PERFECTION OF WISDOM SÚTRA), attests to the developed state
of Maháyána exegesis and the intimate relation of this exegesis to
Ørávaka thought in the second half of the fourth century. The
TREATISE ON THE GREAT PERFECTION OF WISDOM is earlier than
Buddhaghosaís magnum opus, the PATH OF PURIFICATION.

These examples should not be misconstrued as an argument for
an absolute priority of Maháyána over Ørávaka thought. There are
no absolute priorities ñ the development of Buddhist thought was
complex and interactive, and to periodize it in terms of artificial
ëvehiclesí is not helpful to historical or philosophical analysis.

(13) There is no such thing as a ëHìnayána periodí in art or
architecture, or a ëHìnayána iconographyí. The earliest monuments
were produced for the use of the early monastic orders and lay
communities, centuries before the words Hìnayána and Maháyána
were invented. Maháyána thought, meditation, and ritual inspired rich
iconographies, but Maháyána is not a school or a style of art. Buddhist
art evolved in response to ritual needs and ideological trends, in
dependence on patronage and material and technological capabilities.

(14) Spells, incantations, and mnemonic formulae (Mantra and
Dháraóì) do not belong to any particular school or any particular
vehicle. Mantra and Dháraóì are found in sútras, vinayas, and
liturgies of several of the Ørávaka schools, some of which transmitted
their own Dháraóì Piþakas.178 Both Mantra and Dháraóì are widely
used in Maháyána sútras, several of which include chapters on
Dháraóì. Dháraóìs are not necessarily ëtantricí or markers of
Vajrayána. They are shared elements of Buddhist practice with
specific functions, usually mnemonic or apotropaic, according to
contexts. The history of the development of Mantra and Dháraóì
practices remains to be written.

(15) There is no inherent connection between Maháyána practice
and the cults of relics, stúpas, or images. These cults are shared by all
schools. The cults of relics and stúpas have been, for example,
fundamental to the sacred space and the institutional identity of the
Theravaísa, and most certainly to the Mahávihára Theraváda.179 This
is reflected in its distinctive literature, which includes the GREAT

CHRONICLE for cults in general, the CHRONICLE OF THE STÚPA for
the Great Stúpa at Anurádhapura, the CHRONICLE OF THE TOOTH-
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RELIC, the CHRONICLE OF THE FOREHEAD-BONE RELIC, and the
CHRONICLE OF THE GREAT BODHI-TREE. All of these works,
preserved in Pali and Sinhala versions, are unique to the Theraváda.
Together with related devotional, homiletic, and ritual literature, they
show that the Theraváda of the Mahávihára tradition gave a special
position to the cult of relics.180

The Maháyána did not attempt to supersede the cult of relics
with a ëcult of the bookí. The idea that some Maháyána sútras
devalue relics vis-à-vis scriptures stems from an overly literal reading
of literary hyperbole, a genre that the compilers of Maháyána sútras
used with gusto. The hyperbole depends on the very fact that the
object or objects of contrast are highly valued. The Vaidalya/
Vaitulya/Vaidalya ideas were promoted by Dharma-reciters or
Dharma-orators (dharmabháóakas), who specialized in the preaching
and dissemination of sútras.181 They encouraged the veneration of
texts in multiple ways. One of these was the production of
manuscripts, for which they developed ideologies that emphasized
the power and prestige of the written word. This may have begun as
a strategy to preserve and propagate the texts in question. It is
probable that, unlike the Ágamas and Vinayas, which were
transmitted by established Vinaya lineages, the fledgling Vaidalya
sútras had no guaranteed support system ñ no settled regional or
transregional communities to maintain them. With the passage of
time, after their codification in Bodhisatva Piþakas or Vaidalya
Piþakas, they would have been stored in monasteries in the cities,
towns, and wilderness retreats of different regions of India ñ in
Magadha, Gandhara, Andhra, Karnataka, and elsewhere. As they
were further incorporated into curricula, liturgy, and ritual practice,
their future became more secure. Inscriptions and manuscripts from
northern India record court sponsorship of the production of
PERFECTION OF WISDOM and other manuscripts. In any case, the
veneration of texts ñ ideally, hierarchically, and materially/
physically ñ soon became part of the aggregate of worship and
devotional practice.
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V. What was the Maháyána? Grasping the 
Inconceivable

The beginnings of Maháyána lay in responses to changing realities
during the early centuries that followed the Buddhaís demise.
Nurtured by members of the saígha, the Maháyána was the product
of negotiations within the fourfold community as a conglomerate of
broad-based intellectual movements, with the participation of people
from many social roles and positions. It was a learned movement,
fostered by literati ñ Dharma-orators, Dharma-preachers, Sútra-
bearers, Vinaya-bearers, Summary-bearers ñ who were well versed in
the scriptures and in the nine and the twelve teaching genres.
Although Maháyána had no physical locus, it was centered around a
growing corpus of texts, which by their very presence sanctified the
physical environment, creating new orders of sacred space. These
innovators developed new metaphysics, new ideals, and new
practices. At times their innovations brought conflict with
conservative elements, inspiring the sharp polemics in which some
Maháyána sútras gleefully indulge, for example the EXPOSITION OF

VIMALAKÌRTI and the EXPOSITION OF BODHISATVA PRACTICE.
In the EXPOSITION OF BODHISATVA PRACTICE, the three-year

old boy Ratnadatta rebukes the Senior Monk Mahámaudgalyáyana
on the ontological status of awakening and of the Tathágata:182

Then the venerable Mahámaudgalyáyana himself addressed the
boy Ratnadatta: But, my boy, has not the Tathágata realized the
incomparable and perfectly complete awakening, does he not teach
the Dharma?

Ratnadatta answered: the wise should not make awakening the
object of discursive thoughts, or construct the Tathágata through
conceited thoughts. He should not make constructions like
ëmoments of existence (dharmas) do not ariseí; he should not make
constructions like ëall moments of existence are compositeí; he
should not make constructions like ëall moments of existence are
noncompositeí; he should not make constructions like ëbeing born
and unbornnessí, ëexistent and non-existentí, ëgrasping and giving
upí, ëconnection and disconnectioní, ëgoing and comingí, ëremaining
and changing existenceí, ëstates of desire, dislike or bewildermentí;
he should not make constructions like ëtruth or untruthí.
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ëBecause of ignorance there is birth in the states of ordinary
men, disciples, isolated buddhas, in impure and pure states, in states
with form, without form, with or without conceptual thinking,
with or without essential character, of pure conduct, where things
are seen as universally equal or non-equal, in body, mind, where all
things are fundamentally understood or not fundamentally
understoodí; such constructions he should not make.183

So what do you mean, Maudgalyáyana, has the Tathágata
realized the incomparable and perfectly complete awakening?

Unlike that of the Pure Lands ñ the perfect, smooth and level
ëfieldsí or lands of the Buddhas created by their former vows ñ the
landscape of the Maháyána sútras is uneven, and some strata reveal
sharp fissures within Maháyána communities themselves. Many of
the better-known sútras present warm, opulent and tolerant
narrative settings, but others are cold and harsh, even paranoic in
their tropes of inclusion and exclusion.184 Several sútras in the
ëBuddha natureí (Tathágatagarbha) family denounce those who do
not accept the beautiful idea that all beings possess Buddha-nature,
and threaten them with punishment in the hells.185

The Maháyána is a body of ritual practice, precepts, mental culti-
vation, philosophy, and, especially, a body of literature. The sútras are
repositories of ërhetorics of emptinessí and of bold, spirited, and fantas-
tic narratives ñ allegories, pageants of light and space painted on the
canvas of the mind.186 The massive production of literature in the
sútra genre is a hallmark of the Maháyána, and its great sútra classics
are matchless contributions to Buddhist, South Asian, and world liter-
ature.187 Proponents of bodhisatva ideologies produced the vast and
abstruse PERFECTION OF WISDOM and the elaborate, mind-blowing,
and equally enormous BUDDHÁVATAÍSAKA. In our attempt to grasp
the Maháyána, we should never lose sight of its complexity and diver-
sity. In many ways, as the sútras and øástras themselves claim, the
Maháyána is inconceivable (acintya), and it does not sit easily in the
received categories of religious studies. We need to bear in mind the
lack of data, the loss of entire Bodhisatva Piþakas and Dháraóì Piþakas.
We are fortunate indeed that some exceptionally early manuscript
fragments have been preserved in the Northwest of the subcontinent,
in Afghanistan, and in Central Asia, but this must be weighed against
the nearly total loss of the scriptural legacies of central, western, and
southern India, not to speak of early Southeast Asia.188
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VI. Hermeneutics and debate

Buddhist literature may be seen as an attempt to record and to under-
stand, to explain and to elaborate, what Gautama the Buddha taught ñ
or was believed to have taught ñ during his forty-five years of preach-
ing. Exegesis was necessary from the start,189 and it continues today in
new languages and new forms.190 The eighteen schools transmitted the
teachings of the Buddha, the Buddhavacana, in their collections, their
Piþakas, and Tripiþakas. During the Masterís lifetime, people sought
out learned monks, nuns, and lay-followers, and asked them to explain
his words. The sútras record many instances of this. One example is
the well-known text in which a layman questions the nun Dharma-
dinná, known in Sanskrit as the SÚTRA SPOKEN BY THE NUN

DHARMADINNÁ and in Pali as the LESSER VEDALLA SUTTA.191 An
example of an adroit lay expositor is Citta Gahapati, to whom a chap-
ter is devoted in the Pali CONNECTED DISCOURSES.192 Interreligious
encounters between Øáriputra and wanderers (parivrájakas) are pre-
sented in the CONNECTED DISCOURSES ON JAMBUKHÁDAKA and the
CONNECTED DISCOURSES ON SÁMAÓÐAKA in the same collection.193

With the passage of time, the need was felt to define the terms
of the Buddhaís teaching more precisely. Exegetical traditions were
codified, committed to memory, transmitted orally, and finally
written down. The exegetical method of the surviving examples of
the early period ñ for example the Vibhaògas of the Vinayas, or the
Niddesas of the Pali MISCELLANEOUS COLLECTION, was primarily
definition of terms through synonym and example. The Pali PATH

OF PENETRATING INSIGHT and some of the main Abhidharma texts
of the several schools employ similar intellectual approaches, and
they also attempt to epitomize and to abstract dharmas ñ to ëabstractí
by removing them from their original didactic and narrative contexts
into a coherent system of relations by drawing up ëdefinitiveí lists.194

The texts mentioned so far are anonymous.195 They take their
methodology for granted, and they do not step beyond themselves.
Two interesting and challenging Pali works, the EXPLANATION OF

MATTERS RELATED TO THE PIÞAKA and the GUIDEBOOK TO METH-
ODOLOGY, attest to the development of self-conscious principles of
exegesis. The forebear of the Pali EXPLANATION OF MATTERS

RELATED TO THE PIÞAKA was apparently composed by a monk
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named Kátyáyana (Pali: Kaccána, Kaccáyana), and may have been one
of the earliest exegetical texts of central India. It is mentioned in Chi-
nese sources, and there is an early Chinese translation of part of Chap-
ter 6 by the illustrious Parthian translator An Shigao (active from 148
CE on, during the Later Han Dynasty).196 Fragments of a Gandhari
commentary on selected canonical verses employ similar principles.197

The EXPLANATION OF MATTERS RELATED TO THE PIÞAKA and the
GUIDEBOOK TO METHODOLOGY do not depend on any particular
Buddhist system, and may have been studied by students and scholars
of different schools. By good fortune, the two texts were translated
into, or transmitted in, Pali and were preserved in Lanka within the
Theravaísa. I would describe the EXPLANATION OF MATTERS

RELATED TO THE PIÞAKA and the GUIDEBOOK TO METHODOLOGY as
ëexegetical texts preserved and transmitted by the Mahávihára Ther-
avádin school of Sri Lankaí rather than ëTheravádiní or ëMaháviháriní
texts.198

Discussion and debate are core features of Buddhist literature.
Both the Sarvástivádins and the Theravádins included collections of
debates ñ The CONSCIOUSNESS GROUPS and the POINTS OF DEBATE,
respectively ñ in their Abhidharma Piþakas. These two works are
significant testimonies to early developments in Buddhist thought.
They are sober and formal: a view is presented and debated, and each
side cites scriptures ñ the word of the Fortunate One ñ to support its
position. In the end, the view that has been singled out is shown to
contradict scripture and is accordingly rejected. The GREAT

COMMENTARIAL ANALYSIS (a work that is difficult to date, but let us
say circa first to second century CE) is at the same time a presentation
of ideas that developed within the Sarvástivádin philosophical
tradition and a compendium of debates about these ideas. Later works
like the TREASURY OF THE ABHIDHARMA and the LAMP OF THE

ABHIDHARMA (both circa fourth century CE) re-enact debates from
the GREAT COMMENTARIAL ANALYSIS and also broach new topics.

Maháyána sútras may be read as records of debates and negotia-
tions, as attempts to resolve contradictions and tensions in Buddhist
doctrine and practice. These debates evolved in different places and
at different times ñ unfortunately we rarely if ever know when or
where ñ and they do not present any sort of unified position. The
PERFECTION OF WISDOM SÚTRAS contain debates about the nature of
dharmas and the path. The question of the life span of the Buddha
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was a profound concern to all Buddhists ñ how could the Compas-
sionate One have left the world behind so soon? ñ and became a cen-
tral element in the LOTUS SÚTRA and the GOLDEN LIGHT SÚTRA.
Buddhaghosa also addresses the issue in the Pali commentaries.199

Debates on the spiritual status and potential of women, often embed-
ded in narrative as dramatic dialogues, are written into any number
of sútras. One of the most famous is the confrontation between a
goddess and Øáriputra in the EXPOSITION OF VIMALAKÌRTI. In other
narratives, precocious children perform miracles and show preternat-
ural wisdom, as does the three-year old Licchavi wunderkind Ratna-
datta in the EXPOSITION OF BODHISATVA PRACTICE (see above). 

