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118 The Genesis of the Bodhisattva Ideal

Whatever may be the final word on the evolution of the Madhyama-āgama
Discourse on an Explanation about the Past (and by implication of its in-
dividually translated parallel), to be sure a rather significant contribu-
tion to the development of the bodhisattva notion can be discerned at
this point, even though the term ‘bodhisattva’ itself is not used: In these
twin discourses, a monk disciple of the Buddha Gautama reveals him-
self  as being a bodhisattva,  who not only formulates his aspiration to
become the next Buddha, but is also given a corresponding prediction. 

This involves a shift from a retrospective perspective prevalent in the
conception of a bodhisattva representing former experiences of the pre-
sent or past Buddhas to a forward perspective: a monk disciple of the
present Buddha will in future become a Buddha. Though this shift is a
logical consequence of the notion of multiple Buddhas,53 it is only once
this shift has taken place that the bodhisattva conception can become an
ideal to be emulated by others. 

 3.4 The Predict ion of Maitreya

The prediction given according to the Discourse on an Explanation about
the Past by the Buddha Gautama in reply to this monk’s aspiration reads
as follows:

menting on Th 910; in Dhp-a IV 120,23; or in T 203 at T IV 470c25 (translated in Chavannes
1911b: 51‒53), also do not proceed from the past to the future, documenting the indepen-
dent existence of this narration.

53 As noted by Basham 1981: 28, “belief in future Buddhas is, in any case, an obvious logical
corollary of belief in former ones.” Reynolds 1997: 33 remarks that “the lineage of Buddhas
has provided Buddhist communities not only with an important sense of their cosmic-histo-
rical past, but with a highly relevant perspective on the cosmic-historical future as well.”
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Figure 3.3 The Buddha Gautama and Maitreya

The figure above depicts Buddha Gautama standing with his right hand in the gesture of conferring a boon
(varadamudrā). He is flanked by the respectfully kneeling Maitreya, identifiable by the small stūpa 

he carries in his hair.

Sulṭāngañj (Bihar); courtesy Trustees of the British Museum.
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“Maitreya, in the distant future, at a time when human lifespan will be
eighty thousand years, you will become a Buddha called the Tathā-
gata Maitreya, free from attachment and fully awakened, endowed
with  knowledge  and conduct,  a  Well-gone  One,  a  knower  of  the
world, an unsurpassable person, charioteer of the path of Dharma,54 a
teacher of gods and men, called a Buddha, an assembly of blessings –
just  as  now  I  am  a  Tathāgata,  free  from  attachment  and  fully
awakened, endowed with knowledge and conduct, a Well-gone One,
a knower of the world, an unsurpassable person, charioteer of  the
path of  Dharma, a teacher  of  gods and men,  called a Buddha, an
assembly of blessings. 

In this world with its gods, Māras, Brahmas, recluses and Brah-
mins, from men to gods, you will understand and awaken by your-
self, and dwell achieving realization by yourself – just as I now in this
world with its gods, Māras, Brahmas, recluses and Brahmins, from
men  to  gods,  have  understood  and  awakened  by  myself,  dwell
having achieved realization by myself. 

You  will  teach  the  Dharma  that  is  sublime  in  the  beginning,
sublime in the middle, and also sublime in the end, with the [right]
meaning and phrasing,  revealing a holy life that is  endowed with
purity – just as I now teach the Dharma that is sublime in the begin-
ning, sublime in the middle, and also sublime in the end, with the
[right] meaning and phrasing, revealing a holy life that is endowed
with purity.

You  will  spread  the  holy  life  extensively,  to  countless  great
assemblies, from men to gods, revealing it well – just as I now spread
the holy life extensively, to countless great assemblies, from men to
gods, revealing it well. 

You will have a community of countless hundreds and thousands
of monks – just as I now have a community of countless hundreds
and thousands of monks.”55 

54 MĀ 66 at T I 511a16: 道法御. Nattier 2003b: 227 explains that “having taken anuttarapuruṣa
as a separate title … translators were left to explain the epithet damyasārathi on its own. In
… Prakrit languages … damya would have been written damma … Ignoring the unaspirated
character  of  the  initial  d-,  this  word was apparently  read  as  dhamma,  and the  resulting
*dhammasārathi interpreted as ‘charioteer of the Dharma’”; cf. also Minh Chau 1991: 326.
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In the above translated section, each of the qualities of the future Buddha
Maitreya recur  in the present  Buddha’s  indication that  he possesses  the
same qualities now. Besides this internal repetition, which emphasizes that
the future Buddha Maitreya will have all the qualities and achievements
with which the present Buddha Gautama is endowed, the whole above text
occurs four times (with the appropriate changes between the expressions
“there will be”, “I shall be” and “you will be”): 
– at first the Buddha describes the future Buddha Maitreya,
– then the monk Maitreya aspires to become the future Buddha,
– then the Buddha quotes the aspiration made by Maitreya,
– and lastly the Buddha predicts Maitreya’s future Buddhahood. 

