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The Elder Phusamitta dwelling at Kurundaka said: “O
friend, for sure the mind of the fourth jhana which is the
foundation of the higher knowledges is necessarily both

malleable and fit for work”.

Kurundakanivdsi Phusamittatthero pan&ha ekantam mudu

ttam eva avuso ti
(Mp 159)

When the mind is endowed with these eight qualities in
this way it becomes capable of being guided to directly
experience by higher knowledges the things that should be
directly experienced by higher knowledges

evam atthangasamanndagatam cittam abhiniharakkhamam
hoti abhififidsacchikaraniyanam dhammanam
abhififiasacchikiriyaya

(Vism 377)

9.1 The Manomayakaya, Iddhividha and Other Abhififias
in the Path

The Buddhist path of liberation in the Samanfaphalasutta gives the
impression of being a paradigmatic account, which, however, does not
provide clear instructions of how to perform what it prescribes. Concerning
the meditation practice, Rupert Gethin writes that “if one set off into
the forest with only a copy of the Samannaphala Sutta as one’s guide, it
is doubtful that one would make very much progress in one’s meditation
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practice” (Gethin 2004, 202). This is also valid for what concerns the method
to develop the manomayakaya, iddhividha and other abhifiids, given that
a full range of instructions are only provided by later texts, not before
the Patisambhidamagga elaboration.® Furthermore, not only the method
of developing, but also the significance of the manomayakaya, iddhividha
and other abhififias are absent in the account of the Buddhist path. The
only abhiffia that has a clear Buddhist connotation is the last one, the
asavakkhayariana, in which the insight into the four noble truths is achieved.
This is, according to the Samanfiaphalasutta, the best among the fruits of the
ascetic life, while it might seem to us, from a secular point of view, the least
marvellous. However, we should not forget that the Samanfiaphalasutta is
presenting a path that is supposed to lead to liberation. This reminds us of
the soteriological purpose of the account. Therefore, we may wonder if the
manomayakdya, iddhividha and other abhififias as well have a soteriological
significance within the path. In this regard, it is worth considering the fact
that not all of these elements are present in the various Buddhist accounts
of the path of liberation.? On the one hand, it may be stated with Clough that
“it must be pointed out that a thorough reading of the Pali Nikayas reveals
that the abhififids were not always deemed a necessary part of the path to
nibbana” ([2010] 2011, 414).3 On the other hand, the last three abhififas,
generally called ‘three knowledges’ (tisso vijja), are often part of the accounts
that narrate the awakening of the Buddha himself.* It is worth noting that
the Samanrfiaphalasutta’s version is probably one among the most inclusive
accounts, if not the most, concerning the Buddhist path of liberation. Other
accounts, compared with the Samanfiaphalasutta’s one, omit some stages
and one of the most omitted is the creation of a manomayakaya.® If stages
can be omitted, this might indicate that they are not mandatory, but it
would be better to understand them as ideal type stages. And by that,
it means that the prescriptive account of the Buddhist path of liberation
describes only an ideal path that could be in reality, and according to needs,
quite flexible and adaptive. The adaptive characteristic of the path is not
a mere hypothesis, but is evidence supported by the many accounts that
would present a different list of stages. This fact would affect the view that
would see the various stages of the path as necessary prerequisites. As
previously highlighted (§ 7.3), the logic of this concatenation of prerequisites
led scholars to maintain that the practice of the extraordinary capacities
was due to the development of the manomayakaya. 1 have demonstrated
that in the Vedic thought as well, the development of a mental embodiment
can have the extraordinary capabilities as an outcome. However, I have

1 It would be fair to wonder whether some passages in the early canonical texts, and especially
in the Iddhipadasamyutta of the Samyuttanikaya, could represent a first elaboration of a method
to develop these capabilities. E.g. “he unifies the body in the mind and the mind in the body”
(kayam pi citte samadahati cittam pi kaye samadahati; S V 284). A detailed analysis of this
part of the Samyuttanikdya is required for the future, while for some remarks see De Notariis
2022b, 404-9.

2 See Gethin 2020, in which it is highlighted as the stages occur differently in the various
accounts (see especially the tables in Gethin 2020, 18, 23, 32, 36, 37, 44, 47).

3 Supported also by Gémez ([2010] 2011, 515).
4 E.g. Bhayabheravasutta (M 4), Mahasaccakasutta (M 36), Verarjasutta (A IV 172-9).

5 This can be inferred from the detailed account of the various versions of the path in the
Nikayas and Agamas (Gethin 2020).
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also highlighted that it should be stressed that this does not mean that the
use of the body made of mind is mandatory to perform these extraordinary
acts. It is attested, for instance in the Samyuttanikaya, that the Buddha was
able to go to the Brahma world (i.e. the last iddhi) with both the physical
body (catumahabhttikena kayena, lit. the body composed of the four great
elements), and the body made of mind (manomayena kayena).®

9.2 From What are the Manomayakaya, Iddhividha

and Other Abhinnas Developed?

According to the canonical accounts, at the base of the development of
the manomayakadya, iddhividha and other abhififids there seems to be the
development of the jhanas. All the stages that follow the development of the
fourth jhana in the Buddhist path of liberation (viz. from Aana-dassana to
asavakkhayanana) begin with the stock phrase:

When the mind is concentrated in this way, purified, cleaned, unblemished,
deprived of impurities, malleable, fit for work, steadfast, having attained
impassibility, he directs and turns the mind [to develop a specific
power].”

Therefore, it would seem that all the stages from the fiana-dassana to
asavakkhayandana have the same state of mind as the basis. This idea is
not completely new, but seems to be sustained also by Rupert Gethin.®
Furthermore, it seems to also be the exegetical interpretation of the
Theravadins to some extent. This is noticeable from the evidence provided
by the Sumangalavilasini. The commentary, at the end of the comment on
the asavakkhayanana, lists ten knowledges (dasafana) that are supposed to
correspond to the stages from the fiana-dassana to asavakkhayanana:

Ten knowledges are expressed so far: 1) vipassana-fiana; 2) manomaya-
fiana; 3) iddhividha-fiana; 4) dibbasota-iana; 5) cetopariya-nana; 6)
pubbenivasa-iiana; 7) dibbacakkhu-fiana, which has the double knowledge

6 abhijanati nu kho bhante Bhagava iddhiya manomayena kayena Brahmalokam upasankamita
[...] abhijanati kho pana bhante Bhagava imina catumahabhttikena kayena iddhiya Brahmalokam
upasankamita (S'V 282).

