CHAPTER TWO

The Perfection of
Wisdom
(Prajiiaparamita)

- Sutras

ON THE MAHAYANA SUTRAS

In approaching the Mahayana sitras we immediately confront
presuppositions concerning the nature of the book which these texts put
into question. As we have seen, the s##74 is not one object among others,
but is rather the body of the Buddha, a focus of celebration and worship
on the model of relic worship. The book is not a free-standing, self-
explanatory item, but an entity embedded in religious practice, a product
of and a guide to spiritual experience. Those of the westernized world
expect a book, perhaps, to lead through systematic and clearly defined
stages from a beginning through a middle to a conclusion. Reading, we
think, is a private, solitary affair, requiring peace, leisure, and silence. But
the fandscape of the Mahayana s#tras is quite extraordinary, space and
time expand and conflate, connections seem to be missed, we move
abruptly from ideas so compressed and arcane as to verge on the
meaningless, to page after page of repetition. If we approach books as a
consumer, regarding texts as goods to be devoured one after the other
from cover to cover, then all too often we find the Mahayana sitras
boring ~ about as boring as a board game for which we have only the
les, lacking pieces and the board!
In fact the study of a Buddhist s#¢r2 was neither private nor peaceful.
Certainly in classical times in India the text would be copied and read, but
ading was closer to chanting out loud. Widespread mastery of the art of
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silent reading is a relatively recent development in world culture. The
historian of medieval monasticism Jean Leclerc has observed that

in the Middle Ages, as in antiquity, they read usually not as today,
principally with the eyes, but with the lips, pronouncing what they
saw, and with the ears, listening to the words pronounced, hearing
what is called the ‘voices of the pages’. ... Doctors of ancient times
used to recommend reading to their patients as a physical exercise

on an equal level with walking, ranning or ball-playing.
(Leclerc 1961: 34)

Each Buddhist monk would probably own no more than one or two
sitras, which would rapidly be learnt by heart, not only through frequent
repetition but because memory of the texts was demanded by the
scholastic environment. Moreover, since the' s#¢ras and their exegetical
treatises were also guides to meditation; so, as anyone who has practised
knows, meditation cannot be performed effectively through repeated
reference to a series of written instructions. Buddhist texts were intended
as no more than mnemonic devices, scaffolding, the framework for
textual exposition by a teacher in terms of his own experience and also
the tradition, the lineage transmission from his teachers, traced back to
the Buddha himself, or to 2 Buddha, or to some other form of authorized
spiritual revelation. This approach to, and treatment of, the sacred text in
Buddhism is not only of historical interest. In traditional Mahayana
cultures, particularly among the Tibetans, these texts are still used and
studied in the age-old way. The scholar who would write a study of
Buddhist practice or even doctrine without bearing this in mind is like an
art historian who would study architecture by ignoring the building and
looking only at the bricks!

The Mahayana sitras vary in length from a few words to, say, the
100,000 verse Perfection of Wisdom. The larger siutras are often very
repetitive and although as yet adequate editions of most of the s#zras are
almost entirely lacking (where the Sanskrit version has survived at all) it
is nevertheless possible through careful text-critical scholarship to detect
the growth of the s#tras over the centuries, although exact details are very
much open to dispute (see Conze 1967a). It would be wrong, therefore, to
think of the larger s#tras as we now have them as necessarily historically
unitary phenomena. Because the s#tras grew and developed, often over
some time, we should likwise not necessarily expect to find one consistent
and systematic doctrine throughout a particular s#¢r4. This is not to say,
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however, that the Buddhist tradition has not been able subsequently to
interpret a s#¢ra in a unitary manner.

A feature of the earlier s#¢ras is the phenomenon of laudatory self-
reference - the lengthy praise of the s#zra itself, the immense merits to be
obtained from treating even a verse of it with reverence, and the nasty
penalties which will accrue in accordance with £arma to those who
denigrate the scripture. We find similar indications of the historical
reception of the early Mahdyana in a famous passage in the
Saddbarmapundarika (Lotus) Sitra, where 5,000 of those in the assembly
walk out rather than listen to the preaching of the s##ra, because of their
‘deep and grave robts of sin and overwheening pride, imagining
themselves to have attained and to have borne witness to what in fact
they had not’ (trans. in Hurvitz 1976: 29). Not infrequently, as we have
already seen, the s#tra itself has one group of monks declaring to another
that this s#¢ra is not the word of the Buddha, together with the reply of
the satra's partisans.

Sometimes stories or sermons which must have originally circulated
separately, products, perhaps, of a different intellectual milieu, are
inserted into the text. It is occasionally possible to detect short insertions
by comparison of the prose and the verse versions of a particular episode,
for many of the s#tras have both. Generally the verses tend to be the
older. The metric form prevents easy tampering, and it is possible

. sometimes to detect archaic or non-standard linguistic features which

indicate, together with other clues, that a number of the early Mahayana
sitras were not originally in Sanskrit at all, but in a2 Middle Indic dialect

- which has been subsequently Sanskritized — not always very well from a

classical point of view. Occasionally a number of different s#¢ras have
been gathered together and referred to as one conglomerate s#z#a, as in
the case of the Mabararnakuta Sitra, or the Avatamsaka Sitra. There is
evidence, moreover, that the Chinese in particular were so impressed
with the Mahayana s#¢ras that they created a number of spurious s#zras,

- some of which have been of considerable importance in the development

of Chinese Buddhism. The great Japanese Zen Master Déogen (thirteenth
century), in his younger days in China, suspected that the so-called $#%-

‘rangama Sitra (10 be distinguished from the genuine Sirangamasamadhbi

Sitra), an important s4tra in Zen Buddhism, was not an authentic Indian

shtra, a point now generally accepted by scholars. How one assesses the

Central Asian and Chinese spurious sz#ras in the light of continuing
revelation is open to debate, however. After all, from the point of view of