The early sútras are inchoate, unsystemized; the øástras attempt
to synthesize and standardize this material, and to address some of its
metaphysical or moral inconsistencies.200 The act of commentary
itself, through the process of definition and selection, solidifies lines
of thought into schools, and this process gives rise to further
incompatibilities, to new tensions in the interpretation of the
ëintention of the Fortunate Oneí. Early masters like Nágárjuna and
ëMaitreyaí set the wheels of verse commentary rolling, to be
followed by Asaòga, Vasubandhu and others with verse and prose
compositions. Árya Vimuktisena attempted a synthesis of the
ORNAMENT OF REALIZATION and PERFECTION OF WISDOM thought
in the sixth century; Øántarakåita undertook a synthesis of
Madhyamaka and Yogácára in the eighth century.201 In the eleventh
century, Abhayákaragupta presented his own synthesis, the CLUSTER

OF BLOSSOMS OF THE MIDDLE WAY PHILOSOPHY. In the twelfth
century, Daøabalaørìmitra composed a massive compendium of
Buddhist thought, the ANALYSIS OF THE COMPOUNDED AND THE

UNCOMPOUNDED. Further refinements followed in India itself, in
Nepal, China, and Tibet, and they continue today.202

VII. The Bodhisatva

The Maháyána has no monopoly on the ëBodhisatvaí. The term and
concept evolved within the Ørávaka schools, which compiled their
own Bodhisatva literature, largely in the Játaka genre.203 One of
these schools in particular ñ the Theraváda of Sri Lanka ñ transmits a
robust Játaka literature, the 547 ëcanonicalí birth stories plus,
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amongst the Thais, an additional (approximate) fifty, in the FIFTY

BIRTH STORY COLLECTION.204

In brief, the elaborated Bodhisatva paradigm runs something
like this. Buddhism is a quest for comfort in an uncomfortable
world. Daily life is discomfort; Nirváóa is comfort. A Bodhisatva is
aware of discomfort ñ of his own discomfort and that of others ñ and
seeks the ease of Nirváóa. When he attains Nirváóa, he teaches the
Dharma, in order to lead the comfortless world to release and
felicity. Øákyamuniís quest for release led to his awakening to the
four truths of the noble ones beneath the Bodhi-tree at Bodh Gaya.
The four truths of the noble ones are the heart of his teaching, his
Sásana, and the heart of the teaching of all Buddhas. Øákyamuniís
attainments and his spiritual and teaching careers are the paradigm
for all Buddhas, past, future, and present. 

Tradition has it that all Buddhas turn the wheel of the Dharma,
and teach the SÚTRA ON THE TURNING OF THE WHEEL OF THE

DHARMA ñ indeed, in the very same Gazelle Park near Varanasi. This
does not simply mean that they deliver a sermon in a pleasant spot
surrounded by gentle and graceful gazelles, while five followers
dutifully lend ears. To turn the wheel is to teach the Dharma and to
generate the eye of the Dharma (dharma-cakåus) or the path of vision
(darøana-márga) in the mind of another.205 ëTurning the wheel of the
Dharmaí is a metaphor for the transmission of the Dharma. In the
case of Øákyamuni, only when the eye of Dharma has arisen for
Kauóðinya is it announced that the wheel has been turned (in Pali,
pavattite dhammacakke). This event is literally world-shaking: at this
moment the earth trembles, and the deities, from those of the earth
up to those of the highest heavens, proclaim triumphantly that the
wheel of the Dharma has now been turned. The turning of the wheel
of the Dharma is a grand and cosmic event, glorified at length in the
SÚTRA OF EXTENSIVE DIVERSION, a metaphor recycled in the
PERFECTION OF WISDOM SÚTRAS,206 and a constant theme in
Maháyána sútras and øástras.207

Øákyamuniís life was codified and generalized as the ëtwelve acts
of a Buddhaí: descent from Tuåita Heaven, entry into the womb,
birth, and so on, up to the Parinirváóa. His career became the model
for the Bodhisatva path. Those who take the Bodhisatva vow aim to
become a Buddha and perform the ëtwelve actsí. This is repeated and
rephrased again and again in Maháyána sútras and øástras. The career
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of the Bodhisatva taught in the Maháyána sútras and øástras is a
generalization, elaboration, and idealization of Øákyamuniís life
story. The paradigm for the past and future Buddhas of all schools,
and for the present ëcelestial Buddhasí of the Maháyána, such as
Amitábha, Akåobhya, or Bhaiåajyaguru, is Øákyamuni. In this sense,
the description of the Bodhisatva and the prescription of his task
depend on Øákyamuni, the ëhistorical Buddhaí, the Buddha of the
present age. But Øákyamuni himself, before his awakening, was a
Bodhisatva, not only in his present existence, but in the earlier
existences narrated in the birth stories. In this sense, the Buddha
depends on the Bodhisatva. Buddhas arise from Bodhisatvas, and
without Bodhisatvas there can be no Buddhas ñ a frequent theme in
PERFECTION OF WISDOM and other sutras. Therefore Bodhisatvas
commit themselves to Bodhi to maintain the ëunbroken lineage of
the Buddha and the Three Jewelsí.208

VIII. Points of Difference

Among the four schools there is no definite classification as to
which ones should be put under Maháyána and which ones under
Hìnayána Ö Through an examination of their practices, we see no
differences in their disciplinary rules and restrictions. Both of them
classify the Vinaya rules into five sections and practise the four
noble truths. Those who worship Bodhisatvas and read Maháyána
scriptures are named Maháyánists, and those who do not do so are
called Hìnayánists.

Øramaóa Yijing (late 7th century)209

Both the Ørávaka and the Maháyána conglomerates developed
historically from the teaching of Øákyamuni. They share, and they
contest, the core concepts of Buddhist ideology. Historically, they
grew up together in the same or in adjacent nunneries and monaster-
ies; they grew up in contact and exchange, not in isolation. But in
another sense, from the practical, human point of view, Ørávaka and
Maháyána ideologies live together in the individual or practitioner ñ in
the same fathom long body, the same mind, the same five aggregates.
That is, a Maháyánist nun or monk takes the Ørávaka vows, studies
and teaches Ørávaka and Maháyána scriptures, cultivates shared and
unshared practices, and engages in shared and unshared rituals.
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But if we recognize this common ground, we should not ignore
the differences. The defining difference between Maháyána and
Ørávakayána is not one of doctrine or even scripture. It is a matter of
aim. A follower of the Ørávaka method aims to become an arhat; a
follower of the Pratyekabuddha method aims to become a
pratyekabuddha; a follower of the Bodhisatva method aims to
become a Buddha ñ to attain omniscience through supreme, perfect
and full awakening (anuttara-samyak-sambodhi).210 It is formal and
ceremonial aspiration to full awakening, ëgiving birth to bodhicittaí,
that sets the Maháyána apart. As twentieth-century Tibetan scholar
Bötrül notes, there are many different ways of distinguishing the
vehicles and schools of thought of Buddhism:211

Others make the distinction between the Maháyána and the
Hìnayána, by only the generation of the mind [of awakening].
This is just a distinction of intention. There is a vast different in
view, meditation, conduct, and fuition.

To generate the aspiration to awakening is more than a dry
doctrine: it was and it is a (usually) public ritual act, a social
performance. The earliest text we know for this is the THREE BODIES

OF RITUAL, to which reference is embedded in several Maháyána
sútras, for example in UGRAíS QUESTIONS, UPÁLIíS QUESTION, THE

DETERMINATION OF THE VINAYA, VIMALADATTAíS QUESTIONS,
and THE EXPOSITION ON DREAMS, ñ all in the HEAP OF PRECIOUS

JEWELS collection212 ñ as well as in the QUESTIONS OF THE NÁGA

KING ANAVATAPTA.213 What defines Maháyána is its orientation:
out of compassion for the world of sentient beings, a Bodhisatva
aims for ultimate awakening.

Other significant differences were noted by Yijing in the late
seventh century: the Maháyánist is distinguished by the ëworship of
Bodhisatvas and the reading of Maháyána sútrasí. But this is done in
addition to the veneration of Buddhas and study of the classical
Piþakas ñ it does not replace them. Mastery of the categories of the
Dharma ñ the Vinaya, the Sútras, the Summaries214 ñ is essential to
the practice of the Dharma, and Maháyána texts exhort the
Bodhisatva to master the nine or twelve forms of the Buddhaís
teaching. That is, a Bodhisatva must know and teach the discourses,
the birth stories, the Vinaya, and so on. Furthermore, it is impossible
to read Maháyána sútras without knowing the common categories,
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the shared vocabulary, of the Sásana. The Bodhisatvas do not tear
down the old Ørávaka edifice: they simply add some new wings and
towers, and then refurbish it.

The basic qualities of a Buddha are similar in all schools,215 but
the careers, qualities, and capacities of a Bodhisatva are not. The
Theravádin description of the Bodhisatva path differs from that of
other Ørávaka schools and of the Indian Maháyána on many points. In
the classical system of the latter, a Bodhisatva practises the six or ten
perfections, and progresses through ten stages (bhúmi) to Buddhahood.
Bodhisatvas possess ten powers (bala, vaøitá: the former to be
distinguished from the ten powers of a Buddha, which are common to
all schools). The Theraváda has its own set of ten perfections, which
are further developed in three grades, rising hierarchically: perfection,
intense perfection, ultimate perfection (páramì, upapáramì,
paramatthapáramì).216 It defines three types of Bodhisatvas, who
progress to Buddhahood at different paces.217 These classifications are
not known in Mahásáíghika, Sarvástiváda, or Maháyána
scholasticism ñ they seem to be unique to the Theraváda.

In Maháyána praxis, a Bodhisatva formulates specific vows to
perfect his or her future Buddha-field. Classical examples are the
vows of Amitábha, Akåobhya, and Bhaiåajyaguru. This concept is
unknown in Theraváda or Sarvástiváda, perhaps because these
schools, or at least the former, do not accept the simultaneous
existence of Buddhas in different universes. In Theravádin thought,
our world is the ëAuspicious Universeí (maògala-cakkavá¿a) ñ the
Sahadhátu in which Buddhas appear in succession, never
simultaneously. Buddhas never arise in any other world-system, and
for this reason our universe is called ëauspiciousí (maògala). For the
Theraváda, Buddhas are particularized in space, but infinite in time,
whereas for some of the early Ørávaka schools they are infinite in
both space and time. This latter idea was inherited and became
fundamental to Maháyána thought and literary expression.

The evolution of Buddhist thought is anything but simple.218

Certain liturgical texts transmitted in Siam seem to go against
Theraváda doctrine and accept the existence of several Buddhas at a
time. Ten Buddhas are invoked in the ëVerses on the Buddhas of the
Ten Directionsí. This particular text exists only in Pali; it is
transmitted within the Theravádin tradition only, in the liturgical
collections of Siam, from the premodern period to the present. The
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names of the ten Buddhas do not correspond to any of the known
lists of Mahásáíghika or Maháyána texts. Another example of
doctrinal anomaly is the commonly recited verse:

ye ca buddhá atìtá ca, ye ca buddhá anágatá
paccuppanná ca ye buddhá, ahaí vandámi sabbadá.

Those who were the Buddhas of the past,
Those who will be the Buddhas of the future,
Those who are the Buddhas of the present:
I pay homage to them always.

Here the devotee pays homage not only to the Buddhas of the
past and the Buddhas of the future, but also to the Buddhas, plural, of
the present, even when this contradicts ëofficialí doctrine.219

Stanzas like these should not be uncritically dismissed as
ëMaháyána influenceí. Rather, we should try to understand what they
imply in the context of Ayutthaya or Ratanakosin Buddhism, and ask
to what degree liturgy need necessarily follow doctrine. Liturgy has its
own concerns, such as invocation of the power and blessings of the
Three Gems and protection against the vicissitudes of life.

For the schools that we know of, the number of future Buddhas
is infinite. In the Theravádin tradition, ten bodhisattas are identified
by name, and their careers are described in the works belonging to
the textual family of the Anágatavaísa or CHRONICLE OF THE

FUTURE.220 These future Buddhas are at present Bodhisatvas. With
the exception of Maitreya, they do not seem, however, to have
enjoyed any individual cult comparable to those of Avalokiteøvara,
Kåitigarbha, or Mañjuørì, although some chants invoke them as a
group for blessing and protection. In contrast, in the Maháyána
sútras we meet with living, personalized Bodhisatvas with their own
biographies and personalities, who are immediately accessible
through cult and meditation. The result is a huge corpus of texts of
every possible genre devoted to these bodhisatvas.

IX. Recapitulation: the burden of terminology

Coming to terms with terminology is one of the burdens that
historians and thinking Buddhists must bear. But the burden of
terminology is heavy. In this age of information fragmentation and
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information glut, it is important that we try to clarify our terms and
lighten our load. The significations of Hìnayána and Maháyána and
their historical and ideological developments were complex and
multifaceted in India alone, not to speak of during their long periods
of naturalization and translation across much of Asia. The relative
merits of the options and paths open to those who pursue the
Dharma have always been debated. There are no easy solutions,
either historically or philosophically, and the debates will surely
continue.

The Maháyána is an ineluctable element in the cultural and
spiritual legacy of the Sásana. Maháyána practice once flourished in Sri
Lanka, Thailand and Cambodia, but by the mediaeval period the very
name was forgotten, although elements of Maháyána thought and
practice may have been absorbed into the later mainstreams.221 As a
basic orientation in Buddhist studies, the bifurcate Hìnayána/
Maháyána is not a natural category or established fact. Hìnayána and
Maháyána have long and interdependent histories, rooted in Indian
polemics, embellished as they passed through Central and East Asia,
before being brought to the fore in the late nineteenth century.222 In
our study of Maháyána we are, by necessity, groping in the dark,
trying to gauge the features of the elephant. We can examine the
development of Buddhism from many angles ñ from the point of view
of monastic orders and philosophical currents, of regions, periods or
dynasties, of scriptural language or ethnicity. There is the Buddhism of
the Mauryan or Øuòga periods, or under the Gupta or Pála dynasties.
There is Nikáya Buddhism, Maháyána, Theraváda, Sarvástiváda.
There is Gandharan Buddhism, Swat Buddhism, Bamiyan Buddhism,
Malwa Buddhism, Andhra Buddhism, Karnataka Buddhism, Tamil
Buddhism,223 Sinhala Buddhism. There is the Buddhism of the
Maldives, or of Sindh, Rajasthan, Gujarat, or Kashmir. All are
legitimate manifestations of the Saddharma, and all have equal rights in
the forum of historical research.

Vedalla/Vaidalya was a major moment and a major movement.
It was a major system of thought, and a major genre in literary
imagination and production. It stands for a defining moment in the
history of Buddhist thought in South Asia. Even if the immediacy of
that moment eludes us, there is still considerable evidence to help
reconstruct how that moment was described and interpreted by later
schools and thinkers. This small term carries us a long way across the
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changing landscapes of Buddhist thought. Vedalla/Vaidalya is still a
living term inasmuch as history, or the discourse of history, projects
ideational force into the present and the future. Walpola Rahula
(1907ñ1997), writing over fifty years ago, said that ëEven today in
Ceylon any Buddhist who holds new ideas against the accepted
beliefs and practices is branded as a Vaitulyaí.224 From the
standpoint of the Theras of Sri Lanka, the Vetulla was indeed
dissident and unorthodox, but it was certainly not marginal or
peripheral. As a forebear and forerunner of the Great Way, this
dissident movement deserves a place in Buddhist history and in
Buddhist studies.

This essay is a small attempt to learn more about a small term
with big dimensions. I have tried to introduce new perspectives and
new analytical models ñ to bring Vaidalya out of cold storage into
the forum of ideas. The points I discuss are contested, and they will
continue to be contested. If my own views, my own polemics,
inspire reflection and provoke criticism, I will have achieved
something. As noted at the outset, I have produced this study at time
of great change, of revolution, in Buddhist studies. Further
developments and discoveries are to be expected, and they will bring
new perspectives and will raise new problems.