7 so evam samahite citte parisuddhe pariyodate anangane vigatupakkilese mudu-bhite
kammaniye thite anejjappatte [specific power inflected in dative/genitive] cittam abhiniharati
abhininnameti.

8 “In the account of the gradual path the state of mind reached by the practice of the fourth
jhana is one that is characterized as concentrated (samahita) thoroughly purified (parisuddha)
and cleansed (pariyodata), stainless (anangana), without defilements (vigatipakkilesa), sensitive
(mudubhiita), workable (kammaniya), steady (thita), unshakable (anefija-ppatta). Such a state of
mind can be applied to mastery of various meditational powers [i.e. iddhis] [...] it can be applied to
developing various higher knowledges [i.e. abhififias]” (Gethin 2019, 180; square brackets mine),
and also “[i]t seems clear that in broad terms Buddhaghosa’s conception of the development of
insight reflects the canonical account of the gradual path where the state of mind developed in
the fourth jhana is then applied to the development of various knowledges, culminating in the
liberating knowledge of the destruction of the defiling tendencies (asava)” (Gethin 2019, 195).
See also Gethin 1998, 185-6; 2011, 219-20.
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of: 8) yathakammipaga and 9) the knowledge of the future (anagata)
accomplished through the power of the divine eye; 10) asavakkhaya-fiana.?

With the term vipassana-nana, the Sumangalavilasini clearly refers to
the fiana-dassana.*® The commentary, moreover, mentions two additional
knowledges based on the stage of the cutipapatanana (which is called
dibbacakkhunana): yathakammipaganana and andgatafiana. These two
further knowledges demonstrate that the exegesis recovered in the
Visuddhimagga and in the *Vimuttimagga (with some variations) is taken
into account in this context as well. This account highlights that the stages
after the fourth jhana are possible outcomes of the application of a particular
state of mind.** However, in another commentarial passage, it seems that
these knowledges find support one upon the other. The passage is part of the
commentary on the Kutadantasutta (D 5), wherein the Buddha explains to
the brahmana Kutadanta more profitable sacrifices (yanfa) than the bloody
ones that Kitadanta wanted to perform. Yafinia, indeed, corresponds to the
Sanskrit yajia, the so-called ‘sacrifice’, which in Vedic culture often involved
the use of violence. The story repeats the path of liberation found in the
Samannaphalasutta in an abbreviated form and the commentary comments
upon it as follows:

The vipassanariana too - because the one who practices it, having found
support in the qualities which are the perfections of the fourth jhana,
is not in distress, then - involves little exertion (appattha) and injury
(appasamarambha); but because of the [usual] absence of the happiness
similar to the happiness derived from the vipassana,*? it is of great fruit;
and because of the sacrifice (pariccaga) of the defilements which are
enemies, it is a sacrifice (yafifia). The manomayiddhi too - because the
one who practices it, having found a support in the vipassananana, is
not in distress, - is without exertion and injury; because of its ability
to create a physical form similar to one’s own, it is of great fruit; and
because of the sacrifice of defilements which are one’s own enemies,*? it
is the sacrifice. The knowledges beginning with iddhividha too - because
one who practices them (viz. the iddhis), having found a support in the
knowledges beginning with manomaya, is not in distress - are without
exertion and injury; and because of the abandoning of the defilements
which are each one’s enemies, they are a sacrifice. But among these,
iddhividha should be understood as of great fruit, because of its ability
to reveal the manifold appearances and transformations; dibbasota
because of its ability to hear sounds of gods and humans; cetopariyaniana

9 ettavata vipassana-ianam manomaya-fianam iddhividha-fianam dibba-sota-fianam ceto-pariya-
fianam pubbe-nivasa-iianam dibba-cakkhu-vasena nipphannam andgatam yathakammipaga-iiana-
dvayam dibba-cakkhu-fianam asava-kkhaya-fianan ti dasa-nanani niddittha honti (Sv I 227).

10 idha pana nana-dassanaya cittan ti idam vipassand-ianam fiana-dassanan ti vuttam (Sv
1220).

11 This seems to also be confirmed by Mp I 59 and Vism 377, which are the epigraphs of this
chapter.

12 “The [commentary] says ‘vipassana brings much joy and delight for the mind of the one gifted
with vipassana’ [referring to] ‘vipassana...pe...abhava’” (vipassana vipassakassa anappakam
pitisomanassam samavahati ti aha vipassana...pe...abhava ti; Sv-pt I 438).

13 Here, I followed the reading attano paccanika in Be.
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because of its ability to know the sixteen kinds of consciousness of others;
pubbenivasanussatifiana because of its ability to recollect the states [of
existence] as desired; dibbacakkhu because of its ability to see physical
forms as desired; asavakkhayanana because of its ability to accomplish
the happiness derived from the excellent and sublime path.**

Seemingly, in this passage the vipassananana is based on the jhana’s qualities
(catutthajjhana-pariyosanesu gunesu patitthaya), the manomayariana is based
on the vipassananana (vipassana-nane patitthaya), and the iddhividhafiana
and the following fianas, respectively, are based on the manomayariana and
the following respective Aianas (manomaya-fianadisu patitthaya). The text,
however, does not specify if the preceding fiana is an essential prerequisite
or whether it may just bolster the development of the following one. The
latter seems to be the right interpretation, given that many stages are often
omitted in the accounts of the Buddhist path of liberation. However, despite
the variance of the stages involved in the various Buddhist accounts of the
path, we cannot ignore the existence in the Samarinaphalasutta’s Buddhist
path of liberation of a narrative climax focused on the body’s improvement.*>

9.3 The Body in the Final Stages of the Path

Ideas about extraordinary embodiment are not merely
proposed, they are celebrated; they present not merely ‘an’
alternative, but much better alternative. [...] Such perfected
bodies, then, are often at the very center of what a given
tradition has to say about embodiment, particularly about
its existential or salvific significance

(Radich 2016, 22)

In the Samannaphalasutta, the body seems, indeed, the main character of
the story and also the connecting element of many stages. Starting from the
attainment of the jhanas, an increasingly refined joy permeates the body.
This physicality of contentment starts from the first jhana:

