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Sus¥ma’s Conversation with the Buddha : 
A Second Study of the Sus¥ma-sutta* 

1. Introduction 

 In my previous paper entitled “The Sus¥ma-sutta and the Wisdom-
Liberated Arahant” (Journal of the Pali Text Society, XXIX, pp. 51–
75), I examined the Påli Sus¥ma-sutta (S 12:70; S II 119–28) in relation 
to several parallels preserved in the Chinese Tripi†aka. This sutta, 
included in the Nidåna-saµyutta, records the story of an ascetic named 
Sus¥ma who entered the Buddhist monastic order as a “thief of 
Dhamma” (dhammatthenaka) intent on learning the secret of the 
Buddha’s success in order to improve the fortunes of his fellow 
wanderers. After his ordination, he meets a group of monks who had 
declared “final knowledge” — that is, arahantship — in the Buddha’s 
presence. Sus¥ma asks them about their other attainments and learns that 
they lack the supernormal powers and formless emancipations, which 
he apparently had assumed were intrinsic to the state of final liberation. 
Thereupon Sus¥ma asks them, “Here now, venerable ones, this answer 
and the non-attainment of those states : how could this be, friends ?” 
And the monks reply, “We are liberated by wisdom, friend Sus¥ma.”1 
Sus¥ma then goes to the Buddha to ask for clarification. 
 I compared this portion of S 12:70 with three versions preserved in 
Chinese translation. Of these, one is contained in the Mahåså!ghika 
Vinaya ; the second is found in the Saµyuktågama (no. 347); and the 

                                                
*I am thankful to Bhikkhu Anålayo for his comments on an earlier draft of this 
paper which compelled me to sharpen my presentation. I also thank Peter 
Harvey and Èhånissaro Bhikkhu for reading and commenting on the more 
recent version. 

1S II 123,22–26 : ettha dåni åyasmanto idañ ca veyyåkaraˆaµ imesañ ca 
dhammånaµ asamåpatti, idaµ no åvuso kathaµ ?  paññåvimuttå kho maya! 
åvuso Sus¥ma. Note that in Ee the line breaks of this passage are faulty. 
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third is an incomplete version cited in the Abhidharma-vibhå"å-ßåstra.2 
My paper focused in particular on the light the parallel versions could 
shed on the question regarding the minimum attainment in samådhi 
meditation required to become a paññåvimutta or wisdom-liberated 
arahant. In the Påli version, the monks consulted only deny possessing 
the five mundane super-knowledges (commonly known as abhiññå, 
though the word itself does not occur in this sutta) and the “peaceful 
formless emancipations transcending forms”.3 Nothing is said about 
their proficiency in the jhånas and Sus¥ma does not even question them 
on this issue. In M-Vin, the monks deny possessing the divine eye, the 
recollection of past lives, and the peaceful formless emancipations. 
Again, though some clarification of the role of the jhånas in their path 
seems called for, the question whether or not the monks are jhåna-
attainers is not raised. 
 The Nikåyas themselves never explicitly address this question. The 
texts routinely define the paññåvimutta as “one who does not contact 
with the body and dwell in those peaceful emancipations that are form-
less, transcending forms, but whose influxes are exhausted by his seeing 
with wisdom”.4 This means that the paññåvimutta lacks access to the 
four formless meditative attainments and “the cessation of perception 
and feeling” (saññåvedayitanirodha). Nothing is said, in this definition, 
about how the wisdom-liberated one fares with regard to the jhånas. A 
number of suttas define right concentration of the noble eightfold path 
with the formula for the four jhånas, and thus, if this definition is taken 

                                                
2In this paper I will use the same abbreviations for the alternative versions as I 
used in the earlier paper, that is, respectively M-Vin, SÓ 347, and Vibhå"å. It 
is uncertain whether the Vibhå"å version is a direct quotation from a sutta or a 
paraphrase. 

3S II 121,13–23,17. 
4M I 477,33–78,36: ekacco puggalo ye te santå vimokkhå atikkamma rËpe 
åruppå te na kåyena phusitvå viharati, paññåya c’ assa disvå åsavå pari-
kkh¥ˆå honti.  ayaµ vuccati, bhikkhave, puggalo paññåvimutto. 
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as categorical, it would seem that even the paññåvimutta must possess 
the four jhånas, or at least the first jhåna. 
 The commentaries, however, introduce into the interpretation of the 
Sus¥ma-sutta a new exegetical concept, that of the sukkhavipassaka or 
“dry-insight” meditator. Such an individual, in the commentarial 
system, rides to liberation in the vehicle of “bare insight” (suddha-
vipassanåyånika), that is, insight meditation (vipassanåbhåvanå) with-
out the practice of serenity meditation (samathabhåvanå). The insight is 
called “dry” because it lacks the “moistening influence” of the jhånas or 
even “access concentration” (upacårasamådhi) to prepare the mind for 
insight. The figure of the dry-insight meditator is not explicitly found in 
the Nikåyas but first appears as such in the commentaries and the 
Visuddhimagga. 
 I looked into the Chinese parallels (translated from texts in north 
Indian languages, probably a Prakrit, Buddhist Hybrid Sanskrit, and 
Sanskrit) with the thought that these versions might shed some light on 
the position regarding the jhånas in the more familiar Påli recension. 
Now if we read the Sus¥ma-sutta alongside its commentary and the 
parallel versions preserved in Chinese translation, we might notice two 
intriguing facts emerging from the first part of the discourse. The first is 
that the Såratthappakåsin¥, the classical commentary (a††hakathå) on the 
Saµyutta-nikåya, interprets the term paññåvimutta as used in the 
Sus¥ma-sutta in the narrower sense of a dry-insight arahant. Even 
though this is not stated in the sutta itself, the commentary does not take 
the paññåvimutta of the Sus¥ma-sutta to be simply an arahant who lacks 
the formless meditations, as the definition at M I 477–78, cited above, 
would lead us to believe ; rather, it takes him to be one who does not 
possess any jhåna attainment at all.5 The second fact is that two 

                                                
5According to the commentarial system, based on the Abhidhamma, all attain-
ments of the noble path and fruit (magga-phala) occur at the level of jhåna, 
and thus any arahant would be an attainer of world-transcending (lokuttara) 
jhåna. But what is at issue is their possession of “mundane jhåna”, which is 
the meaning of the term “jhåna” in the context of the Nikåyas and Ógamas. 
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parallels to the Sus¥ma-sutta found in the Chinese canon, SÓ 347 and 
the citation in the Abhidharma-vibhå"å-ßåstra (as well as the larger 
Abhidharma-mahåvibhå"å-ßåstra), endorse the idea that the paññå-
vimutta arahant lacks attainment of the jhånas. In these versions, when 
Sus¥ma questions the monks about their meditative skills, he expressly 
asks whether they based their realization of arahantship on the jhånas or 
formless attainments and they reply in the negative.  
 These two facts, taken in conjunction, naturally give rise to the 
question whether the position taken in the Såratthappakåsin¥ had been 
adopted under the influence of the schools that preserved the 
Saµyuktågama and the Abhidharma-vibhå"å-ßåstra.6 The question can-
not be answered definitively in the affirmative, for there is no evidence 
of one school influencing the other on this point ; it is perfectly con-
ceivable that forces at work independently in both camps gave rise to 
the concept of an arahant destitute of jhånic attainments.7 However, 
given the easy contact between representatives of the various Buddhist 
schools in early Indian Buddhism, it is possible that such contacts did 
occur and placed subtle pressures on the adherents of the Påli school to 
admit an arahant without jhåna into their gallery of noble ones. Perhaps 
because of their textual conservatism, and also due to the weight of the 
canonical formula defining right concentration as the four jhånas, the 
Theravådins were reluctant to explicitly introduce the dry-insight 
arahant into their Sutta-pi†aka. But taking an indirect route would have 
allowed them to legitimatize such a figure without ruffling feathers (or 
ochre robes) in more conservative monastic circles. One method was 
simply to use the idea of a dry-insight arahant as an explanatory concept 
in their commentaries, an approach that they did in fact adopt. But it is 

                                                
6The former is taken to stem from the MËlasarvåstivåda and the latter from the 
Vaibhå"ikas of the main Sarvåstivåda. 

7But we also cannot rule out any influence, for the Påli commentarial tradition 
did absorb some important ideas from the Sarvåstivåda. The most notable of 
these is the use of the concept of svabhåva (Påli sabhåva) as the defining mark 
of a truly existent dhamma. 
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also possible that the idea of the arahant without jhåna attainments fed 
back into the canonical texts and subtly shaped their final formulation.  
 Whereas the schools that preserved the Saµyuktågama and the 
Abhidharma-vibhå"å-ßåstra boldly introduced arahants lacking jhåna 
attainments into their canonical collections, the custodians of the Påli 
Nikåyas may have sought to grant canonical authorization to a type of 
wisdom-liberated arahant who lacked jhåna attainments by resorting to 
new definitions and the subtle revision of older texts. Though we cannot 
discount the possibility that such texts stem directly from the Buddha 
himself, it is also conceivable that they derive from a slightly later 
period when older stipulations in the most archaic discourses were 
undergoing revaluation. Several suttas, for example, introduce a con-
trast between two ways of practice : one pleasant (sukhapa†ipadå), 
which leads to arahantship through the four jhånas ; the other painful or 
difficult (dukkhapa†ipadå), which promotes attainment of the final goal 
through meditation subjects such as the unattractiveness of the body, the 
impermanence of all formations, and the perception of death.8 The 
Putta-sutta defines the puˆ!ar¥ka-samaˆa, the “white-lotus ascetic”, as 
an arahant destitute of the eight emancipations (which, it seems, include 
the four jhånas among the first three emancipations).9 The Mahånidåna-
suttanta mentions nothing about meditative attainments but identifies 
the wisdom-liberated arahant as one who has understood the origin, 
passing away, gratification, danger, and escape in regard to the nine 
abodes of beings.10 The Sus¥ma-sutta, too, I would maintain, belongs to 
this group of suttas that indirectly hint at the existence of arahants 
without jhånas. On the basis of such texts, the transmitters of the Påli 
Nikåyas could delicately suggest that liberation by wisdom, without the 

                                                
8For citations, see “The Sus¥ma-sutta and the Wisdom-Liberated Arahant”, 

pp. 60–61. 
9A 4:87, at A II 87,7–11. See “The Sus¥ma-sutta and the Wisdom-Liberated 

Arahant”, pp. 70–71. 
10D II 70–71. 
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support of jhånic attainment, is a valid option in the development of the 
path.11 
 If these hypotheses are correct — and I must emphasize that the 
above observations are largely speculative — it then follows that in 
admitting the dry-insight arahant, the commentaries did not so much 
introduce a totally new figure into Buddhist soteriological doctrine as 
merely make explicit an idea lying implicit in texts they regarded as 
“word of the Buddha”. These texts, in turn, could have taken the form 
they did for the express purpose of quietly accommodating such a 
figure. In the absence of any incontrovertible proof for this hypothesis, I 
can only point to the striking accord between the Påli commentaries and 
the Saµyuktågama of the Chinese Tripi†aka as indirect evidence that 
such a development was not unimaginable even in schools that con-
sidered themselves textually conservative. Although, in the Påli school, 
this development did not culminate in texts explicitly acknowledging 
dry-insight arahants, it might still have led to the revision of several 
archaic suttas in ways that made them congenial to the new ideas. Thus 
when the commentators peered back into the Nikåyas, they were not at a 
complete loss to support their exegetical concepts. All they had to do 
was draw out and articulate what the texts themselves implied but did 
not state openly. 