:the pre-Mahayana tradition «/ the Mahayana s#tras were spurious!
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THE ORIGINS AND DEVELOPMENT OF THE
PRAJNAPARAMITA LITERATURE

It is not possible at the present stage of our knowledge to make very
many certain statements concerning either the origins or the
development of the Prajfiaparamita literature. It is widely held that this
literature, and possibly Mahayana Buddhism itself, originated in Central
or Southern India, and this is supported by a comment in the Astasa-
basrika Prajfiaparamita that after the death of the Buddha the perfection
of wisdom will proceed to the south and thence to the east and north
(Conze 1973b: 159).! Etienne Lamotte has argued, however, for the
North-Western and Central Asian (Khotanese) origins of the Prajfiapa-
ramita, and indeed Lamotte is inclined to see some Mediterranean and
Greek influences at work in the changes occurring in Buddhism during
the period of Mahayana emergence (Lamotte 1954: 377 ff; 1958).
Edward Conze has observed that Lamotte’s arguments have shown only
that the Perfection of Wisdom had a great success in the north-west
during the Kusana period (c. first century CE), not that it originated there
(Conze 1960: 9 ft.).

Issues of the origins of the Prajfiaparamita and those of the Mahayana
are closely connected, since at the present stage of our knowledge the
earliest Mahayana sitras are probably Prajiiaparamita sutras. The
problem is complicated by the fact that archaeological and epigraphic
evidence point one way, and textual evidence the other. A. L. Basham has
asserted quite categorically that the inscriptional evidence points to a
northern origin for Mahayana Buddhism. Observing that some scholars
trace the origins of the Mahayana to the south, he distinguishes between
Mahayana mythology and its philosophical ideas. These latter could
possibly have a southern origin, but phenomena like the belief in
heavenly Bodhisattvas are definitely northern (Basham 1981: 37). It may
indeed be necessary to distinguish between the philosophical ideas of the
Prajiiaparamita, and the mythology of Bodhisattvas, Buddhas, and their
activities, although both are blended in the extant Prajfiaparamita
literature. It is possible, although purely hypothetical, to see in the
emergence of the Mahayana as an identifiable entity the commingling of
two originally separate strata, say ‘philosophical’ and ‘religious’ (these
terms are purely shorthand). The extant Prajiaparamita literature, at
least in its earliest form, shows a predominance of the philosophical,

while the other wing is represented by the Sukhavati satras and the
Akgobhyavyiiha Sitra. It has been suggested that the Pratyutpanna Sutra
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represents a deliberate attempt to unite these two originally separate
traditions (Harrison 1978: 40). It would be possible thus to trace the
9rigins of these two tendencies to different (although not necessarily
intrinsically separate) religio-philosophical trends, and therefore perhaps
to different geographical areas. Speculation, of course, but one interesting
conclusion we could draw from such speculation is that since the name
‘Mahayina’ is attributed to an entity showing a commingling of both
streams, so it may be a mistake to look for the geographical origins of the
Mahayana. We should rather look as far as possible to a number of
centres, and trace in literature, archaeology, and epigraphy their contacts
and mutual influencess

Edward Conze has distinguished four phases in the development of the
Prajfiaparamita literature, stretching over more than a thousand years
(Conze 1960: 9 ff.; 1968; 11 ff.). From about 100 BCE to 100 CE we have
the elaboration of a basic text. During the following 200 years this basic
text was very much expanded, while the subsequent 200 years up to about
500 CE was characterized by the restatement of basic ideas in short s#tras
on the one hand, and versified summaries on the other. During the final
period, from 600-1200 CE, Tantric influences make themselves felt, and
we find evidence of magical elements in the s##ras and their use. So, for
examples of each category we have:

() The oldest text, the Astasabasrika (8,000 verse) Perfection of
Wisdom, together with the Ratnagunasamcayagatha, which Conze
sees as its verse summary.

(i) The Satasabasriki (100,000 verse), the Paficavimiatisibasrika
(25,000 verse), and the Astadafasibasrika (18,000 verse) Prajiia-
paramitas.

(iii) (a) The Vajracchedska: this is the famous Diamond Sitra, the 300

verse Perfection of Wisdom.

(b) The Abhisamayalamkara, an exegetical work attributed to the
‘celestial Bodhisattva” Maitreya. This is said to be the Perfection
of Wisdom systematized for practice. Tibetans always study the
Prajfiaparamita through the medium of this texr and its
commentaries.

(iv) The Adhyardhaiatika (150 verse) Prajfiaparamita.

dward Conze’s four phases are widely accepted by scholars, and their

broad outline, particularly the expansion of a basic text and its subsequent

: ntraction, had been independently suggested by Ryusho Hikata (1958)
n Japan. One should be wary of accepting such schema as definitely
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established, however. Conze and Hikata disagree on the antiquity of the
Vajracchedika, which Japanese scholars generally place much earlier than
is usual in the West. Gregory Schopen has now suggested that the Agtasa-
basrika may actually contain a reworking of ideas found in the
Vajracchedika (Schopen 1975: 153n). No notice has been taken, I think,
of the quotations from the Diamond Sitra contained in the Si-
trasamuccaya, the attribution of which to Nagarjuna (c. second century
CE) has not yet been disproved. The issue must be left open, but at the
moment there is reasonable possibility that the Vajracchedika in some
form or another dates from a very early phase of Prajfiaparamita literary
activity.