He (the monk) drenches, completely fills, permeates, saturates this very
body with joy and happiness born of seclusion, there is not any [single

14 vipassana-fianam pi, yasma catutthajjhana-pariyosanesu gunesu patitthaya nibbattento na
kilamati tasma appattham appa-samarambham, vipassana-sukha-sadisassa pana sukhassa abhava
mahapphalam, paccanika-kilesa-pariccagato yafifio. manomayiddhi pi, yasma vipassana-iiane
patitthaya nibbattento na kilamati tasma sa appattha appa-samarambha, attano sadisa-riupam
nimmana-samatthataya mahapphala, nappaccanika-kilesapariccagato [Be attano paccanikal
yanno. iddhi-vidhafianadini pi, yasma manomaya-fianadisu patitthaya nibbattento na kilamati
tasma appatthani appa-samarambhani, attano attano paccanika-kilesa-ppahanato yafino. iddhi-
vidham pan’ ettha nanavidha-vikubbana-dassana-samatthataya, dibba-sotam deva-manussanam
sadda-savana-samatthataya, cetopariyaiianam paresam solasavidha-cittajanana-samatthataya,
pubbenivasanussati-fianam icchit-icchita-tthana-samanussarana-samatthataya, dibba-cakkhu
icchit-icchita-rupa-dassana-samatthataya, asava-kkhaya-fianam atipanita-lokuttara-maggasukha-
nipphadana-samatthataya mahapphalan ti veditabbam (Sv I 307).

15 Asimilarattempt to analyse the connections among the final stages of the path is provided
by Radich (2007, 255-66). I have found very intriguing his hypothesis that would see the
manomayakaya, iddhividhd, and the other abhififids as necessary for liberation in terms of means
of knowledge, to touch with the body (kayena phusitva) the spiritual truths. I think that what
follows is somewhat in line with Radich’s theory.
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point] of the whole body which is not suffused by the joy and happiness
born of seclusion.*®

The accounts of other jhanas follow the same structure, changing some
details. The second jhana has joy and happiness born of concentration
(samadhija),*" the third jhana has only happiness without joy (nippitika),*®
and in the fourth jhana the monk suffuses the body with the purified
mind, which is cleansed.?® Here, it is worth referring to the passage in the
Iddhipadasamyutta of the Samyuttanikaya in which body and mind are put
together (e.g. kayam pi citte samadahati cittam pi kaye samadahati; SV 283),
and perceptions of pleasure and lightness in the physical body are reached
(e.g. sukhasannan ca lahusafnnan ca kaye okkamitva; S V 283). Turning
back to the Buddhist path of the Samarnfiaphalasutta, we may note that
after the achievement of the fourth jhana, the stage of the fiana-dassana (=
vipassananana in the commentary) occurs. During this stage, a sort of gnosis
arises; the monk reaches awareness of the relationship between mind and
body. He discovers that the body is impermanent and that the consciousness
(vinAana) is attached to it. Then, there seems an actual enhancement of
the body that is followed by the manifestation of some marvellous bodily
capabilities. The next stage, indeed, concerns the creation of the body made
of mind (manomayakaya), a kind of body that is also owned by some gods in
some realms.2® Thereafter, the monk is able to perform many psychophysical
powers (iddhividha) and even to get in touch with deities, since he is able
to go as far as the Brahma world. According to the Patisambhidamagga,
the monk in the Brahma world even enters in conversation with the god
Brahma (Patis IT 209-10). It might be argued that a real divinisation of the
body occurs, the monk reaches a kind of divine condition, and is equated
with the gods themselves. Therefore, the monk develops the divine ear
(dibbasota), which is also, according to the Visuddhimagga, the kind of ear
that is owned by the deities (Vism 407). Here, I would like to put forward a
hypothesis that might seem, at first, a little bold, but which actually is quite
reasonable. What I want to argue is that, at least during the stage in which
the divine ear is developed, the divinisation of all the physical senses occurs.

9.3.1 Divinisation of the Physical Senses: Dibbasotadhatu
and Dibbacakkhu

The only senses that, according to the texts, are divinised are the ear (sota)
and the eye (cakkhu). These two senses are, not by chance, the most occurring
sense faculties in the Upanisads. That is, whilst in the Upanisads there are
lists of faculties in which physical senses occur, mostly only the ear/hearing

16 soimam eva kayam vivekajena piti-sukhena abhisandeti parisandeti pariptreti parippharati,
nassa kifci sabbavato kayassa vivekajena piti-sukhena apphutam hoti (D I 73).

17 soimam eva kayam samadhijena piti-sukhena abhisandeti parisandeti paripureti parippharati,
nassa kifici sabbavato kayassa samadhijena piti-sukhena apphutam hoti (D I 74).

18 so imam eva kayam nippitikena sukhena abhisandeti parisandeti pariptureti parippharati,
ndssa kinci sabbavato kayassa nippitikena sukhena apphutam hoti (D 1 75).

19 so imam eva kayam parisuddhena cetasa pariyodatena pharitva nisinno hoti, nassa kinci
sabbavato kayassa parisuddhena cetasa pariyodatena apphutam hoti (D I 75-6).