The Bodhisattva Ideal 119

Acknowledgements

Many people have helped me with the preparation of this paper. I am
grateful to Jan Nattier and Steven Collins for their comments on
early drafts, and to Ven. Bhikkhu Análayo, Sámaóerì
Dhammadinná, Ulrich Timme Kragh, and Claudio Cicuzza for close
readings and helpful observations during the long gestation of the
revised version. I am indebted to Ven. Bhikkhu KL Dhammajoti,
Friedrich Grohmann, Paul Harrison, Ingo Strauch, Stefan Baums,
Santi Pakdeekham, Saerji, Lilian Handlin, Noriyuki Kudo, Seishi
Karashima, Jens Braarvig, Diwakar Acharya, Mattia Salvini, D.C.
Lammerts, Jak Cholvijarn, and others for their help in many ways. I
owe a debt of gratitude to Harry Falk and Ingo Strauch for supplying
photographs at short notice. Special thanks are due to Ven. Bhikkhu
Nyanatusita for inviting me to publish a new version of my essay in
this collection, for his careful reading, for his appropriate
suggestions, and for his exemplary patience during the seemingly
interminable period of revision. I am deeply grateful to Dzongsar
Khyentse Rinpoche for inspiration, and to the Khyentse Foundation
for its support.

Note

This chapter is a thoroughly revised and expanded version of an essay
that was originally published in 2004 (Thai Buddhist Era 2547), in
Pakorn Limpanusorn and Chalermpon Iampakdee (eds.), Phothisatawa
barami kap sangkhom thai nai sahatsawat mai [Bodhisatvaparami and
Thai Society in the New Millennium] (Bangkok: Chinese Studies Centre,
Institute of East Asia, Thammasat University), pp. 139ñ156. The vol-
ume contains the proceedings of a seminar held in celebration of the
fourth birth cycle of Her Royal Highness Princess Mahachakri Sirind-
horn at Thammasat University on 21 January 2003 (2546).

I have also drawn on an unpublished paper, ëRelations between Ørá-
vaka and Vaitulya Sútra Literatureí, presented at the workshop ëInvesti-
gating the Early Maháyána (Stanford Centre for Buddhist Studies,
Asilomar, 15ñ19 May, 2001).
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Notes

1. I am not entirely at ease with ëVaidalya movementí, here a stopgap
for ëproto-Maháyánaí. The idea of a ëVaidalya movementí, or better,
ëVaidalya movementsí, can, however, be justified by the use of
ëVetulyavádaí in Lankan sources (I do not think that any combined
forms with váda are met with in Sanskrit sources). In any case, we need
to recognize that the Vaidalya ideas and texts were produced and
promoted by people, by social groups ñ that ideas do not just spring up
in a vacuum. Ideas are not fortuitously arisen without any cause
(ahetusamutpanna; cf. Pali adhiccasamuppanna).
2. There is nothing new about this connection, as will be seen below. 
3. The one place that we do find the term is in the Visuddhimagga-
nidánakathá, ACCOUNT OF THE ORIGINS OF THE PATH OF

PURIFICATION. This modern Pali work was composed by a group of
Burmese monastic scholars under Mahási Sayadaw at Kaba Aye in
Rangoon, Burma, in the 1950s, at the time of the ësixth council-cum-
communal recitationí (This text is on the digital Chaþþha Saògáyana
Tipiþaka of the Vipassana Research Institute at http://
www.tipitaka.org). The collective composition discusses Vedalla/
Vetulla/Vepulla, and associates it with the Bodhisatta Piþaka, citing in
addition to Pali sources the Abhidharmasamuccaya. (I am grateful to
Mattia Salvini for making me aware of this work, and to D.C. Lammerts
for information about its history.) 
4. See Oskar von Hinüber and Peter Skilling, ëTwo Buddhist
Inscriptions from Deorkothar (Dist. Rewa, Madhya Pradesh)í, ARIRIAB
XVI (2013), pp. 13ñ36 and pls. 4ñ11; Oskar von Hinüber, ëA Second
Inscription from Phanigiri (Andhrapradesh): Dhammasenaís Donationí,
ARIRIAB XV (2012), pp. 3ñ10 and pls. 1ñ2; idem, ëAgain on the
Donation made by the Vinayadhara Dhammasena and on Other
Inscriptions from Phanigirií, ARIRIAB XVI (2013), pp. 3ñ12 and pls. 1ñ3.
5. Peter Skilling, ëNew Discoveries from South India: The life of the
Buddha at Phanigiri, Andhra Pradeshí, Arts Asiatiques 63 (2008), pp. 96ñ
118; Oskar von Hinüber and Peter Skilling, ëAn Epigraphical Poem
from Phanigiri (Andhrapradesh) from the Time of Rudrapuruåadattaí,
ARIRIAB XIV (2011), pp. 7ñ12 and pls. 3ñ6.
6. We await the report forthcoming from the Archaeological Survey
of India. See Monika Zin, ëMándhátar, the Universal Monarch, and the
Meaning of the Representations of the Cakravartin in the Amaravati
School, and of the Kings on the Kanaganahalli Stúpaí, in Peter Skilling
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and Justin McDaniel (eds.), Buddhist Narrative in Asia and Beyond
(Bangkok: Institute of Thai Studies, Chulalongkorn University, 2012),
pp. 149ñ164; Michael W. Meister, ëPalaces, Kings, and Sages: World
Rulers and World Renouncers in Early Buddhismí, in Eli Franco and
Monika Zin (eds.), From Turfan to Ajanta: Festchrift for Dieter Schlingloff
on the Occasion of his Eightieth Birthday, Vol. II (Lumbini: Lumbini
International Research Institute, 2010), pp. 651ñ670.
7. The most thorough and up-to-date survey of the status of a wide
range of manuscript collections, including those of Siam and Lanka, is
the collective volume edited by Paul Harrison and Jens-Uwe Hartmann,
From Birch Bark to Digital Data: Recent Advances in Buddhist Manuscript
Research (Papers Presented at the Conference Indic Buddhist Manuscripts:
The State of the Field, Stanford, June 15ñ19 2009, forthcoming.
8. These have mainly been published in Jens Braarvig (Gen. ed.),
Manuscripts in the Schøyen Collection: Buddhist Manuscripts (Oslo:
Hermes Publishing, 3 volumes to date); see also Jens Braarvig and
Fredrik Liland, Traces of Gandharan Buddhism: An Exhibition of Ancient
Buddhist Manuscripts in the Schøyen Collection (Hermes Publishing, Oslo,
Bangkok, 2010). A good survey is Mark Allon, ëRecent Discoveries of
Buddhist Manuscripts from Afghanistan and Pakistan and their
Significanceí, in Ken Parry (ed.), Art, Architecture and Religion Along the
Silk Roads (Turnhout: Brepols, 2008), pp. 153ñ178.
9. See Harry Falk and Seishi Karashima, ëA firstñcentury
Prajñápáramitá manuscript from Gandhára ñ parivarta 1í, ARIRIAB
XV (2012), pp. 19ñ61 with pls. 5ñ7 (Texts from the Split Collection 1);
idem, ëA firstñcentury Prajñápáramitá manuscript from Gandhára ñ
parivarta 5í, ARIRIAB XVI (2013), pp. 97ñ169 with pls. 52ñ53 (Texts
from the Split Collection 2). See also Seishi Karashima, ëWas the
Aåþasáhasriká Prajñápáramitá compiled in Gandhára in Gándhárì?í,
ARIRIAB XVI, pp. 171ñ188. The Prajñápáramitá manuscript belongs to
a collection that is divided among several owners: see Harry Falk, ëThe
ìSplitî Collection of Kharoåþhì textsí, ARIRIAB XIV (2011), pp. 13ñ23.
10. See Mark Allon and Richard Salomon, ëNew Evidence for Mahayana
in Early Gandháraí, EB, New Series, Vol. 41, No. 1 (2010), pp. 1ñ22.
11. The Bajaur manuscripts are currently under study by Ingo Strauch:
see www.geschkult.fu-berlin.de/e/indologie/bajaur/ and idem, ëMore
Missing Pieces of Early Pure Land Buddhism: New Evidence for
Akåobhya and Abhirati in an Early Mahayana Sutra from Gandháraí,
EB 41 (2010), pp. 23ñ66.
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12. The same is true for some of the other Gandhari texts ñ they are
precious survivors from a huge literature that has been lost in the turmoil
of history. There must have been many more: this is another reason for
being cautious in drawing broad conclusions about the development of
Maháyána and even of Buddhism in general. 
13. Falk and Karashima, ëA first-century Prajñápáramitá, parivarta 5í
(2013), p. 100.
14. The term kulaputta (not paired, though, with kuladhìtá) does occur
in Pali suttas, but rather rarely.
15. For potthaka in Pali sources several centuries later, see Toshiichi
Endõ, ëìPotthakaî (Book or Manuscript) in the Páli Commentariesí, in
Buddhist and Indian Studies in Honour of Professor Sodo Mori (Hamamatsu:
Kokusai Bukkyoto Kyokai [International Buddhist Association], 2002),
pp. 79ñ90.
16. See Falk and Karashima, ëA first-century Prajñápáramitá
manuscriptí (2012), p. 22. For Buddhist Hybrid Sanskrit peyála, see
BHSD, p. 354; the Pali spelling is peyyála, PED 473.
17. The immense importance of the ëpeyála principleí, which entails
both contraction and expansion, for the understanding of Buddhist
literature has unfortunately scarcely been recognized. We could learn a
lot by analyzing the many uses of peyála (Pali peyyála). See Rupert
Gethin, ëWhat's in a Repetition? On Counting the Suttas of the
Saíyutta-nikáyaí, JPTS 29 (2007), pp. 365ñ387.
18. For an overview of Chinese ëcanonsí, see Christophe Kleine,
ëKanonisierungsansätze im ostasiatischen Buddhismus: Von der Kanon
Bibliothek zur buddhistischen Bibel?í, in Deeg et al., Kanonisierung und
Kanonbildung in der asiatischen Religionsgeschichte (2011), pp. 259ñ319.
19. For an overview, see Análayo, ëÁgama/Nikáyaí, forthcoming in
Oskar von Hinüber (ed.), Brillís Encyclopaedia of Buddhism (Leiden:
Brill, 2013). For publications by Bhikkhu Análayo, see
www.buddhismuskunde.uni-hamburg.de/fileadmin/pdf/analayo/
publications.htm.
20. An outstanding example is the 1429-page long volume edited by
Ulrich Timme Kragh, The Foundation for Yoga Practitioners: The
Buddhist Yogácárabhúmi Treatise and Its Adaptation in India, East Asia,
and Tibet (Cambridge, Mass.: The Department of South Asian Studies/
Harvard University 2013). 
21. tena ca samayena tasmiñ jambudvìpe dvidhádĔåþiý sattvánam abhút:
kecin maháyánam abhiøraddhayanti, kecit kutsayanti: Prods Oktor
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Skjærvø, The Most Excellent Shine of Gold, King of Kings of Sutras: The
Khotanese Suvaróabhásottamasútra (Cambridge, Mass: The Department
of Near Eastern Languages and Civilizations, Harvard University, 2004
[School of Oriental Languages and Literatures 60ñ61. Central Asian
Sources VñVI]), Vol. I, pp. 316ñ317. Translation by R.E. Emmerick, The
Sútra of Golden Light: Being a translation of the Suvaróabhásottamasútra
(Third [revised] edition, Oxford: The Pali Text Society, 1996), p. 84.
22. With the proviso that, when the term does occur in a specific text
or context, that particular usage and its significance must certainly be
addressed. For the term Hìnayána, see Jan Nattier, A Few Good Men: The
Bodhisattva Path according to The Inquiry of Ugra (UgraparipĔcchá)
(Honolulu: University of Hawaiëi Press, 2003), pp. 172ñ174 (reprinted as
The Bodhisattva Path: Based on the Ugrapariprccha, a Mahayana Sutra,
New Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass Publishers Pvt. Ltd., 2007).
23. T.W. Rhys Davids, ëHìnayánaí, ERE VI (1913), p. 684 (full article,
pp. 684ñ686) even stated that ëthe use of the term [Hìnayána] in India,
however, is exceedingly rareí and he was most probably right. In a study
of eleven early Chinese translations of Maháyána sútras, ëproduced in the
second half of the second century CE, or shortly thereafter, by a small
group of translators working in the Han capital of Luoyangí, Harrison
found that xiaodao ñ ësmall wayí, Hìnayána ñ occurs only four times: Paul
Harrison, ëWho gets to ride in the Great Vehicle? Self-image and identity
among the followers of the early Maháyánaí, Chapter 37 in Paul Williams,
Buddhism: Critical Concepts in Religious Studies, Volume III, The Origins
and Nature of Maháyána Buddhism; Some Maháyána Religious Topics
(London and New York: Routledge, 2005). Nattier notes that ëgiven the
fact that all extant versions of the Ugra[-paripĔcchá] use the term
Maháyána, it is noteworthy that the corresponding term Hìnayána Ö
does not occur in any version of our textí (A Few Good Men, p. 172).
24. I cannot say anything about East Asian historiography: I regret that I
am unable to consult translations, or to benefit from research in the
Chinese, Korean, or Japanese languages. For a recent example of the latter
relevant to this essay, see Horiuchi Toshio, Vasubandhuís Proof of the
Authenticity of the Maháyána as Found in the Fourth Chapter of his
Vyákhyáyukti (Tokyo: The Sankibo Press, 2009), pp. 39ñ45.
25. The first entry for Hìnayána in the Oxford Dictionary from 1868 is
a comparison with Christianity, drawn from James Fergusson, Tree and
Serpent Worship: or Illustrations of Mythology and Art in India in the First
and Fourth Centuries after Christ from the Sculptures of the Buddhist Topes
at Sanchi and Amravati, ([London: India Museum, 1873] Asian
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Educational Services, New Delhi and Chennai, 2004, p. 70): ëMahâyâna,
or as M. Julien translates it, the ìGrand Véhiculeî, as opposed to
Hînayâna or the ìPetit Véhiculeî; the distinction between the two being
in almost every respect identical with that which exists between
Evangelical and Mediaeval Christianityí. 
26. In continental India, Buddhism also suffered periodic violence at
the hands of militant Hinduism, especially Øaivism: see Giovanni
Verardi, Hardships and Downfall of Buddhism in India (New Delhi:
Manohar, 2011). The reasons for this antagonism were many and
complex; they included the Buddhist rejection of the authority of the
Vedas and of the caste system. For the latter, see Vincent Eltschinger,
Caste and Buddhist Philosophy: Continuity of Some Buddhist Arguments
against the Realist Interpretation of Social Denominations (Delhi: Motilal
Banarsidass Publishers Private Limited, 2012). 
27. Rhys Davids, ëHìnayánaí, ERE VI (1913), p. 684 (full article, pp.
684ñ686). This may be read fruitfully with Louis de La Vallée Poussin,
ëMaháyánaí, ERE VIII (1915), pp. 330ñ336. The two articles present a
good picture of the state of European knowledge of these two terms one
hundred years ago. (I am curious to know the identity of Rhys Davidsí
ëone or two well-known Chinese and European writersí.)
28. John D. Strong, ëHìnayánaí, EnB 1, p. 328. It will become clear that I
do not consider ëMainstream Buddhismí to be a useful concept, but the
entry on ëMainstream Buddhist Schoolsí by Collett Cox (EnB 2, pp. 501ñ
507) is excellent regardless. The translators of Die Philosophie des
Buddhismus by pioneering Austrian Indologist Erich Frauwallner (1898ñ
1974) into English have changed the authorís ëHìnayánaí to Ørávakayána:
see Erich Frauwallner, The Philosophy of Buddhism (New Delhi: Motilal
Banarsidass Publishers), 2010, p. 65, n. 1.
29. The earliest datable occurrences of the term ëHìnayánaí seem to be
in Chinese translations of the late second century CE: see Harrison,
ëWho gets to ride in the Great Vehicle?í One hundred years ago, in 1913,
T.W. Rhys Davids wrote that ëthe oldest datable mention of the word
[Hìnayána] is in the Record of the Buddhistic Kingdoms by Fa-Hian,
written shortly after his return to China in A.D. 414í (ERE VI, p. 684).
Dating and datability have their ëuse by datesí.
30. The use of the term Hìnayána to disparage the ëotherí might be
fruitfully compared with that of words like ëpaganí, ëinfidelí, or
ëidolaterí for Christians in general, or, for the English Protestants,
ëRomishí or papistí, though all of these are perhaps more aggressive in
their demonization.
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31. For a conspectus of ideas about Maháyána and vehicles, see J.
Rahder, ëDaijõí, Acta Orientalia XVII (Leiden, 1939), pp. 1ñ16, reprinted
in Buddhist Poetry, Thought and Diffusion, Volume I (New Delhi:
International Academy of Indian Culture and Aditya Prakashan, 2010),
pp. 551ñ566. An important essay is Étienne Lamotte, ëSur la formation
du Maháyánaí, in Asiatica, Festschrift Friedrich Weller (Leipzig:
Harrassowitz, 1954), pp. 377ñ396: an English version is available, but in
a very much condensed form, in Heinz Bechert and Richard Gombrich
(eds.), The World of Buddhism (London: Thames and Hudson, 1984, pp.
90ñ93). See especially the magisterial essay by Hubert Durt, ëDaijõí, in
Hõbõgirin: Dictionnaire encyclopédique du bouddhisme d'après les sources
chinoises et japonaises, Septième volume: DaijõñDaishi (ParisñKyõto,
1994), pp. 767ñ801.
32. Seishi Karashima, ëWho Composed the Lotus Sutra?í, ARIRIAB IV
(2001), pp. 143ñ179.⁷Karashima recently gave a detailed exposition of
the theory in a talk entitled ëWhat did the word maháyána originally
mean?í, given at the Institute of Indology and Central Asian Studies,
Leipzig University, in conjunction with his receiving the ëFriedrich
Weller Prize 2013í at the Spring Session of the Saxon Academy of
Sciences, Leipzig (April 12, 2013).
33. See Análayo, ëThe Hìnayána Fallacyí (forthcoming).
34. For examples of the promotion of the term Maháyána in the
negotiation of early Buddhist modernity at the great field of contestation
that was the 1893 Worldís Parliament of Religions at Chicago, see Todd
LeRoy Perreira, ëWhence Theraváda? The Modern Genealogy of an
Ancient Termí, Chapter 12 in P. Skilling et al., How Theraváda is
Theraváda? Exploring Buddhist Identities (Chiang Mai: Silkworm Books,
2012). See also Judith Snodgrass, Presenting Japanese Buddhism to the West:
Orientalism, Occidentalism, and the Columbian Exposition (Chapel Hill
and London: The University of North Carolina Press, 2003). For late
nineteenth century Thai encounters with the terminology Hìnayána and
Maháyána, see Arthid Sheravanichkul, ëThai Ideas about Hìnayána-
Maháyána: Correspondence between King Chulalongkorn and Prince
Narisanuvattivongí, Chapter 11 in Skilling et al., How Theraváda is
Theraváda?
35. Early expositors of this paradigm include Japanese scholars like
D.T. Suzuki, who wrote that ëBuddhism was now split into two great
systems, Mahâyânism and Hînayânismí, and ëthe distinction of
Mahâyânists and Hînayânists became definiteí ñ quoted from Outlines of
Mahayana Buddhism, 1907, pp. 2, 8, in The Oxford English Dictionary,
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Second Edition [Oxford: The Clarendon Press, 1989]), Vol. VII, p. 240,
s.v. Hinayana.
36. I will not tilt here at the spinning windmill of Vajrayána. I only
note that Vajrayána, Mantrayána, Mantranaya, and so on, are presented
in the sources as options or paths within Maháyána, not as a separate
vehicle (admittedly, for didactic or polemical ends it may sometimes
seem so, but still within broader contexts). See most recently Vesna A.
Wallace, ëA Brief Exploration of Late Indian Buddhist Exegeses of the
ìMantrayánaî and ìMantranayaîí, Pacific World: Journal of the Institute
of Buddhist Studies, Third Series, no. 13 (Fall 2011), pp. 95ñ111; Christian
K. Wedemeyer, Making Sense of Tantric Buddhism: History, Semiology,
and Transgression in the Indian Traditions (New York: Columbia
University Press, 2013).
37. Léon Feer (ed.), Saíyutta-nikáya, Part II, Nidána-vagga (London: The
Pali Text Society, [1888] 1970), pp. 155ñ157, abbreviated. The key module
in the section is dhátuso bhikkhave sattá saísandanti samenti, hìnádhimut-
tiká hìnádhimuttikehi saddhií saísandanti samenti, kalyáóádhimuttiká
kalyáóádhimuttikehi saddhií saísandanti samenti (see also, with interest-
ing variants, Itivuttaka (ed. Ernst Windisch, London: The Pali Text Soci-
ety/Routledge & Kegan Paul Ltd., 1975 [first publ. 1889]), pp. 70ñ71. The
phrase takes on added significance when one reflects that the module is
cited in the Prajñápáramitá: see Ryusho Hikata (ed.), Suvikrántavikrámi-
ParipĔcchá Prajñápáramitá-Sútra (Kyoto: Rinsen Book Co., 1983; first
published 1958), p. 60.12, etac ca me Øáradvatìputra saídháya bháåitam:
dhátuøaý satváý saísyandanti, hìnádhimuktiká hìnádhimuktikair udárá-
dhimuktiká udárádhimuktikair iti. The understanding of the diverse
natures of beings is one of the insights of the Tathágatas ñ cf. H. Kern and
Bunyiu Nanjio, eds., Saddharmapuóðarìka, ([1908ñ1912] Delhi: Motilal
Banarsidass Publishers Private Limited, 1992), p. 40.15, where the Fortu-
nate One explains to Øáriputra that the Tathágatas of the past, the future,
and the present teach the Dharma after understanding the variety of the
dispositions, temperaments, and aspirations of sentient beings (náná-
dhimuktánáí sattvánáí nánádhátváøayánám áøayaí viditvá dharmaí
deøitavantaý Ö deøayiåyanti Ö deøayanti).
38. It is difficult not to see in the Dhátusaíyutta prefigurations of the
theories of ëlineageí (gotra) that became important in Abhidharma and
Maháyána thought. 
39. The Ágamas (Sanskrit and Pali, ágama, received tradition, canonical
text, scriptural authority) and the Nikáyas (Sanskrit and Pali, nikáya,
collection, corpus) are the collections of discourses handed down within
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the Ørávaka schools. There may be four ñ the collections of Long,
Middle Length, Connected, and Numerical Discourses ñ or five, with
the addition of a collection of lesser or miscellaneous texts (Kåudraka-
ágama or Khuddaka-nikáya). The known Sanskrit traditions tend to
prefer the name Ágama. The use of ëNikáyaí for a collection of
scriptures is generally restricted to Pali (but see Hartmann [ref. below],
p. 11); the Pali commentarial tradition does sometimes use the word
Ágama, which in any case is a shared term in Indian religion for
authoritative tradition or text. See Análayo, A Comparative Study of the
Majjhima-nikáya (Taipei: Dharma Drum Publishing, 2011), Vol. 2, p.
864, n. 45. For the Ágamas see Lü Chêng, ëÁgama (1)í, in G.P.
Malalasekera (ed.), Encyclopaedia of Buddhism, Vol. I fasc. 2 (1963), pp.
241ñ244; Shõzen Kumoi, ëÁgama (2)í, ib., pp. 244ñ248; Jens-Uwe
Hartmann, ëÁgama/Nikáyaí, EnB 1, pp. 10ñ12.
40. Assigning dates to the personalities and events of early Buddhist, or
Indian, history is always problematic and tentative. The period of the
formation of the school identities would have been a time of intellectual
ferment, innovation, and reaction ñ but when was that? Before or after
Aøoka? For the alternative theories, see Hirakawa Akira, A History of
Indian Buddhism from Øákyamuni to Early Maháyána (University of
Hawaii Press, 1990 [Asian Studies at Hawaii, No. 36]), Chapters 8 and 9.
41. Les sectes bouddhiques du Petit Véhicule (Paris: École française
díExtrême-Orient, 1955), by André Bareau (1921ñ1993) is by far the
most comprehensive work on the subject; outdated in many respects, it
is nonetheless an invaluable reference. An English translation by Sarah
Boin-Webb, edited by Andrew Skilton, is forthcoming as The Buddhist
Schools of the Small Vehicle (Honolulu: University of Hawaiëi Press,
2013). The evolution of the schools is, to put it mildly, complicated. In
addition to Bareau, one may consult Étienne Lamotte, History of Indian
Buddhism from the Origins to the Øaka Era (Louvain-la-Neuve: Institut
Orientaliste, Université Catholique de Louvain, 1988 [first published in
French in 1958]), Chapter Six, ëThe Buddhist Sectsí, I, ëOrigin and
Distribution of the Sectsí; Hirakawa, A History of Indian Buddhism,
Chapter 8, ëThe Development of Nikáya Buddhismí.
42. Bhikåu Vìryaørìdatta, in his commentary on the Arthaviniøcayasútra,
defines ørávaka as bhagavato buddhasya pareóa ørávyanta iti ørávakáý: N.H.
Samtani (ed.), The Arthaviniøcaya-sútra & Its Commentary (Nibandhana)
(Patna: K.P. Jayaswal Research Institute, 1971), p. 253.6; for a translation,
see idem (tr.) Gathering the Meanings: The Compendium of Categories: The
Arthaviniøcaya sútra and its Commentary Nibandhana (Berkeley: Dharma



