INFORMATION TO USERS

This manuscript has been reproduced from the microfilm master. UM! films
the text directly from the original or copy submitted. Thus, some thesis and
dissertation copies are in typewriter face, while others may be from any type of
computer printer.

The quality of this reproduction is dependent upon the quality of the
copy submitted. Broken or indistinct print, colored or poor guality illustrations
and photographs, print bleedthrough, substandard margins, and improper
alignment can adversely affect reproduction.

In the unlikely event that the author did not send UM! a complete manuscript
and there are missing pages, these will be noted. Also, if unauthorized
copyright material had to be removed, a note will indicate the deletion.

Oversize materials (e.9., maps, drawings, charts) are reproduced by
sectioning the original, beginning at the upper left-hand corner and continuing
from left to right in equal sections with small overlaps.

ProQuest Information and Leaming
300 North Zeeb Road, Ann Arbor, Mi 48106-1346 USA
800-521-0600






A View of Maiijusri: Wisdom and its Crown Prince in Pala-period India

by

Laura Harrington

Submitted in partial fulfillment of the
requirements for the degree
of Doctor of Philosophy
in the Graduate School of Arts and Sciences

of

COLUMBIA UNIVERSITY

2002



UMI Number: 3066847

®

UMI

UM! Microform 3066847

Copyright 2003 by ProQuest Information and Learning Company.

All rights reserved. This microform edition is protected against
unauthorized copying under Title 17, United States Code.

ProQuest Information and Learning Company
300 North Zeeb Road
P.O. Box 1346
Ann Arbor, MI 48106-1346



©2002
Laura Harrington

All Rights Reserved



ABSTRACT

A View of Maiijusri: Wisdom and its Monastic Crown Prince in Pala India

This study seeks to explore some of the complex ways in which particular historical and
political contexts of eighth-eleventh century Pala India may have shaped the way in which
Buddhist monks conceptualized and portrayed Mafijusri, the Crown Prince of prajiia. Special
attention is given to the relationships between the production of monastic Buddhist discourses —
both literary and artistic -- and of the Pala state, and with exploring ways in which
representations of Maijusri and his prajiia may have promoted, mirrored or challenged the
State’s vitality and legitimation.

The monastically produced texts and artworks of both of these periods were characterized
by a marked resurgence of attention to Prajiiapdramita discourse, Maiijusri-centric images and
Maiijusri texts. The portrayals of prajiia and Maiijusti in these two periods were, however,
markedly distinct from one another. These differences are analyzed by positioning them against
the backdrop of key political and economic changes in post-Harsa North India, particularly the
rise of the s@manta state — changes which altered earlier patterns of Buddhist monastic
patronage, and demanded that Pala monasteries cultivate particular relationships with the Pala
State. A View proposes that monastic portrayals of Mafijussi can be seen to mirror the nature and

development of that relationship and of the changing fortunes of the Pala State.
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Introduction:

Towards the end of an extended visit to the Nalanda monastery of Bihar, the
seventh century Chinese pilgrim Hsiian-tsang awoke one night from an unsettling dream.
He was, he writes, wandering through the grounds of the great mahavihara. Yet instead
of throngs of monks and magnificent courts and classrooms, Hsiian -tsang encountered
destitution and desertion; Nalanda’s temples had crumbled, the classrooms were bare.
and “there was nought but water-buffaloes fastened in them — no priests or followers.
In great agitation, Hsiian -tsang scrambled to the top of the Baladitya temple when he was
stopped by a vision: the bodhisattva Maiijusri standing on the temple roof, pointing to a
fire which raged around the mahavihara. The conflagration, warned the Crown Prince of
Wisdom, bespoke an impending period of anarchy and confusion: Hsiian -tsang should
leave India at once. Maiijusri then turned his back and vanished into the ruins of the
once-great institution.