Edward Conze has elsewhere distinguished nine stages in the
development of Prajiaparamita thought (Conze 1967b: 123-47):
(i) The initial phase represented by the first two chapters of the
Ratnagunasamcayagatha; (ii) chapters 3-28 of the Ajstasahasrika; (iii)
incorporation of material from the Abhidharma; (iv)concessions to the
Buddhism of Faith; (v) the last third of the Satasabasrika; (vi) the short
sitras; (vii) Yogacirin (Cittamatra) commentaries; and finally (viii)
Tantric and (ix) Ch’an (Zen) uses and commentaries. As with his four
phases in the development of the literature, with which this list overlaps,
Conze’s schema here is reasonable but may have to be amended in the
light of further research.?

WISDOM (PRAJNA) AND ITS PERFECTION

Wisdom is, alas, all too rare; prajiia is not. This apparent paradox should
make us sensitive to the usual translation of ‘prajfia’ by ‘wisdom'. Prajfia
is a mental event, a state of consciousness, normally in the Indo-Tibetan
Buddhist context a state of consciousness which results from analysis,
investigation. ‘Its function’, the Abbidharmasamuccaya tells us, 'is to
exclude doubt.’ In this sense some Buddhist texts refer to a worldly or
conventional (samvrti) prajiia, the understanding through investigation
of, say, grammar, medicine, or some other mundane skill?> These skills
may or may not have religious significance, depending on how they are
used. Texts also refer to ultimate (paramartha) prajiia, the understanding
which results from an investigation into the way things really are, what
we might call ‘metaphysical’ understanding, the result of deep and sharp
rigorous thought. In this sense there is the prasia not only of Buddhists
but also of rival non-Buddhist systems of thought - prajfia which

42

The Perfection of Wisdom (Prajfiaparamita) sutras

apparently excludes doubt but is from a Buddhist point of view the result
of a defective analysis. Thus it is possible to speak, as does the Sarvastiva-
da-Vaibhasita tradition, of false prajia (Jaini 1977). Since the principal
concern of Buddhist writing is with the correct understanding of the way
things really are, however, by an understandable process of thought
‘prajiia’ comes to be used for the correct discernment of the true situation,
the ultimate way of things. So, in the non-Mahayana Abbidbarmakoia
Bhisya prajia is given simply as the discernment of dbarmas
(dharmapravicayah), those ultimates which mark the terminating point
of Abhidharma analysis. It will be recalled, however, that in the early
. Mahayana, as well as in some non-Mahayana schools, the teaching of
* dharmas as those final realities out of which we construct the world was
- rejected in favour of a teaching of the emptiness of dbarmas (dbarma-
- fimyata). Dbarmas too lack any fundamental status and are not ultimate
realities, dbarmas too can be analysed away. For these traditions the
analysis associated with the Abhidharma had ended too early, and thus
uch a prajfia was a defective prajiia, not the perfection of prajfia, or no
' real prajiia at all. Now prajiia is said to be a state of consciousness which
- understands emptiness (f#nyata), the absence of self or essence even in
_ dharmas. Since this prajfia is the principal concern of the Perfection of
- Wisdom texts, and since this prajiia, this wisdom, appears to have been
advocated in certain non-Mahayana schools also, it is not surprising that
: there is a Tibetan tradition of a non-Mahayana Prajiaparamita in a
.~ Prakrit, that is, a non-Sanskrit, dialect belonging to the Parvasaila school
- (Conze 1960: 9).

Wisdom (prajia) in the Indo-Tibetan tradition is primarily an
understanding which results from analysis. There is, however, a
distinction familiar to philosophers between knowing zhat something is
the case - knowing who Archibald is, for example - and knowing by
acquaintance — that is, having the dubious pleasure of actually meeting
rchibald. In speaking of wisdom as understanding the way things really
e there is correspondingly a distinction between knowing intellectually,
through deep, even meditative, analysis, the way things must really be,
and the 'paranormal’ experience of a meditative absorption directed
towards the results of such analysis — dbarmas or emptiness as the case
imay be. We thus face another understandable shift in the meaning of
Prajita. Prajiia is sometimes a meditative absorption the content of
which is the ultimate truth, the way things really are. Thus the Mahaya-
wasamgraha can refer to the perfection of wisdom as ‘non-conceptual
awareness’ (nérvikalpakajfiana). This is still prajia, wisdom, for it is still a
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state of consciousness which results from analysis, although the analysis
has been refined, as it were, out of existence, it has transcended itself, and
the mind is left in one-pointed absorption on the results of analysis (see
Chapter 3, pp. 72-4). Note, however, that this prajfiz is non-conceptual
and non-dual, whereas the preceding examples have been conceptual
That there is a gulf between conceptual and non-conceptual appears to
have led certain traditions, notably that of some Ch’an (Zen) practitioners
in East Asia, to conclude that prajfia can in no way result from analysis,
but rather is a natural response to cutting all analytic and conceptual
thought. There are nevertheless Indian bases and precedents for this
(Williams 1980: esp. 25-6), although the particular emphasis on anti-
intellectualism and cutting conceptual thought in some Chinese traditions
may have been the results of unconscious Taoist influence (cf. the Tao te
ching's ‘The Tao that can be spoken of is not the eternal Tzo’).

Thus far ‘prajiia’ and its perfection refer to interconnected forms of
conceptual and non-conceptual understanding. There is, however, one
further slide in meaning to be noted. By a shift understandable in the
Indian context of meditation, ‘prajiia/prajfiaparamita’ come through
non-conceptual and therefore non-dual awareness to equal the content or
object of such an ultimate awareness, that is, in this context emptiness
itself. Thus the Ta-chib-tu lun (Mabaprajiiapiramita Sastra), an
enormous commentary on the 25,000 verse Prajfiaparamita attributed
probably incorrectly to Nagarjuna and extant only in Chinese, refers to
the perfection of wisdom as the indestructible and imperishable ‘real
mark of all the dbarmas’. This is what is really the case, emptiness, the
universal absence of any ultimate existence ‘whether Buddhas occur or
whether they do not occur’.

