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PREFACE 1558 q

This work being essentially a study of the origin and development of the
Mahapurisa (Great Man) concept in Buddhism consists of seven chapters
entitled (i) "Aspects of the Mahapurisa Concept”, (i1) "Later development of
the concept and ‘Trikaya’ (three body) theory in Mahayina Buddhism", (1ii)
"Mahapurisa as Buddha and Cakkavatti®, (iv) "Study of the thirty-two
characteristics”, (v) "Icongraphical representation of the thirty-two marks”,
(vi) "Ethical foundation of the Mahapurisa concept”, and (vii) "Conclusion”.

The first chapter presents the references which deal with the subject of
the Mahapurisa in the Pali Canon and Discusses some views regarding its
origin in the light of Brahaminical and Jaina sources. The two different types
of interpretations of the Mahapurisa concept are distinguished - one identifies
the Great Man by spiritual progress, the other by physical accomplishment.
Early reference to the practice of prognostications, such as physiognomy and
palmistry are dealt with; the probable influence upon Buddhism in spite of
its condemnation of this low form of arts (tiracchanavijja) is shown.

The second chapter attempts to elucidate the changing attitude towards
the person of the Buddha and its relation to the Mahapurisa concept. After
the emergence of different schools of Buddhism there appeared various
theories regarding the nature of the Buddha, and the Buddha was transformed
into a divine state. In the light of Buddhist Sanskrit texts, the nature and the
significance of the marks with reference to the Body of the Buddha are made
clear, as reflected in this new approach. Both Theravada and Mahayana
traditions maintain that the Mahapurisa who possesses the thirty-two marks,
becomes either a Buddha or a Cakkavatti (universal monarch).

The third chapter discusses several views put forward by scholars on the
origin of the ideal king or Cakkavatti, and his attributes. Furthermore an
attempt is made to draw out the comparison of the Buddha and the Cakkavatti
by the Mahapurisa theory. |

The fourth chapter deals with the comparative study of the thirty-two
characteristics of the Mahapursia. The Pali texts as the primary source are
used and the Chinese and Tibetan translations of Madhyamagama (an early
canonical text which existed in Sanskrit before the division of Mahayana
schools) are consulted. Buddhist Sanskrit texts of Sarvastivada, Madhyamika
and Prajna-paramita schools are also referred to. The intention 1s to make
clear each characteristic, what it originally meant in relation to the physical



appearance of the Buddha as well as his great personality. Moreover the
evidence which relates the ideas of some lakkhanas to non-Buddhist sources
and their influence on the development of interpretations in the Pali Com-
mentaries and later works are examined.

Some of the marks of the Mahapurisa have been depicted in the Buddha
image since its inception in India. The fifth chapter examines how far the
concept of Mahapurisa directed the artist in his attempt to form the image of
the Buddha in early Buddhist iconography. However, various artists have
understood these marks differently, and their way of depicting lakkhanas
differed. In this chapter the method of depicting Mahapurisa lakkhanas, the
Gandhara, Mathura and Amaravati schools of art arc discussed and 1t 1s
attempted to show the possible reasons for these variations in the light of
historical and textual evidence.

The sixth chapter deals with the ethical foundation of the Mahapurisa
concept. The physical characteristics of the Mahapurisa are generally looked
upon as physiognomical beliefs, and are considered less important 1n regard
to the Buddha’s doctrine. We attempt to establish the fact that the concept of
Mahapurisa in Buddhist literature mainly emphasises the social ethics of
Buddhists. The physical features and other attributes of the Mahapurisa were
taken into account as one of the methods of assimilating prevailing concepts
in order to endorse ethical teaching in early Buddhism.

It 1s more often remarked that the Buddhist concept of Mahapurisa is of
pre-Buddhistic mythology and references to the physical characteristics are
condemned as absurd and ridiculous. No serious attempt has so far been made
to throw light on the early Buddhist definition of Mahapurisa regardless of
the physiognomical aspect. In the seventh chapter, on the basts of discussions
in preceding chapters, we make it clear that the Buddhist concept of
Mahapurisa is not essentially the PuruSa Narayana of Vedic mythology. It
prevailed in the socicty at the time of the Buddha, and has come through a
common source of the occult science of physiognomical belief. Early Bud-
dhist texts assimilated this concept not to endorse the physiognomical belicfs
but to emphasise social ethics more. In the conclusion of our study of the
Mahapurisa concept we have traced the socio- ethical aspect of Mahapurisa

to the earliest stage of the development of the Bodhisatva idcal within the
Pali Canon.



I am extremely grateful to Dr. C. Wiekramagamage, Professor, Sri
Jayawardhanapura University, Sri Lanka, who first suggested this topic for
study and encouraged me in many ways. I acknowledge with much gratutude
the kindness of Professor Ninian Smart for his invaluable guidance as
supervisor throughout the course of my research study. I profited immensely
from his erudition and gained so much from his understanding attitude
towards my effort.

I am most thankful to Ven. Professor Walpola Rahula and Ven. Professor
H. Saddhatissa for the very valuable discussions I had with them. I also had
the benefit of the advice of Ven. Dr. K. Aariyasena, Dr. H. T. Basnayake,
Professor B. Basuampillai and Dr. Mrs. Lilly de Silva who read through the
manuscript. .

There are many friends who have helped me in various ways, among
whom I especially thank Ven. Dr. K. Anuruddha, Ven. Dr. T. Rahula, Dr.
K. Mahanama Mr. George Robertson, Mr. John Woodcock, Mrs. Greta
Hornung Miss S. Salgado and Miss Hulugalla.

I have pleasure in thanking the Librarians and the Staff of the following
libraries: The School of Onental and African Studies Library. The India
Office Library and the British Museum Library. My thanks are also due to
Mrs. G. Grant, the Secretary of the Department of Religious Studies,
Lancaster University.

[ wish to express my gratitutde, especially to Ven. Dr. M. Vajiragnana,
Head of the London Buddhist Vihara, for his invaluable help in providing
my stay in England and for looking after me so well. I am also much
obliged to my brother, Ven. B. Dhammaratana, who always encouraged me
in.my studies.

Finally, I wish to take this opportunity of recording my deep sense of

gratitude to my preceptor (acariya) the most Venerable Bellanwila

Somaratana Nayaka Thera, without whose assistance and blessings I might
not have been able to undertake and complete this study.

B. Wimalaratana

Sri Jayawardhanapura University
Gangodawila
Sn1 Lanka



INTRODUCTION

It is well known in Buddhist literature that the Buddha is called
Mahapurisa (Great Man) as he possessed thirty-two auspicious marks (lak-
khana) on his body. Further it is stated that these marks are possessed only
by a Buddha or a Cakkavatti (universal monarch), whose appearance is a very
rar¢ event 1n this world. It is interesting to note that this concept 1s an
important aspect of Buddhalogy not only in the Theravada tradition but also
in all other schools of Buddhism. Later, in the course of the development of
this concept, the characteristic signs of the Mahapurisa were regarded as not
only representing physical excellence, but also conceived in Mahayana
Buddhism as distinctive features of the supernormal body of the Buddha.

Morcover, with the evolution of the Buddha concept and the growth of
the devotional aspect in the Buddhist tradition, the Mahapurisa concept
underwent various changes. Controversial views arose regarding the thirty-
two marks of the Buddha. It seems that the manifestation of multiple bodies
of the Buddha in the Mahayana schools made it uncertain as to which form
of the Buddha these marks could be attributed. However, it 1s evident that the
idea of Mahapurisa-lakkhana became far more important as the Buddha
became an object of veneration after his demise, especially in the attempt to
portray the Buddha in visual form.

On the other hand a completely different definition of the concept of
Maha"purisé is found in the Pali Canon itself; the Mahapurisa or the Great
Man could be recognized mainly by his internal qualities. As such this may
lead one to argue that these two definitions seem to disagree with each other.
On this point scholars have remarked that the Mahapurisa 1dea relating to the
physical marks of the Buddha and Cakkhavatti is a later addition. There has
not been a proper attempt to throw light on this important subject by a careful
study of relevant material in the Pali Canon and in other Buddist and
non-Buddhist sources. Rhys Davids in his translation of the Ambattha-sutta
in the Digha Nikaya adds a note on the importance of the study of the

Mahapurisa theory which had been attributed to the Brahamin tradition. He
says:



"The knowledge of these thirty-two marks of a Great Being
(Mahapurisa) is one of the details in the often recurring paragraph
giving points of Brahmana wisdom. No such list has been found,
so far as I know, in those portions of the pre-Buddhistic priestly
literature that have survived. And the infcrence from both our
passages is that the knowledge is scattered through the Brahmana
texts. Many of the details of the Buddhist list are very obscure; and
a collection of the older Brahmana passages would probably throw
a light upon them and upon a curious chapter in mythological
superstition. Who will write us a monograph on the Mahapurzsa
theory as held in early times among the Aryans 1n India?"’

E. Bumouf and E. Senart who were among the pioneers of Indological
studies in the West in the early 19th century, came across this idea of the
Mahapurisa and the Cakkavatti in Buddhist texts. While the former attributes
the origin of the Mahapurisa concept to the idea of cosmic man in the Purusa
Sizkta of the Rgveda,” the latter relates it to the epithet of Visnu.” A. Waddell
attempts to establish that some of the characteristics of the Mahapurisa
exhibit the divine nature of the Buddha by equating them to that of the
Vis'qu-N&r&yana". These views, we find, are erroneous as they have reached
these opmions relying mainly on Mahayana sources. |

But if one examines the Pali Canon one may see that there is no similarity
of primeval "Purusa” or "Visnu" with the Mahapurisa concept. Although
Rhys Davids refers to the Pali account he was not definite about his view,

and traced back the origin of the concept to Vedic Purusa or mystical Man
who is identified with Brahman.’

Rhys Davids, T.W., Dialogues of the Buddha, Part I. London 1889, P110
Bumouf, E., Le Lotus de 1a Bomne Loi, Vol. II, Paris 1852 p 553f

Senart, E., Essai Sur la Legande du Buddha, Paris 1882, p 122f

Wadell, L.A. Buddha’s Diadem or Usnisa, Ostasiatische Zeitschrift Vol. 111,
1914, p 131f
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Contrary to the above assumptions, Har Dayal says that:

"the theory of the bodily marks of the Mahapurisa has very little
in common with the idea of primeval mystical Purusa, which
appears in Rgveda."1

His own opinion is that the Mahapurisa theory in Buddhism arose from
the epithets applied to the heroes of the great epics of India.

In considering these views put forward by the scholars it 1s worthwhile
examining all the possible references which appear in the Pali Canon and
early Mahayana texts on this subject that may help us to postulate the real
significance of the Mahapurisa idea in a Buddhist perspective and 1ts
probable origin and later developments. Further, according to some scholars,
most of the bodily signs of the Mahapurisa are probably mythological in their
origin and some seem to be solar?. In addition to the above remarks some
hold the view that these marks are not properties of the historical human
Buddha, and are mainly signs of the supernormal nature of the transcendental
body of the Tath&'gata.3 However, attempts have been made by some scholars
to interpret these lakkhanas in their own way and further investigation 1s still
required of students of this subject.

It is an obvious fact that it is extremely difficult to endorse that the Buddha
actually possessed those thirty-two marks on his body, without having the
exact meaning of the lakkhanas and what was meant by reference to the
physical body of the Buddha - in their original terms. Even the commentators
of the Pali Canon had this problem and it scems that they were also not certain
about the meaning of some of the marks”. Different forms of terminology
and interpretations of certain marks in the Buddhist Sanskrit texts also
indicate the obscurity of the lakkhanas. Yet, a comparative study of the
characteristic marks of the Great Man is of great importance. It enables us to
investigate how far these marks could be interpreted with reference to the
person of the Buddha, depicted in early Buddhism, and of their later develop-
ments. The evaluation of the Buddha image also gives a clear example of the

1. Har Dayal, Bodhisatva Doctrine, London, 1932, p 304

2. Ibid. p304

3. Alex Wayman, "Contributions Regarding the Thirty-two Characteristics of
the Great Person”, Sino Indian Studies, Vol.V. 1957, p 246

4. DA.Ilp 452



uncertainty of the real form of several of the marks as they are depicted in
various forms in different schools of early Indian sculpture.

On the other hand there is another important aspect of the Mahapurisa in
Buddhist literature, which certainly needs to be elaborated. It ought to be
made clear that the Buddhist concept of Mahapurisa 1s not limited to the
physical excellence of the Buddha. It also presents a new concept of the social
and political character of the idea of kingship. The correlation of the Buddha
and the Cakkavatti by the Mahapurisa concept is not a mere belief 1n the
importance of physical features, but an attempt to demonstrate the ethical
teaching of the Buddha. A comprechensive study of the Lakkhana-sutta in the
Digha Nikaya is very useful as the sutta provides a detailed account of the
ethical aspect of the Mahapurisa, and none has ever attempted to study the
Lakkhana-sutta in this light.

Hence the present study 1s an attempt to examine the different views
relating to the origin of the Mahapurisa concept, which is not exclusively a
Buddhist notion, and the way it has been assimilated in early Buddhism.
Furthermore this study investigates the stages of the development of the
concept and 1ts influence over literature and iconography.
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Chapter I

The concept of Mahapurisa

The primary and literal meaning of the word Mahapurisa (Sanskrit
-Mahapurusa) is the "Great Man", but during the development of the concept
of the Buddha, it underwent connotational changes. This term has been
translated by many scholars as "superman”. However, we cannot translate
this term by confining it to the idea of "superman” since this gives rise to a
number of misleading implications. It may suggest the philosophical and
ethical view of Nietzsche': it gives the sense of being able to override the
laws of the processes of our nature (which does not apply in this context).

According to Vedic mythology, "puru” was the first man on earth®. The
word derived from pur (to precede), which is related to the vedic puru 1s
purusa, which means male or man. The prefix "maha” denotes different
meanings according to the word to which itis attached, such as big, enormous,
large, great, noble, supreme, etc. When it is combined with the word
"puruga”, the most appropriate meaning 1s "Great". If we take the term
Mahapurusa (Pali: Mahapurisa) without any association with its mythologi-
cal or mystic sense, it generally means a great, noble or excellent man.

The concept of ideal man or great man is a very old notion which goes
back to the ancient civilizations of the world. The characteristics of an ideal
man can have been formed according to the values of any particular culture
or civilization. It is quite evident that the recognition of the ideal man is also
one of the speculations among Indian philosophers and religiousleaders, even
before the Buddha. A discourse (Mahapurisa Sutta) 1n Sarpyutta_Nikd'ya4,
which takes the form of a question from Sariputta expecting an answer from
the Buddha, probably suggests the increasing importance of such a notion at
the time of the Buddha, in the contemporary society.

When the idea of Mahapurisa was put forward to the Buddha, he did not
reject it as not relevant to his teaching. According to a number of suttas

1. The Encyclopedia of Philosophy - ed Paul Edward, Vol 5 p 511

2. Sanskrit-English Dictionary - Mcdonnel A.A., London, 1924, p 165

3. Pali-English Dictionary, Rhys Davids & W. Stede (P.T.S.) England, 1925
s.v. maha

4. S.V.p158
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dealing with the question of Mahapurisa, 1t appears that the Buddha seems
to have accepted this notion, giving it his own interpretation, as was Ccus-
tomary with him to give new values to prevailing concepls, conventions or
technical terms, in order to explain his new teaching. Rhys Davids describes
this as a method, so often followed, of "pouring new wine into old bottles"!.

