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The Examples of Illusory Cognitions
in Buddhist Epistemology and Their Sources

KoBAYASHI Hisayasu

0. Introduction

Mahayana Buddhists, either Madhyamikas or Yogacaras, have traditionally adduced vari-
ous types of illusions, such as a dream cognition, as examples to illustrate their thesis that
everything in the world is unreal, or that there is no external reality apart from cognition.
With the trend of times in India, they were eventually induced to prove their thesis in a
more logical manner, that is, with a formal argument (prayoga), in which an illusory cogni-
tion serves as an illustration (drstanta). In my previous paper (Kobayashi 2011), I have
traced a historical development of the logical argument of this kind and the conclusion I
arrived at was that it is likely Vasubandhu who first introduced the formulation in question.

The purpose of this paper is to clarify the sources of the examples of illusory cognitions

found in the Buddhist epistemological tradition, tracing the history back to pre-Vasubandu.
1. “Ten Examples” in the the Paficavimsatisahasrikaprajiiaparamita Sitra

To begin with, in the Mahayana tradition, especially in China and Japan, “ten examples”
(1'#%) have been widely known to show that everything in the world is unreal. The reason
why these “ten examples” are familiar to people in China and Japan is probably because
there appears a set of “ten examples” in such renowned Mahayana texts as the Paiicavimsati-
sahasrikaprajiiaparamita Sitra (PVSPr, —J5 LTHMA#E), the Mahaprajiaparamita
Sastra (MPrS, K% i), and the Vimalakirtinirdesa Siatra (VN, HEBERE). These three texts
have been read over and over again for a long time and play important roles in both Chi-
nese and Japanese culture.

Let us first see ten examples in the PVSPr translated into Chinese by Kumarajiva (45
#EAT) and Xuanzang (%%5) respectively.
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PVSPr(K) (T No. 223, Vol. 8, 217a21-23):
M TEE (1) Wk (2) Wk (3) wke A (4) WiEZE (5) W (6) WML (7) s
(8) s (9) wgEhigk (10) wifk.

PVSPr(X) (T No. 220, Vol. 5, 1¢3-5):
WEEEMEREE (1) W 2) mBHE (7) WEE (3) aukA (5) W (4) wmzEdE (9) W
% (8) Wt (10) WE{LF (9) W=FEIL.

In the above Chinese translations, we can see that there is a difference in the order between
them, but both refer to the same ten examples in common: (1) a magical illusion (%XJ/
maya), (2) a mirage (!&/W4i/marici), (3) the moon in the water KH H /K H Judakacan-
dra), (4) the sky (M2%/22ft/akasa), (5) echoes (B/pratisrutka), (6) a city of Gandharvas
(R B985 3% gandharvanagara), (7) a dream (¥/svapna), (8) a shadow GE/JtH/
pratibhasa), (9) a reflection in a mirror ($H1%/{%/pratibimba), and (10) a magical incarna-
tion ({b/B L H/nirmita).

The author of the MPrS, who is traditionally said to be Nagarjuna, devotes one separate
chapter (K% BEGw @i H IR B 551 —) to the above sentence, though it is just one sen-
tence, in order to elaborate the respective roles of each example.” This may also help Chi-
nese and Japanese people build up clear images of the examples.

However, the original Sanskrit text of the PVSPr is as follows:

PVSPr 1, 24-26:...(1) maya- (2) marici- (3) dakacandra- (7) svapna- (5) pratisrutka- (8)
pratibhasa- (9) pratibimba- (10) nirmanopama- dharmadhimuktaih . . .

It is obvious that the above text refers to only eight examples and (4) and (9) are missing
there. This means that there is a possibility that the well-known “ten examples” are not ten
in its original form.

Moreover, let us examine another passage of the PVSPr. The Sanskrit text and its Chi-

nese translations are as follows:

PVSPr 1, 159: tatha hy ayusman Sariputra bodhisattvo mahasattvah sarvadharman nirthan
samanupasyati (1) mayopaman (7) svapnopaman (2) maricyupaman (5) pratisrutkopaman (9)

pratibimbopaman (8) pratibhasopaman (10) nirmitakopaman (6) gandharvanagaropaman

samanupasyati.

