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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

What is called “the self” means the tathagatagarbha.

The nature of the Buddha exists in every sentient being,

but because it is obscured by all manner of afflictions,

sentient beings cannot see, within themselves, ils presence.
—Mahaparinirvana-mahdsiutra

1.1 Self and Not-Self in Early Buddhism

This study traces the history of an association between two ideas in Indian
religious history: what is often termed “Buddha-nature”—commonly ar-
ticulated by the expression tathagatagarbha—and the self (Sanskrit atman),
referring to the permanent and indestructible essence, or an unchanging
central element, of any human or other sentient being.! Our primary
sources will be a number of Indian Buddhist works that promote teachings
that are in tension with commonly accepted norms and conventions of
Buddhist doctrine. All of these sources belong to the Mahayana tradition
of Buddhism, with origins in India no later than the early fifth century CE,
and some of them claim that the Buddha taught the existence of some-
thing that could be deemed atman, or the self.? At least ostensibly, this re-
cords a revision of the Buddha’s hitherto unquestioned commitment to
teaching andtman: that nothing is fit to be considered the self, and that

Epigraph: Translated from the Tibetan version of the Mahaparinirvanamahasutra (i.c.,
MPNMS'—Habata 2013: §376.2-5): bdag ces bya ba ni de bzhin gshegs pa’i snying po’i don to //
sangs rgyas kyi khams ni sems can thams cad la yod mod kyi / de yang nyon mongs pa’i rnam pa rnams
kyis bsgribs te / bdag nyid la yod bzhin du sems can rnams kyis mthong bar mi nus so /

1. Throughout this volume the English term “self” will be used as a translation of atman,
which generally designates a permanent, unchanging, and intrinsically valuable aspect of
one’s person. I use different language to speak of “the conventional self”: the “person” or
“individual” whom Buddhism understands to suffer repeated death and rebirth through
transmigration.

2. By “the Buddha” I intend the literary gakyamuni, who in Buddhist tradition is under-
stood to have been the sole speaker of mainstream (otherwise “Sravakayana”; see note 4 below)
Buddhist discourses (siutras), and for followers of the Mahayana was responsible also for a
wide variety of teachings about the correct practices of a bodhisattva.
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thinking of personal identity in terms of the continuity of some enduring
essence is detrimental to the pursuit of an end to the experience of trans-
migration (samsara), or recurring death and rebirth.

Buddhist teachings about self and not-self are part of a struggle to
articulate what it is that endures across the life (and over the successive
lives) of a sentient being, when Buddhism generally teaches that all things
are impermanent (anitya), and that nothing should be considered a stable,
unchanging core of one’s own identity. Space permits that this opening
chapter can provide only an overview of Buddhist teaching about “not-self,”
which has been a rich vein for commentators within the Buddhist tradition,
for scholars who have traced the development of Buddhist intellectual his-
tory in India and abroad, and for philosophers who find in Buddhism
sophisticated discussion of problems regarding personal identity.” What
should be established at the outset is that Indian Buddhist literature was
invested in a discourse about personhood that distinguished Buddhist
teaching from rival traditions of Indian religious thought and practice,
concerned as these were with some or other account of what qualified to
be called “the self.”

Non-Buddhist Indian literature—much of which would eventually
become associated with what is now called Hinduism—reflects many cen-
turies of concern with the discernment, knowledge, and liberation of what
was in Sanskrit known as atman: a permanent, unchanging kernel to one’s
existence. By contrast, Indian Buddhist texts communicate that preoccu-
pation with ideas about the self'is a fundamental cause of the endless cycle
of rebirth that characterizes the human condition. In short, if an account
of atman refers to a “central something” (Collins 1982: 80) in the constitution
of a sentient being—that which is essential to them, and the unchanging
core of their identity in this life and the next—Buddhist literature commits
instead to teaching that things are not the self (anatman), and that investi-
gation of our experience exhibits only an absence of the self (nairatmya).
Realizing as such is an important step toward attaining soteriological
goal(s) that were held to have been expounded by the Buddha: an end to
transmigration (i.e., nirvana)—otherwise status as an arhat, as sought by
the “mainstream” Buddhist tradition (what came to be known as the
Srévakayéna or “vehicle of ‘hearers’/disciples [sravakas]”)*—and later the
goal of supreme, complete awakening (anuttara samyaksambodhi) that was
the aim of a bodhisattva, or otherwise a follower of the “great vehicle,” or
Mahayana.

3. Modern philosophical analyses of anatman teaching have often focused on the mat-
ter of whether or not Buddhism promotes a reductionist account of personal identity, and
include publications by Albahari (2002; 2006); Duerlinger (1993); Ganeri (2007); and Sider-
its (e.g., 2007: 32—-68; 2015). Some scholars have acknowledged a similarity between anatman
teaching and the work of Derek Parfit (e.g., 1984; see also Kapstein 1986; 2018).

4. Regarding use of the term “Sravakayana,” and related nomenclature, see Ruegg
2004: 7-12, 28-31.
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On the surface, Buddhist opposition to the category atman constitutes
arejection of wider Indian concern with the self, its whereabouts, and the
process of freeing it from bondage to rebirth: interests common to Brah-
manism, Jainism, and other Indian traditions besides.® All of these tradi-
tions (or even families of traditions, given their internal diversities), shared
with Buddhism a concern with the same underlying problem: the seemingly
unending cycle of transmigration—from one life to another, suffering
continual death, rebirth, and redeath—that is dictated in some manner or
other by human action (karma). By far the greater share of Indian religious
systems, to the exclusion of Buddhism, have understood the experience of
transmigration to have at its center an enduring agent, or at any rate a
“central something,” that is continuously present, retains its identity as it
passes from one life to the next, and witnesses repeated sickness, aging,
and death ad infinitum. For all of their differences, we might understand
Buddhism’s opponents to have shared a common atmavdda orientation:
they engaged in “discourse about the self,” which accepted, in one fashion
or another, that liberation from perpetual rebirth is a process of finding,
knowing, and releasing what is essential to one’s identity from the vicious
cycle within which it is trapped.