128 Vaidalya, Maháyána, and Bodhisatva in India

Publishing, 2002), p. 182, ëØrávakas are so called because they are
subsequently (pareóa) brought to hear [the teaching] of the Buddha, the
Blessed Oneí. I find the passage, and Samtaniís translation, problematic.
Mattia Salvini suggests, ëOf the Bhavagat, the Buddha, they are made to
hear by someone else, thus they are ëØrávakasí (email, 23 April 2013).
Samtani points out a definition of Ørávakayána in the LOTUS SÚTRA, kecit
sattváý paraghoåaøravánugamanam ákáòkåamáná [Ö] te ucyante ørávaka-
yánam ákáòkåamáóáý (Kern and Nanjio, Saddharmapuóðarìka, p. 80.5). 

Buddhaghosa defines sávaka as ëthey are ëlistenersí because they lis-
ten attentively to the instructions and teachings of the Fortunate Oneí
(bhagavato ovádánusásanií sakkaccaí suóantì ti sávaká): Henry Clarke
Warren (ed.), revised by Dharmananda Kosambi, Visuddhimagga of
Buddhaghosâcariya ([1950] Repr. Motilal Banarsidass Publishers Private
Limited, Delhi, 1989) § 7.90. 
43. Ørávakayána is a goal or an ideal, rather than a social or historical
group: for this reason, I generally prefer to use ëØrávakaí rather than
ëØrávakayánaí for historical description.
44. For tables of school affiliation, see Rupert Gethin, ëWas
Buddhaghosa a Theravádin? Buddhist Identity in the Pali Commentaries
and Chroniclesí, Chapter 1 in P. Skilling et al., How Theraváda is
Theraváda?, p. 58; for earlier tables see Bareau, Les sectes bouddhiques du
Petit Véhicule, pp. 16ñ30; Lamotte, History of Indian Buddhism, pp. 529ñ
546; Hirakawa, History of Indian Buddhism, pp. 112ñ116. The choice of
the figure eighteen, which became standard for the number of schools
by at least the first centuries CE, may have been influenced by the
common use of ëeighteení as a standard or ideal number. For the figure
eighteen in Sinhalese chronicles, see Gananath Obeyesekere, ëMyth,
History and Numerology in the Buddhist Chroniclesí, in Heinz Bechert
(ed.), The Dating of the Historical Buddha/Die Datierung des historischen
Buddha, Part 1 (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1991), pp. 152ñ
182 (especially pp. 154ñ157).
45. Nikáya here means a monastic order and the system of practices and
ideas that it transmits. The complication is that Maháyána systems and
ideas developed within the monastic orders, although they do not seem
to have been transmitted exclusively by any of the orders. Maháyána and
Nikáya overlap and intersect. In general, the evolution of nikáyas is
inaccurately presented according to a ëschism modelí, in which ësectsí
break away from some kind of ëcentral churchí, from an enduring
centre, rather than as a complex evolution over a widespread area.
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46. Some of the terms used in recent scholarship are especially
unsatisfactory. These include ësectarian Buddhismí, ëtraditional
Buddhismí, and ëmainstream Buddhismí. ëSectarian Buddhismí conflates
the Buddhist monastic orders with Christian lay sects; this obscures the
nature of religious affiliation and commitment and the nature of social
change. If we propose to use ëtraditional Buddhismí as our analytical
category, then how do we define ëtraditioní? As centuries passed,
Buddhism underwent continual diversification. New trends developed
in monasticism, meditation, and philosophy, and the social and material
forms of Buddhism were shaped and reshaped by regional, cultural, and
ethnological conditions. Which tradition should we choose? Similar
complications bedevil the notion of ëmainstream Buddhismí (for which
see below). Other unsatisfactory terms include ëprimitive Buddhismí
and ëorthodox Buddhismí.
47. For the idea of ëcanoní, see Paul Harrison, ëCanoní, EnB 1, pp. 111ñ
115. For the process of scripture formation, see Richard Salomon, ëAn
Unwieldy Canon: Observations on Some Distinctive Features of Canon
Formation in Buddhismí, in Max Deeg, Oliver Freiberger, and
Christoph Kleine (eds.), Kanonisierung und Kanonbildung in der
asiatischen Religionsgeschichte (Wien: Verlag der österreichischen
Akademie der Wissenschaften, 2011), pp. 161ñ207; idem, ëRecent
Discoveries of Early Buddhist Manuscripts and Their Implications for
the History of Buddhist Texts and Canonsí, Chapter 14 in Patrick
Olivelle (ed.), Between the Empires: Society in India 300 CE to 400 CE

(Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press, 2006), pp. 349ñ382.
For the Pali canon in particular, see Oliver Freiberger, ëWas ist das
Kanonische am Páli-Kanon?í, in ibid., pp. 209ñ232.
48. The lives of texts as ideal corpora or ëimaginary exemplarsí that
circulate across aeons and throughout the universe is an extraordinary
notion that is regularly exploited in Maháyána sútras.
49. I.B. Horner (ed.), Papañcasúdanì Majjhimanikáyaþþhakathá of
Buddhaghosâcariya, Part III (London: The Pali Text Society/Routledge
& Kegan Paul Ltd., 1976 [first published 1933]), 282.18 bodhisattá Ö
tepiþakaí Buddhavacanaí uggaóhitvá Ö vipassanaí vaððhetvá yáva
anulomaí ñáóaí áhacca tiþþhanti.
50. Aþþhaparikkhára-játaka, Birth story No. 18 in Padmanabh S. Jaini
(ed.) Paññása-játaka or Zimme Paóóása, Vol. I (London: The Pali Text
Society/Routledge & Kegan Paul Ltd., 1983), p. 211.16, sabbaí pi
tepitakaí buddhavacanam uggaóháti; for a translation see I.B. Horner
and Padmanabh S. Jaini (tr.) Apocryphal Birth-Stories (Paññása-játaka),
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Vol. I, London: The Pali Text Society/Routledge & Kegan Paul Ltd.,
1985), p. 227.
51. For these see Lamotte, History of Indian Buddhism, pp. 148ñ149.
52. Hartmann, ëÁgama/Nikáyaí, p. 11.
53. Rhys Davids (ERE VI, p. 685, n. 5) quotes Pischel [Richard Pischel,
1849ñ1908] (Leben und Lehre des Buddha, Leipzig, 1910, p. 6): ëThe Pali
canon is only the canon of one sectí, and comments that ëThis is
inaccurate in several ways. It implies that there were sects (like
European sects); that each had a separate canon; and that each canon
stood on a level in respect of age. Not one of these implications is
supported by the evidence.í This important observation remains valid.