PVSPr (K) (T No. 223, Vol. 8, 269¢20-22):
EREREITE A R SRR (7) W (5) W (1) WL (2) ks (8)
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(10) k.

PVSPr(X) (T No. 220, Vol. 5, 13¢4-7):
EEEENESGLE-WE (1) mg (7) wEE (5) W (o) migk (8) Wk (2) Wik
(4) mzede (6) W=pAyk (10) WEEALLE.

The above three differ from each other in terms of quantity, constitution, and even the or-
der. In addition, neither of them has all of the ten examples.

From this, it is can be said that, although the term “ten examples” (&) has been used
almost as a kind of a technical term in China and Japan, it is highly possible that there is
no such concept as “ten examples” in India. It can be assumed that the concept “ten exam-

ples” is that which originated from China and spread to Japan.”
2. “Ten Examples” in the Vimalakirtinirdesa Sitra

Next, let us turn to the Vimalakirtinirdesa Sitra (VN), which is also famous for its refer-

ence to “ten examples.” The portion in question is as follows.

VN 176-18,3:

(1) phenapindopamo ‘yam marsah kayo ‘parimardanaksamah. (2) budbudopamo ‘yam kayo
‘cirasthitikah. (3) maricyupamo ‘yam kayah klesatrsnasambhiitah. (4) kadaliskandhopamo ‘yam kayo
‘sarakatvat. (5) yantrabhiito batayam kayo ‘sthisnayuvinibaddhah. (6) mayopamo ‘yam kayo
viparyasasambhiitah. (7) svapnopamo ‘yam kayo vitathadarsanah. (8) pratibhasopamo ‘yam kayah
piirvakarmapratibhasataya samdrsyate. (9) pratisrutkopamo ‘yam kayah pratyayadhinatvat. (10)
meghopamo ‘yam kayas cittakulavigamalaksanah. (11) vidyutsadrso ‘yam kayah ksanabharngayukto

‘navasthitah /

VN(Z) (T No. 474, Vol. 14, 521b2-7):

g (1) WRAERGHAE. & (2) WNARHAY. & (3) WEEBEES. &5 4) W
EIOPEAR, R (6) WX HUE. R4 (7) WMELBINE. =Y (8) WRATHIMNBL &
& (9) WMk g (10) WBEMESE. 28 (1) MRSk

VN(K) (T No. 475, Vol. 14, 539b15-21):

Y (1) WERAEAHRE. S (2) MRS B (3) mgtieEs. Yy (4) m
AR, T (6) WRIEEUEE. R4 (7) mEREER. RY (8) WBERIL 24
(9) W akRRE A8 (10) WREAICER. L8 (11) WESSAHE.
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VN(X) (T No. 476, Vol. 14, 560c23-28):

g (1) MSRERATAE. R (2) WEHAAHANY. =Y (3) WEmitHeEi . 2
b (4) WMEFEMMAE. =2 (6) WM. = (7) WSRERN. 28 (8) Wit
Bl oy (9) WEERR. 2h (10) WMEZISER. 2y (11) NEEAME

It can be seen at a glance that, while all three versions of Chinese translation have ten ex-
amples (for lack of (5)), the Sanskrit text has eleven: (1) a lump of foam (J&VK/
phenapinda), (2) a water bubble ({tl/i7{%/budbuda), (3) a mirage (¥ }%/49¢ /W /marici), (4)
the trunk of a banana tree (¥i#/kadaliskandha), (5) a machine (yantra), (6) a magical illu-
sion (%J/maya), (7) a dream (%*/svapna), (8) a shadow (¥/pratibhasa), (9) echoes (%/
pratisrutka), (10) cloud (%/2/megha), and (11) a flash of lightning (%&/vidyut). Thus, it can
be said, from this also, that it is the Chinese tradition according to which the examples of
the VN are called “ten.”