Indian notions of atman, or that which undergoes transmigration,
built upon ideas that were culturally specific to the late Vedic period of
Indian history (c. 1000-500 BCE). Behind at least some of these notions
lies the intellectual heritage of the Brahmanas (brahmanas or brahmans),
who were awarded by birth access to ritual formulae and a position of privi-
lege at the top of the prescribed Brahmanical social order. The expression
atman as it appears in early Vedic literature—for example, the hymns of
the Rgveda—has connotations of animation, that which endures through
a person’s life, and otherwise that which is essential, substantial, or “most
dear” to a person (Renou 1952). Itis also that which the Brahmanical priest
served and in some sense “saved” by conducting ritual sacrifice: securing
for the ritual performer (or his patron) rebirth among the gods or his an-
cestors. Through the correct performance of sacrifice, the ritualist makes
for himself (“his self”) or for some donor a life in the next world, and so

5. Jain tradition considers one’s “life” (jzva, but called also atman) to be the embodied,
suffering subject bound to the process of transmigration: see, for example, Jacobi 1908;
Dundas 2002: 42—-44, 102-105; Bronkhorst 2007: 28—34. Other teachings about the self
include those proper to Brahmanical schools of philosophy such as Samkhya and Vaisesika,
which reached maturity around perhaps the fourth century of the Common Era (Bronkhorst
2006: 287-290). For Samkhya the highest and primary reality is purusa, related to musings
on purusa/atman in some Upanisads, which in the Samkhyakarika is plural (bahutva), pos-
sesses power (adhisthana) over its environment, is the enjoyer (bhoktr) of experiences, and
that which might achieve isolation (kaivalya) from rebirth: see, for example, Larson 1969:
167-176; Burley 2007: 147-150. The Vaisesika system imagines the atman to be one of nine
fundamental substances (dravya), and one of a number of basic entities that are part of the
constitution of a sentient being: see, for example, Kumara 2013: 73-84.
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through correct ritual action (karma) perpetuates the fortunes of that
which endures beyond the physical body.°

By the late Vedic period, as visible in the early Upanisads, Brahmanism
had come to reflect on this process, and recognized that rebirth into the
presence of gods or ancestors led only to another inevitable death, and so
subsequent rebirth back into the world of human beings.” This problem—
that an agent feels the consequences of his actions over innumerable lives
yet to come—was the major concern of many renunciants (Sramanas) active
in the Northeast Indian region of Magadha, which evidence suggests was a
hinterland of Brahmanical authority. Exponents of sramanya traditions—
whom Indian authors would know as Jains, Ajivikas, or otherwise—promoted
renunciation from the established social order, along with any ties to famil-
ial or ritual obligations, in pursuit of an end to transmigration and the re-
peated suffering that it entails.® From the milieu of competing traditions
of sramanya practice, the teachings of Siddhartha Gautama—otherwise
Sakyamuni, or the Buddha—emerged as the most historically successful
response to the grim and apparently pervasive belief in seemingly endless
rebirth. Though Buddhism accepts the basic premises of the late-Vedic
concern—the fact of transmigration, and the role of karma in its perpetua-
tion (in Buddhist teaching understood in terms of the “intention” proper
to any activity, cetana)—Buddhism is significant for having reimagined the
model of transmigration assumed by Brahmanical and other renunciant
traditions alike.

In what Buddhist tradition remembers as only the second teaching of
the Buddha (in the Pali canon the Anattalakkhanasutta, discussed further
below), the Buddha challenged the premise that an end to transmigration
entails discernment and liberation of some immutable, enduring kernel of
personhood. Traditionally this is held to be the beginning of Buddhism’s
rejection of discourse about the self, and the groundwork for its commit-
ment to instead teaching that things are “not-self” (anatman). Not only
does Buddhism present the pursuit of such an entity as futile, but views
about the self (atmadrsti), or “grasping” to a notion of the self (atmagraha),
are taught to be actively detrimental to the pursuit of release from rebirth.
In accord with this, Buddhist authors developed a terminology that ac-
counts for transmigration without recourse to the notion of an enduring,
unchanging subject. This we might call the Buddhist nairatmyavada, or
“discourse about absence of self,” which was perpetuated by Buddhist au-
thors who took application of andtman teaching to be central to the pursuit

6. Regarding atman in Vedic literature prior to the Upanisads, see Elizarenkova 2005;
also Kazama 1962; Collins 1982: 27-84. Regarding the Vedic ritual world, see Killingley 2018a.

7. See Killingley 2018a: 58—-66. Fine introductions to this literature remain Brereton
1990; Olivelle 1998: 3-37; and, more recently, chapters throughout Cohen 2018.

8. Regarding the thesis that the sramanya tradition originated apart from the world of
Brahmanical authority, see, for example, Bronkhorst 2007; 2011. The most thorough discus-
sion of the elusive Ajivika tradition remains Basham 1951.
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of nirvana.® To take but a single well-known example, the closing verses of
Vasubandhu’s Abhidharmakosabhasya (fourth or fifth century CE)—at the
end of a sustained rebuttal of various erroneous ideas about selfhood—
states that “the only route to the city of nirvanais absence of self (niratmata),”
which, though having been disclosed by the Buddha, cannot be seen by
those who possess only “weak vision.”'” Whereas other religious teachers
and adepts were attached to some or other opinion or view about the self,
the Buddha rejected preoccupation with any such thing, and was remem-
bered as having promoted an alternative discourse about transmigration,
and liberation from it, without any need for the idea of an enduring,
unchanging self.

Crucially, sources for early Buddhist thought—for example, texts pre-
served in the Pali Suttapitaka—suggest that Buddhism did not imagine
teachings about absence of self to be diametrically opposed to the position
that a self does indeed exist."! What I am calling Buddhist nairatmyavada
did not, at least early in its history, reject the existence of the self so much
as oppose the wider Indian religio-philosophical preoccupation with the
self—its presence, whereabouts, and nature—completely. This is in evidence
where the Buddha is recorded as having been confronted with questions to
which, we are told, he opted not to respond. For example, the Atthattasutta
(SN.IV.400)" records the inquisitive renunciant Vacchagotta asking the
Buddha whether or not there exists a self, to which the Buddha gives no
answer.” The Buddha goes on to explain that to promote a self would be to
subscribe to the “eternalist” position (sassatavada; Skt. sasvatavada) that
something endures across rebirths, while to deny this would promote the

9. In this volume I opt to call this the nairatmyavdda instead of the andtmavdada (against
other publications, including my own: Jones 2016a), as I find that it is only the former expres-
sion that is clearly attested in any of the Indian sources relevant to this study: namely, in the
Lankavatarasutra (Nanjio 1923: 355.10, 360.3; see also 8.4).

