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Abstract

The Upanisa Sutta (Samyutta Nikaya 12: 23) has been interpreted
as presenting an overarching account of conditionality, joining
the twelve nidanas of paticca-samuppada with a further series of
positive factors (upanisas) leading to awakening. The discourse has
a parallel preserved in Chinese translation. A close reading of these
versions shows how the series of upanisas belongs to a ‘family’
of upanisa discourses. The connection of the series to the twelve
nidanas appears rhetorical rather than doctrinal. The concept of
upanisa in Pali literature is related to the concept of upanisad in
Vedic literature, and upanisa was also a topic of debate in the ascetic
milieu of ancient India. The Buddhist concept of upanisa emerges
as that of a supportive inner state that is a necessary condition for
achieving the aim of liberation. I propose to translate upanisa as
‘precondition’.
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Introduction

In the ‘editorial notes’ to her pioneering 1922 translation of the nidana-samyutta
(volume 2 of Kindred Sayings, her translation of the Samyutta Nikdaya), Mrs
Rhys Davids deplores the ‘stiff framework of words, of formulas, in which
no semblance of the living words remains’ which characterizes the collected
discourses on causation.? Then, amidst these ‘swept-up heaps of little Suttas’,
she discovers the Upanisa Sutta,’ on which she reflects as follows:

But thick as is the crust of the set word-scheme over these records,
some signs of that variety of utterance which is life peep through...
Yet more refreshing is it to find that oasis... where a causal sequence
of joy and happiness is, for this once only, harnessed to the scheme!
How might it not have altered the whole face of Buddhism to the West
if that sequence had been made the illustration of the causal law! —

“Conditioned by suffering [comes to pass] faith;

conditioned by faith [comes to pass] joy;

conditioned by joy [comes to pass] rapture;

conditioned by rapture [comes to pass] serenity;

conditioned by serenity [comes to pass] happiness;
conditioned by happiness [comes to pass] concentration;
conditioned by concentration [comes to pass] knowledge and
insight into things as they really are.”

And how true! Yet how hidden away in this book! How many
students of Buddhism have ever seen it? It is true that India, like the
rest of the world, was in need of a guide to lead her through the dark
valley of the fact that man’s wrongdoing brings misery. But a creed
for all time and space needs to give equal emphasis to the joy of the
good life, and the insight that comes of moral growth to richer life.’

2Rhys Davids 1922 p.vii.

3S 12: 23 PTS 1i.29-32.

*Her words here in her ‘notes’ do not in fact reproduce her translation, in which each stage
of the path is the ‘cause’ and is ‘causally associated” with the succeeding stage. Rather, this
paraphrase in the ‘editorial notes’ seems to be an ideal Buddhist doctrine of Mrs Rhys Davids’
imagination, that, according to her, might have altered the face of Buddhism in the West.

5 Rhys Davids 1922 pp.viii—ix. On p.26 n.1, amidst the translation of the discourse, she adds: ‘This
series has never yet won the notice it deserves as a sort of Causal Law formula in terms of happiness.’
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Mrs Rhys Davids complains that the constant repetition of the twelvefold
formula of dependent arising in the Nidana Samyutta (and elsewhere), which
concerns the arising and cessation of suffering, has become dead doctrine;
but she delights in the Upanisa Sutta with its living emphasis on the joy and
happiness that comes from spiritual practice, a universal message of hope that
could change the perception of Buddhism in the west.

Sangharakshita follows Mrs Rhys Davids’ lead in drawing attention to
the unique formulation of causation in the Upanisa Sutta; he explains how
the discourse presents a complement to the better-known cessation sequence
of dependent arising, in terms of ‘the production of positive factors which
progressively augment one another until with the realization of sambodhi
the whole process reaches its climax’.® Bhikkhu Bodhi takes up this same
interpretation in ‘Transcendental Dependent Arising’, his study of the Upanisa
Sutta” The Buddha teaches a universal principle of conditionality;® its
application to the origination and cessation of suffering is expressed in the
familiar twelvefold formulation; but several discourses give expression to a
less-well-known application of conditionality to the factors that structure the
path leading to deliverance from suffering. And hence the peculiar value and
significance of the Upanisa Sutta:

By linking the two series into a single sequence, the sutta reveals
the entire course of man’s faring in the world as well as his
treading of the path to its transcendence. It shows, moreover, that
these two dimensions of human experience, the mundane and the
transcendental... are governed by a single structural principle, that
of dependent arising.’

¢ Sangharakshita 2018 p.114. He continues (on p.114): ‘Attention was first drawn to [the
Upanisa Sutta] in modern times by Caroline Rhys Davids, who... recognizes its importance and
who, not without a slight intemperance of expression, refers to it as an ‘oasis’ of affirmation in
the midst of an arid desert of negation.” For Sangharakshita, Mrs Rhys Davids’ perception of
the lifeless repetition of the twelvefold formulation of dependent arising is an ‘arid desert’; the
Upanisa Sutta is an ‘oasis of affirmation’ which brings back life to the teaching of dependent
arising, though this is somewhat immoderate since the twelvefold formulation is not really dead
so much as full of negation.

7 Bodhi 1980; see also the introductory comments in Bodhi 2000 p.524.

$See also Sangharakshita 2018 pp.88-97.

° Bodhi 1980 pp.i—ii.
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Following the early exegetical work, the Nettippakarana, Bhikkhu Bodhi
calls the positive series of progressive stages of the path ‘transcendental
dependent arising’ (lokuttara paticca-samuppdda), in contrast to the ‘worldly
dependent arising’ (lokiya paticca-samuppada) of the twelve links.'

All the authors cited above take note of the uniqueness of the Upanisa Sutta; it
is the only discourse in the Pali canon, among the very many discourses concerning
dependent arising, to present the usual twelvefold nidana chain together with the
stages of the path in a single linked series. In this article I seek to explore and even
try to explain this uniqueness. I do this in two stages. First, I analyse the structure
of the Upanisa Sutta and its parallel preserved in Chinese translation, comparing
it with related discourses on the theme of a positive series of progressive stages
of the path. This analysis suggests some specific literary intentions in the way the
Upanisa Sutta connects the nidanas of dependent arising with the stages of the
path. Second, I investigate the word upanisa, which is the single term by which the
double series of factors is linked. I show how the Pali upanisa is the equivalent of
the Sanskrit upanisad. While in the early Upanisads (which were named for this
very word) upanisad means a cosmic ‘connection’ or mystic ‘equivalence’ between
levels of reality, in the ascetic culture in which early Buddhism arose, upanisad
appears to have had the significance of a spiritually ‘supportive condition’. I go on
to reconstruct the way in which the early Buddhists developed their own sense of
upanisad as the presence of a natural, purposive causal connection or instrumentality
between states or qualities that progressively fulfil awakening. The translation of
upanisa as ‘precondition’ seeks to suggest this, while distinguishing upanisa in
translation (‘precondition’) from paccaya (‘condition’) and hetu (‘cause’).

In this way, I argue that the Upanisa Sutta, the Discourse on Preconditions,
represents a presentation of the Buddha’s teaching that includes the teaching of
dependent arising in a series of upanisas. The rhetorical nature of this presentation
shows up in the tension between two very different kinds of series of conditions.
I conclude by arguing that all this has implications for how we interpret the
significance of the discourse for an understanding of dependent arising. It suggests
that the Upanisad Sutta did not originally signify a philosophical statement
concerning the scope of dependent arising, but was rather a rhetorical flourish
that integrates a knowledge of samsara into the unfolding of the path to liberation.

1% For more on this topic, see Jones 2019.
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1. The Upanisa Sutta and its Literary Context"

As Mrs Rhys Davids was so pleased to discover, the Pali Upanisa Sutta is found
in the nidana-samyutta of the Samyutta Nikaya,* among discourses concerned
with causation (nidana) in general and with dependent arising (paticca-
samuppada) in particular.” The discourse presents 23 phenomena, each the
‘precondition’ (upanisa) of the next,* as follows:

[1] ignorance (avijja) [2] formations (sarnkhdra) [3] consciousness (vifiriana)
[4] name-and-form (na@ma-ripa) [ 5] the six sense spheres (saldyatana) [6] contact
(phassa) [7] feeling (vedana) [8] craving (tanhd) [9] appropriation (upddana)
[10] continuing existence (bhava) [11] birth (jati) [12] unsatisfactoriness
(dukkha) [13] faith (saddhd) [14] gladness (pamojja) [15] joy (piti) [16]
tranquillity (passaddhi) [17] happiness (sukha) [18] concentration (samadhi)
[19] knowing and seeing what is actually the case (yathabhiitarianadassana)
[20] disenchantment (nibbida) [21] dispassion (virdga) [22] liberation (vimutti)
[23] knowledge about the ending (of the corruptions) (khaye fiana).