20 E.g. DI17; DIII 84-5; see Radich 2007, 240-2.
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(srotra) and the eye/sight (caksus) are listed.?* In the Samanfnaphalasutta’s
Buddhist path of liberation, after the stage in which the monk develops
many psychophysical powers (iddhividha), only the development of the divine
ear is listed. The dibbacakkhu occurs in the account of the cuttipapatanana
and later texts (Patisambhidamagga, *Vimuttimagga, Visuddhimagga, and
often commentaries) mostly refer to this stage using the dibbacakkhu
in a metonymic way. However, the dibbacakkhu is used in the canonical
account as a mere instrument to achieve this kind of knowledge. It has
not been reported anywhere that the dibbacakkhu is created during the
stage of the cuttipapatafiiana. Then, when is the dibbacakkhu developed? A
way to answer to this question involves looking at the evidence that would
attest the use of the dibbacakkhu. A suggestive account is reported in the
Visuddhimagga’s exposition of the cetopariyafiana. The text clearly states:
“how should this knowledge (i.e. cetopariyafiana) be produced? This is
indeed accomplished through the power of the divine eye (dibbacakkhu)”.??
Relying on this exegetical account, we should assume that the dibbacakkhu
had already been developed before the cetopariyaniana. Otherwise, it could
hardly be used as a tool to obtain this higher knowledge. Still relying on the
exegetical sources, we may note that the description of the dibbacakkhu is
quite similar to the one that concerns the dibbasotadhatu.*® This means that,
in principle, the dibbasota and the dibbacakkhu are not different, but are
only the divine version of the ear and the eye. From a soteriological point
of view, however, the dibbacakkhu brings forth a kind of knowledge which
is more pregnant with soteriological relevance (viz. the cuttupapatafana).
In the Buddhist path of liberation there seems to be a kind of escalation of
soteriological significance, culminating in the achievement of liberation.
However, before being able to get this kind of knowledge, the practitioner
should boost his own physical means of knowledge, the senses. He had
already enhanced his mind, which is the easiest thing to change. As the
Buddha is reported to have said: “O monks, I do not see any other thing
that once has been cultivated frequently becomes malleable (mudu) and
workable (kammanfia) as the mind (citta)”.?* Thereafter, the practitioner
uses his own mind to achieve a new kind of gnosis about himself, the very
nature of the body, and the relationship between his body and mind (iana-
dassana); he can create a new mental body (manomayakaya); he becomes
able to perform marvellous actions (iddhividha); he becomes able to know
what normally is precluded (abhififia). The first step towards this knowledge
is the divinisation of the sensory way of knowing. A knowledge that is, at
least partly, based on the sense functions is also the cetopariyafiana. The
way in which the dibbacakhu is involved in this abhififia has been already

21 Concerning the translation of srotra and caksus, see Killingley 2006: 80. Some examples
of Vedic texts in which lists of faculties include only the sensory functions of hearing and sight
are: RV 10.90.13-14; $SB 9.2.2.5; SB 10.1.3.4; $B 10.5.2.20; BU 1.3.2-7; BU 1.4.17; BU 3.2.13; BU
6.1.7-14; CU 3.18.2; CU 4.3.3; TU 1.7.6 (+ tvac ‘touching’); AU 1.1.4; KauU 2.3 (Killingley 2006,
105 n. 35 reports that there is the variant reading ghrana ‘smell’ in place of prana, which is,
incidentally, the one adopted by Olivelle 1998); KauU 2.14; KeU 1.1; KeU 1.2; KeU 1.3; KeU 1.5-9.
This list is not comprehensive; it only aims to highlight as the occurrence of solely hearing and
sight is a recurring pattern.

22 katham pan’ etam fianam uppadetabban ti? etam hi dibbacakkhuvasena ijjhati (Vism 409).
23 Cf. Vism 407 with Vism 423 and Vism 408 with Vism 429, see also above in § 8.4.3.

24 aham bhikkhave na afitam ekadhammam pi samanupassami yam evam bhavitam bahulikatam
mudu ca hoti kammanfan ca yathayidam cittam (A19).
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highlighted. However, it may sound a bit striking that also the function of
hearing could be involved. To be more precise, there is evidence that not
only the normal function of hearing is involved, but also an extraordinary
one; just like not only a divine eye can be involved, but also a normal one.
The miracle of telepathy known as adesanapatihariya at A 1 170-1 (cf. D
IIT 104) is performed in four ways: 1) by observing some signs, thanks to
body language signals (i.e. through the normal observation, the physical
eye should be involved); 2) by hearing from other humans, non-humans
(i.e. spirits), deities (the physical or a supernormal ear should be involved);
3) by hearing the sub-vocal sound produced by the diffusion of thought (a
supernormal kind of hearing should be involved); and 4) knowing with the
mind, encompassing the mind of one who has reached the concentration
(samadhi) that is avitakka (without applied thought) and avicara (without
sustained thought) (if we assume that this stage is the equivalent of the
one reported in the Samafinaphalasutta’s, this is the one that involves the
dibbacakkhu). Therefore, we may say that at the basis of the telepathy or
mind-reading there is a refined use of the sense faculties, although this
abhifiia does not seem to have a soteriological function. At this point of
the path, it seems that the practitioner, through the enhancement of the
body, is able to move in the physical world at will through the power of the
iddhividha, his senses are divine and so able to perceive everything, even
the other thoughts (N.B. according to Indian thought, the mind is the sixth
sense). Thereafter, through the pubbenivasanussatifiana, he can use his sati?®
to move in the past space-time continuum.?® The phraseology of this abhififa
makes clear that this knowledge concerns the understanding of samsara.
The canonical account emphasises the sequentiality of rebirths, when one
dies in one place will be reborn in another one: tato cuto amutra upapadim
[...] so tato cuto idhupapanno (D I 81). This is precisely the definition of
samsara provided by the Milindapariha:

The king said: “Venerable Nagasena, what you call ‘samsara’, what is
it?”. “What is born here, great king, dies truly here; what died here
somewhere else arises; what is born there, dies truly there; what died
there somewhere else arises. In this way, great king, the samsara is”.?”

25 “‘Recollection of former existences (pubbe nivasanussati)’ is the memory (sati) through
which he remembers (anussarati) the former (pubbe) existence (nivasa)” (pubbe nivasanussati
ti yaya satiya pubbe nivasam anussarati; Vism 410). According to the Milindapariha, sati arises
in sixteen ways (solasahi akarehi maharaja sati uppajjati; Mil 78) (according to Horner 1969,
108 n. 1, seventeen ways are given). The first of these ways is called abhijana ‘knowing by
experience’, and the Milindapanha explains it as follows: “When, great king, both the venerable
Ananda and the lay follower Khujjuttara, or some others who have remembrance of [former] (re-)
births, remember the [former] (re-)birth, thus sati arises from knowing by experience (abhijana)”
(yatha mahardja ayasma ca Anando Khujjuttara ca upasika ye va pan’ afifie pi keci jatissara jatim
saranti, evam abhijanato sati uppajjati; Mil 78-9).