10. Pradhan 1967: 478.17-24: nirvanapuraikavartinim ... niratmatam ... na mandacaksur
vivrtam apiksate. A philosophical study of this material is Duerlinger 2005, who elsewhere
extends a similar approach (2012) to not-self teaching in Candrakirti’s (seventh century)
Madhyamakavatarabhasya. Regarding that which a bodhisattva wishes to “see” through their
practice, see also 10.2.

11. This should not be mistaken for the now unpopular position that early Buddhism—
in spite of its commitment to nairatmyavdda discourse—accepted an enduring self apart
from anything that is discernible in our experience, regarding which see, for example,
Grimm 1958; K. Bhattacharya 1973; Pérez-Remén 1980.

12. All references to Pali sources, unless stated otherwise, are to volume and page num-
bers in the Pali Text Society (PTS) editions of texts.

13. Elsewhere, for example in the Vacchagottasutta (SN.IV.395), this same renunciant is
interested in whether or not the world is eternal, whether or not it has an end, whether or not
one’s life (jiva) is identical to the body, and whether or not the Tathagata survives after his
death. The Buddha responds by rebuking other religious groups (annatitthiyas) and their
differing views about selfhood; see Analayo 2011: 389-393. The last of Vacchagotta’s que-
ries—regarding the Buddha’s status after his apparent parinirvana—we will observe to have
been an important interest of authors in the Buddha-nature tradition (see 2.2).
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“annihilationist” position (ucchedavdda) that death brings an end to exis-
tence." The Buddha of this and other related discourses prefers silence; to
give answers that either affirm or deny views about the self would not be
conducive, or “skillful” (kusala), to directing an audience toward liberation."
As Stephen Collins (1982: 132) writes, questions posed by the Buddha’s
interlocutors are “linguistically ill-formed,” and premised on the idea that
talk of transmigration rests on whether or not what could be called the self
does or does not exist. The Buddha’s more nuanced position was that
erroneous thinking in terms of the self or its negation must be set aside in
pursuit of effective change to one’s predicament in the turbulent floodwa-
ters of ongoing death and rebirth.

Hence early Buddhist sources dispatch with not only the search for the
self but also an entire framework for understanding transmigration and
prospective liberation from it. The foremost causes of transmigration are
revealed to be ignorance (avidya) and craving (trsna): ignorance of the way
in which things are—impermanent (anitya), unsatisfactory (duhkha), and
in all instances “not the self”—and a craving, crude or subtle, for things
that are erroneously imagined to be otherwise. Buddhism holds that our
experience of transmigration consists of the arising of transient events or
phenomena (dharmas), each causally conditioned by others, all of which
are necessarily impermanent; there is neither requirement nor room in
such a model for an enduring agent or unchanging kernel of identity. The
belief that somewhere amid these impersonal elements there must be
something that is permanent—something that is “one’s self,” or anything
that “belongs to the self” (atmaniya)—is a subtle and foundational form of
attachment, a root cause of further erroneous attitudes, and hence of con-
tinuing transmigration. The great irony of pursuing the self or knowledge
of itis that supposing the possibility of such a thing, harboring any views or
theories that this or that is atman, is precisely the kind of mental activity
that maintains transmigration and the persistent suffering that it entails.

The early Buddhist model outlined above preserves what Stephen
Collins called “a kind of pragmatic agnosticism, in which the self is not so
much denied as declared inconceivable” (1982: 10). What was taught in
early discourses attributed to the Buddha could instead be characterized
as a “soteriological strategy” (ibid., 78) that intends the rejection of wrong-
minded views that obstruct alleviation from suffering, and otherwise the

14. Forms of annihilationism—which also denies the role of karma as that which per-
petuates rebirth—came to be associated with the Carvakas. Exponents of this tradition held
that no self exists apart from the physical elements that comprise the body, and that bodily
death must mean the end of one’s existence; see R. Bhattacharya 2011; P. P. Gokhale 2015.

15. Arich and entertaining discussion of not-self teaching is Thanissaro 2011, in which
the author puts great emphasis on the Buddha’s clarification that his teachings promote
what is skillful (kusala) rather than what may be philosophically satisfying, and that other-
wise all that is “categorical” in the Buddha’s dharma are the four noble truths concerning
suffering, its emergence, its cessation, and the path that leads to it (ibid., 8-9, 57-60).
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unhelpful conceits that pervaded the wider Indian religious landscape.
Among the most pernicious of views are any that take an aspect of experi-
ence, or some imagined entity beyond experience, to be permanent, un-
changing, or—by virtue of its being fleetingly pleasant (sukha)—that which
one should hold dear, as if it were “one’s self” or “one’s own.” The production
of such views are themselves instances of karma, which promote craving
and attachment, and so serve only to perpetuate transmigration. Hence
the central “strategy” endorsed by generations of Buddhist authors, and
attributed to the Buddha himself, teaches that there is nothing in one’s
experience that meets the criteria for being called the self, and that amid
phenomena one can observe only the absence of such a thing, and so noth-
ing worthy of attachment or clinging.'

Staying with Collins, whose Selfless Persons (1982) remains a classic
analysis of early Buddhist teachings about not-self, we might briefly review
some early Buddhist arguments that contest that there is nothing within
our experience (nor inferred beyond it) that befits the label atman, and as
a consequence that discourse about the self is not proper to soteriologically
efficacious thought or activity (95-110). We cannot attempt a comprehen-
sive survey of Buddhist nairatmyavada, but could attend to some themes
and language that reoccur throughout Buddhist teachings on this matter.
A good starting point is the Anattalakkhanasutta (SN.I11.66—-68), in which
the Buddha discusses the content of human existence in terms of five
composite “heaps” (skandhas)—of physical form (ripa), sensation (vedana),
conceptualization (samjnida), “constructing activities” (samskara), and con-
sciousness (vijiana)—that categorize different constituent aspects or
moments of our experience. The Buddha first makes clear that because no
agent has the ability to will that any of these heaps be different—*“that my
body be this, or not this"—there is no self that exhibits any power (vasa)
over them. We infer that a self is that which should allow for control or
freedom over its circumstances; if no power can be exerted over elements
of our experience, there is no good reason to consider the “self” to be pres-
ent among them.