The identity of the first eleven of these preconditions with the nidanas of
dependent arising is of course not meant to be missed, though in the Discourse
on Preconditions, the usual [12] ageing-and-death (jaramarana) of dependent
arising has been generalized to [12] unsatisfactoriness (dukkha), which then
becomes the launching-point for a series of eleven ‘positive’ factors, from
[13] faith (saddha), to [23] knowledge about ending (khaye fiana). There is an
elegance in this exposition, since elsewhere in the Pali discourses ignorance
in the list of 23 links, the achievement of the 23rd necessitates the end of the
first, and thereby by implication the initiation of the cessation of those very links
by which unsatisfactoriness is said to arise.

" In this article I use the words ‘literary’ and ‘literature’ for convenience, in relation to
compositions that were originally ‘oral literature’.

12§ 12:23 PTS 1i.29-32.

13 The nidana-samyutta also includes discourses on @hara, ‘sustenance’; see the introductory
comments in Bodhi 2000 pp.523—4. Choong 2000 pp.150-205 compares the Pali nidana-samyutta
with the parallel nidana-samyukta, preserved in the Chinese translation of the Sarvastivadin
Samyukta Agama, and finds the two collections to cover the same topics of dependent arising and
sustenance. But no equivalent to the Upanisa Sutta is to be found in the parallel samyukta.

14 T explain my translation of upanisa as ‘precondition’ below; CPD and DOP i.458 s.v. upanisa
has ‘cause, basis; condition, prerequisite’; Bodhi 2000 pp.553—6 translates it ‘proximate cause’.

S M 9 PTS i.54.
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1.1 The Upanisa Sutta compared to a parallel preserved in Chinese
translation

There is a parallel to the Upanisa Sutta, called the Nirvana Sitra, preserved in
Chinese translation.'s The Nirvana Sitra is found, not in the Nidana Samyukta,
the parallel to the Pali Samyutta Nikdya, but in the Madhyama Agama (MA), the
parallel to the Pali Majjhima Nikdya.” The discourse is the 15th of the 17 discourses
that make up Division 5 of MA, each of which are linked by a common concern
with 3§ (x7), the Chinese character that here corresponds to the Pali upanisa.s A
comparison of the Upanisa Sutta with its parallel shows up three main differences:
(1) the Upanisa Sutta has an introduction not found in the Nirvana Sitra; (ii) the
Nirvana Sutra lists 29 upanisa, whereas the Upanisa Sutta lists 23; and (iii) the
Nirvana Sitra is found amid a family of 16 other siitras, each of which sets out a
related series of upanisas, whereas the Upanisa Sutta is isolated in the Samyutta
Nikaya, so that its kinship to related discourses is more difficult to perceive.” 1
will explore each of these differences in turn. This will lead to a discussion of the
Upanisa Sutta as literature.

The Nirvana Sutra is structurally similar to the Upanisa Sutta. However, it
lacks an introductory section comparable to that found in its Pali equivalent,
which explains that the ‘ending of the corruptions’ (@savanam khayo) is for one
who has developed knowledge and vision into the arising and passing away of
the five constituents (khandhas). However, MA 54, the discourse immediately
preceding the Nirvana Siitra, has a similar introductory section, differing slightly
in that it is said that the ending of the corruptions is for one who has knowledge
and vision of the four noble truths.* This kind of difference of detail is an

16 MA 55 (T.26 490c-91a), trans. Bingenheimer, Analayo, and Bucknell 2013 pp.346-9. Since I
do not know Chinese, my discussion of Chinese characters below is merely terminological. Strictly,
the title Nirvana Siitra is incorrect, since we know that the original of MA was in Prakrit not Sanskrit.

'7 The study on these collections by Minh Chau 1991 includes a summary (p.351) of the
Nirvana Sitra.

'8 Bingenheimer et al. (2013) translate & (xi) as ‘condition’; this is in contrast to [X (yin), the
usual translation of hetu, ‘cause, reason’; and %% (yuan), the usual translation of pratyaya, ‘condition’.

1 Another difference is that the Nirvana Siitra lacks the simile of water flowing to the sea, which
concludes the Upanisa Sutta so effectively. I will discuss this simile for progressive fulfilment, as
well as a related simile of a tree coming into full flourishing, in a forthcoming article.

20 T 26 490a; trans. Bingenheimer et al. 2013 p.343. MA 54 goes on to describe a series of 24
xi or upanisas that partly differ from those given in MA 55. The list of stages of the path in MA
54 begins with eight stages not found in MAS55 or its Pali parallel at S 12: 23: (1) respect for good
friends; (2) approaching a teacher; (3) listening to the true Dharma; (4) hearing [of the Dharma,
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example of the slight differences between otherwise similar discourses originally
preserved orally and transmitted by communities of reciters (bhanakas).”

The Nirvana Sitra includes 29 xi (upanisas) as compared to the Upanisa
Sutta’s 23. Whereas the twelfth link of dependent arising in the Pali version refers
to unsatisfactoriness (dukkha) rather than ageing-and-death (jaramarana), the
version in Chinese translation includes ageing-and-death, followed by dukkha.
Also, between the stages of faith (saddha) and gladness (pamojja) in the Pali
version, the version in Chinese translation has (1) right attention, (2) right
mindfulness and right attentiveness, (3) guarding of the sense faculties, (4)
keeping of the precepts and (5) being without regrets. As we will see, these stages
have parallels in other Pali discourses in the ‘upanisa family’. Finally, the Nirvana
Sitra concludes with ‘attaining nirvana’.> In short, what the Pali version, with
its 23 stages, gains in spare elegance, the MA version, with its 29 stages, retains
in completeness and coherence. Ven. Analayo, writing on the dynamics of oral
recitation and transmission among the early Buddhists, comments that differences
of this sort may not signify any deliberate intention on the part of the reciters to
vary what was remembered as the teaching of the Buddha.> Rather, it seems more
likely that differences like this may reflect how the early Buddhist monastics used
recitation as a means of meditation as well as for passing on the teachings.* The
difference between 23 and 29 stages in our parallel discourses may reflect a less-
than-conscious preference of a monastic reciter or their community for a more
elegant or a more complete version of the teaching in their meditative recitation.

connoting the ‘learning’ of it]; (5) reflecting on the meaning of the Dharma; (6) memorizing the
Dharma; (7) recitation of the Dharma; (8) accepting the Dharma through reflection. This series
of eight very practical conditions have parallels in two Pali discourses, in M 70 PTS 1.480, and in
more detail at M 95 PTS 1i.173—-6. The series is described as ‘gradual training, gradual activity,
gradual progress’ (anupubbasikkha anupubbakiriya anupubbapatipada), and is supplemented in
the Pali versions by zeal (chanda), application (ussaha), scrutiny (tulan@) and striving (padhana).
The remaining 16 factors in MA 54 are the same as those in MA 55, from faith to the ending of
the corruptions, as discussed below.

2! Discussed by Analayo 2011 pp.855-91.

22 This is characteristic of the discourses in the ‘upanisa family’ preserved in Chinese translation,
whereas equivalent discourses in Pali conclude with ‘knowledge about ending’ (khaye fiana).