That is, the basic themes taken up in the above passage are brought to the
notice of the audience for eight consecutive times.56 Even for those used to

55 The translated passage covers T I 511a14 to T I 511a29. A reference to this prediction is also
found in Abhidh-k 9 in Pradhan 1967: 471,12: “in the future, Maitreya, you shall become a
Tathāgata, an Arhat, a Fully Awakened One”, bhaviṣyasi tvaṃ Maitreyānāgate ‘dhvani tathāgato
‘rhan samyaksambuddhaḥ (cf. also Jaini 1988/2001: 484 note 22); with its Chinese counterparts
in T 1558 at T XXIX 156b17: “Maitreya, in the future you will become a Buddha”, 慈氏, 汝於
來世當得作佛  (the same wording recurs in a quote of this prediction in the *Mahāvibhāṣā,
T 1545 at T XXVII 893c1); and T 1559 at T XXIX 307c16: “Maitreya, in the future you will
achieve being a Tathāgata, an arhat, a Fully Awakened One”, 彌底履也, 今汝於未來當成如來
阿羅訶三藐三佛陀 ; and a Tibetan version preserved in Śamathadeva’s commentary on the
Abhidharmakośabhāṣya, D (4094) mngon pa, nyu 90b1 or Q (5595) thu 138a3: “in the future there
will appear a Tathāgata, an arhat, a Fully Awakened One called Maitreya”, ʼma  ongs paʼ i dus
na de  bzhin gshegs pa dgra bcom pa yang dag par rdzogs paʼ i sangs rgyas byams pa zhes bya ba
(Q: bar) ʼ byung barʼ gyur ro. Xuánzàng (玄奘) refers to a stūpa that commemorates this predic-
tion, T 2087 at T LI 905c2, trsl. in Beal 1884/2001b: 46.

56 In the case of the Discourse Spoken by the Buddha on Former and Future Times, 佛說古來
世時經, the same themes are presented in an abbreviated manner. Thus in T 44 at T I 830b10
the Buddha lists the ten epithets of Maitreya in his initial prophecy, but then only indicates
that he has the same, 如我今也, without actually listing them. When the monk Maitreya ex-
presses his aspiration at T I 830b19, he does not use the full list of ten, the Buddha’s reply at
T I 830b21 does not mention any of them, and the full set only occurs again in the actual pre-
diction given by the Buddha at T I 830b24. This could be an intentional abbreviation on the
side of the translator, as according to Zürcher 1991: 288 in the case of early Chinese transla-
tions “there is a strong tendency to avoid the monotonous effect of … [a] characteristic fea-
ture of the Indian scriptural style: the verbatim repetition of whole passages”, thus “the
translators (or rather the Chinese redactors) time and again appear to have made conces-
sions to the Chinese predilection for terse and concentrated description by leaving out sta-
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repetition as a characteristic feature of early Buddhist discourse, this does
convey a considerable degree of emphasis by repeatedly confirming and re-
inforcing the central message given in this passage.57

Quite obviously it is impossible to be certain that the Discourse on an
Explanation about the Past and its parallel constitute the historically first
occasion for the arising of the idea of a prediction. Yet, in view of the fact
that this appears to be the only instance of such a prediction within the tex-
tual corpus of the early discourses, it seems reasonable to explore the possi-
bility that these twin discourses could be testimonies to the arising of this
idea, at least until evidence – be this epigraphic, textual or iconographic –
for an earlier occurrence of this notion can be located.58

ges, cutting out unessential elements, and thus reducing the Indian luxuriant verbosity of
the original.” In the passage preserved in Śamathadeva’s commentary on the Abhidharma-
kośabhāṣya, the full set of ten epithets is listed twice in the Buddha’s initial prophecy and
again in his actual prediction, D (4094) mngon pa, nyu 90b3 and 91b6 or Q (5595) thu 138a6
and 139b8, whereas Maitreya’s aspiration mentions them only once, D (4094) mngon pa, nyu
91a5 or Q (5595) thu 139a3. 