26 In the Milindapafiha (82), the remembrance of some business undertaken in the past in
another city is compared with a monk who possesses psychic powers (iddhimant) and thus
can go as far as the Brahma world very quickly. In the account, when the king remembers
something he has done in the city of Alasanda, which is a distant two hundred yojanas from the
place where the dialogue took place, the monk Nagasena congratulates him as if he had had
actually travelled that distance. See kiva diuro maharaja ito Alasando hoti ti. dumattani bhante
yojanasataniti. - abhijanasi nu tvam maharaja tattha kificid-eva karaniyam karitva sarita ti. - ama
bhante, sarami ti. - lahum kho tvam mahardja gato si dumattani yojanasatani ti (Mil 82).

27 rdja aha: Bhante Nagasena, yam pan’ etam brusi: samsaro ti, katamo so samsaro ti. - idha
maharaja jato idh’ eva marati, idha mato afifiatra uppajjati, tahim jato tahim yeva marati, tahim
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This fact is also confirmed by the exegetical explanation provided by the
*Vimuttimagga, in which it is reported that during the implementation of this
abhinfa, the practitioner “contemplates the stream of consciousness (ki
i, vififianasota): the two [births] are linked and uninterrupted, the birth in
this world, the birth in that world”.?®8 During the pubbenivasanussatifiana,
the working of samsara is observed with regard to the personal experience.
In the next abhififia, the cutupapatanana, the working of samsara is observed
with regard to the other beings. The future condition of existence is observed
according to the kamma (yathakammiipaga). This abhififia as well is achieved
through an enhanced sensory faculty, namely the dibbacakkhu. It might seem
prima facie that the only abhififia that does not make use of an enhanced
sensory faculty is the pubbenivasanussatifiana, in which, however, we may
note that the faculty of memory (sati) goes beyond the normal reach of the
human memory. It brings the meditator back to the first-hand experiences
of his past, experiences that, we might suppose, were the result of sensory
perceptions. Moreover, sati as a mental function could be regarded, to some
extent, as a sense faculty, assuming that the mind itself is the sixth sense.

The last abhiffia, the asavakkhayafana, left outside the present book,
is the most Buddhist among all abhififids since it is a final insight into the
very nature of suffering and the noxious influxes that pollute the mind.
Then, when the meditator knows and sees in this way (evam janato evam
passato; D 1 84) he achieves the liberation. The text seems to refer to a type
of knowledge that is not merely intellectual (janato), but is also experiential
(passato), hypostatizing it through the reference to the action of seeing.
The sight is probably the sensory perception par excellence, and so the best
candidate to embody the experiential knowledge.?®

From the textual evidence, we have found that, on the one hand, the
stages after the development of the fourth jhdna are quite flexible, given that
they are omitted in other accounts of the path in the Pali canon. The stages
that follow the fourth jhana are all based on the state of mind that results
from the meditative practice. Therefore, even if the stages may bolster each
other, it could be argued that the basis for the development of each stage is
only the fourth jhana. On the other hand, we have noted that from a narrative
point of view there is a growing climax that regards the enhancement of the
body. Divine senses seem to underlie the majority of the higher knowledges.
Therefore, it seems that in order to achieve knowledges that transcend the
ordinary experience, the practitioner should develop extraordinary senses.
The long account of the Buddhist path of liberation in the Samafifnaphalasutta
can have, indeed, its raison d’étre, despite the existence of shorter versions.3®
The theoretical nature of the extraordinary perception (and, generally

mato afifatra uppajjati; evam kho maharaja samsaro hoti ti (Mil 77).
28 IRV VRN, AT, A4 (T1648.32.0443¢23-24).

29 Just to give a few examples, we may note that the account of the sensory perception, from
the point of view of the cittavithi doctrine, is more often exposed using the visual perception as
an example (see Vism 21; Abhidh-s 18). Another example can be the word sacchikiriya, which is
connected with the verb sacchikaroti, which means ‘to experience’ in the sense of ‘to see with
one’s eyes’ (PED s.v. “sacchikaroti”). Finally, it is worth highlighting that the Buddhist Doctrine
itself, the Dhamma, is described with the adjectival compound ehipassika, which is composed of
two imperatives ehi ‘come!” and passa ‘see!’. Then, the Dhamma has, literally, the characteristic
of ‘come and see’, that means it is approachable to the experiential knowledge.

30 Pace some authors who sustained that shorter versions of the path occurring in the
Majjhimanikaya were more ‘authentic’. In this regard, see § 2.1.
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speaking, of extraordinary capacities) can be understood thanks to the
exegetical accounts that describe how the knowledge is reached from the
point of view of the cittavithi doctrine.

9.4 Extraordinary Perception and Powers in the Light
of the Cittavithi Doctrine

Before analysing what the cittavithi doctrine may tell us about the
extraordinary perception, it is worth remembering how the ordinary
perception of a sensory stimulus is conceived. The ordinary perception is
seen as the interaction between the physical sensory organ and the mind.
This is evident from a Visuddhimagga passage in which a statement from
the ancient teachers (porana) is quoted:

But the Ancients said: “The eye does not see the form, because it is
without mind (acittakatta), the mind does not see [the form], because it
is without eye (acakkhukatta); but when there is the coming together of
the [sense-]door and object, he sees by means of the consciousness which
has the eye-sensitivity as basis”.3

This example shows the interdependence of eye and mind. Neither of them
can see a physical form alone. In the case of a dibbacakkhu or a dibbasota
as well, the physical organ is necessary. The role of the physical sensory
organ, however, is relegated to that of basis. It seems to be fundamental
only for what concerns the process of obtaining the divine sense. Here, it is
worth remembering the evidence of the Saddhammappakasini:

[People] say: “The divine ear arises only for one who has a natural
[i.e. physical] ear, not for the deaf. Although when the natural ear is
destroyed subsequently, the divine ear is not destroyed”.??

From this passage it is clear that the physical sensory organ is necessary in
the first step to develop the divine ear, but not to keep using it. The reason
behind it lies in the method prescribed to achieve it. The meditator should
pay attention (manasikaroti) to the ordinary sounds, an action that would
be definitely impossible for the deaf. The same applies to the dibbacakkhu.
In order to develop it, the exegetical texts prescribe a preparatory work
on luminous kasinas. The kasinas prescribed are all connected with the
luminosity: fire (tejas), white (odata), and light (aloka) (Vism 427-8). In order
to perceive a kasina, which could be an artefact or a natural phenomenon,
intuitively, we need the physical eye. The physical sensory organ is then
necessary for the development, but not for the use of the divine sense itself.