2 See especially Analayo 2011 p.875.

2 Analayo 2011 p.859.
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1.2 The ‘upanisa family’ of discourses

The third difference between the Pali Upanisa Sutta and its parallel in Chinese
translation is that the former appears isolated in the Samyutta Nikaya, among
discourses concerned with dependent arising and related themes, while the latter
is found among other discourses concerned, in various ways, with stages of the
path to awakening. An examination of the Nirvana Siitra in the context of the
other discourses in Chapter 5 on x7 (upanisd) reveals that the discourse belongs
to a ‘family’ of discourses concerned with x7, including more or less of a distinct
set of progressive factors. Likewise, the Pali Upanisa Sutta also belongs to a
‘family’ of discourses concerned with upanisa, except that these other family
members are scattered throughout the Anguttara Nikdya in accordance with
the number of wupanisas they describe. Nevertheless, each family member
has exactly the same structure, presenting a series of states or qualities as the
upanisa of a further state of quality, up to the goal. The relationships between
these various discourses can most easily be represented in a table:
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Stages of the path

no. of stages

[the goal]

liberation

dispassion
disenchantment
knowledge and vision
[...]

concentration
happiness

relaxation

joy

gladness

freedom from remorse
virtuous conduct

restraint of the sense-
faculties

shame and remorse
mindfulness and clear
knowing

right attention

faith

love and respect
shame and remorse
unsatisfactoriness

11 or 12 nidanas

AS5:24
A5:168

Pali discourses

A 6:50

A 7:65

A 8:81
A 10:3-5

—
(e}

A11:3-5

—
—

S12:23

MA 47-8

[\
W

discourses in

SA 495

12

Table 1: the ‘upanisa family’ of discourses
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This table requires a few explanatory notes. (1) The ‘stages of the path’ on
the left are English translations of Pali terms, to which the corresponding Chinese
terms are presumed to be translations of equivalent terms. (2) [ mark the final stage
as ‘[the goal]’ since it is given variously as ‘knowledge and vision of liberation’
(vimuttifianadassana) in Pali (or as ‘knowledge about ending’ (khaye fiana) at S
12: 23), but as ‘attaining nirvana’ ({5£#&, dé niépan) in Chinese, though these
expressions are presumably synonymous.” (3) Dark boxes mark the presence of the
corresponding upanisd in that discourse; white boxes their absence. (4) ‘Shame and
remorse’ appears twice in the list of stages of the path to simplify the presentation,
since there is a difference in where Pali and Chinese discourses locate this stage.
(5) Many Pali discourses count ‘disenchantment and dispassion’ as a single stage,
whereas other Pali discourses and all Chinese ones count them separately.

My discussion of the Upanisa Sutta and its parallel in Chinese translation
suggests that its literary context is the ‘upanisa family’ of discourses. There are
twelve Pali and seven Chinese discourses in this family. Common to all of them
is a core set of successive factors, from (8) concentration (samadhi), through (9)
knowledge and vision of what is actually the case (yathabhiitarianadassana),
(10) disenchantment (nibbida) and (11) dispassion (viraga) to (12) the goal.
We can call these the ‘insight’ series of factors. All the longer discourses in the
upanisa family (except the Upanisa Sutta) also include an ‘integration’ series
of factors, from (1) virtuous conduct (sila), through (2) freedom from remorse
(avippatisara), (3) gladness (pamojja), (4) joy (piti), (5) relaxation (passaddhi),
(6) happiness (sukha) to (7) concentration (samddhi). Twelve factors therefore
constitute a common long version of stages of the path. From this point of view,
the Pali Upanisa Sutta is a representative example of the ‘upanisa family’, except
that it includes the factor of faith and does not include the factors of virtuous
conduct and freedom from remorse.> The Nirvana Sitra, in Chinese translation,
however, includes all the factors of the long version, along with some additional
ones. The different discourses in the family represent, we might say, variations on
the theme of a path consisting of successive stages, each the supporting condition
for the next. The general theme they have in common is the idea of the Buddhist
path as one of progressive fulfilment through successive upanisas.

2 Hence the Pali commentary on S 12: 23 at Spk ii.51-3 glosses ‘knowledge about ending’
(khaye fiana) as nibbana and as ‘arahantship’ (arahattd); and at Mp iii.381 (on A 6: 50)
glosses ‘knowledge and vision of liberation” (vimuttiianadassana) as ‘reviewing knowledge’
(paccavekkhaniana) of ‘the fruit of arahantship’ (arahattaphalam).

26 This point is explored in Attwood 2013.
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1.3 The Upanisa Sutta as literature

This comparative analysis of the upanisa family of discourses allows me to
make some historical conjectures. The existence of parallel versions preserved
in Pali as well as in Chinese translation implies that they belong to a phase
of Buddhist literature that existed prior to the separation of oral transmission
lineages. The slight differences I have noted between Pali and Chinese versions
of the discourses suggest variations occurring during oral transmission by
groups of reciters (bhanakas). The distribution of these discourses in different
canonical collections — in the Madhyama Agama of the Sarvastivada school,
as preserved in Chinese translation, or in the Anguttara Nikdaya and Samyutta
Nikdya of the Theravada school — implies some later sorting processes. Judging
by the similarities between our discourses, these later processes simply appear
to have involved allocating the upanisa discourses to different collections.

Turning specifically to the Upanisd Sutta and its parallel in Chinese
translation, these discourses represent a unique occurrence within their respective
transmission lineages of a member of the upanisa family that incorporates the
nidanas of dependent arising into its series of stages. These discourses (or,
perhaps, their hypothetical common ancestor) have evidently been created out
of two independent teachings already in existence: that of dependent arising
(paticcasamuppada) and that of the stages of progressive fulfilment (upanisas).”
We might infer that the literary intention behind linking these teachings in this
way was to present an overarching statement of how conditionality works in
experience. This, of course, is exactly the inference that the modern authors
discussed in the Introduction have made.

Working against this inference, however, is the possibility that the
juxtaposition of the two teachings is more of a rhetorical gesture than a doctrinal
statement. The message of the upanisa discourses, taken as a family, might be
said to be that the attainment of liberation and nirvana is the goal of a path with
regular and distinct stages. The message of the Upanisa Sutta and its parallel,
the Nirvana Siitra, is then that this path originates from the unsatisfactoriness
of the whole round of samsara, described in terms of the links of dependent
arising. This is more intended to persuade an audience to take up the path than
to formulate a doctrine concerning the range of conditionality.

27 There seems no reason prima facie not to attribute this creative teaching to the Buddha; if we
do so, we can further conjecture that it belongs to a mature stage of the Buddha’s teaching career,
since it appears to link two already well-established teachings.
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Two factors suggest such a rhetorical intention: the wording of the discourses,
and their respective locations. Firstly, both the Upanisa Sutta and the Nirvana
Sitra first present a sequence of upanisas or xi beginning from the end.® The
Pali version begins:

‘Monks, when there is ending, whatever knowledge there may be
about ending, I say that it has a precondition (upanisa), that it does
not lack a precondition. And what, monks, is the precondition of
knowledge about ending? The answer to that is /iberation...

‘I also say, monks, that liberation has a precondition, and does
not lack a precondition. And what, monks, is the precondition of
liberation? The answer to that is dispassion.’”

The upanisa or xi in both Pali and Chinese versions are presented in a series
working back to ignorance (avijja). Both the discourses go on to present the
sequence of factors in forwards order.* In the Pali version:

‘So, monks, [1] with ignorance as their precondition [2] there
are formations; with formations as its precondition [3] there is
consciousness. ..

The significance of this wording is that both discourses are concerned with
upanisa (or xi), and neither of them uses the language of dependent arising,

28 Using the terminology of Nakamura 1980, this way of presenting the upanisas in backward
order corresponds to the ‘discovery’ mode of presenting paticca-samuppada, whereas the usual
way of listing the links in forward order is the ‘presentation’ mode.

2 S 12: 23 PTS ii.30: yam pissa tam bhikkhave khayasmim khaye fianam tam sa-upanisam
vadami no anupanisam. ka ca bhikkhave khaye fianassa upanisa. vimuttiti ssa vacaniyam... ka ca
bhikkhave vimuttiya upanisa virago ti ssa vacanivam. viragam p 'aham bhikkhave sa-upanisam
vadami no anupanisam.

3% There is another slight difference between the discourses in this regard, since in the Nirvana
Sitra’s ‘presentation’ sequence, the relationship of terms of dependent arising, from ignorance
to suffering is described in terms of 4% (yudn, the equivalent of paccaya, ‘condition’), rather
than upanisa; whereas the relationship of terms of stages of the path, from faith to the attaining
of nirvana, is described in terms of 3 (x7, the equivalent of upanisa). Hence, 417:%, ‘based on
[yuan] karmic formations there is consciousness’ (trans. Bingenheimer ef al. 2013 p.349); and &
H{HA{E, ‘conditioned by [xi] suffering there is faith’ (trans. Bingenheimer ef al. 2013 p.349).