Briefly speaking, there are three kinds of terms that we come across in
Buddhist literature: (a) terms which are common to both Brahmanical and
Buddhist literature, having the same nomenclature and meaning, (b) terms
having the same nomenclature, but giving a difterent mcmmg in Buddhist
literature, (c) terms which are of peculiarly Buddhist usage

According to this classification, the term Mahapurisa belongs to the
second category of words. Although the term Mahapurisa itself 1s not to be
found in any one of the pre-Buddhistic Brahmanical or Jaina works, accord-
ing to its usage in Pali literature, we are inclined to believe that the idea of
Mahapurisa scems to have been known during the time of the Buddha among
contemporary religious thinkers, and that the term Mahapurisa 1s not an
exclusively Buddhist coinage. Pali texts very often mention it in a stereotyped
formula, which when referring to the learned Brahmana gives the
Mahapurisa lakkhana (theory of the characteristics of the Great Man) as one
of the branches of the Brahmana’s hereditary 1mowledge3. There 1s no other
evidence to prove that Brahmans advocated such a theory, which enabled
them to recognise the character of the Great Man. However, there are some
hymns of the Veda which give support to the view stated above by showing
belief mn the auspicious and inauspicious significance of physical marks, and
what they specifically predict, in early Brahminic society4.

Apart from the Vedic sources, both Jaina and Buddhist canons con-
demned the Samanas and Brahmanas who practised prognostication and
prediction from bodily marks for a hvmg There 1s some evidence that
different types of predictions prevailed among Ajivaka communities’, This
evidence confirms the existence of various types of prognostication from
various sources and, also we can assume that there might have appeared

1. Rhys Davids, Dialogues of the Buddha (P.T.S.) Il p 132

2. Samtam, N.H. "On some Buddhist Terms" - Bharati, Agravala Felicitation
Volume 1975 p 136

3. DI1.p88,114,130,MIIp135Snvs 10l etc

4. Satapata Brahmana, Atharvaveda VIII. 115, 1'

5. Sthananga. su. III 6, 78, Uttaradhyana, su. VIII. 13

6.

Basham A.L. History and Doctrines of Ajivakas, London 1951. p. 213
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different forms of predictions about the distinguishing marks of the Great
Man (Mahapurisa), developing from antiquity up to the emergence of the
Buddhist concept of Mahapurisa.

As one of his special methods of presenting a new 1dea, the Buddha
sometimes neither rejected nor accepted prevailing concepts, but gave his
own interpretation of them in order to develop an exposition of a specific
subject drawn from his own teachings which he wished to be considered at
that time. Once a Brahmana minister called Vassakara came to the Buddha
and presented an idea about Mahapurisa for the consideration of the Buddha'.
As it contained so much social significance for ordinary society, the Buddha
did not reject it: he did not accept it because it did not lead to further spintual
advancement. He explained what the qualities of Mahapurisa are, but purely
in accordance with his own view.

Buddhist definition of the Mahapurisa

The earliest idea of Mahapurisa in the Pali Canon can be traced to the
Pardyanavagga of Suttanipdta, which comprises some of the oldest
constituent parts of the Pali Canon.

The question has been put forward by a young Brahmin called
Tissametteyya to the Buddha?:

“Who 1s content here in the world?” asked Reverend Tissametteyya,
“In whom turmoils never rise, who understands both ends does not stick in
the middle? Whom dost thou call a Great Man (Mah3purisa) who has
overcome desire in this world?” |

In this question Brahmin Tissametteyya is seen enquiring what sort of
achievements can be regarded as the qualities of Mahapurisa, and 1t is
rermarkable here that there 1s no mention of any form of bodily marks of the
Mahapurisa. This may show that there were some ideas of a Mahapurisa
without any reference to bodily marks among different religious sects.

1. A.I p.35
Ko, dha santusito loke - kassa no santi ifjjita
ko ubantam abhififiaya - majjhe mantg na lippati
kam brusi mahapurisoti - kodha sibbanim accaga Sn. vs. 1040
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The answer the Buddha gave to Metteyya indicates that the Mahapurisa,
Great or Ideal Man, according to the Buddha’s own opinion 1s a "worthy one”
(Arahant)".

"The man who abstains from sensual pleasures, who is free from desire,
always mindful, happy by reflection, he is without turmoil, he, often knowing
both ends. does not stick in the middle as far as his understanding is
concerned, him I call a Great Man (Mahapurisa). He has overcome craving
in the world." Here it is clear that the Buddha, answering the question, defines
the great man reckoning the spiritual qualifications that such a person
POSSESSES.

Again, this stanza appears in the Anguttara Nikaya, which makes refer-
ence to Parayanavagga, indicating its amiqui[yz. A group of monks were
discussing their views, and commenting on the idea that the answer given by
the Buddhato Metteyyain Parayanavagga docs not explain itself. There each
one of them makes an attempt to comment and define some of the terms 1n
that discourse, such as ‘two ends’ (ubho anta) and middle (majjha) according
to their understanding. Here the sutta shows that it was acceptable for the
monks to engage in further speculation on the concept of the great man, even
without any idea of the physical marks of the Mahapurisa, but with an
intellectual curiosity creating a conceptual basis for further speculations.

They went then to the Buddha and gave their interpretation to him of the
"two ends", and "the middle". The Buddha added a further conclusion to their
views, explaining "Verily, sensory contact, monks, is the first end, its arising
1s the second, 1ts ceasing is in the middle, and craving is the seamstress, for
craving sews a man just to this ever becoming birth. Verily, monks, it is to
this extent that a monk knows the knowable, comprehends the comprehen-

sible, and knowing the knowable, comprehending the comprehensible, he
makes an end of Ill, here and now" 3

Niddesa4, which is a late addition to the Pali Canon, consisting of an
exposition of the Atthaka and Parayanavaggas and Khaggavisana-sutta of
the Suttanipata, quotes the passage to explain "the two extremes" and "the
middle”.

1. Kamesu brahmacariyava - vitatanho sada sato
Sankhaya nibbuto bhaikkhu - tassa no santi injta - So ubhantam abhiririaya

- majjhe manta nalippati tam brumi mahapuriso ti so dha sibbanimaccaga
2.  A.II pp 399ff

3. Ibid p 401
4. Nd.lIpll12

14



This explanation confirms the fact that for the Buddha the person who
was the Mahapurisa was he, who had eradicated all the defilements. Here,
there is no identification of the Great Man or Mahapurisa with any individual
as the Buddha, Arahant or Bodhisatta. Hence it is clear that among the
immediate followers of the Buddha the idea of Mahapurisa denoted nothing
other than an arahant as a term of common use to designate anyone who had
destroyed the inflexes of defilements (khinasava).

There is another instance when the Buddha defines Mahapurisa in a
different manner, but again refers to the arahant who has attained perfect
happiness.

Reference was briefly made above to a passage in which the Buddha
answered Sariputta’s question about Mahapurisa. He spoke as follows:

"It 1s on account of the emancipation of the mind that I call a man "Great
man". Without that emancipation there 1s no Great Man. And how 1s one thus
emancipated? With regard to his body, his sensations, his mind and ideas, he
continues to be so master of them by insight that ardent self-possessed and
mindful, he overcomes both the dejection and the hankering common 1in the
world. So doing, his mind is purified, emancipated, free from mental intoxica-
tion"”. |

In this passage, Buddha explained emancipation of the mind through the
"four Foundations of Mindfulness” (satipatthana) as the path directed to
realisation which is the final goal of a man, and a person who has achieved
such a state is called Mahapurisa. Although it has no direct reference to the
concept of Mahapurisa, the explanation given in many of the discourses
seems to have some bearing on the person who has attained Nibbana.

There is another verse in the Dhammapada which gives a similar descrip-
tion of the characteristics of Mahapurisa: "He who has overcome craving
(vitatanho) and devoid of grasping (anadano), who is skilled in etymology
(niruttipadakovido) of terms, who knows the grouping of letters and their
sequence (akkharanam sannipatam) it is he who is called the bearer of the
final body, one of profound wisdom (mahaparinio), a great man
(Mahapuriso)®.

According to the commentary the term anadano (without grasping)
means that there is no attachment whatsoever, towards mind and matter etc,

1. S.V.p158
2. D.II.pl134f
3. Dh352
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and ‘skilled in etymology’ means clever 1n analytical knowledge
(patisambhidd): Analytical knowledge of discrimination is of four kinds:
Analytical of the true meaning (attha), of the Law (dhamma), of language
(nirutti), of ready wit (patibh'c'z'na)l. On the whole, the person who knows
what should be known, whose knowledge is perfect, is of emancipated of
mind, is called Great Man.”

It is clear that although the Buddha has used different words to define the
Great Man, the reference is always to the worthy one (Arahant) who has
attained the final goal, the enlightenment. All those qualities which are
mentioned in these passages can be applied to both the Buddha and the
Arahant.

It is worthwhile to examine here the terms and definitions used to identify
the Buddha and an Arahant, so that it would help us to differentiate the
characteristic attributes of a Mahdpurisa in so far they can be predicted of
a Buddha and an Arahant respectively, as in the early canonical texts.

It is held according to the Pali Canon that the Buddha possessed various
qualities by virtue of his enlightenment which were not possessed by Arahant.
However, although the Theravada tradition tried to prove that the Buddha is
a rare being and superior to men and gods, they mention that there 1s hardly
any distinction between an Arahant and the Buddha. If Buddhahood consists
in the attainment of Nibbana, how does the Buddha differ from those of his
followers who had also attained Nibbana? In other words: What is a Buddha
and how does he differ from an Arahant? To this question the Pali Suttas
suggest a number of possible answers.

According to the Theravada tradition the Buddha in attaining the en-
lightenment became the first Arahant. His whole life was devoted to making
his followers understand what he understood, to directing them to the same
path of realisation or Nibbana which he himself had attained”. After the
conversion of the group of five monks, the first converts to the teaching, the
Buddha declared that there were six Arahants in the world at that time". There,

1. Vibh XV p 293 ff
2. DAIVDp70

3. M. IIp8

4,

“Imasmin ca pana veyyakaranasmim bhafsiamane paricavaggiyanam
bhikkhunam anupadadya asavehi chittani vimuccimsu. tena kho pana
samayena cha loke arahanto honti” VinIp 14
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the Buddha himself was reckoned as one of them. Again in one place the
Buddha mentioned that as far as attainment of Nibbana is concemed, the
Tathagata and the Arahants are the same but the Tathagata makes manifest
the unmanifested path, he recognised the unrecognised pat.hl. However, this
statement does not contradict the other statements which describe the Buddha
as being distinguished from the other Arahants, not only by virtue of his
primacy as the discoverer and teacher of long forgotten truth, but also by his
heroic achievement in attaining his goal unaided?, his range of knowledge
and to a lesser extent his skill in supernormal powers3 and his compassion
and competence in teachin g4.

According to these accounts the definitions in the above passages of both
the Buddha and an Arahant are more or less equal and the Mahapurisa
according to the Buddha’s own view is a worthy one (araham). However, we
shall see that the Buddha’s definitton of Mahapurisa to Brahmin Vassakara
is another step in the development of the Buddhist concept of Mahapurisa.
Here also, the qualities of a Mahapurisa can be applied to both the Buddha
and the Arahant.

The text proceedssz Once abrahmana called Vassakara who was the Chief
Minister of Magadha called on the Buddha and explained that a person
endowed with four qualities can be regarded as a very wise and as a great
man (Mahapurisa).

1. that he is learned (bahussuta)

2. that he comprehends the meaning of what has been said to him
(bhasitassa attham janati)

3. that he has a good memory (satima kho pana hoti cirakatampi
cirabhasitampi)

4. that he is expert and untiring in everything that a layman has to do
and can search out expedients for earning through anything that has
to be done (gahatthakaraniyesu dakkho hoti analaso)

The four qualities indicate that Vassakara put forward a secular concept
of the Great man, which had been identified by contemporary society. We

1. S.Ilpé6

2. MlLpl7l

3. D.IIp100,S.V.p437
4. MlIp 169

5. A.llp35-37
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can assume that Vassakara, who was a Minister of the Magadha State, saw
the concept of Mahapurisa from political and social points of view. With
regard to the sccular aspects of life, his definition is applicable to the success
of a layman in any society. As any of the four qualities of Vassakara’s 1dea
of the Great man does not concern the spiritual advancement of the individual,
it differs from Brahmanic and Buddhist ideals of the perfect man.

The fact that the Buddha neither accepted nor rejected Vassakara’s
definition shows that He wanted to attach some value to this idea of great
man. Buddhagosa comments in this connection that the Buddha did not
accept this definition because it is based purely on the secular aspect of life.
He neither rejected it because he believed that it included a beneficial value
for the secular societyl. The Buddha characterised a Great man or
Mahapurisa thus: "1 also call a man of four qualities very wise, a great man,
and what are those qualities? |

1. He concerns himself with the advantage of folk he has established 1n
the Aryan system (ariye naye), that is in the beauty of righteousness
as set forth in the Aryan path - (Bahujanahitaya patipanno hoti
bahujanasukhaya bahussa janata, ariye naye patithapita)

2. He can think about a thing or not, just as he wishes; he is master of
his mind n the trends of thought - (yam vitakkam akankhati vitak-
ketum, tam vitakkam vitakketi, yam vitakkam nakankhati vitakketum
na tam vitakkam vitakketi. yam sankappam...)

3. He can enter at his pleasure without toil or trouble into the four
ecstasies beyond thought and yet pertain to this life - (catunnam
Jhananam abhicetasikanam ditthadhamma-sukha-viharanam
nikamalabhi hoti akicchalabhi, akasiralabhi).

. He has put away the intoxications arising from lust and becoming
from speculation and ignorance. Thus does he gain and abide in that
same emancipation of heart and mind that he knows and realises even
in this present life - (a@savanam khaya anasavam cetovimuttim
pannavimuttim ditthe va dhamme sayam abihififia lkatva
upasampajja viharati).

_—

1. AAlllp74f



This definition proves that the early conception of Mahapurisa in the Pali
Canon refers to an Arahant (Worthy one) with his spiritual achievements. But
it is clear in this discourse how Buddha defines the concept of Mahapurisa,
giving it a wider meaning than the earlier one. He includes some of the social
qualities apart from the spiritual advancement of Mahapurisa, giving a wider
connotation to the earlier concept. For example, the idea of the welfare of the
common man is lacking in earlier definitions but here 1s a gradual develop-
ment and a complete or overall development of the individual has been
suggested. The classification of the stage of the development of the individual
into four in this definitton shows a clear correspondence to the social,
intellectual and spiritual advancement of the individual who is designated as
Mahapurisa. Although the Buddha accepted in this sutta that he himself
possessed all the four qualities of a Mahapurisa, the same can be applied to
the Arahants also. This is substantiated by many other discourses of the Canon
in which these four qualities have been ascribed to Arahants very often.

This social aspect of a great man seems to be elaborated in great detail in
the Lakkhana-sutta of the Digha Nikaya, when it enumerates various qualities
of the Mahapurisa in the Theravada tradition, forming a link between early
and later strata of the Pali Canon.

