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THE MEANING OF INFINITE
NUMBERS IN THE LOTUS SUTRA

by
Fernand Tola and Carmen Dragonetti*

In the Saddharmapundarikasitra are found several adjectives, nouns under the
form of compounds, comparisons and expressions etc., that denote great numbers and
are employed in relation to beings and things of diverse kindsl.) These great numbers
are of such a magnitude that in fact they are almost expressive of infinitude. The
adjectives expressing great /infinite numbers are very numerous. Among them we
have for instance: agananiya, aganiyva, asamkhya, asamkhyeya, aparimita, apramana,
aprameya, ananta, acintiya. We can indicate as the most representative ones among
compounds, comparisons and expressions referring to great/infinite numbers the
following ones: (compound): bahu...... koﬁnayutaéatasahasﬁc)z; (comparison with the
sand of the Ganga river): asitiganganadivalikasama ; (with atoms): evaprameya bahu-
kalpakotyah parinirvrtasya sugatasya tasya / paramanu savve na bhavanti laksyas tavad
bahu ksina bhavanti kalpah (VII, p. 158, v. 5), and (expression): kalpana kotinayuta
ganenta ekaika no cantu labheya tesam (VII, p. 192, v. 773;

We do not think that these great/infinite numbers are only examples of the
exaggerations proper to an exuberant literary imagination, and that as such no
importance is to be attached to them. On the contrary, we consider that these words
etc. contribute to the Satra important elements that enhance its richness of thought.
All these words etc., indicative of great /infinite numbers, possess a secondary or
implicit meaning besides their mere numeral notions. Frequently the secondary or
implicit meaning has more weight than the numeral notion in itself. In this article
we shall deal with three of these secondary meanings: 1. In many cases these
words etc. serve to extol the persons, things, processes etc. to which they are applied.
We can consider them as rhetorical or poetical devices of the hyperbole kind.

2. Sometimes these words etc. reflect important Indian and / or Buddhist theories or
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teachings with which tight relations are established. 3. Other times the use of
these words etc. allows us to see clearly some fundamental changes in the Buddhist
Teaching or in some of its doctrinary elements such as Bodhi or Nirvana.

In this article we shall refer to some examples that illustrate all the mentioned

three effects that derive from the words etc. expressive of great /infinite numbers.

Hyperbolic or extolling use of the words etc. expressing great /infinite numbers

In the following paragraphs we indicate some examples of the hyperbolic or
extolling use of the words etc. that mean great /infinite numbers. In each case we
point out one or two of the secondary or implicit meanings attached to these words
etc. Of course other secondary or implicit meanings could be found and taken into
account.

1. Retinues of Naga kings, p. 4 lines 10-11 (sardham bahunagakotisatasahasrapari-
varaih), Kinnara kings, p. 4 line 13 (similar expression), Garuda kings, p. 5 line 4
(similar expression), Asura kings, p. 5 line 2 (similar expression), Gandharva kings,
p. 4 line 15 (similar expression without kof7), present at Rajagrha Assambly.

2. Beings that attended Buddha’s Assambly in Rajagrha, p. 15 verse 48 (aham
vimasca bahupranakotya iha sthitah).

The great /inifinite number of these retinues and beings indicates the extra-
ordinary magnitude of Buddha’s Assambly in Rajagrha, therefore its importance and
the great attraction exercised by Buddha’s Teaching in all sorts of beings.

3. Maruts who together with other gods request Buddha to teach his Doctrine,
p. 55 verse 115 (marudgananam ca sahasrakotyah): the importance of the event and
the interest of gods in Buddha’s preaching of his Doctrine.

4. Gods, Nagas, Yaksas, Raksasas, who aspire to obtain the Illumination, p. 35
verse 31 (devasca nagasca sayaksaraksasah kotisahasra yatha gangavalikah): universality
of Buddha’s Message and the great attraction the goal of the Bodhi has in all kinds
of beings.

5. Buddha’s Disciples, p. 24 verse 68 (tahi Sravakanam ganana na vidyate te
capramanah sugatasya Sravakah); bhiksus and bhiksunis, p. 26 verse 85 (bhiksi bahii
tatha pi ca bhiksuniyo...... analpakas te yatha gangavalika); and Bodhisattvas, p. 10
verse 13 (bodhisattva yatha gangavalikah), p. 20 line 12 (vimsatibodhisattvakotyah),
p. 24 verse 70 (bahubodhisattva yatha gangavalikah). Cf. p. 4 lines 10-11; p. 4 line 13;
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p. 4 line 15; p. 5 line 2; p. 5 line 4; p. 15 verse 48. All these followers of Buddha’s
Teaching are a sign of the wide spreading of Buddhism in all its levels.

