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Abstract


In this paper I examine the structure of the Vajracchedikā Prajñāpāramitā. Many 
writers have lamented the chaotic and seemingly unstructured nature of the text, with 
Edward Conze characterising it as “a chance medley of stray sayings” (Conze 2001:49). 
However, I am not convinced that this is the case. Whilst I have not discovered a 
formula that would allow perfect order to emerge from the apparent chaos, I have 
identified certain elements that I believe reveals more of a thought-out structure than 
Conze and others have given the text’s authors credit for.


I begin by presenting an overview of the content and structure of the sutra, summarising 
the fifteen principle themes treated in the text. This reveals the basic elements of the 
text’s structure – the repetition of themes, with the themes introduced in the first part of 
the text generally being repeated three to six times, and themes that are introduced later 
occurring only once or twice. In addition, the text oscillates between themes that 
explore the principle of nairātmya (non-self) in different ways and different contexts, 
and the theme that has by far the most repetitions – the claim that those who understand 
and explain the Vajracchedikā will gain an immeasurably vast amount of merit.


Following this overview I look more closely at the ways in which the Vajracchedikā 
uses repetition as a literary device, and compare the use of repetition in the 
Vajracchedikā with the use of repetition in early Buddhist literature. Here I take the 
view that the Vajracchedikā belongs to the earliest strata of prajñāpāramitā literature 
and not, as has often been claimed, to its final phase of development. I also make use of 
Paul Griffiths’ helpful notion of “gobbets”.


I then examine two of the text’s themes in more detail – the fact that anyone who forms 
a perception of a living being cannot be considered to be a bodhisattva, and the question 
of whether a tathāgata can be recognised on the basis of their physical characteristics 
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(lakṣaṇas). Here, I note in particular how there is a progression with each repetition, the 
point being made becoming more subtle, or playfully subverting what came before. In 
this way, the text is constantly challenging our assumptions as readers, and constantly 
pulling the rug out from under our feet.


Finally, I note that, unlike other prajñāpāramitā texts, the Vajracchedikā shows no signs 
of a chiastic structure. This, combined with other differences in language between the 
Vajracchedikā and the rest of the prajñāpāramitā corpus suggest that it may have been 
composed in a quite different environment.


I conclude that while the order in which the various themes are presented is somewhat 
random, there is a clear and consistent structure within each individual theme, 
suggesting that the text is more of an intentional holistic composition and less of a 
chaotic medley than has previously been believed. 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摘要