57 Incidentally, in line with a tendency noted earlier, neither aspiration nor prediction in the
Madhyama-āgama version explicitly refer to compassion, and the saving potential of beco-
ming a Buddha comes up only implicitly in the reference to a large following of disciples.
This is also the case for the Buddha’s reaction to Maitreya’s aspiration, where according to
MĀ 66 at T I 510c27 he replies: “excellent, excellent, Maitreya! You have aroused a superb
aspiration, namely to lead the great assembly”, 善哉 , 善哉 , 彌勒! 汝發心極妙 , 謂領大眾
(which is  then followed by repeating Maitreya’s thoughts).  What emerges as  the central
point in the Buddha’s praise is Maitreya’s aspiration to leadership, whereas the compassionate
wish to save others is not explicitly taken into account. Similarly, in the corresponding sec-
tion in T 202 at T IV 435c29 the Buddha simply predicts the future advent of Maitreya; and
in the sūtra quotation preserved in Śamathadeva’s commentary on the Abhidharmakośabhāṣya,
D (4094) mngon pa, nyu 91b6 or Q (5595) thu 139b7, the Buddha just praises Maitreya for his
vast and excellent aspiration, sems kyi smon lam rgya chen po dang bcas pa rab tu legs te. In this
respect, however, the “Discourse Spoken by the Buddha on Former and Future Times” dif-
fers, as in T 44 at T I 830b21 compassion comes to the forefront in the Buddha’s praise, where
he explicitly mentions Maitreya’s loving kindness,  慈 , which motivated him to “aspire to
rescuing innumerable and endless assemblies”, 欲救無數無極之眾 . Similarly, in the sūtra
quotation in the *Mahāvibhāṣā, T 1545 at T XXVII 894b8, the Buddha praises Maitreya’s “aspi-
ration to benefit countless sentient beings”, 欲饒益無量有情.

58 The account of the bodhisattva’s meeting with the Buddha Kāśyapa in the Mahāvastu does
mention such a prediction, Senart 1882a: 332,2, which is not found in the parallel versions.
On the evident lateness of this particular episode cf. Oldenberg 1912b: 139.  This passage
seems in line with a general pattern in the Mahāvastu to incorporate later elements that re-
flect embryonic Mahāyāna tendencies, observed by a range of scholars, cf. e.g Barth 1899:
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If the notion of a prediction given to a bodhisattva by a Buddha should
indeed have originated in relation to the text now available to us in the Dis-
course on an Explanation about the Past and in its parallel, the question
could be asked if the present case provides any rationale for the arising of
such a notion.

Now the central message underlying the above declaration centres on
the three refuges. This starts with the standard listing of the qualities of the
Buddha, elsewhere employed in the discourses for recollecting the Buddha;
followed by affirming realization reached on one’s own, the quality that
makes someone a Buddha. Next the passage describes the Dharma with
another standard set of epithets, and then turns to the community of dis-
ciples, with particular emphasis on a large following of monks. 

These themes are already part of the description of the  future Buddha
Maitreya in the Discourses on the Wheel-turning King in the Dīgha-nikāya
and the Dīrgha-āgama.59 With the Discourse on an Explanation about the
Past  and its  parallel,  however,  these  same themes  become considerably
more tangible and alive. This takes place on the one hand through the ac-
tive intervention of the two monks who will take up the central roles in this
future eutopia,60 and on the other hand through the repetition of the same
message again and again, something that in an oral performance situation
of the text would not have failed to leave a strong impact on the audience.

527, who notes that “le Mahāvastu a été profondément pénétré d’éléments mahāyānistes”;
cf. also  de La Vallée Poussin  1915: 329f;  Winternitz  1920/1968: 192; Law 1930b: 12;  Basak
1963: 43; Rahula 1978: 69‒79; and Hiraoka 2003: 349f. Therefore it seems quite probable that
an already existing notion of a prediction was adopted in the Mahāvastu, whereas to assume
that this notion originally arose in the Mahāvastu and then influenced the Madhyama-āgama
Discourse on an Explanation about the Past seems rather improbable. 

59 DN 26 at DN III 76,1 and DĀ 6 at T I 41c29; cf. also T 212 at T IV 610a3. EĀ 51.7 at T II 819a22
only lists the ten epithets of the Buddha Maitreya. In regard to the relevant passage in DN
26, Collins 1998: 612 note 28 comments that “this is a standard and very well-known list …
someone reading this … would probably have recited it as a chant.” The evocative nature of
this ‘chant’ becomes even more evident with the number of repetitions made in the Dis-
course on an Explanation about the Past.