Ultimate prajfia as understood by the Mahayana, and prajiaparamita,
the perfection of wisdom, appear to be generally the same. Mahayana and
non-Mahayina sources refer to a number of perfections (paramita)
mastered by the Bodhisattva as he or she follows the long path to perfect
Buddhahood. The most frequent list contains six: giving (dana), morality
(§ila), patience (ksanti), effort (virya), meditative concentration (dhyana),
and wisdom (prajfia). The perfection of wisdom is primaryj it is said to
lead the other perfections as a man with eyes leads the blind
(Madbyamakavatara 6:2), although later writers in particular are
sensitive to the suggestion that wisdom is sufficient unto itself and the
other perfections are unnecessary. Candrakirti, in his Madhyamakavatara
distinguishes between mundane or ordinary perfections, and supra-
mundane perfections (1:16). The difference is that the supramundane

perfection of giving, for example, is giving with no conception of the
nherent real existence of giver, gift, or receiver, that is, it is giving in the
ight of perfect prajfia. Generally, therefore, the perfection of wisdom is
hat wisdom which goes beyond the wisdom of the world and that
ssociated by the Mahayana particularly with the Abhidharma scholars. It
tanscends their wisdom both in terms of its more refined analysis, and of
he fact that it occurs within the context of the extensive and
ompassionate Bodhisattva deeds, the aspiration to full Buddhahood for
he benefit of all sentient beings.

ABSENCE OF SELF — THE EXTENSIVE PERSPECTIVE

dward Conze has argued that the earliest Prajizparamita is contained in
the first two chapters of thé Ratnagupasamcayagatha and the
orresponding chapters of the Astasabasrika. The Ratnagunasamcayaga-
ha (Ratna) are verses in a non-standard Sanskrit, and there is reason to
believe that these verses were originally incorporated into the Astasa-
asrika (Asta) on the model of many other Mahayana s#zras. Whether
+Conze is right in maintaining that these sections represent the earliest
Perfection of Wisdom awaits further research, but they certainly contain
he principal features and doctrines of the Prajiaparamita in a very early
nd accessible form. The antiquity of the texts is shown, among other
easons, by their immediate need to establish their authority. It is
ignificant that in the Asz4 the principal speaker, apart from the Buddha,
-is Subhati, ‘the foremost of those who dwell in Peace’, and not Sariputra,
“traditionally the disciple most advanced in wisdom, and the patron of the
Abhidharma.* The wisdom of the Prajflaparamsta is a wisdom which
‘calms all discursive thought and brings true peace. The s##ra is quick to
point out, however, that all Subhuti teaches, and all that other teachers
reach which is in conformity with the truth (ie. prajfiz), is in fact the
work of the Buddha speaking through them. Indeed the s##rs ends with
he assertion that ‘One should know that those beings are living in the
resence of the Tathagata [the Buddha] who will hear this perfection of
isdom, take it up, study, spread, repeat and write it, and who will
onour, revere, adore and worship it’ (trans. in Conze 1973b: 300; all
itations of Astz and Ratna are to this translation). As the Ratna puts it,
Their teaching stems but from the might of the Buddhas, and not their
wn power’ (ibid., 9).

The Perfection of Wisdom scriptures, as with most Mahayana s##ras,
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do not indulge in elaborate philosophical argument. For this we must
look to the philosophical schools, particularly in this case the
Madhyamaka. The scriptures make assertions which indicate the true way
of things and behaviour in the light of that truth. All assertions of the

Prajiiaparamiti are made from the perspective of perfect wisdom, that is, -

they occur from the position of a Buddha's perception wherein absolutely
nothing has any inherent or ultimate existence, but remains only in terms
of conventional truth. All entities are like hallucinatory objects (Ratna
1:14). By switching between these two levels, ultimate and conventional,
it is possible to generate apparent paradoxes for pedagogic effect, but
(pace Conze) there are no genuine paradoxes, no real ‘speaking in
contradictions’ in the Perfection of Wisdom.

The principal- ontological message of the Prajfiaparamita is an
extension of the Buddhist teaching of no-Self to equal no essence, and
therefore no inherent existence, as applied to all things without
exception. This is not some form of Monistic Absolutism, negating in
order to uncover a True Ultimate Reality. The ultimate truth is that there
is no such thing:

Subbuti: Even Nirvana, 1 say, is like a magical illusion, is like a
dream. How much more so anything else!

Gods: Even Nirvana, Holy Subhuti, you say is like an illusion, is like
a dream?

Subbuti: Even if perchance there could be anything more
distinguished, of that too I would say that it is like an illusion, like a
dream.

(trans. in Conze 1973b: 99)

Who will there be who could possibly grasp such a teaching? The answer
is that there is no one around who could grasp it — nor has anything really
been taught at all! One should be clear, however, what is being said here.
There is a widely held view that the philosophical origins of the Mahaya-
na lay in a move from the absence of Self in persons (pudgalanairatmya)
found in the non-Mahayana traditions, to the absence of Self in dbarmas
as well, (dbarmanairatmya = dharmasanyata) found in the Mahayana.
This is naive both historically and in terms of the image of its own
teaching found in the Perfection of Wisdom texts themselves.
Historically, it should be clear that the teaching of absence of Self in
persons (in opposition to that of dhbarmas) is a feature of certain
interpretations of the Abhidharma. The Perfection of Wisdom shows a
clear opposition to any conception of inherently existing dharmas, but
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this is not the same as an opposition to the non-Mahayana traditions as
such, since at this rime the non-Mahayana traditions and the Abhidharma
schools which taught inherent existence of dbarmas were not equivalent.
As we have seen, there were non-Mahayana traditions which held to a

_doctrine of absence of Self in dbarmas. The presence of teachings akin to

those of emptiness in the Swita Nipata of the Pali canon suggests
(speculatively) that those who formulated the Prajfiaparamita may have
seen the teaching of mere absence of Self in persons alone as a dangerous

innovation. It was certainly possible for Candrakirti to point to passages

(extant in the Pali canon) of the non-Mahayana canon which refer to

~each of the five psycho-physical constituents (skandbas) as being like
bubbles, mirages, illusions, and so on (Madhyamakivatara Bhasya on

1:8), a clear indication as far as the Mahayana is concerned that the

- Buddha taught even non-Mahayanists emptiness, the absence of inherent

existence in dbarmas as well as persons (cf. also Asta, Conze 1973b: 167).