31S 12: 23 PTSii.31: iti kho bhikkhave avijjiupanisa sankhara. sankharapanisam [reading with
Be; PTS has sankhariapanisam) viiiiianam.
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which involves such terms as paccaya, ‘condition’. I am not aware of any
other use in Buddhist canonical literature of the term upanisa to describe the
relationship of the factors of dependent arising, nor any use of the term paccaya
to describe the relationship of stages of the path. The implication is that, in the
Upanisa Sutta and its parallel, the language of upanisas is extended backwards
in a rhetorical gesture that gathers up the whole of conditioned existence into a
precondition for the Buddhist path.

Secondly, the allocation of the Upanisa Sutta to the nidana-samyutta of the
Pali canon gives the somewhat misleading impression that it is concerned with
nidana or causation, along with the many other discourses in that samyutta
concerned with dependent arising. However, a familiarity with the family of
upanisa discourses to which the Upanisa Sutta belongs helps to set it into its
more proper literary context. By contrast, the Nirvana Sitra is to be found
among other discourses concerned, one way or another, with xi or upanisa,
emphasizing its primary intention as presenting stages of the path.

I will return to the larger question of the interpretation of the Upanisa Sutta
in my conclusion. Meanwhile, and to help decide to what degree the literary
intention behind the Upanisa Sutta and its parallel is rhetorical rather than
doctrinal, I turn now to investigate the significance of the word upanisa in early
Buddhist discourses.

2. The Meaning of the Word upanisa

The Pali commentary on this sutta is straightforward: ‘It has an upanisa means it
has a cause (karana), it has a condition (paccaya)’.’* Elsewhere, the commentary
also glosses upanisd as it occurs in the ‘upanisa family’ of discourses as ‘support’
(upanissaya).* The dictionary definition of upanisa follows this commentarial
gloss of upanisa as ‘cause, condition, support’.’* The word has been translated in
the Upanisa Sutta as ‘proximate cause’ and ‘specific basis’.* The disadvantage of

32 Spk ii.53: saupanisanti sakaranam sappaccayam.

3 Mp iii.229 on A 5: 24, a member of the ‘upanisa family’, adds hatipanisoti hataupanissayo
hatakarano: ‘lacking an upanisa means lacking a support (upanissaya), lacking a cause (karana)’;
on A 6:50 upanisa is glossed as upanissaya (‘support’); Mp iv.50 on A 7: 65 hatiipanisa, ‘lacking
upanisa’, is glossed as ‘having its condition cut off” (chinnapaccaya).

3% CDP s.v. upanisa ‘cause, condition, basis; prerequisite’; DOP 1.458 s.v. upanisa ‘cause,
basis; condition, prerequisite’.

35 “Causal association” (Rhys Davids 1922); ‘supporting condition” (Bodhi 1980); ‘proximate
cause’ (Bodhi 2000, Bodhi 2012); ‘specific basis’ (Gethin 2008 p.213).
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such translations, however, is that they do not communicate much of the distinctive
semantic character of upanisa, but merge its significance into the broad category
of words for causes and conditions. In fact, the word upanisa is the Pali equivalent
of Sanskrit upanisad, a word with a long history in Vedic literature, always with
distinctive soteriological connotations. These connotations carry over into the
distinctive meaning of Pali upanisa, as a kind of condition or instrumentality
internal to a person and attained for the sake of a soteriological goal. I propose
to translate upanisa in the ‘upanisa family’ of discourses as ‘precondition’, to
distinguish upanisa from other words used in translation for ‘cause’ or ‘condition’.

2.1 Pali upanisa and Sanskrit upanisad

English translations of upanisa such as ‘proximate cause’ and ‘specific basis’ do
not communicate much about the cultural background or semantic character of
upanisa. In fact the word upanisd is the Pali equivalent of the Sanskrit upanisad,
which is an important term in Vedic religious thought. This was not clear to the early
western scholars of Pali, perhaps in part because the Pali commentarial tradition
does not make the connection. For the authors of PED and CPD the Pali upanisa
seemed to represent a contraction of upanissaya, ‘support’.** But in 1945, French
scholar Louis Renou argued convincingly that upanisa is without doubt the same
word as upanisad, although it means ‘cause’ in early Buddhism, in contrast to its
Vedic sense as ‘connection’.”” He cites an extract from the 2nd c. ce Sanskrit poem
Saundarananda by the poet Asvaghosa, in which we find the Buddha teaching
Nanda in a way which directly parallels the long version of the upanisa discourse:*

My friend, you should accept that dispassion is the upanisad of
liberation, understanding of dispassion, and knowledge-and-vision
of understanding.

36 PED p.144 s.v. upanisa: ‘if = Vedic upanisad, it would be fr. upa+ni+sad, but if, as is more
likely, a contracted form of upanissaya, it would be fr. upa+ni+sri. The history of this word has
yet to be written’. CPD s.v. upanisa: ‘in Pali a semantic blend has taken place with upanissaya’.

37 Renou 1978 (1945) p.150: ‘Upanisa en pali signifie «cause», comme on sait. On a hésité
longtemps a mettre le mot en paralléle avec upanisad en raison de la différence de sens. On a
été jusqu’a supposer que le mot pali remontait a upanissaya. Mais upanisa est a upanisad ce
qu’est parisa a parisad, et le Sanskrit bouddhique connait parfaitement la forme upanisad (a coté
d’upanisa, mal sanskritisé) au sens de «cause». L’énumération moksasyopanisat... vairagyam,
JjAanasyopanisat... samadhih, etc. Saundaran. X111, 22 sqq., qui reproduit celle d’ Anguttaranik. V
p-311, confirme bien qu’il s’agit d’un doublet pur et simple.’

3% A 11: 3 PTS v.313; with an exact parallel at MA 47, which concerns x7.
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You should consider that concentration is actually the upanisad of
knowledge, and that the upanisad of concentration is happiness of
body and mind.

The upanisad of happiness is supreme relaxation of body and mind,
and you should understand that the upanisad of relaxation is joy.

Likewise the upanisad of joy is thought to be the highest gladness,
and that of gladness is freedom from remorse concerning what has
been done badly or not done.

The upanisad of the mind’s freedom from remorse is purity of virtue; so
purify your virtue, for virtue leads the way.” It seems likely that A$vaghosa had
access to a version of the Buddhist discourses in which the Sanskrit upanisad
appeared as the equivalent to the Pali upanisa.® This parallelism of upanisa
and upanisad is confirmed by the BHS dictionary,* in which Edgerton cites
dubkhopanisac chraddha in the Abhidharmakosabhdsya,” which corresponds
to dukkhiipanisa saddha (‘with unsatisfactoriness as its upanisa there is faith’)
in Pali.»

2.2 Sanskrit upanisad

The Pali upanisa like the Sanskrit upanisad is derived from the verbal root
sad ‘sit’ with the prefixes upa ‘near’ and ni ‘down’, hence ‘sitting down near’.
Earlier western scholars of Indian religion understood this ‘sitting down near’
to imply a student sitting at the teacher’s feet, hence the ‘secret teaching’ that
the teacher imparted, and finally the name of the class of texts (the Upanisads)

3 A$vaghosa, Saundarananda, 13:22-31: moksasyopanisat saumya vairagyam iti grhyatam
| vairagasyapi samvedah samvido jianadarsanam || jianasyopanisac caiva samadhir
upadharyatam | samdadherapy upanisat sukham sariramanasam || prasrabdhih kayamanasah
sukhasyopanisat para | prasrabdher apy upanisat pritir apy avagamyatam || tatha priter upanisat
pramodyam paramam matam | pramodyasyapy ahrllekhah kukrtesvakrtesu va || ahrllekhasya
manasah Silam tiapanisac chuci | atah silam nayaty agryam iti silam visodhaya ||.

4 Johnson 1936 p.xxxv argues that Asvaghosa may have belonged to the Bahusrutikas, a sub-
sect of the Mahasanghikas. Johnston 1932 p.74 notices but cannot quite explain the alternation
of samveda (‘understanding’) in A$vaghosa for nibbida (‘disenchantment’) in the Pali (nirveda
in Sanskrit).