2. Sus¥ma Calls on the Buddha 

 Up to this point I have been mostly recapitulating the main themes 
of my earlier paper on the Sus¥ma-sutta. I have been doing so, not 
merely to refresh the reader’s memory, but because I believe that 
similar processes underlie the development of the second part of the 

                                                
11According to the commentarial system, all experiences of the supramundane 
(lokuttara) states occur at the level of jhåna, and thus, for the commentators, 
dry-insight meditators still acquire jhåna simultaneously with their attainment 
of the path and fruit. In this way, even without attaining jhåna prior to their 
realization, they manage to fulfil the standard definition of the noble eightfold 
path factor of right concentration (sammå-samådhi) as the four jhånas. 
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Sus¥ma-sutta. Now I will resume my examination of the discourse. I 
will first summarize the narrative of S 12:70 as it continues beyond 
Sus¥ma’s encounter with the wisdom-liberated monks. In the next 
section I will survey the accounts of the same events presented in the 
Chinese parallels. Finally, I will call attention to problems emerging 
from the discourse and try to show how insights into the formation of 
early Buddhist texts can be generated by comparing different versions 
of a single sutta. 
 When Sus¥ma leaves the monks, he approaches the Buddha, keen to 
learn how those monks could claim to be fully liberated without pos-
sessing the five super-knowledges and the peaceful formless emancipa-
tions. The Buddha first offers Sus¥ma a single-sentence explanation : 
“First, Sus¥ma, there is knowledge of the persistence of principles ; 
afterwards, knowledge of nibbåna.”12 This marks the beginning of what 
we might consider the second part of the sutta, the purpose of which is 
to elucidate the meaning of “liberated by wisdom” ( paññåvimutta) and 
thereby resolve the problem posed by the first part. 
 When Sus¥ma asks the Buddha to explain this enigmatic statement, 
he responds simply by repeating his words : “Whether or not you under-
stand, Sus¥ma, first there is knowledge of the persistence of principles ; 
afterwards, knowledge of nibbåna.” He next leads Sus¥ma through a 
catechism on the three characteristics of the five aggregates, exactly as 
we find it in the well-known Anattalakkhaˆa-sutta, the “Discourse on 
the Characteristic of Non-Self” (S 22:59). Each of the five aggregates is 
impermanent ; because it is impermanent, it is bound up with suffering ; 
and because it is impermanent, bound up with suffering, and subject to 
change, it is to be seen as “not mine, not I, not my self”. Seeing that the 
five aggregates are non-self, the noble disciple becomes disenchanted 
with them ; through disenchantment, he becomes dispassionate ; and 
through dispassion, his mind is liberated. With liberation comes the 

                                                
12S II 124,10–11: pubbe kho Sus¥ma dhamma††hitiñåˆaµ, pacchå nibbåne ñåˆan 

ti. 
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knowledge of liberation and he understands : “Birth is finished ; the 
spiritual life has been lived ; what had to be done has been done ; there is 
no more coming back to any state of being.”13 
 Then the Buddha questions Sus¥ma about the links of dependent 
origination ( pa†icca-samuppåda), first with respect to arising, taken in 
reverse order from “because of birth, there is aging-and-death” back to 
“because of ignorance, there are volitional activities” ; then with respect 
to cessation, again in reverse order from “with the cessation of birth, 
aging-and-death ceases” back to “with the cessation of ignorance, voli-
tional activities cease”. At each step, the Buddha asks Sus¥ma whether 
he sees (Sus¥ma passasi) the relationship between the two factors, and 
the monk always replies, “Yes, lord” (evaµ bhante).14  
 At this point the Buddha asks Sus¥ma whether “knowing and seeing 
thus” (evaµ jånanto evaµ passanto), he possesses the five super-
knowledges and the peaceful formless emancipations, and Sus¥ma 
replies, “Not so.” The Buddha then asks Sus¥ma, “Here now, Sus¥ma, 
this answer and the non-attainment of those states : how could this be, 
Sus¥ma?”15 This was the same question that Sus¥ma had earlier asked 
the group of monks, which elicited the reply : “We are liberated by 
wisdom.” Sus¥ma does not answer the question. Instead, he prostrates 
himself at the Buddha’s feet, confesses that he entered the Buddhist 
order as a “thief of Dhamma”, and asks the Exalted One to pardon him 
for his offense. The Buddha tells him that what he did was indeed 
foolish and unskillful. To underscore the danger, he relates a simile 
about a criminal who is arrested by the king’s men and beheaded out-
                                                
13S II 124,18–25,29: evaµ passaµ, susima, sutavå ariyasåvako r!pasmim pi 

nibbindati, vedanåyapi nibbindati, saññåyapi nibbindati, sa"khåresu pi 
nibbindati, viññåˆasmimpi nibbindati.  nibbindaµ virajjati, virågå vimuccati.  
vimuttasmiµ vimuttamiti ñåˆaµ hoti.  “kh¥ˆå jåti, vusitaµ brahmacariyaµ, 
kataµ karaˆ¥yaµ, nåparaµ itthattåyå” ti pajånåti. 

14S II 125,29–26,18. 
15S II 127,22–23: ettha dåni Sus¥ma idañ ca veyyåkaraˆaµ imesañ ca 

dhammånaµ asamåpatti, idaµ no Sus¥ma kathaµ ? Ee mistakenly reads the 
last word here as kataµ when kathaµ is required.  
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side the city. Though the consequences of “going forth as a thief in the 
well-expounded Dhamma and discipline” are far graver than the punish-
ment suffered by the criminal, the Buddha pardons Sus¥ma because he 
has seen his transgression for what it is and pledges to exercise future 
restraint. With this the sutta ends.16 It should be noted that, in contrast 
to the Chinese parallels, this version mentions nothing about Sus¥ma 
obtaining any transcendent realization, neither the dust-free, stainless 
eye of Dhamma (virajaµ v¥tamalaµ dhammacakkhuµ) nor the exhaus-
tion of the influxes (åsavakkhaya). 
 Nevertheless, though nothing is said about any attainment on the 
part of Sus!ma, it seems to me that the discussion about the two kinds of 
knowledge must serve to clarify the status of the arahant liberated by 
wisdom. And as I read it, the intent is to suggest that deep attainment in 
concentration, even the attainment of the first jhåna, is not indispens-
able. This point is made implicitly rather than explicitly, but I believe a 
keen reader would still detect it. Of course, a critic might object that the 
sutta does not mention the need for maintaining precepts, or sense 
restraint, or mindfulness and clear comprehension, as prerequisites for 
liberation, yet we certainly cannot bypass these steps of the path ; and, it 
might be said, if these steps can be implicitly included, certainly the 
jhånas could too. I won’t deny that one can read the Sus!ma-sutta as 
simply reaffirming, by silence, the need for the jhånas. But if that were 
the case, I would ask, why didn’t the Buddha simply say so instead of 
drawing upon these two kinds of knowledge to clarify the status of the 
paññåvimutta ? I don’t think the place of the jhånas in the path is so 
obvious that the point would need no explanation. After all, Sus!ma is 
not a doctrinal expert who could be expected to know the intricacies of 
the path ; he even seems ignorant of its broad outlines. Thus a reference 
to a stock doctrinal formula would not have been inappropriate in his 
case. If the Buddha wanted to stress the need for the jhånas, it would 
have been fitting for him to explain the paññåvimutta arahant in the way 

                                                
16S II 127,25–28,26. 
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done elsewhere, as one who has reached the extinction of the influxes 
without attainment of the formless emancipations. Instead, by calling 
attention to “knowledge of the persistence of principles” followed by 
“knowledge of nibbåna” as the requirements for becoming an arahant 
liberated by wisdom, the text seems to be putting these kinds of 
knowledge in the place normally occupied by the jhånas. 

3. The Chinese Parallels 

 I now want to take a brief look at how the Chinese parallels to 
S 12:70 treat the story of Sus¥ma’s meeting with the Buddha. Since the 
citation in the Abhidharma-vibhå"å-ßåstra is short and incomplete, I will 
consider this version first. Here, when Sus¥ma tells the Buddha about 
his discussion with the monks, the Buddha declares, as in the Påli 
version, “Sus¥ma, you should know that first there is knowledge of the 
persistence of principles ; afterwards, knowledge of nibbåna.”17 Per-
plexed, Sus¥ma asks for clarification and the Buddha repeats his state-
ment, again as in the Påli version. The statement that follows makes use 
of Sarvåstivådin technical terminology and thus may be, not part of the 
citation, but a commentator's elaboration in the idiom of their exegetical 
system. However, it may also be intended as a quotation being ascribed 
anachronistically to the Buddha, as is sometimes done in the Påli 
commentaries as well : “Those monks, by earlier relying on threshold 
dhyåna concentration, exhausted the influxes and afterwards aroused 
the fundamental dhyåna. In this way one can understand that knowledge 
of the persistence of principles is an ancillary knowledge ; knowledge of 
nibbåna, the fundamental knowledge.”18 The text here is suggesting that 

                                                
17T XXVIII 408b6 : 蘇尸摩gp�KX�I6KYOI. As in my previous 

article, for the sake of consistency I will generally use the Påli forms of 
Buddhist technical terms, even though the original text may have been com-
posed in another Indian language.  

18T XXVIII 408b8–11:4�U�� ��L�qm]�6�NMq��G 
�D�p���IGX�I�NM�IGYOI. The version at T XXVII 
572c24–27 reads : `4
j ?n���L�*7]m16� E|�NM 
r�� dSDp��!I G X�I� NM!IGYOI. 
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the monks first attained “threshold dhyåna”,19 on the basis of which 
they aroused the wisdom that understands the causation of the saµsåric 
process. This wisdom eliminated the influxes and enabled them to attain 
the wisdom that realizes nibbåna ; the latter, apparently, occurs in a state 
spoken of as “the fundamental meditative absorption” (NMr� = Skt 
mauladhyåna). This account of attainment roughly corresponds to the 
process laid out in the Theravåda Abhidhamma system, according to 
which all path and fruition attainments (magga-phala) occur at the level 
of jhånic concentration and thus can be called “world-transcending 
jhånas”.20 At this point the citation of the discourse in Vibhå"å ends. 
 In its treatment of the two kinds of knowledge, the Sus¥ma story in 
the Mahåså!ghika Vinaya turns out to be the dissident version among 
the parallels. Here the Buddha replies to Sus¥ma's plea for clarification 
with the words : “First [comes] knowledge of the principle, afterwards 
inferential knowledge.”21 The Chinese terms for these two knowledges, 
XI and UI, are the equivalent of Påli dhamme ñåˆa and anvaye 
ñåˆa. In the Nikåyas, these two knowledges also play a prominent role 
in relation to dependent origination. They are explained in S 12:33, 
which makes it clear that dhamme ñåˆa and anvaye ñåˆa are not 
synonymous with dhamma††hitiñåˆa and nibbåne ñåˆa of S 12:70. 
S 12:33 identifies “knowledge of the principle” with the understanding 
of the chain of dependent origination by way of the “four-truth pattern”. 
One understands each factor itself, its origination through the preceding 
factor in the series, its cessation through the ceasing of the preceding 
factor, and the noble eightfold path as the way to its cessation. Thus, 
using “aging-and-death” as an example, with knowledge of the principle 

                                                
19未至禪 , or L�* = Skt anågamyadhyåna. This type of concentration seems 

to correspond to “access concentration” (upacårasamådhi) of the Visuddhi-
magga system. As the Skt name indicates, it is a state that has not yet arrived 
at dhyåna or full concentration, not a full dhyåna that functions as a threshold. 

20See Bhikkhu Bodhi, A Comprehensive Manual of Abhidhamma, 3rd ed. 
(Kandy, Sri Lanka : Buddhist Publication Society, 2006), pp. 71–75. 

21T 22 363a20–21: �XI6UI� 
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one knows what is meant by aging-and-death ; one knows that birth is 
the cause of aging-and-death ; one knows that when birth ceases, aging-
and-death ceases ; and one knows that the noble eightfold path is the 
way to the cessation of aging-and-death.  
 “Knowledge of the principle” (dhamme ñåˆa), the sutta makes 
clear, pertains to the present life and involves the grasp of principles 
that are directly visible. “Inferential knowledge” (anvaye ñåˆa), in con-
trast, is the extension of this knowledge to the past and future :  

By means of this principle that is seen, understood, immediately attained, 
and fathomed, one applies the method by way of the past and the future 
thus : “Whatever ascetics and brahmans in the past directly knew aging-and-
death, its origin, its cessation, and the way leading to its cessation, all these 
directly knew it in the very same way that I do now. Whatever ascetics and 
brahmans in the future will directly know aging-and-death, its origin, its 
cessation, and the way leading to its cessation, all these will directly know it 
in the very same way that I do now.” This is one’s inferential knowledge.22  

 The same is said about each factor, back to volitional activities, 
which originate from ignorance and cease with the cessation of 
ignorance. The Buddha declares that a disciple who has purified these 
two kinds of knowledge — knowledge of the principle and inferential 
knowledge — is “accomplished in view, accomplished in vision, one 
who has arrived at this good Dhamma, who sees this good Dhamma, 
who possesses a trainee's knowledge, a trainee's understanding, who has 

                                                
22S II 58,3–16 : so iminå dhammena di††hena viditena akålikena pattena pari-

yogå¬hena at¥tånågatena yaµ net i : “ye kho keci at¥tamaddhånaµ samaˆå vå 
bråhmaˆå vå jaråmaraˆaµ abbhaññaµsu, jaråmaraˆasamudayaµ 
abbhaññaµsu, jaråmaraˆanirodhaµ abbhaññaµsu, jaråmaraˆanirodha-
gåminiµ pa†ipadaµ abbhaññaµsu, sabbe te evameva abbhaññaµsu, 
seyyathåpåhaµ etarahi.  ye pi hi keci anågatamaddhånaµ samaˆå vå 
bråhmaˆå vå jaråmaraˆaµ abhijånissanti, jaråmaraˆasamudayaµ abhi-
jånissanti, jaråmaraˆanirodhaµ abhijånissanti, jaråmaraˆanirodhagåminiµ 
pa†ipadaµ abhijånissanti, sabbe te evameva abhijånissanti, seyyathåpåhaµ 
etarah¥” ti.  idamassa anvaye ñåˆaµ. 