Hsuan -tsang’s foreboding nightmare seems a curiously grim artifact of 2 man
writing at the alleged apogee of Nalanda’s career;’ it is not clear whether it derives from
Hsuan-tsang’s years of observation and travel, or from a more local, intimate experience

— a “bit of undigested potato” as Ebenezer Scrooge might have it. What is clear, however,

! Hstian -tsang. Si-Yu-Ki: Buddhist Records of the Western World, Translated by Samuel
Beal. Delhi: Munshiram Manoharlal, 1969, 125 ff.

* Sukumar Dutt, for example, observes that “Nalanda was then at the zenith of prosperity
and fame.” Buddhist Monks and Monasteries of India. Dethi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1988,
320.



is the deep personal significance the bodhisattva Maiijusti holds for this seventh-century
Buddhist scholar. As the oldest and most significant mythic dodhisattva of the Mahayana
Buddhist tradition, Mafijusri is, for the monastic Buddhist, the embodiment of prajia --

critical, discriminating wisdom into the nature of reality, and thus tantamount to personal

insight into the most profound nuances of the Buddha’s teaching. By Hsuan-tsang’s time,

such an experience of extraordinary certitude is routinely denoted in monastically-
produced Buddhist texts as “seeing Maiijusri,” and connotes the unimpeachable
legitimacy of the visionary; it is not difficult to imagine the import Hsiian-tsang’s vision
must have held for him.

Equally clear are Maiijusri’s more worldly associations. For Hstian-tsang - as
indeed, for the typical Indian monk -- Maifijusri is the embodiment of the monastic
paradigm in all its complexities. Alternately portrayed in Buddhist literature as devout
monk and youthful Crown Prince, Mafijusri was both symbol of monasticism’s loftiest
aspirations and barometer of its institutional vitality; we are not surprised to find him at
the apex of Nalanda’s most famous temple in Hsiian-tsang’s dream, nor to see him
pointing outwards -- beyond the walls of the monastery — towards Nalanda’s uncertain
and dangerous future.

This project is a closer look at Maiijusri’s “vision” — at the multiple and complex
functions of Maiijusri and his prajia internal to Indian Mahayana discourse in general,
and more specifically, during the so-called “Dark Ages” of early medieval monasticism
towards which Hsiian-Tsang’s visionary prince of prajiia points. As such. it is not a
comprehensive history of Indian Mafijusti worship, nor of post-seventh century Buddhist

monasticism. Rather, this study seeks to explore some of the complex ways in which

(S8



particular historical and political contexts of eighth-eleventh century Pala India may have
shaped the way in which its monks conceptualized and portrayed Maiijusri, the Crown
Prince of prajiia -- and, by extension, the ways in which those portrayals may have
informed key issues in Pala monastic thought and practice.

In this context, I am also concerned with thinking about relationships between the
“production” of monastic Buddhist discourses and of the Pala state: in particular, with
exploring ways in which representations of Maiijusi and his prajiia may have promoted,
mirrored or challenged the State’s vitality and legitimation. As I will discuss, it is during
the Pala period (8"-12% century northeastern India) that Manjusri worship took on its
greatest momentum, as testified to by a new profusion of Mafijusri images. Maiijusri-
centric texts and commentaries, and, intriguingly, the formalization of esoteric Maiijusri
worship in the monastic universities. Interestingly, Mafijusri’s leap to prominence
coincided with a number of key changes in northeast Indian political and social life that. I
will argue, fueled concomitant transformations in the practices and powers of Buddhist
monasteries. It is during this time, for example, that we see the rise of Islamic trade
diasporas in India, and the attendant collapse of Buddhist trade guilds, the wide-scale
erosion of urban centers. and the formation of regional sémanta or client-states.
Concomitantly, this was likewise the time when roughly the whole of Bengal, especially
the ancient Varendra tract, came to be densely occupied by Buddhist centers: when a new
system arose of granting land and police powers to Buddhist monasteries, effectively
transforming them into “landed gentry”; when temples were added to the stipas and
monasteries as features of Buddhist sites; that some northeastern Buddhist monasteries

assumed the character of internationally-renowned universities, and that the monastic



universities formalized new curricula that sanctioned and integrated esoteric (Tantric)
Buddbhist science and technology with a vigor unparalleled by any other time in Indian
Buddhist history. Clearly the inter-relationship between Buddhist monasteries and Pala
politics and society is critical and, I believe, a sadly under-studied dynamic.