In addition, compare the examples of the VN to those of the PVSPr, it is clear that they
do not correspond to each other. This means that there would be many different variations
of the so-called “ten examples” in terms of both quantity and constitution.

It is to be noted in this connection that the five examples in the above VN passage, are
completely identical with those in the Samyuttanikaya (SN), one of the Pali canons of
Theravada Buddhism.

SN III, (PTS XXII. 95) :
(1) phenapindipamam riipam [/ vedaba (2) bubbulupama [/
(3) maricikipama saiina // sankhara (4) kadaliipama //

(6) mayipamaii ca vinianam [/ dipitadiccabandhuna [/

It can be assumed that the author of the VN would obviously have in mind the above pas-
sage of the SN. Thus, at least, half of the examples in the VN can be traced back to the SN.
But then, the next question arises: Where did the other half in the VN come from? To

answer this question, further comprehensive studies are necessary.
3. Why “Ten Examples”?

Let us turn to another problem. Whether do the Mahayana Buddhists require as many as
ten examples to illustrate their thesis that everything in the world is unreal? Why do they

enumerate such a number of examples?
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To this question, the author of the MPrS gives an interesting answer as follows:

MPrS (T No. 1509, Vol. 25, 103b15-19):
FIH. —HHMUZR. FH. JECE. REMNGURMEEK. —3EE. BEARTS KGR
LIRS, YO R IRA RN, AR M RRE AR B . S AR S D TR,
Question: A single example would suffice in understanding. Why is it necessary to multiply
examples?
Answer: We have already answered this question [by saying] that the Mahayana doctrine contains
entirely all dharmas like the waters of the ocean. The Mahayana deals with various situations.
Therefore, if we adduce various examples, no blame attaches to us.

Moreover, the bodhisattvas have profound and sharp wisdom. Therefore, they eliminate [the
substantial reality of] dharmas through a number of teachings, causal situations and examples. In

order to make people understand, it is necessary to multiply examples.

In the above, two reasons are put forth by the author of the MPrS: one is that the
Mahayana doctrine covers a broad range of topics, so that many examples are needed;
while the other is closely related to one of the most important concept of the Mahayana
Buddhism, namely, the upayakausalya, or skillfulness of the bodhisattvas in preaching. The
bodhisattvas vary their teachings to suit the audience at his or her level of understanding,
so that many examples are necessary.

The answer given by the author of the MPrS, to be sure, could be somehow convincing.
However, if so, there is a possibility that the number of examples would increase infinitely.
Nevertheless, this is not the case. In practice, the number of examples cited in the later pe-
riod is decreasing. Above all, two examples, namely a dream (svapna) and a magical illu-

sion (maya), become a major topic of discussion.
4. Conclusion

We have examined the “ten examples” (1) as the sources of the examples of illusory
cognitions found in the Buddhist epistemological tradition.

From the fact that a set of the “ten examples” cannot be found in the Sanskrit text, either
of the PVSPr or of the VN, it is highly possible that the so-called “ten examples” are not
ten in its original form. There is no such concept as the “ten examples” in India, and hence,
it can be of China origin.

There would be many different variations of the so-called “ten examples” in terms of
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both quantity and constitution. Further comprehensive studies, which will reveal their in-

fluence of each other and the respective roles of each example, are required in the future.

Notes

1) See T No. 1509, Vol. 25, 101c1-106b8.
2) This may enhance the possibility that the chapter which deals with the “ten example” of the MPrS
is a post-canonical Buddhist text (4#%) written in East Asia.
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MPrS  Chinese version of Mahaprajfiaparamitastra. T No. 1509, Vol. 25.

PVSPr Paficavimsatisahasrika Prajiaparamita. I-1. Ed. Kimura, Takatasu. Tokyo: Sankibobusshorin,
2007.

PVSPr(K) Kumarajiva's Chinese version of PVSPr. T No. 223, Vol. 8.

PVSPr(X) Xuanzang's Chinese version of PVSPr. T No. 220, Vol. 5.

SN Sanyuttanikaya PTS XXII.
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