By contrast, Brahmanical tradition promoted an association between
atman and the animating power, or brahman, that underpins both the world
and the sacrifices that can affect it.'”” In this model, what endures across
lives is the hidden epicenter of the agent who can make a better lot for
himself in a next life through the performance of Vedic ritual or, as devel-
oped in the Upanisads, through the pursuit of empowering, eventually lib-
erating, self-knowledge."® An early and influential example of atmavada

16. One might consider the conclusion to the Mahapunnamasutta (MN.I11.15), in which
the result of the Buddha’s teaching about anatman is that his audience “do away with” (nib-
bindati; Skt. nirvindati) the content of their five “heaps,” realizing none of them to be the self.

17. Gonda 1950: 40—-41; Suthren Hirst 2018: 107-108.

18. We return to sources for non-Buddhist a@tmavdda in later chapters; for example,
9.6, 10.3.
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discourse—proper to the late Vedic period also—is the Brhadaranyaka-
upanisad (BAU), which refers to the “inner controller” (antaryamin) that
has dominion over the elements of the body, as well as knowledge of all
things considered valuable to the Brahmanical worldview.” Though the
acquisition of liberating knowledge or insight (prajnid) is also an integral
part of Buddhist soteriology, this is not located “in the self” as some locus
of absolute truth or power; insight is acquired through contact with Buddhist
teaching (dharma), and otherwise cultivated throughout a career of disci-
plined self-transformation over this and successive lives.

The BAU also holds that this “inner controller” is undying (amrta),
distinguishable from the physical body in which it resides.?” But again
Buddhism poses a challenge: the Buddha of the Anattalakkhanasutta
implores his audience to observe that all moments within their experience—
again categorized in terms of five composite “heaps’—are impermanent
(anicca; Skt. anitya), subject to change (viparinama), and so are “unsatisfac-
tory” (dukkha; Skt. duhkha). The Buddha’s audience agrees that none of the
constituents of these heaps should be treasured as one’s self, and that the
correct attitude toward any phenomenon is to deny that “it is mine, this is
I, this is myself” (etam mama, eso "ham asmi, eso me atta).?' No element of lived
experience must be mistaken for the self, and thoughts or desires for such
a thing must be set aside.

This last point invites a further argument: if nothing worthy of being
called the self can be found amid lived experience, it is erroneous to postu-
late such a thing outside of what can be known or felt. For comparison we
might again consider the BAU, in which the self is enigmatically both
“within” bodily functions and sensory experience (breath, speech, sight, etc.),
but although “he sees, he cannot be seen” (adrsto drasta).”* By contrast,
Buddhist texts such as the Mahanidanasutta (DN.IL.55-71) reject the idea
that the self can be found either within sentient experience (which by

19. BAU 3.7.1: Sanskrit edition of Olivelle 1998: 84-89.

20. BAU 38.7.3-23: Olivelle 1998: 86-89.

21. This same refrain is found elsewhere in the Pali canon, for example, in the
Alagaddupamasutta (MN.1.130-142). According to Norman (1981), it is in this text that we
encounter a refutation of the self that is expounded by the Upanisads: a self that is the same
as the world, and which after death will be “permanent, lasting, enduring, not characterized
by any change” (nicco dhuvo sassato aviparinamadhammo), predicates that we encounter
throughout our tathagatagarbha sources also. Its metaphysically grand claims notwithstand-
ing, I do not believe that the Alagaddipamasutta provides definitive proof that early Buddhist
authors (or indeed the Buddha) knew particular Upanisads themselves, so much as responded
to a broader discourse that was concerned with transmigration and the notion that some
“self” must suffer through it. Making the case that Pali sutta materials exhibit knowledge of
the Brhadaranyaka- and Chandogya-upanisads in particular, see Gombrich 1996: 31-64; also
Wynne 2011: 105-114. The position that early Buddhist literature shows no conclusive evi-
dence of knowing ideas from these Upanisads was articulated by Horsche (1968); see also
Ruegg 2008: 88n123; Cohen 2018: 73-80.

22. BAU 3.7.14-23: Olivelle 1998: 88-89.
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nature changes from moment to moment) or apart from it, as an absence
of mental activity would not lead anyone to claim that they (or “their self”)
still exists.* In short, close attention to the content of our experience shows
there to be nothing about us that endures, which rules unhindered, or is
some self-reflexive locus of timeless knowledge or wisdom: nothing—to
return to what Louis Renou observed in the Vedic atman—that one should
treasure as “dear” to oneself, and so worthy of pursuit, discovery or
attachment.?

In place of discourse about the self, Buddhist authors supply an ac-
count of lived experience, as well as transmigration between successive
lives, in terms of impersonal conditioned events, none of which is fit to be
considered the self or what belongs to it. Again we might take the
Mahanidanasutta as instructive. This is a locus classicus for the Buddhist
account of what more accurately describes the process of transmigration:
those realities that can (unlike the self) be observed amid the flow of
transient phenomena, and that constitute the seemingly endless process
of dependent origination (pratityasamutpada) as one event gives rise to an-
other. Repeated birth, aging, and death ultimately come about due to
ignorance about the transience of all things and, indeed, erroneous
thinking about selfhood.? This pattern of events—outside of which is a
state that is “unconditioned” (asamskrta), otherwise the achievement of
nirvana—explains the experience of transmigration without recourse to
any account of some elusive, enduring entity that is bound within a pro-
cess of death and rebirth. Given the absence of anything worthy of the title
atman in this process, Buddhist teaching has no recourse to the notion of
any static, unchanging entity within the correctly apprehended process
of birth, death, and rebirth.

Whereas other religious systems propounded some or other account of
the self (by the name atman or other near synonyms; see 2.6), discourses
attributed to the Buddha employ arguments against this mode of thinking,
together with a different model of what it means to transmigrate and how
one might draw this process to an end. Buddhist authors developed a sophis-
ticated vocabulary to describe the impersonal and transient phenomena
of which our experience consists, and attempted to balance this with the
Buddha’s caution regarding the trappings of metaphysical speculation—
regarding the self or otherwise—and its deleterious effects on the pursuit

23. See Collins 1982: 98-100.

24. This concern with the self that is “dear” is part of the famous debate between
Yajiiavalkya and his wife, Maitreyi, in the BAU (4.5: Olivelle 1998: 126-131); see Black 2007:
162-167. A possible reference to this episode is intended by the Pali Mallikasutta (SN.1.75),
regarding which see Gombrich 1996: 62—64.

25. The Pali Gaddulabaddhasutta (SN.I11.149) compares someone who takes some or
another constituent of their experience to hide the self with a dog that is tied to a post, cir-
cling endlessly through transmigration.
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of liberation.?® Avoiding speculative thinking about the self (or other moot
issues, such as how to conceptualize the experience of nirvana after the
death of the physical body), Buddhist authors promoted attention to the
immediate experience of conditioned reality, and taught strategies of
detachment from any fallacious belief that some element of our person or
experience can be taken to be the self.?