The second quality which may be termed as intellectual is that the great
man is able to keep his mind under perfect control. The third quality denotes
his psychic condition according to which he 1s able to train his mind
systematically and attain permanent concentration of his psychic phenomena.
The fourth attribute of the Mahapurisa, describes how he attains his final goal
in the very life independent of intervention by any supernatural authority. It
1s noteworthy in the earlier definitions of Mahapurisa, that the Buddha seems
to have more or less emphasised this fourth quality.

The Popular Conception of the Mahapurisa

The second aspect of the Buddhist concept of Mahapurisa is based on the
physical characteristics of the Great Man. Apart from the ways of judging a
Great Man from his mental and spiritual qualities, there is a detailed theory
of the physical characteristics of a Mahapurisa. According to the Pali Canon
characteristics of a person who is possessed of those marks of a Mahapurisa
either becomes a Buddha or a Cakkavatti, a universal monarch.
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The Brahmin Pokkhrasadi told his pupil Ambattha: "There have been
handed down, in our mystic verses, thirty-two bodily signs of a Great man, -
signs which, if a man has, he will become one of two things, and no other. If
he dwells at home he will become a sovereign of the world, a righteous king
.. but if he goes forth from the household life into the houseless state, then
he will become a Buddha who removes the veil of 1gnorance from the eyes
of the world"".

In this description Mahapurisa is not only specified as a Cakkavatti or a
Buddha, and the recognition of such a person 1s through the worldly practices
of prognostication. The practice of foretelling of a person’s character from
his physical marks is of pre-Buddhistic origin and 1ts history 1s not easily
traceable, because it goes into far distant anuquity. As no two human beings
are alike in appearance man seems to have an innate desire to know if physical
characteristics reveal psychological traits and even probable future events as
destiny. Perhaps this human desire paved the way for subsequent develop-
ment of the art of divining, fortune-tellmg, through astrology, palmistry,
physiognomy ctc. _

There 1s no doubt that the art of prognostication must have flourished in
ancient but surviving references to occult sciences are meagre and scrappy.
Belief 1n lucky and unlucky marks of the body which is clearly a rudimentary
form of prognostication, is not unknown in early Brahmanical society. A
passage from the Satapatha Brahmana describes lucky and unlucky marks of
the body as follows:-

"Some again lay them down on the right side saying ‘we thus place these
signs of good fortune (punya laksmi) on the right side’ whence he who has a
mark (laksana) on his right side is said to have good luck (punya laksiika)
and on the left side in the case of a woman, for the woman has her position
on the left side (of man), therefore it is done thus. But let him place them in
front for where the head is there and the tongue and thus he places the signs

samannagatassa mahapurisassa dve gatiyo bhavanti anaina: sace agaram
ajjhavasati raja hoti cakkavatti ... sace kho pana agarasma anagariyam

pabbajati araham hoti sammasambuddho. M. ]I p1338.1p89,114,120, Al
p163,SNp 102

20



h587

of good fortune at the head (or in the mouth - Mukha) whence they say that
he who has a (peculiar) mark in his face has good luck'.

The Atharva Veda contains a charm to remove undesirable marks from a
woman'’s bodyz. These marks are regarded as inauspiciouos and are named;
another charm® is desi gnated to remove unlucky marks from one’s own body.
Laksana, or the interpretation of the characteristic marks of the body, was
referred in the Jaina canon as one of the eight method of prognostication
known to contemporary society. This is clear in the Bhagavati Sutra4, a Jaina
work about the origin of the texts of the Ajivaka school. There it is said that
the six disacaras "extracted the eightfold Mahanimittas in the Puvvas (Pur-
vas) with the (two) Maggas, making the total up to ten, after examining
hundreds of opinions” and that this was approved after brief consideration’
by Makkhali Gosala, the leader of the Ajivaka school, a contemporary of the
Buddha. The names of the eight angas of the Mahanimitta are given by
Abdhayadeva6, the commentator, as follows:

1. Divyam, "of the Divine",

2. Autpatam, "of portents”

3. Antariksam, "of the sky"

4. Bhahumam "of the earth”

5. Angam, "of the body"

6. Svaram, "of sound"”

1. Laksanam, "of characteristics”

8. Vyanjanam, "of indications”

Eight Mahanimittas are listed in the Sthananga Sii'tra7, another Divyam,
here the commentator Abhayadeva makes it clear that there are systems of
prognostication. Another Jaina canonical text, Uttaradhyana Siztra® also
gives a similar list. The Ajivaka system has now completely disappeared from

1. SB.E Vol43p8l
2. AVI1IS
3. AV VII 115 N
4. Bhagavati Sutra XV, SU. 539, foll. 658- i
5. Bashim A.L. Ajivakas p 213
6. Loc.cit *
7. Sthananga Su. VIII 608 reeedenaes
8. Uttaradhyana Su. XV.7

\
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our midst and their scriptures are lost to us. Very likely these eight
Makanimittas denoted only some of those recognised branches of prognos-
tication, known to ancient India.

The Uttaradhyana Sitra states that Jaina ascetics should not practice the
following arts: Laksana (interpreting the marks of the body), Supina (inter-
preting the dreams), Angavijja (predicting foreboding changes of the body,
but the Jaina Saint Kalaraka is said to have learned the eighttold Mahanimut-
tas from the Ajivakasl.

A similar list has been mentioned in Brahmajala® and Samafifaphala’
Suttas of Digha Nikaya, as tiracchanavijja ‘beastly arts’ practiced by some
Samanas and Brahmanas for their living. The term Samana (recluse) might
have been used to refer to Ajivakas as mentioned in Jaina texts. Among those
practices, angam (Palmistry), nimittam (divining by means of omens and
signs), lakkhanam (fortune telling from marks on the body), angavyja
(predictions by means of the figure of a man), possibly denote different forms
of prognostication based on human physical features.

The commentary explains angam as an art involving the examination of
marks on the arms, feet etc. of a person, on the basis of which the length of
his life and potential prestige were predicted4. As the word anga does not
occur elsewhere 1n the Pali Canon 1n this sense, it is difficult to be sure of 1ts
exact meaning. We depend only on the commentarial explanation. Prof. Rhys
Davids translates angam as palmistry but according to the commentary it is
not clear whether it was based on an examination of the lines of the palm,
birth inarks or shapes of the hands. Since the feet are mentioned, it is evident
that palmistry was not meant.

Buddhaghosa’s explanatory lines do not mention a reading of the char-
acter but rather a prophesying of the future. Anga, therefore, was probably a
kind of chiromancy and not chirognomys.

Angavijja, another form of prognostication, mentioned in the canon, is
explained by Buddhaghosa as "looking at knuckles etc. and, after muttering
a charm, divining whether a man is well-born or lucky or not®. Rhys Davids

Paficakalpa cumi teste Jain, Life in Ancient India p 208
DI,p8f

1.

2

3. Dl.p 92

4, Dial.l.p 16

5. Encyclopaedia of Buddhism - Malalasekara, G.P. Colombo, 1.4 p 619
6. DA.Lp93 |
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notes that Buddhaghosa separates it from anga, but the word anga, literally
meaning "limb" seems to be the significant and as also in the case of
angavijja, it 1s interpreted here by Buddhaghosa to mean the marks on the
hands and feet'. However, according to the commentary on the Samyutta
Nikaya this angavijja is a form of fortune-telling from bodily signs, and
lakkhana or lakkhana sattha 1s also a similar kind of prognostication. An-
gavijja 1s a science which tells that the possessor of such and such charac-
teristics receives such and such things, by examining men’s and women’s
bodies. |

Here Angavijja is explained as the art of predicting one’s future prestige
by looking at the characteristics of the body. This is confirmed by the
commentary on Apadana, which defines lakkhana as the science of examin-
ing physical signs. Books dealing with such a science explain the good and
bad effects of the characteristics seen on the bodies of men and women>.
Although prognostication from characteristic marks (lakkhana) has generally
dealt with human beings, the word lakkhana had a wider connotation, as a
science of foretelling a number of other things, from their characteristics. The
Brahmajala sutta of Digha Nikaya gives a long list of practices regarding
fortune-telling forbidden to monks, such as reading auspicious and inauspi-
cious marks of gems, staves, garments, swords, arrows, bows, other weapons,
women, men, boys, girls, slaves, elephants, horses, buffaloes, oxen, goats,
sheep, fowls, quails, iguana, earrings, tortoises denoting the health or luck of
their owners®.

The prevalence of various branches of knowledge of prognostication
which we attempted to list above is corroborated by the fact that large
numbers of Jataka stories mention persons who were well versed in the
science of interpreting these special marks or characteristics of human beings
as well as other things pertaining to human life?.

1. Dial.l,pl8

2. SA.Ilp348

3. APA A, p220

4. Dlp. 11

5. JALp.45511,p 194V, p 211
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Even in Jaina texts, the term lakkhana has been used in the same sense as
"the art of knowing the auspicious or otherwise, and marks of men, animals

c!. 50 also in Brahmanic literature, lakkhanapathaka denotes the person
who interprets good and bad signs, and marks of human beings, animals,
articles, dreams, omens etc”. Z

However, in Buddhist sources lakkhana-sattha very often refers only to
prognostications from physical characteristics of a child’. References can be
found in the Jatakas that the science of judging one’s character and prophesy-
ing the future by bodlly signs has been practised in carly India as a part of
their socral customs. Moreover words such as lakkhana—pathaka angavij-
jdya cheko® , lalokhar;akusala and nemittaka® have been used for soothsayers
without any distinction.

According to the Pali Canon, early Buddhist attitudes towards practising
prognostication are quite clear; Buddha classified them into different
categories of low arts (tiracchanavijja) and expressed his condemnation of
their being pracnsed by recluses (samana) and brahmanas who have left the
household life”. Althou gh the Buddha theoretically did not accept these forms
of low arts, he was well aware that he was living in a milieu where these forms
of low arts were popular, both among the laymen as well as some sects of
recluses. In Pali texts there are several accounts of the physical appearance
of many people, including that of the Buddha, in relation to coﬁtemporary
mythical concepts. It is noteworthy that all the references to the knowledge
of physical marks are attributed to Brahmana tradition'”.

However, some of these arts regardless of their origin were taken over
and developed by the Buddhists.

1. Samavayanga Su 26 Aupapatika Su 44
2. Sanskrit-English Dictionary - Monier Williams, Oxford 1899, p 892
3. JA.Lp272VvAp138

4. JA.1,p290V,p209

5. JA.Lpd45511,p194,V, p211
6. JA.I, p290

7. M.Ip220JA.Ip272

8. D.IIpl6, Alll,p11,JA.V,p24
9. DI.p9,67

10. Snvs. 548 - 522
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The second aspect of the Mahapurisa concept which enumerates the
physical characteristics of a Great Man is also one of these notions which
shows its relation to the science of prognostication, which we have discussed
earlier. The Pali canon introduces this concept as one branch of the hereditary
knowledge of Brahman tradition. In the suttas of the Pali Canon, knowledge
of the theory of the Great Man (Mahapurisa) is alluded to in the list of the
important subjects of study by a learned Brahamin, as a stereotyped formula':

"He had mastered the three Vedas with the indices, the ritual, the phonol-
ogy and exegesis and the legends as fifth, learned in the idioms and the
grammar, versed in lokayata sophistry, and in the theory of the Great man”.

Although these subjects have been referred to as some practices of
Brahmans, the term "Mahapurisalakkhana" in the sutta was replaced by the
word lakkhana without it being qualified by the epithet Mahapurisa and is
mentioned along with the other subjects, in the Apadana;

Lakkhane itihase ca - sanighandu saketubhe

padako veyyakarano sadhamme parc’imirm,mto2

In this stanza, the term lakkhana is not confined to the characteristics of
a Great Man but is extended to mean all lakkhanas 1n general. The commen-
tary explains this term as predictions based on distinct marks of men and
women.”

Hence we can assume that the distinguishing marks of the Great Man is
a part of the study of "lakkhanasattha". It always stated that the knowledge
of the distinguishing marks of a Mahapurisa belongs to Brahmanical wisdom
and the Canon states that it has been enumerated in the mantras (of the Veda)
of Brahmans.

"There have been handed down in our mystic verses thirty-two bodily

signs of a Great man"?,

1. Tinnam vedanam paragu, sanighandhu ketubhesu, sakkharappabhedesu
itihasa paficamesu, padako veyyakarano lokayata, mahapurisalakkanesu

anavayo D I p 68

2. Apvs175

3. ApA.p219

4. Agatni kho tata ambattha, amhakam mantesu dvattimsa
Mahapurisalakkhanani D 1 p 89



Here the sutta puts the statement into the mouths of highly respected and
educated brahman teachers, in the form that they explained to their pupils.

As the commentary explains, the literature dealing with the concept of
Makhapurisa contained twelve thousand books which described the charac-
teristics of the Mahapurisa and the Buddha. There were about eighteen
thousand lines of stanzas which describe the Buddha, and stanzas which
explain distinguishing marks of the Buddha, the pacceka - Buddhal_, the two
chief disciples (dve aggasavaka), eighty leading disciples, the mother and
father of the Buddha, chief attendant (aggupatthaka) and the universal
monarch (cakkavam')z. |

It has beenalready stated that, although Buddhists attribute the knowledge
of the theory of Mahapurisa to Brahmanas, there is no direct evidence
regarding the existence of such a concept in any of the existing four Vedas,
or in any other literature. However, to avoid the contradiction, Buddhaghosa
says that "when the time comes for the birth of a Buddha, the Suddhavasa
Brahmas’ visit the earth in the guise of Brahmanas and teach men about their
bodily signs as forming a part of the Vedic teaching, so that thereby wise men
may recognise the Buddha. On his death, this knowledge generally vanishes.
That is why it does not exist in the Veda®.

This seems to show that commentators were not quite certain about the
origin of the theory of the physical signs of a Mahapurisa. Although the Pali
Canon accepted the tradition of the Mahapurisa, it shows some reluctance to
accept the lore and methods of distinguishing the Great Man. Hence,
Buddhaghosa’s account 1s rather inconsistent in this respect. .

This Brahmanic theory of Mahapurisa appears in the Canon as one of the
worldly methods of prognostication which was practised to recognise the
bodily marks, both of the Buddha and of the Universal Monarch. In other
words, according to this theory, the person who was supposed to become the
Buddha or cakkavatti should have possessed these characteristics in his

physical body. These physical characteristics could be revealed at the birth
of the child and through them one can predict his destiny.

———_—_—'—-“_-_.__—'_—_—

1. Pacceka-buddha "individual Buddha", one whose enlightenment is for

himself alone and others cannot benefit from his enlightenment.
2. DA.1,p248; MA.Ill p 363

3. Suddhavasa: a name given to a group of Brahma worlds, the five thhest

Ripa realms. For details see Sr. Suddhavasa DPPN, Vol. I p 1199
4. MA.II, p761
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Although there is not much evidence about the childhood of Siddhattha
Gotama, there is a detailed account in the Mahapadana sutta’ of Digha
Nikaya of biographical events of six previous Buddhas who preceded
Gotama. In this sutta the story of Vipassi Buddha is taken as the model on
which the stories of the seven Buddhas including that of the Buddha Gotama
are based. According to the sutta, when Prince Vipassi was born, soothsayers
were called to the palace.

"When the Brahmana soothsayers had seen the child, they said to
Bandhuman, the raja: Rejoice, Lord, ... for this babe, my Lord, is endowed
with thirty-two marks of a Great Man ... And what, my Lord, are the thirty-two
marks?"