In this essay, reference to Theraváda is largely to the Mahávihára
school (and Sarvástiváda subsumes Múlasarvástiváda). Yijing (writing at
the end of the seventh century) and Vinìtadeva (writing at the beginning
of the ninth century) list three Sthavira lineages from Ceylon ñ Jeta-
vanìya, Abhayagirivásin, and Maháviháravásin: see Bareau, Les sectes
bouddhiques du Petit Véhicule, pp. 24ñ25 and 205ñ244, and Lamotte, His-
tory of Indian Buddhism, pp. 544ñ546. For the problem of the emergence
of the two or three nikáyas in Ceylon, see most recently L.S. Cousins,
ëThe Teachings of the Abhayagiri Schoolí, Chapter 2 in Skilling et al.,
How Theraváda is Theraváda?

For useful surveys of the Pali canon and Pali literature, see Russell
Webb, An Analysis of the Pali Canon, and Bhikkhu Nyanatusita, A Refer-
ence Table of Pali Literature (Kandy: Buddhist Publication Society, 2011);
Oskar von Hinüber, A Handbook of Páli Literature (Berlin & New
York: Walter de Gruyter, 1996); Somapala Jayawardhana, Handbook of
Pali Literature (Colombo: Karunaratne & Sons Ltd, 1994).
54. For a recent survey of available Ørávaka texts, see Thomas Oberlies,
ëEin bibliographischer Überblick über die kanonischen Texte der
Ørávakayána-Schulen des Buddhism (ausgenommen der des Mahávihára-
Theraváda)í, Wiener Zeitschrift für die Kunde Südasiens XLVII (2003), pp.
37ñ84.
55. See Marcelle Lalou, ëÀ la recherche du Vidyádharapiþaka: le cycle
du SubáhuparipĔcchátantraí, in Studies in Indology and Buddhology
Presented in Honour of Professor Susumu Yamaguchi on the Occasion of His
Sixtieth Birthday (Kyoto: Hozokan, 1955), pp. 68-72.
56. The BASKET OF CONDUCT of the Mahávihára MISCELLANEOUS

COLLECTION contains thirty-five verse Játakas which illustrate seven of
the ten perfections. Its size shows that ëPiþakaí could be used for
relatively short works.
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57. The author is also known as Bhavya or Bhávaviveka. See P.
Skilling, ëCitations from the Scriptures of the ìEighteen Schoolsî in the
Tarkajváláí, in Petra Kieffer-Pülz and Jens-Uwe Hartmann (eds.),
Bauddhavidyásudhákaraý: Studies in Honour of Heinz Bechert on the
Occasion of his 65th Birthday (Swisttal-Odendorf, 1997), pp. 605ñ614. For
the entire chapter, the Ørávakatattva (Reality according to the Ørávakas),
see Malcolm David Eckel (ed., tr.), Bháviveka and His Buddhist
Opponents (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2008). 
58. Li Rongxi (tr.), A Biography of the Tripiþaka Master of the Great Ciíen
Monastery of the Great Tang Dynasty, translated from the Chinese of
Øramaóa Huili and Shi Yancong (Taishõ, Volume 50, Number 2053)
(Berkeley: Numata Center for Buddhist Translation and Research,
1995), p. 174. Regrettably, many or most of these were never translated,
and the original Indian manuscripts were eventually lost. As far as I
know, there is no comprehensive study of this list in terms of school
affiliation and its relation to extant translations by Xuanzang or others. 
59. J. Takakusu (tr.), I-Tsing, A Record of the Buddhist Religion: As
Practised in India and the Malay Archipelago (A.D. 671ñ695), ([Oxford:
The Clarendon Press, 1896]: reprint New Delhi: Asian Educational
Services, 2005), pp. 7ñ8; Øramaóa Yijing, Buddhist Monastic Traditions of
Southern Asia: A Record of the Inner Law Sent Home from the South Seas,
translated from the Chinese (Taishõ Volume 54, Number 2125) by Li
Rongxi (Berkeley: Numata Center for Buddhist Translation and
Research, 2000), pp. 10ñ11.
60. Chinese translations rarely specify the school of the texts, and
much research remains to be done on the school affiliation of the
ëindependentí sútra and other translations. 
61. The Indic form is ill-attested, and it is not possible to decide
whether the preferred form was ëSthaviraí, ëStháviraí, or Sthávirìya.
62. The origins of the four lineages go back much earlier, to before the
Christian Era, but the explicit quadripartite model was probably only
formulated in the early centuries CE. After the initial division into
Sthavira and Mahásáíghika, the Sáímitìya (or, more accurately, its
forerunner, the Vátsìputrìya) and then the Sarvástiváda developed
within the Sthavira fold. Lines of affiliation of the ëlesser schoolsí ñ and
were there no ëunaffiliated schoolsí? ñ were no doubt more complex
than later doxographers would have it. The four-school model can be
read retrospectively, without violence, into several of the accounts of
school evolution. See P. Skilling, ëTheraváda in Historyí, Pacific World:
Journal of the Institute of Buddhist Studies, Third Series, Number 11 (Fall
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2009), pp. 61ñ93. All schools would have regarded themselves as
legitimate descendents of the ëoriginal saíghaí through the first two
Councils. How did the schools position themselves vis-à-vis their fellow
monastic orders? To what degree did they claim exclusive legitimacy?
Was the hardline stance of the Lankan Theraváda exceptional? In what
way has the very idea of Theravádin exclusivity been influenced by
colonial and post-colonial preconceptions of religion and sectarianism?
It is time to review these questions in the broader context of Indian
Buddhism and religion. (Gethin, ëWas Buddhaghosa a Theravádin?í,
reexamines Theravádin self-definitions of identity to find that they may
have been more inclusive than previously imagined.)
63. See Lamotte, History of Indian Buddhism, pp. 536ñ538.
64. At an early date, the Pratyekabuddha (a concept originally shared
with at least the Jains) was thoroughly naturalized into the Buddhist
scheme of things. Scholasticism ranked him second in the three-tiered
model of spiritual paths. Since Pratyekabuddhas arise only in ages when
there are no Buddhas, they enjoy a significant role in narrative,
especially in the avadánas, as the field of merit in periods ëempty of
Buddhasí. For a recent study, with copious reference to earlier literature,
see Análayo, ëPaccekabuddhas in the Isigili-sutta and its Ekottarika-
ágama Parallelí, Canadian Journal of Buddhist Studies No. 6 (2010), pp. 5ñ
36. To aspire to Pratyekabodhi does not seem to have been a popular
option (see Nattier, A Few Good Men, pp. 139ñ140), although there is
occasional epigraphical or other evidence for this. 
65. Gandhari bosisatvadharma, bosisatvaøikåa, samasabudhayana =
Sanskrit *bodhisatvadharma, bodhisatvaøikåá, samyaksaíbuddhayána. I am
grateful to Ingo Strauch for this information (email, 11 June 2012).
66. It is largely the advocates of the bodhisatva path who used the term
yána in their scholastic and narrative literature ñ the schools refer rather
to Ørávaka-bodhi, Pratyeka-bodhi, and Samyak-sambodhi. (There are,
however, important exceptions, in a few places in the Vibháåá literature,
for example: see e.g. KL Dhammajoti, ëFrom Abhidharma to Maháyána:
Remarks on the early Abhidharma doctine of the three yána-sí, Journal
of the Centre for Buddhist Studies Sri Lanka IX [2011], pp. 153ñ169.) See
Análayo, ëYánaí, in W.G. Weeraratne (Editor-in-Chief), Encyclopaedia of
Buddhism, Vol, VIII, fasc. 3 (Sri Lanka: 2009), pp. 778ñ780. The
complexities of the concepts of yána ñ including further Ekayána,
Mantrayána, and Vajrayána, etc. ñ and váda ñ Theraváda, Vetullaváda,
Vijñánaváda, etc. ñ await elucidation (as does the concept of naya in for
example Mantranaya).
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67. Important concepts I cannot go into here include bodhisatva-
prátimokåa, bodhisatva-øìla, bodhisatva-gaóa, and avaivartaka-bodhisatva
ñ especially the degree to which the latter two might have been the
chosen identities of historical social groups.
68. I am not at all happy with ëbelief systemí, which I use as a term of
convenience. The shared values ñ both as social products and as social
determinants ñ reach beyond Buddhism into Indian society, whether in
the time of the Master himself or in much later periods, but this is not to
say that the values were universal, self-explanatory, or unchanging.
69. Árya-satya, ariya-sacca, here ëtruths of the noble onesí, is often
translated as ënoble truthsí. However, the usage of the sútras and the
commentaries make it clear that the meaning is ëtruths realized by the
noble onesí. See Peter Harvey, ëThe Four Ariya-saccas as ìTrue Realities
for the Spiritually Ennobledíîñ the Painful, its Origin, its Cessation, and
the Way Going to This ñ Rather than ìNoble Truthsî Concerning
Theseí, Buddhist Studies Review 26.2 (2009), pp. 197ñ227; K.R. Norman,
ëThe Four Noble Truths: A Problem of Páli Syntaxí, in L.A. Hercus
(ed.), Indological and Buddhist Studies, Volume in Honour of Professor J.W.
de Jong on his 60th birthday (Delhi: Sri Satguru, 1984), pp. 377ñ391 (repr.
as § 49 in K.R. Norman, Collected Papers (Volume II, Oxford: The Pali
Text Society, 1991), pp. 210ñ223; Análayo, ëThe Ekottarika-ágama
Parallel to the Saccavibhaòga-sutta and the Four (Noble) Truthsí,
Buddhist Studies Review 23.2 (2006), pp. 145ñ153.
70. For an early epigraphic record of two lineages within the
Bahuørutìya school in the eastern Vindhyas, see von Hinüber and
Skilling, ëTwo Buddhist Inscriptions from Deorkotharí. For a network
of inscribed reliquaries commemorating a Hemavata lineage in the
central Vindhyas, see Michael Willis, Buddhist Reliquaries from Ancient
India (London: British Museum Press, 2000); Michael Willis, ëBuddhist
Saints in Ancient Vedisaí, Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society, Series 3,
11.2 (2001), pp. 219ñ228.
71. This is equally true of Theraváda.
72. These insecurities lie behind some of the debates in our oldest
Maháyána document, the Gandhari PERFECTION OF WISDOM.
73. One is reminded here of the literary figure of the monk Indrasukha,
who possessed great magical ability, who was an upholder of the True
Dharma (*saddharmaparigráhaka) and a bearer of Vaipulya sútras
(*vaipulya-sútra-dhara), who was respected by King Aøoka, and took the
Dharmaparyáya to the northern country ñ where it was not very
successful (Derge Kanjur, Toh. No. 146, mdo sde, pa, 140b1, de'i tshe de'i
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dus na dge slong dbang po bde zhes bya ba rdzu 'phrul che ba, mthu che ba,
dam pa'i chos yongs su 'dzin pa, shin tu rgyas pa'i mdo sde 'dzin pa, rgyal
po'i rigs las rab tu byung ba Ö chos smra ba). The Dharmaparyáya is the
Satyaka-parivarta, otherwise known by the rather unwieldy tile Árya-
bodhisatva-gocara-upáyaviåaya-vikurváóa-nirdeøa: for a complete
translation, see Lozang Jamspal (tr.), The Range of the Bodhisattva, A
Maháyána Sútra (Árya-bodhisattva-gocara), The Teachings of Nirgrantha
Satyaka (New York: The American Institute of Buddhist Studies/
Colombia University Center for Buddhist Studies/Tibet House US,
2010) (for the passage translated here, see pp. 120ñ121). However one
may regard the historicity of the passage, it shows that the Theravádins
were not the only ones to lay claim upon the great king as supporter.