Second, the Perfection of Wisdom does not claim that complete
emptiness is the doctrine for Mahayanists in opposition to the non-Maha-
yana teachings concerning dbarmas. Rather, the Ratna says:

Those who wish to become the Sugata’s [Buddha's] Disciples,
Or Pratyekabuddhas, or likewise Kings of the Dharma -
Withourt recourse to this Patience they cannot reach their respective
goals.
They move across, but their eyes are not on the other shore.’
(Conze 1973b: 13)

The Asta explains that ‘No one can attain any of the fruits of the holy life,
or keep it ... unless he patiently accepts the elusiveness of the dharma’
(Conze 1973b: 98). And again, ‘Whether one wants to train on the level
of Disciple, or Pratyekabuddha, or Bodhisattva, — one should listen to this
perfection of wisdom, ... and in this very perfection of wisdom should
one be trained and exert oneself (Conze 1973b: 84). What the Asta is
saying here is that there is no Arhatship or Pratyekabuddhahood without
perfect wisdom, an understanding of emptiness, for it is necessary to
understand the way things really are in order to cut atrachment and attain
any degree of sainthood. Attachment to dbarmas is attachment none the
less.8 Thus the goal of the Hearers is Arhatship, but this goal cannot be
attained without understanding the absence of Self in dbarmas — in other
words those who follow any Abhidharma teaching of the inherent
existence of dharmas cannot attain even their (from a Mahayana point of
view) limited goal. What characterizes the Mahayana is not the teaching
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of absence of Self in dharmas but, according to the great Tibetan scholar
Tsong kha pa (1357-1419), the extensive deeds and compassion of the
Bodhisattva who is treading the path to perfect Buddhahood for the
benefit of all.

So the terminology of the Perfection of Wisdom is that of the
Abhidharma, but the critique is of the claim to have found some things
which really, ultimately exist, i.e. dbarmas. These early Prajiaparamita
texts constantly ask what dharma is referred to by the term x; the reply is
that no such dharma can be found, in reality there is no such thing:

No wisdom can we get hold of, no highest perfection,

No Bodhisattva, no thought of enlightenment either.

When told of this, if not bewildered and in no way anxious,

A Bodhisattva courses in the Well-Gone's [Sugata’s] wisdom.
(Conze 1973b: 9)

The Bodhisattva should not be bewildered. The Agt4 says:

And yet, O Lord, if, when this is pointed out, a Bodhisattva’s heart
does not become cowed, nor stolid, does not despair nor despond, if
he does not turn away or become dejected, does not tremble, is not
frightened or terrified, it is just this Bodhisattva, this great being
who should be instructed in perfect wisdom.

(Conze 1973b: 84)

It is difficult for us to appreciate just how extraordinary these teachings
are as religious teachings, and how disturbing they must have seemed to
anyone who took them seriously at the time they were first promulgated.
For anyone who has tried to practise these teachings in meditation and
life the requirement of completely letting go, ‘existential relaxation’,
cutting even subtle attachment, is an extremely difficult one to fulfil,
requiring immense training and application, and potentially, if taken
seriously, very frightening. This, the Ratna tells us, is true renunciation:

In form, in feeling, will, perception and awareness
Nowhere in them they find a place to rest on.
Without a home they wander, dharmas never hold them,
Nor do they grasp at them — the Jina's Bodhi
[Buddha’s enlightenment] they are bound to gain.
(Conze 1973b: 9-10; cf. 13)

The language would not have been lost on contemporary readers (ot
reciters). The image of wandering without a home was a potent one.
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- Other s#tras make the point more strongly, but the Ratna gains through
_its pointed yet poetic subtlety. True renunciation is the abandonment of
all grasping attachment, and clearly this is a mental state which may or
“may not be mirrored in the social institution of monasticism.

A final note. The Perfection of Wisdom texts repeatedly assert that the
‘Bodhisattva does not engage in discursive thought. This may suggest a
roblem in relating the absence of discursive thought to prajia as the
esult of analysis. It seems to me that the Prajilaparamita sitras, in
speaking from the point of view of the Buddha's non-dual, non-
. conceptual awareness, give little attention to how the Bodhisattva is to
- raise his or her perception to that level. Wisdom, I have argued, involves
initially extending the analysis, to realize as fully as possible, in the first
_instance intellectually, the truth of emptiness. To conclude that wisdom
for the Perfection of Wisdom is the result of simply cutting discursive
- thought, making the mind a blank perhaps, would, I think, be a historical
“and religious error, perhaps the error referred to in Buddhist
- hermeneutics as ‘confusing the result with the cause’? Otherwise, as
Tsong kha pa points out, spiritual, salvific value would follow from
ainting or deep, dreamless sleep.

THE BODHISATTVA

According to Haribhadra (late eighth century), those following the
“Hearer and Pratyekabuddha paths may also be called ‘Bodhisattvas’ in
that they are aiming for an enlightenment (bodhs). Thus when
 specifically Mahiyana Bodhisattvas are meant, those aiming for full
. Buddhahood for the benefit of all, the word ‘mabasattva’, meaning Great
Being, is added. However, it is quite normal in Buddhist literature to use
 the word ‘Bodhisattva’ in a Mahayana sense to equal ‘bodhisattva-maha-
sattvd, i.e. that being who has taken the vow to be reborn, no matter how
many times this may be necessary, in order to attain the highest possible
“goal, that of Complete and Perfect Buddhahood for the benefit of all
“sentient beings. It is in this sense too that I shall use ‘Bodhisattva’.