本研究檢視《金剛般若波羅蜜經》的文本結構，回應學界長期以來對該經典缺乏

組織性的批評。有別於康澤（Conze）等學者將此經視為「零散言論的偶然混合

體」之觀點，本研究雖未讓完美的秩序公式從表面的混亂中浮現，然而，本研究

發現某些元素顯示該經的文本作者具有比康澤等學者所認定，更為深思熟慮的結

構。


研究首先概述經典內容與結構，總結文本中處理的十五個主要主題。此分析揭示

文本結構的基本元素──主題的重複，其中前半部分介紹的主題通常重複三至六

次，後來介紹的主題僅出現一至兩次。此外，文本在各種主題間搖擺，以不同方

式和脈絡探索無我（nairātmya）原則，以及重複次數最多的主題──理解和解釋

《金剛經》者將獲得無可計量功德的論述。


研究進一步檢視該經如何運用重複作為文學手法，並與早期佛教文獻中的重複手

法進行比較。本研究採取《金剛經》屬於般若波羅蜜文獻最早期而非其發展最後

階段的觀點，並運用格里菲斯（Griffiths）的「片段」概念。


研究深入檢視兩個主題：任何對眾生形成認知者不能被視為菩薩，以及如來是否

可基於身體特徵（相，lakṣaṇa）被認出。研究特別注意到每次重複都有進展，論

點變得更加微妙，或俏皮地顛覆先前內容。文本持續挑戰讀者的假設，不斷動搖

讀者的立足點。


研究發現，與其他般若波羅蜜經典不同，《金剛經》未顯示交錯結（chiastic）構

特徵。結合該經與般若波羅蜜文集其他部分在語言上的差異，顯示其可能創作於

相當不同的環境。


本研究結論認為，雖然各主題呈現的順序看似隨機，但每個主題內部都有清晰一

致的結構，表明該經更像是有意的整體性創作，而非先前所認為的混亂混合體。 

3



Introduction


The structure of the Vajracchedikā Prajñāpāramitā has exasperated generations of 
scholars. While the text starts in a reasonably clear, well-structured manner, it soon 
becomes what Edward Conze described as “a chance medley of stray sayings” (Conze 
2001:49). This perspective is reinforced by Paul Harrison who comments, in the 
introduction to his translation of the Vajracchedikā, that the text:


tends to repeat itself, seldom verbatim, but sometimes more than once. There 
seems to be no logic to this, at least none I can discern, the effect being rather 
like a composition which has retained some of its own earlier draft material 
instead of discarding it. However, although it may look unsystematic and even 
haphazard to us, the text may well be constructed according to principles which 
only become evident after much time has been devoted to memorizing and 
reflecting upon it. (Harrison 2006:141)


This aim of this paper is to explore what principles may underlie the structure of the 
Vajracchedikā and to argue that the text is not as unsystematic or haphazard as it may 
appear at first.


We will begin by giving an overview of the text’s structure, and noting in particular the 
ways in which the text repeats itself. We will then explore two principal themes in 
relation to the text’s structure. Firstly, we will consider whether the repetitive nature of 
the text can be best understood as an artefact of the tradition of oral transmission. If we 
follow recent scholarship in considering the Vajracchedikā to belong to the earliest 
period of the development of the prajñāpāramitā literature (rather than, as Conze 
believed, to the final period) the structure of the text can perhaps best be understood as 
an evolution of the style found in earlier Buddhist literature (primarily Pāli suttas and 
the Chinese Āgamas), and that the Vajracchedikā represents a kind of proto-stage of the 
development from the repetitive style of the earlier texts, which were characterised by 
the fact of their oral transmission, toward the later, more polished literary style found in 
Mahāyāna sutras. Secondly, we will examine the ways in which the individual themes 
are developed throughout the text. While the sutra contains many themes to which it 
returns repeatedly, in almost every instance, each repeated treatment is not an exact 
repetition of what came before. Rather, the point being made is developed in some way, 
usually by challenging an unconscious or unspoken assumption on the part of the reader 
(or listener).
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Overview of the structure of the Vajracchedikā


The Vajracchedikā begins and ends in a standard manner (although it is noteworthy that 
the introduction is much more reminiscent of a text from the Pāli Suttanipāta or the 
Chinese Āgamas than a Mahāyāna sutra.) The text also has what Conze referred to as a 
“First Ending” (Conze 2001:48), where Subhūti asks the Buddha the name of the 
discourse, and the Buddha tells him that it is called Prajñāpāramitā, a feature almost 
always found at the end of a Mahāyāna sutra. (§13a, Harrison and Watanabe 2006:122)


The main body of the text discusses a number of themes, most of which appear more 
than once. These themes are enumerated below in the order in which they first appear in 
the text, along with the number of times they appear in the sutra, and in which sections: 
1

1. A bodhisattva should not form a perception of a living being. (4 repetitions: §3, §6, 
§14c, §17b)


2. A bodhisattva should give a gift without basing themselves on anything, and cultivate 
a mind that is not based on anything. (3 repetitions: §4, §10c, §14e)


3. A tathāgata cannot be perceived by means of their physical characteristics. (4 
repetitions: §5b, §13d, §20, §26)


4. Those who understand and explain this sutra will gain a vast amount of merit. (12 
repetitions: §4-5a, §6, §8, §11-12, §13e, §14e, §15, §16b, §19a, §24, §28, §32a)


5. The teaching of the Dharma as being like a raft has a secret meaning. (1 mention: §6)


6. There is no dharma which constitutes the Awakening of a tathāgata. (6 repetitions: 
§7, §10a, §13b, §14b, §17c, §22-23)