6. Beings saved by the Bodhisattvas, p. 3 lines 2-3 (bodhisattvasahasraih......
bahupranikotinayutasatasahasrasamtarakaih): the great activity, compassion and efficien-
cy of the Bodhisattvas.

7. Beings that received Buddha’s Teaching, p. 9 verse 7 (buddhamsca pasyami......
prasasamanan bahusattvakotih).

8. Beings brought to their spiritual perfection by the Buddhas, p. 49 verse 73
(ekasmi yane paripacayanti acintiya pranisahasrakotyah).

These last two instances show the great and efficient activity of the Buddhas and
the extraordinary diffusion of Buddhism in space.

9. Buddhas of the future, p. 52 verse 98 (anagata pi bahubuddhakotyo acintiya
yesu pramanu nasti).

10. Tathagatas of the past, p. 49 verse 71 (ye capyabhiwvan purimas tathagatah
parinirvrta buddhasahasraneke / atitam adhvanam asamkhyakalpe tesam pramanam na
kadaci vidyate).

11. Buddhas that have been seen and served by the eight sons of Candrasirya-
pradipa, p. 22 lines 1-2 (pascad bahani buddhakotinayutasatasahasrani drstani sat-
kytani ca).

12. Buddhas under whom the Tathagatas have followed the Career of Bodhisattva,
p. 29 lines 4-5 (bahubuddhakotinayutasatasahasracirnacaritavino).

13. Beings to whom Buddhahood is predicted, p. 26 verse 82 (a$vasayitva......
pranakotyo bahavo acintiyamah...... bhavisyatha buddha mamantarena). Cf. p. 27 verse
93; p. 29 lines 4-5.

The last five instances prove that Sakyamuni is not the only Buddha, that there
has been an unlimited number of them, that the possibility to obtain the condition
of Buddha is very great, and that in fact many have attained it or will attain it.

14. Stipas built by believers, p. 14 verse 44 (stapana pasSyami sahasrakotyo analpaka
yathariva gangavalikah).

15. Flags and parasols adorning the Stapas, p. 14 verse 45 (chatradvajas tesu
sahasrakotyah): magnificence of the Stupas.

16. Stiipas in honour of Candrastiryapradipa’s relics, p. 26 verse 84 (stupana

kotinayuta anantaka): prestige of Candrastiryapradipa.
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17. Offerings given in honour of the Buddhas, as garments, p. 13 verse 37
(vastrana kotisata te dadanti sahasrakotisatamilya); as viharas, p. 13 verse 38 (vihara-
kotisata).

The four last instances (besides the secondary or implicit meaning already
indicated) show the great diffusion of Buddhist Dharma everywhere in the universe
and the profound faith and devotion of the donors.

18. Time dedicated to meditation by the Bodhisattvas, p. 13 verse 35 (dhyayanta
varsana sahasrakotya): importance of the meditative practices and the constancy of
the Bodhisattvas in their efforts.

19. Time spent in teaching Buddhist Dharma by Candrasiiryapradipa, p. 25 verse 76
(prabhasate tajjina agradharman paripirna so antarakalpasastim) and by Varaprabha,‘
p. 26 verse 86 (asiti so antarakalpapirna tahi Sasane bhasati agradharma). Cf.
p. 21 lines 17-18 and lines 1-2. Constancy and great compassion of both Tathagatas.

20. Time necessary for the appearance of a Buddha, p. 25 verse 80 (sudurlabha
bhonti jina maharsayah kalpana kotinayutana atyayat): getting Buddhahood is not
an easy task.

21. Duration of the Career of Bodhisattva, p. 30 verse 4 (fasyam cirnaya caryayam
kalpakotyo acintiya). Cf. texts quoted under numbers 11, 12, 18. The Career of
Bodhisattva requires a long space of time to be fulfilled.

22. Duration of the Dharma preached by the Tathagatas, as for instance by
Padmaprabha, p. 67 lines 7-8 (padmaprabhasya tathagatasya parinirvvrtasya dvatrimsa-
dantarakalpan saddharmah sthasyati); by Ras$miprabhasa, p. 146 verse 9 (saddharma
vimsantarakalpa sthasyati); by Jambunadaprabhasa, p. 151 lines 11-12 (vimsatim
casyantarakalpan saddharmah sthasyati); by Tamalapatracandanagandha, p. 154 line 2
(catvarimsaccantarakalpan saddharmah sthasyati).

