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TH E BODH ISATTVA CONCEPT

BODH ISATTVA (Pali: Bod h isatta) is a being  w h o asp ires for Bod h i or Enlig h tenm ent. Th e
concep t of bod h isattva (m eaning  Bud d h a-to-be) is one of th e m ost im p ortant concep ts in
Bud d h ism . Etym olog ically th e term  can be sep arated  into tw o p arts, bod h i and  sattva: bod h i from
th e root bud h , to be aw ake, m eans ̀ aw akening ' or ̀ enlig h tenm ent' and  ̀ sattva' d erived  from  sant,
th e p resent p articip le of th e root as, ̀ to be', m eans ̀ a being ' or, literally, ̀ one w h o is', ̀ a sentient
being .' H ence, th e term  is taken to m ean ̀ one w h ose essence is Enlig h tenm ent' or ̀ enlig h tened
know led g e'. By im p lication it m eans a seeker after enlig h tenm ent, a Bud d h a-to-be. Th ere is also
a sug g estion th at th e Pali term  m ay be d erived  from  bod h i and  satta, (Skt.  sakta from  sa¤j) ̀ one
w h o is attach ed  to or d esires to g ain enlig h tenm ent.'

In orig inal Pali Bud d h ism , th e term  bod h isatta is used  m ore or less exclusively to d esig nate
G autam a Bud d h a p rior to h is enlig h tenm ent.

Th e concep t of bod h isattva, along  w ith  th at of Bud d h a and  of th e cakravartin (w orld -ruler),
w as in vog ue in Ind ia even before th e ap p earance of G autam a Bud d h a. W h en Prince Sid d h àrth a,
w h o later becam e G autam a Bud d h a, took concep tion in th e w om b of Queen M àyà, a seer
p red icted  th at Sud d h od ana's
future son  w ould  be eith er a w orld -ruler (cakravartin) or a Bud d h a. Once, answ ering  a question
by a brah am in, th e Bud d h a h im self ad m itted  th at h e is neith er a g od  nor a yakkh a, but a Bud d h a,
m eaning  th ereby one of a succession of Bud d h as (A. II, p .
38 ).

Th e w ell-know n Pali stanz a sabbapàpassa  akaraõaü  - kusalassa upasam pad à,
sacittapariyod apanaü  - etaü  bud d h àna sàsanaü  (D h p . stz  18 3; N ett. p . 43) states th at th e
teach ing  it contains is not of a sing le Bud d h a but of all th e Bud d h as. Th e  â m ag and h a Sutta is
sim ilarly record ed  as a d iscourse not of G autam a Bud d h a but of a p ast Bud d h a nam ed  Kassap a
(Sn. vv. 239  ff.).

Sam m àsam bod h i or Pefect Enlig h tenm ent is an im p ersonal universal p h enom enon occurrm g  in
a p articular context both  in tim e and  in sp ace and  a Bud d h a is th us a p erson w h o re-d iscovers th e
D h am m a, w h ich  h ad  becom e lost to th e w orld  and  p roclaim s it anew  (Pug . p . 29 ). W h en G autam a
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Bud d h a ap p eared , h ow ever, h e h im self  as w ell as oth ers used  th e term  bod h isattva to ind icate h is
career from  th e tim e of h is renunciation up to th e tim e of h is enlig h tenm ent.  Later, its use w as
extend ed  to d enote th e p eriod  from  G autam a's concep tion to th e enlig h tenm ent and , th ereafter, to
all th e Bud d h as from  th eir concep tion to Bud d h ah ood . By ap p lying  th e d octrine of karm a and  of
rebirth , w h ich  h ad  g eneral accep tance even in p re-Bud d h ist Ind ia, th e use of th e term  w as furth er
extend ed  to refer to th e p ast lives not only of G autam a Bud d h a, but also of th ose rare being s w h o
asp ire for Perfect Enlig h tenm ent.

Th e old est Th eravàd a trad ition, as contained , for exam p le, in th e M ah àp ad àna Suttanta (D . ii,
p . 1) g ives d etails of six Bud d h as p rior to G autam a. Th is d iscourse is attributed  to th e Bud d h a
h im self, w h o g ives th e tim e, caste, fam ily, leng th  of life etc. of th ese p red ecessors of h is.  In th e
Bud d h avaü sa, a later w ork belong ing  to th e Kh ud d aka Nikàya, th e num ber increases to tw enty-
five w ith  G autam a Bud d h a as th e last and  th is num ber rem ains fixed  in Th eravàd a trad ition.

H ow ever, th ese enum erations by no m eans im p ly th at th ey are exh austive. In th e M ah àp ad àna
Suttanta  th e Bud d h a starts th e story of th e six Bud d h as m erely by saying  th at ninety-one kappas
ag o th ere w as such  and  such  a Bud d h a, im p lying  th ereby th at such  being s w ere not lim ited  in
num ber. From  th is it follow s th at, if th e Bud d h as are innum erable, th e bod h isattvas too m ust be
innum erable.