 Sus¥ma's Conversation with the Buddha 45 

 

entered the stream of the Dhamma, a noble one with penetrative 
wisdom who stands squarely before the door to the Deathless”.23  
 M-Vin may have adopted the use of these two knowledges in the 
present passage from a parallel discourse in the Mahåså!ghikas’ own 
SËtra-pi†aka, a discourse that has not survived. On the other hand, it is 
also possible that the alteration was made only in the Vinaya version of 
the discourse and that the corresponding sËtra, if there was one 
contained in the Mahåså!ghika SËtra-pi†aka, may have designated the 
two knowledges in ways that match the Påli discourse. We should bear 
in mind that the Sus¥ma story in M-Vin belongs to a Vinaya text, not to 
a sËtra, and it is not impossible that in the course of oral transmission 
the Vinaya account was altered while the SËtra-pi†aka version (if there 
was one) preserved a pair of knowledges that correspond to those of 
S 12:70.  
 Nevertheless. there are good grounds for insisting that the two 
knowledges of M-Vin, XI and UI, are intended to correspond to 
dhamme ñåˆa and anvaye ñåˆa of S 12:33, and are not an alternative 
Chinese translation for the two knowledges of S 12:70, dhamma††hiti-
ñåˆa and nibbåne ñåˆa. One reason is that the two terms 法智and 比智 
occur in an exact Chinese parallel of S 12:33. The parallel to S 12:33 in 
the Saµyuktågama (SÓ 356, T II 99c19–26) does not say anything 
about these two types of knowledge; the corresponding paragraphs are 
strangely missing just where we would expect them. But an 
Abhidharma treatise, the *"åriputråbhidharma-ßåstra (舍利弗阿毘曇 
論), cites a s!tra almost identical with S 12:33, where the terms 法 
智and 比智 are used with the same meanings that dhamme ñåˆa and 

                                                
23S II 58,17–25 : ayaµ vuccati, bhikkhave, ariyasåvako di††hisampanno iti pi, 

dassanasampanno iti pi, ågato imaµ saddhammaµ iti pi, passati imaµ 
saddhammaµ iti pi, sekhena ñåˆena samannågato iti pi, sekhåya vijjåya 
samannågato iti pi, dhammasotaµ samåpanno iti pi, ariyo nibbedhikapañño 
iti pi, amatadvåraµ åhacca ti††hati iti p¥ ti. 
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anvaye ñåˆa bear in the Påli sutta.24 A second reason is that a later 
work with Mahåså!ghika affiliations, the *Satyasiddhi-ßåstra, also 
explains these two terms in a way that corresponds with the two 
knowledges of S 12:33 (see n. 26). 
 It is particularly important to emphasize that XI and UI prob-
ably mean the same thing as dhamme ñåˆa and anvaye ñåˆa do in 
S12:33, because the Sarvåstivåda Abhidharma adopted the two equi-
valent Sanskrit terms often translated as XI and UI — dharma-
jñåna and anvayajñåna — and assigned them new meanings determined 
by the parameters of their own system. These meanings were quite 
different from those the two terms bear in the Påli Nikåyas (and pre-
sumably in the Ógamas of other early Buddhist schools).25 In the 
Sarvåstivåda Abhidharma, direct knowledge of the four noble truths 
occurs as a series of steps in which each truth is individually penetrated 
in two main phases. In the first phase, which the Sarvåstivådins desig-
nated dharmajñåna, the meditator penetrates the noble truth as it applies 
to the sense-desire realm (kåmadhåtu). In close succession, the medita-
tor penetrates the truth as it applies to the form and formless realms 
(r!pa-arËpadhåtu); this phase the Sarvåstivådins called anvayajñåna.26 

                                                
24At T XXVIII 605b12–606a1. The "åriputråbhidharma-ßåstra is believed to 

have been the Abhidharma treatise of the Dharmaguptakas, a school doctri-
nally close to the Theravåda. If the s!tra it cites came from the Dharma-
guptaka S#trapi†aka, it is quite reasonable to expect that it would closely 
resemble its Påli parallel.  

25Perhaps this explains why the paragraphs on XI and UI are missing in the 
S$ counterpart of S 12:33. As S$ belonged to a school with Sarvåstivåda 
affiliations, its scribes may have removed these paragraphs because they cast 
doubt on the new definitions of the two knowledges that had emerged in the 
Sarvåstivåda Abhidharma. 

26For a summary of this scheme, see Louis de La Vallé Poussin’s Foreword to 
his Abhidharmakoßabhå"yam, English translation by Leo Pruden (Berkeley : 
Asian Humanities Press, 1991), Vol. 3, pp. xiv–xxii. See too Erich Frau-
wallner, Studies in the Abhidharma Literature and the Origins of Buddhist 
Philosophical Systems, English translation by Sophie Francis Kidd (Albany : 
State University of New York Press, 1995), pp. 167–68. Whereas some 
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It would have been tempting for the Sarvåstivådins to insert these two 
terms into their version of the Sus¥ma-sutta as representing the two 
kinds of knowledge constitutive of the wisdom-liberated arahant’s 
attainment. However, in the two accounts of the Sus¥ma story regarded 
as stemming from schools with Sarvåstivåda affiliation — SÓ 347 and 
Vibhå"å — these two knowledges have no place. Like their Påli 
counterpart, these versions take the two knowledges to be knowledge of 
the persistence of principles (X�I) and knowledge of nibbåna 
(YOI). Nevertheless, we cannot discount the possibility that during 
the classical age of Abhidharma Buddhism in India, when the Sarvåsti-
våda presentation of the path was widely accepted among the Buddhist 
schools, scribes or reciters of the Mahåså!ghika Vinaya, impressed by 
the prestige of this system, either mistakenly or deliberately replaced the 
original two knowledges (corresponding to those of S 12:70) with the 
other pair, which they could support in relation to dependent origination 
by a sËtra in their own collection that was a parallel to S 12:33.27 
 To return to the M-Vin account : When Sus¥ma tells the Buddha 
that he does not understand what is meant by the two knowledges, the 

                                                                                              
Chinese translators of Abhidharma texts, such as the translators of the Zhong 
shi fen a bi tan lun ([Abhidharma]prakaraˆapåda[ßåstra]) and the Abhi-
dharma-vibhå!å-ßåstra, render the two knowledges XI and UI, the great 
translator Xuan Zang (Hsuan Tsang), in his translations of the Abhidharma-
mahåvibhå!å and the Abhidharmakoßa, replaced UI with �� as a render-
ing for anvayajñåna. Peter Harvey suggests that where the Theravåda sees the 
inference as about other time periods, the Sarvåstivåda sees it as about other 
realms (private communication). 

27It is perhaps testimony to the dominance of the Sarvåstivåda presentation of 
the path that the *Mahåprajñåpåramitopadeßa (&I2�, at T XXV 232c19–

23), the large commentary on the Mahåprajñåpåramitå-s#tra, in commenting 
on XI and UI in the s!tra, explains the two knowledges very much as 
they are explained in the Sarvåstivåda system : as the undefiled knowledge of 
the dharmas, their cause, their cessation, and the path of dharma in relation 
respectively to the desire realm and to the form and formless realms. The 
*Satyasiddhi-ßåstra too partly accepts this interpretation of the two know-
ledges, though it also argues in favor of preserving the meanings propounded 
in the s!tras (see T XXXII 372a7–28). 
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Buddha repeats his words and then begins to elucidate his meaning. In 
contrast to S 12:70, M-Vin shows the Buddha directly question Sus¥ma 
about his understanding of dependent origination without first drilling 
him on the three characteristics. His questions occur in two stages, 
which I call respectively “the doctrinal questionnaire” and “the experi-
ential questionnaire”. In the doctrinal questionnaire, the Buddha asks 
Sus¥ma about the links of dependent origination simply as bare facts : 
“Does aging-and-death occur with birth as condition ?” And so on, 
abridged, back to : “Do volitional activities occur with ignorance as 
condition ?” To each question Sus¥ma answers, “Yes.” Then the Buddha 
guides Sus¥ma through the cessation of the chain of conditions, from 
“with the cessation of birth, aging-and-death ceases” to “with the 
cessation of ignorance, volitional activities cease”. The text does not 
correlate the chain of conditions with the two knowledges, knowledge 
of the principle and inferential knowledge, and we thus have to draw 
our own conclusions about their relationship.  
 Following this doctrinal questionnaire, the Buddha asks Sus¥ma, “If 
a monk rightly contemplates and knows this Dhamma (SX = imaµ 
dhammaµ), wouldn’t he attain everything that should be attained ?”28 
Again, Sus¥ma answers, “Yes”, apparently signifying that a monk can 
attain arahantship, the goal of the Buddha’s teaching, by properly 
understanding dependent origination.  
 Next, the Buddha takes Sus¥ma through the chain of conditions 
again, first with regard to arising and then with regard to cessation. This 
time, however, in each case he asks Sus¥ma, “Have you understood 
(Wp) [the link between each pair of factors] ?” This is what I call the 
experiential questionnaire. As expected, Sus¥ma answers affirmatively. 
Next, the Buddha asks, “When you know the Dhamma thus, do you 
attain the divine eye, the knowledge of past lives, or the peaceful eman-
cipations ?” And Sus¥ma replies, “I do not attain them.” The Buddha 
then challenges him : “You say that you know things thus but do not 

                                                
28 T XXII 363b1–2: �U�FSX�R�Rp�A?7x�mk7�? 
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attain those excellent qualities : who will believe you ?”29 This sentence 
corresponds to the sentence of the Påli version : ettha dåni Sus¥ma idañ 

ca veyyåkaraˆaµ imesañ ca dhammånaµ asamåpatti, idaµ no Sus¥ma 
kathaµ ?30 It echoes the question that Sus¥ma himself had posed to the 
monks when they claimed arahantship without the super-knowledges 
and formless emancipations. Sus¥ma then admits that his mind had been 
enveloped by ignorance and wrong views ; but, he says, now that he has 
heard the Dhamma in detail his evil views have vanished. He further 
states, “I have gained the pure eye of the Dhamma”,31 which is a claim 
to the realization of, at minimum, the state of stream-entry, the first of 
the four stages of liberation. Finally, Sus¥ma confesses his transgression 
in entering the Sa!gha as a thief. After telling him how much suffering 
he might have brought upon himself by such a foolish deed, the Buddha 
pardons him. 
 In the version of the Saµyuktågama, SÓ 347, as in M-Vin, the 
Buddha moves directly into the questionnaire on dependent origination 
without any intervening catechism on the three characteristics. The two 
knowledges here, X�I and YOI, are the same as those of Vibhå"å 
and correspond exactly to the Påli version, not to M-Vin. When the 
Buddha mentions these two kinds of knowledge, Sus¥ma entreats him : 
“Please let the Exalted One teach me the Dhamma so that I can come to 
know knowledge of the persistence of principles, to see knowledge of 
the persistence of principles.”32 The Buddha then guides Sus¥ma 
through the series on dependent origination, using a somewhat more 
complex pattern than is used in S 12:70 and M-Vin. I will exemplify 
this with the first member in each of the two series, on arising and on 
cessation. The Buddha asks, “Isn’t it true that there is aging-and-death 
because there is birth, that aging-and-death does not occur in the 

                                                
29T XXII 363b8–9: W~�p'G�Xy8��7�G��9�g�x. 
30S II 127,22–23: I translate literally : “Here now, Sus¥ma, this answer and the 

non-attainment of these states : how could this be, Sus¥ma ?” 
31T XXII 363b11–12: 3{RX\=���7XoZ. 
32T II 97b14–15: ���/^@�X�@7pX�I�7�X�I. 
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absence of birth ? … Isn’t it true that when there is no birth, there is no 
aging-and-death, that aging-and-death ceases only when birth 
ceases ?”33 Sus¥ma, of course, answers all these questions in the 
affirmative. 
 The questionnaire being over, the Buddha asks Sus¥ma about the 
relationship between his insights and his meditative attainments. The 
Chinese text is drastically abbreviated : “When you know and see thus, 
do you, secluded from sensual desires and bad unwholesome states … 
realize with the body, possess, and dwell in [them] ?”34 To all these 
questions, Sus¥ma answers, “No, Exalted One.” Note how the questions 
here differ markedly from those in both S 12:70 and M-Vin. Despite the 
abridgment, we can see that the text mentions the first and last phrases 
of the questions Sus¥ma had earlier asked the group of monks.35 The 
first is the opening clause of the formula for the first jhåna, the last is 
the final clause of the question on the formless emancipations. Thus, 
when we fill out the abridgment, we see that the Buddha is actually 
asking Sus¥ma whether he attains each of the four jhånas and the 
formless emancipations. The monk’s negative reply means that he does 
not attain them.  
 The Buddha then applies what Sus¥ma has understood to the case of 
the monks who claimed to be arahants liberated by wisdom : “This is 
what is meant by saying first one knows the persistence of principles, 
afterwards one knows nibbåna. Those good men — dwelling alone in a 
quiet place, earnest, reflective, and heedful — eliminated the view of a 
self and did not arouse any influxes ; their minds were well liberated.”36 

                                                
33T II 97b17–22: KcDKwT���cKwTz? … _cD_wT��� 
c\ywT\z? 