1 BHS s.v. upanisad.

2 Bhagya on ADK 2.1; Prahlad Pradhan 1967 p.39.

#1InS 12: 23 PTS ii.31.
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which concern this ‘secret teaching’.* But more recent scholars present an
alternative picture. Brian Black comments:

Although [the student sitting at the teacher’s feet] is undoubtedly
what the word has come to mean, scholars have challenged this
as the original connotation on the grounds that this is not how the
word is employed in its initial occurrences, or indeed anywhere in
the texts that we now call the Upanisads. Rather than defining the
word by its etymology, scholars have noticed that in its earliest
textual contexts, upanisad is used to describe a connection between
things, often presented in a hierarchical relationship.*

In short, the original meaning of upanisad in the Upanisads and other texts
is a ‘connection’ or ‘equivalence’;* it denotes the fact that two things are placed
in a relationship.#” Within Brahmanical thinking it connects levels of reality
in a hierarchy. Joel Brereton has clarified the use of the term upanisad in the
Upanisads as follows:*

The Upanishadic sages set up a system of levels that shows
which powers include other powers or which are dependent
on which others. Ultimately, by moving towards progressively
deeper levels, the sage identifies the fundamental principle on
which everything else is established. In one sense, this is the
most characteristic technique of the Upanishads, for it is from
it that the Upanishads have their name. The word “upanisad,”
though usually translated “secret teaching” or the like, originally
meant the subordination of one thing to another. The purpose of
arranging things in such a progression is finally to identify the
dominant reality behind an object.*

* This point is reviewed in Vacek 1991.

4 Black 2007 p.6.

# Olivelle 1998 p.24. On the meaning of upanisad see Schayer 1925, Renou 1978, Falk 1986,
Vacek 1991.

4 Gren Eklund 1984 p.117; she goes on to observe: “V sad would, in this case, refer to the
location of the objects of knowledge and not to the position of the knowing subject.” That is,
upanisad refers to a relationship between things known, not to the relationship of a pupil who
knows things.

* Brereton 1990 pp.124-5.

4 Cohen 2008 p.4 also proposes ‘underlying reality’.
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A story from the Chandogya Upanisad nicely illustrates the meaning of
upanisad. Indra from among the gods and Virocana from among the demons
(asuras) went to Prajapati to discover the brahman which fulfils all desires.
Prajapati first teaches them the upanisad between the body and the atman or
self (the dominant reality), so that dressing up nicely and keeping healthy is the
way to fulfil all desires. While Virocana is happy with this false upanisad, Indra
returns to Prajapati for further study, and learns the upanisad or connection
between the immortal non-bodily a@tman or self and the brahman (the dominant
reality).* Such an upanisad is soteriological; it is a link between levels of reality,
and knowing this upanisad brings Indra to the truth.

The upanisads discussed in the Upanisads are sometimes also a means to
achieve an end — not so much a connection but a teaching for attaining a spiritual
goal. A good example from the Brhadaranyaka Upanisad is the following:

Janaka, the king of Videha, got down from his seat, came up to him
[Yajnavalkya the sage], and said: “Homage to you, Yajiavalkya.
Please teach me”. Yajiiavalkya replied: “Just as a king, when he is
about to undertake a great expedition, would equip himself with a
chariot or a ship, so have you equipped yourself with these hidden
teachings (upanisads)” .

And the upanisads discussed in the Upanisads are also sometimes also
presented as chains or series of connections, equivalents, or levels of reality.
Another example from the Chandogya Upanisad, concerning a series of mystic
chants, gives a flavour of this kind of thinking:

When a man knows these hidden connections (upanisad) of the
Saman chants — speech will yield for him the milk which is the very
milk of speech, and he will come to own and to eat his own food.*

These aspects of the meaning of upanisad in the Upanisads suggest some
background context for the development of the early Buddhist concept of
upanisd.

30 CU 8.7-12; trans. Olivelle 1998 pp.279-87.

31 BU 4.2.1; trans. Olivelle 1998 p.109; discussed in Vacek 1991 p.260.

2 CU 1.13; trans. Olivelle 1998 p.185; discussed in Vacek 1991 pp.261-2; more generally in
Gren Eklund 1984 esp. p.117.
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2.3 Pali upanisa in the context of ascetic debate

Harry Falk, writing on the meaning of upanisad in Vedic texts more generally,
cites a list of upanisads concerned more with knowledge than with ontological
grounding:

There are these eight upanisads for knowledge (veda): intelligence,
honour, self-control, faith, inquiry, not making oneself a public
object, yoga and obedience to the teacher.”

Falk describes the meaning of upanisad here as: ‘everything that must
necessarily be present for something else to unfold’.* An upanisad, in other
words, is a kind of necessary condition, although Falk adds that thinking of
upanisad in terms of an abstract noun like ‘condition’ fails to take into account
the inner state of an agent implied by the term.* We should note too that this inner
state is also what is necessary for the sake of a desired aim. In this respect, the
method of identifying upanisads illustrated here is the same as in the Upanisads,
except that the search for an ontological ground is replaced by a search for
knowledge (veda).

Falk goes on to point out that this broader Vedic method of identifying
upanisads is also clearly seen in an early Buddhist text. This is the Sambodhi
Sutta (Discourse on Complete Awakening):

‘Monks, if wanderers of rival religious groups should question
you in this way: “Friend, what is the upanisa for developing those
qualities which constitute complete awakening?” — questioned in
this way, monks, what should you say in reply to those wanderers
of rival religious groups?’%

33 Samhitopanisadbrahmana 3.20, quoted in Falk 1986 p.96: athaita vedasyastav upanisado
bhavanti. vittis copastavas ca damas ca Sraddha ca samprasnas canakasikaranam ca yogas
cacaryasusrisd ceti.

* Falk 1986 p.96: Alles, was notwendigerweise vorhanden sein muf3, damit etwas anderes sich
entfalten kann.

% Falk 1986 p.97.

% A 9: 1 PTS iv.350: sace bhikkhave aiifiatitthiya paribbajaka evam puccheyyum
sambodhipakkhikanam avuso dhammanam ka upanisa bhavanaya ti evam puttha tumhe bhikkhave
tesam affiatitthiyanam paribbajakanam kinti byakareyydtha ti. In a parallel passage in MA 57
preserved in Chinese translation, this introductory questioning is not found. The discussion of
upanisa that follows the questioning at A 9: 1 and at MA 57 is repeated in the Discourse to
Meghiya, found at Ud 4: 1 and A 9: 3 in Pali, and at MA 56 in Chinese translation.
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The Buddha answers his own question, teaching that there are five such
upanisas: (1) spiritual friendship (kalyanamittata), (2) virtuous conduct (sila), (3)
suitable conversation (sappaya katha), (4) steadfast energy (araddhaviriya), and
(5) insight (parifia); although the Buddha goes on to teach that spiritual friendship is
the most important of these conditions. These upanisds are not abstract conditions
but intentional activities which are conditions for achieving an aim, in this case,
the developing of the qualities which constitute complete awakening.

The opening to this discourse implies that religious wanderers were likely to
engage Buddhists in debate on the topic of upanisa. This in turn suggests that
upanisa/upanisad was a topic of debate in the ascetic culture of the Buddha’s
day.”” And this is turn implies that the word upanisad as used in the Upanisads, in
other Vedic texts, and as discussed by ascetics and the early Buddhists, involves
a common element — a purpose or value for the sake of which some human
quality is necessary. This is not to say, however, that the early Buddhist texts
uncritically accept such a concept of upanisad. Another discourse once again
implies that upanisd was a topic of debate:

‘Monks, if someone were to pose the question, “These wholesome
qualities that are noble, conducive to leaving [conditioned
existence], leading to complete awakening — what is the upanisa
for learning about them?”, you should reply to them in this way:
“Only so far as to exactly know the teachings in pairs”.’s

The answer the Buddha gives to his own question appears incongruous, but I
suggest that it appears to advise the monks not to involve themselves in debate
about upanisa, but rather to emphasize the purpose for which debate may be held.”

57 See Bronkhorst 2007 for a presentation and defence of the thesis that the Buddha’s context
was not that of Brahmanical culture, but instead the ascetic culture of ‘Greater Magadha’; an
argument made independently in Samuel 2008.

% Sn 3: 12 PTS 139: ye te bhikkhave kusala dhamma ariya niyyanika sambodhagamino, tesam
vo bhikkhave kusalanam dhammanam ariyanam niyyanikanam sambodhagaminam ka upanisa
savanayati iti ce bhikkhave pucchitaro assu, te evam assu vacaniva ‘vavad eva dvayatanam
dhammanam yathabhiitam fiandaya ti.