W h en p rince Sid d h àrth a attained  Enlig h tenm ent h e d id  so as a h um an being  and  lived  and
p assed  aw ay as such . As m entioned  earlier, h e h im self ad m itted  th at h e w as a Bud d h a and  not a
d eva or any such  sup ernatural being . H e w as only th e d iscoverer of a lost teach ing . H is g reatness
w as th at h e found  out w h at h is contem p oraries could  not d iscover at all or d iscovered  only
incom p letely. H e w as a g enius by birth  w h o ach ieved  th e h ig h est state p ossible for m an. Both
intellectually and  m orally h e w as a g reat m an, a sup erm an (m ah àpurisa). In all th e stag es of h is
life, from  concep tion onw ard s, som eth ing  extraord inary w as seen in h im .

In ord er to und erstand  w h o a bod h isattva is, it w ould  be useful to exp lain briefly w h o a Bud d h a
is. Th e Bud d h a-concep t in Th eravàd a Bud d h ism  is not a p ersonality cult; neith er is th e Bud d h a an
object of g lorified  d evotion. H e is neith er a th eoretical m etap h ysician nor a m aterialist. H e is not
a relig ious teach er w h o d em and s unquestioned  loyalty like a M essiah . H e is a m an w h o h as
p erfected  h im self by realising  h is ̀ self' to th e h ig h est d eg ree p ossible for m an.  Only a m an can
becom e a Bud d h a.

Th ere m ay be oth er sup ernatural being s inh abiting  p erh ap s oth er p lanets in a g iven solar
system .  But th ey are not cap able of becom ing  fully enlig h tened  unless th ere are p lanets sim ilar to
our ow n w h ere h um ans live. Even if such  being s are lead ing  h ap p ier lives in th eir non-h um an
sp h eres, still th ey are subject to th e law s of ch ang e and  evolution (anicca or vaya-d h am m a), and
as such  not free from  birth  and  d eath  and  th eir attend ant conflicts: h ence th ey are not released
from  d ukkh a.

A Bud d h a is a h um an being  w h o h as realised  th at th ere is a h ap p ier state th an th is w orld  of
cond itioned  p h enom ena. After a p ersevering  m ental strug g le, h e realises th is uncond itioned  state
(asaïkh ata) w h ich  is free from  duality. Th is freed om  from  duality im p lies th e absence of any
conflict (d ukkh a). Th erefore, th is state is d escribed  as free from  both  sorrow  and  h ap p iness in th e
ord inary sense. It is th e h ig h est h ap p iness (param a-sukh a) in th e transcend ental sense. As such  it
is not subject to ch ang e and  is, th erefore, im p erish able (avyaya) and , th erefore, p erm anent
(d h uva). It is th is th at is d escribed  as Nirvàõa.  Th e Bud d h a is th e p erson w h o realised  th is for th e
first tim e by h is ow n effort and  p roclaim ed  it to th e w orld  and  h ence, h e is th e Teach er (satth à).
Arh ants are h is d iscip les w h o follow  h is teach ing . Bod h isattvas are th ose w h o asp ire to be fully
enlig h tened  ones or Bud d h as, in p reference to m erely becom ing  arh ants.

Strictly sp eaking , th e life of th e Bud d h a com m enced  only fom  th e tim e of h is enlig h tenm ent
and  h is life before th is event w as th at of th e bod h isattva. Th e Bud d h a h im self used  th e term  in
th is sense and , it is m ore th an p robable th at h e occasionally referred  to h is p revious existences in
h is d iscourses to th e p eop le in ord er to elucid ate a p articular d octrinal p oint. Th e Jàtakas found  in
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th e Sutta Piñaka such  as th e
M ah àg ovind a Sutta (D . II, p p .220 ff.), th e M ah àsud assana Sutta (D . II, p p . 169 ff.) and  th e
M akh àd eva Sutta (M. II, 74ff.) etc. bear out th is view . Besid es th ese, th ere seem s to h ave been
neith er a Jàtaka collection as such , nor th e d evelop ed  concep t of th e bod h isattva p ractising
pàrm itàs, until a m uch  later p eriod . H ence it w ould  ap p ear th at th e concep t of th e bod h isattva
could  be d ivid ed  into tw o p arts, th e orig inal concep t and  th e concep t d evelop ed  by later
Bud d h ists.

Th e d ivision of Sch ools w h ich  beg an at th e second Council w ith  th e sep aration of th e
M ah àsàïg h ikas also m ad e its contribution to th e d evelop m ent of th e bod h isattva cult in later
literature as it m arked  th e rem ote beg inning s of M ah àyàna Bud d h ism .

Th e earliest use of th e term  bod h isattva in literature seem s to be w h en th e Bud d h a refers to th e
d ays p rior to h is enlig h tenm ent, in such  contexts as ß in th e d ays before m y enlig h tenm entû  or
ß w h en as yet I w as only a bod h isattvaû  (M . 1, p p . 114, 163; M . III, p . 119 ). Th en, w e h ave th e
Pali suttas referred  to above, in w h ich  th e Bud d h a recounts a p revious existence of h is after th e
fash ion of th e later Jàtaka stories. In th e Bud d h avaü sa and  in th e later com m entaries w e see h ow
th e concep t h as been extend ed  not only in relation to G autam a's ow n p revious lives, but also as a
g eneral concep t.