60 Soper  1959:  214  comments  that “it  was  an effective story-telling  device  to  include  Him
among Śākyamuni’s listeners. The prophecy of His mission could be made most dramatical-
ly when it was possible to point to a living being in the midst of the throng, and announce
that that very man would some day be reborn as the Savior of the world.”
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The import of this passage seems to be related to a point I mentioned in
the first chapter of my study: the need of the faithful to engage in some form
of direct rapport with the three refuges, especially with the first refuge of the
Buddha, after he has passed away. Underlying the above passage the same
need makes itself felt, reflected in the description of a future time when all
three refuges can be encountered again. At the time of the glorious reign of a
wheel-turning king (whose description is given with the same number of re-
petitions), there shall be another Buddha, endowed with the same qualities
as Gautama Buddha.61 Needless to say, these qualities are precisely what a
faithful disciple would have been evoking regularly when recollecting the
Buddha. This future Buddha will teach the Dharma to a large assembly of
disciples – a rather heartening prospect at a time when the Buddha Gautama
has become a fading memory of the past and his disciples are struggling to
ensure their continuity amidst competing religious groups. 

Besides giving an assurance of the advent of a future Buddha, the pre-
diction given by the Buddha Gautama establishes Maitreya as a bodhisat-
tva, even though the term itself is not used.62 This implies that he becomes
part of the lineage of Buddhas and therewith shares their qualities. Thus at
the time of his last birth he will be endowed with the same superior quali-
ties that the Discourses on Marvels attribute to the newly born Gautama,
sharing the nature (dharmatā) of all those who are about to become Bud-
dhas.63 As part of the same pattern, he will also take birth and live in Tuṣita
before becoming a Buddha, as is the rule for all Buddhas. 

61 Expressed in terms of ancient Indian art, the present passage could be considered a textual
equivalent to the abhayamudrā, which Inchang 1992: 62 holds to be a distinct feature of repre-
sentations of Maitreya in early Mathurā art (cf. above figure 3.1 page 98); cf. also Myer 1986
on this mudrā in Mathurā art and Huntington 1984: 141 on its function as one of the iconic
markers of Maitreya in Gandhāran art, noted en passant also by Boucher 2008b: 317. Hun-
tington 2001: 114 explains that in general the  abhayamudrā  is “a gesture of protection  …
though this hand posture is meant to grant the absence of fear, it is by implication a teach-
ing gesture.” 

62 This  trait appears to have had some continuity, as  Baruch 1946: 71 observes that in early
Chinese inscriptions “jamais Maitreya n’est expressément signalé comme bodhisattva … par
contre, lorsqu’il s’agit du Bouddha [Maitreya], on n’oblie pas de l’ajouter.”

63 Thus e.g. one of the Maitreyasamiti texts, T 455 at T XIV 426c28, as well as the Maitreyavyāka-
raṇa in  Lévi 1932b: 385 (2.38), report how Maitreya, after taking seven steps on just being
born, proclaims that this is his last birth, a clear parallelism to the description in MN 123 at
MN III 123,21 of the bodhisattva Gautama.
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That is, besides the explicit promise of the advent of the Buddha Maitre-
ya, underlying the prophecy of Maitreya’s future Buddhahood is also an
implicit  assurance  of  the  bodhisattva  Maitreya’s  taking  up  residence  in
Tuṣita. Thus the present passage already contains the germs of two aspects
of Maitreya: the future Buddha and the present bodhisattva dwelling in
Tuṣita.64 This rather effectively fills up the vacuum created by the Buddha’s
demise.65

In sum, the primary purpose of the above translated passage in the Dis-
course on an Explanation about the Past appears to be similar in kind to the
two Discourses on Marvellous Qualities, in that each of these discourses
addresses the needs of the faithful in search of a way of compensating for
the loss of leadership and inspiration after the demise of the teacher. The
Discourses on Marvellous Qualities do this by nurturing a sense of awe in
regard to the qualities of the deceased Buddha. The Discourse on an Expla-
nation about the Past more directly addresses the dilemma of the teacher’s
disappearance  by  providing a  substitute  for  the deceased Gautama:  the
bodhisattva Maitreya who will continue the lineage of Buddhas by becom-
ing the next fully-awakened Buddha.66 

64 On these two aspects reflected in art (which in turn suggests their cultic importance) cf. e.g.
Huntington 1984: 138f; Inchang 1992: 38; and Filigenzi 1999: 21ff.