34T II 97b28: �'Gp 'G�x�^K�Q =� X������� 
���? 

35At T II 97a6–17. See “The Sus¥ma-sutta and the Wisdom-Liberated Arahant”, 
pp. 66–67. 

36T II 97c1–4: G��pX��6pYO�4� e)b����.t ; 
<��C����F@�����]�: �}. 
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The narrator then tells us that when the Buddha spoke this sutta, “Ven-
erable Sus¥ma gained the pure eye of the Dhamma, dust free and with-
out stain. He saw the Dhamma, attained the Dhamma, awakened to the 
Dhamma, and crossed over doubt ; without depending on faith in others, 
without needing the aid of others, his mind obtained confidence in the 
true Dhamma.”37 SÓ 347 thus concurs with M-Vin that Sus¥ma's dis-
cussion with the Buddha transformed him from a “Dhamma-thief” into 
a seer of the Dhamma, one standing at minimum on the level of a 
stream-enterer. 
 Following this narrative report, Sus¥ma confesses to the Buddha, 
relating the whole background story about how he became a monk at 
the request of his fellow wanderers with the intention of stealing the 
Dhamma. The Buddha then instructs him how to confess for the sake of 
future restraint, which he does. Next the Buddha speaks the simile, 
which corresponds to the simile of S 12:63 rather than to the one in 
S 12:70, about a thief arrested by the king and punished by being struck 
by a hundred spears three times in a day. From this, the Buddha draws a 
lesson : “If one goes forth secretly as a thief in this proper Dhamma and 
discipline with the intention of stealing it, and one takes the Dhamma 
and expounds it to people, one will undergo pain and suffering vastly 
exceeding that [of the man struck by the three hundred spears].”38 The 
text ends with the announcement : “At the time the Buddha spoke this 
Dhamma, the outside-ascetic Sus¥ma’s influxes were exhausted and his 
mind was liberated”,39 which means that at the end of the discourse 
Sus¥ma reached arahantship. 

                                                
37T II 97c4–7: /x�[�#�"� 7XoZ�aH��[�X7X� � 
X2h��d����d�2� FRX�:7_f. 

38T II 98a9–10: �FRX 5l-�,�l�BX�^�+��g��i 
��F4. Note that the Buddha’s closing admonitions in S 12:70 and M-Vin 
have nothing corresponding to the phrase “expounds it to people” (^�+�). 
These versions make the mere act of “stealing the Dhamma” a terrible crime 
in itself. 

39 T II 98a10–11: ��GXH�%��[]m>�. 



52 Bhikkhu Bodhi 

 

4. The Two Knowledges 

 We have seen that in the different versions of the Sus¥ma story the 
Buddha refers to two different pairs of knowledge. In M-Vin, the pair is 
XI and UI, which correspond to Påli dhamme ñåˆa and anvaye 
ñåˆa ; I translate these terms as “knowledge of the principle” and 
“inferential knowledge”. ln S 12:70, the pair is dhamma††hitiñåˆa and 
nibbåne ñåˆa, reflected in the Chinese translations of SÓ 347 and 
Vibhå"å as X�I and YOI ; the Påli and the Chinese can both be 
translated as “knowledge of the persistence of principles” and “know-
ledge of nibbåna”.40 Both pairs are related to dependent origination, and 
in each pair the two knowledges occur in sequence.  
 Although the two pairs are unlikely to be identical, the fact that 
they are both concerned with dependent origination suggests that it may 
be possible to establish some correlation between them. The only other 
place in the Nikåyas where the pair, dhamme ñåˆa and anvaye ñåˆa, 
occurs is in the Sa!g¥ti-sutta of the D¥gha-nikåya, as two members of a 
group of four knowledges that do not occur as a group elsewhere in the 
Nikåyas.41 The terms are not explained in the Sa!g¥ti-sutta itself, but the 
Abhidhamma treatise, Vibha!ga, defines dhamme ñåˆa as the wisdom 
in the four paths and fruits (concepts drawn from the mature Theravåda 
Abhidhamma system) and anvaye ñåna simply by quoting S 12:33. 
Thus an attempt to establish the relationship between the two pairs by 

                                                
40It is difficult, indeed impossible, to determine from the expression dhamma-

††hitiñåˆa alone whether dhamma- here should be understood as the singular 
“the Dhamma” or as a suppressed plural, dhammå. In my translation of the 
Saµyutta-nikåya, The Connected Discourses of the Buddha, I rendered the 
expression “knowledge of the stability of the Dhamma.” The commentary 
takes dhamma- as the plural dhammå with the meaning “[saµsåric] phenom-
ena.” I understand the word, in this context, as signifying the principles or 
laws that underlie the arising of saµsåric phenomena. 

41D III 226,33–34. The other two are “encompassing knowledge” (pariye ñåˆa, 
knowledge of the minds of others) and “knowledge of what is conventional” 
(sammutiye ñåˆa).  
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using dhamme ñåˆa and anvaye ñåˆa as a starting point leads to a blind 
alley.  
 It might be more fruitful to begin at the opposite end, by seeking 
other occurrences in the Nikåyas of the terms dhamma††hitiñåˆa and 
nibbåne ñåˆa and then try to work out the relationship from there. In 
the Nidåna-saµyutta, the Paccaya-sutta (S 12:20) speaks of the condi-
tional relationship between each pair of factors in dependent origination 
as “the persistence of the principles” (dhamma††hitatå), which remains 
valid whether or not Buddhas arise in the world. Since there is no 
essential difference in meaning between dhamma††hitatå and dhamma-
††hiti, it would thus follow that dhamma††hitiñåˆa is the knowledge of 
this conditional relationship. 
 We explicitly encounter the term dhamma††hitiñåˆa in S 12:34 (at S 
II 60,7, 23). In this sutta it is shown how seven kinds of knowledge 
arise in relation to each of the eleven links of dependent origination. 
The first six are constituted by three pairs. The fundamental pair is 
knowing the relationship established by the link to hold positively 
(“with X as condition, Y comes to be”) and negatively (“in the absence 
of X, there is no Y”) in the present. Knowing this pair with respect to 
the other two time periods — the past and the future — gives us the six 
knowledges. Thus, with respect to the three time periods, one knows 
that birth is the condition for aging-and-death, and that in the absence of 
birth there is no aging-and-death ; and so on back to : with respect to the 
three time periods, one knows that ignorance is the condition for 
volitional activities and that, in the absence of ignorance, there are no 
volitional activities. The seventh knowledge occurring with respect to 
each link is “knowledge that this ‘knowledge of the persistence of 
principles’, too, is subject to destruction, vanishing, fading away, and 
cessation”.42 Thus, as a working hypothesis, we might propose that 
“knowledge of the persistence of principles” (dhamma††hitiñåˆa) 

                                                
42S II 60,7, 23: yam pi ’ssa taµ dhamma††hitiñåˆaµ tampi khayadhammaµ 

vayadhammaµ virågadhammaµ nirodhadhammanti ñåˆaµ. 
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signifies the above-mentioned six types of knowledge regarding each 
link. 
 The Såratthappakåsin¥, in commenting on S 12:34, seems to sup-
port this with its gloss on “knowledge of the persistence of principles” : 

Knowledge of the persistence of principles is knowledge of the principle of 
conditionality. The principle of conditionality is called “the persistence of 
principles” because it is the cause for the occurrence [or] persistence of 
principles. The knowledge of this, [namely] “knowledge of the persistence 
of principles”, is a designation for these same six kinds of knowledge.43 

 Since, of the six types of knowledge, one pair refers to the present, 
one to the past, and one to the future, then according to the explanations 
of these terms in 12:33, the first should constitute “knowledge of the 
principle” (dhamme ñåˆa) and the other two pairs referring to the past 
and the future should constitute “inferential knowledge” (anvaye ñåˆa). 
This gives to “knowledge of the persistence of principles” (dhamma-
††hitiñåˆa) a wider scope than either of the two types of knowledge 
mentioned in 12:33 — “knowledge of the principle” (dhamme ñåˆa) 
and “inferential knowledge” (anvaye ñåˆa) ; for the former embraces 
the latter two as subordinate branches of itself. The knowledge of a 
principle indeterminate with respect to time must include instances of 
that knowledge pegged to specific periods of time. 
 The question remains of how nibbåne ñåˆa, “knowledge of 
nibbåna”, is related to these other knowledges. The knowledge of 
nibbåna is not defined in the Sus¥ma-sutta itself and the expression does 
not occur elsewhere in the Nikåyas. Thus, while many discourses make 
it plain that nibbåna is something to be known and experienced, none 
explicitly and unambiguously enables us to assign “knowledge of 
nibbåna” to a definite place in the broader doctrinal blueprint of the 
Nikåyas. Nevertheless, we can still make the attempt.  

                                                
43Spk II 68: dhamma††hitiñåˆan ti paccayåkåre ñåˆaµ.  paccayåkåro hi 

dhammånaµ pavatti††hitikåraˆattå dhamma††hit¥ ti vuccati.  ettha ñåˆaµ 
dhamma††hitiñåˆaµ etass’ eva chabbidhassa ñåˆass’ etaµ adhivacanaµ. 
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 A feasible solution is to hold that knowledge of nibbåna is 
expressed by the negative side of each pair of knowledges in S 12:34, 
that is, the knowledge “when there is no X, there is no Y”. It should be 
noted that both the positive and negative sides of the formulation used 
in S 12:34 are contractions of a fuller formula used elsewhere, for 
instance, in S 12:4. Here we find the positive aspect of dependent 
origination expressed, with respect to each link, in two ways : “When 
there is X, Y comes to be ; with X as condition, Y [arises/occurs].” For 
example : “When there is birth, there is aging-and-death ; with birth as 
condition, aging-and-death occurs.”44 Similarly, the negative side is 
expressed in two ways : “When there is no X, Y does not come to be ; 
with the cessation of X, Y ceases.” Using the same example : “When 
there is no birth, there is no aging-and-death ; with the cessation of birth, 
aging-and-death ceases.”45 From this we can infer that the formulations 
used in S 12:34 are contractions of the full formulae : the positive 
portion omits the clause “When there is X, Y comes to be”, retaining 
only the clause “With X as condition, Y [arises/occurs]” ; and the 
negative portion omits the clause “With the cessation of X, Y ceases”, 
retaining only the clause “When there is no X, there is no Y”. Whenever 
we encounter the abridged formulation we can then feel justified in 
assuming that the full formula is intended. Thus, if the sutta were to be 
fully expressed, each link would be stated, both with respect to arising 
and with respect to ceasing, in terms of both manners of expression, as 
we find in S 12:4 and elsewhere. Knowledge of nibbåna would then be 
the knowledge : “When there is no X, there is no Y ; with the cessation 
of X, Y ceases.” 
 It might seem that, because this knowledge occurs both in regard to 
present phenomena (the domain of dhamme ñåˆa, knowledge of the 
principle) and in regard to the past and future (the domain of anvaye 