This seems to suggest that with the evolution and the institutionalisation
of the concept of Buddha, the theory of the Great man emphasising his
thirty-two bodily marks appears to have been arrived at even before the
compilation of the Mahapadana sutta.

Jatakanidana, the introductory biography of the Buddha prefixed to the
commentary on Jatakapali, describes the event of Prince Siddhatha’s birth
and mentions the names of seven soothsayersz.

After the enlightenment, too, there are several occasions when the thirty-
two marks of the Mahapurisa on the Buddha’s body came up for investiga-
tion. These incidents describe how by examining the thirty-two marks of the
Great Man on Gotama’s body, some Brahmanas wanted to make sure whether
he surely had attained Buddhahood.

One of the incidents which 1s recorded in similar words, in the two
canonical texts Majjhima Nikaya and Suttanipata is explained thus: "A
Brahmana called Sela of Anuttarapa was a great friend of Keniya, the matted
haired ascetic and visited him when Keniya was making preparations to
entertain the Buddha. Having heard the word Buddha from Keniya, Sela was
filled with joy and fortitude, and went with two hundred and fifty pupils to
visit the Buddha in the woodland near Apana. There he observed on the
person of the Buddha the thirty-two marks of a Great Being, all except two
- viz. the male organ encased in a sheath and his broad tongue. The Buddha
read his thoughts and contrived by his psychic power (iddhi) that Sela should
be satisfied on these two points as well. Sela then pi
series of verses and asked questions from hun

1. DILplf
2. JALpSS5S
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entered the Order with his pupils and at the end of the week he attained
Arahantship”.! .

The similar stories also appear in Majjhima Nikaya™ and Parayanavagga
of § utranipazaB. These reports suggest how this physical aspect of the
Mahapurisa concept can be reconciled with the occasion.

Although the Buddha did not define a Mahapurisa by virtue of his
physical excellence, nor praise it, it can be seen that he had not rejected the
theory of Mahapurisa which was advocated by the Brahmanas on the above
mentioned occasions”. As a theory it is clear that the Buddha never accepted
divining, fortune-telling, prognostication ctc. but in the case of Mahapurisa
lakkhana he is depicted as showing a different attitude. When Brahmana Sela
Brahmayu, and pupils of Bavari were not certain of two of the thirty-two
marks, Buddha contrived by iddhi power to make them satisfied. This
indicates that Buddha confirmed that he possessed the thirty-two marks of
the Great man. Evidently this shows a stage of the development of the
Mahapurisa concept in the Canon itself.

In the Lakkhana swta the Buddha introduces the theory of the physical
charactenistics of the Mahapurisa to the monks without specific reference to
his possession of the thirty-two marks on himself. It is noticeablie that in this
sutta when the Buddha explains the physical characteristics of the
Mahapurisa, he refers to the Tathagata (Buddha) in general. Also throughout
the susta only the third person singular form has been used in referring to the
Tathagata.

"Whereas in whatever former birth, former states of becoming... the
Tathagata... Deceasing thence, and born in a life in this condition, he acquires
this mark of Great Man™ .

This sutta shows the most developed stage of the Mahapurisa concept
within the Pali texts, as it enumerates not only thirty- two marks of the
Mahapurisa but also the cause and effect of these marks, and mentions that
they were due entirely to merit acquired in former births.

_m

1. Snpl04-M.1I, p 146
2. M.I, p 133ff

3. Sn.vs976ff

4. D.II,p46

5.

Yamn pi bhikkhave Tathagato purimam jatim puimam bhavam . . . So tato cuto
ithattam dgato samdno imam mahapurisa lakkhanam patilabhati. D. Ill. p146
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., It is remarkable that even in this sutta, the Buddha attributes the
knowledge of the theory of Mahapurisa to certain sages of the past but the
Buddha says that they did not know the cause - that good deeds - which were
responsible for the appearance of these marks.

"And seers not of our communion, brethren, are acquainted with their
marks but they know not for what deed done any one of the marks acquired"1 :

This confirms that the Pali Canon not only adopted the theory of the
Mahapurisa from non-Buddhistic sources but also went further and made use
of it for the advancement of ethical conduct. The importance of the Lakkhana
sutta lies in the fact that it combines the concept of the Great Man with some
of the fundamental tenets of Buddhism such as the doctrine of karnuna, rebirth,
the law of causation, and giving more emphasis to the social ethics of
Buddhism.

As the Lakkhana sutta does not give enough reasons for the utterance of
this discourse, Buddhaghosa2 describes the background story which corre-
lates the influence of some popular aspects of the kamma theory in Buddha’s
teaching with the concept of Mahapurisa in the course of the development
of Canonical literature. He says that the Buddha preached this discourse on
the characteristic marks of Mahapurisa, because there was a great curiosity
to know which past good action led to his possessing these marks.

Although the sutta introduces the past good actions with reference to the
Tathagata, physical signs and their present effects have been referred to of
both the Buddha and the cakkavatti, the two possible careers of the
Mahapurisa. Each lakkhana reveals two different effects relating to the
Buddha and cakkavatti respectively.

* This makes it clear that in the early stage of the development of the
Mahapurisa concept the thirty-two physical characteristics are the only
physically distinguishing signs of a Mahapurisa who could become either a
‘Buddha or a cakkavatti. But Buddhavamsa, a minor anthology of the Khud-
daka Nikaya, mentions that the Buddha as a Mahdpurisa possesses not only
thirty-two marks but also eighty minor or secondary physical characteristics
(asiti anuvyaﬁjana)3. The word anuvyarjana has not appeared 1n this sense
in any of the four Nikayas, but in the commentaries ‘eighty secondary marks’

1. D.II, p 145
2. DA.Illp918
3. Anuvyanjanasampannam-dvattimsavaralakkhanam
sabbam samantara hitam-nanu vitta sabbasaritkhara BV p 55
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have been mentioned as complementary to the thirty-two characteristics of a
Mahﬁpurisal. It is noteworthy that these eighty secondary marks do not
belong to a cakkavatti, and it shows another stage of the development of the
Mahapurisa concept in the Pali Canon.

Although the commentaries” mention some of the eighty secondary signs
on the Buddha’s body, the full list of anuvyanjanas primarily appears 1in
Lalitavistara’, a text of the Sarvastivada school" and also in some other
Mahayana texts>, while in Pali literature the Jirialankara vannana, a post-
commentarial work of Theravada tradition in Sri Lanka, deals with them
comprehensivelyé. As far as the concept of Mahapurisa is concemed, the
existence of thirty-two physical marks and anuvyanjanas, in the Buddha's
body assumed equal importance, both in the Theravada and Mahayana
traditions, at this stage of development.

Thus, when we have carefully examined all the primary sources for the
origin and development of the concept of Mahapurisa, it becomes evident
that nowhere in any of the discourse does the Buddha say that he possesses
thirty-two c¢xtraordinary bodily marks and secondary marks. At the same
ume, the Buddha seems never to have attempted to speak against those who
believed 1n this particular concept.

Finally, we have seen the different stages of development of the
Mahapurisa concept in the Pali Canon and its commentaries, as a result of
the development of the Buddha concept. The remarkable feature of the
Mahapurisa theory in the Theravada tradition is that though the Buddha
possesses thirty-two signs of perfection, and eighty secondary characteristics,
his physical body is like that of ordinary people which is subject to mortality.
It 1s, however, the Mahayana idea that these thirty-two physical marks and
eighty secondary signs of the Mahapurisa in the body of the Buddha are

supernormal characteristics of the cosmic body of the Buddha, as we shall
see in the following chapter.

DA. III p.91

BVA. p 204 (Hevavitarana Bequest) Colombo 1922
KV.p 106 {f

Thomas, E.J. Life of the Buddha p 106

Mahavastu. ii. 43 ff. Mahavyutpatiti p 268 ff

See Appendix II
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Chapter 11

Development of the Mahapurisa Concept and the
Mahayana Theory of Trikaya (triple body)

As we have examined in the previous chapter, the Pali Canon presents
two aspects of the concept of Mahapurisa: i.e. a great man or ideal man who
is to be distinguished by his internal qualities, and the Great Man who is
identified by his physical characteristics. Neither idea is exclusively of
Buddhist origin, and they appear to be Buddhist interpretations of contem-
porary concepts. However, the second aspect had been subjected to develop-
ment and became popular among all the Buddhist schools throughout the
history of Buddhism, while the first aspect remained as a spiritual explanation
of the idea of the worthy one or an Arahant.

- The popular aspect of Mahapurisa which we have discussed above, was
based on the physical characteristics of the Buddha and Cakkavatti. Although
this theory propounds these two possible careers of the Mahapurisa, a great
deal of literature had been developed on the thirty-two characteristics of the
Great Man with regard to the Buddha’s physical appearance rather than that
of the Cakkavatti.

In this chapter we shall examine the different aspects of the concept of
Buddha-Kaya (body of the Buddha) in Mahayana Buddhism and their
approaches to the characteristics of the Mahapurisa. As Dutt observes "the
Hinayana schools (Sthaviravadins) had very little to do with the Kaya concept
as Buddha was to them an actual man, historical person living in this world
like any other human being and subject to all the frailties of a mortal body"!.

Although the Pali Canon represents the Buddha as a human being
extraordinary qualities have been attributed to him to demonstrate his great-
ness as the Buddha. The greatest quality attributed to him is wisdom - a quality
from which he is always considered in terms of a person even when the idea
of the Buddha developed into acosmic principle in later schools of Buddhism.
The personality of the Buddha, therefore, is to be considered in that Light.

The Pali canon has uniquely depicted the Buddha as a human being who
achieved the perfect state of spiritual attainment and as one possessing
physical excellence. Physical excellence has been attributed to the Buddha

1. N. Dutt, Mahayana Buddhism, New Edition Delhi 1977, p 141
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because of his accomplishment of supreme spiritual attainment. In the Pali
Canon the concept of Mahapurisa was the most important exposition of the
Buddha’s physical excellence. Besides the thirty two charactenistics of the
Great Man, there were other special featurcs on the physical body of the
Buddha. Brahmayu sutta’ which gives various other particulars about the
Buddha, describes some special features and their functions. "Thus in walk-
ing he always treads with right foot; his steps are neither too long nor too
short; only his lower limbs move; when he looks back, he has to turn right
round to do so like an elephant. When entering a house he never bend his
body; when sitting down, accepting water to wash his bowl, eating, washing
his hands after eating, or returning thanks, he sits with the greatest propriety,
dignity and rectitude”.

Brahmana Sonadanda, a well respected teacher at the time of the Buddha,
remarked that the Buddha'’s physical excellence was one of his greatnesses
to be honoured.”

"Truly sir, the samana Gotama is handsome pleasant to look upon,
nspiring trust, gifted with great beauty of complexion, fair in complexion,
fine 1n presence, stately to behold.... "3

Similarly it was descnbed that the Buddha’s complexion was fair in

colour (singhi nikkasavanno ) and clean (pariyodata) and his voice had eight
qualites. 3

In spite of the descriptions given above, however, Pali canonical works
retained the human qualities of the Buddha by depicting him as a man
abounding in wisdom and supernormal attributes®. It has been confirmed by
the Kathavatthu (alater addmon to the Abhidhammapitaka of the Pali Canon,

compiled at the third councﬂ) which shows that the Theravada tradition has

been maintaming this view, even after several centuries of the Buddha’s
demise.

N

M.L p 137
DLpll3
Dial. 1. p 146
Vin. L. p 38
M. 11 p 140
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Literature, Unpublished Ph.D Thesis, University of Sn Lanka, 1964, p 235
Yatha te dhammasangitim-tissattheropitam tatha.

Kathavatthuppakaranam-paravadappamaddanam. Mahavansa, ch.v.vs.279
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"Moreover was 1t not said by the Exalted One: "Bhikkus, I was once
staying at Ukkattha in the Subhaga woods by the Kings - Sal Tree... I was
once staying at Uruvela by Goatsherds’ Banyan before I was super en-
lightened... I was once staying at the Gable House Hall."

Surely then the exalted One lived among men. But did not the Exalted
One say: "Borm in the world, enlightened in the world, having overcome the
world, undefiled by the world"’, |

As the Theravada tradition has preserved the above view that the Buddha
was a human being, it is clear that the concept of Mahapurisa and the
thirty-two marks of the Great Man have been attributed to him in order to
show that he was a perfect human being even in his physical form. The
following passage from Milindapariha may perhaps add more light to the
above view explaining that the Buddha possessed thirty-two marks of the
Great Man along with some other physical characteristics while maintaining
his human and historical nature. -

"The king said: ‘Is it true, Nagasena, that the Buddha was endowed with
thirty-two bodily marks of a great man..."?

Yes, Sir, Buddha was endowed with thirty-two bodily marks of a great
man..."

Although the Buddha possessed all the physical characteristics of the
Great Man, his body was subject to natural phenomena common to any
ordinary human being. -

"Revered Sir, did painful feehngs ever arise in the Tathagata’s body?
Yes, Sir, when at Rajagaha, the Lord’s foot was grazed by a splinter, when
he was 1ll with dysentery, when he was disturbed by rumours and purging
was given to him by Jivaka, when he was troubled by rheumatism, and the
Elder who was his attendant looked for hot water.™

The above discussion clearly reveals that the thirty-two marks of the Great
Man which appear in his body do not invalidate Buddhz’s humanity in any
way.

Although the Theravada tradition maintains a definite idea about the
Buddha’s body, some other references.in the Pali Canon itself indicate
probably the docetic nature of the Buddha’s person even during his life time”,

1. Kv.XVIIIp 559

2. Milindapafiha, p. 175.; Transl. I.B. Homer, p 102
3. Ibid. p 135, Transl. p 187

4. EB.II.4,p 424
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As Anesaki points out: "Whatever his merits and powers, his earthly life
was believed to have been as real as that of any other human being. But as
soon as pious thoughts of believers began to place him side by side with a
mythical Cakravarti or to make him far superior to the highest deity, Brahma,
whether in his life time or after his death, his personality became more
mythical and less human”'.

The analogy of similar records in the case of other religious founders
would lead us to expect that the followers of the great Indian teacher would
not be satisfied by looking upon their master as a mere ordinary man; and
this expectation is abundantly fulfilled. They endeavoured to give expression
to their deep sense of inferiority and to the deep impression made upon them
by the personal power of a character quite unequalled among all the men they
knew or herd of, by describing the glory and the grandeur of their Buddha 1n
poetical and figurative language always liable to be misunderstood and
hardening to0 SCON 1IN0 €rToneous beliefs.

In view of the qualities attmbuted to the person of the Buddha, this
super-normalisaton seems to have oniginated in the Pali Canon itself and
developed through the Pali commentaries in Theravada Buddhism. It became
fully developed in Mahavastu and was established in the Lalitavistara and
the Divyavadana. Thus the Buddha was idealised long before Mahayana
became a separate school of Buddhism.

The Theravada tradition has a humanistic concept of the Buddha, who
was living as 4 human being in this world. Although the Pali Canon and
commentaries attribute extraordinary qualities to the Buddha by means of
super-normalisation, there were no transcendental elements in him. It is
Interesting to note here that the characteristics of the Mahapurisa which had
been attnbuted to the body of the human Buddha in the Theravada tradition,
had also played an important role as distinguishing signs of different forms
of the Buddha’s body in different Buddhist schools, and later in Mahayana
Buddhism.