65 Monier-Williams 1889/1995: 183 highlights the contrast disciples would have experienced
between “the extinct Buddha, who existed only in their memories” and “the living, loving
and energizing Maitreya”, dwelling in Tuṣita. The close relationship between the Buddha’s
passing away and Maitreya becomes particularly evident in the Khotanese version of the
Maitreyasamiti, where the text on Maitreya follows immediately after an announcement of
the Buddha’s passing away, cf. Leumann 1919: 65;  Leumann 1933/1966: 255; or Emmerick
1968: 305. In the Lalitavistara, Lefmann 1902: 39,1, the function of Maitreya to fill up the va-
cuum created by the Buddha’s demise manifests even in relation to Gautama’s stay in Tuṣita.
The text reports how Gautama informs the assembly of devas, who are sad about his impend-
ing departure in order to take birth as a human being and become a Buddha, that in his
stead, “this Maitreya bodhisattva will teach the Dharma to you”, ayaṃ Maitreyo bodhisattvo
yuṣmākaṃ dharmaṃ deśayiṣyati.

66 Holt 1993: 1 sums up that “Maitreya is thus a mythic figure symbolizing the consummate
spiritual  future  for  all  Buddhists.” Latourrette  1926:  49‒53 well  captures  the  gist  of  the
Maitreya prophecy by repeatedly employing the phrase “il viendra!” to introduce sections
of his summary account of this prediction.
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Figure 3.4 The Seven Buddhas and Maitreya

The above figure shows a row of seated Buddhas, with the Buddhas of the past beginning with Dīpaṃkara
up to the present Buddha Śākyamuni, to whose left sits the future Buddha Maitreya.

Ajaṇṭā; courtesy Namit Arora.

The underlying message would be an assurance of continuity. Such an as-
surance would be especially important for those who fail to make substan-
tial progress now – perhaps precisely because they lack the guidance of a
Buddha – reassuring them that there is no need to despair by offering them
a guarantee that there is someone else ready to help those who need assis-
tance.67 The final episode with Māra entering the scene builds on this by
clarifying that the purpose of aspiring to come to the presence of Maitreya
should not be for the sake of enjoyment, but rather in order to progress to-
wards awakening. 

67 The notion of meeting the future Buddha Maitreya apparently inspired not only those who
were incapable of making progress without the guidance of a Buddha. The Visuddhimagga
reports the story of a monk who had not attained any of the stages of liberation because of
his wish to meet the Buddha Maitreya. Being admonished by a companion, he changed idea
on his deathbed and was still able to perfect his insight so as to pass away as an arhat,
Vism 47,28.
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From this perspective,  the number of repetitions of the above quoted
passage  in  the  Discourse  on  an  Explanation  about  the  Past  –  achieved
through the narrative frame of an intervention by the aspiring monk and
the consequent prediction by the Buddha – seem to serve mainly to strength-
en the impact of the message of assurance in an oral setting. That the fourth
repetition of the above paragraph takes the actual form of a Buddha giving
a prediction that confirms a bodhisattva’s aspiration to future Buddhahood
does not appear to be central to the discourse, in fact the monk who aspires
to become the future wheel-turning king receives the same type of predic-
tion that his aspiration will be successful. The central point rather seems to
be  the  providing  of  encouragement  and  reassurance  to  the  audience
through the medium of repeating the prophecy over and over again. 

Thus the prediction of a bodhisattva’s future Buddhahood might be a
by-product of the main purpose of the discourse. If the present instance
should indeed be the original occasion for the arising of the notion of a pre-
diction, which is at least possible, then the tale of the Buddha Maitreya in
the Discourse on an Explanation about the Past would have had an effect
similar to the tale of the meeting between Gautama and the last Buddha
Kāśyapa, which may well have occasioned the arising of the notion of a
vow taken by the bodhisattva to pursue the path to Buddhahood. 

The relationship between these two tales becomes particularly evident
in one of the numerous versions of the Maitreya legend, in which Upāli
questions the Buddha about the monk who has been predicted as the fu-
ture Buddha Maitreya. In his query, Upāli expresses his puzzlement about
the fact that this monk neither engages in the development of concentration
nor eradicates his defilements.68 This brings to mind the problem underly-
ing the tale of the bodhisattva Gautama’s period spent as a monk disciple of
the  former  Buddha  Kāśyapa,  which  the  Madhyama-āgama  Discourse  on
Marvellous Qualities resolves through the notion of a vow taken by him at
that time to pursue the path to Buddhahood. 

