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On the Concept of Cakravartin in
Chinese-translated Buddhist Sutras
from the Buddha-Parinirvana Sutra

Liu,Hui-Chen”

[Abstract]

The image of cakravartin in the Buddhist mythology may come from Vedic culture.
According to previous studies of Chinese-translated Buddhist sutras, the concept of this
term has long been fully defined in early sutras: a cakravartin, reigning over the world
with four virtues and seven treasures and edifying the people by dharma, is a Brahmin
king becoming a practitioner of Buddhism. Later as described in the text and doctrines
of the Buddha-Parinirvana Sutra, that a cakravartin belongs to the kshatriya caste is full
of political significance, and through the association with the Jataka tales of
Shakyamuni Buddha, the image of a cakravartin exhibits its religious sacredness and
brightness.

The avadanas of cakravartin in the Hinayana Agama sutras suggest that either the
highest class of the brahmins or the philosophy that Brahman and Atman are one and
the same is still within samsara. The ultimate freedom from the samsara of life and
death lies only in the practice of dhyana and attainment of Buddhahood. However, the
Mahayana sutras, inheriting such a cakravartin concept in the Agama sutras, contain a
more flexible and elaborate development of narratives for the interpretation and
understanding of the Buddhist doctrines. Yet, due to the emphasis on laity and Buddhas
of the Ten Directions, the feature of “cakravartin as Buddha” (Buddha’s past life or
Buddha-to-be ) is substituted by Bodhisattva with a more magnificent image and
stronger worldly character. Moreover, since cakravartin is no longer unique in terms of
attaining Buddhahood, the concept can easily be adapted by Buddhist monarchs, instead,

to build up their own deified and sanctified images that are served as the foundation of

*Associate Professor, Department of Chinese, National Dong Hwa University.
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regimes.

To sum up, while the Vedic tradition that kshatriyas support brahmins is changed to
“one Buddha and one cakravartin” in the Agama sutras, the Buddha-Parinirvana Sutra
teaches that a cakravartin and a Buddha are one but only in different lives. This
implication of the “cakravartin as Buddha” concept is thus believed in the Buddhist

worldview of samsara.

Keywords: Buddha-Parinirvana Sutra, Cakravartin, Chinese-translated Buddhist Sutras,

cakravartin as Buddha , symbolic
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