Kathavatthu’ reports one of the earliest views, which is different from the
Theravada tradition regarding the body of the Buddha, arisen after his demise.
I[ts commentary adumbrates the view that the Buddhas are superhuman, their

1. E.R.E.VolSv Cakravarti

2. Rhys Davids, Hibbert Lectures, 1981, p 128
3. Kv.II. 10 p 221
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bodies have majestic powers, and their lives are limitless, had been held by
the Lokuttaravadins and the Vaitulyakas.
According to Vasumitra, the first division of Buddhism, referred to above

took place about one hundred years after the death of the Buddha'. It was
from the Theravadins that the Mahasanghikas emerged and the Lokut-
taravada sect was a subdivision of the Mahasangikas which came into being
in the third century B.C.

The Mahasanghikas and their offshoots so universalised the Buddha as
almost to eclipse his historical personality. They identified him in this
essential essence with the universal Buddhahood which in time became

identified with the universez.

Similarly, the Lokuttar vadins believe that the Buddha’s body was
transcendental and self-born>. This theory was developed by the Mahasan-
ghika school of Buddhist thought4 in the Mahavastu, the book of Great
Events, where the Buddha was represented as a divine creation. The Lalitavis-
tara of the Sarvastivada school also presents in the Buddha legend from its
earliest beginnings the Buddha as a semi-divine character.

Unlike the Pali Canon the fundamental difference of enumerating the
thirty-two marks of the Great Man in these two texts is that it was an
attribution to a superhuman or semi-divine body of the Buddha. They are not
the possessions of a human body, and the appearance of the thirty-two marks
of the Great Man is an essential characteristic of the Buddha’s superhuman
nature. In the Pali texts, these marks were seen after the birth of the Bodhisat-
tva in his final existence, but according to the Lalitavistara his body was
formed endowed with the thirty-two marks and eighty secondary marks when
he was about to descend from the Tusita heaven, and he entered the mother’s
womb with fully developed marks.

"In the mother’s womb Bodhisattva enjoyed in a gold pavilion of jewelled
mansion (Ratnavyuha). Nor is the Bodhisattva bom as foetus made of
consolidated bubbles and fleshy fibres. He appears with all his body and its
members ts'ully developed and marked with all auspicious signs and in a sealed
position.”

1. Bhinna Nikaya Dharmacakrasastra - Taistro 49, p 15-16
2. C.H.S.Ward, Buddhism Vol. 11, p 153

3. Mahavastu, Texted. E. Senart, 1 p 3

4. Jbid.ii.p2

5. Lalitavistara Text ed. by Leffmann, 1902, p 103
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In the Pali Canon the thirty-two marks of the Great Man have been
regarded as one of the physical excellences of the body of the Mahapurisa
and, apart from the fact that this had been attributed by Brahmanas, these
marks were not distinguished as signs of assurance of the fulfiiment of
Buddhahood. It is noteworthy, as they are closcly connected with the idea of
the superhuman Buddha, Lalitavistara and M ahavastu continuously mention
that these marks have been regarded as essential characteristics to 1dentify
the Buddha and his superhuman nature.

1. The Bodhisattva entered the mother’s womb endowed with thirty-
two major and eighty minor signs.1

2. Diviners of dreams declared that he who bears the thirty-two
marks, has come to the womb of Maya. z

3. He displayed the marks to Devas while he was in the womb”.

4. Mahesvaras (Devas of the realm of Suddhavasa) examined the thirty-
two marks.”

5. Asita, the sage, examined the marks.’

6. At the ume when the ascetic Gotama approached the Bodhi-Tree, Kala
and Naga described his excellence, enumerating thirty-two marks6,
and 1n several other places 1t indicates the Buddha’s divine nature.

One of the major developments of the Mahapurisa concept at this stage

1s the enumeration of lhe eighty secondary marks as subsidiary to the
thirty-two characteristics’ . Apart from the Buddhavamsa, alater compilation

of the Canon (which mentions only the word Anuvyan]ana) the Pali texts

do not menton even the eighty signs of the body of the Mahapurisa. This
later addition indicates that the concept of Mahapurisa has been taken on by

later schools with greater emphasis than the early Theravada tradition does.

At this stage we can assume that the Buddha was highly deified and the

Ibid. p 13
Ibid. p 20
Ibid. p 25
Ibid p 29
Ibid p 29
Ibid p 30
LV p 142
Bv p 55
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thirty-two characteristics become inadequate for the glorification of the
Buddha’s physical excellence which is the outward accomplishment of his
omniscience. The invention of these eighty secondary marks, therefore, can
be regarded as an outcome of a later attempt to provide a detailed description
of each major characteristic.

Lalitavistara mentions an interesting quality of the Mahapurisa, called
Narayana-Bala, which does not appear in any of the Pali texts. When the
sage Asita came to examine the Prince Siddhartha, he declared that the baby
was endowed with the power of Narayana apart from thirty two major and
eighty minor marks of excellence.

It occurs In the traditional narrative of the birth of the sage, when
Brahmana astrologers saw in the house of Suddhodana in the noble city of
Kapila "the mighty Narayan was bom upheld by all the auspicious signs,
merits and glory"l. Again in the astrologers’ announcement to the father: "A
son of great beauty has been born unto thee... he 1s endowed with thirty-two
marks and power of N&r&yana"z. Again when the prince renounces the world
to become an ascetic it is acclaimed that his body has the strength of Narayana
himself, hard as the thunderbolt.>

As 1t has been explained in the text; thus endowed with power of
Narayana 1s called Mahan&‘rayana4, it makes clear that the term Narayana-
bala denotes a certain measure of physical strength, which has not been
indicated 1n the Pali Canon, in relation to the concept of Mahapurisa.
However, the commentaries have taken this term and explained that
Narayanasanghatabala was the equivalent of the strength of ten Chaddanta
elephants which equals in strength to that of the Buddha.

L.A. Waddell® points out that this is not a mere rhetorical allusion, but a
deliberate and very detailed ascription to the Buddha of most of the divine
and supermatural marks and attributes of that god.

It would seem to be more consistent with all the evidence to suppose that
Narayana was an independent conception and the evidence does not exist to

1. “Jato laksana punyateja bharito narayanasthamavan'. LV 109

2. "putraste...dvatrimsavara laksanaih kavacito narayanasthamavan" Ibid 110
3. ‘"vajradrudha abhedyanaradyano atmabhavaguru viryabalaupetu..." Ibid 202
4. "Mahanarayanabalopetotvan mahanarayana ityucyate” Ibid 433

5. SAIl 43, AA.V.10, SnA.I1.404.

6. Buddha’s Diadem or Usnisa - L.A. Wadell - Ostasiatische Zertschrift - 1914
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enable us to decide the question of its origin. It was applied now to one, now
to another divine being even in the very early times; yet at an early date it
unquestionably became associated with ‘T’uru;a'.1

The word Narayana first appears in Satapatha Brahmana, in three
passages, and there is a clear reference in each case to Purusa Sukta, where
Purusa is conceived as the supreme being of the universe, the anthropomopic
Brahminical god.

Narayana was applied as an epithet of Vishnu and of the other divinities.
In the great Brahminical epic M ahubharata’, the word Mahapurusa 18
exclusively a title of the supreme god Narayana, who is there defined as
universal soul. The One External Being, the Infinite Lord of the Universe’.
Again post-vedic Vedanta literature uses Narayana as an equivalent for the
Brahman who became the impersonal supreme godhead behind all
phenomena and all gods6.

It is evident that the divinity and the great powers of Narayana were sSo
well established at the time of the compilation of the Lalitavistara and other
Sarvastivada literary works. There the Buddha was looked upon not just as
a human teacher who attained the highest wisdom by insight, but as a great
hero who conquered the whole world. Its power is above all human beings.
According to this evidence 1t can be stated that in order to illuminate this
superhuman nature of the Buddha, they accorded the highest comparison that
was available to lnm, which is the epithet of Narayana. The concept of
Mahapurisa which has been applied to indicate Buddha’s greatness, has been
taken to imply the heroic nature of the Buddha, and in addition to thirty-two
marks the ascription of Narayana-bala (Power of Supreme God) shows the
later attempt of promoting the Buddha to the position of the supreme god;
similar to Brahman (Narayana) in Hinduism.

We made clear that the Pali Canon presents the thirty-two marks of the
Mahapurisa as a theory which has been advocated by Brahmanas. It enun-
ciates that the Buddha’s attitude towards the concept was, that he did not

3

1. E.R.E.(J.N. Farquhar) Vol. 9. Sv Narayana

2. Satapata Brahmana, X11.111.41, X11.IV.1.1, 2.12.

3. Maitrayani Sanhita I1.Ix.1

4. E.W Hopkins suggests 300-100 B.C. as the most probable dates of
compilation of the Mahabharata, P 1. Strassburg 1915. .

5.

Mahabharata Text, ed Calcutta, XTI Santi Parva L 12701, 12864
6. Bhasya to the Vedantasutra - S.B.E. XXXIV
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reject it and gave it an ethical and social value and outlook to the thirty-two
characteristics. On the contrary, in Mahavastu and Lalitavistara, the Buddha
initiates the concept and claimed that he himself possesses those marks in his
body.

"The Bodhisatva (Siddharta) anticipates that thus may I become, a Great
Man (Mahapurisa) endowed with his thirty-two marks of my body, adomed
with the eighty minor characteristics, and..."!

In addition to this, there are other references with regard to the signs of
the Mahapurisa as a fundamental fulfilment of the Bodhisatva, without any
reference to Brahminic origin. Finally, both the Mahavastu and the Lalitavis-
tara describe that, although the Buddha was born on earth as a human being
he was not an ordinary man; because he was the Mahapurisa, the Great Man.
These two works are invaluable as a key source to the development of the
concept of the Buddha, from its earliest phase, explaining clearly how the
Buddha began his career as a human ascetic and ended as a god above all
gods, and also how the concept of the Great Man was finally formulated into
the divine ideal.

The next important development of the Buddha concept was the elevation
of Gotama Buddha from the semi-divine state to an everlasting entity. The
Saddharmapundarika sutra (The Lotus of the true Law) believed to have
been compiled towards the end of the first or the beginning of the second
century A.D?., has made an attempt to remove from the minds of the people
the lingering impression of the historical existence of Sakyamuni. In this
sutra, Gotama Buddha is represented practically as an eternal God who
controls the universe and all its creatures. He himself dwells continually in
infinite glory. As stated in the sitra, the Buddha is made to say that his human
life was a mere appearance of a sort of magic show; he never wasreally eternal
and had always been in the world. He would continue his career as a Buddha
for many ten millions of myriads of hundreds of thousands of cycles before
attaining final Nirvana.

In reality his being is not subject to complete Nirvana; it is only by a
skillful device (upaya kausalya) that he makes a show of it, and repeatedly
he appears in the world of the living though his abode is on the summit of the
Greddharakuta.

1. MV,IL.p38f

2. A.Rawlinson. Studies in the Lotus Sutra, Unpublished Ph.D thesis,
University of Lancaster, 1974 p 28

3. SBEXXLIV,pl54
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In this description relating to the Buddha’s appearance, Saddharmapuy-
darika Sutra insisted on a dual nature of Buddhahood and distinguished the
earthly Sakyamuni as only a manifestation of the real and eternal Buddha. It
is clearly indicated that the Buddha has two bodies, 1.e. the Rupakaya or
Nirmanakaya, and the Dharmakaya. The concept of Mahapurisa has reached
towards the direction of its development to meet the change of attitude
towards the body of the Buddha (Buddhakaya). It 1s interesting to note here
that although the Saddharmapundarika Sutra mentions thirty-two major and
eighty secondary marks as endowed in tae Buddha’s body, it does not make
clear whether they are applied to his rupakaya or dharmakaya. However, the
appearance of thirty-two major and eighty minor chracteristics has been
described as possessions of the person who has become the Buddha. On the
contrary, the Pali texts relate these marks only to the physical figure of the
Mahapurisa who possess them at birth, but Saddharmapundarika gives the
impression that they appear in one’s body as a result of the attainment of
Buddhahood. This is clear in the passage where Sariputta states, if he fails to
bccome a Buddha, he would lose all the characteristic signs of the
Mahapurisa.

"When Sariputra had been told by Sakyamuni that he would become the
Buddha in future, he expressed his joy and explained how unhappy he was
when Buddha declared that there is only one vehicle. The thirty-two charac-
teristics have failed me, golden colour of skin failed me..."!

The Saddharmapundartka Sutra has attributed thirty-two marks of the
Great Man to the Body of Sakyamuni Buddha, who was only a replica of the
real Buddha, "When splendidly marked with the thirty two characteristics, I
am 1lluminating this whole world, and worshipped by many hundreds of
beings, I show the (unmistakable) stamp of the nature of the law".

This 1s quite different from that of the Theravada tradition, where it is said
that the real Buddha lived in human form. On the contrary, N. Dutt points out
that the 1dea of the created body of the Buddha also appeared in Theravada
commentaries "as a form of religious bias of attributing superhuman powers
to the Buddha"2. In the Atthasalini Buddhaghosa says that during the three
months of his absence from the world while Buddha was engaged in preach-

ing the Abhidhamma to his mother in the Tusita heaven, he created some
Nirmana-Buddhas as exact replicas of himself. These Nimmita-Buddhas

—_—-——A___“—

1. Saddharmapundarika Sutra, ed. by U. Vogihara & C.T. Suchida, Tokyo,
1958, p 60 Transl. S.B.E. XXI. II. p 5f

2. N.Dutt, Mahayana Buddhism, p 147
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could not be distinguished from the real Buddha in voice, words, and even
the rays of light that issued forth from his body. The created Buddha could
be detected only by the gods of the higher classes and not by ordinary gods
or men of the world. Although this created Buddha-idea emerged in
Theravada commentaries, they still retain the concept of the real Buddha who
was human. The created Buddha-body in Saddharmapundarika sitra was
also seen in human form, but the actual Buddha was not human and cannot
be seen by ordinary human beings. Therefore, the attribution of thirty-two
major and eighty minor characteristics to a created body in Saddharmapun-
dartka sutra shows another stage of development of the Mahapurisa concept
towards a more superhuman 1deal.

The Pali Canon categorically mentions that "one who is endowed with
the thirty-two marks of the body either becomes the Buddha or Cakkavatti,
none other". It is interesting to note that Saddharmapundarika mentions that
these thirty-two marks of the Great Man are possessed not only by the
Buddhas but also by Bodhisattvas.

"No sooner had the Lord uttered these words, then the Saha world burst
open on-every side and from within the clefts arose many hundred thousand
myriads of Kotis of Bodhisattvas with gold coloured bodies and the thirty-two
characteristic signs of a Great Man who had been dwelling in the’ element
of space underneath the great earth close by Saha-world".!

It makes clear, when the Bodhisattva-ideal became a much more sig-
nificant concept in Mahayana than in the Theravada tradition, thirty-two
marks of the Great Man were also taken over by the Mahayana teaching in
order to give a greater value to this new concept. Sr&vakay&'na or arahaniship
and pacceka-Buddha-yana are strongly rejected in Saddhammapundarika
Sutra, and it states that there is only one yana (vehicle) which is samma-sam-
buddha, the fully enlightened one. "Know then, Tishya, that there is no
second vehicle 1n this world anywhere to be found, in whatever direction thou
shalt search, apart from the device (shown) by the most high among men.
And I am teaching blessed rest (Nirvana) in so far as though you have not yet
reached (final) rest, you are delivered from the trouble of the mundane whirl
provided you seck the vehicle of Buddhas".