68 T 452 at T XIV 418c7 reports that, after noting that Maitreya is still an ordinary worldling
(凡夫 /pṛthagjana), who has not eradicated the influxes (漏 /āsrava), Upāli  points out that
“even though this man has now gone forth, he does not develop concentrative absorption
and does not eradicate the defilements”, 其人今者雖復出家, 不修禪定, 不斷煩惱; for a trans-
lation of this passage cf. Lévi 1932b: 370.
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Building on the elements surveyed so far, discourses in the Ekottarika-ā-
gama  complete  the  picture.69 Two  Ekottarika-āgama  discourses  record  the
Buddha presenting Maitreya, who is explicitly introduced as a bodhisattva,
as an example for the monks, who should emulate his diligence.70 Another
discourse in the same collection then reports how the bodhisattva Maitreya
approaches the Buddha for instructions on the bodhisattva path, in particu-
lar on the development of the six perfections (pāramitā).71

Summary

A comparative study of the three extant versions of the Discourse on the
Wheel-turning King suggests the earliest canonical reference to the advent
of the future Buddha Maitreya to be a later addition to a narration that ori-
ginally had the function of a parable. 

A more developed version of the advent of the future Buddha Maitreya,
found in the Madhyama-āgama Discourse on an Explanation about the Past,
reports the Buddha Gautama giving a prediction to a monk who aspires to
become the Buddha Maitreya in the future,  assuring his  future success.
With this prediction, another important element for the genesis of the bodhi-
sattva ideal has come into being.

69 On the  occurrence of at times rather late elements in the  Ekottarika-āgama cf. above note 6
page 13.

70 EĀ 20.6 at T II 600a20 and EĀ 42.6 at T II 754b17. 
71 EĀ 27.5 at T II 645b1.



Conclusion

The starting point of my exploration were passages that describe the period
from Gautama’s going forth to his becoming a Buddha, depicting Gautama
as a bodhisattva in quest of awakening. With the  Acchariyabbhutadhamma-
sutta’s exposition of marvels, qualities of the Buddha’s awakening are asso-
ciated with the time of his birth. This marvel reflects a shift of the bodhi-
sattva concept in the direction of standing for a being inevitably destined to
reach awakening. With the Mahāpadāna-sutta and its parallels, the marvels
of the bodhisattva Gautama become the norm for a bodhisattva in general,
thereby introducing the generic concept of a bodhisattva who is destined
for awakening.

The problem caused by the uninspiring canonical record of Gautama’s
past life meeting with the previous Buddha finds an ingenious solution in
the Discourse on Marvellous Qualities in the Madhyama-āgama through the
idea that the bodhisattva vows to become a Buddha at the time of that mee-
ting.

The advent of the future Buddha then could have led to the idea of a
prediction given to the one who aspires to become the next Buddha, a de-
velopment reflected in the Madhyama-āgama  Discourse on  an Explanation
about the Past.

With these various strands of thought – the generic notion of a bodhisat-
tva, the idea that a bodhisattva is inevitably destined to reach awakening, the
notion that a bodhisattva takes a vow to pursue the path to Buddhahood,
and the prediction a bodhisattva receives from a former Buddha – the basic
ingredients of the bodhisattva ideal seem to fall into place.1

1 With the present summary, I do not intend to propose a rigidly fixed chronology of develop-
ment. I only attempt to highlight the strands of thought whose combined influence I take to
have prepared the ground for the genesis of the bodhisattva ideal. I also do not intend to pre-
sent the influence exerted by the Buddha’s marvellous qualities and by the lineage of Bud-
dhas as two independent separate developments, but instead see them as closely interrelated
phenomena. 
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A central factor behind these various strands of development that appear
to have contributed to the genesis of the bodhisattva ideal seems to be the
gradual apotheosis of the Buddha, evident already in the early discourses.2

This tendency to exalt the Buddha would have been a natural consequence
of the vacuum created by his decease, manifesting in an increasing concern
with his marvels and with his predecessors and successor(s).