For Dharma-reciters, see Graeme MacQueen, ëInspired Speech in
early Maháyána Buddhismí, Chapter 43 in Williams, Buddhism: Critical
Concepts in Religious Studies, Volume III, pp. 312ñ343; Richard Nance,
ëIndian Buddhist Preachers Inside and Outside the Sútrasí, Religion
Compass 2.2 (2008), pp. 134ñ159; David Drewes, ëDharmabháóakas in
Early Maháyánaí, Indo-Iranian Journal 54 (2011), pp. 331ñ372; Natalie
D. Gummer, ëListening to the Dharmabháóaka: The Buddhist Preacher
in and of the Sútra of Utmost Golden Radianceí, Journal of the American
Academy of Religion 80.1 (March 2012), pp. 137ñ160; Richard Nance,
Speaking for Buddhas: Scriptural Commentary in Indian Buddhism (New
York: Columbia University Press, 2012), pp. 45ñ80. I do not think there
are any early inscriptions explicitly mentioning dharma-bháóaka (there
are other sorts of bháóakas, of course), but we meet with them in the
Upper Indus: see Oskar von Hinüber, ëThe Saddharmapuóðarìkasútra
at Gilgit: Manuscripts, Worshippers, and Artistsí, The Journal of Orien-
tal Studies Vol. 22 (2012), pp. 52ñ67; see also idem, Die Palola Åáhis: Ihre
Steininschriften, Inschriften auf Bronzen, Handschriftenkolophone und
Schutzzauber, Materialen zur Geschichte von Gilgit und Chilas (Mainz:
Verlag Philipp von Zabern, 2004), Verzeichnis der Namen und Titel, p.
207 s.v. Dharmabháóaka. For epigraphic and textual references to
bháóakas and dharma-bháóakas, see Keisho Tsukamoto, Source Elements
of the Lotus Sutra: Buddhist Integration of Religion, Thought, and Culture
(Tokyo: Kosei Publishing Co., 2007), pp. 179ñ190.
74. Over a century ago, Kern had already observed that where most
(Nepalese) manuscripts read vaipulya, others (notably the ëKashgar
manuscriptí of the Saddharmapuóðarìka-sútra from Central Asia) read
vaitulya: H. Kern, ëVaitulya, Vetulla, Vetulyakaí, Verspreide Geschriften,
Vol. III, íS-Gravenhage: Martinus Nijhoff, 1915, pp. 99ñ104. Kernís
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article was summarized by Louis de La Vallée Poussin in ëReview of
Booksí, Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society 39.2 (April 1907), pp. 432ñ
434. La Vallée Poussin opened with the statement that ëThis short but
important article throws new light on the history of the two Vehicles of
Buddhismí. Earlier on, Kern had offered a number of insights into the
significations of Vaipulya, Vedalla, and Vaidalya in his ëHistory of
Buddhism in Indiaí, where he concluded, ëWhatever genre the Vaipulyas
corresponding to the Vedallas actually designate, they have nothing in
common with the Vaipulya sútras of the Maháyánaí: H. Kern, Histoire
du bouddhisme dans líInde, traduite du néerlandais par Gédéon Huet,
Tome Deuxième (Paris: Ernest Leroux, Éditeur, 1903 [Annales du
Musée Guimet, Bibliothèque díÉtudes, Tome Onzième] pp. 402ñ403.
75. S. Paranivatana, in H.C. Ray (Editor-in-Chief), University of Ceylon
History of Ceylon, Volume I, Part I (Colombo: Ceylon University Press,
1959), p. 249, writes, ëThe Vetullavádins who disturbed the equanimity
of the orthodox Church in Ceylon in the reign of Vohárika Tissa must
Ö be taken as Maháyánistsí.
76. At present we have insufficient information about the variant forms
of the three terms in Pali manuscript traditions. For Vetulyaváda at
Mahávaísa 36.41a, Geiger records the variants Vetulaº, Vetullaº,
Vetullyaº, and Vetulyaº. The Commentary has Vetullaváda, variant
Vetulyaº: G.P. Malalasekera (ed.), Vaísatthappakásinì, Commentary on
the Mahávaísa (London: The Pali Text Society/Routledge & Kegan Pail
Ltd., 1977), Vol. II, p. 662.15. Note that the form Vetulya occurs in a
Lotus Sútra manuscript from Central Asia: see below, n. 123.
77. For Vedalla, see Étienne Lamotte, History of Indian Buddhism, p.
144. Regarding Vetullaváda, K.R. Norman writes that ëthe only
explanation for the variations of the sectís name [that is, Vetullaváda],
lies in a Prakrit origin. Vaitulya and Vaipulya must be back-formations
from Prakrit ve(y)ulla, and vevulla, which are presumably merely
variants of the same word with -y-/-v- glide consonant alternation. There
is no way of telling which, if either, of the forms with -t- or -p- is
historically correctí: K.R. Norman, ëThe role of Pali in early Sinhalese
Buddhismí, § 34 in Collected Papers (Volume II, Oxford: The Pali Text
Society, 1991), pp. 43-45. The attested Gandhari forms, but in a different
context, are vehula (< veulla < vevulla < vaipulya); vivula (< vipula)
(Karashima, ëWas the Aåþasáhasriká Compiled in Gandhára?í, p. 176 and
n. 12). Kalupahana remarks that ëit would seem that by the time of
Buddhaghosa the correct interpretation of the word [vedalla] had been
forgottení: D.J. Kalupahana, ëAògaí, Encyclopaedia of Buddhism, Vol. I,
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fasc. IV (1965), pp. 618ñ619. Warder suggests that Vaitulika had the
sense of ëMagiciansí, from vaitálika, ëable to raise the dead, etc.í, ëbut [it
can] perhaps [be] also vaidálika, ëdestructioní: A. K. Warder, Indian
Buddhism (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1970), p. 414. The first is
untenable, and the second should not be interpreted in the sense of
ëannihilationistí applied here by Warder. For other interpretations of
vedalla, see Análayo, Madhyama-ágama Studies (Taipei: Dharma Drum
Publishing Corporation, 2012), Vol. 1, pp. 60ñ61, and n. 54. 
78. Only the last-named is included in the Tibetan lexicon
Madhyavyutpatti, compiled by Indian and Tibetan pandits circa 800:
vaipulyam zhes bya ba ni vipulasya [bhá]va vaipulya zhes bya ste, shin
tu rgyas par bshad pas sam, mdo sde rgya chen poíi nang nas sa dang pha rol
tu phyin pa la sogs pa shin tu rgya che zhing yangs par bshad pa yin pas na
shin tu rgyas paíi sde zhes bya, Mie Ishikawa (ed.), A Critical Edition of the
Sgra sbyor Bam po Gnyis pa, an Old and Basic Commentary on the
Mahávyutpatti (Tokyo: The Toyo Bunko, 1990), § 135, p. 54.
79. So Dhammajoti: ëvedalla (Skt. vaidalya): derived from Õdal meaning
to ìcrackî/ ìopeníîí: Bhikkhu KL Dhammajoti, Sarvástiváda
Abhidharma (Hong Kong: Centre of Buddhist Studies, The University
of Hong Kong, Fourth revised edition, 2009), p. 3.
80. For a lucid summary see Y. Kajiyama, 1989, pp. 132ñ133.
81. The Pali tradition, however, explains Vedalla as veda + lla,
connecting it with Õvid. Robert Caesar Childers, in A Dictionary of the
Pali Language (Kegan Paul, Trench, Trübner & Co., London, 1874), p.
561b, s.v. vedalla) already noted that that the derivation from vidala +
ya was preferable: ëVedallaí: name of one of the nine aògas or divisions
of the Buddhist scriptures according to matter. Buddhaghosa says of this
aòga, Cúlavedala-mahávedalla- Ö Burnouf believes it to be vidala + ya
(vaidalya), see Lot[us p.] 754, which is doubtless the true etymology,
though Kaccáyana makes it veda with an affix lya.
82. The navaòga-satthusásana or dvádaøáòga-buddhavacana: see
Lamotte, History of Indian Buddhism, pp. 143ñ147; Lamotte, Le Traité de
la Grande Vertu de Sagesse de Nágárjuna (Maháprajñápáramitáøástra),
Tome V (Louvain-la-Neuve, Université de Louvain, Institut
Orientaliste, 1980), pp. 2281ñ2305; Hikata, Suvikrántavikrámi-
ParipĔcchá Prajñápáramitá-Sútra. Introductory Essay, pp. 55ñ58; Akira
Hirakawa, ëThe Rise of Maháyána Buddhism and Its Relationship to the
Worship of Stupasí, The Memoirs of the Research Department of the Toyo
Bunko XXII (1963), pp. 61ñ65 (full article, pp. 57ñ106; idem, History of
Indian Buddhism, pp. 74ñ75. One of the early scholars to discuss the
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aògas and the Vaipulya as aòga was Eugène Burnouf: see his Introduction
to the History of Indian Buddhism, translated by Katia Buffetrille and
Donald S. Lopez Jr. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2010), pp.
97ñ110 (for Vaipulya see pp. 106ñ107, 110). The classic modern study of
the nine aògas remains Oskar von Hinüber, ëDie Neun Aògas ñ Ein
früher Versuch zur Einteilung buddhistischer Texteí, Wiener Zeitschrift
für die Kunde Südasiens, Band XXXVIII (1994), pp. 121ñ135. See, in
Japanese, Egaku Mayeda, A History of the Formation of Original Buddhist
Texts (Tokyo: Sankibo-Busshorin Publishing Co., Ltd., 1964), pp. 389ñ
428 (English summary, pp. (31)ñ(32)). Jan Nattier, ëThe Twelve
Divisions of Scriptures ( ) in the Earliest Chinese Buddhist
Translationsí, ARIRIAB VII (2003), pp. 167ñ196, with tables giving ëThe
Twelve Aògas in Selected Chinese Sourcesí, pp. 191ñ194 and
bibliography (pp. 195ñ196), does not discuss the Vaidalya genre
separately; it appears that the sources consulted by Nattier all translate a
form meaning Vaipulya.
83. Translation from N.A. Jayawickrama (tr., ed.), The Inception of
Discipline and the Vinaya Nidána, being a Translation and Edition of the
Báhiranidána of Buddhaghosaís Samantapásádiká, the Vinaya Commentary
(London: Luzac and Company, 1962),

 
§ 31, English, p. 26, Pali p. 155,

Cullavedalla-Mahávedalla-Sammádiþþhi-Sakkapañha-Saòkhárabhájanìya-
Mahápuóóamasuttádayo sabbe pi vedaí ca tuþþhií ca laddhá laddhá
pucchitasuttanta vedallan ti veditabbaí. In n. 31.9, p. 102, Jayawickrama
discusses Vedalla: ëTo my mind vedalla means ìsubtle analysisî coming
from an older vaidárya from vi and root dϬ ìto tear apartî; hence, ìanalyse
or break down into fundamentalsî. Hence Vedalla should be rendered as
ìAnalysesî.í
84. For a note on Vaipulya with further definitions and references, see
Peter Skilling, Mahásútras: Great Discourses of the Buddha (Vol. II,
Oxford: The Pali Text Society, 1997), pp. 31ñ42.
85. This very hypothetical question depends in part on the nature of
the two titles, Lesser Vedalla and Greater Vedalla. The Sanskrit
counterparts have different titles ñ for example Mahákauåþhila-sútra for
MN 43, Bhikåuóìdharmadinná-sútra for 44 ñ and we do not so far meet
any other sútras with Vedalla/Vaidalya in their titles anywhere in the
Ágama/Nikáya literature. Why the two Pali suttas and no others bear
these titles remains to be explained. Could the titles have been assigned
to establish an official set of ëorthodoxí Vedalla suttas?
86. Aòguttara-nikáya, Pañcaka-nipáta, Yodhájìva-vagga, Anágatabhaya-
sutta: E. Hardy (ed.) The Aòguttara-nikáya, Part III, Pañcaka-nipáta, and
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Chakka-nipáta (London: The Pali Text Society/Routledge & Kegan Paul
Ltd. 1976 [first published 1897]), p. 107; translation from Bhikkhu Bodhi
(tr.), The Numerical Discourses of the Buddha. A Translation of the
Aòguttara Nikáya (Bristol: The Pali Text Society/Somerville: Wisdom
Publications, 2012), p. 714. 
87. ëTalk pertaining to Dhammaí, abhidhammakathá: Bhikkhu Bodhi
(n. 1086, p. 1733) notes, ëI take the word abhidhamma here to have a
purely referential function, that is, to mean ìpertaining to the Dhamma,
relating to the Dhamma.î It does not denote the canonical collection of
that name or its philosophy. See DOP sv abhidhamme [Margaret Cone,
A Dictionary of Pali, Part I (Oxford: The Pali Text Society, 2001), p.
198]. Mp [Manorathapúraóì, the Aòguttaranikáya commentary], too,
appears to recognize that the Abhidhamma Piþaka is not relevant here,
explaining abhidhammakathaí in this passage as a discussion on ìthe
supreme teaching concerned with virtuous behaviour, etc.î (sìládi-
uttamadhammakathaí)í. See also Dhammajoti, Sarvástiváda
Abhidharma, p. 3, ëabhidhamma-kathá ñ a solemn dialogue between two
bhikåus concerning the spiritual pathí. Nonetheless, I feel the term may
indeed mean here discussions on Abhidhamma as a system of, or
tendency in, Buddhist thought.
88. ëQuestions-and-answersí, vedallakathá: in note 1086 (p. 1733),
Bhikkhu Bodhi summarizes the gloss of the commentary: ëIt takes
vedallakathaí to be a ìmiscellaneous talk on knowledge connected with
inspirational joyî (vedapaþisaíyuttaí ñáóamissakakathaí) Ö The ìdark
Dhammaî (kaóhadhammaí) is said to occur by way of fault-finding
with a mind bent on criticizing others (randhagavesitáya
upárambhapariyesanavasena).í See also Dhammajoti, Sarvástiváda
Abhidharma, p. 3, ëvedalla Ö the extensive unravelling of the profound
doctrinal meanings that have been hidden. In form, it consists of a
question and answer session on doctrinal matters with a scope
apparently broader than that in abhidhamma-kathá ñ either between the
Buddha and the fourfold disciples (with others listening) or among the
disciples themselves.í 
89. 107.4 abhidhammakathaí vedallakathaí kathentá kaóhaí
dhammaí okkamamáná na bujjhissanti. Pertinent here are the ëfive
detrimental things that lead to the decay and disappearance of the true
Dhammaí: see Bhikkhu Bodhi (tr.), The Connected Discourses of the
Buddha: A New Translation of the Saíyutta Nikáya, Vol I (Boston:
Wisdom Publications, 2000), p. 681, from Saíyutta-nikáya (PTS) II
224.29, pañca kho me kassapa okkamaniyá dhammá saddhammassa
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sammosáya antradhánáya samvattanti. The five dhammas are to be
disrespectful to the Buddha, the Dhamma, the Saígha, the training, and
concentration. The Commentary (p. 204.25) glosses okkamanìya as
avakammaniya, meaning ëgoing downwardsí, that is, decline (tattha
okkamaniyá ti avakkamaniyá heþþha-gamaniká ti attho).
90. See Lamotte, History of Indian Buddhism, p. 235. With only a title ñ
anágatabhayáni, ëfuture threatsí, plural ñ to go on, it is impossible to
know which of those mentioned, for example in the Group of Fives of
the NUMERICAL DISCOURSES, Aøoka might have had in mind.
91. Gambhìra, lokuttara, suññatapaþisaíyutta, kavikata: these are some
of the terms used in dialogues on authenticity in the Pali Nikáyas, in the
PERFECTION OF WISDOM IN EIGHT THOUSAND STANZAS, in the SÚTRA

ON THE CONCENTRATION THAT DIRECTLY FACES THE BUDDHAS OF

THE PRESENT TIME, and other texts. See P. Skilling, ëScriptural
Authenticity and the Ørávaka Schools: An Essay towards an Indian
Perspectiveí, EB Vol. 41, no. 2 (2010), pp. 1ñ47, especially pp. 16ñ17.
92. Edward Conze (ed., tr.), The Gilgit Manuscript of the
Aåþádaøasáhasrikáprajñápáramitá Chapters 70 to 82 corresponding to the

 
6th,,

7th and 8th abhisamayas (Rome: Istituto Italiano per il Medio ed Estremo
Oriente, 1974, p. 8.22.
93. Skilling, ëScriptural Authorityí, p. 18.
94. The closest apparent parallel is the ëMahábodhiyánaí of the
COMMENTARY ON THE BASKET OF CONDUCT, but this is a term of
restricted use and different application. See The Discourse on the All-
Embracing Net of Views, translated from the Pali by Bhikkhu Bodhi
(Kandy: Buddhist Publication Society, 2007), pp. 44, 243.
95. For Vetullaváda, see G.P. Malalasekera, Dictionary of Páli Proper
Names ([1937] New Delhi: Munshiram Manoharlal, 1983), Vol. II, p.
918. The term is frequently spelt Vetulyaº; here I standarize to Vetullaº.
96. C.M. Fernando (tr.), The Nikáya Saògrahawa, revised and edited by
Mudaliyár W.F. Gunawardhana (Colombo: H.C. Cottle, Government