7. A person who has attained stream-entry, arhatship, etc. does not think “I am a stream 
entrant”, “I am an arhat”, etc. (3 repetitions: §9, §21a, §25)


8. A bodhisattva who claims that they will create a buddha field is speaking falsely. (2 
repetitions: §10b, §17f)


9a. No matter how large someone’s physical body might be, it still lacks inherent 
existence. (2 repetitions: §10d, §17d)


9b. Although there are a great number of atoms in the universe, they still lack inherent 
existence. (2 repetitions: §13c, §30)


10. Any place where this sutra is recited or explained is a sacred place. (2 repetitions: 
§12, §15c)


 All references to the Sanskrit text of the Vajracchedikā are to Harrison and Watanabe 2006 1

(§1-§16c) and Schopen 1989 (§17a-§32b).
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11a. The Tathāgata has not explained any dharma. (1 mention: §13)


11b. The Tathāgata speaks the truth, but there is no truth and falsehood in the Dharma. 
(1 mention: §14d)


12. The Tathāgata has explained nairātmya, and a bodhisattva should be passionately 
dedicated to this teaching and all Dharma teachings. (2 repetitions: §17g, §31a-b)


13. A bodhisattva will not claim to have removed or destroyed any phenomenon. (1 
mention: §27b)


14. A tathāgata has not come from anywhere or gone anywhere. (1 mention: §29)


15. The final verse, which presents a number of images representing how one should 
view conditioned phenomena. (1 mention: §32)


There is one theme which is repeated twelve times (theme 4),  six themes which are 
repeated between three and six times (themes 1, 2, 3, 6, 7, 9) each, four themes which 
occur twice each (themes 8, 10, 11, 12), and four which are only mentioned once 
(themes 5, 13, 14, 15).


A few key points stand out from this overview. Firstly, the theme of merit is mentioned 
many more times than any of the other individual themes in the text. It should be noted, 
however, that many of the other themes enumerated individually can be considered as 
variations on the same theme of nairātmya.  The structure of the text can therefore be 2

considered as primarily consisting of an oscillation between the two main themes of 
nairātmya and merit. Secondly, the themes which occur most frequently throughout the 
text are all introduced near the beginning. The later a theme is introduced, the fewer 
repetitions it gets. (The exception to this is theme 5 which is introduced fairly early in 
the text but is not repeated).


There is no clear pattern to the precise order in which the individual themes appear, or 
how many nairātmya-related themes are treated before returning to the theme of merit.  3

Nonetheless, the switching between the theme of merit and the meta-theme of 

 This is a point which I intend to explore more fully in a future paper. For now I will simply 2

summarise the argument as being that the Vajracchedikā repeatedly claims that various things 
do not exist. I believe that this is most reasonably interpreted not as nihilism but as a claim that 
things do not have independent existence, that is to say, that they are characterised by nairātmya 
or the lack of an essential self. This way of reading the text is reinforced by the following 
statement in §17g which emphatically underlines the importance of nairātmya for those 
following the bodhisattva path “a bodhisattva who is passionately devoted to the phrase ‘All 
phenomena are without an essential self’ [nairātmya] – that is who the Tathāgata, the Arhat, the 
Perfectly Awakened Buddha calls a bodhisattva”.

 It is mostly between four and six, although in one instance there are only two nairātmya-3

related themes before the subject of merit reoccurs (§15-16), and in another instance there are 
nine (§17-19).
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nairātmya, and the introduction of new themes among the repetition of previously 
introduced themes does give the text a clear overall structure and makes the claim that 
the text is unsystematic or haphazard seem somewhat unreasonable.


Repetition and gobbets in the Vajracchedikā


In considering the function of the repetitive structure of the text, we can take as our 
starting point a comment made by Paul Harrison in a footnote to the passage quoted 
above, where he suggests that Paul Griffiths’ notion of “gobbets” (short, easily 
memorisable units of text) (Griffiths 1999:49), combined with an understanding of the 
text as attempting to reproduce features of oral delivery, may provide a fruitful approach 
to making sense of the structure of the text.