Emphatically, my aim is not to reduce religion to politics or vice versa. Such a
reduction not only simplifies both phenomena, but presupposes a particular view of the
relationship between representation and its politics which infuses and I think hampers
much Indological scholarship: This

“theory of representation” as it has been bequeathed to modern human sciences

(and I would argue, Euro-American common sense) assumes a prior “real” object

to which language refers. The mainstream development of such a relationship

between perception and world can be traced to various discourses of mimesis.

Marxism’s nineteenth-century intervention in this cozy relationship of “what you

see is what you get” politicized it as “ideology” but never challenged its

fundamental epistemology. For early Marxists. “ideology™ mystified that which
was prior and constituitive of social life; the economic and social class base
produced a cultural superstructure. In this view, cultural artifacts participate in the
lie of masking power.’

In contrast, I draw upon an inter-related cluster of alternative theoretical positions —
both modern Euro-American and not-so-modern Indian— that begin by problematizing
this assumption. Most fundamentally, [ am thinking here of the Madhyamikan Buddhist
critique of the notions of “intrinsic identity” (svalaksana) and intrinsic reality (svabhdava)
which, as I shall discuss in Chapter Two, is elemental to Mahayana Buddhist language

theory and to the philosophical and social significance of prajia in Pala discourse. In our

own century, one thinks of Ludwig Wittgenstein’s “private language” argument, whose

* Angela Zito, Of Body & Brush. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1997, 14.



Buddhist analogues have been so lucidly analyzed by Robert Thurman,* and of modern
theories of ‘signification’ which take “language and expressive, semiotic activity to be
productive of the very “reality” in which human beings find themselves.”*
Concomitantly, I am guided by Michel Foucault’s well-known notions of
‘power/knowledge’ and of ‘discourse.’ Foucault assumes— as do I — that what constitutes
“knowledge” and legitimate “knowers™ at a given historical moment is socially
articulated, and intimately bound to power relations. “Power produces; it produces
reality, it produces domains of objects and rituals of truth. The individual and the
knowledge that may be gained of him belong to this production. ™ Rippling through a
complex network of reciprocal social relationships, “power is exercised rather than
possessed,” and works with knowledge through the vehicle of discourse. Accordingly.
discourse itself is a strategic field, an active force and not simply as a reflection of
something already constituted and pre-existent:
Discourse -- the mere fact of speaking, of employing words, of using the words of
others (even if it means returning them), words that the others understand and
accept (and, possibly, return from their side) - this fact is in itself a force.
Discourse is, with respect to the relation of forces, not merely a surface of

inscription, but something that engenders effects [non pas seulement une surface
d'inscription, mais opérateur].

* Robert A.F. Thurman, The Central Philosophy of Tibet: a Studv and Translation of Jey
Tsong Khapa's Essence of True Eloquence. Princeton Library of Asian Translations.
Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1984, pp. 89-111.

> Zito 1997, 14.

¢ Foucault, Discipline and Punish, trans. Alan Sheridan. New York: Vintage Books, 1979,
194.