To summarize, we might understand the conventional Indian Buddhist
position, reflected in the wealth of dialogues attributed to the Buddha
(and much commentarial literature besides) to be a rejection of discourse
about the self, and hence of an atmavadin mode of teaching common to
other Indian religious traditions. What the vast majority of early Buddhist
sources promoted—be they attributed to the Buddha or to commentators
who unpacked his teachings—can be termed a discourse about absence of
self, or nairatmyavada. This is best understood not as a flat denial of the
existence of the self, so much as the position that there is no place for ideas
about the self in a perspective that is conducive to liberation; that preoc-
cupation with thoughts about a self—or what endures across lives and,
potentially, into a state of liberation—is actively detrimental to the pursuit
of an end to suffering.?®

26. This sentiment is expressed in the well-known parable of the arrow, found in the
Culamalunkyasutta (MN.1.426-432). Wynne (2011: 167) eloquently characterizes early Bud-
dhist teachings about anatman as having avoided the promotion of “a direct statement of
philosophical truth,” but contends that abhidharmic formulations in later centuries reflect
“reductionist realist” interpretations of anatman that proved persistent in Buddhist
thought—and into Western reception of it—to the present day; see note 3 above. See also
Schmithausen 2014: 633—-635. Regarding possible ties between the early Mahayana and the
development of abhidharma specifically, see Bronkhorst 2018. It is otherwise worth remem-
bering that abhidharmic thinking—of the Sarvastivada, Theravada, or otherwise—may not
have been fully formed during the period in which the Mahayanist texts addressed by this
study were produced; see 10.2.

27. Bronkhorst (2011: 8) expresses this very succinctly: “The aim of the teaching of the
Buddha is evidently not to discover the real self. In his teaching, the insight that the self does
not play a part in the activities of body and mind does not help to attain liberation. On the
contrary, the preoccupation with the true nature of the self has to be given up. Only then is
one ready to follow the path shown by the Buddha. Seen from this practical point of view,
the question as to the existence of the self is of minor importance. The main thing is that
knowledge of the self plays no useful role on the Buddha’s path to liberation.”

28. A commitment to nairatmyavada discourse is still exhibited in the pudgalavada tradi-
tion, to which various Indian Buddhist schools subscribed, which affirmed that some “per-
son” (pudgala) survives through transmigration as the “bearer” of the existential burden
that is the five skandhas. Exponents of the pudgalavada did not understand this person to be
atmanin the sense of an abiding “essence” of a sentient being that is worthy of discovery, and
did not conflate their slippery notion of an enduring pudgala with notions of atman that are
rejected throughout the Buddha’s discourses. The most thorough discussion of the
pudgalavida remains Priestley 1999; see also Chau 1984; Cousins 1994; Eltschinger and
Ratié 2013: 64-87; and a useful overview in Harvey 1995: 34-38. Regarding Buddha-nature
vis-a-vis pudgalavdada, see Eltschinger and Ratié 2013: 62n49. There is curious evidence, in
the Tarkajvala of Bhaviveka (c. 490-570), that members of one Buddhist school, the Haima-
vatas (not among most surviving lists of those who accepted the pudgalavada), argued that
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1.2 Tathagatagarbha Literature in Overview

Commitment to nairatmyavada discourse extends beyond our sources for
early Buddhism and develops in literature of the Mahayana tradition. Lit-
erature proper to the Mahayana may have begun to emerge in India around
the final century before the Common Era, and presents the Buddha as
having promoted not merely the pursuit of nirvana but also the superlative
status of a completely awakened Buddha, an aspirant to which is called
a bodhisattva.?” Our surviving Indian Mahayanist texts—Indian sources
as well as materials preserved in Chinese and/or Tibetan translation—in
diverse ways reflect upon the challenging prospect of progressing along
the long and arduous path toward complete awakening, commonly under-
stood to take an immeasurable number of lifetimes.?® Relatively early ex-
amples of Mahayanist literature, such as texts proper to the “perfection of
insight” (prajiaparamita) tradition, continued to stress the importance of
anatman teaching, and understood this to be an articulation of the funda-
mental “emptiness” (sunyata) of all phenomena. Mahayanist sources con-
cerned with emptiness explain absence of self to go beyond the context of
personhood (called sometimes pudgalanairatmya) and relate it to all phe-
nomena (dharmanairatmya), such that nothing—up to the content of the
Buddha’s own teachings, and indeed the experience of liberation itself—
should be understood to possess an independent nature (svabhava) apart
from the impermanent, conditioned character of all entities, and so should not
be conceptually hypostasized, let alone serve as objects of attachment.”
The wealth of Mahayanist literature available to us either promotes or
takes for granted a commitment to Buddhist nairatmyavada, whether this
was articulated in terms of the emptiness of phenomena or, more simply,
the futility of believing in—Ilet alone searching for—the self. And yet in
one corner of the Indian Mahayana we find a set of texts that dabbled with
other modes of expression, and in so doing challenged the fundamental
postulate of Buddhist teaching with which we have so far been concerned.
Asmall corpus of Mahayanist texts consider the Buddha’s dharma to include
affirmation of what is called the tathagatagarbha. This expression makes
some or other statement—depending on the literary work in question—
about the essential or underlying nature of a sentient being, and in all in-
stances holds something about them to be permanent, enduring, and
indestructible. As evident in the quotation that began this chapter, some

the pudgalais apart from the skandhas, permanent and also the experiencer of nirvana: ideas
distinct from the more “conventional” pudgalavida to which the Sammitiya and Vatsiputriya
schools of Buddhism subscribed (Priestley 1999: 37-42), but closer to what is promoted by
some sources of the tathdgatagarbha tradition.

29. Regarding the origins of the Mahayana tradition(s), see, most recently, the range of
perspectives represented in Harrison 2018b.

30. Expressed eloquently throughout Silk 2002; see also Harrison 1995a.

31. An erudite introduction to these ideas is Williams 2009: 51-55.

printed on 2/12/2023 1:57 AMvia . All use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

12 INTRODUCTION

Mahayanistsources go so faras to declare that the expression tathagatagarbha
refers to some entity “within” the constitution of a sentient being, and
moreover that the Buddha revealed its existence as his authoritative
account of what could indeed be called the self.