In a recent study, Fujita (2009: 103) draws attention to a passage in the
*Mahāprajñāpāramitā(-upadeśa)-śāstra that indicates “the existence of renun-
ciate bodhisattvas in Nikāya Buddhism who practice the bodhisattva path
while conforming, like śrāvakas, to works that have been transmitted by Ni-
kāya Buddhism.”3 Similar indications can be found in the Aṣṭasāhasrikā Pra-

2 The manifestation of a growing tendency towards exaltation of the Buddha has been noticed by
several scholars. Thus Coomaraswamy 1928: 838 comments that “the activity of the earthly
Buddha,  originally  a  living  memory,  has  become,  as  it  were,  the  līlā  of  a  deity.” Dayal
1932/1978: 28f explains that “the competition of the rival Indian sects and movements also
led the Buddhists to advance new claims on behalf of their leader … they transformed him
into a living immortal, powerful and gracious  deva.” Horner 1936/1979: 203 observes that
“the idea of Gotama as a god … came more and more to be in the air … as his life on earth re-
ceded into the past … the urge to worship required some outlet in the present.” Nakamura
1960: 152 and 157 contrasts the early scriptures where the Buddha “was in every respect re-
garded merely as a superior man”, to later times when “as a consequence of the gradual pro-
cess of deification  … he works wonders,  he is  omniscient”  (cf.  in more detail  Nakamura
2000b: 213‒225). Jaini 1970/2001: 87 asserts that “despite its anti-theistic dogma … early Bud-
dhism had all the ingredients of a theistic cult.” Behm 1971: 41 notes “definite and unmis-
takeable signs of the divinisation of the Buddha” (in the jātakas in particular). Karunaratna
1973: 496 explains that the Buddha “was respected, adored and idealised. This tendency …
culminated in the belief that the Buddha was not a human being, but a superhuman being, a
deva.” Haldar 1977: 131 notes various “characteristics of the Buddha [that] remind us of the
Supreme god of Brāhmaṇical literature.” Harrison 1978a: 37 explains that “with the passage
of time the Buddha became … [more and] more an object of devotion, growing in stature as
memories faded.” Werner 1991: 16 speaks of an “elevation of the Buddha to a cosmic figure, if
not a virtual deity.” Chaudhary 1994: 65 remarks that in general the “Buddha was gradually
shorn of human characteristics and superhuman qualities were bestowed on him. He was
deified.” Regarding the import of these tendencies,  according to Rawlinson 1983: 167 the
“glorification of the Buddha” was one of the transformations of Buddhism out of which the
Mahāyāna arose.

3 Fujita 2009: 101‒103 discusses T 1509 at T XXV 536a16+24, which describes a disciple who,
“relying on the discourses of the auditor disciples (śrāvaka), practices the bodhisattva path”,
以聲聞經行菩薩道 , and “seeks for [the way] to omniscience among the discourses of the au-
ditor disciples”, 於聲聞經中求薩婆若.
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jñāpāramitā.4 Fujita’s finding could point to the practical result of the above
delineated development, to bodhisattvas practising based on a framework
provided by the early discourses.5

Taking the early discourses as the starting point would also explain quite
naturally why the bodhisattva ideal became a pan-Buddhist phenomenon
that drew followers from most, if not all, of the Buddhist schools,6 includ-
ing the Theravāda tradition.7 Skilling (2004: 143) explains:

“Available scriptures of the eighteen schools allow all three options: it
is one’s own decision whether [to] become an Arhat, a Pratyekabud-
dha, or a Buddha, and to practice accordingly. That is, the eighteen or

4 The Aṣṭasāhasrikā Prajñāpāramitā in Vaidya 1960: 116,3 describes bodhisattvas who “think of
studying and giving priority to discourses that are addressed to the stage of an auditor disci-
ple”, sūtrāntā  ye śrāvakabhūmim abhivadanti  … tān adhikataraṃ paryavāptavyān maṃsyante,  a
theme taken up again in ibid. 116,19+26 and 117,5+13+27, the last two instances indicating that
such bodhisattvas think of searching for omniscience among these discourses,  sarvajñatāṃ
paryeṣitavyāṃ maṃsyante. Similar passages can also be found in Lokakṣema’s translation, cf.
T 224 at T VIII 447a14+17+24 and 447b4.