The process described in the light of the cittavithi doctrine makes clear
that it is not a common sensory perception - as one that results when a
physical form comes into contact with the eye-door - but is a mental process,
which notably resembles one that occurs in the achievement of a jhana. In

31 porana pan’ ahu: cakkhu ripam na passati acittakatta, cittam na passati acakkhukatta;
dvararammanasanghatte pana cakkhu-pasadavatthukena cittena passati (Vism 20).

32 dibbasotam pakatisotavato yeva uppajjati, no badhirassa. paccha pakatisote vinatthe pi
dibbasotam na vinassati ti vadanti (Patis-a I 353). This passage is also quoted above in § 8.1.2.
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the words of Cousins, the mind-door process “describes the situation of
the individual who is absorbed in thought or memory without any direct
perception of his sensory environment” (1981, 27). However, in the case of
an extraordinary perception, the knowledge that is supposed to originate,
according to the emic perspective, is not mere imagination but is objective
and may concern the external world. The Visuddhimagga specifies that the
dibbacakkhu is used to perceive forms which do not come into the range of
perception of the fleshly eye, and it lists potential forms to perceive, which
are in all respects real forms: “inside the belly, belonging to the heart-base,
under the surface of the earth, beyond walls, mountains, and ramparts, or
in another sphere of existence”.*®* Normally, the mind does not see because
it is something that is without eye (cittam na passati acakkhukatta; Vism 20),
but in the case of a divine eye, it can do it. With the dibbacakkhu and the
dibbasota, the mind can see and hear without being limited by the matter.
Similarly, the absence of limitation from the matter occurs also during the
performance of iddhis, in which, for instance, the monk can go beyond walls,
ramparts, mountains, unattached by them (tiro-bhavam tiro-kuddam tiro-
pakaram tiro-pabbatam asajjamano gacchati; D I 78). There is a progressive
liberation of the mind from the bounds of the matter. This will result in the
extinction of the noxious influxes, which is described in a common stock
passage as liberation of the mind (ceto-vimutti):

The monk, because of the extinction of the noxious influxes, he stays in this
immanent condition (ditthe va dhamme),** having known, experienced,
reached by himself the liberation of the mind (ceto-vimutti) and by insight
(panfa-vimutti) that is without noxious influxes.3®

In summary, the analysis of how extraordinary perception is possible
through the lens of the cittavithi doctrine makes clear that perception is no
longer bound to the fetters of materiality. The final attainment of liberation
is revealed in advance by the gradual liberation attained by the body and
sensory organs. Furthermore, the microscopical analysis of the cittavithi
doctrine not only highlights that the process is mental, but is also jhana-like
(see §§ 7.4.4 and 8.1.3). This point requires further elaboration.

9.4.1 Extraordinary Capacities and the State of Jhana: Canonical
and Exegetical Evidence

The fact that the extraordinary capacities succeed in a jhana-like state
demands discussion of some ideas of Eviatar Shulman (2014), whose work

33 anto kucchigatam hadayavatthunissitam hettha pathavitalanissitam
tirokuddapabbatapakaragatam paracakkavalagatam (Vism 428).

34 ‘Immanent condition’ is an attempt to translate the Pali expression ditthe va dhamme,
which is often translated as ‘in this world’, ‘in the phenomenal world’, ‘in the present existence’
(see PED s.vv. “dhamma” and “dittha”). Given that dhamma is a difficult word to translate, the
expression could be literally rendered as ‘in what is visible’. I regard here ‘visible’ as something
that can be experienced and, therefore, I translate it as ‘immanent’ in the sense of ‘what is within
the limits of possible experience’ (opposite to ‘transcendent’). The dhamma here indicates the
‘state of being immanent’, so the ‘immanent condition’.

35 bhikkhu asavanam khaya anasavam ceto-vimuttim panfa-vimuttim ditthe va dhamme sayam
abhinfa sacchikatva upasampajja viharati (D I 156).
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put forward some interpretations relevant to our analysis. Shulman, indeed,
bestows to the experience a prominent importance in the early Buddhist
thought which is consistent with the findings of the present chapter. He
writes, concerning the early Buddhist philosophy, that it was “both a
description of and a prescription for meditative experience” (2014, X). This
‘meditative experience’ was, according to Shulman, both at the base of the
Buddhist teachings®® and part of the process of liberation.?” In particular,
he emphasises the importance of the fourth jhana. Indeed, he sustains that
the liberation of the Buddha himself occurred through the experience of the
three knowledges (tisso vijja) - namely the last three stages of our Buddhist
path - in the fourth jhana.®® Shulman, apparently following Schmithausen
(1981, 216),%* believes that the three knowledges arise in the very state of the
fourth jhana. In my mind, this is questionable for at least two reasons. First,
Shulman sustains his position with an argument that is not really conclusive.
After admitting that “it is also possible that the understandings arise after
the emergence from the jhana” (2014, 21, n. 45), Shulman quotes a personal
communication from Analayo, who believes that there is an emergence from
the jhana, and then writes that:

The short passage between the description of the attainment of the fourth
jhana and the arising of the three understandings - so evam samabhite citte
(“then when my concentrated mind was...” [...]) - clearly states that the mind
is in samadhi. The so evam - being thus” - suggests that what is now being
described is happening in the state just described, i.e. in the fourth jhana.
(Shulman 2014, 21, n. 45)

The passage quoted by Shulman is the abbreviation of a stock passage that
precedes the arising of the three knowledges:

When the mind is concentrated in this way, purified, cleaned, unblemished,
deprived of impurities, malleable, fit for work, steadfast, having attained
impassibility, he turns the mind to the knowledge of recollection of former
existences.*®

This passage is from the Bhayabheravasutta (M 4), which reports the
autobiographical account of the Buddha’s awakening. In this text, only
the three knowledges occur. However, a similar passage precedes the
development of the extraordinary capacities also in the Samarfnaphalasutta:

When the mind is concentrated in this way, purified, cleaned, unblemished,
deprived of impurities, malleable, fit for work, steadfast, having attained

36 “The early Buddhist teachings were first of all verbalized reflections on meditative events”
(Shulman 2014, X).