                                                
44S II 4,19–20: “jåtiyå kho sati jaråmaraˆaµ hoti, jåtipaccayå jaråmaraˆan” ti. 
45S II 7,17–18: “jåtiyå kho asati jaråmaraˆaµ na hoti, jåtinirodhå jaråmaraˆa-

nirodho” ti. 
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ñåˆa, inferential knowledge), the knowledge of nibbåna has been sub-
ordinated to both knowledge of the principle and inferential knowledge, 
and thereby subordinated to knowledge of the persistence of principles, 
which includes both. To me, this would be an undesirable conclusion, 
but it is not inescapable. Instead of supposing that knowledge of the 
Dhamma and inferential knowledge are fully nested within knowledge 
of the persistence of principles, we might instead stipulate that 
knowledge of the persistence of principles comprehends only the 
positive or originative aspect of dependent origination.46 We can then 
hold that knowledge of nibbåna comprehends the negative or cessation 
aspect of dependent origination. In such a case, “knowledge of the per-
sistence of principles” and “knowledge of nibbåna” become symmetri-
cal. The former comprises the side of knowledge of the principle and 
inferential knowledge concerned with the origination of saµsåric phe-
nomena from their conditions ; the latter comprises the side of know-
ledge of the principle and inferential knowledge concerned with the 
cessation of saµsåric phenomena through the cessation of their condi-
tions. Despite the manner of expression, we should understand that 
knowledge of nibbåna is not merely knowledge of a fact, but knowledge 
by acquaintance. It is, that is to say, present knowledge of nibbåna as 

the cessation of each term in the chain of dependent origination, know-
ledge born of a direct experience of nibbåna. 
 The above hypothesis seems confirmed by both S 12:70 and SÓ 
347, the two versions of the Sus¥ma story available to us that refer to 
these two types of knowledge. Although the Buddha does not formally 
define “knowledge of the persistence of principles” and “knowledge of 
nibbåna”, when Sus¥ma expresses his lack of understanding of the 
Buddha’s statement, “First there is knowledge of the persistence of 
principles, afterwards knowledge of nibbåna”, the Buddha guides him 
through the formula of dependent origination first with respect to aris-
                                                
46This seems to be the way the Pa†isambhidåmagga treats dhamma††hitiñåˆa, 

which is formulated only in terms of the originative and supportive role of the 
conditions. 
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ing and thereafter with respect to cessation. This manner of presentation 
thus indirectly supports the interpretation of these two knowledges by 
way of the two sides of dependent origination. 
 We saw above that S 12:34 treats knowledge of the persistence of 
principles as knowledge of the principle of conditionality with respect 

to both arising and cessation, a meaning made explicit by the commen-
tary on the sutta in the Såratthappakåsin¥ with its gloss : “ ‘knowledge of 
the persistence of principles’ is a designation for these same six kinds of 
knowledge”. On this basis, one might protest that the distinction I make 
between “knowledge of the persistence of principles” and “knowledge 
of nibbåna” in the Sus¥ma-sutta unreasonably cuts S 12:34’s definition 
of the former knowledge into two halves. One might then argue that if 
knowledge of the cessation side of dependent origination is assigned to 
“knowledge of the persistence of principles”, “knowledge of nibbåna” 
cannot be identified with it but must have some other meaning. 
 The expression nibbåne ñåˆa is problematic in that it does not 
occur elsewhere in the four Nikåyas or the oldest parts of the 
Khuddaka-nikåya; it is found uniquely in the Sus¥ma-sutta. In attempt-
ing to understand it, we thus have no alternative but to rely on inference 
and conjecture. Apart from the interpretation I proposed, I can see two 
alternative ways that this knowledge might be understood. Both, how-
ever, are difficult to reconcile with its function in the Sus¥ma-sutta. 
 The first is to understand nibbåne ñåˆa in terms of a passage on the 
destruction of the åsavas that occurs at A 9:36 :  

Here, bhikkhus, secluded from sensual pleasures … a bhikkhu enters 
and dwells in the first jhåna…. He considers whatever phenomena exist 
there pertaining to form, feeling, perception, volitional formations, and 
consciousness as impermanent, suffering, an illness, a tumor, a dart, 
misery, affliction, alien, disintegrating, empty, and non-self. He turns his 
mind away from those phenomena and directs it to the deathless element 
thus : “This is peaceful, this is sublime, that is, the stilling of all formations, 
the relinquishing of all acquisitions, the destruction of craving, dispassion, 
cessation, nibbåna.” If he is firm in this, he attains the destruction of the 
influxes. But if he does not attain the destruction of the influxes, then, 
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because of that same passion for the Dhamma, delight in the Dhamma, 
with the utter destruction of five fetters, he is spontaneously reborn and 
attains final nibbåna there, not subject to return from that world.47 

 Here it is shown that insight into the three characteristics (expanded 
into eleven items) comes first, followed by the fixing of the mind on the 
“deathless element”, nibbåna. Thus, the knowledge of phenomena as 
impermanent, suffering, and selfless could be identified as dhamma-
††hitiñåˆa and the fixing of the mind on nibbåna as nibbåne ñåˆa. While 
this interpretation is appealing, its disadvantage, at least with regard to 
the Sus¥ma-sutta, is that these two knowledges here have no clear con-
nection to dependent origination, the theme of the Sus¥ma-sutta and the 
reason for its inclusion in the Nidåna-saµyutta.  
 The second interpretation would take nibbåne ñåˆa to be identical 
with aññå, the final knowledge that the paññåvimutta monks declare in 
the presence of the Buddha: “We understand : Birth is finished, the holy 
life has been lived, what had to be done has been done, there is no more 
coming back to any state of being.”48 This certainly has the advantage 
of relating nibbåne ñåˆa to the opening problem of the Sus¥ma-sutta, 
the meaning of paññåvimutta arahantship. A drawback to this interpret-
ation, however, is that this knowledge has its own distinct name, aññå, 
which had already been used earlier in the sutta. Thus it would have 

                                                
47A IV 422,22–23,10 : idha bhikkhave bhikkhu vivicc’ eva kåmehi vivicca 
akusalehi dhammehi savitakkaµ savicåraµ vivekajaµ p¥tisukhaµ pa†hamaµ 
jhånaµ upasampajja viharati.  so yadeva tattha hoti rËpagataµ vedanågataµ 
saññågataµ sa"khåragataµ viññåˆagataµ te dhamme aniccato dukkhato 
rogato gaˆ!ato sallato aghato åbådhato parato palokato suññato anattato 
samanupassati.  so tehi dhammehi cittaµ pa†ivåpeti so tehi dhammehi cittaµ 
pa†ivåpetvå amatåya dhåtuyå cittaµ upasaµharati.  “etaµ santaµ etaµ 
paˆ¥taµ yadidaµ sabbasa"khårasamatho sabbËpadhipa†inissaggo taˆhakkhayo 
virågo nirodho nibbånan” ti.  so tattha †hito åsavånaµ khayaµ påpuˆåti.  no ce 
åsavånaµ khayaµ påpuˆåti ten’ eva dhammarågena tåya dhammanandiyå 
pañcannaµ orambhågiyånaµ saññojanånaµ parikkhayå opapåtiko hoti tattha 
parinibbåy¥ anåvattidhammo tasmå lokå. 
48S II 120,30–32: kh¥ˆå jåti vusitaµ brahmacariyaµ kataµ karaˆ¥yaµ nåparaµ 
itthattåyå ti pajånåma. 
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been more economical for the Buddha, in this second part of the sutta, 
to have said, “First comes dhamma††hitiñåˆa, afterwards aññå,” without 
having to introduce still another type of knowledge determining the 
status of the paññåvimutta arahant.  
 Thus I believe the interpretation of nibbåne ñåˆa that I originally 
proposed remains the most cogent. While there is some degree of 
tension between S 12:34, which subsumes knowledge of the cessation 
side of dependent origination under dhamma††hitiñåˆa, and S 12:70, 
which appears to identify this knowledge with nibbåne ñåˆa, the two 
are not inherently contradictory. The tension could be resolved by hold-
ing that, despite S 12:34, the origination side of pa†icca-samuppåda has 
a more legitimate claim to represent dhamma††hitiñåˆa than the cessa-
tion side. This assertion can marshal support from S 12:20, which uses 
the expression dhamma††hitatå solely in relation to the origination 
side.49 The commentary to S 12:34, too, with its words, “the principle of 
conditionality is called ‘the persistence of principles’ because it is the 
cause for the occurrence [or] persistence of principles”, conjoins pavatti 
and †hiti, suggesting this knowledge relates to the forward movement of 
saµsåra. The canonical exegetical work, the Pa†isambhidåmagga, 
though stemming from a later period than the old Nikåyas, explains 
dhamma††hitiñåˆa only in terms of the origination series.50 These 
sources can thus justify restricting “knowledge of the persistence of 
principles” to knowledge of the principle of conditionality with respect 

to arising. This would then allow us to interpret “knowledge of 
nibbåna” as knowledge of the cessation side of dependent origination, 
especially when this knowledge is taken as experiential rather than 
deductive. In this way, both knowledge of the persistence of principles 
and knowledge of nibbåna intersect with the other two types of 

                                                
49S II 25. It seems that this form of the expression is used here in preference to 
dhamma††hiti simply in order to cast each technical term with the abstract -tå 
termination: dhamma††hitatå dhammaniyåmatå  idappaccayatå. 

50Pa†is I 49–52. 
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knowledge: knowledge of the principle and inferential knowledge. The 
following table illustrates these relationships:  

 PRIMARY TYPE APPLIED TO APPLIED TO 
 OF KNOWLEDGE PRESENT TIME PAST AND FUTURE 
 dhamma††hitiñåˆa dhamme ñåˆa anvaye ñåˆa 
 nibbåne ñåˆa dhamme ñåˆa anvaye ñåˆa 

 The Abhidharma-vibhå"å-ßåstra, the treatise of the Sarvåstivådins, 
comments on the two knowledges of the Sus¥ma-sutta in a way that con-
firms the interpretation that I have proposed here : 

Question : Herein, what is knowledge of the persistence of principles ? What 
is knowledge of nibbåna ? 

Reply : Knowledge of the persistence of principles is the knowledge that 
knows the process of birth and death. Knowledge of nibbåna is the 
knowledge that knows the cessation of the process of birth and death. 
Further, knowledge of the persistence of principles is the knowledge that 
knows twelvefold dependent origination. Knowledge of nibbåna is the 
knowledge that knows the cessation of twelvefold dependent origination. 
Knowledge of the persistence of principles is the knowledge that knows [the 
truths of] suffering and its origin. Knowledge of nibbåna is the knowledge 
that knows [the truths of] cessation and the path. If one speaks thus, one has 
well understood [the saying] “First there is knowledge of the persistence of 
principles ; afterwards, knowledge of nibbåna.” There are some who say 
that knowledge of the persistence of principles is the knowledge of [the 
truths of] suffering, its origin, and the path. Knowledge of nibbåna is the 
knowledge of [the truth of] cessation.… Knowledge of the persistence of 
principles is an ancillary knowledge ; knowledge of nibbåna is the 
fundamental knowledge.51 

 Both pairs of knowledge connected with the Sus¥ma-sutta are said 
to be cognitions of a sekha, a trainee, one who has reached the stage of 

                                                
51T XXVIII 407c17–26: S��xGX�I��xGYOIz�sJ�pc 
T$�IGX�I�pcT$�\IGYOI�8Pp�	v�GX�
I�p�	v�\GYOI�p��IGX�I�p\�IGYOI�
��G��^ ���KX�I6KYOI�8K�x����IGX

�I�\IGYOI�… 8P���IGX�I�NM�IGYOI. 



 Sus¥ma's Conversation with the Buddha 61 

 

stream-entry or higher but has not yet attained arahantship. This is clear 
from those suttas in the Nidåna-saµyutta which state that one with 
direct knowledge of dependent origination in its aspects of arising and 
cessation has “a trainee’s knowledge, a trainee’s true knowledge”.52 In 
the methodology of archaic Buddhism, even knowledge of nibbåna does 
not mark the disciple as an arahant. This knowledge, taken as know-
ledge of the cessation side of dependent origination, is already realized 
by the stream-enterer, who, with his first breakthrough to the Dhamma 
(dhammåbhisamaya), gains the Dhamma-eye by which he sees the four 
noble truths.53 By seeing the four noble truths, the disciple sees nibbåna 
as the cessation of aging-and-death, as the cessation of birth, and as the 
cessation of all the other causal factors of dependent origination back to 
ignorance. Though such disciples still have to train further to attain 
realization of nibbåna, they have eliminated the three fetters rooted in 
cognitive distortions. Their remaining task is to cultivate the path 
acquired with this breakthrough until they reach the extinction of the 
influxes, which marks the attainment of arahantship. 

