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Abstract

In the early āgamas and nikāyas, prajñā is integrated with the practice of śīla and samādhi. Primarily, it is the true understanding of the Four Noble Truths. 
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 Chapter 1: Introduction

There would have been no “Buddhism” had it not been for the profound spiritual experience known as samyaksaṃbodhi (Perfect Awakening) of Śākyamuni, the Buddha.
 However, what is this all-important spiritual experience—revolutionary and profoundest of its kind—according to the Buddhists? It is Perfect Insight or Wisdom, prajñā (Pāli: paññā), on account of which the Buddha was able to see reality face to face, as it truly is (yathābhūtam). With this prajñā, the Buddha thoroughly and totally realized (sākṣātkāraṇa) the root-cause of the human predicament and the way of its transcendence. When this Perfect Insight arose, the Buddha could not find any ready-made words to describe it. Consequently, he had to express it by newly coining words and imageries and compared this insight to an eye (cakkhu) and light (āloka) as follows:

idaṃ dukkhaṃ ariyasaccan ti me bhikkhave pubbe ananussutesu dhammesu cakkhuṃ udapādi ñāṇaṃ udapādi paññā udapādi vijjā udapādi āloko udapādi.
 (This is the Truth of Unsatisfactoriness—to me O bhikkhus, arose the eye, knowledge, understanding, wisdom, light with regard to dhammas unheard of before.)

The above description clearly suggests, among other things, that from the very beginning, prajñā is of paramount importance for Buddhism. 

The foregoing remarks suggest that for a proper understanding and a proper perspective of development in Buddhist thought, an in-depth study of the doctrinal development of prajñā in the abhidharma period is a sine qua non. The abhidharma constitutes an important link between early Buddhist doctrines on the one hand and Mahāyāna development on the other. To date, however, the few studies which focus directly on or have relevance to the development of prajñā in the abhidharma period have mainly been based on the Pāli sources. Thus, in his Buddhist Insight: The Nature and Function in the Pāli Nikāya,
 F. Underwood discusses paññā as found in the Pāli sutta only. T. Endo’s The Buddha in Theravāda
 is a buddhological study based on the Pāli commentaries. K. Mizuno’s Prajñā in the Primitive Buddhism and Sectarian Buddhism,
 in spite of its title, is basically a discussion on the Pāli sources with only brief comparative remarks, here and there, on the northern abhidharma tradition. Accordingly, an in-depth critical study on the doctrinal development of the Buddhist concept of prajñā, with special reference to the northern abhidharma tradition, still remains a desideratum. To respond to this lacuna constitutes the aim of our present study. 

In our study, we have confined ourselves primarily to the material pertaining to the Sarvāstivāda school, because fortunately we have an abundance of resources on the doctrines of this school preserved in Chinese translation, which have yet to be properly tapped. 

In the present study, while taking the full advantage of the Sanskrit originals of the AKB, Vy and ADV, we shall extensively utilize the data in the Abhidharma-mahāvibhāṣā (Vibhāṣā) and Saṅghabhadra’s *Nyāyānusāra (Ny),
 two very important abhidharma texts extant only in their Chinese translations. 

By way of a methodological remark, we would like here to add a critical note on the English renderings of the term “Vaibhāṣika.” We generally feel it justifiable to use it interchangeably with “Sarvāstivāda,” since our sources are those of the orthodox Sarvāstivādins who came to be known as Vaibhāṣikas. However, where there is a reference made to an opinion of a non-orthodox (those not basing themselves on the Vibhāṣā as the supreme authority) master or group of Sarvāstivāda, we shall use the term “Sarvāstivāda/Sarvāstivādin” specifically. 
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