23. The false doctrine, adverse to the True Doctrine taught by Padmaprabha,
Ra$miprabhiasa, Jambainadaprabhasa, Tamalapatracandanagandha, has the same duration
as the True one, p. 67 line 8; p. 146 verse 9; p. 151 line 12; p. 154 lines 2-3 (where
we find expressions similar to those recorded in the preceding paragraph).

The great /infinite duration of the preservation of the True Dharma shows its
resistence, its capacity to survive thanks to its intrinsic value; the great /infinite
duration of the false doctrine, opposite to the True Dharma, indicates how difficult is

the appearance of Buddhas who are the only ones that can teach the Truth and that
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can put an end to the erroneous comprehension and distortion of the Dharma
preached by previous Buddhas.

24. Time during which beings were burnt by suffering before being saved by
Buddha, p. 91 verse 97 (paridahyamana bahukalpakotyas): the great magnitude of
human suffering.

25. Examples and arguments, p. 9 verse 8 (drstantahetanayutana kotibhih); p. 12
verse 27 (drstantahetunayutair anekaih); p. 14 verse 41 (drstantahetanayutair anckaih:)
the great /infinite number of the arguments and examples employed by the Buddhas
(p. 9) and Bodhisattvas (p. 12 and p. 14) show their great intellectual and demon-
strative strength.

26. Marvels revealed by the ray of light emitted by Buddha, p. 10 verse 12
(Srnmomi pasyami ca...... idrsakani...... anye visesena sahasrakotyah): they reveal the

extraordinary power of Buddha.

Implicit references to other Indian / Buddhist theories
Limitless number of worlds

As we have already said the words, comparisons, expressions etc. that denote
great / infinite numbers impliedly establish connections with other well known Indian /
Buddhist theories. For instance in VIIth Chapter of the Satra reference is made
several times to the limitless quantity of worlds. In p. 163 lines 5-7 the number of
worlds in each region of space is mentioned in a general way : dasasu diksvekaikasyam
disi pancasallokadhatukotinayutasatasahasrani, and in the following pages (p. 167
lines 10-11; p. 171 lines 4-5; p. 174 lines 6-8) the same expression is employed to
indicate in an individual way the number of worlds in each region of the space.
In p. 157 lines 1-2 the infinitude of the worlds is also pointed out: tat kim manyadhve
bhiksavah Sakyam tesam lokadhatanam anto va paryanto va gananayadhigantum / ta
ahuh / no hidam bhagavan no hidam sugata. Cf. p. 6 line 7 ; p. 8 line 6; p. 9 verse 4;
p. 14 verse 44; p. 15 verse 49; p. 16 verses 53, 55 etc. where references to the
infinite number of worlds and therefore to the limitlessness of space are found.

It is not necessary to say that the great/infinite numbers of worlds requires a
limitless space in which these worlds can be located.

This cosmological conception of the Saddharmapundarika of a limitless space,

where an almost infinite number of worlds is situated, agrees with the general
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Hindu / Buddhist conception of space as a limitless entity. The connection thus
established between the passages of the Sutra that refer to an infinite number of
worlds and the general cosmological Indian theory and its implications, gives to

these passages a profound background and enriches their contents.

The great /infinite number of kalpas

To the infinite number of worlds and the limitlessness of the space corresponds
the infinite number of kalpas, cosmic periods, that have existed in the past. We
found in several passages of the Sitra (p. 17 lines 8-9; p. 156 lines 1-2; p. 375
lines 9-10; p. 431 lines 6-7) the following expression (or expressions similar to it):
atite ’dhvanyasamkhyeyaih kalpair asamkhyeyatarair vipulair aprameyair acintyair apa-
rimitair apramanais tatah parena parataram yadasit tena kalena tena samayena. In
p. 484 lines 4-5 we have another expression of the great /infinite number of past
kalpas : asamkhyeyakalpakotinayutasatasahasrasamudanitam anuttaram samyaksambod-
him. Cf. p. 13 verse 35; p. 17 lines 8-9; p. 25 verse 57 and verse 76; p. 26 verse 86 ;
p. 21 lines 1-2 and 17-18.

It is well known that beginninglessness, anaditva, is one of the fundamental
principles of Indian thought, expressed in many theories and teaching;) The great /
infinite number of past kalpas requires the existence of a similarly great /limitless
extent of time in the past. The anaditva principle makes possible the existence of
the required extent of time during which so many kalpas have followed one another.