Printer, 1908), p. 9.
97. See Padmanabh S. Jaini (ed.), Abhidharmadìpa with
VibháåáprabhávĔtti (Patna: Kashi Prasad Jayaswal Research Insitute,
1977), Introduction, pp. 123ñ128. 
98. Summary after Walpola Rahula (tr.), Le Compendium de la Super-
Doctrine (Philosophie) (Abhidharmasamuccaya) díAsaòga (Paris: École
française díExtrême-Orient, 1971), Introduction, p. xviii.
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99. Étienne Lamotte (ed., tr.), La somme du Grand Véhicule díAsaòga
(Maháyánasaígraha) (Louvain-la-Neuve, 1973, II, 26 [Tibetan text, Tome
I, pp. 37ñ38; translation, Tome II, pp. 120ñ122]). See also VI, 6 (Tibetan
text, Tome I, p. 70; translation, Tome II, p. 217), which refers to the
íDul ba bsñad pa shin tu rgyas paíi mdo, rendered by Lamotte as
Vinayaghoåavaipulyasútra (which I do not find very convincing). The
sútra is so far unidentified. 
100. Laòkávatára-sútra, Sagáthakaí, v. 142. For an English translation,
see Daisetz Teitaro Suzuki (tr.), The Lankavatara Sútra, A Mahayana
Text, Translated for the first time from the original Sanskrit (London:
Routledge & Kegan Paul Ltd., [1932] 1973), p. 237.
101. J. Takakusu and Makato Nagai (eds.), Samantapásádiká, Buddhag-
hosaís Commentary on the Vinaya Piþaka, Vol. IV (London: The Pali Text
Society/Luzac & Company, Ltd., 1967 [first published 1934]), p. 742 ult.
veda¿hapiþakádìni pana abuddhavacanáni yevá ti vuttaí, with the variant
vedallaº, as also given in the Thai-script printed edition, Saman-
tapásádikáya náma vinayaþþhakatháya dutiyo bhágo mahávibhaògavaóóaná,
Vajirañáóena Mahásamaóena sodhitá, Mahámakuþarájavidyálaye ganthá-
dhikárattherehi puna sodhitá (Bangkok: Mahámakuþarájavidyálaya, [Thai
Buddhist Era] 2522 [1979], first published 2462 [1919]), p. 292 ult. 
102. Cúlavaísa 78:221ñ222.
103. F.L. Woodward (ed.), Sárattha-ppakásinì, Buddhaghosaís
Commentary on the Saíyutta-nikáya, Vol. II (London: The Pali Text
Society/Routledge & Kegan Paul Ltd., 1977 [first published 1932]), p.
202.1 vetulla-piþakan ti, idaí abuddhavacanaí pariyatti-saddhamma-
paþirúpakaí náma, with variant vedallaº. The PTS edition of the
Sárasaògaha (ed. Genjun H. Sasaki, Oxford: The Pali Text Society,
1992), p. 45.29, reads vetullapiþakádìni.
104. Saíyutta-þìká (Dutiyo bhágo) (Marammaraþþha Buddhasásanasamiti,
1961), p. 171.4, vedallapiþakan (variant ëin some manuscripts veda¿ha) ti
vetullapiþakaí. taí nágabhavanato ánìtan ti vadanti. vádabhásitan ti
apare. abuddhavacanaí buddhavacanena virujjhanato. na hi sambuddho
pubbáparaviruddhaí vadati. tattha sallaí upaþþhapenti kilesavinayaí na
sandissati, aññadatthu kilesuppattiyá paccayo hotì ti. I am indebted to
Mattia Salvini for pointing out these passages.
105. Li Rongxi, ëThe Life of Nágárjuna Bodhisattvaí, in Lives of the Great
Monks and Nuns (Berkeley: Numata Center for Buddhist Translation and
Research, 2002), pp. 17ñ27. See also Roger Coreless, ëThe Chinese Life of
Nágárjunaí, No. 41 in Donald S. Lopez, Jr. (ed.), Buddhism in Practice
(Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1995), pp. 525ñ531.
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106. E. Obermiller (tr.), History of Buddhism (Chos-hbyung) by Bu-ston, II.
Part, The History of Buddhism in India and Tibet (Heidelberg, 1932), p. 124.
107. M.V. Vassilief, Le bouddhisme: ses dogmes, son histoire et sa literature,
Première partie, Aperçu Général, traduit du russe par M.G.A. La
Comme (Paris: August Durand, Librairie/Vve Benj. Duprat, Librairie,
1863), p. 119; cited by Fergusson, Tree and Serpent Worship, pp. 69ñ70.
For Nágárjuna, see Joseph Walser, Nágárjuna in Context: Maháyána
Buddhism and Early Indian Culture (New York: Columbia University
Press, 2005).
108. See, for example, Edward Conze (tr.), The Perfection of Wisdom in
Eight Thousand Lines and its Verse Summary (Bolinas, California: Four
Seasons Foundation, Second prining with corrections, 1975), pp. 139, 202.
109. See, for example, Daniel Boucher (tr.), Bodhisattvas of the Forest and
the Formation of the Maháyána: A Study and Translation of the
RáåþrapálaparipĔcchá-sútra (Honolulu: University of Hawaiíi Press, 2008),
p. 137, section subtitled ëReactions of Co-Religionists to This Teachingí.
110. See Boucher, Bodhisattvas of the Forest, Introduction, pp. 71ñ72. 
111. Internal titles ñ those embedded in the narrative or rhetoric of the
sútra ñ generally give more reliable evidence of usage than do the
concluding manuscript titles. Closing titles, including translation titles,
were often added in later projects of bibliographic standardization. It
does not seem that there are any broad-based studies of the self-
representation of Maháyána sútras through epithets and vocabularies of
glorification. Such studies are needed to advance the general
understanding of questions like these.
112. For this anthology, see P. Skilling and Saerji, ëThe Circulation of
the Buddhávataísaka in Indiaí, ARIRIAB XVI (2013), pp. 193ñ216.
113. Tibetan translation done by Dharmaørìprabha and Dpal gyi lhun
po in about the early eighth century: Buddhapiþakaduýøìlanigrahì-náma-
máháyánasútra, Sangs rgyas kyi sde snod tshul khrims íchal ba tshar gcod pa
shes bya ba theg pa chen poíi mdo, Otani Catalogue No. 886, Reprint Vol.
35, mdo, tshu, 81b2, mdo sde rab tu rnam par íbyed pa zhes bya ba dang,
rnam par íthag pa theg pa chen poíi mdo zhes bya ba dang, sangs rgyas kyi
sde snod ces bya ba dang, tshul khrims íchal ba ítshar gcod pa zhes bya ba
rdzogs so. The list of titles is effectively a colophon. A Chinese
translation in three juans is ascribed to Kumárajìva, CE 405: Lewis R.
Lancaster in collaboration with Sung-bae Park, The Korean Buddhist
Canon: A Descriptive Catalogue (Berkeley: University of California
Press, 1979) § 529, Fo zang jing, *Buddhapiþaka-sútra (= Taishõ 653).
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114. Mdo sde rab tu rnam par íbyed pa. In technical literature, rab tu rnam
par íbyed translates the noun pravicaya or the verb pravicinoti: see J.S.
Negi, Tibetan-Sanskrit Dictionary, Vol. 14 (Sarnath, Varanasi: Dictionary
Unit, Central Institute of Higher Tibetan Studies, 2004), pp. 6249-6250.
115. Or.15010/43: see Seishi Karashima (ed.), ëThe Sanskrit Fragments
Or.15010 in the Hoernle Collectioní, in Seishi Karashima and Klaus
Wille (Editors-in-chief), The British Library Sanskrit Fragments, Vol. II.1,
Texts (Tokyo: The International Research Institute for Advanced
Buddhology, Soka University, 2009), pp. 399-402; Vol. II.2, Facsimiles,
Pl. 245.
116. Tõhoku Cat. No. 227, mdo sde, dza, 177a.3ñ188b7.
117. Cecil Bendall (ed.), Çikshásamuccaya: A Compendium of Buddhist
Teaching compiled by Çántideva chiefly from earlier Maháyána-sútras (St.
Pétersbourg: Imperial Academy of Sciences, 1897ñ1902; repr. Delhi:
Motilal Banarsidass Publishers Pvt. Ltd.), pp. 95.11ñ97.15. For
translation, see Cecil Bendall and W.H.D. Rouse (tr.), Øikshá-samuccaya,
a Compendium of Buddhist Doctrine (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1971),
pp. 96ñ99. For the author Øántideva, see recently, with references to
earlier literature, Paul Harrison, ëThe Case of the Vanishing Poet. New
Light on Øántideva and the Øikåá-samuccaya,í in Konrad Klaus and Jens-
Uwe Hartmann (eds.), Indica et Tibetica: Festschrift für Michael Hahn:
zum 65. Geburtstag von Freunden und Schülern überreicht (Vienna:
Arbeitskreis für tibetische und buddhistische Studien, Universität Wien,
2007), pp. 215ñ248.
118. First Bhávanákrama, in Giuseppe Tucci, Minor Buddhist Texts, Parts
One and Two ([Rome 1956, 1958], repr. Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass,
1986), p. 505.18 [original pagination, Part II, p. 195] yat
sarvadharmasaígrahavaipulye coktaí (addressed to Mañjuørì);
Bhávanákrama III (Tucci) p. 26.9 tathácoktaí sarvadharmavaipulye
(addressed to Maitreya). The Tibetan has Chos thams cad shin tu rgyas par
bsdus pa = ºvaipulyaº. The abbreviated quotation is probably derived
directly from the Øikåásamuccaya.
119. Together with Mattia Salvini, I am preparing a study and
translation of this sútra.
120. Schøyen collection, MS number 2378/1, in BMSC I: Kazunobu
Matsuda, ëØrìmáládevìsiíhanádanirdeøaí, p. 74.6, samápta(í)
ørìmáládevìsiíha [náda]nirde [øa] (sútram|) [e] (káyána) í [ma] (h) [opá]
yavaitulye abhijñá [taí] ørì [má] lá [sútra] m etat ||. The Tibetan title is
embedded in a stock formula used for sútra titles in the Kanjur HEAP OF