5. What Did Sus¥ma Attain? 

 As I mentioned earlier, when we compare the second part of 
S 12:70 with its counterparts in M-Vin and SÓ 347, two important dif-
ferences stand out. (1) In S 12:70, when the Buddha sets out to clarify 
his statement, "First there is knowledge of the persistence of principles ; 
afterwards, knowledge of nibbåna”, he does so by drawing Sus¥ma into 
the stock catechism on the three characteristics : the impermanence, 
suffering, and selflessness of the five aggregates, culminating in disen-
chantment, dispassion, and liberation. Only when the Buddha completes 
this exposition does he begin the questionnaire on dependent origina-
tion. The other two versions, in contrast, lack this catechism on the three 

                                                
52sekhena ñåˆena samannågato itipi, sekhåya vijjåya samannågato itipi, at e.g. 

S II 43,20–21, 45,6–7. 
53See S 13:1–11, S 56:51–60. 
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characteristics and depict the Buddha as moving directly into the 
questionnaire on dependent origination. (2) In S 12:70 Sus¥ma does not 
gain any transcendent attainment, whereas in M-Vin he gains the eye of 
Dhamma and in SÓ he first gains the eye of Dhamma and finally 
becomes an arahant.  
 In my previous paper on the Sus¥ma-sutta I stipulated that when a 
text in one school of the Sthavira camp concurs with its Mahåså!ghika 
parallel but the version in another Sthavira school differs from both, we 
can suspect that the dissident version has undergone modification. 
While this is a convenient working principle to generate hypotheses, it 
should not be adopted inflexibly, for other explanations might account 
for the difference in the dissident Sthavira version. Applying this 
principle to the present case, in which S 12:70 and SÓ 347 are rooted in 
schools with a Sthavira orientation, we might suspect S 12:70 to have 
been altered in both respects : first, by having the “three-characteristics 
catechism” spliced in ; and second, by having any reference to Sus¥ma's 
obtaining the Dhamma-eye excised. However, though such suspicions 
may be defended, I believe that the two discrepancies in S 12:70 have 
different grades of credibility. I think that we are on fairly solid ground 
in supposing that the discussion on the three characteristics in S 12:70 is 
an interpolation. At the same time, I also believe that there is little 
reason to suppose that all mention of a transcendent attainment by 
Sus¥ma has been removed.  
 In support of my first point I would contend that the discussion on 
the three characteristics does not fit in comfortably with the logical pro-
gression of the sutta, but has the net effect of depriving the discussion 
of dependent origination of a meaningful role in the discourse. In 
support of my second contention I would point out that M-Vin and SÓ 
347 differ between themselves over Sus¥ma’s attainment : the former 
sees him emerge from his discussion with the Buddha only as one who 
has gained the Dhamma-eye, which makes him a trainee on the path 
(sekha) ; the latter sees him ending up as an arahant. 
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 With respect to attainments we can thus posit three possibilities 
regarding the most archaic form of the Sus¥ma story : 

(1) The original version did not mention any attainment (as in S 12:70) and 
the statements about attainments in M-Vin and SÓ 347 were inserted 
later.  

(2) The original version mentioned the gain of the Dhamma-eye, and only 
this ; S 12:70 removed this ascription while SÓ 347 boosted Sus¥ma’s 
stature by also attributing arahantship to him.  

(3) The original version mentioned Sus¥ma’s successive attainment of both 
the Dhamma-eye and arahantship ; S 12:70 removed both attainments, 
whereas M-Vin removed the attainment of arahantship but left the gain 
of the Dhamma-eye. 

To help resolve this issue we might note that later Buddhist literature 
displays a marked tendency to increase the number and status of 
attainments resulting from the Buddha’s preaching. We find, for 
example, that at the end of many stories from the Dhammapada com-
mentary and the Jåtaka commentary, stories with little or no doctrinal 
content, many people, numbering even in the thousands, attain the fruit 
of stream-entry and hundreds of monks attain arahantship. This should 
arouse our suspicion that the ascription of arahantship to Sus¥ma at the 
end of SÓ 347 is one more instance of this tendency to boost attain-
ments, especially when the attainment takes place not after a formal 
exposition of Dhamma but after the Buddha describes the suffering that 
awaits a Dhamma-thief. By eliminating the third of the three alterna-
tives mentioned above, we narrow our options to the first two. Between 
them, however, it is hard to determine which has a better claim to be the 
original or more archaic version. 
 Once we have taken note of these differences, we can also raise the 
question, “Are these differences merely fortuitous, the by-product of 
chance variations in the oral process of transmission, or do they result 
from conscious choices within the schools responsible for the preserva-
tion and transmission of the text, choices that might have been governed 
by underlying doctrinal perceptions?” Although we have no way to 
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answer this question with any certainty, I submit the opinion that in the 
case of the Sus¥ma story, these differences resulted from conscious 
choices in part governed by doctrinal perceptions.  
 The commentary on the Påli Sus¥ma-sutta in the Såratthappakåsin¥, 
the authorized Saµyutta commentary, can give us an instructive insight 
into the motivations that might have resulted in such alterations in 
S 12:70. Where the sutta itself is silent about any transcendent attain-
ment by Sus¥ma, the commentary states that at the conclusion of the 
Buddha’s exposition of the three characteristics, Sus¥ma attained 
arahantship : 

[The Buddha] began the teaching with its three turns, [saying :] “What do 
you think, Sus¥ma, is form permanent or impermanent?” and so forth, 
because he knew that [Sus¥ma] was capable of penetration.... Then, at the 
conclusion of the teaching with its three turns, the elder attained 
arahantship.54  

It is well known that in writing the Såratthappakåsin¥, Ócariya 
Buddhaghosa did not compose an original work of exegesis but, rather, 
primarily collated and translated into Påli material from the ancient 
Sinhala commentary, no longer extant. On the basis of this fact, we can 
be almost certain that the view that Sus¥ma became an arahant derives 
from the old commentary, which must have pre-dated Buddhaghosa’s 
work by several centuries. Now it seems to me that the interpolation of 
the passage on the three characteristics into S 12:70, which originally 
lacked this catechism (as in the Sus¥ma story in M-Vin and SÓ 347), is 
closely connected with the commentarial ascription of arahantship to 
Sus¥ma. So close is this connection, in fact, that I would venture the 
hypothesis that the reciters charged with maintaining the Saµyutta-
nikåya added this passage to the discourse precisely because they 

                                                
54Spk 2:127: idåni' ssa pa†ivedhabhabbataµ ñatvå tepariva††aµ dhamma-

desanaµ desento ... tepariva††adesanåvasåne pana thero arahattaµ patto. By 
“penetration” (pa†ivedha) is meant the attainment of a world-transcending 
(lokuttara) path and fruition. By “three turns” (tepariva††aµ) is meant the 
three characteristics. 
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inclined to the opinion that, during the discourse, Sus¥ma did actually 
attain arahantship. On the one hand, due to textual conservatism and 
some degree of uncertainty, they might have been reluctant to insert a 
line of text ascribing arahantship (or even stream-entry) to Sus¥ma ; on 
the other hand, they might have believed that the coherence of the dis-
course required that Sus¥ma end as an arahant and were willing to relax 
their conservatism by inserting what they considered a mere standard 
trope on the three characteristics into the sutta to help substantiate this 
belief.  
 In support of this conviction, they might well have had a suggestive 
reason in the archaic text itself. It will be remembered that when Sus¥ma 
queried the monks who had announced their attainment of arahantship 
to the Buddha, they denied possessing the super-knowledges and 
formless emancipations. Sus¥ma thereupon asked them, “Here now, 
venerable ones, this answer and the non-attainment of those states : how 
could this be, friends?”55 By way of explanation, the monks answered : 
“We are liberated by wisdom.” Now later in the discourse, Sus¥ma 
winds up in a position parallel to the monks of this group. The Buddha 
has questioned Sus¥ma about the arising and cessation aspects of 
dependent origination and gotten him to affirm that he sees all these 
links. To see all the links, “to know and see them thus” (evaµ jånanto 
evaµ passanto), is the mark of one who has made the breakthrough to 
the Dhamma, who is at least a stream-enterer. The Buddha then asks 
Sus¥ma whether he possesses the super-knowledges and formless 
emancipations. When Sus¥ma denies having attained them, the Buddha 
asks him, “Here now, Sus¥ma, this answer and the non-attainment of 
those states : how could this be, Sus¥ma?”56 Based on the analogy 
between Sus¥ma and the monks in the first part of the sutta, we might 
well expect Sus¥ma to say, “I am liberated by wisdom.” To our dis-
appointment, however, Sus¥ma does not answer ; rather, as we have 

                                                
55See n. 1. 
56See n. 13. 
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seen, he prostrates himself before the Buddha and confesses his trans-
gression in taking ordination as a thief of Dhamma. 
 Despite the silence on this point, the parallelism the text draws 
between Sus¥ma and the group of wisdom-liberated monks might 
readily be understood to imply that Sus¥ma himself had become a 
wisdom-liberated arahant. Nevertheless, this is not stated explicitly, and 
that is what leaves the stamp of mystery on the discourse. Did Sus¥ma 
attain anything at all, and if so, what did he attain? Generally, whenever 
the Nikåyas want to assign the attainment of arahantship to a monk 
listening to a discourse, they do not hesitate to state, “While this dis-
course was being expounded, that bhikkhu’s mind was liberated from 
the influxes by non-clinging.”57 Or, in the case of a lower attainment, it 
is said, “While this discourse was being expounded, in that bhikkhu the 
dust-free, stainless Dhamma-eye arose.”58 Since the Sus¥ma-sutta places 
Sus¥ma in a position analogous to the wisdom-liberated monks, but 
makes no assertion about him realizing any attainment, his final status is 
unclear. On the one hand, if nothing is said about an attainment, the 
general rule would prescribe that we understand the listener had not 
achieved anything. On the other, if Sus¥ma affirms that he sees the 
connections between all the links of dependent origination, this suggests 
that he is at least a stream-enterer. And if, further, he is placed in a 
position parallel to the wisdom-liberated monks, a position from which 

                                                
57e.g., at S IV 20,26 28, it is said of the thousand bhikkhus who heard the 

Ódittapariyåya-sutta : imasmiñ ca pana veyyåkaraˆasmiµ bhaññamåne tassa 
bhikkhusahassassa anupådåya åsavehi cittåni vimucciµsu. 