37 “[Alwakening was perceived as a philosophical perception and not as a philosophical
understanding, which was experienced in the deep meditative state of jhana” (Shulman 2014, XI).

38 For the full discussion, see Shulman 2014, 16-32.
39 See Shulman 2014, 21, n. 45.

40 so evam samahite citte parisuddhe pariyodate anangane vigatipakkilese mudu-bhute
kammaniye thite anejjappatte pubbenivasanussatifianaya cittam abhininnamesim (M 1 22).
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impassibility, he directs and turns the mind [to develop a specific
power].** (See also above § 9.2)

This detail is relevant here because Shulman was interpreting this passage
in a context in which only three knowledges were produced. Therefore, in
this narrowed context, it could actually seem likely that a meditator in a
seated position with a concentrated mind can give rise to the emerging
of some sort of knowledge.* However, if we consider that the same stock
passage precedes the pericope concerning the iddhividha, the interpretation
provided by Shulman sounds less convincing. The psychophysical powers
are, indeed, physical performances or feats, not information that somehow
arises in the mind. To some extent, psychophysical powers are also
regarded as knowledges (fidna) in the Abhidhamma and commentarial
literature,* but it is not possible to disregard the evidence that would
highlight that the iddhis were regarded as real feats and not only a mere
product of the imagination. This is particularly evident when we consider
the iddhipatihariya, the display (patihariya) of miraculous powers (iddhi).
The very word ‘patihariya’ involves the notions of ‘display’ and ‘spectacle’
and thus involves an audience.** Therefore, iddhis are not only mere acts
that happen in the meditator’s mind, but are also special performances
that can be shown.? These performances also involve a certain degree

41 so evam samahite citte parisuddhe pariyodate anangane vigatupakkilese mudu-bhiite
kammaniye thite anejjappatte [specific power inflected in dative/genitive] cittam abhiniharati
abhininnameti.

42 This is not, however, without problem. Indeed, even Shulman (2014, 25) noted that the
three knowledges entail a sort of verbalisation, which is, however, supposed to be absent in
the fourth jhana.

43 See above the introductory part of Chapter 8 and De Notariis 2019a, 235-9.

44 On patihariya, see Gethin 2001, 98-101, and note 84 and Fiordalis 2008, 47-55. Moreover,
see Vin II 112 in which monks are forbidden to display such powers in front of lay people.

45 I should highlight that there are examples in the Buddhist tradition that would suggest
that the iddhis were also experienced in a sort of meditative state or visualisation. In the
Mahavastu the Buddha-to-be touches the moon and the sun when he is seated cross-legged
in the hermitage (svayam asrame paryamkena nisanno candramandalam ca sturyamandalam ca
panina paramrsati; Mvu I 284, see also Vism 401 in which many monks affect and influence the
moon and the sun but these latter remain unaffected in the reality). An often-quoted passage
in the *Vimuttimagga seems to suggest that the loss of the meditative state during a levitation
would not produce real effects, as if the meditator is doing it in his mind only: “is it possible that
the meditator in the empty sky would lose the meditative state (f#; perhaps = jhana; see the
discussion below) and from the empty sky he would fall down to the earth? Not at all! He arises
from the meditation seat and if he travels far and loses [the meditative state] he returns to the
meditation seat” ([ A4 A HE 25 BEAE LR, DAl S VR MER? B AR S HSE AR BRI, A7 AT
EEIE T AL ; T1648.32.0442a20-22). These passages are quoted also by Analayo (2016, 16).
The interpretation that would see iddhis experienced in sorts of meditative trances seems to
also be endorsed by Dieter Schlingloff (2018, 1-9), who writes that “[t]he canonical explanations
of the legal texts, however, leave no doubt that such faculties originally referred to trance
experiences and not to displays of magical powers” (2018, 2), later describing the iddhis as
“psychic experiences that arise in this fourth state of trance [viz. the fourth jhanal” (2018, 4;
square brackets mine). However, it seems to me that Schlingloff’s argument (2018, 2-3) is based
on the fact that the Vinaya (Vin I 96-7) speaks about the prohibition to lay claims of having
attained uttari-manussa-dhammas and that this broadly indicates many kinds of meditation
attainment (and not only iddhis; concerning uttari-manussa-dhamma, see also Gethin 2001, 99,
n. 75). Schlingloff emphasises the phrasing sufiidagare abhiramamiti (Vin 1 97), as indicating the
act of choosing a proper place to meditate (cf. D I 71), thus suggesting that the text originally
referred to the practice of meditation. Although interesting, this argument does not seem,
at least to my mind, definitive. In the Buddhist texts there are likewise examples that would
indicate that the iddhis would have real effects, just as when the Buddha goes to the Brahma'’s
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of movement, such as when the meditator walks on the water, and indeed
I am unsure whether the mobility fits well with the still state of jhana. In
summary, since it is not possible to state in an absolute sense whether the
iddhis were mere visualisations or were regarded as real feats given the
existence of evidence in support of both views, the explanation that would
see the iddhis developed in the jhana seems implausible if they are to be
considered as real performances.

The second reason that can lead one to be sceptical concerning Shulman'’s
position concerns the exegetical literature. In this regard, Shulman clearly
writes that the latter is not part of his research sources.*® However, from the
*Vimuttimagga onwards, it is clear that the Theravada tradition conceived
the action of emerging from the jhana state as part of the process to develop
iddhividha and abhififids.*™ This fact is so endemic that it would certainly
demand attention, evenifitis attested only in textslater than the ones analysed
by Shulman. Interestingly, despite that the *Vimuttimagga prescribes the
entrance into and emergence from the jhana, at least on one occasion it raises
the issue of the consequences of losing the meditative absorption (#) during
a levitation ([M4 A4 A E 2= B AR ; T1648.32.0442a20). Concerning the
power of levitation, the Visuddhimagga clearly mentions the emergence: “he
attains the [jhana produced by the] earth kasina (pathavikasina) - desiring
to perform in this way - and emerges [from the jhdna]”.*® In this regard, we
can assume from the *Vimuttimagga’s evidence that the meditator who is
performing levitation is in a sort of meditative state (fi), although we may
wonder whether it is really the fourth jhana, which is often referred to in
the *Vimuttimagga’s exegesis of the extraordinary capacities as /U (e.g.
T1648.32.0442b26). What is clear is that the text assumes the presence of a
meditative state which is at least similar to the jhana. Therefore, concerning
the issue of whether or not the meditator is in the state of jhana during the
execution of extraordinary capacities, we can endorse the suggestion of Peter
Harvey (2018a, 25; 2018b, 295), according to whom the mind could “step
slightly aside from such a state [i.e. the fourth jhana], while retaining its
qualities, to focus on attending to the knowledges” (2018b, 295; emphasis in
the original, square brackets mine). This seems the best solution to interpret
the fact that the exegetical texts prescribe the actions of entering into and
emerging from the jhana, and also describe through the cittavithi doctrine
the process of performing extraordinary capacities as a mental process
similar to the act of entering into jhana. The mind seems to be in an altered
state similar, but not identical, to the fourth jhana. This possibility can be
inferred even from the canonical texts. The Mahalisutta (D 6) testifies to the
possibility to perceive divine (dibba) forms and sounds in a particular type of