5 Bechert 1973: 14 comments that, regarding “the early stage of the development of Mahāyā-
na”, “the new doctrine had developed from the concepts of the old one without a sharp rup-
ture”; cf.  also Deleanu 2000:  81,  according to whom the hypothesis of  a “gradual  rise of
Mahāyāna from within the traditional saṅgha can explain the doctrinal continuities between
the two”; Jing Yin 2005: 171, who affirms that the “Mahāyāna … was the result of a gradual
evolution deeply rooted in Nikāya Buddhism”; and Skilling 2005: 107 who, in regard to the
tendency of framing the study of the evolution of Buddhist thought and practice in terms of
Śrāvakayāna versus Māhāyana, queries: “at exactly what point does Śrāvakayāna end, and
Māhāyana begin?” MacQueen 1982: 60 then proposes that “the earliest  dharma-preachers of
[the] Mahāyāna very likely had no Mahāyāna sūtra (though they may have had a text of a
different kind)”; and in a recent paper Walser 2009: 249 suggests that “the first generation of
Mahāyāna texts might not be Mahāyāna texts at all, but rather texts from the Āgamas them-
selves, put to a different purpose.”

6 Early Mahāyāna should, according to Silk 2002: 383, best be considered as “a sort of meta-le-
vel movement”, “which has doctrinal but no institutional existence as such, which is neither
a nikāya, an orthodox ordination lineage, nor a vāda, a school defined by doctrines”; cf. also
Cohen 1995, or Sasaki 2009: 35, who suggests that “Mahāyāna was a movement that devel-
oped simultaneously across sectarian borders.” Moreover, as pointed out by Skilling 1996:
182, “the Mahāyāna began to take shape – not as the initiator of the theories of the bodhisatta
career, but as a result of the speculation on that subject.”

7 On the bodhisattva ideal in the Theravāda tradition cf. Rahula 1971; Ratnayaka 1985; Endo
1996; Samuels 1997; Skilling 2003; Harvey 2007a; and Chandawimala 2008. For Sri Lankan in-
scriptions expressing the donor’s aspiration for Buddhahood cf. Dohanian 1977: 20‒25.



132 The Genesis of the Bodhisattva Ideal

four schools embrace the three yānas. At an uncertain point, let us say
in the first century BCE, groups of monks, nuns and lay-followers
began  to  devote  themselves  exclusively  to  the  Bodhisattvayāna.
Eventually some of them exalted this  yāna to the point of asserting
that everyone else should do the same. For them the Bodhisattvayāna
became the Great Vehicle, the Mahāyāna.”8 

Similar to the elusive beginnings of the Mahāyāna, certainty about the pre-
cise way in which the bodhisattva ideal has come into being may continue
to elude us, especially since what we have at our disposal for studying the
earliest period of Buddhist history are mainly textual records that are the fi-
nal products of a prolonged period of oral transmission.  Nevertheless,  I
hope that my survey of relevant material from the early discourses has yield-
ed a new perspective and led to a viable hypothesis on how the genesis of
the bodhisattva ideal may have come into being, forming the starting point
for further discussion and research that will correct and refine my findings
and suggestions.

8 Bechert 1964: 535 similarly considers the idea that only the path of a bodhisattva should be
followed as the beginning of ‘Mahāyāna’; cf. also Pāsādika 2001: 726.



Abbreviat ions

Abhidh-k Abhidharmakośabhāṣya 
AN Aṅguttara-nikāya
Ap Apadāna
Be Burmese edition
Bv Buddhavaṃsa
Ce Ceylonese edition
Cv Cūlavaṃsa
D Derge edition
DĀ Dīrgha-āgama (T 1)
Dhp-a Dhammapada-aṭṭhakathā
Dīp Dīpavaṃsa 
DN Dīgha-nikāya 
EĀ Ekottarika-āgama (T 125)
Ee PTS edition
It Itivuttaka
Jā Jātaka
Kv Kathāvatthu
MĀ Madhyama-āgama (T 26)
Mil Milindapañha
MN Majjhima-nikāya
Mp Manorathapūraṇī
Paṭis Paṭisambhidāmagga
Pj Paramatthajotikā
Ps Papañcasūdanī
Q Peking edition
SĀ Saṃyukta-āgama (T 99)
SĀ2 ‘other’ Saṃyukta-āgama (T 100)
Se Siamese edition
SHT Sanskrithandschriften aus den Turfanfunden
SN Saṃyutta-nikāya
Sn Sutta-nipāta
Spk Sāratthappakāsinī
Sv Sumaṅgalavilāsinī
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T Taishō edition (CBETA)
Th Theragāthā
Th-a Theragāthā-aṭṭhakathā
Ud Udāna
Vin Vinaya
Vism Visuddhimagga
Vism-mhṭ Paramatthamañjūsā
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