As in the previous case of the great /infinite number of worlds and the limitless-
ness of space, we have also in this case a connection between the idea of a great/
infinite number of kalpas and another important Indian conception, that of the
anaditva ; and this connection gives to all the passages in which the infinite number
of cosmic periods are referred to, a new light, a deeper significance.

References to the great/infinite number of past kalpas are very numerous in
the Siatra. The same does not happen with the future kalpas. The references to
these ones are not numerous, although we find some of this kind, as for instance
in p. 207 verse 22 : anantakalpasmi anagate ’dhvani dystavana buddhan bahavo hyanantan.
In p. 52 verse 98, without mention of time, reference is made to the great /infinite
number of Buddhas of the future, whose existence seems to require a great /infinite

number of kalpas where to appear, unless we admit that they were born all together
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at the same moment.

Fundamental changes in Buddhist Doctrines
Length of the life of the Tathigat;) after obtaining the Bodhi

The most interesting use of the great /infinite numbers in the Satra is the one
related to the length of life (@yuspramana) of the Tathagatas. In this case the use
of the great/infinite numbers points out a most fundamental change in an equally

fundamental Buddhist doctrine.

Early and Hinayana Buddhism

For Early and Hinayana Buddhism the Buddhist who has submitted himself to
the intellectual and moral disciplines prescribed by Buddhism will obtain the Bodhi
and then, on the moment of his death, will reach Nirvana without any remaining
substratum. This was considered as the liberation from reincarnations or re-existences,
and therefore from birth, old age, sickness, and death, and from the suffering inherent
to human nature. This was what happened with Sakyamuni according to the first
Buddhist texts. It can be said that in this stage of the history of Buddhism to

attain Nirvana as soon as possible was considered as the final goal of Human effort.

Mahayana Buddhism

The position of Buddhist message, according to the definitive form it shows in
the Satras of the Mahayana period, is quite different.

After a long and strenous Career of Bodhisattva which has lasted a great/
infinite length of time and in which he has acquired the Supreme Knowledge and
has accomplished numerous and heroic acts of Compassion? the Bodhisattva, becoming
a Tathagata, obtains the Bodhi (Enlightenment) and gets a Buddhaksetra, a World
of Buddha. These Worlds of Buddha are described in terms of great beauty, are
adorned with flowers and gems, brilliant with gold—true and magnificent Paradises.
There the new Buddha lives and reigns (so to say), imparting the Dharma to great
number of disciples, guiding and inciting them towards Bodhi. In this way he
accomplishes a task of compassion and beneficence, which is the continuance of the
task of compassion and beneficence he has accomplished during his Career of

Bodhisattva. The life and (so to say) the reign of the Tathagata in his Buddhaksetra
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last a great /infinite length of time. During this infinite length of time he keeps
his individual personality and consciousness, purified and enhanced by the Bodhisattva
Career to which he has submitted himself. Only after the great /infinite number of
kalpas spent in his compassionate activity, the Tathagata enters in the Supreme
Nirvana, the blissful extinction, which remains as the final aim of Buddhist effort.
This destiny is generously open to anybody who decides to become a Bodhisattva,
to live and act as such, and to make Bodhi the supreme and unique goal of his
existences.

In the Lotus Satra we have the history of several Tathagatas and in each of
these histories we find the same scheme, the same course of life that we have referred
to in the foregoing lines, and the same great /infinite length of life. Let us mention
among these Tathagatas, Padmaprabha, pp. 65-66 (p. 66 lines 11-12: padmaprabhasya
tathagatasya dvada$antarakalpa ayuspramanam bhavisyati sthapayitva kumarabhitat-
vam); Raémiprabhasa, pp. 144-145 (p. 144 line 7: same ayuspramana); Sasiketu, p. 148
(p. 148 line 15: same a@yuspramana); Jambiinadaprabhasa, pp. 150-151 (p. 151 line 11:
same ayuspramana), Tamalapatracandanagandha, pp. 152-154 (p. 154 line 1: catur-

8)
vimsatim...... asyantarakalpanayuspramanam).

Position of Nirvana in Mahiayana Buddhism

Nirvana, so difficult to grasp in its true meaning even by philosophically educated
minds, the complete extinction (as that of a flame) with which it is likened, and
which naturally produces a feeling of dread and uneasiness in the great majority
of persons too much attached to themselves, to life and to the joys and pleasures it
offers—Nirvana, extinction, is postponed to a so far away future that it seems that
it will never arrive, will never be produced. No other religious Master has discovered
and offered to his adepts a destiny more magnificent and more in accordance with
human aspirations than the one discovered and taught by éékyamuni in the Mahayana
Satras.