In th e Bud d h avaü sa w h ich  belong s to th e Kh ud d aka-nikàya of th e Pali Canon, are found  th e
life-stories of tw enty-five Bud d h as of w h om  G autam a w as th e last. Th e nam es by w h ich  h e w as
know n during  h is ß  ap p renticesh ip û  as a bod h isattva und er each  of th e tw enty-four Bud d h as, are
also g iven. Th e ch ronicle d escribes th e ten pàram itàs, th e eig h t cond itions necessary for th e
fulfilm ent of Bud d h ah ood  and  th e bod h isattva's d ecision to p ostp one h is entry into Nibbàna. Th e
oth er early w ork th at d escribes th e bod h isattva's career is th e M ah àvastu (circa 1st or 2nd  century
B.C.), a Sanskrit w ork of th e M ah àsàïg h ikas.

Since th e Bud d h a's teach ing  is not fatalistic but a course of m ental training  im p lying  constant
ch ang e until th e realisation of th e uncond itioned  state of N irvàõ a, everyone h as th e ability not
m erely to attain release but also to be auth oritative teach ers (i.e. p erfect Bud d h as) as w ell. Peop le
w ith  lesser ability m ay rest content w ith  m ere arh antsh ip  or by becom ing   Pratyeka Bud d h as.

Just as th e Th eravàd ins in course of tim e beg an to lay g reater stress on intellectual
d evelop m ent th an on relig ious p ractice and  realisation, th ose w h o ad vocated  th e bod h isattva
id eal, as a p rotest ag ainst th e th eoretical teach ing  of th e Th eravàd ins, w ent to th e oth er extrem e of
m aking  it too p ractical by m aking  th e bod h isattva som ew h at like a saviour as exem p lified  by
Avalokite÷vara.  Everyone tries to be a Bud d h a to save oth ers w h ile p assively believing  in th e
saving  g race of th e bod h isattvas. Th e p endulum  sw ung  from  one extrem e to th e oth er. G autam a
Bud d h a's teach ing  of p ractical p sych olog ical eth ics and  th at of th e avoid ance of extrem es w as
falling  into oblivion.

In th is evolution of th oug h t th e altruistic m otives w h ich  h ad  becom e  m ore or less m ere
intellectual concep ts am ong  th e Th eravàd ins beg an to be g reatly em p h asised . As a result,
ind ividual resp onsibility, on w h ich  th e Bud d h a h as laid  g reat stress, beg an to be overlooked .Th is
tend ency w as d evelop ed  to its extrem e, sp ecially in th e Far East,th e results of w h ich  are to be
seen in th e concep t of Bud d h a Am itàbh a and  of th e Bod h isattva Avalokite÷vara as em bod im ents
of com p assion, an all-m erciful d ivine fath er, w h ose sole aim  is to d eliver all living  being s from
suffering .

Th is d evelop m ent w as th e natural result of th e intrinsic h um an nature w h ich  seeks for external
p roctection and  consolation eith er in a m ale or a fem ale d ivinity. It is an extension of th e fath er-
m oth er concep t and  can be found  in any d evelop ed  relig ious system . But G autam a Bud d h a firm ly
believed  th at Bud d h as are only p ath find ers and  teach ers w h o, out of com p assion for all living
being s, p reach  th e d octrine of d eliverance w h ich  h as to be ind ividually realised  by th e w ise. As
such , th e id ea of salvation, excep t th roug h  th e teach ing  w h ich  every p erson h as to follow
ind ividually, is foreig n to h im . Th is is w h y th e Bud d h a's teach ing  is reg ard ed  as too d em and ing
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in p ractice.
It w as sh ow n earlier h ow , by th e ap p lication of th e d octrines of karm a and  rebirth , th e life of

th e bod h isattva w as extend ed  backw ard s to an innum erable num ber of existences. Th e d octrine of
karm a im p lies th at intellectual and  m oral g reatness cannot be p roduced  w ith out g reat effort. Th e
necessary training  and  d iscip line cannot be p ractised  to p erfection in a sing le life-tim e. H ow ever,
th is d id  not m ean th at enlig h tem nent could  not be obtained  in a g iven tim e.  On th e contrary, it
w as often asserted  th at such  attainm ent is p ossible in th is very life (d iññh eva d h am m e) p rovid ed
th e d evotee h as th e required  qualification for arh antsh ip  and  it is th e duty of every follow er to
attem p t such  ach ievem ent.

It is of interest to see h ow  th e concep t of th e bod h isattva h as d evelop ed  d ow n th e ag es. Th e
h istorical facts about th e Bud d h a are not d ifficult to d eterm ine. H e beg an h is life as Sid d h àrth a,
son of a local rajah  in north  Ind ia in th e 6th  century B.C. At first h e quite enjoyed  sensual
p leasures but h is attitud e to such  self-indulg ence w as quite d ifferent from  th at of th e ord inary
m an. Even w h ile enjoying  p leasure, h e intuitively felt th at true and  lasting  h ap p iness could  never
be found  by g iving  into each  and  every sensual attraction. Th at w ould  lead  to m oral and
intellectual ruin, resulting  in becom ing  subject to m ore and  m ore suffering . H e w as sure of th is.