Griffiths describes the division of a text into gobbets as one of the main mnemonic 
techniques used by religious practitioners to facilitate the memorisation of texts. This 
kind of division of a text into short sections, and frequent repetition of those sections, is 
a characteristic of early Buddhist literature, but not of later, Mahāyāna literature. In 
trying to make sense of the Vajracchedikā, we can view the text as representing an 
attempt to innovate in terms of structure and style, but from a starting point being 
strongly influenced by the structure and style of early Buddhist literature.


This way of viewing the Vajracchedikā requires us to posit that the text belongs not to 
the final phase of the development of prajñāpāramitā literature, as Conze argued, but 
rather to the very earliest phase, as a number of scholars have argued.  This would make 4

it one of the very first Mahāyāna texts, and as such it would occupy something of a 
liminal position, combining features of the literary tradition that preceded it with 
innovations that would be further developed in the later, Mahāyāna, literary tradition.


The case for the early dating of the Vajracchedikā is strengthened by the opening 
sentences (§1-2), which are unusual for a Mahāyāna text. While most prajñāpāramitā 
texts take place on Vulture’s Peak and begin by describing in superlative terms the 
attainments and qualities of the monks and bodhisattvas in the audience, the 
Vajracchedikā opens in a much plainer fashion. It is set in Anāthapiṇḍada’s Park outside 
Śrāvastī, the setting for a plurality, if not a majority, of early Buddhist sutras, and the 
introduction consists almost entirely of stock phrases that can be found word-for-word 
in many places in the Pāli Tipiṭaka. Indeed, it is only when Subhūti asks his question of 
the Buddha in §2, and refers to the path of practice of a bodhisattva, that we get the first 
indication that this is a Mahāyana text at all.


 See for example Schopen (2005:55, n17) and Williams (2009:48-49)4
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The use of repetition in early Buddhist literature is clearly a result of its origins as an 
oral literary tradition. The texts are generally composed of easily-memorised gobbets (to 
use Griffiths’ term) which are repeated a number of times within the text, often with 
minor variations. There are also a large number of standardised gobbets or stock phrases 
and which occur in many texts across the canon. These features are not only a valuable 
aid to memorisation, but when such texts are recited aloud they can create a powerful 
sense of rhythm and structure that is difficult to appreciate when encountered on the 
page.


One of the key features of the development of the Mahāyāna was the transition from an 
oral to a written literary tradition, and this had a significant impact on the style and 
structure of the texts produced. This impact can be seen in a number of ways, but for 
our purposes the key change to note is the drastic reduction in the use of the kind of 
repetition that is so widespread in early Buddhist literature. The Vajraccheddikā uses 
repetition to a much greater degree than most Mahāyāna texts, but the way it uses 
repetition is significantly different from what we find in early Buddhist texts. In the next 
section we will examine two gobbets from the sutra to illustrate this.


Themes and variations


In early Buddhist literature, gobbets are generally repeated without variation, or if there 
is a change, it usually involves simply swapping out one single term for another. The 
gobbets in the Vajracchedikā are not like this. Each time a gobbet is repeated, something 
is changed or added. This seems to be a deliberate technique employed with an 
awareness of the expectations of the text’s intended audience who, it can be presumed, 
would have been versed in earlier Buddhist literature at least to some degree. It is as if 
the text’s familiar structure is intended to lull the reader into a false sense of security by 
repeating something we have read before, only to pull the rug out from under us by 
challenging our assumptions about what is being said, or subverting a point that had 
been made previously in the sutra.


This can be best illustrated by looking at some of the reoccurring gobbets in the text, 
paying particular attention to the changes made with each repetition. We will begin with 
theme number one and compare the four different places in the sutra where it occurs.