The teaching of Saddharmapundarika establishes the theory that in order
to attain the blessed rest or Nirvana everyone should become a Buddha.
Arahants who have attained final Nibbana in Theravada are regarded as

1. SB.E.XXIL p297
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having reached only the state of escape from their suffering. They have to be
bodhisattvas again and they will finally become Buddhas.

It was the spontaneous result that this Bodhisattva-theory led to the idea
of the plurality of the Buddha concept, or many thousands of Buddhas.
Although the Pali texts mention about six former Buddhas who preceded the
Gotama Sakyamunil, according to the Theravada tradition the appearance

of a Buddha in this world is a rare event® and it is impossible to have two
Buddhas at the same time.

"Nowhere, gentlemen, and at no time is it possible that in one and ihe
same world system two Arahanta Buddhas supreme should arise together,
neither before nor after the other. This can in no way be."”

It is evident that a Buddha is born in the world after innumerable kalpas
and Buddhahood can only be achieved one among many millions. Sunﬂarly,
the Pali Canon represents this rare being as only one of that kind* by
attributing characteristics which are only peculiar to such a being.

It is noteworthy that the concept of many Buddhas in the Lotus Sutra,
applied to the idea of Mahapurisa, is quite different from that of the Pali
Canon, according to which the Mahapurisa lakkhana appear only in the body
of the Buddha and the Cakkavatti. Either of them appear very rarely n the
world, only one at the time; but in the Lotus Sutra all the Buddhas can appear
at the same time and possess thirty-two marks of the Great Man. However,
all these Buddhas who appear in human form (rifpakdya) are not their real
bodies and are not in true forms. Rizpakaya is the Buddha seen in the human
form, while his true body is regarded as Dharmakaya. Therefore, we can
assuine, that at this stage of the development of the Buddha concept that the

thirty-two major and eighty minor signs have been taken as the most accepted
charactenstics representing Buddhas in their physical form.

1. DIp2 '
2. Al.p22

3. Atthanam kho etam anavakaso yam ekissa lokadhatuya dve araham

sammasambuddho apubbam acarimam uppajjeyyum, netam thanam vijjati,
D. I p225

ekapuggalo loke uppajjamano uppajjati, adutiyo, asahayo, appatimo ...
katamo ekapuggalo, tathdgato araham sammasambuddho A 1. p 22
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Trikaya (Triple Body) and characteristics of the Mahapurisa

Until the time of Nagarjuna (2 cen. A.D.) who developed the Madhyamika
philosophy, there was a twofold bodyl, which was conceived as a theory of
the Buddha body. It was in the philosophy of the Yogacara school (Vij-
fianavada), represented by Asanga and Vasubandu, that the two-body theory
was developed untl it was consummated into the three body theory.2

The Lankavatara Sitra which is known as an early Mahayana text does
not mention three bodies of the Buddha. Instead the sutra presents different
Buddha-personalities. It is done so in terms of Kaya: Dharmata Buddha,
Vipaka Buddha, Nirmita Buddha (the Buddha that flows only out of the
absolute Dharma and the Buddha of transformation.” The Buddhas are
different as Buddhas and not as belonging to any of the trinity (Trik?i'ya).4

However, the Lankavatara Sitra explains the form of the body as one of
the four samenesses of all Buddhas, and that body is always endowed with
thirty-two major and minor characteristics.

"Said the Blessed One: There are according to the deeper sense, four
kinds of sameness distinguished. These are: (1) sameness of letters, (2)
sameness of words, (3) sameness of teachings, (4) sameness of body.... Now,
Mahamati, what is the sameness of the body? It is said that I and other
Tathagatas and Arahants, and Fully Enlightened Ones are the same as regards
our Dharmakaya and the thirty-two signs and eighty minor excellences of
bodily perfections. No distinction exists among us except the Tarhagata
manifests varieties of forms according to the different dispositions of beings
who are to be disciplined by various means."

1. MilaMadyamika Karika XXII, Ratnavali III. 13, Prajisparamitopadesa,
Taisho, Vol. 25, p 121c etc. refers to only Dharma body and Physical body

2. Chizen Akanuma, 'The triple body of the Buddha"-Eastern Buddhist 1922,
VolIl,p 18 w

3. Lankavatara sutra, Transl. by D.T. Suzuki, p 51
4. D.T. Suzuki, Studies in Lankavatara Sitra, p 319
5. Ibid.p123
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This makes clear that even at the time of the Lankavatara Sutra the
Trikaya theory was not properly formed but the explanation of different forms
of Buddhas paved the way for the development of the Trikaya concept.
However, this sutra of the Yogacara school has uniquely accepted the
thirty-two major and eighty minor signs of the body as the distinguishing
features of the forms of all Buddhas.

The next step towards the development of the concept of Buddha- kaya
is the theory of the three bodies of the Buddha. Among all the different
theories of the Buddha’s body, finally this doctrine of Trikaya had become
the most standard form of concept in Mahayana Buddhism. Mahayana texts
such as Paficavimsatisahasrika', Dasasahasrika Prajraparamita”, and Ab-
hisamaya'lank&ra3 Suvarnaprabhasa sitra” Gandavyuha S fitras, explain that
Buddha posesses not only two but three bodies: Dharmakaya (body of form
Sambhngakaya (body of bliss or enjoyment) and Nirmanakaya (body of
transformation).

A passage from the Suvarnaprabhasa on the doctrine of the Trikaya gives
some idea of the nature and the formation of these three bodies. "The
Tathagata when he was yet at the stage of discipline, practised diverse deeds
of morality for the sake of sentient beings. Through this practice he finally
attained perfection, reached maturity and by virtue of its merits he acquired
a wonderful spiritual power. He revealed himself in the right place, assuming
various bodily forms. These bodily forms are called Nirmanakaya of the
Tathagata.

"But when the Tathagatas, in order to make the Bodhisattvas thoroughly
conversant with the Dhamma...manifest themselves to the Bodhisattvas in a
form which is perfect with the thirty two major and eighty minor features of
excellence, and shining with the halo around the head and back, the
Tathagatas are said to have assumed the body of Bliss or Sambhogakaya."

“When all possible obstacles arising from sin are perfectly removed and
when all possible good dhamas are preserved, there would remain nothing

but suchness: this is the Dharmakaya. The first two forms of the Tathagata

N. Dutt, Paficavinsasatasahasrika Prajfidparamita

Sten Konow, Da§a$ahasrika Pajhaparamita, Oslo, 1941
Abhisamayalankira, ed by U. Vogihara, Tokyo 1938
Suvamaprabhasa Sutra, ed by B. Nanjiyo, Kyoto 1931
Gandavyuha Sutra, D.T. Suzuki & H. Idzumi, Kyoto 1935
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are provisional (and temporal) existence; but the last one is a reality wherein
the former two find the reason of their existence."*

According to this explanation, Tathagatas have only one real body, i.e.
Dharmakaya, which is universal and eternal. Sambhogakaya and Nir-
manakaya are only manifestations of the reality. On the other hand it is clear
that according to sunyata- philosophy of the Prajfiaparamita school, in reality
the Buddha has no form. .

"All Buddhas in the ten quarters and all dhammas of the past, present and
future are forms of no form".2

'Although the Trikaya doctrine defines the Buddha nature as without form,
it speaks a great deal of the thirty-two major and eighty minor signs of the
Great Man, especially in the Prajraparamita literature. There are some
notable differences of the approach regarding Mahapurusa laksanas in these
Mahayana texts.

Firstly, these characteristics of the Great Man have been attributed to the
Sambhogakaya, glorified body, which is visible to the eyes of faith, and
manifests itself to the community of Bodhisattvas. This glorified body is
restricted to Akanista Heaven and the Tathagata is said to have preached the
ultimate truth to the Bodhisattvas 1n this form of body.3

Mahapurisa lakkhanas in the Pali canon have been attributed to the

Buddha who appeared on earth and lived eighty years as a human being. In
Sarvastivada and Mahasanghika texts the thirty- two marks are a possession
of Nirmanakaya, that appeared on earth as Buddha Gotama. The principal
difference of this Mahapurisa concept in the Mahayana texts is that these
characteristic marks of physical excellence have been possessed by the
glorified body of the Buddha which has not appeared on earth and cannot be
seen by human beings. Here the Mahayanists transfered the thirty-two major
and eighty minor physical marks through the doctrine of Trikaya to the
characterisation of the Sambhogakaya of the Buddha.
- Secondly, as seen in Saddharmapundarika Sutra, characteristics of the
Great Man have been attributed not only to the Buddha but also to the
Bodhisattvas who are in heavenly worlds. This idea has been further
developed in Mahayana Buddhism, and the physical appearance of the
Bodhisattvas have been formulated similar to that of the Buddha in relation
to the thirty-two marks.

1. Transl. by D.T. Suzuki in Outlines of Mahayana Buddhism, p 265
2. Vajraccedika Prajfiapamita, ed. by Muller p 21
3. D.T. Suzuki, Outlines of Mahayana Buddhism, p 257
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"There are Bodhisattvas who are coursing in the six perfections, their
bodies adomed with thirty-two marks of the Great Man, become endowed
with the most excellent pure organs and who, therefore, become dear and
pleasant to the many folk".!

On the other hand it shows that there are many similarities in the
Prajiidparamita texts with those of the Pali Canon regarding the subject of
the Mahapurisa idea and its characteristics. The attitude towards the physical
body and its marks of excellence in the Pali Canon is that they are not to be
considered as objects of veneration,

Samyutta Nikaya says: "No one can see the real qualities of the Buddha
by seeing his physical marks. One who practises the Dhamma sees the
Buddha."?

Apparently, Prajiaparamita suttras state very often that no one can see
the Buddha by his thirty-two major and eighty minor signs of his body.

A passage from Vajracchedika Prajraparamita discusses the subject as
follows: "The Buddha: what do you think, Subhuti, can the Tathagata be seen
by the possession of his marks? Subhuti: No, indeed Sir, for what has been
taught by the Tathagata as the possession of marks, that is truly a no
possession of no marks. The Buddha: Wherever there is a possession of
marks, there is fraud, wherever there is possession of no marks, there is no
fraud. Hence the Tathagata is to be seen from no marks as marks.”

"The Buddha: What do you think, Subhuti, should the Tathagata be seen
by means of the thirty-two marks of the Great Man? Subhuti: No, indeed, Sir,
because those thirty-two marks of the Great Man which were taught by the
Tathagata as no marks, have they been taught by the Tathagata? Therefore,
are they called the thirty- two marks of the Great Man?"*

As does the Lakkhana Sutta of the Digha Nikdya, the aspect of Kar-
masadrusata, the Doctrine of similarity between cause and effect, in relation
to the possession of the marks of the Great Man has been taken into
consideration by the Mahayana schools as well. The Abhisamayalankara
enumerates the thirty-two lakkhanas and explains them and outlines both

their cause and consequence. Conze points out: "it is of special interest as this
section of the Prajhaparamita is probably the only surviving Sanskrit docu-

_—m—
Pancavinstisahasrika Prajiiapaamita, Transl. by E. Conze, p40

yo dhammam passati so mam passati - S IIJ p 120, M1 p 190

Vajracchedika, tap 5

Ibid p.5

P
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ment which deals with this aspect of doctrine in some detail. It shows many
similarities with the Lakkhana Sutta, and traditions on these matters must go
back rather far because they seem to some extent also to have been shared by
the Sarvastivadins".!

It seems that the ethical aspect of the concept of the Mahapurisa has
gained similar interest in Theravada and Prajhaparamita literature; these
texts proceed further, introduce the method of explaining cause and effect of
each corresponding physical mark in the Lakkhana sutta, not only for
thirty-two major signs, but also for each eighty minor characteristics.

If we examine the above references which clarify the characteristics of
the Mahapurisa, there is general agreement in the different schools of
Buddhism as to the concept and the attendant characteristics. But the con-
troversy lies in the matter of their attribution to the body of the Buddha.

For Theravadins, Buddha was a man who possessed a human body.
Although the nature of some marks are somewhat different to the ordinary
human body, they are only extraordinary qualities of the physical body of the
Buddha who is also called Mahapurisa. However, these marks had been a
matter for dispute even in the Theravada tradition in later periods, yet it has
retained its original concept.

In Mahayana Buddhism as a result of the development of the idea of
Buddhakaya this concept of the Mahapurisa is applied to different forms of
bodies of the Buddha. As D.T. Suzuki points out, the development of the
Trikaya concept distinguished by separating the human form of the Buddha
from these_physical marks and attributed them to the glorified body alone
with all the other superhuman qualities.

Suzuki says: A process of mystifying or deifying the person of the Buddha
seems to have been going on immediately after the death of the Master; and
the Mahayanistic conception of Nirmanakaya and Sambhogakaya is merely
the consummation of this process. Southern Buddhists who are sometimes
supposed to represent a more "primitive” form of Buddhism describe just as
much as Mahayanists the thirty-two major and minor physical marks of a
Great Man as having been possessed by the SakyammuniZ. But the remark-
able difference in these two traditions is that the thirty-two marks of the
‘Buddha in Mahayana works are the signs of his ‘divine nature’ and in the
Theravada tradition they are still extraordinary physical qualities of an
excellent human body. Since the lakkhanas became superhuman signs of the

1. Joumnal of Oriental Institute of Barado, Vol. 14, p 64-65
2. Suzuki, D.T. Outlines of Mahayana Buddhism p 272
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body of the Buddha. Mahayanists seem to have abandoned the traditional
way of portraying the human Buddha with those ‘divine’ signs. They trans-
ferred them through the doctrine of the Trikaya to characterize the
Sambhogakaya Buddha, that is the Buddha enjoying a celestial abode, the
fruit of his virtuous earthly life.

The above discussion brings one to the conclusion that the Buddha was
a human being, living on earth as the Theravada tradition clearly reveals. As
a result of the intensive elaboration and ramification of the concept of the
Buddha, by neglecting the mortal aspect, it underwent a great change in the
course of the development of Mahayana thought, probably owing to the
impact of contemporary religio-philosophical thought in India. Now itis quite
reasonable to believe that the attribution of the Mahapurisa lakkhanas in
Theravada tradition to the body of the Buddha was neither to deify him nor
to make him a supematural person but to emphasise morality and the
uniqueness of the attainment of Buddhahood.
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Chapter IIT

The Mahapurisa as Buddha and Cakkavatti

The secular counterpart of the Mahapurisa concept in Buddhist literature
is Cakkavatti, (Sanskrit, Cakravartin) or Universal Monarch. The word itself
means ‘turner of the wheel’’. According to Rhys Davids ‘he who sets the
olling wheel is called Cakkavatti’ 2 . Taking the Sanskrit term ‘Cakravartin’,
Monier Williams explains it as a ruler the wheel (cakra) of whose chariot

rolls everywhere without obstruc uon, emperor, sovereignrule of a cakra, i.e.
a country extending from sea to sea’. It is also explained in another way; ‘a
disc (Cakra) - the sign of the god Visnu - is to be found among the marks of
all Cakravartins; and such a ruler is one whose powers cannot be withstood
even by gods’4

The original meaning of the term cakra is wheel or circle’. It has been
used in the Vedic literature in the sense of the wheel of the chariot of the sun
which is the visible representation of the year and the time in general
Sometimes the word cakra is used to denote the whole world including all

living bemgs in it. The Rgveda, for example, compares the two worlds with
two wheels’. All worlds and all beings, according to the Atharva Veda, are
called wheels Again the Rgveda mentions a wheel of dominion, the « con-
troller of which is said to be Indra, the popular god of the Vedic Aryans
Thus it seems that in the Sambhita literature the word cakra bears two
important meanings, one is mythological and the other is socio-political. But
it is interesting to note that until the Maitrayani Upanisad'®, which is
supposed to be post- Buddhistic, the word Cakravartin does not occur in the
Vedic literature.