world with the own physical body (S V 282), or when the Buddha is said to be able to prolong
his lifespan through the mastery of the iddhipadas (D II 103; see Kv 456-8 which uses iddhibala
in the context of prolongation of life). Let alone that these powers were subjected to legislative
regulation and occur in many accounts as visible feats, just as when a monk levitates in order
to take a sandalwood bowl, an act that led to the regulation of these kinds of miraculous display
(Vin IT 110-12).

46 “[Clommentarial and Abhidhammic materials will generally be not treated as well as they
reflect a later stage in which the discourses were subject to doctrinal classification” (Shulman
2014, 59).

47 Thisis quite evident from the primary sources I quoted and translated in Chapters 7 and 8.

48 evam katukamena pana pathavikasinam samapajjitva vutthaya (Vism 396).
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samadhi, which is not strictly said to be the state of jhana (D I 152-3).° Divine
forms and sounds seem likely to be perceived through divine eyes and ears
and this would point to the fact that there is no need to assume specifically
the jhana state, although the state involved is not so different according to
the exegesis.

9.5 Conclusion: Balancing the Data

Finally, trying to draw conclusions from the gathered data, we may note
that the Buddhist path of liberation seems to have a double facet. On the
one hand, there is the narrative climax, in which an escalation of the body’s
improvement occurs. On the other hand, there is what we can call ‘the
pragmatic use’ of the Buddhist path of liberation. By the ‘pragmatic use’
I mean the fact that the path is malleable enough to allow the omission of
some stages according to the circumstances and the contexts. If we consider
the path from the point of view of a practitioner, we may note that the only
stage that really matters is the last one, the asavakkhayanana. However,
there are some accounts that even omit the dsavakkhayafiana, presenting
short versions of the path, which probably fit a peculiar narrative context.*°
The path of liberation presented by the Samafiniaphalasutta seems to be the
most exhaustive version of the path. Then, we may wonder whether the long
version was the result of a synthesis of the short versions or whether the
short versions are abbreviated forms of the long one. A definitive answer
would involve a further study on the many versions of the path, but certainly
we can note that in the short versions we may partly lose the narrative
crescendo of the body’s improvement. This narrative climax may actually
have its own coherence from the viewpoint of a gradual divinisation of
the body, which would, however, be partially lost in the shortened forms.
Therefore, it is difficult to establish whether the stages in the path are
autonomous or whether they are linked to each other. The exegetical texts
as well provide ambiguous hints. As noted above, the Sumangalavilasini
seems to suggest that the stages can, at least, bolster each other (Sv I
307). However, in the Visuddhimagga we find the prescription of developing
the divine eye (dibbacakkhu) before performing the iddhi consisting in
the capability to fly like a winged bird (Vism 397), despite the fact that
the iddhis are developed before the abhififids in the canonical accounts
of the path. Therefore, it may be relevant to note that at that point of the
path, a divine body made of mind had already been created. Indeed, the
Patisambhidamagga’s exposition of the iddhi which concerns the capability
to travel up to the world of Brahma suggests that the divine senses of the
abhinnas are used to communicate with Brahma. What we may conclude is
that the path is a gradual, ideal type of path, coherent in its entirety, and
valid in its partitions.

The Samannaphalasutta’s long version of the path could suggest a process
of divinisation of the body, whose senses are divinised as well. Therefore,
the meditator becomes acquainted with the divine realms through the
practice of jhana meditation. This practice is transformative and, indeed,

49 This was noted by Harvey (2018a, 20).
50 E.g.D 25and M 107, see the tables in Gethin 2020, 23, 32.
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also affects the meditator’s body. Hence, the knowledges the meditator
gains are attained through enhanced senses, which were described as
divinised all together, at least at the stage of the development of the divine
ear. We might even wonder whether the senses were already divinised at
the stage of development of the body made of mind, which is a divine body.
As noted above (and also in § 7.4.9), in Vism 397 the dibbacakkhu is used
during the performance of an iddhi. This might, however, seem to affect the
hypothesis that would see all the senses divinised during the stage of the
dibbasotadhatu (which is later than the iddhividha). Although, rather than
it being mandatory for the mechanical execution of the power of flying, the
use of the dibbacakkhu seems to be a formalistic expedient to not break
the Vinaya’s rule that forbids one to display such powers to lay people. This
does not exclude, however, that the hypothesis remains valid according to
which as one obtains a divine body, divine senses develop simultaneously.

The analysis of the extraordinary perceptions through the lens of the
cittavithi doctrine highlights that these perceptions are completely mental,
in the sense that a physical support (e.g. the fleshly eye) is required only at
the beginning for the preparatory work, but not to keep using the power.
Furthermore, it is a perception attained through a mental process that
resembles the entrance into the jhana. The state in which the meditator
performs the extraordinary capacities seems indeed to be quite similar,
although not identical to the jhana state. We can wonder whether this may
indicate, as suggested above in the chapter on the iddhividha (see § 7.5),
that the boundaries between different realms of existence get blurred, and
different levels of existence conflate one into the other, allowing a human
being on earth to be and act like a god of the heaven. As far as I know,
the Buddhist path of liberation is not usually regarded as a process of
divinisation nowadays, but this does not mean that it was not so in the past.
Therefore, this study suggests the existence of an actual divine dimension
in the pursuing of the Buddhist path of liberation.
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