58e.g., at S V 423,13 16, it is said of Koˆ#añña during the Buddha’s first sermon : 
imasmiñ ca pana veyyåkaraˆasmiµ bhaññamåne åyasmato Koˆ!aññassa 
virajaµ v¥tamalaµ dhammacakkhuµ udapådi : “yaµ kiñci samudaya-
dhammaµ, sabbaµ taµ nirodhadhamman” ti. It is interesting to note that in 
all the Chinese Ógamas as well as independent suttas stemming from the early 
Buddhist schools, no text on the “eye of Dhamma” has a line corresponding to 
Påli yaµ kiñci samudayadhammaµ, sabbaµ taµ nirodhadhammaµ. This 
strongly suggests that this line was added by the redactors of the Påli school 
after the schools had gone their separate ways.  
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he can be expected to understand how arahantship is possible without 
the super-knowledges and formless meditations (and if we follow the 
commentary, even without the jhånas), this seems to suggest that he 
himself had reached nothing short of arahantship.  
 It was thus natural that teachers and commentators, probably 
already in the age of oral transmission, should attempt to resolve the 
ambiguity by assigning to Sus¥ma some transcendent stature, either the 
gain of the Dhamma-eye or the realization of arahantship. In the school 
that preserved its texts in the language we call Påli, this originally oral 
opinion would then have been set down in writing in the ancient 
commentary preserved in Sri Lanka. When Buddhaghosa accepted the 
opinion found in this commentary, that Sus¥ma attained arahantship, 
and planted it into the Påli commentary that he wrote on the Saµyutta-
nikåya, the opinion became hallowed Theravådin orthodoxy. 
 Now, in my understanding (which, I admit, is purely speculative), 
while the transmitters of the Påli discourse may have been reluctant to 
state explicitly, in the text itself, that Sus¥ma had attained arahantship, 
they did subtly alter the sutta in a way intended to buttress this ascrip-
tion in its commentary. They did so by inserting into the text the 
passage on insight into the three characteristics with its concluding 
“disenchantment–dispassion–liberation sequence” : “Seeing thus, the 
noble disciple becomes disenchanted with form, feeling, perception, 
volitional activities, and consciousness. Through disenchantment, he 
becomes dispassionate. Through dispassion his mind is liberated.”59  
 The question might be raised : “How does the inclusion of this 
passage support the ascription of arahantship to Sus¥ma?” By way of an 
answer, we should note an important difference, in the Nikåyas (and 
presumably the Ógamas), between the respective roles that dependent 
origination and the three characteristics play in the spiritual evolution of 
the disciple. Both are domains of “wisdom” ( paññå), but they are not 
interchangeable. Direct knowledge of dependent origination is the 

                                                
59S II 125,24–27. For the Påli, see n. 11 above. 
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wisdom specifically assigned to one with the status of a sekha, a 
disciple at one of the lower stages of awakening who must still train 
further to reach the final stage of arahantship. In contrast, the 
knowledge of the three characteristics, especially when culminating in 
the disenchantment-dispassion-liberation sequence, is often presented as 
a prelude to the realization of arahantship. 
 If we peruse the Nikåyas, we would not find a single sutta in which 
the wisdom that perceives dependent origination becomes the triggering 
event for the attainment of arahantship. One might think this happened 
in the case of the Buddha’s own attainment of enlightenment, as 
described at S 12:4–10 (S II 5–11). However, the D¥gha-nikåya account 
of the Buddha Vipass¥’s enlightenment makes a subtle but important 
distinction. Vipass¥ first attains “the eye, the knowledge, the wisdom, 
the true knowledge, the light” by which he sees dependent origination, 
first with respect to arising and then with respect to cessation.60 Even 
after contemplating the cessation series, however, he is still a bodhi-
satta. He has discovered the path to enlightenment, but he has not yet 
walked the path to its goal ; his mind is not yet liberated from the 
influxes and thus he cannot claim to have reached supreme enlighten-
ment. The sutta continues : “Some time later the bodhisatta Vipass¥ 
dwelled contemplating rise and vanishing in the five clinging aggre-
gates…. As he dwelled thus, before long, by non-clinging, his mind was 
liberated from the influxes.”61 This passage thus makes Vipass¥’s 

                                                
60At D II 33,5–8, 35,10–13. 
61D II 35,14 24: atha kho, bhikkhave, Vipass¥ bodhisatto aparena samayena 

pañcasu upådånakkhandhesu udayabbayånupass¥ vihåsi … tassa pañcasu 
upådånakkhandhesu udayabbayånupassino viharato na cirass’ eva 
anupådåya åsavehi cittaµ vimucc¥ ti. It is interesting to see that the Chinese 
Tripi†aka has a parallel to this passage in an independent translation, the 
Vipaßyin Buddha S#tra (V(0�u). Here, the bodhisattva Vipaßyin first 
contemplates dependent origination by way of arising and cessation. Then, at 
T I 156b19 22, it is said that he contemplates the five aggregates by way of 
their arising, cessation, and evanescence, as a result of which “through direct 
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attainment of complete enlightenment (and by implication the complete 
enlightenment of all Buddhas) consequent upon insight into the arising 
and vanishing of the five aggregates ; in other words, upon the insight 
into impermanence, the first of the three characteristics. 
 In the Nikåyas and Ógamas, dependent origination serves as the 
portal to the first breakthrough to the Dhamma. We see, for example, 
that in the story of the enlightenment of the seven Buddhas each makes 
his initial discovery of the Dhamma through careful consideration 
(yoniso manasikåra) of dependent origination.62 Again, the wanderer 
Upatissa, better known as Såriputta, gained the eye of Dhamma when he 
heard from the arahant Assaji the famous four-line stanza which states 
in abstract terms the principle of causal origination.63 Several suttas in 
the Nidåna-saµyutta assert that direct perception of dependent origina-
tion is the distinctive knowledge and vision of the trainee (sekha), of 
one “who has entered the stream of the Dhamma … who stands 
squarely before the door to the Deathless”.64  
 In the original version of the Sus¥ma-sutta, as I would reconstruct 
it, the Buddha's catechism is intended to show how deep understanding 
of dependent origination in its sequence of arising — “the knowledge of 
the persistence of principles” — precedes “the knowledge of nibbåna”. 
This latter is the world-transcending breakthrough to a vision of the 
cessation of dependent origination which bestows upon the disciple a 
trainee's right view of the essential Dhamma, the four noble truths. 
From this platform of experientially knowing all four truths, the trainee 
has to develop insight further until he or she reaches “the exhaustion of 
the influxes”, namely, arahantship. This comes about, not simply by 

                                                                                              
realization, all his karma, habits, and defilements no longer arose. He attained 
great liberation and accomplished supreme perfect enlightenment”. 

62S II 5–11 ; see too D II 31–34. 
63Vin I 40,28–29. 
64S II 58,24–25: dhammasotaµ samåpanno itipi … amatadvåraµ åhacca ti††hati 

iti pi. 
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reviewing dependent origination, but by stopping the process of origina-
tion through disenchantment (nibbidå) and dispassion (viråga). 
 Whereas teachings on dependent origination generally culminate in 
gaining the eye of Dhamma, that is, in one of the three lower stages of 
awakening, contemplation of the three characteristics leads more 
incisively to disenchantment and dispassion and thence to the full 
liberation of arahantship. While a discourse including the sequence of 
disenchantment, dispassion, and liberation is occasionally shown to 
terminate in the mere gaining of the Dhamma-eye, more typically it is 
followed by the attainment of arahantship. Conversely, the attainment of 
arahantship is generally shown to follow from an exposition of the three 
characteristics, particularly when this leads into the disenchantment-
dispassion-liberation sequence.65 The disciple at the stage of trainee 
(sekha) contemplates all dependently arisen phenomena as imperma-
nent, bound up with suffering, and non-self. He then pursues this insight 
until it brings disenchantment (nibbidå) and dispassion (viråga), as a 
consequence of which the mind abandons clinging and is liberated from 
the influxes (anupådåya cittaµ åsavehi vimuccati). 
 I would conjecture that the custodians of the Saµyutta-nikåya, 
probably during the age of oral transmission, interpolated the catechism 
on the three characteristics specifically to support the case for imputing 
the attainment of arahantship to Sus¥ma. In contrast, the versions of the 
Sus¥ma story in M-Vin and in the earlier part of SÓ 347, up to the final 
sentence, remain faithful to the exegetical principle underlying the 
archaic teaching, that direct knowledge of dependent origination is the 

                                                
65Using the Cha††ha Sa!gåyana CD, I have done a global search through the 

Nikåyas on the expressions anupådåya åsavehi cittåni vimucc* and anu-
pådåya åsavehi cittaµ vimucc*, seeking to find out how they correlate with 
the attainments reached by listeners to a discourse. A tabulation of my results 
might be the subject for a separate paper, but I can state briefly that whereas 
these expressions never occur in conjunction with discourses on dependent 
origination, they do occur quite often following discourses on the three char-
acteristics, or one of the three characteristics, especially when the teaching 
culminates in the sequence of nibbidå, viråga, and vimutti. 
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special domain of a trainee. Hence these two versions, up to the con-
clusion of SÓ 347, hold that as a result of the Buddha’s questionnaire 
on dependent origination, Sus¥ma gained the eye of Dhamma, the 
wisdom of a trainee. 
 These two versions, moreover, seem to uphold the two aspects of 
dependent origination, the aspects of arising and of cessation, as the key 
for understanding the two types of knowledge mentioned by the 
Buddha, no matter whether those knowledges are designated with 
M Vin as “knowledge of the principle” and “inferential knowledge” or 
with SÓ 347 as “knowledge of the persistence of principles” and 
“knowledge of nibbåna”. The Såratthappakåsin¥, the Saµyutta com-
mentary, further falls in line with this interpretation when, in comment-
ing on the expression dhamma††hitiñåˆa as it occurs in S 12:34, it calls 
this knowledge of the principle of conditionality.66  
 When, however, the Såratthappakåsin¥ comes to S 12:70, the 
Sus¥ma-sutta itself, it proposes an alternative interpretation of these two 
knowledges that differs markedly from the other versions. The com-
mentary states, “ ‘Knowledge of the persistence of principles’ is insight 
knowledge, which arises first. ‘Knowledge of nibbåna’ is path 
knowledge, which arises at the end of the course of insight.”67 The 
Saµyutta-†¥kå, or subcommentary, clarifies the meaning of this : “The 
‘persistence of principles’ is the nature of phenomena as impermanent, 
suffering, and non-self. The knowledge of this is ‘knowledge of the 
persistence of principles.’ This is what he [the commentator] calls 
‘insight knowledge’.”68 

                                                
66See above, p. 23. 
67Spk II 127: dhamma††hitiñåˆan ti vipassanåñåˆaµ, taµ pa†hamataraµ 

uppajjati.  nibbåne ñåˆan ti vipassanåya ciˆˆante pavattamaggañåˆaµ, taµ 
pacchå uppajjati. 

68Spk-p† II 106 (VRI ed.): dhammånaµ †hitatå taµsabhåvatå dhamma††hiti, 
aniccadukkhånattatå, tattha ñåˆaµ dhamma††hitiñåˆan ti åha “vipassanå-
ñåˆan” ti. The author may have based this explanation on A I 286, which 
applies the term dhamma††hitatå to each of the three characteristics. 
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 When the Sus¥ma-sutta states that “the knowledge of the persis-
tence of principles” precedes “the knowledge of nibbåna”, the intention 
may well have been the same as that of the other versions, namely, that 
knowledge of the arising sequence of dependent origination precedes 
knowledge of the cessation sequence. Its commentary, however, takes 
this to be a statement to the effect that insight knowledge precedes the 
arising of the transcendent path. In the exegetical scheme of the Påli 
commentaries, insight knowledge means direct insight into the five 
aggregates (or twelve sense bases, or eighteen elements) by way of the 
three characteristics ; path knowledge supervenes on this and takes 
nibbåna as its object. From the commentarial standpoint, therefore, "the 
knowledge of the persistence of principles" is to be situated in the 
catechism on the three characteristics of the five aggregates ; the 
knowledge of nibbåna, presumably, is referred to by the statement about 
the disciple gaining dispassion (viråga) and liberation (vimutti).69  
 On account of the interpolation of the catechism on the three 
characteristics, the exact meaning of dhamma††hitiñåˆa in the original 
text has become obscure. When we read the text in the light of its 
commentary, which identifies “knowledge of the persistence of princi-
ples” with insight into the three characteristics and (presumably) 
“knowledge of nibbåna” with the culminating events of dispassion (vi-
råga) and liberation (vimutti), the questionnaire on dependent origi-
nation seems to be left hanging in limbo. Since the discussion on the 
three characteristics, culminating in dispassion and liberation, brings the 
noble disciple to arahantship, the questionnaire becomes almost super-
fluous, without a determinate purpose. In fact, the Såratthappakåsin¥, in 

                                                
69Elsewhere the commentaries identify dispassion (viråga) with the world-

transcending path, and liberation (vimutti) with fruition ; both are types of 
knowledge taking nibbåna as object. For example, Ps II 115: ettha virågo ti 
maggo virågå vimuccat¥ ti ettha virågena maggena vimuccat¥ ti phalaµ 
kathitaµ. Spk II 53, commenting on viråga and vimutti, says : vimutt¥ ti 
arahattaphalavimutti…. virågo ti maggo. 
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glossing the passage on dependent origination, says that this is brought 
in as a way of interrogating Sus¥ma about his attainment.70 
 If, however, the three-characteristics catechism is deleted, the ques-
tionnaire on dependent origination serves a clear purpose, elucidating 
the meaning of the two knowledges : the series on dependent origination 
in its aspect of arising brings out the meaning of dhamma††hitiñåˆa ; the 
series on dependent origination in its aspect of cessation brings out the 
meaning of nibbåne ñåˆa. One first ( pubbe) arrives at the knowledge of 
how saµsåric phenomena originate from their respective conditions. 
One follows the chain of conditions back to ignorance, just as the 
Buddha did on the night of his enlightenment, and then afterwards 

( pacchå), when this knowledge comes to maturity, one makes the 
breakthrough to the knowledge of nibbåna. As a consequence of this 
one sees how, with the cessation of ignorance, all the phenomena linked 
together in the series are made to cease. This is the dual knowledge of 
the trainee, which enables him to understand how arahantship is 
possible without attainment of the super-knowledges and formless 
emancipations (in S 12:70 and M-Vin) or even without the four jhånas 
(in SÓ 347, Vibhå"å, and the Saµyutta commentary). 