§3 sacet subhūte bodhisatvasya satvasaṃjñā pravartate na sa bodhisatva iti vaktavyaḥ 
| na sa subhūte bodhisatvo vaktavyo yasya satvasaṃjñā pravarteta jīvasaṃjñā vā 
pudgalasaṃjñā vā pravarteta | 
(Harrison & Watanabe 2006:114)
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Subhūti, if a bodhisattva forms a perception of a living being, then they cannot be 
said to be a bodhisattva. Why is this? Subhūti, anyone who forms a perception of a 
living being, a soul, or a person cannot be said to be a bodhisattva. 
5

§6 na hi teṣāṃ subhūte bodhisatvānāṃm ātmasaṃjñā pravartsyate na satvasaṃjñā na 
jīvasaṃjñā na pudgalasaṃjñā pravartsyate | nāpi teṣāṃ subhūte bodhisatvānāṃ 
dharmasaṃjñā pravartsyate nādharmasaṃjñā nāpi teṣāṃ saṃjñā nāsaṃjñā 
pravartsyate | tat kasya hetoḥ | sacet subhūte teṣāṃ bodhisatvānāṃ dharmasaṃjñā 
pravartsyate sa eva teṣām ātmagrāho bhavet | satvagrāho jīvagrāhaḥ pudgalagrāho 
bhavet | saced adharmasaṃjñā pravarteta sa eva teṣām ātmagrāho bhavet | satvagrāho 
jīvagrāhaḥ pudgalagrāha iti | tat kasya hetoḥ | na khalu punaḥ subhūte 
dharmodgrahītavyo nādharmaḥ | 
(Harrison & Watanabe 2006: 116-117)


Subhūti, these bodhisattvas will not form a perception of an essential self, a living 
being, a soul, or a person. They will not form a perception of a phenomenon, nor will 
they form a perception of the absence of a phenomenon. They will neither perceive 
these things nor not perceive them. Why is this? Subhūti, if these bodhisattvas were 
to form a perception of a phenomenon then they would grasp hold of the idea of an 
essential self, a living being, a soul, or a person. If they were to form a perception of 
the absence of a phenomenon then they would grasp hold of the idea of an essential 
self, a living being, a soul, or a person. Why is this? Subhūti, one should not take 
hold of the idea of a phenomenon, nor of the idea of the absence of a phenomenon.


§14c api tu khalu punaḥ bhagavan na teṣām ātmasaṃjñā pravartsyate | na 
satvasaṃjñā na jīvasaṃjñā | na pudgalasaṃjñā pravartsyate | tat kasya hetoḥ yāsāv 
ātmasaṃjñā saivāsaṃjñā | yā satvasaṃjñā jīvasaṃjñā pudgalasaṃjñā saivāsaṃjñā | 
(Harrison & Watanabe 2006: 125)


Still, Blessed One, they will not form a perception of an essential self, a living being, 
a soul, or a person. Why is this? A perception of an essential self, a living being, a 
soul, or a person in fact lacks any perception. Why is this? Buddhas, blessed ones, 
are free of any kind of perception.


§17b sacet subhūte bodhisatvasya satvasaṃjñā pravartteta | jīvasaṃjñā 
pudgalasaṃjñā vā na sa bodhisatva iti vaktavyaḥ | tat kasya hetoḥ sacet subhūte 
bodhisatvasya satvasaṃjñā pravartteta | jīvasaṃjñā pudgalasaṃjñā vā na sa 
bodhisatva iti vaktavyaḥ | tat kasya hetoḥ nāsti subhūte sa dharmo yo 
bodhisatvayānasaṃprasthito nāma |  
(Schopen 1989:101-102)


 All translations from the Vajracchedikā are my own.5
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Subhūti, if a bodhisattva forms a perception of a living being, a soul, or a person, 
then they cannot be said to be a bodhisattva. Why is this? Subhūti, anyone who forms 
a perception of a living being, a soul, or a person cannot be said to be a bodhisattva. 
Why is this? Subhūti, there is no phenomenon called “someone who has set out on 
the bodhisattva path”.


The first thing to note when comparing these extracts is that we are not dealing here 
with gobbets designed as an aid to memorisation, like we would find in early Buddhist 
texts. While each gobbet is dealing with the same point using much of the same 
language, there is no significant portion of the text that reoccurs verbatim – and it is 
precisely the word-for-word style of repetition that is effective as a mnemonic aid. This 
is something we find throughout the sutra. The conclusion this invites is that the 
Vajracchedikā was composed as a written rather than an oral text, and that the repetition 
is less about aiding memorisation than it is about adopting the style and structure of 
earlier texts in order to signal to the sutra’s intended readership that this is, indeed, a 
Buddhist sutra.