1. DPPN, VollIl, p 1343

2. PTSD,p 89

3. Monior Williams - Sanskrit Dictionary-Cakra

4. H.H.Wilson, translation of Visnu-Purana, L.p. 189

5. ERE.IIL p336

6. Rg.1,121,13;130,9; 175, 4; 174, 5; 4, 28,2,5,291,10
7. Ibid. 6,24,3

8. AV.19,531

9. Rg,10,93,9;8,63,8

10. Maitrayani Upanisad, 1.4.
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Origin of the Cakkavatti Concept

Several attempts have been made by scholars to explain the origin of this
important concept of Cakkavatti, but no agreement has been reached as to
the nature of the Cakkavatti’s character or to the symbolism of the cakra
which is the most significant emblem of his seven precious possessions or
Satta-ratana.

H.H. Wilson has explained this tenn as "he who abides in (vrtate) or rules
over an extensive territory called cakra'. Jacobi agreeing with Wilson’s view
regarding the interpretation of the term vartin, points out that the meaning
which Wilson gives to cakraisnot found in ancient Sanskrit literature, though
it is mentioned in Indian lexicography. 2 He takes cakra in its original : sense
to mcan a circle and equates it with political mandala, as found in Many’® and
the Kamandalki-Nitisasira®. But Wijesekara points out that this notion of
cakra is post-Buddhistic and therefore cannot have been the basis of the
symbohsm of the Cakravcmtu'z5 Moreover, H.C. Kem explams vartin as
vartayat - he who rules®. Dealing with the same subject in his ‘Essai sur le
legend du Buddha’ E. Senart suggests a completely different interpretation.
According to him Cakravartin means one who owns a Cakravala, a term
which he derives from Cakravata’. But it should be noted that the term
Cakravrta occurs neither in Sansknt nor in Prakrit literature. However at the
end of his study he changes his view, supporting the theory put forward by
Lassan, that the Cala*avartm 1S the Sun-god who sets the adorable wheel in
motion across space.” T.W. Rhys Davids also seems to have supported this

Op. cit. p 189

Op. cit. p 189

Manu. VIL. 156 ff

Ibid VII 156ff

Prof. O.H. DE A. Wijesekera, Belvalker Felicitation Volume ed. R.
Radhakrisnan, 1957, p 264f

H.C. Kern, Der Buddhism I. p 27

Op.cit.p 6,17

Op. cit. p 190
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view by translatmg the term Cakkavatti as a king of the rolling wheel to be
a disc.of the sun’ leesekara takes ‘vartin’ to.be the strengthened (guna)
from vrt with primary agent suffix in added. He concludes, that this term
originally meant to be ‘one who turns or rolls’ and translates the compound
(cakra-vrt-in) as turner of the cakra or wielder of the cakra. Further he
compares this with a parallel Pali form vasavatti meaning wielder of powers”.
This last-mentioned interpretation seems to be the most appropriate one when
considering the real significance of the cakkavatti concept, in Buddhist
tradition. Buddhaghosa defines the term cakkavatti as the wielder of the
wheel who tumns the wheel for the happiness of others and whose actions and
behaviour are directed for the benefit of others®.,

However, several views have been adduced, regarding the origin of the
concept of the Cakkavatti. In spite of the usage of the term in Buddhist texts
it is difficult to state with certainty when this term was first used to designate
Universal Monarch. Apart from the Maitrayani Upanisad', the term has been
employed in Indian literature from ancient times. The Mahabharata gives a
list of the sixteen great kings (Cakravartins) as sodasa rajas, in Drona and
Santi Parvas’. Many of the Puranas speak of a number of Cakkavattins. The
Vishnu-Purana® says that Brahma saw in the Cakravartd Prthu Vainyu’s
hand, the cakra sign of Visnu as found in every Cakravartin. As stated in the
Bhagavata-PurZina7 it is Vishnu who presents him with the sudarsanacakra
at his coronatmn. While describing a Cakkavatti emperor the Matsya-
Purana® and the Vcryu-f"urarm9 supply a detailed description of Cakravar-
tins.

It .is interesting to note that the legendary account of the birth of
ParSvanata in the Jaina Kalpasitra, which is one of the important texts in
1. Dial.llp202
2. Op.cit.p263f
3. Cakkaratanam vatteti catuhi sampam cakkehi vattati tehi ca pariwvaiteni
- parahitayaca iriyapatha cakkam vatto etasnim atthihi ca cakkavatti. DAII

p635

Maitrayani-Upanisad, p 1.4

Mahabharata,ed. P.L. Vaidya. Poona 1968, 13.14.133
Visnu-Puranal, p 183

Bhagavata-Purana, Book IV Ch XV, XVI

Matsya-Purana Ch. 57
Vayu-Purana Ch. 57
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the Jaina canon, describes the appearance of a Universal Monarch, This
makes it clear that the idea.of the Universal Ruler or Cakkavatti, is not
unknown even to the Jains.

However, this concept of Cakkavatti could not have sprung all at once in
Indian thought. There is no consensus of opinion regarding the chronology
of the Pali suttas which deal with the idea of Cakkavatti in Buddhist literature.
Rhys Davids believes that the Mahasudassana and the Cakkavattisthanada
suttas, which provide detailed characteristics and possessionsof the umversal
monarch, belong to a period in which "most ancient Buddhist documents™*
were compiled, But most of the scholars who have made some observations
on the idea of cakravartin hold that the history of the Cakravartin does not
go beyond the time of the Mauryan kings, especially that of Asoka. Kemn says

‘that the concept of Cakravartin is unknown during the time of Asoka or prior
to it and that it has been created by the Buddhist monk who based it on his
life in order to flatter him>. W. Hopkin also holds the same view and says
that the concept of an universal monarch is post-Asokan. Basham also is of
the opinion that the Buddha’s idea of the Cakravartin is post-Asokan and that
it was not the Ca]dcavamszhanada sutta, "probably the oldest occurrence of
the cakkavatti concept” which influenced Asoka to shape his political ideol-

ogy, but it was’Asoka wno gave nise 1o the idea of Cakravartm in Buddhism.
The Cakkavattisihdhada sutta as he views "it is of late origin?, Tt is true that

Asoka was the first king who not only attempted to bring the ideal kingship
described in Buddhist literature into reality, but also to glorify this idea. But

it is quite difficult to accept the view put forward by scholars, that the
Buddhist Cakkavatti ideas is an Asokan concept. because the idea of the

universal monarchruns far back into antiquity®, Zimmer : says "this concep-
tion of Mahapurisa cakravartin™ , the superman turning the wheel"; goes back

Kalpasutra, SBE, Vol. XXTI, p 246, 47

Kern, JH.C. Asoka, Benn, 1956. p 34
. Hopkin/W Great Epic of India, New York, 1901 p 396
Basham A.L. The Wonder that was India, London 1954 -p 84
Dialogues of the Buddha, Vol. II, p 132T
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pot only to the earliest vedic, but also to pre-vedic, pre Aryan traditions of
India, being reflected 1n various Buddhist and Jaina writings as well as the
Hindu Pura@nas'. Although the Cakravartin is not found in pre-Buddhistic
literature one can trace similar epithets even inthe political ideas of Babylonia
ar Persia. Benjamin Walker is much more explicit on this point when he says
nuith the coming of Persians, Greeks, Sakas and Kusanas?, the notion of the
divinity. of kings received further emphasis. The Raja ‘ruler’ or ‘Nrpati
“men:lord’ of ancient times became the Maharaja ‘great ruler’. Bhupati
‘earth ruler’, or Bhupala ‘earth guardian’. On the Persian model he began by
calling himself Rajadhiraja ‘king of kings’, Maharajadhiraja ‘great king of
kings’ or Supreme Lord. Exalted titles were bestowed on him after solemn
rites, likening his status to the shape of heaven. After the Vajapeyya sacrifice
‘he was hailed as Samraj (or Samarat), universal monarch and after the
Afvamedha, he was given the ttle of Cakravartin (wheel moving) ruler over
all the territories which his chariot wheels had traversed. The king ruled by
the right of Digvijayin or was sovereign of the four quaters. Sometimes titular
legality was added to such conquests by referring to him as a Dhammavijayin
‘moral conqueror’”. 3

Now, if the 1dea of Cakravartin 1s connected somehow or other with the
political ideas of the early Persians, then there is no point in arguing that the
concept of the Cakravartin 1s borrowed by the Buddhists from the reign of
Asoka. However, there seems to be another possible factor accounting for
the origin of the concept of the Cakravartin or Universal ruler, far back to
the early Vedic period. Apte points out that "In Rg. Veda we meet the
expression Samraj (Samrat) which would mean an emperor in later periods
denoting the idea of Universal Monarch (Visva$ya bhuvana$yaraja)™
Origin of this term (samrat) has been applied to Indra and to Varuna who
have both played an important role in Vedic mythology. It appears that the
idea of the universal ruler was in vogue even during the Vadic age, and its

1. Zimmer H. Philosophies of India, New York, 1951, p 129

2. The writer does not agree with this account in so far as the names of the Saka
and Kusana kings are added to the list of the Persian and the Greek kings,
because during the time of the Sakas and the Kusanas the idea of the
Cakravartin in India was a historical fact supported by the reign of Asoka

3. Hindu World, Vol. I p 550f.

4. Apte, V.M., Vedic Age, ed. R.C. Majumdar, London 1951 p 359
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origin could be traced back to some of the most important atmospheric gods
such as Aditya, Indra and Varuna.

It has been accepted by many scholars that the Cakkavatti concept is based
on the early sun myth. E. Senart in his ‘Essai sur le legend du Buddha’ puts
forward this view that "the origin of Cakkavatti can be traced back to the sun
g,od“1 T.W. Rhys Davids in his translauon of the Mahasusdassana sutta of
Digha Nikaya cndorsing Senart’s view” adds as follows: "distinguishing
marks of a king of kings (Cakkavatti) arc particularly intcresting as being
compounded of the ancient and half forgottcn poctry of the sun-myth and of
the new and powerful ethic of Buddhism”. However Mrs. Rhys Davids does
not scem to be fully in agreement with the idea that Cakkavatti is the sun god
who sets his adorable wheel in motion across space. On the subject of the
origin of this concept, she says "we must by no means give all the credit to
the sun as suggesting a whee "% and further adds that the cakra here implies
"the progressive discus, rolling on as well as round, symbols of the procession
of cosmic force or the advance of an aggressive conqucrors Referring to this
view Wijesekara writes "by cosmic force she presumably refers to the cyclic
movement of nature, such as those of the year, scasons, and months, and by
advance of an aggressive conqueror, she obviously alludes to the war-chariot
of a victorious monarch in its militaristic progress.® Considering all the above
views put forward by other scholars, Wijesckara concludes that the Cakkavat-
ti of Buddhist literature can be traced back to the Rgvedic god Indra, who is
often referred to as the wielder of the cakra. 1t is clear that Wijesckara has
comc to this conclusion, mainly because of the function of the cakra of Indra,
which is one of the major symbols of the Cakkavatti. But when one examines
the ovcerall charactenistics of the Cakkavatti one can argue that the attributes
of the Cakkavatti can be traced not only to Indra but also to some other
nnportant Vedic gods. On the other hand Nanayakkara states that the concept
of the Cakkavatti can be assigned to Varuna, where the main characteristics
arec more akin to that of the Buddhist Cakkavatti'. "Indra falls into the
category of a conquering type and he attains Universal sovereignty not by

“——.—I—“

Op.cit.p 11
Dial. I,p202,n.3 & 4
Hibbbbert Lectures p.131

Mrs Rhys Davids - Wayfarer's words, London, 1917, 1. p 549
Ibid. p 540

Op. cit p 263
EB, 111 4, p 593
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right but by might and power subduing his force by fierce means. Thus it is
very difficult to sce a similanty between this concept and that of the Buddhist
Cakkavatti. At the outset 1t should be noted that the cakra of Indra 1sadreadful
weapon, whereas that of the Cakkavattis mentioned in Buddhist literature 1s
the wheel of nghteousness. However one can assume that the conquering
character of Indra had been adjusted to suit Buddhist ethics, some other
pre-Buddhistic concepts had been adapted in Buddhist literature.

On the other hand the connection between Varuna and the Cakkavati can
be noticed as being closer than that with Indra. Varuna is upholder of the
physical and moral order, and is the king of both men and godsl. The title
Samraj 1s applied to him more often than to Indra®. The most prominent
feature of the Cakkavatti as mentioned in Buddhist literature 1s his righteous-
ness>. Varuna as the Lord of the world is said to have placed the sun in the
sky and also said to have prepared a path for 1t to roll on (cakkam vattetr).
These and many other similarnties can be taken into consideration to relate
Varuna to the Buddhist concept of the Cakkavatti rather than Indra. In the
light of the above discussion, we may assume that it 1s difficult to assign the
origin of the Buddhist concept of the Cakkavatti to any one Vedic God and
that 1t lies 1in several mythical concepts in pre-Buddhisuc literature. However,
the Buddhist Cakkavattiidea is a combination of symbolical, ethical, political
and physiognomical features, which had been attributed to an 1deal ruler 1n
ancient Indian culture and society. Such interaction of ideas took place in the
process of its cultural evolution. The "warlike Indra of the Rgveda has
undergone a transformation, in Pali texts, into a pious and forebearing
follower of the Buddha®*. Similarly the characteristic of the original frighten-
ing character was transformed into a king of righteousness in the Pali
suttas. At first cakra symbolised the war chariot, and later was recognised as
a weapon of war. It ultmately became a divine symbol of victory of a
righteous and pious king who observed the eight precepts of the Uposatha6.

1. Vedic age, p 365

2. Rgveda, X1 1.32.4,11.27.10
3. Al p1l09

4. Al pl43

5. Rgveda,II, 11.20

6. DI, pl172
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Characteristic features of the Cakkavatti

In Buddhist texts, particularly in early Nikayas and the Lalitavistara and
Mahavastu the legend of the Cakkavatti and his characteristic features and
possessions are described in great detail. There are certain stock epithets used
to describe the special qualities of the Cakkavatti in the Pali Canon.

"D hammiko dhammaraja (king of rightcousness), caturanto vijitavi (con-
queror of the four quarters of the world), jafapadathavariyappatto (has given
stability of his domajns) sattwatma-samn@ato (possessor of seven
(has a mousand sons, clever, energetic and able to destroy hostile arrmes) Y7,
imam pathavim sagarapariyantan adandena asatthena dhammena ab-
hivijiya ajjhavasati (the ruler of dominions surrounded by oceans without

recourse to punishments and weapons of war, makes conquest and rules
- n ]
justly)”.