PRECIOUS JEWELS collection and does not correspond. Regarding the
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Chinese, Matsudaís n. 23 states that ëAlthough there are many tentative
points in the first line, if my reconstruction is correct, the title of this
sútra given here is practically identical with the title used by
Guóabhadra in his Chinese translationí, done in 436. 
121. MS number 2378/1, in BMSC I: Jens Braarvig, ëSarvadharmá-
pravĔttinirdeøaí, p. 103, 3 lines from bottom, vaitulyasútráítánáí ca
varóaí saíprakáøayiåyaíti sarvadharmá ca vaitulyá jñásyaíti, Tibetan
p. 104.15 shin tu rgyas paíi mdo rnams kyi bsngags pa yang rjod la, chos
thams cad shin tu rgyas pa yang ítshal bar ígyur.
122. Hiromi Habata (ed.), Die Zentralasiatischen Sanskrit-Fragmente des
Maháparinirváóa-mahásútra: Kritische Ausgabe des Sanskrittextes und seiner
tibetischen Übertragung im Vergleich mit den chinesischen Übersetzungen
(Marburg: Indica et Tibetica Verlag, 2007), § 16.2, pp. 81ñ82. Habata
discusses Vaitulya (Vaipulya) in her Einleitung, § 24. See also Hiromi
Habata, ëThe Maháparinirváóa-mahásútra Manuscripts in the Stein and
Hoernle Collectionsí, in Karashima and Wille, The British Library Sanskrit
Fragments, Vol. II.1, Texts, p. 567.
123. The ëKashgar manuscriptí reads, with some variants,
Saddharmapuóðarìke mahávaitulyasútraratne, while the Farhád-Beg
manuscript has Saddharmapoóðarìke mahávaitulyasútraratnai (Chapter
11), Saddharmapoóðarìke mahávetulyasútraratne (Chapter 12), etc.
Where the Kashgar manuscript describes future bodhivatvas as ëbearers
of the Vaitulya sútrántasí, the Nepalese manuscripts and the Tibetan
translation have ëbearers of the Vaipulya sútrántasí:
(vaipulyasútrántadhara, shin tu rgyas ídzin pa). For occurrences of
vaipulya in the Saddharmapuóðarìka, with the Tibetan translations shin
tu rgyas pa or rab rgyas, see Yasunori Ejima et al., Index to the
Saddharmapuóðarìkasútra ñ Sanskrit, Tibetan, Chinese ñ fasc. IX (Tokyo:
The Reiyukai, 1991), p. 959. In general, in the Saddharmapuóðarìka and
other sútras, the Nepalese manuscripts use the form Vaipulya. These are
only examples; detailed comparative studies of Indic manuscripts and
Chinese and Tibetan translations are needed. 
124. Bhikshu Dharmamitra (tr.), Vasubandhuís Treatise on the Bodhisattva
Vow: A Discourse on the Bodhisattvaís Vow and the Practices Leading to
Buddhahood, Treatise on the Generating the Bodhi Resolve Sútra by
Vasubandhu Bodhisattva (circa 300 CE) (Seattle: Kalavinka Press, 2009), pp.
17 (ëthe mahávaipulya teachingsí), 143 (ëthe vaipulya Maháyánaís treasury
of bodhisattva scripturesí). The contexts of usages like this in Chinese
sources need to be scrutinized in future to complete our understanding of
Vaidalya/Vaipulya, but that is beyond the scope of this essay.
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125. Maháyánavaipulyasútra, Bodhisattvapiþakávataísaka, Tib. Theg pa
chen poíi mdo sde shin tu rgyas pa Byang chub sems dpaíi sde snod phal po
che: for discussions of these epithets, see Louis Renou and Jean Filliozat
(eds.), LíInde classique: Manuel des études indiennes, Tome II (Paris: Payot,
1953), § 2015, and Ariane Macdonald, Le Maóðala du Mañjuørìmúlakalpa
(Paris: Adrien-Maisonneuve, 1962, pp. 3ñ10.
126. Rolf W. Giebel (tr.), The Vairocanábhisaíbodhi Sútra (Berkeley:
Numata Center for Buddhist Translation and Research, 2005), p. 228,
ëthe Broad (Vaipulya) Vehicleí (twice), p. 271, ëthe Vaipulya scriptures of
the Great Vehicleí.
127. For an edition of the Tibetan, see Y. Kajiyama, ëThe Vaidalya-
prakaraóa of Nágárjunaí, reprinted in Y. Kajiyama, Studies in Buddhist
Philosophy (Selected Papers) (Kyoto: Rinsen Book Co., Ltd., 1989), pp. 361ñ
387; for an English translation, see Fernando Tola and Carmen
Dragonetti, Nágárjuna's Refutation of Logic (Nyáya) Vaidalyaprakaraóa
(Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1995 [Buddhist Tradition Series, Vol 24]). See
also Chr. Lindtner, Nagarjuniana: Studies in the writings and philosophy of
Nágárjuna (Copenhagen: Akademisk Forlag, 1982), Chapter IV (reprinted
in Chr. Lindtner, Master of Wisdom: Writings of the Buddhist Master
Nágárjuna, Oakland: Dharma Publishing, 1986, pp. 273ñ278). 
128. rtog ge shes paíi nga rgyal gyis / gang shig rtsod par mgon ídod pa/ de yi
nga rgyal spong paíi phyir / zhib mo rnam íthag bshad par bya.
129. A classic source is Walpola Rahula, History of Buddhism in Ceylon:
The Anurádhapura Period, 3rd Century BCñ10th Century AC (Colombo:
M.D. Gunasena & Co. Ltd., [1956] Second edition, 1966), Chapters 6
and 7, especially pp. 87ñ111. Sodõ Mori, Maháyána Buddhism in Sri
Lanka (Nagoya, March, 1999), addresses his topic from several fronts. 
130.  I have been unable to check the use of ëthe word ìVaitulyavádaîí in a
ëfragmentary slab-inscription in Sinhala from Jetavanárámaí mentioned,
according to Mori, by Mudiyanse (Mori, Maháyána Buddhism, pp. 17ñ18.
131. The best source for iconographic evidence, with well-informed
commentary, is Ulrich von Schroeder, Buddhist Sculptures of Sri Lanka
(Hong Kong: Visual Dharma Publications Ltd., 1990), especially pp.
209ñ307. For earlier surveys, see Nandasena Mudiyanse, Mahayana
Monuments in Ceylon (Colombo: M.D. Gunasena & Co. Ltd., 1967) and
Diran Kavork Dohanian, The Maháyána Buddhist Sculpture of Ceylon
(New York & London: Garland Publishing, Inc., 1977).
132. The chronological table published by Bhikkhu Ñáóamoli in The
Path of Purification [Visuddhimagga] by Bhadantácariya Buddhaghosa
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(Kandy: Buddhist Publication Society, 1975) pp. xñxii, gives a good
conspectus of Abhayagiri and Vetulya activities, or rather, royal efforts
to suppress the Vetulya, up to the third century CE (reign of Mahásena,
277ñ304). 
133. Wilhelm Geiger (ed.), The Mahávaísa (London: The Pali Text
Society/Luzac & Company, Ltd., 1958 [first published 1908]), 36:111,
Vetulyavádino bhikkhú abhayagirinivásino Ö jinasásanakaóþake. See also
78:21, and Wilhelm Geiger (ed.), Cúlavaísa, being the more recent part of
the Mahávaísa, Vols. I, II, London: The Pali Text Society/Routledge &
Kegan Paul Ltd., 1980, 78:21.
134. Lance Cousins, ëThe Teachings of the Abhayagiri Schoolí, in
Skilling et al., How Theraváda is Theraváda?
135. Translation by Red Pine, The Lankavatara Sútra (Berkeley:
Counterpoint, 2012), p. 26.
136. Definition from Robert E. Buswell, ëIcchantikaí, EnB 1, p. 351.
137. Chapter 2, § XXII, in Bunyiu Nanjio (ed.), The Laòkávatára Sútra
(Kyoto: The Otani University Press, 1923), p. 66.2, tatra
sarvakuøalamúlotsargaý katamo? yaduta bodhisattvapiþakanikåepo
íbhyákhyánáí ca naite sútrántavinayamokåánukúlá iti bruvataý
sarvakuøalamúlaotsargatván na nirváyati. This seems to be the only
reference to Bodhisatvapiþaka in the sútra. For Suzukiís translation from
Sanskrit, see The Lankavatara Sútra, pp. 58ñ59, ëWhat is meant by
abandoning all the stock of merit? It refers to [those Buddhists] who
have abandoned the Bodhisattva collection [of the canonical texts],
making the false accusation that they are not in conformity with the
sútras, the codes of morality, and the emancipation. By this they have
forsaken all the stock of merit, and will not enter into Nirvana.í
138. For the Buddhaís visits to Lanka from the viewpoint of Theravádin
sources, see Frank Perera, The Early Buddhist Historiography of Ceylon
(Dissertation zur Erlangung des Doktorsgrades der Philosophischen
Fakultät der GeorgñAugust-Universität zu Göttingen, 1979), pp. 115ñ124.
139. S. Paranavitana, ëIŧdikaϼusäya Copper Plaquesí, Epigraphia
Zeylanica III (1933), no. 20 (pp. 199ñ212); idem, ëA Note on the
Iŧdikaϼusäya Copper Plaquesí, Epigraphia Zeylanica IV (1939), no. 30
(pp. 238ñ246). For a survey of these and other ëMaháyánistí epigraphic
materials, see Mudiyanse, Mahayana Monuments in Ceylon, pp. 79ñ105.
A new study of these materials in the light of recent advances in
Buddhist studies is a desideratum.
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140. Oskar von Hinüber, Sieben Goldblätter einer Pañcaviíøatisáhasriká
Prajñápáramitá aus Anurádhapura (Göttingen: Verlag Vandenhoeck und
Ruprecht, 1983 [Nachrichten der Akademie der Wissenschaften in
Göttingen, Philologisch-Historische Klasse, Jahrgang 1983, Nr. 7]).
141. See Gregory Schopen, ëThe Text of the ìDháraóì Stones from
Abhayagiriyaî: A Minor Contribution to the Study of Maháyána
Literature in Ceyloní, JIABS 5.1 (1982), pp. 100ñ108, with reference to
earlier literature.
142. I now hesitate to follow the Tibetan tradition that ascribes the
Gáthásaígrahárthaøástra to Vasubandhu the Koøakára, as I had done
earlier in P. Skilling, ëA Survey of the Vyákhyáyukti Literatureí, JIABS
23.2 (2000), pp. 305ñ307 (full article, pp. 297ñ350).
143. U. Wogihara (ed.), Bodhisattvabhúmi (Tokyo: Sankibo Buddhist
Book Store, [1936] 1971), p. 96.6, tatra dvádaøáògád vaco-gatád yad vai-
pulyaí. tad bodhisattva-piþakam. avaøiåþaí ørávaka-piþakaí veditavyaí.
144. Nance, Speaking for Buddhas, Appendix C, p. 182. The original
Sanskrit title is not attested so far. Nance uses the reconstructed title
*Vivaraóasaígrahaóì. I use the title *Vyákhyásaígrahaóì, which is
preferred in recent research.
145. abhidharmmo náma navavidho sútránto sútraí geyaí vyákaraóaí Ö
vaipulyádbhutádharmmá: Die Abhisamácáriká Dharmáý: Verhaltensregeln
für buddhistische Mönche der Mahásáíghika-Lokottaravádins, herausgege-
ben, mit der chinesischen Parallelversion verglichen, übersetzt und kom-
mentiert von Seishi Karashima unter Mitwirkung von Oskar von
Hinüber, Band I (Tokyo: The International Research Institute for
Advanced Buddhology, Soka University, 2012 [Bibliotheca Philologica et
Philosophica Buddhica XIII, 1]), § 7.5. As Karashima points out (§ 7.5, fn.
2), the same definition of Abhidharma (without listing the nine compo-
nents) is given in the Nunís Vinaya (Bhikåunìvinaya) of the same school. It
is also given in the Mahásáíghika Nunís Vinaya preserved in Chinese
translation: see Hirakawa (tr.), Monastic Discipline of the Buddhist Nuns, p.
314. These are commentaries on specific passages (in the first, abhidharm-
meóa vá abhivinayena vá). Commentarial interpretations are context- and
usage-bound, and not necessarily meant to be independent or universal
statements about the words upon which they comment. How far the
statement might be taken as a general definition of Abhidharma needs to
be investigated. 
146. Pralhad Pradhan (ed.), Abhidharma Samuccaya of Asaòga
(Santiniketan: Visva-Bharati, 1950 [Visva-Bharati Studies 12]), p. 79.1;
Rahula, Le Compendium de la Super-Doctrine, p. 132. Note that only about
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forty percent of the Sanskrit is preserved ñ Pradhan translated the rest
back into Sanskrit from the Tibetan and Chinese parallels in comparison
with the commentary (Bháåya), with the result is that his edition is at best
only an approximation of the original. Unfortunately, this includes the
sections discussed here, for which I have consulted the Tibetan. 
147. sarvávaraóa-vidalanataý, Tib. ciíi phyir rnam par íthag pa zhes bya
zhe na? sgrib pa thams cad rnam par íthag paíi phyir ro.
148. Walpola Rahula, writing in the 1950s, states that ëThe term Vetulla
or Vaitulya literally means ìdissentingî or ìdifferentî (secondary
derivative form from vi + tulya): History of Buddhism in Ceylon, p. 90, n.
1. Mori (Maháyána Buddhism, p. 14) gives a similar interpretation, ëÖ vi-
tulya, that is, ìnot the same as oneselfî, ìdiverseî, ìhereticsî.
149. Vasubandhu in Jong Cheol Lee (ed.), The Tibetan Text of the
Vyákhyáyukti of Vasubandhu, critically edited from the Cone, Derge,
Narthang and Peking Editions (Tokyo: The Sankibo Press, 2001
[Bibliotheca Indologica et Buddhologica 8]), p. 161.12.
150. Translation from Saíghabhadra, T 29, 595añb by KL Dhammajoti,
Sarvástivádin Abhidharma, pp. 3ñ4. See also KL Dhammajoti,
ëAbhidharma and Upadeøaí, Journal of the Centre for Buddhist Studies, Sri
Lanka, Vol. III (August, 2005), pp. 112ñ113.
151. Jamgön Mipham Rinpoche, Gateway to Knowledge: The treatise
entitled the Gate for Entering the Way of a Pandita, tr. James Gentry and
Erik Pema Kunsang (Kathmandu: Rangjung Yeshe Publications,
Volume IV, 2012), pp. 68ñ69.
152. Rhys Davids (ëHìnayánaí, p. 684) gives ëHìna means ëabandonedí,
ëlowí, ëmeaní, ëmiserableí; yána means ëcarriageí, ëmeans of progressioní,
ëvehicleí; the compound word Hìnayána, as used of religious opinions,
means a wretched, bad method, or system, for progress on the way to
salvation.í
153. Nathmal Tatia (ed.), Abhidharmasamuccaya-Bháåyam (Patna: K.P.
Jayaswal Research Institute, 1976), p. 96.3. Seven similar reasons are
given in the Maháyána-Sútrálaíkára (ed. Sylvain Lévi, Paris, 1907), p.
171.10 (translation by same, Paris, 1911, p. 280); another seven in
Vasubandhuís Vyákhyáyukti (Tibetan Tripiþaka, Peking edition, Otani
Catalogue No. 5562, Reprint Vol. 113, Sems-tsam, Si, 97b6 = Jong Cheol
Lee (ed.), The Tibetan Text of the Vyákhyáyukti, pp. 160ñ161), cited by Bu
ston in Bu ston chos íbyung (Krung go bod kyi shes rig dpe skrun khang,
1988), p. 21 = E. Obermiller (tr.), History of Buddhism (Chos-hbyung) by
Bu-ston, Part I, The Jewelry of Scripture (Heidelberg, 1931), pp. 38ñ39.
One is tempted to add a further gloss, the ëgreatness of hyperboleí.
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154. The concept of ëresourcefulnessí or ëskilled meansí is not uniquely
Maháyánist ñ it is the application and interpretation of the term that
determines its ideological status. For a Pali example, see Peter Skilling,
(ed.), Past Lives of the Buddha. Wat Si Chum ñ Art, Architecture and
Inscriptions (Bangkok: River Books, 2008), translation p. 119 and p. 118,
n. 2. In general, see Michael Pye, Skilful Means: A Concept in Mahayana
Buddhism ([London: Duckworth, 1978] Second edition, Routledge,
London: 2003); Bhikkhu Pásádika, ëUpáyakauøalyaí, W.G. Weeraratne
(Editor-in-Chief), Encyclopaedia of Buddhism, Vol VIII, fasc. 2 (Sri Lanka:
2008), pp. 439ñ442.
155. I use the past because I am writing about Indian Buddhism.
Needless to say, the Maháyána continues to exist and is active around
the world today, and many of the points still hold.
156. I do not find it very fruitful to compare the Maháyána to the ënew
religious movementsí (NRMs), one of the current categories of Religious
Studies. The new religions of the modern period are lay movements that
have formed around charismatic lay leaders in urban, salaried societies,
and have been built up into mass organizations with their own property,
institutions, and liturgies. It is hard to see much resemblance to the
growth of the Maháyána as a congeries of ideas and practices within the
monastic traditions of India during periods of growth and decline in
urbanization. Although our information about how the Maháyána
worked is skimpy at best, it seems to have been characterized by an
absence of settled institutional bases ñ that is, its practitioners and
advocates were largely based in established monasteries throughout the
entire course of its development in India. The agricultural support base
of the monasteries was in part based on land grants, rather than the
voluntary financial donations of individual and family units
characteristic of NRMs. This is not to say that in India Maháyána
adherents did not participate in and influence the life of the monasteries:
that is another question. If there is any resonance it with NRMs it might
lie in rhetorical constructions of group or community identity.
157. See, for example, Peter Skilling, ëUnsettling Boundaries: Verses
shared by Ørávaka and Maháyána textsí, Journal of the International
College for Postgraduate Buddhist Studies IX (2005), pp. 99ñ112. In
general, see Masahiro Shimoda, ëThe State of Research on Maháyána
Buddhism: The Maháyána as Seen in Developments in the Study of
Maháyána Sútrasí, in Acta Asiatica: Bulletin of the Institute of Eastern
Culture 96: Maháyána Buddhism: Its Origins and Reality (Tokyo: The
Tõhõ Gakkai, 2009), pp. 1ñ23.
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158. See P. Skilling, ëNets of Intertextuality: Embedded Scriptural
Citations in the Yogácárabhúmií, in Ulrich Timme Kragh (ed.), The
Foundation for Yoga Practitioners: The Buddhist Yogácárabhúmi Treatise
and Its Adaptation in India, East Asia, and Tibet (Cambridge, Mass.: The
Department of South Asian Studies / Harvard University 2013), pp.
772ñ790.
159. Bareau, Les sectes bouddhiques du Petit Véhicule, p. 37; Lamotte,
History of Indian Buddhism, p. 540 (271 Maháyána-Sthavira monasteries
with over 24,800 monks; over 200 of the monasteries and over 20,000 of
the monks being in Ceylon, which he did not visit); Hirakawa, A
History of Indian Buddhism, pp. 256ñ258. Most recently, see Max Deeg,
ëSthavira, Thera, and ì*Sthaviravádaî in Chinese Buddhist Sourcesí, in
Skilling et al., How Theraváda is Theraváda?, pp. 150ñ156 (full chapter,
pp. 129ñ163). 

There is no epigraphic reference to Maháyána-Sthavira in India.
The sole lithic record is from central Thailand, about four centuries
after Xuanzang, in the eleventh century. According to a Khmer-lan-
guage stele from Bang Pa In or Lopburi, in Øaka 944 (CE 1022) King
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