The other significant point is the development of the argument that comes with each 
repetition. The basic claim of each of these gobbets is that a bodhisattva does not form a 
perception of a living being, and this remains the same in each case. What changes, 
however, is the reason given for why this is true. Each reason is more refined and more 
subtle than the last, with the sutra wielding the principle of nairātmya like a scalpel to 
progressively undermine the reader’s assumptions about what facts can be relied on. 
The reasons given can be summarised as follows:


• §3: Anyone who forms a perception of a living being is not a bodhisattva.


• §6: Anyone who forms a perception of a phenomenon (or the absence of a 
phenomenon) will grasp at the idea of a living being.


• §14c: A perception of a living being in fact lacks any perception.


• §17b: There is no phenomenon called “someone who has set out on the bodhisattva 
path”.


The reason given in §3 is quite straightforward – not forming perceptions of living 
beings is simply part of the definition of a bodhisattva. §6 connects the issue of forming 
a perception of a living being to the question of forming a perception of a phenomenon 
(dharma). Forming a perception of a phenomenon is a much subtler error than forming 
a perception of a living being. §14c is where the rug really starts to be pulled out from 
under the reader. The reasons given so far have focused on the nairātmya of the object 
of perception, but here the texts switches to the act of perception itself. Until now, the 
reader might have felt, albeit subconsciously, that while there might not be any really 
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existing beings or phenomena out there to perceive, the faculty of perception itself, at 
least, really exists and can be relied on. §17b takes this further, pointing out that not 
only is there no really existing faculty of perception, but the bodhisattva themselves, or 
one who is training to become a bodhisattva, do not truly exist. Thus, in each instance 
the stakes are raised and the challenge of nairātmya comes closer and closer to home for 
the reader.


A similar progression can be seen with theme number three, which also occurs four 
times in the text.


§5b tat kiṃ manyase subhūte tathāgato lakṣaṇasaṃpadā draṣṭavyaḥ | subhūtir āha na 
lakṣaṇasaṃpadā tathāgato draṣṭavyaḥ | tat kasya hetoḥ | yā sā tathāgatena 
lakṣaṇasaṃpad bhāṣitā saivālakṣaṇasaṃpat | evam ukte bhagavān āyuṣmaṃtaṃ 
subhūtim etad avocat |  yāvat subhūte lakṣaṇaṃ tāvan mṛṣā |  yāvad alakṣaṇaṃ tāvad 
amṛṣā |  iti hi lakṣaṇālakṣaṇataḥ tathāgato draṣṭavyaḥ || 
(Harrison & Watanabe 2006: 115)


“Subhūti, do you think that a tathāgata can be perceived by means of the physical 
characteristics they possess?” Subhūti said, “A tathāgata cannot be perceived by means 
of the physical characteristics they possess. Why is this? The Tathāgata has explained 
that the possession of physical characteristics in fact lacks any possession of physical 
characteristics.” The Blessed One then said to the Venerable Subhūti, “Subhūti, if there 
are any physical characteristics, then there is a misunderstanding. If there are no 
characteristics, then there is no misunderstanding. A tathāgata can therefore be 
perceived by means of the fact that their physical characteristics lack any 
characteristics.”


§13d bhagavān āha | tat kiṃ manyase subhūte dvātṛṃśadbhir mahāpuruṣalakṣaṇaiḥ 
tathāgato ’rhan samyaksaṃbuddho draṣṭavyaḥ | subhūtir āha | no hīdaṃ bhagavan | tat 
kasya hetoḥ | yāni tāni bhagavan dvātṛṃśanmahāpuruṣa lakṣaṇāni tathāgatena bhāṣitāny 
alakṣaṇāni tathāgatena bhāṣitāni tasmād ucyaṃte dvātṛṃśanmahāpuruṣalakṣaṇānīti | 
(Harrison & Watanabe 2006: 123-124)