The concern of the Bodhisattva is with liberation, full Buddhahood, not
“for himself alone (or herself, of course - this follows throughout), but for
all sentient beings. The Prajiaparamita sutras contrast this with the
* narrow scope of the non-Mahayana traditions, where their spiritual goal
- is in the last analysis purely a personal affair:

They make up their minds that ‘one single self we shall tame, ... one
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single self we shall lead to final Nirvana. A Bodhisattva should
certainly not in such a way train himself. On the contrary, he should
train himself thus: My own self I will place in Suchness [the true
way of things], and, so that all the world might be helped, I will
place all beings into Suchness, and I will lead to Nirvana the whole
immeasurable world of beings.’

(Asta, Conze 1973b: 163)

Again, from the Paficavimiati.

What do you think, Sariputra, does it occur to any of the Disciples
and Pratyekabuddhas to think that ‘after we have known full
enlightenment, we should lead all beings to Nirvana ...?"
Sariputra: No indeed, Lord.
The Lord: One should therefore know that the wisdom of the
Disciples and Pratyekabuddhas bears no comparison to the wisdom
of the Bodhisattva. o

(Trans. in Conze 1968: 33)

The Bodhisattva generates infinite compassion, and all his acts are
directed towards helping others:

Great compassion . .. takes hold of him. He surveys countless beings
with his heavenly eye, and what he sees fills him with great
agitation. ... And he attends to them with the thought that: T shall
become a saviour to all those beings, I shall release them from all
their sufferings!” But he does not make either this, or anything else,
into a sign to which he becomes partial. This also is the great light of
a Bodhisattva’'s wisdom, which allows him to know full
enlightenment.

(Asta, Conze 1973b: 238-9)

This last point is crucial. The Bodhisattva’s deeds and attitude are all
sealed with the perfection of prajia — the Bodhisattva does not, in
carrying out his infinite great and compassionate deeds, consider that
there is any ultimately, inherently existing being who is helped. This is
final, true, and total selflessness. In a famous passage the Diamond Sitra
says:

As many beings as there are in the universe of beings ... all these I
must lead to Nirvana. ... And yet, although innumerable beings
have thus been led to Nirvana, no being at all has been led to
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Nirvana. ... If in a Bodhisattva the notion of a ‘being’ should take
place, he could not be called a ‘Bodhi-being'.
(Trans. in Conze 1958: 25)

The Perfection of Wisdom also speaks of the Bodhisattva’s cultivation of
spiritual and other practices in order to develop various psychic and
mundane abilities which he can then use in various ways to help sentient
beings both materially and spiritually. Through psychic ability the
advanced Bodhisattva is said even to be able to manifest Buddhas as
psychic creations for the benefit of beings, so that in this and other ways
the clear distinction between a Buddha and an advanced Bodhisattva
begins to break down. Moreover, being selfless he turns over all his stock
of merit, the result of his many virtuous deeds, for the benefit of others.
He develops ‘skill-in-means’ (or ‘skilful means’ — #paya), the ability to
adapt himself and his teachings to the level of his hearers, without
attachment to any particalar doctrine or formula as being necessarily
applicable in all cases. The Bodhisattvas may, in their compassion, visit
the hells in order to help hell-beings, and as the Mahayana developed so
the notion of skill-in-means-became a strategy whereby Buddhism could
open itself out to new and originally non-Buddhist ideas. The Karandavyi-
ha Sutra, for example, has Avalokite$vara, a Bodhisattva so advanced that
he has taken on divine attributes (an example of Conze’s ‘celestial
Bodhisattvas), apparently sanctioning Hindu doctrines such as Saivism
for those to whom such doctrines would be helpful.

The compassion and wisdom of the Bodhisattvas in the Mahayana
scriptures are both descriptive and exhortatory. There are wonderful
beings who have great abilities and perfect compassion. They have
progressed well along the path to Supreme Buddhahood and are able and
willing to help sentient beings in whatever ways may be of greatest
benefit. On the other hand the follower of the Mahayana is exhorted to
take the Bodhisattva vow himself, to take these teachings and the stories
of Bodhisattvas as models. We know that historically the combination of
descriptive and prescriptive planes sometimes gave rise to tension. The
perfection of giving was often illustrated with popular but gory tales of
the Bodhisattva giving his limbs or body, for example, or burning himself
out of devotion and selflessness. Chinese pilgrims to India in classical
times describe curious cases of what amounts to religious suicide. I-tsing,
in the seventh century, observed that ‘The Mahasattva offered his own
eyes and body, but a bhiksu need not do so’! (Joshi 1967: 110)

The activities and aspiration of the Bodhisattva are well illustrated in
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the Astasahasrika by the story of Sadaprarudita (‘Ever Weeping'), who
willingly offers his own flesh in order to obtain money to give to the
Bodhisattva Dharmodgata, who will teach him the Praj#aparamsta (in
spite of the cost of books, nowadays the teachings are somewhat cheaper,
and for that reason perhaps less valued!). The flesh is offered to a
Brahmin who wishes to carry out a particularly perverse sacrifice but, as
in all good heroic tales, the Brahmin turns out to be a god tes\t\ing the
novice Bodhisattva's resolve, and he is restored to wholeness. The story
forms an important source for our appreciation of the cult of the book,
the Prajilaparamita text, and the Bodhisattva Dharmodgata is the perfect
Dharma preacher, so important to the early Mahayana. He is Sada-
prarudita’s Good Friend, the person who is needed, according to a voice
from the sky, in order to acquire and master the Perfection of Wisdom.
The story is allegorical and visionary - indeed Stephan Beyer has pointed
out the frequency of such visionary tales in the early Mahayana. Beyer
speaks of the visionary origins of the Mahayana in general, and the
Prajiiaparamita in particular:

The metaphysics of the Prajfiaparamita is in fact the metaphysics of
the vision and the dream: a universe of glittering and quicksilver
change is precisely one that can only be described as empty. The
vision and the dream become the tools to dismantle the hard
categories we impose upon reality, to reveal the eternal flowing
possibility in'which the Bodhisattva lives.