With the Mahayana, Buddhism has been transformed from a religion that
proclaims extinction as the final goal into a religion that presents as its goal a fully
blossomed and blissful quasi-eternal existence under the signs of Knowledge and
Compassion. Buddhism has become from a Nirvana-religion a Bodhi-religion?)

The quasi-eternity of the existence of the Tathagatas after obtaining the Bodhi
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seems to indicate a fundamental change, a very profound transformation in Buddhist
message. This quasi-eternity is one of the important elements that distinguish
Hinayana from Mahadyana Buddhism. Perhaps it is this change or transformation
what allowed the quick acceptance of Buddhism by so diverse Asian peoples, and
explains its formidable force of attraction.

The great/infinite numbers applied to the length of the existence of the

Tathagatas after obtaining the Bodhi are the clear indicative sign of this fundamental

transformation.

Secondary or implicit effect
of the great /infinite numbers taken as a whole

In the preceding paragraphs we have dealt with the secondary or implicit
meaning of the great /infinite numbers and with their effect in relation to each of
the cases in which they are employed. But these same numbers, taken as a whole,
considered as a totality, have also a global effect. These numbers provide all the
facts narrated in the Sutra, all the personages that appear in it, with a dimension
of greatness. Nothing in the Satra is small, scanty, mediocre; on the contrary all
is limitless, incommensurable, of cosmic proportions, magnificent, adequate in this
way to the greatness of the Doctrines taught by the Siatra, which are inspired in

a spirit of generosity and which constitute a message of universal character.

NOTES

# National Council for Scientific Research / Institute of Buddhist Studies, Buenos Aires,

Argentina.

1) Cf. Shiro Yoshioka, Index to the Saddharmapundarikasiatra, Informations No. 3, July 31,
1989, Gleanings 2 : Similes of the Innumerableness | Immeasurableness, Tokyo, The Society for
Studies of the Lotus Satra.

2) The compound kotinayutasatasahasra is equivalent to the following number: 10.000.000
(koti, ten millions) x 100.000.000 (nayuta, hundred millions) x 100 ($ate, hundred) x 1.000 (saha-
sra, thousand) that makes a total amount of a number 1 followed by 20 zeros. This gives
an idea of the enormity of the numbers one finds in the Lofus Satra and allows us to
consider such great numbers as infinite numbers. When this compound is applied to kalpas
and is to be expressed in years, the number enormously increases since each kalpa contains

more than one billion years.
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3) Other examples can be easily found in the Index of the Saddharmapundarikasitra, men-
tioned in note 1, edited by Yasunori Ejima and others, Tokyo, The Reiyukai 1985 ff., under
the words agananiya, asamkhyeya etc., and specially kot and nayuta. Moreover almost in
every page of the Safra it is possible to find references to great/infinite numbers. The
Index also gives the Tibetan and Chinese equivalents of all the above quoted words.

4) Cf. W. Kirfel, Die Kosmographie der Inder, Darmstadt, Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft,
1967, pp. 180-181, on the Buddhist cosmological conception in general; F. Tola and C.
Dragonetti, “La infinitud en el Pensamiento de la India”, in Hitos No. 3, Buenos Aires,
1979, pp. 37-39.

5) Cf. F. Tola and C. Dragonetti, “ Anaditva or Beginninglessness in Indian Philosophy ”,
in Amnnals of the Bhandarkar Oriental Research Institute, Poona, India, 1980, pp. 1-20.

6) Cf. Z. Ito, “A Study on the Meaning of Tathagata’s ayus-pramana in the Saddharmapun-
darikasiitra ”, in Hokke-Bunka Kenkya No. 11 and No. 12.

7) Cf. Saddharmapundarika 1, verses 13-43 and Tsugunari Kubo, Hokekyo Bosatsu Shiso Kiso,
Tokyo, Shunji-sha, 1987, pp. 103-141.

8) If we consider that an antarakalpa lasts 336.000.000 years, the length of the life of the
four first mentioned Tathagatas has been of 4.032.000.000 years and that of Tamalapatracan-
danagandha of 8.064.000.000 years.

9) Cf. Jikido Takasaki, An Introduction to Buddhism, Tokyo, The Toho Gakkai, 1987, pp.
163-167.