The Blessed One said, “Subhūti, do you think that a tathāgata, an arhat, a perfectly 
awakened buddha can be perceived by means of the thirty-two physical characteristics 
of a great man?” Subhūti said, “No, Blessed One, they cannot. Why is this? Blessed 
One, the Tathāgata has explained that the thirty-two physical characteristics of a great 
man in fact lack any characteristics. It is on this basis that the phrase ‘the thirty-two 
physical characteristics of a great man’ is used.”
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§20 bhagavān āha | tat kiṃ manyase subhūte lakṣaṇasaṃpadā tathāgato draṣṭavyaḥ | āha 
| no bhagavan na lakṣaṇasaṃpadā tathāgatho draṣṭavyaḥ | tat kasya hetoḥ yaiṣā 
lakṣaṇasaṃpat tathāgatena bhāṣitā alakṣaṇasaṃpad eṣā tathāgatena bhāṣitā tenocyate 
lakṣaṇasaṃpad iti | 
(Schopen 1989:104)


The Blessed One said, “Subhūti, do you think that a tathāgata can be perceived by 
means of the physical characteristics they possess?” He said, “No, Blessed One, a 
tathāgata cannot be perceived by means of the physical characteristics they possess. 
Why is this? The Tathāgata has explained that the possession of physical characteristics 
in fact lacks any possession of physical characteristics. That is how he uses the phrase, 
‘the possession of physical characteristics’.”


§26 tat kiṃ manyase subhūte lakṣaṇasaṃpadā tathāgato draṣṭavyaḥ l āhaivam etad 
bhagava l lakṣaṇasaṃpadā tathāgato draṣṭavyaḥ l bhagavān āha | sacet punaḥ subhūte 
lakṣaṇasaṃpadā tathāgato draṣṭavyo ’bhaviṣyad rājāpi cakravartī tathāgato ’bhiviṣyat | 
āha | yathāhaṃ bhagavato bhāsitasyārtham ājānāmi | na lakṣaṇasaṃpadā tathāgato 
draṣṭavyaḥ ||  atha khalu bhagavāṃs tasyāṃ velāyām imā gāthā abhāṣataḥ || 
(Schopen 1989:105)


“Subhūti, do you think that a tathāgata can be perceived by means of the physical 
characteristics they possess?” He said, “Yes, Blessed One, a tathāgata can be perceived 
by means of the physical characteristics they possess.” The Blessed One said, “But 
Subhūti, if a tathāgata can be perceived by means of the physical characteristics they 
possess, then a king of the entire world would also be a tathāgata.” He said, “Then as I 
understand the meaning of what the Blessed One has said, a tathāgata cannot be 
perceived by means of the physical characteristics they possess.”


Here, the Buddha asks Subhūti the same question four times (verbatim in three of the 
four instances) – whether or not a tathāgata can be perceived by means of their 
lakṣaṇas, the physical characteristics that according to Indian tradition are only 
possessed by buddhas and by cakravartin kings (including features such as the uṣṇīṣa or 
cranial protuberance, long arms that reach down to the knees when standing, and a 
tongue so long that it can touch the forehead).


The answers given by Subhūti in each case can be summarised as follows:


• §5b: A buddha’s physical characteristics in fact lack any characteristics, and the 
presence of characteristics represents a misunderstanding.


• §13d: A buddha’s physical characteristics in fact lack any characteristics.
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• §20: A buddha’s possession physical characteristics in fact lacks any possession of 
characteristics.


• §26: Here Subhūti initially answers that a buddha can, in fact, be recognised by 
means of his physical characteristics. The Buddha points out that because both a 
buddha and a cakravartin king possess these marks, if a buddha can be recognised 
on that basis, a cakravartin king would also qualify as a buddha. Subhūti then 
changes his answer and affirms that a buddha cannot, after all, be recognised by 
means of their physical characteristics.