The most thorough discussion of tathagatagarbha thought in all of its
aspects, and across all Indian texts concerned with it, remains Jikido Taka-
saki’s monumental Nyoraizo shiso no keisei (The Formation of Tathagatagarbha
Thought, 1974). Takasaki’s study concerns all texts that we might consider
proper to an Indian tathagatagarbha “corpus,” but privileges those that did
not understand this to refer to the Buddha’s account of the self. Takasaki’s
proposed chronology of this literature imagined the expression tathdaga-
tagarbha to have its origins in the language and imagery of the Tathagatagar-
bhastutra. The Tathagatagarbhasutra became the focus of an influential study
by Michael Zimmermann (2002), which cemented in the minds of other
authors (in particular those publishing in Western languages) the impor-
tance of this text in the early development of the tathagatagarbha tradi-
tion.” Other important studies of tathagatagarbha texts—about which more
will be said in later chapters—include David Seyfort Ruegg’s investigation
of the Ratnagotravibhagavyakhya (1969), Alex and Hideko Wayman’s trans-
lation and analysis of the Sﬂmdlddevisimhanddasatm (1974), and Jonathan
Silk’s edition, translation, and study of the Anunatvapurnatvanivdesaparivarta
(2015Db). Other learned discussions—for example, by Sallie King (1991)
and Brian Edward Brown (1991)—have considered the philosophical content
of one or more sources of the tathagatagarbha tradition, though with limited
scope regarding the historical development of its relation to discourse about
the self. A more recent and very insightful account of Indian tathagatagarbha
literature features in Kazuo Kano’s study of the transmission and interpre-
tation of the Ratnagotravibhagavyakhya (2016: 1-14), while a valuable over-
view of all works in this corpus is that by Michael Radich (2015b).%

That some sources of the tathagatagarbha tradition flirted with the lan-
guage of selfhood is well-known, though some of the texts most relevant to
this issue have received little attention next to others that were better re-
membered by the Indo-Tibetan commentarial tradition. The most “infa-
mous” Indian text to have propounded an account of the self is that which
is quoted at the beginning of this chapter: the Mahayanist Mahdaparinir-
vanamahasiutra, which had a significant impact on East Asian Buddhist
thought after its translation into Chinese in the early fifth century (see 2.1).%*

32. Arecent discussion of the tathagatagarbhaliterature, which follows Takasaki’s model
and otherwise the reception of this literature in Tibetan tradition, is Brunnholzl 2014: 3-52.

33. See also Kano 2016: 385-392, which traces the development of the tathagatagarbha
tradition up to its reception by the Tibetan master rNgog Blo Idan shes rab (1059-1109), re-
sponsible for the Tibetan translation of the RGVV. Other discussions of the tathdgatagarbha
corpus as a whole include H. Nakamura (1980) 1987: 229-233 and Williams 2009: 103-128.

34. Here one might begin with the life and work of the “Nirvana School” master Daosh-
eng HEAE (c. 365—-434); see Liebenthal 1955; 1956. The current study will, for the most part,
limit itself to what we can discern about tathagatagarbha teaching in South Asia.
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The most significant studies of the Mahdaparinirvanamahasitra (MPNMS)
include that by Masahiro Shimoda (1997),% a wealth of publications by
Hiromi Habata, and the first thorough analysis of the MPNMS in English,
by Michael Radich (2015a).?® However, the MPNMS is not alone in having
promoted what could be called a form of Buddhist atmavada, and two
other Indian texts—virtually untouched by surviving instances of Indian
Buddhist commentary—present the tathagatagarbha as a Buddhist account
of the self. These are the Angulimaliyasutra (AMS) and *Mahdabheriharakasitra
(MBhS), which belong to what Takasaki classified as the “Mahaparinirvana-
group” of sutras (henceforth MPNMS-group).®” All three texts share a num-
ber of unusual thematic and doctrinal elements, and take the expression
tathagatagarbha to refer to some entity that sentient beings “possess,” or
that otherwise resides “within” their constitution, and which is otherwise
called the self. Apart from these texts are better-known sources for teach-
ing about the tathagatagarbha, including the Tathagatagarbhasutra (TGS),

Snmaladevzszmhanadasutm (SDS), and Lankavatarasutra (LAS), as well as the
compendious, commentarial Ratnagotravibhagavyakhya (RGVV).

Grouping all of these works together, I will refer frequently to a “tatha-
gatagarbha corpus” of texts: those Indian Buddhist works that held this
expression to be highly significant, and which committed to explaining for
an audience to what tathagatagarbha must refer. But we require also a dis-
tinction between the forms and explanations of tathagatagarbha—which
differ from text to text—and their common commitment to a central idea
that is communicated by this expression in all instances. With some debt to
the title of Michael Zimmermann’s study of the Tathdagatagarbhasutra (2002),
I'will refer to what is common to texts of this corpus as the “Buddha-nature
idea” that something proper to all sentient beings across their successive births and
deaths is, at all times, that which is proper also to a Buddha.”® The subtle differ-
ence between this and discrete literary discussions of tathagatagarbha doc-
trine in different Mahayanist texts—including differing articulations as to
what the very term tathdagatagarbhaitself refers—must be keptin mind as we
proceed.

Attempts to make sense of the challenging atmavadin orientation of
some tathagatagarbha sources include those by Kenryu Tsukinowa (1938)

35. An English overview of this and Shimoda’s wider work on the MPNMS is Shimoda
2015; see also Sasaki 1999.

36. Radich’s argument owes a debt also to compelling and erudite studies by Stephen
Hodge (2006; 2010/2012), about which more is said in the next chapter (especially 2.1 and
2.8).

37. A recent overview of both the AMS and MBhS is T. Suzuki 2014. Previous studies of
these texts will be discussed in chapters 3 and 4.