% The commentary at Pj IT 503 says: ““Those wholesome qualities ... leading to complete
awakening” — what upanisa is there, what reason, what purpose is there for you to hear about
those wholesome qualities. .. leading to awakening; what value is there that you should learn about
those qualities — this is what is meant.’ tesam vo bhikkhave ... pe ... savandya, tesam bhikkhave
kusalanam ... pe ... sambodhagaminam ka upanisa, kim karanam, kim payojanam tumhakam
savandaya, kimattham tumhe te dhamme sunathati vuttam hoti. 1 suggest that the commentary
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The discourse goes on to set out sixteen ‘teachings in pairs’, contemplating any of
which may lead to the goal of liberating knowledge.

2.4 Pali upanisa in Buddhist discourses

The word upanisa also features in early Buddhist discourses that are not
connected with debate, such as in the ‘upanisa family’ of discourses, where
it occurs with a distinctively ‘Buddhist’ meaning. This implies that the idea of
upanisa was taken up in early Buddhist thought from Vedic and ascetic religious
discourse, like other Buddhist terms borrowed from a Brahminical context.® For
instance, in the Kathavatthu Sutta (Discourse on Topics of Conversation), after a
detailed analysis of the types and value of conversation, the Buddha concludes:

‘Monks, you should decide whether or not someone has upanisa
in relation to their conversation. Monks, one who does not listen
attentively does not have upanisa, one who does listen attentively
has upanisa... Monks, this is the aim (attha) of conversation, this
is the aim of discussion, this is what upanisa aims at, this is the aim
of listening attentively — namely, the liberation of the mind through
non-appropriation.*

In this context, upanisa stands alongside conversation (kathd), discussion
(mantana) and listening attentively (sotavadhanam), as a state of the person which acts
as a condition for the attaining of a purpose, namely, liberation of the mind (cittassa
vimokkha).* While upanisa is not explicitly defined here, we can easily think of the
five upanisas of the Sambodhi Sutta (spiritual friendship and so on, as listed above) as
intentional activities which are conditions for achieving the aim of liberation.

is not here defining upanisa as ‘aim’ or ‘purpose’ (pace Bodhi 2017 p.280, p.1000 and p.1505
n.1711), but rather glossing it in this way to highlight the purposive aspect of upanisa.

% Discussed for instance by Norman 1991; upanisa should perhaps be classed among ‘Terms
taken over by the Buddha but used with new senses.’

0 A 3: 67 PTS i.198: kathasampayogena bhikkhave puggalo veditabbo yadi va saupaniso
yadi va anupanisoti. anohitasoto bhikkhave anupaniso hoti, ohitasoto saupaniso hoti... etadattha
bhikkhave kathd etadatthd mantand etadattha upanisa etadattham sotavadhanam, yadidam
anupada cittassa vimokkho ti.

62 Both DOP 1.458 s.v. upanisa and CPD s.v. upanisa take upanisd in this context to mean ‘sitting
near (a teacher) to listen; attention; secret knowledge’. But the commentary (Mp ii.312) glosses
upanisd here as ‘support’ (upanissaya), ‘condition’ (paccaya), and translators follow. The commentary
goes on to interpret conversation, discussion, upanisa and listening attentively as a progressive chain.
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A related passage in the Vinaya rehearses an extended version of the stages
of the path before concluding in the same way:

‘Discipline is for the sake of (atthaya) restraint; restraint is for
the sake of freedom from remorse; freedom from remorse is for
the sake of gladness; gladness is for the sake of joy; joy is for
the sake of relaxation; relaxation is for the sake of happiness;
happiness is for the sake of concentration; concentration is for
the sake of knowledge and vision of what is actually the case;
knowledge and vision of what is actually the case are for the sake
of disenchantment; disenchantment is for the sake of dispassion;
dispassion is for the sake of liberation; liberation is for the sake
of knowledge and vision of liberation; knowledge and vision
of liberation are for the sake of nirvana without appropriation;
conversation has this aim; discussion has this aim; upanisa has this
aim; listening attentively has this aim — namely, the liberation of
the mind without appropriation.’®

Once again, upanisa can be understood in these contexts as a supportive
inner state that is a necessary condition for achieving the aim of liberation.
Indeed, upanisa here seems to imply the principle of having such supportive
inner states, exemplified by spiritual friendship, suitable conversation and so on.

This Vinaya passage also presents fourteen stages of the path, overlapping
with the twelve-stage long version of the ‘upanisa family’ of discourses,* with
each stage presented as being ‘for the sake of’ (atthaya) the next.”* When we
turn to the ‘upanisa family’ of discourses themselves, we find a formulation of
the stages of the path in which each ‘for the sake of” in the Vinaya passage is

% Vin v.164: vinayo samvaratthaya, samvaro avippatisaratthdya, avippatisaro pamujjatthaya,
pamujjam pitatthdya, piti passaddhatthaya, passaddhi sukhatthdaya, sukham samddhatthaya,
samadhi  yathabhiitanianadassanatthdya, yathabhitaiianadassanam nibbidatthaya, nibbida
virdgatthaya, virago vimuttatthaya, vimutti vimuttinanadassanatthaya, vimuttifianadassanam
anupadaparinibbanatthaya. etadattha katha etadattha mantana etadattha upanisa etadattham
sotavadhanam, yadidam anupaddcittassa vimokkho ti.

¢ Except that ‘virtuous conduct’ is replaced by ‘discipline’ and ‘restraint’; and with the
addition of ‘nirvana without appropriation’ as the goal.

% The commentary (at Sp 1366) adds: ‘upanisa means this successive conditionality belonging
to the words starting “discipline is for the sake of restraint” and is for the sake of that’ (upanisa i
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replaced by an upanisa; for instance, ‘gladness is for the sake of joy’ (pamujjam
pitatthaya) becomes ‘joy has gladness as its upanisa’ (pamojjiapanisa piti).*
Not only does upanisda in these discourses represent the principle of supportive
conditions, but each of these inner states of the Buddhist practitioner is for the
sake of the next, with nirvana as the ultimate aim. The idea of a series or chain
of upanisas bears some resemblance to the chains or series of upanisads of the
Upanisads. This does not seem to imply any direct influence of the Upanisads
on the formulation of early Buddhist discourses, but perhaps points to a general
tendency of thought in ancient India.?

The various discourses belonging to the ‘upanisa family’ provide the great
majority of instances of the word wupanisa in the Pali canon.® This suggests
that the main use of the word upanisa in early Buddhism is in the specifically
Buddhist formulation of the path as characterized by progressive fulfilment.
In this formulation, the idea of upanisa has developed beyond the idea of a
supportive condition for the sake of awakening, into the idea of a chain of
conditions, such that each stage of the path is an upanisa for the next, where
an upanisa is both a necessary condition (like a paccaya) and a purpose or aim
(an attha). In this way, we see how a distinctively Buddhist concept of upanisad
developed out of the concept found in Vedic texts and in the culture of ascetic
debate. We can trace the stages of the Buddhist transformation of upanisad as
follows:

1. In the early Upanisads, upanisad means a ‘connection’ or
‘equivalence’ between levels of reality; knowledge of these
upanisads is for the sake of realizing the spiritual goal; and
these upanisads may be arranged in chains or series.

2. In other Vedic texts and in the culture of ascetic debate of the
Buddha’s day, an upanisad is a quality or state of the practitioner
which is instrumental for realizing the spiritual goal.

3. The Buddha is reported as teaching distinctively ‘Buddhist’

% At S 12: 23 PTS ii.32. Likewise, at A 11: 1 (# 10: 1), each stage of the path is the attha
(‘goal’) and anisamsa (‘benefit’) of the one before it.

7 This is the line of interpretation taken by Gren Eklund 1984.

 In an Appendix below, I catalogue all the appearances of the word upanisa in Pali discourses,
a task which would distract from the main thrust of the argument here, but which is nevertheless of
interest in that it confirms how the meaning of Buddhist upanisa is continuous with the meaning
of upanisad in wider Indian religious and intellectual culture.
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lists of upanisads for the sake of developing the qualities of
awakening, emphasizing the importance of upanisad as a
spiritually supportive inner state.

4. And finally the Buddha is reported as teaching chains of
upanisads, very different from such chains in the Upanisads,
which set out a series of inner states, for the sake of liberation,
in terms of conditionality.