" Foucault, “Le Discours ne doit pas €tre pris comme...” Dits et écrits, Volume 3, 1976,
123-124. For a discussion of this specific comment, see Amold Davidson’s “Structures
and Strategies of Discourse: Remarks Towards a History of Foucault’s Philosophy of



For Foucault, every culture in every epoch is characterized and constructed by a web of
local discourses — i.e. ‘practices that systematically form the objects of which they
speak...and in the practice of doing so conceal their own invention’ (Foucault 1974 49) %
I am likewise influenced by analogous debates among historians of science. including
Bruno Latour and Sergio Sismondo, on the impact of institutional forms on scientific
knowledge:
For a long time, historians™ debates over the propriety of a sociological and a
historically ‘contextual’ approach to science seemed to divide practitioners
between those who drew attention to what were called intellectual factors — ideas,

concepts, methods, evidence -- and those who stressed ‘social factors’ — forms of
social organizations, political and economic influences of science, and social uses

Language” in A. Davidson (ed). Foucault and His Interlocutors. Chicago & London:
University of Chicago Press, 1997, 1-17.

® Foucault’s theories of both discourse and power have, of course, been trenchantly
critiqued: Foucauldian “discourse’ is too broadly defined, “almost a short-hand term for
social production itself:” (Zito, 57); it fails to “go much beyond a structuralist analysis of
linguistic...order”; (Steven Seidman, Contested Knowledge: Social Theory in the
Postmodern Era. 2nd ed. Cambridge, Massachusetts and Oxford. U K.: Blackwell
Publishers, 1996, 216); his ‘power’ is an overly diffuse, “unbearably totalizing” principle
that “affords no hope for oppositional politics.” (Nicholas Dirks, Geoff Eley, and Sherry
B. Ortner (eds.). Culture/Power/History: A Reader in Contemporary Social Theory.
Princeton. New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1994, 7). Valid though they are, such
concerns do not nullify the value of his work for us. Overly broad it may appear, vet it is
the very fluidity of Foucaudian ‘discourse’ that enables us to view through a single lens
fields of thought and practice kept separate by more traditional approaches. This
conception necessarily highlights the social nature of “the relationships between words
and things”, and of the practices whereby such conventions are instituted. As such, a
Foucauldian analysis is geographically and temporally local. attentive to and respectful of
culture, time and place: from this theoretical standpoint, a de-historicized cultural artifact
- be it textual or artistic — is an oxymoron. This observation is equally relevant to the
objections to his theories of power which, as Nicholas Dirks, Geoff Eley, and Sherrv B.
Ortner rightfully argue, “usually do not take into account the strategic character of his
analysis. Indeed. Foucault’s reading of power, and of discourses more generally, is
always strategic, tactical, polemical, situated” (1994, 7-8).



or consequences of science. That now seems to many historians, as it does to me,
a rather silly demarcation...””

This sentiment, so eloquently explored by Bruno Latour, David Bloor and others,
neatly summarizes the most basic theoretical premise upon which this project rests: if, to
paraphrase Shapin, Buddhism is to be understood as historically situated and in its
collective aspect, then that understanding should encompass all aspects of Buddhism. its
ideas and practices no less than its institutional forms and social uses. As such, the task
for the sociologically-sensitive historian of Buddhism is to display knowledge-making
and knowledge holding as social processes. Accordingly. I take for granted that monastic
Buddhist thought and practices are historically-situated and social activities that must be
understood and analyzed in relation to the contexts in which they occur.

My decision to draw from the insights of socially-minded historians of science —
those who problematize the Enlightenment opposition of “objective, a-political scientific
knowledge” versus religious superstition -- likewise mirrors my debt to anti-
Enlightenment scholarship. The works of Michel Foucault, Edward Said and Homi
Bhabha have made me more sensitive to the slippage between the discourses of European
Enlightenment reason and imperialism, and to the ways in which these overlapping
discourses have shaped Euro-American scholarship on Indian history and Buddhist
monasticism. Their insights continually remind me to problematize the modern equation
of reason, emancipation, and progress, and to be mindful of the ways in which adherence
to that equation tacitly informs my own research. My concern is not to reject either the

power or benefits of rationality, but rather to ask myself, like Foucault, “What is this

? Steven Shapin, The Scientific Revolution. Chicago and London: University of Chicago
Press, 1996, 9.