38. See also Zimmermann 2014a: 515-516. This phrasing understands that other
Mahayanist sources could reflect teachings that are proximate to the Buddha-nature idea
apart from the expression tathagatagarbha: for example, in the Tathagatotpattisambhavanirdesa
(sutra)—which teaches the pervading presence of the Buddha’s knowledge (buddhajiana)—
or a number of other texts cited by the compendious Ratnagotravibhagavyakhya; see 7.1-2.
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and by Ruegg (1989a: 17-55).% For all of their erudition, these discussions
approach some texts of the tathagatagarbha literature—in particular the
MPNMS—without the benefit of more recent reassessments of their compo-
sition and textual history. For example, we will see in the next chapter (2.1
and 2.7) that a lengthy portion of the MPNMS, which survives in just one of
its available recensions, very probably had origins apart from core material
of the MPNMS that we know to have been composed in South Asia. More-
over, likely earlier material in the composition of the MPNMS began by in-
troducing a discussion about the self without explicitly stating that this refers
to some content of a sentient being (2.2), in other words, some abiding “Bud-
dha-nature.” Finally—as we shall discuss below—scholarly understanding of
this literature has been challenged by Michael Radich’s contention that the
MPNMS may in fact be our earliest source for teaching about tathagatagarbha
in general.** If we accept Radich’s arguments, an immediate repercussion
is that our earliest source for the expression tathagatagarbha presented
Buddha-nature as nothing short of an account of atman. A central claim
of this study, with the benefit of renewed attention to Indian sources that
teach about Buddha-nature, is that we should indeed understand the
tathagatagarbha tradition to have begun its life as a Buddhist account of some-
thing that deserved to be called atman, and that the early history of
tathagatagarbha teaching in India entailed an attempt by Buddhist authors to
present, and then explain, a Mahayanist account of what was an enduring
concern for Indian religious teachers and adepts in general: the pursuit and
liberation of that which could be called the self.

1.3 Essences, Natures, Wombs, and Chambers

Before venturing into the corpus of Mahayanist works that teach some or
other articulation of the Buddha-nature idea, we must address head-on the
meaning—or better, meanings—of two Indic expressions central to our
sources. The first is of course tathagatagarbha, variously understood to refer
to “the matrix of the Tathagata (i.e., Buddha)” (Takasaki 1966: 22), the
germinal “Essence” or “Embryo-Essence” of the Tathagata (Ruegg 1989a:
4, 19), or the state of “containing a Tathagata” (Zimmermann 2002: 45).
I consider all of these interpretations—by no means an exhaustive account
of how tathagatagarbha has been unpacked—to have their merits, and to

39. Tsukinowa (1938) addressed the self or “great self” as an articulation of absence of
self (“fEFLD (CK)FK”); see also 6.3, 7.3. Ruegg’s valuable considerations on this theme will be
addressed in later chapters (especially chapter 10). A thoughtful study of this topic is the
work by Khosla (2015), though with comparatively less attention to explicitly atmavadin
articulations of Buddha-nature (those in the “MPNMS-group” of sutras, discussed below), to
which this study is particularly attentive. Publications focusing specifically on the atmavddin
language of the MPNMS include Liu 1982: Fujii 1983; 1993; and Habata 1990; as well as
Takasaki 1974: 144-148; see also 2.1.

40. Radich 2015a: 35-58.
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attest to the many nuances and plausible renderings of a highly productive
and enigmatic Indian term.*!

Texts that will concern us appear to have employed the expression
tathagatagarbha in different ways, to reflect subtle but critical distinctions
between ways of teaching that all sentient beings possess some kind of en-
during Buddha-nature. In some instances, the expression tathagatagarbha
can be read as a dependent determinative compound (tatpurusa), and hence
designates “the chamber” or “womb,” or instead “embryo” (garbha) of/for a
Buddha thatasentient being “has,” as stated by the MPNMS (tathagatagarbho
stiti).*? But elsewhere tathagatagarbha seems to have been used as an exo-
centric compound (bahuvrihi): sentient beings are those who “contain” a
Buddha, or who are in possession of the chamber/womb of/for a Buddha.
The exocentric reading appears to be in play where our sources take the
expression tathagatagarbha to apply to sentient beings themselves, for ex-
ample in the RGVV (sarvasattvas tathagatagarbha iti).*> This phrasing could
intend that sentient beings “are [themselves] the chamber for a Buddha,”
but the exocentric interpretation can also accord with instances where
tathagatagarbha unambiguously refers to something discrete that sentient
beings somehow “possess™ sentient beings are those who have a “chamber”
or “womb” for a Buddha within themselves.

In later chapters we will return to the matter of how best to understand
the expression tathagatagarbha and to what it refers across different texts
of this tradition. At the outset I venture to suggest that we should not feel
unduly burdened by the issue of what manner of compound is being used
in one instance or another. Some texts (including the MPNMS) clearly
refer to the tathagatagarbha as something that sentient beings themselves
have, somehow “within” yet apart from other elements of their constitution.
However, elsewhere (e.g.,in the SDS; see b.2-3) itmay be that tathagatagarbha
more loosely refers to some aspect of a sentient being—specifically, we shall

41. More recently, Brunnholzl (2014: 53-54) has focused on garbha in the sense of a
“core” or “heart” in part informed by the curious Tibetan translation of this expression with
snying po (“heart,” “essence”). Meanwhile, Saito (2020), with a debt to Hara (1994), has argued
that the RGVV understands fathagatagarbha to mean that sentient beings are “children of a
tathagata.” My sense is that throughout Indian tathagatagarbhaliterature—and in particular in
sutra materials—we more frequently encounter garbha in the sense of a “chamber” or “womb,”
closer to the standard Chinese rendering of this expression (zang j#), and justified in various
sections throughout this volume (e.g., 2.3, 5.2, 7.2). This is not to dismiss, however, the multi-
valent nature of (tathagata)garbha as it is used across these and other sources, inviting here and
there the sense of something “embryonic.” See also Kano 2020 and Zimmermann 2020.

42. See Habata 2015b: 185; also 2019: 141-142 (featuring Habata’s edition of Sanskrit
fragment no. 18.4: [#](a)thagatagarbho <’>stiti); see also Radich 2015a: 26n23. Regarding this
as still a bahuvrihi compound—with a sense something like “there exists that which is
tathagatagarbha, i.e., a stupa [in every sentient being]”; see Kano 2017. In each instance, the
presence of the dhatu, or otherwise stipa, can designate the presence of the Buddha himself:
see notes 50 and 52-53, below; also Bronkhorst 2011: 196-197.