Dhammiko dhammaraja

Among those qualities righteousness is the foundation of the rule of the
Cakkavatti. Once the Buddha explained to the monks, how it came to be that
a Cakkavarti was called Dhammaraja - the king of ri ghtcousne,ss..2

"Bhikkus, a king who is a world monarch, a just and righteous ruler, in
dependence on Dhamma, as his standard, with Dhamma as his overlord keeps
constant watch and ward amongst the warriors, amongst Brahmanas, and
householders dwellers in outlying parts, amongst recluses, beasts, and birds
alike” Buddhaghosa comments on the term ‘Dhammiko dhammaraja’;
dhammo assa atthi dhammiko, dasavidha-cakkavatti vattivattena raja jato
dhammaraja - he who inherits the nghteousness and rules according to the
tenfold principles of the Cakkavatti®. The commentary does not explain what
those tenfold Cakkavatti duties are. Dharmapradipika which is a Sinhalese
glossary based on Pali and early Sanskrit sources (12th A.D.), enumerates

1. DI, pl6,1II0, p 142, M11, p 124
Al p 109

2
3. Gradual Sayings (Anguttara Nikaya translation) I. P 94
4. AA. Lp78MAIIlp635
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ten Cakkavatt duties.

(I) Provide right watch, ward and protection for thy own folk

am "ttt amy

(I1I) ! "’ ¥ o iy """ nobles

Iv) ° ) y " " " vassals

(V) ¥ R T ¥ " Brahmins and
householders

(v ° R T ) " town and country
folk

(VI)) ° A o ¥ " recluse and
Brahmin priests

(VII) ° T "’ "’ ! " beasts and birds

(IX) Throughout thy kingdom let no wrong-doing prevail
(X) Whosoever 1n thy kingdom 1s poor, to him let wealth be given

It is noteworthy that the idea of the tenfold duties of the Cakkavatti king
(dasa Cakkavatti vattani) really originated in the above mentioned sutta mn
Anguttara Nikaya. As the notion of the Universal Kingship developed in later
tumes, these duties were clarified under ten headings - ten being one of the
most popular classificatory figures in the religious thoughts of the past.

The Aryan duty of a Cakkavatti (ariyam cakkavatti vattam) 1s mentioned
in the CakkavattiSthanada Sutta® as Dhamma, the law of righteousness.
Further the Makhasudassana sutta also points out how he should rule the
kingdom 1n accordance with the law by his superior righteousness3. Trevor
Ling rightly elucidates this term "dhammiko dhammaraja” as "It 1s this which
gives his rule a unique quality in so far as he rules in accordance with the
universal dhamma; his rule itself has a quality of universalism®.

Dharmapradipika, ed by Sri Dharmarama Thero, 1951, Sri Lanka, p 302
D. I p 61

D. I, p 57

Trevor Ling - The Buddha - (Pelican) 1976, p 178
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Caturanto vijitavi. This characteristic feature implies the conquering
nature of the Cakkavatti. It is notcworthy that the Buddhlst Cakkavatti
conquers the world not by the sword but by rlghteousncss Buddhaghosa
defincs the word vijitavi as "won the battle"? but does not explain the nature
of the battle. However, the Mahasudassana and the Cakkavattisthanada
suttas describe how the ‘king of the rolling wheel’ conquers all four quarters
of the world”. Buddhaghosa’s commentary takes, the four quarters as four
continents of the world: i.e. Pubbavideha, Jambudipa, Aparagoyana, and
Uttarakuru.” These are often mentioned in the passages on cosmology in the
Buddhist texts.”

Janapadathavariyappatto

Rhys Davids translates this term as the guardian of the people’s good. The
word thavariya means stabilityé. Therefore, the more appropriate meaning 1s
guardian or protector of law and order in the domain. The commentary

explains that he 1s neither too strong nor too soft but very firm in his
administration.’

Sattaratanasamannagato

“Prosessor of the seven treasures” is also another important epithet of the
Cakkavatri. Buddhist tradition is unique and coherent as regards the seven

precious (ratana) objects that are possesse(i' by a Cakravartin. Pali texts list
them as follows:

I.  Cakkaratana (the wheel)
I1.  Hatthiratana (elephant)

Adandena asatthena

AA. IV p 45

D. 1, p 163

BVA.pll3

DPPN Vol. 1. p 117, 355, 941, Vol. I, p 236
DI p89

AA, IV P46
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IIl. Assaratana (horse)

IV. Maniratana (Jewel)

V. [Iuthiratana (the queen)

VI. Gahapatiratana (the chamberlain)
VII. Parinayakaratana (the counsellor)1

Although 1t appears 1n Pali litcrature, the tradition relaung to the list of
seven precious objects (ratna), 1s perhaps older?. The word ratna has several
meanings, such as jewecl, gift, treasure, precious stone, etc>. McDonell and
Keith point out that ratna in the Rgveda4 and later denotes a precious object,
not specifically a jewel, as 1in post-Vedic literature”. Accordin g to McDonell,
the 1dea of Saptaratana goes back to great antiquity. He quotes a hymn {rom
the Rgveda (dhamme, dhame sapta ratna dadh&na6) and relates a stanza
(sloka) from Brhaddevata (c. 400B.C.) which enumerates seven jewels, as
the earlicst Brahminical reference to them as those of a Cakravartinl
Whether it means the same or not, it 1s quite clear that the expression of
saptaratana 1s Vedic. Although there 1s no clear evidence that these seven
treasures have been attributed to any divine or human character in the Rgveda,
the origins of the seven treasures in the Buddhist texts might have come from
an early Indian tradition.

The Cakka (wheel) undoubtedly 1s the most important object of all the
seven treasures, because the emergence of this is the first and foremost
indication that a king has become a universal monarch. According to the Pali
expositions, the wheel makes its glorious and gracetul appearance on the
pleasant evening of a full moon day, as the king’s merit reaches its zenith.
On the command of the monarch, the great wheel starts on 1ts mission and
the conquest of the world begins. From the ume the Cakkaratana appears,

1. D.IIpl6.IIIp143

2. Nilakanthasastri - New Indian Antiquary 3, 1940-41 p 309

3. Monier Williams - Sanskrit Dict.ratna

4. Rgveda- 1,20, 7; 35,8; 14,6; Atharvaveda: v. 17 Satapata- Brahmana V. 31
5. Vedic Index. IT 199Monier Williams - Sanskrit Dict,ratna

6. Rgveda-VI74.1

7. Brhaddevata trans. by Mcdonnel p 198
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the monarch concerned is entitled to be designated - the sovereign mover of
the wheel, and along with his retinue he follows it through the sky. Wherever
the wheel goes, the kings of those regions pay homage to it and accept the
suzerainty of the Universal Monarch. Having thus travelled the four quarters
of the earth, it returns to the Cakkavatti’s capital and remains fixed as an
omament on the open terrace in front of his inner apartmems.1

The Balapandita sutta depicts a cakka as a symbol of the divine authornty
and power of the cakkavatti king where the cakka was anointed by him with
the hope that it would win for him by its power all the regions surrounded by
the ocean?. The Mahavastuand the Lalitavistara’a giving a more mythical
colouring to the appearance of the wheel, describes it as a "miraculous,
circular object shining like the orb of the newly risen sun”.

The form of the Cakkaratana is characterised in the Mahasudassana sutta
as follows:

Dibbam cakka-ratanam patubhavati sahassaranam sanemikam sanab-
hikam sabb&karaparipunnqu.

"Divire wheel of the universal monarch, bears a nave of one thousand
spokes and a felly. It 1s perfect in every respect.”

The commentaries contain lengthy descriptions of the cakkaratana: it is
shaped like a wheel, its nave is of sapphire, the centre of which shines like
the orb of the moon and round itis a band of silver. It has one thousand spokes,
each omamented with various decorations; its tyre is of bright coral; within
every tenth spoke is a coral staff, hollow inside; it produces the sound of the
fivefold musical instruments when blown upon by the wind. On the staff is
a white parasol, on either side of which are festoons of flowers. When the
wheel moves, it appears like three wheels, moving one within the other®.

The Balapandita sutta has personified the cakkaratana’. It is said that on
the arnival of the cakka the king approaches it with a ceremonial vessel,
bhinkara, and anoints it, saying "O honourable treasure of the wheel, may

m

DIl p173f, M.IIl p 173f
M.Iip172
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your Honour excel 1n conquest”. In doing so, the king treated the cakka as a
divinity. In support of the above account, the Madhuratthavilasini mentions
that when the cakka of the universal king Sunanda descended to earth at the
appearance of the Mangala Buddha the king bowed before it in veneration
and entreated 1t not to disappear as if he had paid his respects to the new
Buddha'. The cakka is said to have remained on earth accordin gly. Although
the above anecdote confirms that the cakka was a personified divinity, the
story of Dalhameni® shows its relation to the Buddhist ethical approach to
the universal monarchy. This sutta emphasises that the appearance or disap-
pearance of the cakka depends upon the fulfilment of the duties of the
cakkavatti. When Dalhameni left the throne to his eldest son and retired to a
hermitage, the divine wheel disappeared from view. Consoling the new king
for his loss, a hermit obscrved that the celestial wheel was not his paternal
heritage (pettikam dayajjam), but that it might manifest itself to him if he
observed the Aryan duty of a Cakkavatti’. When he followed the line of
conduct explained by the hermit, the cakkaratana reappeared.

As we examined the significance of the wheel, as one of the seven
treasures of the Cakkavatti, we can assume that, while the cakka was
originally only a symbol of victory, the Buddhists gave it an ethical colouring.
Therefore, the cakka mentioned 1n the suttas was a symbol of righteousness
rather than of war.

Next to the cakka comes the elephant as the object of the seven treasures.
The Mahasudassana sutta gives an account of an elephant all in white
(sabbeseta), sevenfold firm (sattapatittha), wonderful in power4. Its com-
mentary adds that it is either the youngest of the chaddhanta kula or the eldest
of the uposatha kula®. In the Makavastu, hatthiratana is described as one of
the glorious possessions of the Cakkavartin and is obtained by him in
consequence of his altruistic activities in former existences®. When the king
mounted it 1n the early morning, it passed over the broad earth to its very
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ocean boundary and then returned again in time for the morning meal to the
mansion.’

The third treasure is represented by the miraculous horse. The horse, like
the elephant of the Cakkavatti, can fly through the air. It 1s all white wnh a
crow black head and a dark mane, and comes from the Valahaka kula . The
Cakkavatti possesses assaratana as the good result of waiting upon his
parents and teachers 1n the past.3

The fourth in the list is the jewel which denotes a marvellous precious
stone belonging to the kind of veluriya (cat’s eye gem). It is bright, of the
finest species with e1 ight facets, excellently wrought, clear, transparent,
perfect in every way It 1s said that the bright ef ﬂugence of the Cakkavatti's
maniratana shines like the day-time in the dark but according to the
Milindapanha, the Cakkavatti possesses different kinds of precious jewels.
In addition to the traditional account of the maniratana, the Milindapariha
describes that the Cakkavatti has a water clearing gem. When he cast 1t into
the water, the various water plants would disappear, the mud subside, and the
water become clear, pure and serene’. It is not certain that the above account
refers to a different jewel or the same maniratana.

The tifth treasure 1s the consort who1s won by him as a token of his having
been temperate in the past. " The treasure of the consort is elucidated in various
Buddhist works of ancicnt tradition by presenting a unique descnpuon of an
ideal woman; graceful in figure, beautiful in appearance, charming in man-
ner, and of the most fine complexion; neither very tall, nor very short, neither
very stout, nor very shim; neither very dark, nor very fatr; of surpassing beauty
she had attained unto the beauty of the god

The sixth jewel, the minister or treasurer (gahapari), signifies the great
inexhaustive merit earned by the Cakkavatti through generosity in his former

hives. He represents an actual treasure, of course, as his eyes are capable of
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penetrating into hidden treasure of the earth and thus he reveals them to the
kingl.

As he has helped the helpless, the Cakkavatti gets the counsellor
(parinayaka) a wisc statesman, as the final treasure. He is prudent and
circumspect and helps the Cakkavatii in matters of administration®. The
Milindapariha provides more details on his career as the counsellor.

"The adviser-treasure of a wheel-turning king shows what 1s beneficial
and what is detrimental for the king and thinks: these are beneficial {or the
king and these detrimental, these are helpful and these are unhelpful, and then
removes what is detrimental and takes up what 1s bencficial, removes what
1s unhelpful and takes up what 1s helpful"B.

The commentaries and later Buddhist works ascribe this post to the
Cakkavati’ s eldest son4, who has been destined to succeed the king and has
possessed some of the qualities in common with the Cakkavatti’.

Of these seven treasures (sattaratana) three ratanas can be regarded as
emphasising the warlike nature of the Cakkavatti, 1.e. treasures of the wheel
(cakkaratana), elephant (hatthiratana), and horse (assaratana). The army
consisted of four groups: chariots, elephants, cavalry and infantry, cor-
responding to each one of these is a treasure belonging to the invincible aspect
of the Cakkavatti in its original form. The four ratanas are, in fact, symbolic
of the fourfold division. Heinrich Zimmer® was of the opinion that "the
elephant symbolised the white elephant of the pre-Aryan invaders.” He says
further with reference to the Asvamedha: "When a king, in those remote times
wishes to declare himself a paramount sovereign, he would do so by letting
loose a perfect specimen of a horse - one fit to be offered 1n the most solemn
rite of the horse sacrifice Asvamedha”. According to Zimmer , the horse
symbolised not only the war-like nature but the unquestionable supremacy
of sovereignty7. But unlike the wheel, the elephant and the horse, the gem

(maniratana) the fourth treasure of the Cakkavatti, has no significance of
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military importance. However, it may, perhaps, represent the ability to
overcome enemies and acquire wealth through conquest, which seems to be
more logical to attribute such possession to a world-conquering Cakkavatti.
This gives a clue with regard to the affinities of the two main types of manis,
namely maniratana and cintamani L1t says that the king kept the maniratana
at the top of his standard (dhajagga) when he paraded with his army. The
Dhajagga suttd’ , which was used by Buddhists as a protective formula
(Paritta) against evil, elaborates on the magical power of the dhajagga. Sakka
is said to have advised his ariny, whenever they were frightened or dismayed
in battle, to keep their eyes on the top of the standard for inspiration. The
Balapandita sutta also says that the mani was placed on the standard. "Mani
is likened in the Rgveda (1.33.8) and later works to a ‘jewel’ which has been
used as an amulet against all kinds of evil”, say Keith and MacDonnel’. The
mani mentoned in the sutta was also a magical one and 1t was kept on the
top of the standard, Dhajagga, in order to ward off enemies in battle.

The Mahavamsa, the chronicle of Sri Lanka, mentions that King Dut-
thagamini placed relics of the Buddha in a mace (Kunta) which was carried
at the head of his army4. All this shows that it was customary to carry secret
taismans when marching into battle as a means of imparting magical and
supcrnormal power over the enemy and to give the army courage. Belief in
such aids was common in ancient India. In the Raghuvamsa, Kalidasa says
that the magic of Vasistha prevented his enemies from coming before King
Dilipa. Here, t00, it is reasonable to infer that the mani was a talisman that
was carried at the top of the Cakkavatti’ s standard as a mears of protection
from the enemy. The original purpose which the mani served, seems to be
forgotten by the compiler of the surta. Its use in leading the army strengthens
the war-like nature of <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>