Finally, in the Upanisa Sutta, alone among Pali Buddhist discourses, the
series of upanisas is extended beyond or behind supportive inner states that
progress towards awakening, in terms of the nidanas of dependent arising.
Since these nidanas are not usually presented as purposive, nor as intentional
inner states of a practitioner, the Upanisa Sutta would appear to be a somewhat
experimental or rhetorical extension of the full version of the upanisa series. The
extension depends on treating each paccaya (‘condition’) of the nidana series
as an upanisa, exploiting the fact that upanisa implies ‘necessary condition’.
The import of this rhetorical presentation might be that knowledge of the twelve
nidanas, in the sense of a direct appreciation of the conditionality of experience
and the inevitability of unsatisfactoriness (dukkha) in conditioned existence, is
exactly the kind of inner state which is a necessary condition for embarking on
the way to liberation.

2.5 Translating upanisa in Pali discourses

This leaves the question of how exactly to translate upanisd, a word which
lacks any obvious parallel in western thought. A translation of upanisa has to
convey the characteristics of (i) an inner state of the person or agent that is (ii)
a necessary condition (iii) for attaining a purpose or aim. One possibility is
suggested by Linda Covill, in her translation of A§vaghosa’s Saundarananda, a
Buddhist Sanskrit poem cited above.® In the context of A§vaghosa’s poetic re-
working of the stages of the path, she translates upanisad as ‘secret’:

My dear friend, accept that dispassion is the secret of liberation,
understanding of dispassion, and knowledge of understanding.
Recognize that concentration is the secret of knowledge, and
physical and mental bliss of concentration. Understand that

% See n.38 above.
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complete confidence is the real secret of physical and mental
bliss, and that joy is the secret of confidence. Likewise, great
rapture is considered the secret of joy, and the secret of rapture
is a clear conscience in respect of things ill-done or undone.
But pure moral self-restraint is the secret of a clear conscience;
therefore, purify your moral self-restraint, for moral self-restraint
comes first.”

The word ‘secret’ here has the sense of ‘that which accounts for something
surprising or extraordinary; the essential thing to be observed in order to secure
some end’.”" This neatly captures some of the applied meaning of upanisad/
upanisa in the context of the ‘upanisa family’ of discourses in a single English
expression.

The English word ‘secret’ also reproduces something of the Upanisadic idea
of an upanisad as a ‘secret teaching’. However, the Buddhist idea of upanisa
does not involve any sense of a hidden or mysterious teaching imparted by a
guru. In lieu of a better English translation, I therefore propose ‘precondition’
as a general translation of upanisa, acknowledging that such a translation only
partially succeeds in conveying the characteristics of (i) an inner state, (ii) of an
inner or ‘secret’ character, (iii) for an aim, that the word upanisa implies.”

Conclusion: Conditionality and Interpretation

The first part of my investigation has shown that the Upanisa Sutta and its
parallel, the Nirvana Sitra, represent quite sophisticated literary attempts to
fuse the stages of the path of the ‘upanisa family’ of discourses with the twelve
nidanas of dependent arising. The discourses do this by presenting the nidanas
as upanisas, suggesting the overlap of the two concepts. However, the second
part of my investigation has shown that upanisas are to be distinguished from
nidanas, in that they are specifically states of the person and are goal-directed.
In conclusion, I suggest that the Upanisa Sutta and its parallel represent a
rhetorical presentation of the Buddhist path that might be taken to mean that a

" Covill 2007 p.247.

" OED s.v. ‘secret’ 4.c.

2 The word ‘prerequisite’ is also a possibility, but is often used to translate nissaya (PED p.374).
I suggest using the words ‘requisite’ and ‘prerequisite’ to render Pali terms which often connote
quite practical forms of dependence, such as nissaya and parikkhara, keeping ‘precondition’
specifically to translate upanisa.
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knowledge of the dependent arising of samsara is, poetically speaking, the first
necessary condition of the path towards awakening.

This conclusion implies that the original literary intention of the Upanisa Sutta
was not likely to have been a serious doctrinal attempt to show the overarching
nature of the principle of conditionality. However, for modern western Buddhists,
whose intellectual context is a thorough-going naturalism, it is attractive to
interpret the Upanisa Sutta as showing how both the workings of samsara and
the path to the attainment of nirvana arise within an overarching principle of
conditionality that governs the arising and ceasing of all conditioned things.
This naturalistic interpretation of the Upanisa Sutta emphasizes the possibility
of a path to awakening that unfolds according to causes and conditions that can
be studied and put into practice in a systematic fashion. Hence the Upanisa
Sutta and its parallel, each unique in their respective canonical collections, and
each largely neglected by their respective Buddhist traditions, have come to take
on new and unintended significance as the Dharma is translated into the modern
western context with its own cultural and philosophical commitments. To echo
Mrs Rhys Davids, the Upanisa Sutta is indeed ‘a universal message of hope’ —
but especially for modern western Buddhists.

My conclusions concerning interpretation can be summed up in a simple
diagram, which shows the relationships between the formulations of the twelve
nidanas of dependent arising and the wupanisas of the ‘upanisa tfamily’ of
discourses concerning stages of the path, within the conception of an overarching
principle of conditionality:

conditionality: a universal
principle of causation

dependent stages of the
arising: the ~ Upanisa  path: the
twelve Sutta  upanisa family
nidanas of discourses
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The dotted line representing the overarching principle of conditionality
is designed to indicate that the existence of such a universal principle is an
interpretation of conditionality, rather than a statement of early Buddhist
doctrine. Such an interpretation goes back to early post-canonical Buddhism,”
but is especially attractive to western Buddhists who think in terms of the
naturalistic worldview of modern science.

Appendix: Catalogue of appearances of upanisa in Pali Discourses

While the following catalogue of appearances of upanisa in the Pali discourses
would have distracted from the main argument above, it might nevertheless
be of interest for showing the continuity of the Buddhist concept with the use
of upanisad in the wider Indian religious and intellectual culture of the day. I
divide the appearances of upanisa into five categories.

1. The category of upanisa as ‘likeness’:

i. inD 20 among a long list of gods who come to visit the Buddha:
‘The gods who are a likeness (upanisa) of the moon came, with
the moon before them; the gods who are a likeness of the sun
came, with the sun before them.’”

ii. in Ja 548 a female ascetic says to a king (to stop him giving
away his mother): ‘Your mother nourished you and for a
long time was kind to you. When Chambhi did wrong to you,
she was wise and saw your good, and by placing a likeness
(upanisa) in your place she released you from harm.’”

The meaning of upanisa as ‘likeness’ corresponds exactly with the meaning
of Sanskrit upanisad, glossed by Panini as aupamya, ‘likeness’.” This is a non-
religious meaning of upanisad, which evidently passed over into Pali.

3 The interpretation of dependent arising and conditionality in Pali exegetical literature and by
modern western Buddhists is explored further in Jones 2019.

™ D 20 PTS ii.259: candassipanisa deva, candam agum purakkhatva | siriyassiupanisa deva,
suriyam agum purakkhatva |. The commentary (Sv 1i.690) glosses upanisa as nissitika, ‘supported
by’ (DOP ii.110).

5 Ja 546 PTS vi470: poseta te janetti ca digharattanukampika | chabbhi tayi padussati
pandita atthadassini | anfiam upanisam katva vadha tam parimocayi ||. The commentary (Ja
vi.470) glosses upanisa as patiripakam, ‘likeness’.

" Astadhyayi 1.4.79; aupamya is an abstract noun from upama, ‘comparison, similarity’.
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2. The category of upanisa as the instrumental cause for a goal, as a
‘means’:

A stanza at Dhp 75 runs: ‘The means (upanisd) of gain is one thing; that which
leads to nirvana is another. In this way having realized this, the monk who is the
Buddha’s disciple should not enjoy honour but should practise seclusion.’” Here
upanisd represents a state of the agent which is instrumental for a goal of life;
enjoying honour is a state which leads to gain, but if one’s aim is nirvana, one
should instead take up seclusion (viveka) as a means.

The meaning of upanisa as ‘means’ is not specifically religious, since there is
an upanisa for the worldly aim of ‘gain’ as well as an upanisa for the religious
aim of nirvana. The word upanisad here signifies a kind of cause which is
connected with a goal.

3.The category of upanisa as an inner state which is a supportive condition:

i. in A 3: 67 (discussed above): ‘Monks, you should decide
whether or not someone has upanisa in relation to their
conversation’ and so on.™

ii. in Sn 2: 8 a stanza runs: ‘In this way, the knowledgeable one,
self-developed, who is learned and unshakeable, understands,
and convinces others who are possessed of the upanisa of
listening attentively.’”