Here again we see a clear rhetorical progression in the context of the repeated theme. 
While the first two answers are the same, both pointing out the nairātmya of the 
buddha’s lakṣaṇas, §20 shifts the focus from the characteristics themselves to the 
Buddha’s possession of them and claiming that the possession itself is nairātmya. The 
final instance of this question involves a rug-pull of a rather playful nature. This fourth 
repetition of the question comes towards the end of the text and, we might speculate, by 
this point the reader might have become accustomed to the kind of progression in the 
application of nairātmya to more and more subtle levels of experience. Subhūti’s “evam 
etad” comes as a shock, and it is followed by an explanation of why a buddha is not to 
be recognised from their lakṣaṇas which, far from being more subtle than the last, is 
perhaps the most mundane reason one could think of. This deliberate subversion of the 
structure that has, by this point, been well established suggests, I think, a degree of self-
awareness in the text. If the sutra really was nothing more than an unstructured “chance 
medley of stray sayings” (Conze 2001:49), this answer would have little rhetorical 
impact.


The absence of chiasmus in the Vajracchedikā


The final point I wish to consider here in relation to the structure of the Vajracchedikā is 
the fact that the text does not have a chiastic  structure. This may seem an odd point to 6

make as the lack of a chiastic structure is something that the Vajracchedikā shares with 
the overwhelming majority of Buddhist texts. The reason I mention it is because my 
initial impetus to examine the structure of the Vajracchedikā more closely came from 
reading Matthew Orsborn’s work on chiasmus in prajñāpāramitā literature (Huifeng 
2017), where he identifies chiasmus in early prajñāpāramitā texts. As I believed – and 

 Chiasmus is a type of text structure based on the symmetrical organisation of themes around a 6

central section of the text. For example, a chiasmic text divided into seven sections structured 
A1-B1-C1-X-C2-B2-A2, with sections A1 and A2 dealing with the same topic or otherwise 
having a clear thematical connection. For a more detailed explanation of chiasmus in Buddhist 
lieterature see Huigeng 2017.
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still believe – that the Vajracchedikā is a very early prajñāpāramitā text, I was 
optimistic that chiastic structure could be found here too. I found, though, that this was 
not the case.


However, the lack of chiastic structure in the Vajracchedikā where it is present in other 
early prajñāpāramitā texts is not necessarily evidence against the early dating of the 
Vajracchedikā. Another explanation is that the Vajracchedikā may have been composed 
at a similar time to other early prajñāpāramitā texts, but in a different place. Jan Nattier 
argues for this hypothesis on the basis of the kind of language of negation used in the 
Vajracchedikā as compared to the Aṣṭasāhasrikā:


The authors of the Aṣṭa favor the use of experiential terminology such as “is not 
found” (na saṁvidyate), “is not obtained” (nopalabhyate), etc., and Śāriputra is 
ridiculed by Subhūti when he makes inquiries about the ontological status of things; 
the authors of the Vajracchedikā, by contrast, are quite willing to make explicit 
ontological statements using positive or negative forms of the verb “to be” (asti, na 
asti). This is only one of many reasons to suspect that the Vajracchedikā is the 
product of an environment quite separate from the ones that produced most of the 
other prajñāpāramitā texts. (Nattier 2003, p.180, n.18)


The lack of any structural parallels between the Vajracchedikā and other early 
prajñāpāramitā texts can be seen as reinforcing Nattier’s argument here.


Conclusion


I hope that the analysis presented here is sufficient to undermine the characterisations of 
the text as “a chance medley of stray sayings” (Conze 2001:49) and “unsystematic and 
even haphazard” (Harrison 2006:141). While I have not been able to identify a pattern 
in the order in which the themes are presented, the oscillation between themes exploring 
nairātmya in different ways and the theme of merit, and the combination of the 
repetition of early themes with the introduction of new themes do provide a clear overall 
structure.


More important than this, however, is the structure I have identified within each theme 
itself. Each one of the repeated themes shows the kind of progression demonstrated in 
the more detailed study of themes one and three above. This intra-thematic structure is 
clear and consistent throughout the text, and suggests that the Vajracchedikā, far from 
being thrown together haphazardly, can most reasonably be understood as having been 
deliberately and carefully composed as a complete and structured whole. 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