H e g ot m arried  and  beg ot a son and  still h e felt th at th at w as not th e ultim ate fulfilm ent of
h um an life.  H is inner urg e could  not stop  at anyth ing  sh ort of full and  com p lete self-realisation,
not only for h is ow n p rivate release, but also for th e g ood  of h um anity as a w h ole. Th is m ad e h im
th ink. First h e took to a self-m ortifying  life, and  w h en th at failed , h e, after a severe m ental
strug g le, ach ieved  p erfection by becom ing  a Bud d h a and  th en a teach er.

During  th e rest of h is career of forty-five years, h e g ave h is find ing s to th e rest of h um anity by
oral p reach ing  (d h am m a-d esanà), w h ich  w as th e best m eth od  of d issem inating  know led g e in
th ose d ays w h en w riting  and  read ing  of books w ere not com m on. Th ere w as noth ing  m ystic about
th e Bud d h a. H e w as a p ractical m an, a p sych iatrist w h o, after realising  th e cause of m an's
troubles, w as eag er to convey th e benefits of h is realisation to th e rest of h um anity, w h ich  h e d id
quite successfully.

Th ere is no reason to d oubt th ese sim p le facts of h istory. But, in course of tim e, th ese facts
becam e m ixed  up  w ith  m uch  leg end  and  th e Bud d h a's teach ing  becam e m ore or less a d evotional
cult. Its rationalistic and  p ractical nature beg an to g o und er-g round . Th e h ig h er life
(brah m acariya) w as th oug h t of as som eth ing  im p racticable and  g radually Bud d h ism  lost its
p rag m atic ch aracter. Coup led  w ith  th ese tend encies th ere w as th e inborn h um an need  for a fath er-
fig ure or a m oth er-fig ure to fall back up on. All th ese led  to th e creation of a Bud d h olog y.

For th e artist, literary as w ell as p lastic, th e Bud d h a becam e an object of stud y and  d evotion.
H e w as analysed  from  every p ossible ang le and  various th eories reg ard ing  h is career w ere
evolved  as for instance, w h en th e orig inal trip le classification (of th e p ath  of release) sãla
(m orality), sam àd h i (m ind -culture) and  pa¤¤à (w isd om ) w as resolved  into ten p àram itàs. Th e
bod h isattva becam e a sp ecial kind  of G od -like ch aracter, th e like of w h om  could  h ard ly be an
actuality. It w as as a p art of th is d evelop m ent th at th e m ain events of th e bod h isattva's life w ere
p ortrayed  as being  accom p anied  by m iracles.

A bod h isattva's career sh ould  start w ith  h is m aking  a resolution before a Bud d h a (abh inãh àra-
karaõa or m ålàpraõid h àna) to becom e a Bud d h a for th e w elfare and  liberation of all creatures. In
later literature th is abh inãh àra is p reced ed  by a p eriod  during  w h ich  th e bod h isattva p ractises
m anopraõid h i, w h en h e resolves in h is m ind  a d esire to becom e a Bud d h a w ith out d eclaring  h is
intention to oth ers.

Even for th e abh inãh àra  or th e first resolve to becom e a Bud d h a to be effective, eig h t
cond itions h ave to be fulfilled . Th ese are th at th e asp irant sh ould  be a h um an being , a m ale,
sufficiently d evelop ed  sp iritually to becom e an arh ant in th at very life, a recluse at th e tim e of th e
d eclaration, th at h e sh ould  m ake th e resolution p ersonally before a Bud d h a, th at h e sh ould
p ossess th e jh ànas and  be p rep ared  to sacrifice even h is life. Th e resolution h as to be absolutely
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firm .
Th ere are eig h teen inausp icious states into w h ich  a bod h isattva is not born. H e is never born

blind , d eaf, insane, crip p led , am ong  savag es, as a slave or as a h eretic. H e never ch ang es h is sex,
is never g uilty of th e five h einous crim es w h ich  becom e im m ed iately effective (à3nantarika-
kam m a) and  h e never becom es a lep er. Sh ould  h e be born as an anim al h e is never born big g er
th an an elep h ant or sm aller th an a quail.  H e is not born as a peta or in Avãci nor in th e h ells
know n as lokàntarika, w h ich  are eternally d ark. H e is not born as a M àra nor as a Sud d h àvàsa
d eva, nor in th e Form less (aråpa) w orld s, nor in anoth er cakkavàla (SnA. I, p p . 50 ff.).

Accord ing  to J. VI, p . 552 all bod h isattvas m ust m ake th e five g reat sacrifices
(m ah àpariccàg a) of g iving  up  w ife, ch ild ren, king d om , life and  lim b.

Th e Bud d h a, before w h om  th e abh inãh àra is m ad e, looks into th e future and , if satisfied ,
d eclares th e fulfilm ent of th e w ish , g iving  all th e p articulars of such  fulfilm ent. Th is d eclaration is
called  veyyàkaraõa (Skt. vyàkaraõa) and  is m ad e also by all subsequent Bud d h as w h om  th e
bod h isattva m eets during  h is career. From  h ere onw ard s, till h e attains Enlig h ternm ent, all h is
activities are d irected  tow ard s th e p ractice of th e p erfections (pàram itàs). As m entioned  earlier,
th ese p erfections w ere later enum erations and  th ere are slig h t d ifferences bew een th e Pali and  th e
Sanskrit lists. H ow ever, th eir th em e is th e sam e, w h ich  is eth ical p erfection.