(Beyer 1977: 340)

It is frequently said in textbooks that the compassion of the
Bodhisattva is so great that he postpones msrvana, or turns back from
nirvana, in order to place all other sentient beings in wérvapa first. It
seems to me, however, that caution and further research is required here.
Such a teaching appears préma facie to be incoherent, and contains a claim
that somehow a Buddha must be deficient in compassion when compared
with a Bodhisattva. If all other beings must be placed in nirvana before a
particular Bodhisattva attains nérvana himself there could obviously be
only one Bodhisattva. Alternatively, we have the absurd spectacle of a
series of Bodhisattvas each trying to hurry the others into néirvana in
order to preserve his or her vow! Moreover if sentient beings are infinite,
a widely held view in the Mahayana, then the Bodhisattva is setting
himself an impossible task, and no Bodhisattva could ever attain
Buddhahood. I asked the late Kensur Pema Gyaltsen, head abbot of
Drepung Monastery and one of the most learned Tibetan scholars, about
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“this while he was on a visit to Britain. I explained that it was widely
sserted in books available in the West that the Bodhisattva does not
become enlightened until he has helped all other sentient beings to
nlightenment. The eminent Lama seemed to find this most amusing
ince, as he put it, all those who had become Bodhisattvas would not
become enlightened, while those who had not become Bodhisattvas
would! He stated quite categorically that the final view is that this is not
iow Bodhisattvas behave. In Tibetan practice the merit from virtuous
eeds is always directed towards obtaining full Buddhahood in order to be
ble to help beings most effectively. There is never any mention of
stponing or turning back from Buddhahood. Otherwise any
Bodhisattva who did become a Buddha would be presumably either
leficient in compassion or have broken his vow.

In fact it should be clear that to speak of #érvina in a Mahayana context
s naive. There are a number of different types of nérvana — the nirvana of
he Arhat, of the Pratyekabuddha, the supreme and compassionte ‘non-
biding’ nérvana of the Buddha, for example, not to mention the separate
ssue of whether a Buddha ever finally ‘goes beyond’ beings and enters
ome kind of final nérvana. Generally, the Mahayana Bodhisattva does
not postpone or turn back from nérvapa. Rather he or she rejects the

nirvanas of the Arhat and Pratyekabuddhas, at least as final goals, and
~aims for the full nérvana of the Buddha.

It is the textual situation which requires further reseaich. There
ertainly are texts which speak of the Bodhisattva postponing or turning
back from some enlightenment, although they are rare. The notion may
have developed mainly in Sino-Japanese Buddhism. According to Kensur
Pema Gyaltsen, if a text states this, it is not to be taken literally, it does
not embody the final truth. It may be that it embodies a form of
exhortatory writing — the Bodhisattva adopts a position of complete

between the Asta and the Paficavimiati sitras on this issue. The Asta
clearly teaches that the Bodhisattva first attains Buddhahood, and only
then can he fully help others. The Paficavimiati, on the other hand,
teaches that some Bodhisattvas will postpone their enlightenment until
all beings have become enlightened (ibid., 264). She gives three references
to the Paficavimiati (60-73, 81, 170), but although in the first two
sections there are many references to types of Bodhisattvas, some of
whom it is stated will attain full enlightenment and help others, I fail to
find any obvious reference to compassionate Bodhisattvas postponing
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Mahayana Buddhism Madhyamaka
nvinced that if the Self had inherent existence then it would be either
same as or different from the psycho-physical constituents. The
editator then surveys the arguments very carefully and systematically.
id he concludes that therefore the subject of analysis lacks inherent
istence. With experience the meditator is able to place his mind on this
ence alone, the vacuity which is a specific vacuity of absent inherent
istence in the object being analysed. His mind in this state has no actual
nception of subject and object, although subject and object do still
ppear. He is said to have attained a conceptual realization of emptiness —
nceptual because it is through the medium of an image, it is still not a
irect cognition of emptiness. Through repeated familiarization with such
ieditation the conviction that entities are empty of inherent existence
becomes more and more firm and penetrates his awareness. It forms the
ecessary background to all his religious activity.
The next stage of meditation on emptiness is to atrain perfect
ieditative absorption. Practices for generating stabilization, or calm
biding (famatha), are found throughout the religious world. The
meditator gains an ability to place his mind without effort and without
avering on the meditation object. Since meditation on emptiness
equires analysis, and analysis is not conducive initially to a one-pointed
nd, specific meditation on emptiness is normally postponed at this
tage until an ability to generate calm abiding has been acquired. It can
ke some time. With the calm, still, powerful mind thus developed, our
imeditator now returns to emptiness, alternating calming meditation with
nalytic meditation. Eventually a deep state of absorption, one-
pointedness (but not yet pure calm abiding), is attained through analytic
ieditation itself. When analytic meditation actually generates calm
iding one is said to have attained insight (vipafyana). If this insight is
enerated with emptiness as the object, one enters what is called the Path
reparation’ (prayogamarga), which is one of the five successive paths
6f Buddhist practice (see Chapter 9). Subsequently, in stages, one removes
the conceptual elements of this insight into emptiness. When a direct,
fion-conceptual insight is attained in meditative absorption then one is
said to enter the ‘Path of Insight’ (darfanamarga). This is a direct, non-
ual cognition of the ultimate. If it is combined with the altruistic concern
of the Bodhisattva then our meditator attains the first of the ten
Bodhisattva stages (bbami). All artificial conceptions of inherent
existence are completely eradicated. When he arises from his meditation
he still sees inherent existence, but he knows that this is not how things
are, and he is like a magician viewing his own creations. There is still 2

emptiness of inherent existence are not literally the same thing. Nor is it
a question of two different ways of seeing the same thing, as is sometimes
§tated in modern books on Madhyamaka. The fact that something lacks
inherent existence is not just a way of looking at that thing. It is also
something which happens to be true of it as well!