6. Conclusion 

 Some of the more speculative views I have advanced in this paper 
(and its predecessor) are admittedly conjectural and cannot be supported 
with “hard evidence”. Their appeal is necessarily to intuition, but I 
believe I have presented enough cogent reasoning to show that these 
intuitions merit serious consideration. By proffering such views, I do 
not intend in any way to suggest that all differences between the variant 
versions of a discourse among the early Buddhist schools reflect 
differences in doctrine. Many of their differences, probably the great 
majority, were probably due simply to chance variations in the process 

                                                
70Spk II 127: idåni ’ssa anuyogaµ åropento jåtipaccayå jaråmaraˆan ti, 
Susima, passas¥ ti ådim åha. 
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of oral transmission. However, there are several important instances in 
which the variations in the parallel versions of a discourse preserved by 
different schools are too pointed to be put down to chance. In my 
opinion, it makes better sense to see them as reflecting doctrinal 
pressures — differences in points of emphasis and understanding — 
that shaped the formulation of the text in the course of its transmission 
in different early Buddhist communities. To advance our understanding 
of early Buddhism,  particularly in the transitional phase from archaic to  
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sectarian Buddhism, it is fruitful to peruse the texts closely for examples 
of variant versions that reflect different viewpoints shaping the doctrinal 
agendas of the schools. I believe that the Sus¥ma-sutta, read against its 
counterparts in the other schools, provides a fertile example of this. 
 To summarize my comparative study of the Sus¥ma-sutta and its 
parallels in both my earlier paper (“The Sus¥ma-sutta and the Wisdom-
Liberated Arahant”) and this one, I have prepared a table (p, 42) that 
highlights the differences between the several versions, which are listed 
in the first column. 
 The second column refers back to my earlier paper. It lists the 
attainments that the paññåvimutta arahant lacks, as revealed in the 
different versions by the questions that Sus¥ma asks the monks who 
declared arahantship to the Buddha. In the Påli version, S 12:70, Sus¥ma 
asks about the five “mundane” super-knowledges and the peaceful 
formless emancipations, which the monks deny possessing. M-Vin 
closely resembles the Påli version, except that here Sus¥ma asks the 
monks only about the knowledge of the passing away and rebirth of 
beings, the recollection of their own past lives, and the formless emanci-
pations ; again, the monks deny possessing these. In both these versions, 
Sus¥ma does not inquire from these monks whether or not they possess 
the four jhånas, and it remains perplexing why the sutta does not touch 
on this question. This is particularly curious in view of several 
canonical texts (in the Påli Nikåyas) that contrast a practitioner who 
takes the “pleasant route” of the four jhånas with one who takes the 
“painful (or strenuous) route” of such meditations as the unattractive 
nature of the body, the inevitability of death, discontent with the entire 
world, and so forth.  

——— 

 The version of the Sus¥ma story in SÓ 347, the Chinese translation 
of the Saµyuktågama, at once catches our attention with the difference 
in the questions Sus¥ma asks the monks. Here, and in the partial replica-
tion of this account in Vibhå"å, Sus¥ma asks the monks whether they 
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attained the exhaustion of the influxes on the basis of the four jhånas 
and the formless emancipations, which they all deny attaining. They 
still claim to be “liberated by wisdom”, and thus in this system to be 
“liberated by wisdom” means to attain arahantship without achievement 
of the jhånas. The Mahåvibhå"å admits the old canonical definition of a 
wisdom-liberated arahant as one who attains liberation without possess-
ing the formless attainments, but it sees possession of the jhånas by a 
wisdom-liberated arahant to “dilute” the completeness of his liberation 
by wisdom. The most complete kind of wisdom-liberated arahant is the 
one who does not achieve any jhånas but gains comprehension of the 
Dhamma based on a state of concentration called “threshold meditation” 
(såmantaka-dhyåna), closely corresponding to the “access concentra-
tion” (upacåra-samådhi) of the Theravåda commentarial system.71  
 If the relationship between the texts merely remained as I have just 
described it, we could simply dismiss this as a difference between the 
Theravåda and Mahåså!ghika systems on the one hand, and the 
Sarvåstivåda (and possibly MËlasarvåstivåda) system on the other. 
However, the relationship between the positions of these schools 
becomes thorny and convoluted when we discover that the Visuddhi-
magga and the Påli commentaries admit a kind of arahant who attains 
the goal without any attainment of the jhånas. This type is called the 
sukkhavipassaka, the “dry-insight meditator”. To increase the com-
plexity of the inter-relations among the texts, the Såratthappakåsin¥, the 
authorized commentary to the Saµyutta-nikåya, explains the wisdom-
liberated arahants of S 12:70 in a way that resembles SÓ 347 and 
Vibhå"å. It declares that these monks were dry-insight meditators, as is 
clear from its gloss on the term paññåvimutta as it occurs in the sutta : 
“We are without jhåna, dry-insight meditators, liberated simply by 
wisdom.”72  

                                                
71See “The Sus¥ma-sutta and the Wisdom-Liberated Arahant”, p. 71. 
72Spk II 126–27: mayaµ nijjhånakå sukkhavipassakå paññåmatten’ eva 

vimuttå. 
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 The fact that the Påli commentary endorses a position that is closer 
to SÓ 347 and Vibhå"å than to the actual text of S 12:70 raises the 
question whether the views circulating in the Sarvåstivåda camp might 
not have influenced the interpretation proposed in the Theravåda com-
mentary. We cannot answer this question with a definite affirmative, for 
it is perfectly possible that the two similar interpretations arose inde-
pendently ; but the fact that the Påli sutta and M-Vin never touch on the 
issue of whether or not the wisdom-liberated monks possess the jhånas 
raises a suspicion that the underlying intent of the sutta in all versions is 
precisely to suggest this possibility. Thus, as I construe it, in its final 
formulation the sutta is intended to convey the idea that achievement of 
the jhånas is not indispensable to the attainment of the final goal, 
arahantship. In the texts with Sarvåstivåda affiliation, which probably 
achieved their final literary form somewhat later than the Påli version, 
this idea was admitted into the sutta itself. In the Påli version, due 
perhaps to textual conservatism, this idea was not stated explicitly but 
was hinted at by silence regarding the jhåna attainments of the monks 
questioned by Sus¥ma. Explicit expression of this view was reserved for 
the early commentators, whose opinion eventually passed into the 
Såratthappakåsin¥, the official Mahåvihåra commentary on the 
Saµyutta-nikåya composed by Buddhaghosa.  
 The third column lists the two kinds of knowledge with which the 
Buddha answers Sus¥ma when the latter questions him about the pos-
sibility of paññåvimutta arahantship. From this list we can see that all 
the versions except M-Vin agree that the names of the two knowledges 
are “knowledge of the persistence of principles” (dhamma††hitiñåˆa, 
X�I) and “knowledge of nibbåna” (nibbåne ñåˆa, YOI). M-Vin 
has instead two knowledges, XI and UI, that correspond to Påli 
dhamme ñåˆa and anvaye ñåˆa. These two knowledges also occur in 
relation to dependent origination at S 12:33, where they are respectively 
defined as knowledge of the conditional relationships with regard to the 
present time (= dhamme ñåˆa) and knowledge of the conditional rela-
tionships with regard to the past and future (= anvaye ñåˆa). It is quite 
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likely that the reading of the two knowledges in S 12:70 and SÓ 347 is 
the more original one. The preservers of the Mahåså!ghika Vinaya 
might have borrowed the alternative pair of knowledges from a sËtra in 
their own collection corresponding to S 12:33. It is possible this change 
came about through a Sarvåstivådin influence ; for in the Sarvåstivåda 
presentation of the path of realization, the two knowledges, dharma-
jñåna and anvayajñåna, play a major role. Though the names are the 
Sanskrit equivalents of those found in S 12:33, they were given new 
meanings as determined by the Sarvåstivåda account of the path. This 
system had been adopted by other schools, and it is possible that the 
Mahåså!ghikas, either through accidental copyists’ error or by deliber-
ate choice, adopted the names of those knowledges for their Vinaya 
version of the Sus¥ma story, dropping the names of the older pair of 
knowledges.  
 To understand the two knowledges shared by S 12:70 and SÓ 347 
— “knowledge of the persistence of principles” (dhamma††hitiñåˆa) and 
“knowledge of nibbåna” (nibbåne ñåˆa) — I collated the different 
versions of the Sus¥ma story and also consulted the explanations of 
them found in Vibhå"å. Read together, these texts give us firm ground 
for identifying the two knowledges as direct knowledge respectively of 
the arising and cessation aspects of dependent origination. However, in 
the discussion that occurs between Sus¥ma and the Buddha, S 12:70 
includes a passage not found in the other versions. This is a catechism 
on the three characteristics of the five aggregates — impermanence, 
suffering, and selflessness — which culminates in the disciple becom-
ing disenchanted, gaining dispassion, and becoming liberated. The 
Såratthappakåsin¥ dissents from the apparent meaning of all versions (a 
meaning made explicit in Vibhå"å) by interpreting “knowledge of the 
persistence of principles” as knowledge of the three characteristics and 
“knowledge of nibbåna” as the world-transcending path, which (based 
on a standard commentarial gloss) is presumably to be identified with 
the occasion of dispassion (viråga) in the “disenchantment-dispassion-
liberation” sequence.  
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 I noted that because this catechism on the three characteristics is 
not found in any of the other versions of the Sus¥ma story, it is almost 
certainly an interpolation. I also pointed out that because it appropriates 
the “knowledge of the persistence of principles” for knowledge of the 
three characteristics, the commentary leaves the questionnaire on 
dependent origination hanging in suspension almost like a vestigial 
organ. These considerations lead us to believe the versions that omit the 
“three-characteristics catechism” are more archaic in this respect. 
 The last column lists the attainments reached by Sus¥ma in the 
different versions of the story. Such a comparison, I held, may give us 
some insight into the motivation of the Påli transmitters in incorporating 
the discussion on the three characteristics into their version of the sutta. 
We saw that S 12:70 does not ascribe any transcendent attainment to 
Sus¥ma. In contrast, M-Vin shows him gaining the “eye of Dhamma”, 
which would make him a noble disciple at one of the three lower stages 
of awakening. SÓ 347 shows him first gain the eye of Dhamma and 
then, at the end of the discourse, attain arahantship. 
 Now even though the Påli sutta does not assign any transcendent 
attainment to Sus¥ma, the Såratthappakåsin¥, commenting on the sutta, 
states that he attained arahantship during the catechism on the three 
characteristics. We thus find here another remarkable convergence 
between SÓ 347 and the position taken in the Påli commentary. Just 
above, we saw that SÓ 347 explicitly states that the wisdom-liberated 
arahants questioned by Sus¥ma claimed to have attained arahantship 
without the jhånas, a position adopted by the Saµyutta commentary 
though not evident in the text of S 12:70 itself. Similarly, we see here 
that both SÓ 347 and the Saµyutta commentary attribute to Sus¥ma the 
attainment of arahantship, while the Påli sutta itself remains silent about 
such an attainment. I surmise that the passage on the three character-
istics was spliced in precisely to justify commentators and teachers 
(probably during the early formative stage of the commentaries) in their 
opinion that Sus¥ma attained arahantship. This was done because the 
“three-characteristics” catechism, especially when it culminates in the 
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“disenchantment-dispassion-liberation” sequence, is typically connected 
in the suttas with the attainment of arahantship, while insight into 
dependent origination does not play such a role. 
 If my suppositions and speculations are correct, the several versions 
of this Sus¥ma story available to us illustrate how chance variations due 
to oral transmission (mostly in the narrative) and subtle pressures 
imposed by emerging doctrinal interpretations (at key points in the 
dialogues) worked in unison to transform a text constructed from a 
simple plot and a simple script in different directions among the early 
Buddhist schools. Far more work is still needed in comparative study of 
the suttas to see how these texts may reveal traces of subtle doctrinal 
tendencies that came to clear articulation only in the early Abhidharma, 
the commentaries, and the mature philosophical systems. But compari-
son between the Sus¥ma-sutta and its parallels serves as an example of 
how such studies can be fruitful. 

Bhikkhu Bodhi 