Orig inally, th ere seem  to h ave been only six pàram itàs w h ich  w ere later m ad e into a g roup  of
ten. Th e earlier six, as g iven in Bud d h ist Sanskrit w orks, are as follow s: d àna (liberality), sãla
(m orality), kh anti (p atience), viriya (energ y), d h yàna (concentration) and  pa¤¤à (w isd om ). Th e
four sup p lem entary pàram itàs are upàya or upàya kau÷alya (skill in m eans), praõid h àna
(resolution), bala (streng th ) and  j¤àna (know led g e: H ar D ayal, Th e Bod h isattva Doctrine in
Bud d h ist Sanskrit literature, Lond on, 19 32, p . 168 ). In th e Pali list th ere is nekkh am m a
(renunciation) instead  of d h yàna w h ile upàya, bala and  j¤àna are rep laced  by sacca
(truth fulness), m ettà (loving -kind ness) and  upekkh à, (equanim ity) resp ectively.

Th e leng th  of a bod h isattva's career varies: som e p ractise th e pàram itàs for at least four
asaïkh eyyas and  one h und red  th ousand  kappas, oth ers for at least eig h t asaïkh eyyas and  one
h und red  th ousand  kappas and  yet oth ers for sixteen asaïkh eyyas and  one h und red  th ousand
kappas. Th e first of th ese p eriod s is th e very least required  and  is intend ed  for th ose w h o excel in
w isd om  (pa¤¤à), th e m id d le p eriod  for th ose w h o excel in faith  (sad d h à) and  th e last and  th e
long est for th ose w h ose ch ief feature is p erseverance.

An im p ortant event in th e bod h isattva's life th at occurs w h en h e sp end s h is p enultim ate life in
th e Tusita h eaven is com ing  to th e conclusion th at h e sh ould  leave th e Tusita h eaven and  be
reborn as a m an. As th is m om ent arrives, th ere is m uch  excitem ent (h alàh ala), because of various
sig ns ap p earing  in th e ten-th ousand  w orld -system s.

All th e d evas com e tog eth er and  request th e bod h isattva to seek birth  as a h um an being ,
w h ereup on th e bod h isattva m akes th e five g reat investig ations (pa¤ca-m ah à-vilokana) reg ard ing
th e tim e, th e continent,th e p lace of birth , h is m oth er and  th e life sp an left to h er. Th e tim e (kàla)
h as to be investig ated  because Bud d h as d o not ap p ear in th e w orld  w h en m en live for m ore th an
one h und red  th ousand  years or less th an one h und red . Bud d h as are born only in Jam budvãp a
(north  Ind ia) and  only in th e bràh m aõa or th e kh attiya clan. Once th ese investig ations are m ad e
th e bod h isattva p roceed s to th e N and anavana w h ere h e form ally d isap p ears from  am ong  th e
d evas.

Th e concep tion of th e bod h isattva is attend ed  by various m iracles. Both  in Pali and  Sanskrit
sources an attem p t is m ad e to sh ow  th at at th e actual m om ent of concep tion th ere is no p h ysical
union of fath er and  m oth er. W ith  reg ard  to th e g eneral life of a bod h isattva as g iven in th e books,
th e follow ing  account from  th e D ictionary of Pali p rop er Nam es, G .P. Malalasekera (II, p p . 324-
7), m ay be quoted : ß On th e d ay of h is concep tion, th e Bod h isattva's m oth er takes th e vow s of
fasting  and  celibacy at th e conclusion of a g reat festival, and  w h en sh e h as retired  to rest sh e
d ream s th at th e Four Reg ent G od s take h er w ith  h er bed , bath e h er in th e Anotatta lake, clad  h er
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in d ivine g arm ents and  p lace h er in a g old en p alace surround ed  by all kinds of luxury. As sh e lies
th ere th e Bod h isattva in th e form  of a w h ite elep h ant enters h er w om b th roug h  h er rig h t sid e. Th e
earth  trem bles and  all th e ten th ousand  w orld -system s are filled  w ith  rad iance. Im m ed iately th e
four Reg ent G od s assum e g uard  over m oth er and  ch ild .

ßTh roug h out th e p eriod  of p reg nancy, w h ich  lasts for ten m onth s exactly, th e m oth er rem ains
free from  ailm ent and  sees th e ch ild  in h er w om b sitting  cross-leg g ed . At th e end  of th e ten
m onth s sh e g ives birth  to th e ch ild , stand ing  in a g rove, never ind oors.  Sud d h àvàsa brah m as, free
from  all p assion, first receive th e ch ild  in a g old en net and  from  th em  th e Four Reg ent G od s take
h im  on an antelop e skin and  p resent h im  to h is m oth er.