MEDITATION AND EMPTINESS - AN
IMPRESSIONISTIC OUTLINE

The principal systematic Indian sources for the integration of emptiness
teachings into Madhyamaka meditation practice are the three Bbavana-
Eramas of Kamalaéila, which may indeed have been written originally for
a Tibetan audience. In Tibet numerous such works were produced. The
dGe lugs contributions have been studied in particular by Jeffrey Hopkins
(1974; 1983: esp. 43-123; 1984: 134-44), and I shall follow Hopkins’s
account. :

There is sometimes a tendency in the West to think of meditation and :
analysis as in some sense opposed. This is a tendency which should be
firmly resisted when studying the Madhyamaka. Analysis, investigation of (
the way things really are, is an activity forming the principal ingredient of
insight meditation (vipaiyana), which leads to the different degrees of .
prajiia. The context of the earlier stages of meditation on emptiness may
be either formal debate with an opponent or silent, private meditation,
having calmed the mind and body. The content in either case will be
systematic analysis — 'If an inherently existing entity arises then it can
only come from itself, other, both or neither. If from itself, then...".
Meditation on emptiness proceeds through a number of stages. Initially
the meditator gains a clear idea of what is, and what is not, being refuted.
The object of refutation is inherent existence. The meditator
(presupposing, from now on, that he or she is engaged in solitary
meditation) clarifies what inherent existence is, and how it differs from
mere existence. He may review the faults in attempting to refute
existence s such, the conventional realm as well, particularly if his
problem is to over-negate. He subsequently checks that the reasons given
for absence of inherent existence do indeed entail such an absence. For
example, in meditating on the emptiness of inherent existence of the Self,
he considers that the Self lacks inherent existence because of being
neither the same as nor different from the psycho-physical constituents.
In order for the meditation to have any power, however, he must first be
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Mahayana Buddhism

CHAPTER FOUR

At this level existence is conventional truth, emptiness ultimate truth:
is now important to negate emptiness as well, in order that the mind
not become fixed, attached to emptiness and thereby duality. At t
second level, therefore, existence and emptiness are conventional tru
non-duality is the ultimate truth. By ‘non-duality’ here, Chi-tsa
explains, neither existence nor emptiness is meant. Third, both duali
and non-duality are conventional truth, while neither-duality-nor-no
duality is the ultimate truth (Erb-ti-chang, trans. in Chan 1963: 360). T!
is the denial of all views, all extremes, and with the denial of all views a
concepts the mind is able to shine forth in a non-conceptual state 0
prafiia.

In formulating his theory of the two levels of truth Chi-tsang w
undoubtedly influenced by the Vimalakirtinirdefa Sitra, an importa
sitra in Chinese Buddhism. In this s#¢ra a similar but extended series
teachings is given in order to explain the meaning of non-duality
Eventually Mafijuéri, the Bodhisattva particularly associated with wisdom
explains that true non-duality is to say nothing. Vimalakirti accordingly
when asked for his explanation of non-duality, remains in silence. Ont )
ultimate level there is nothing to speak about. In spite of this, Chi-tsang’
teachings are, I suspect, in part due to certain Chinese Taoist concerns
although (pace Candrakirti) they nevertheless do have a basis in Indi
Madhyamaka. Fung Yu-lan points out that Chi-tsang’s state where a
concepts cease is exactly paralleled in the work of the Taoist Chuang-t
Wing-tsit Chan comments that Chi-tsang’s dialectic is strikingly simila
to approaches found in Chuang-tzu” An emphasis on an original, non
conceptual, spontaneous purity beyond all words (which mislead in a ver
radical way) has always been central to the concerns of Philosophic o
Contemplative Taoism.

Cittamatra

(Mind Only)

BACKGROUND

agarjuna probably lived during the second century CE, and he is
sociated with a king of the Sitavihana dynasty, a dynasty which held
ay for some time over large areas of Central India, the Deccan. As we
e seen, North India during the last century or so BCE and the first
tée centuries CE was subject to foreign invasions and fragmentation.
mpermanence (lack of inherent existence) was present in the very fabric
the socio-political environment! With the rise of the Gupta empire in
. fourth century, however, all changed. For two centuries the Gupta
pire dominated India, and this domination marks the high point of
sical Indian civilization. India’s greatest poet and dramatist, Kalidasa,
robably lived at the court of Candra Gupta II (c. 376-415). It is from this
ifne also that Chinese pilgrims, in search of sitras to take home to China
d translate, started to visit India and, with fine historical sense, they
left us accounts of their travels and observations. The greatest of
ese pilgrims were Fa-hsien and Hsiian-tsang (the model for Tripitaka
1 the famous Monkey stories). Hsiian-tsang visited India pot during
he Gupta period, however, but during the reign of Harsa (seventh
ntury), one of the major post-Gupta kings of North India, and it is
possible to detect already, in comparison with the Gupta visit of Fa-hsien,
“certain decline in social and political stability. Hsiian-tsang has left a
railed description of the enormous Buddhist monastic university of
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