" Dhp 75: aiina hi labhiapanisa | ania nibbanagamini \ evam etam abhififiaya | bhikkhu
buddhassa savako | sakkaram nabhinandeyya | vivekam anubrithaye ||. A parallel at Udanavarga
13.5 reads anya hi labhopanisad, again showing that Pali upanisa = Sanskrit upanisad. The
commentary at Dhp-a ii.102 glosses upanisa as patipada, ‘means’, but we should understand
this as a gloss concerning the instrumental nature of an upanisa and not as a definition. In K.R.
Norman’s note on this stanza (1997 p.81), he writes: ‘For the meaning “means, way” for upanisa,
see CPD (s.v. upanisa), and BHSD (s.v. upanisad).” This must be a mistake, since there is no
such mention of that meaning in either dictionary; indeed BHS s.v. upanisad reads ‘anya hi
labhopanisad anya nirvanagamini, for the cause (basis) of gain is one thing, that which leads to
nirvana is another’; i.e. it takes upanisad to mean ‘cause, basis’.

8 A3:67 PTS i.198: kathasampayogena bhikkhave puggalo veditabbo yadi va saupaniso yadi...

" Sn 2: 8 PTS 56, v.322: evampi yo vedagu bhavitatto | bahussuto hoti avedhadhammo | so kho
pare nijjhapaye pajanam | sotavadhaniipanisipapanne ||. My translation follows Bodhi 2017 p.209
(“attentive ears as a supportive condition’), against Norman 2001 p.39 (‘the ability to listen attentively’)
who follows the commentary in taking sotavadhaniipanisa as a dvandva: sotavadhaniipanisiipapanne ti
sota-odahanena ca maggaphalanam upanissayena ca upapanne (‘sotavadhaniipanisiipapanne means
possessed of the fruits of the path through listening attentively and through having a support”).
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iii. in Vin v.164 (discussed above): following a fourteen-stage
account of the path, each stage ‘for the sake of” (atthaya)
the next, the Buddha concludes: ‘Conversation has this
aim; discussion has this aim; upanisa has this aim; listening
attentively has this aim — namely, the liberation of the mind
without appropriation’.®

The meaning of upanisd in these cases is religious, and connotes the necessary
attitude or inner state required to understand and practise the Dharma.

4. The category of upanisas as specific qualities for the sake of a goal:

1. inA9:1(discussed above): ‘Monks, if wanderers of rival religious
groups should question you in this way: “Friend, what is the
upanisd for the development of those factors leading to complete
awakening?” and so on.*' The discourse goes on to present five
upanisas headed by spiritual friendship (kalyanamittata).

il. inSn3: 12 (discussed above): ‘Monks, if someone were to pose the
question, “These wholesome qualities that are noble, conducive to
leaving [conditioned existence], leading to complete awakening —
what is the upanisa for learning about them?” and so on.*

iii. in D 18 a yakkha called Janavasabha, who used to be King
Bimbisara, tells Ananda about Brahma Sanankumara’s speech
to the gods about the Buddha’s teaching, including a teaching
concerning ‘right concentration’: ‘noble right concentration
is said to have an wupanisa, and is said to have a requisite
(parikkhara)’® — this upanisd consists in the other seven
factors of the eightfold path.

8% Vin v.164: etadattha katha etadatthd mantana etadattha upanisa etadattham sotavadhanam,
yadidam anupaddcittassa vimokkho ti.

A 9: 1 PTS iv.350: sace bhikkhave aniiatitthiva paribbajaka evam puccheyyum
sambodhipakkhikanam avuso dhammanam ka upanisa bhavanaya'ti...

82:Sn 3: 12 PTS 139: ye te bhikkhave kusala dhamma ariya niyyanika sambodhagamino, tesam
vo bhikkhave kusalanam dhammanam ariyanam niyyanikanam sambodhagaminam ka upanisa
savandaya ti iti ce bhikkhave pucchitaro assu...

8 D 18 PTS ii.216: ariyo sammasamadhi saupaniso iti'pi saparikkharo iti ‘pi. The commentary
(Sv ii.645) adds that ‘it is said to have an upanisa means that it is said to have a support’ (saupaniso
iti 'pt ti saupanissayo iti pi vuccati).
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iv. in M 117 the Buddha says: ‘Monks, I shall teach you noble
right concentration with its upanisa and its requisite’® — these
are the other factors of the eightfold path.

v. in S 45: 28 this same teaching is repeated.®

vi. in A 7: 45 the Buddha teaches the first seven factors of
the eightfold path as the ‘requisites’ (parikkhara) of right
concentration, and adds: ‘Monks, this is called noble right
concentration “with its upanisa” and “with its requisite’’.*

vii. as a paracanonical guest item in this catalogue, the
Petakopadesa says that meditative absorption (jhdana) has an
upanisd: ‘In this context, what is the upanisa? The upanisa
of meditative absorption is spiritual friendship. The upanisa
of meditative absorption is spiritual intimacy. The upanisa of
meditative absorption is guardedness of the doors in respect
of the sense-faculties. The upanisa of meditative absorption
is non-contentment in respect of wholesome qualities. The
upanisa of meditative absorption is hearing the true Dharma.
The deep effort of one with a sense of urgency on an occasion
apt to stimulate emotion, this is the upanisd of meditative
absorption’.¥’

In these cases upanisas appear as supportive conditions for religious goals,
where these conditions are inner qualities of the practitioner. A Vedic text
similarly lists various upanisads in the same meaning.

% M 117 PTS iii.71: ariyam vo bhikkhave sammasamadhim desessami saupanisam
saparikkharam. The commentary (Ps v.130) adds that ‘with its upanisa@ means with its condition;
with its requisite means with its equipment’ (saupanisan'ti sapaccayam saparikkharan ti
saparivaram). There is a parallel to this discourse preserved in Chinese translation, MA 189 at T
1735b-736¢ (studied by Analayo 2011 p.657f.). The parallel again includes the character & xi/ in
place of Pali upanisa (translated in Analayo 2010 p.62 as ‘arousings’).

85S 45: 28 PTS v.21. The commentary again glosses upanisa as paccaya.

8 A 7: 45 PTS iv.40: ayam vuccati bhikkhave ariyo sammasamadhi saupaniso iti’pi
saparikkhdaro iti pi.

87 Pet 148-9: tattha katama upanisa? kalyanamittata jhanassa upanisa. kalyanasampavankata
Jjhanassa upanisa. indriyesu guttadvarata jhanassa upanisa. asantutthitd kusalesu dhammesu
jhanassa upanisa. saddhammassavanam jhanassa upanisa. samvejaniye thane samviggassa
yoniso padhanam. ayam jhanopanisa. Also trans. Nanamoli 1964 p.202, where he translates
upanisd as ‘stipulate’.
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5. The category of upanisa as the relationship between inner states in a series:

In this category are S 12: 23 and all twelve discourses belonging to the ‘upanisa
family’. In each case, an upanisd is a specific state or quality that is a supporting
condition for the next, in a series that culminates with attaining the goal. Some
Upanisads also contain series of items described as upanisads.

Abbreviations

A Anguttara Nikaya (Morris and Hardy 1885)

BHS Buddhist Hybrid Sanskrit Dictionary (Edgerton 1953)

CPD Critical Pali Dictionary (Trenckner et al. 1924)

CU Chandogya Upanisad (Olivelle 1998)

Dhp Dhammapada (Hiniiber and Norman 1994)

Dhp-a Dhammapada-atthakatha (H. C. Norman 1906)

DOP Dictionary of Pali (Cone 2001) (Cone 2010)

Ja Jataka (Fausbell 1877)

M Majjhima Nikaya (Trenckner and Chalmers 1888)

MA Madhyama Agama (CBETA)

Mp Manorathapiirant (Walleser and Kopp 1936)

Pet Petakopadesa (Barua 1982)

Ps Papaficastidant (Woods and Kosambi 1928)

S Samyutta Nikaya (Féer 1884)

Sn Sutta Nipata (Andersen and Smith 1913)

Sp Samantapasadika (Takakusu and Nagai 1924)

Spk Saratthappakasini (Woodward 1929)

Sv Sumangalavilasini (T. W. Rhys Davids and Estlin Carpenter
1886)
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