ßTh oug h  th e bod h isattva is born free of th e m ucous oth erw ise p resent at birth , tw o sh ow ers of
w ater one h ot, th e oth er cold , fall from  th e sky and  bath e m oth er and  ch ild . Th e ch ild  th en takes
seven strid es to th e north , stand ing  firm ly on h is feet, looks on all sid es, and  seeing  no one
anyw h ere to equal h im , announces h is sup rem acy over th e w h ole w orld  and  th e fact th at th is is
h is last birth . Seven d ays after birth  h is m oth er d ies. Sh e d ies because sh e m ust bear no oth er
being .

ßTh e Bod h isattva's last birth  is attend ed  by m iracles.  Sooth sayers, being  sum m oned , see on
th e ch ild 's bod y th e th irty-tw o-m arks of a G reat M an (m ah à3purisa) and  d eclare th at th e ch ild
w ill becom e eith er a Cakkavatti or a Bud d h a.  H is fath er, d esiring  th at h is ch ild  sh all be a
Cakkavatti, rath er th an a Bud d h a, bring s h im  up  in g reat luxury, h id ing  from  h im  all sin and
ug liness of th e w orld . But th e d estiny of a Bod h isattva asserts itself, and  h e becom es aw are of th e
p resence in th e w orld  of old  ag e, d isease, d eath  and  th e freed om  of m ind  to be found  in th e life of
a recluse. Urg ed  by th e d esire to d iscover th e cause of suffering  in th e w orld  and  th e w ay out of it,
th e Bod h isatta leaves th e w orld  on th e d ay of h is son's birth

ß  H aving  left th e w orld , th e Bod h isattva p ractises th e austerities, th e p eriod  of such  p ractices
varying . ........ On th e d ay th e Bod h isattva attains to Bud d h ah ood , h e receives a m eal of m ilk-rice
(pàyàsa) from  a w om an and  a g ift of kusa-g rass,g enerally from  an â jivaka, w h ich  h e sp read s
und er th e Bod h i tree for h is seat. Th e siz e of th is seat varies.

ßBefore th e enlig h tenm ent th e Bod h isattva h as five g reat d ream s (i) th at th e w orld  is h is couch
w ith  th e H im àlayà as h is p illow , h is left h and  resting  on th e eastern sea, h is rig h t on th e w estern
and  h is feet on th e south ern; (ii) th at a blad e of tiriyà (kusa) g rass, g row ing  from  h is navel
touch es th e cloud s; (iii) th at w h ite w orm s w ith  black h ead s creep  up  from  h is feet, covering  h is
knees; (iv) th at four bird s of varied  h ues from  th e four quarters of th e w orld  fall at h is feet and
becom e w h ite; (v) th at h e w alks to and  fro on a h eap  of dung , by w h ich  h e rem ains unsoiled .

ß  Th e next d ay th e Bod h isattva sits cross-leg g ed  on h is seat facing  th e east, d eterm ined  not to
rise till h e h as attained  h is g oal. Th e g od s of all th e w orld s assem ble to d o h im  h onour, but M àra
com es w ith  h is m ig h ty h osts and  th e g od s flee. All d ay, th e fig h t continues betw een M àra and  th e
Bod h isattva; th e p àram ã alone are p resent to lend  th eir aid  to th e Bod h isattva, and  w h en th e
m om ent com es, th e g od d ess of th e earth  bears w itness to h is g reat sacrifices, w h ile M àra and  h is
arm ies retire d iscom fited  at th e h our of sunset, th e g od s th en returning  and  sing ing  a p aean of
victory.

ßM eanw h ile th e bod h isattva sp end s th e nig h t in d eep  concentration; during  th e first w atch  h e
acquires know leg d e of p ast lives, during  th e second  w atch  h e d evelop s th e d ivine eye, w h ile
during  th e last w atch  h e p ond ers over and  com p reh end s th e Paticcasam up p àd a d octrine.
Backw ard s and  forw ard s h is m ind  travels over th e ch ain of causation and  tw elve tim es th e earth
trem bles. W ith  sunrise, om niscience d aw ns on h im , and  h e becom es th e Sup rem ely Aw akened
Bud d h a, uttering  h is ud àna of victory w h ile th e w h ole w orld  rejoices w ith  h im .û

 If th e bod h isattva id eal of th e M ah àyàna be reg ard ed  as a p rotest ag ainst th e arh ant id eal of th e
H ãnayàna, th ere is an im p ortant fact th at need s clarification. Th is is th e ch arg e of selfish ness
broug h t ag ainst th e arh ant. In th is connection th ere is m uch  m isund erstand ing . Th e ch arg e of
selfish ness h as to be levelled  not ag ainst th e arh ants but ag ainst th ose Th eravàd a m onks w h o h ave
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p ortrayed  arh antsh ip  as a selfish  id eal by th eir ow n beh aviour and  w riting s and  th ereby m ad e th e
h ig h er relig ious life (brah m cariya or ad h isãla) ap p ear as som eth ing  unp racticable.

Th e Bud d h a h as clearly sh ow n,both  by exam p le and  p recep t, th e value of w orking  for th e
w elfare of oth ers. Th e sp irit of h is teach ing  is th at one sh ould  enlig h ten oneself first and  th en try
to h elp  th ose th at can be h elp ed  as clearly exp ressed  in th e w ell-know n w ord s of th e Bud d h a
w h en h e ad d ressed  th e first sixty arh ants to d evote th em selves to th e service of oth ers (Vin. 1, p p .
19 -20).  H e also d iscourag ed  m ere p h ilosop h y and  sp eculation if it h ad  no p ractical value.

But, quite in contrast to th is noble exam p le of th e Teach er, h is later follow ers, instead  of
follow ing  by p ractice th e relig ious life h e d iscovered  and  p rom ulg ated , beg an to m ake m ere
acad em ic stud y th ereof as an end  in itself. Th ey becam e sp eculators and  p h ilosop h ers, w ith  very
little p ractice. Th e H ãnayàna m onk becam e m ore or less a fossilised  antique living  in a w orld  of
h is ow n.

Th e p rotest of th e M ah àyànist w as ag ainst th is fossilisation and  resultant ind olenee, and  not
ag ainst th e arh ant id eal as such . Th e Bud d h a and  th e g enuine arh ants w h o, after ach ieving  th eir
release h elp ed  m ankind , h ave to be absolved  of th is ch arg e of selfish ness. Y et, on th e oth er h and ,
w h en th e bod h isattva id eal w as ad vocated , th e p endulum  sw ung  to th e oth er extrem e of m ere
bod h isattva w orsh ip . Th e extrem e intellectualism  of th e H ãnayàna w as rep laced  by th e extrem e
em otionalism  of d evelop ed  M ah àyàna. Th e true sp irit of th e Bud d h a's teach ing  lies in betw een, in
a h arm onious com bination of intellect and  em otion, of h ead  and  h eart, of th eory and  p ractice.
Th at w ould  be th e p erfection of ch aracter as und erstood  in Bud d h ism .

Th e Pali Canon sh ow s little interest eith er in p h ilosop h ical sp eculation or in th e p ersonality of
th e bod h isattvas w h o are sim p ly treated  as ß  larval form sû  of th e Bud d h a. G autam a h im self w ould
not h ave d enied  th e p ossibility of becom ing  a Bud d h a to anyone w h o is intellectually and  m orally
m ature. Th e sig nificant fact is th at it becam e quite incred ible th at a sup erior being  such  as a
Bud d h a sh ould  be sud d enly p roduced  in a h um an fam ily. H e w as not to be exp lained  as an
incarnation. H ence it w as quite log ical and  ed ifying  to treat h im  as a p roduct of a long  evolution
of virtue, extend ing  over several existences of g ood  d eed s and  noble asp irations, culm inating  in a
being  sup erior to both  g od s and  m en.

Such  a being  rem ains in th e Tusita h eaven in h is p enultim ate existence bid ing  th e ap p rop riate
tim e to be born am ong  m en. In th is m anner th e Pali Canon, quite log ically, recog nises th e
bod h isattva as a rare typ e of m an ap p earing  at a certain stag e in tim e and  sp ace. It leaves th e
m atter at th at. But later w orks like th e Bud d h avaü sa, Cariyàpiñaka, th e Pali com m entaries and
th e M ah àyàna såtras w ent on d evelop ing  th e bod h isattva concep t in such  a w ay th at h e becam e an
object of d evotion and  h is h um an nature g radually d isap p eared . Th e M ah àyànists, in trying  to
rem ed y th e situation, end ed  up  by m aking  h im  a saviour.

Accord ing  to th e H ãnayàna view , th e bod h isattva's p enultim ate life is sp ent in th e Tusita
h eaven w h ere h e enjoys th e p ow er and  sp lend our of any Ind ian d eity. But, as it d id  not ad m it
m ore th an one Bud d h a at a tim e, th ere w as evid ently also only one bod h isattva at a tim e in Tusita.
In M ah àyàna, h ow ever, th e m ultip lication of not only celestial Bud d h as but also of celestial
bod h isattvas becam e such  a p opular th em e th at as tim e w ent on th eir num bers becam e end less.

Th e bod h isattva id eal, w ith  its m ore p ractical attitud e to life, em p h asises th e value of fam ily
life.    Renunciation of h ouseh old  life never m eant running  aw ay from  life. Nirvàõ a w as to be
soug h t not outsid e saü sàra but w ith in it. G autam a Bud d h a never recom m end ed  a ̀ life of
aloofness or of p erennial seclusion.' H e w as not an escap ist and  w anted  none to be so. W h at h e
taug h t w as th at ow ing  to ig norance (avijjà), p eop le d o not see th ing s as th ey really are, and  as
such  th ey are g iven to th eir d esires, w h ich  in turn p rolong  th eir suffering . H is m eth od  w as to
rem ove th is veil of ig norance so th at th ere w ould  be lig h t.

It is th e rem oval of m ental illusion, resulting  in a p sych olog ical revolution, w h ich  m akes one
free from  th e tram m els of ord inary birth , d isease and  d eath . Th is cannot be ach ieved  by running
aw ay from  life. Th e p roblem  h as to be solved  by facing  and  overcom ing  it, by ch ang ing  th e inner
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self, th e m ind  w h ere lies th e cause of th e p roblem . It is a ch ang e of attitud e and  outlook, resulting
from  th e rem oval of ig norance. Such  a p erson lives in th e w orld , but is not of th e w orld .

 If a p erson can becom e enlig h tened  after lead ing  a fam ily life, as p rince Sid d h àrth a h im self
d id , h e w ould  certainly be a m ore useful m an th an a sanctim onious ascetic living  in th e jung le.
And  it is th is kind  of pure social life th at th e bod h isattva id eal recom m end s. Th e ancient em p h asis
on inw ard  life is g iven a new  ap p lication. Th e g od ly and  efficient laym an so envisag ed  is
exem p lified  in th e fig ure of Vim alakãrti, d escribed  in th e, Vim alakãrtinir d e÷a.

Th is w ealth y h ouseh old er w h o w as resid ing  at Vai÷àlã, lived  ß only for th e sake of th e
necessary m eans of saving  creatures; abund antly rich , ever careful of th e p oor, pure in self-
d iscip line, obed ient to all p recep ts, rem oving  all ang er by th e p ractice of p atience, rem oving  all
sloth  by th e p ractice of d ilig ence, rem oving  all d istractions of m ind  by intent m ed itation,
rem oving  all ig norance by fullness of w isd om ; th oug h  h e w as but a sim p le laym an, yet observing
th e pure m onastic d iscip line; th oug h  living  at h om e, yet never d esirous of anyth ing ; th oug h
p ossessing  a w ife and  ch ild ren, alw ays exercising  p ure virtues; th oug h  surround ed  by h is fam ily,
h old ing  aloof from  w orld ly p leasures; th oug h  using  th e jew elled  ornam ents of th e w orld , yet
ad orned  w ith  sp iritual sp lend our; th oug h  eating  and  d rinking , yet enjoying  th e flavour of th e
rap ture of m ed itation; th oug h  frequenting  th e g am bling  h ouse, yet lead ing  th e g am blers into th e
rig h t p ath ; th oug h  com ing  in contact w ith  h eresy, yet never letting  h is true faith  be im p aired ;
th oug h  h aving  a p rofound  know led g e of w orld ly learning , yet ever find ing  p leasure in th e th ing s
of th e sp irit as taug h t by th e Bud d h a; th oug h  p rofiting  by all p rofessions, yet far above being
absorbed  by th em ; benefitting  all being s, g oing  w h eresoever h e p leases; ever teach ing  th e young
and  ig norant, w h en entering  th e h all of learning ; m anifesting  to all th e error of p assion w h en in
th e h ours of d ebauch ery; p ersuad ing  all to seek th e h ig h er th ing s w h en at th e sh op  of th e w ine-
d ealer; p reach ing  th e law  w h en am ong  w ealth y p eop le; teach ing  th e ks2atriyas p atience;
rem oving  arrog ance w h en am ong  Brah m ans; teach ing  justice to th e g reat m inisters; teach ing
loyalty and  filial p iety to th e p rinces; teach ing  h onesty to th e
lad ies of th e court; p ersuad ing  th e m asses to ch erish  virtue.û

Th e bod h isattva concep t h ad  its influence in th e evolution of king sh ip  in Sri Lanka too. For
som e tim e betw een th e fourth  and  th e eleventh  centuries A.C., th e king s of Sri Lanka beg an to be
reg ard ed  not as ord inary h um an being s but as bod h isattvas. Th e Jetavanàràm a slab-inscrip tion of
M ah ind a IV and  th e Prãtid ànaka-m aõóap a inscrip tion of N issaïka  M alla are instances w h ere th e
rulers refer to th em selves as bod h isattvas. Th e Ràjatarang anã (p .470 and  th e N ikàyasaü g rah ava,
ed . Kum àraõ atung a, p .24) also bear evid ence to th is. Paràkram abàh u II says th at h e w ould
becom e a Bud d h a (M ah àvaü sa, ch . 8 6, stz .7).

Ch arles Eliot m entions th at in Ch ina th ere is a system  of ad m ission into th e Ord er consisting  of
th ree stag es: ad m ission (pabbajjà), h ig h er ord inaiton (upasam pad à) and  th e accep tance of th e
bod h isattva vow s (sh ou-pu-sa-ch ich ). Th e burning  of th e cand id ate's h ead  from  th ree to eig h teen
p laces is said  to be an essential p art of th e cerem ony of taking  th e bod h isattva-vow s (H ind uism
and  Bud d h ism , Ill, p . 328 ).

Th e w orsh ip  of bod h isattvas need ed  iconog rap h ical rep resentation and  th is need  h as been m ore
th an fulfilled  by th e creation of an abund ance of bod h isattva im ag es, sp ecially in th ose countries
th at accep ted  M ah àyàna. Bud d h ist art becam e th e rich er th roug h  th ese artistic creations. In th e
subsequent p h ases of th e bod h isattva-cult th ese d eified  p ersonag es w ere g iven m any form s in
ord er to sym bolise th eir m ultifarious functions. Som etim es th ey w ere g iven m any h ead s and
m any arm s w h ich  p ractice h as som etim es led  to th e creation of such  fig ures as exem p lified  by th e
th ousand -arm ed  Avalokite÷vara from  Jap an.
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