43. Johnston (1950) 1991: 25.18, 26.7. See also Zimmermann 2002: 39-46, regarding
tathagatagarbha in the context of the TGS.
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later see, of their mind—such that it is not so much something that they
“have” about themselves but instead refers to their underlying or proper
nature, or “what they fundamentally are.” On such occasions tathagatagarbha
refers to that which is proper to a sentient being and which is, in every in-
stance, the generative space or “womb” from which a new Buddha can, in
time, emerge. However itis used, in every instance tathagatagarbha makes some
claim about what is enduringly real in or about all sentient beings, which is
their possession already of some nature that constitutes the presence of a
fully developed (though as yet “undisclosed”) Buddha.**

Where texts of the tathagatagarbha corpus refer to it as something that
asentient being “has,” the expression tathagatagarbha was used interchange-
ably with the second key term that must concern us: the buddhadhatu, or
some “essence” or “nature” of a Buddha.* The relationship between the
expression buddhadhatu (sometimes tathagatadhatu) and tathagatagarbha
(sometimes buddhagarbha)—whether these terms are reflected in surviving
Sanskrit, or inferred from passages available only in translations of Indian
texts—will be a key concern of the chapters that follow. In the MPNMS-group
of texts the expression tathagatagarbha functions as an epithet for the pres-
ence of some buddhadhatu that is “within” a sentient being. Explanation of
the tathagatagarbhain terms of the buddhadhatuis preserved in the Sanskrit
RGVV (see 7.2), though the absence of the word buddhadhatu in any surviv-
ing Indian fragments of the MPNMS-group means that we can only recon-
struct its presence in those works from Chinese and Tibetan translations
of them.*® Frequent correspondence between Tibetan terms that almost
certainly translated buddhadhatu (e.g., sangs rgyas kyi khams/dbyings) and
Chinese terms that very likely reflect the same (e.g., foxing i), along with
other supporting evidence besides,* puts it beyond reasonable doubt that

44. Regarding Buddha-nature teaching in terms of “disclosure” of what is already pres-
ent, see Zimmermann 2014a.

45. The connotations of the Sanskrit dhatu exceed this: it can refer to a constituent part
of some composition (e.g., the physical “elements” of the body; see 2.4), and frequently that
which is most fundamental in some structure (e.g., a mineral present within rock, or the
linguistic root of some or other utterance; see 4.4), or sometimes a “cause” for something as
yet unproduced (see 7.4). In the context of the relic cult, the buddhadhatu is the enduring
essence of the Buddha localized somewhere in the world. In our Buddha-nature literature,
dhatu can denote something very close in sense to atman: that which is most precious, and
“essential,” to any sentient being. See also, for example, Habata 2015b: 177-178; 2019: 33-38;
Radich 2015a: 23-34, 159-168; Jones 2020.

46. Especially throughout part 1 of this volume, in which we are concerned with pas-
sages from texts of the MPNMS-group, I attach an asterisk to the expression *buddhadhatu
where appropriate. We have yet to discover a Sanskrit fragment of the MPNMS that pre-
serves the expression buddhadhatu, so this reflects a probable but still hypothetical recon-
struction of the term that was very likely present in Indic material underlying our Chinese
and Tibetan translations. See Radich 2015a: 24n16, 25n19; also Habata 2015b.

47. Imagery found in the MPNMS, AMS, and MBhS all play on multiple senses of the
Sanskrit dhatu, in the senses of, for example, the “essence(s)” of language, minerals, the
physical body, or otherwise: see, for example, 3.5, 4.4; also Jones 2020: 60—-64.
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texts of the MPNMS-group all used tathagatagarbha to refer to the presence
of the buddhadhatu.

Associations between the tathagatagarbha and the “nature” (dhatu) of a
Buddha in the MPNMS-group specifically—again, the MPNMS, AMS, and
MBhS (see above, 1.2)—were explored already by Takasaki.*® Takasaki
understood these texts, and the account of the buddhadhdtu that they pro-
moted, to reflect a derivation or tangent from the main trajectory of the
tathagatagarbhaliterature in India, which he otherwise considered to begin
with the TGS and culminate in the RGVV.* But an alternative explanation,
proposed by Michael Radich (2015a: 101-173), understands that the origins
of the expression tathagatagarbha are entwined with the claim that sentient
beings possess the nature or essence of a Buddha, and that the expression
buddhadhdtu became less significant as teachings about Buddha-nature,
under the name tathagatagarbha, continued to develop. Hence, at its origins—
and better reflected by the MPNMS-group of texts—Buddha-nature think-
ing was associated with the revelation that in sentient beings there abides
the dhatu of the Buddha, where dhatu refers to the enduring and superla-
tively valuable “essence” of an awakened being.

Both Shimoda and Radich explored the hypothesis that this “internal-
ized” buddhadhatu drew upon a pervasive Indian Buddhist interest: the
supposedly indestructible relics of the Buddha (also [buddhaldhatu) that
were believed to be housed in relic-mounds (stipas), and were potent foci
for Buddhist worship and “merit making.”> From early in Buddhist history—
indeed, presumably, no later than the Buddha’s death—the veneration of
the stipa was of great importance for both the monastic community (sangha)
and for the laity who supported it.”! The defining feature of any stupa was
that which it was commonly believed to contain: a trace of the Buddha’s
physical person that constituted his continuing presence in the world. Inscrip-
tional evidence suggests that as far back as the turn of the Common Era,
relics of the Buddha were considered to have been infused with the qualities

48. Takasaki 1974: 127, 182; also Shimoda 1997: 35-39; Radich 2015a: 32-34; 2015b:
264-269.

49. Takasaki 1971; 1974: 768-769; also Radich 2015a: 24n17; Silk 2015b: 1n2. Takasaki
(1971: 3) refers to the TGS, AAN, and SDS as “the three basic scriptures of the tathagatagarbha
theory.” A critique of the assumptions on which Takasaki’s chronology relies is Radich
2015a: 93-94.

50. Regarding dhatu in the sense of “relic,” see, for example, Schopen 1988: 530; also
Edgerton 1953: 282-284. An excellent introduction to the veneration of Buddhist relics, or
of the stipa, is Trainor 2004; see also Schopen 1998; Skilling 2005; Bronkhorst 2011: 193-206.
Regarding the subtle distinction between these two objects of reverence—that is, stupa and
relic—see Radich 2007: 455-457.

51. I put little stock in the now mostly discredited position, championed by Akira
Hirakawa (e.g., 1990: 270-274), that veneration of the stupa was a concern of lay Buddhists
to the exclusion of monastics, and moreover that the (supposedly lay) cult of the stipa was
formative in the emergence of Mahayana Buddhism. See also, for example, Schopen 1991;
Harrison 1995a: 57-63.
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of a living Buddha—his morality, concentration, insight, and otherwise—
such that reverence for the relic was functionally equivalent to worship of
the Buddha himself.”* These physical relics were not necessarily imagined
as pieces of bone or teeth: in at least some instances they were conceptual-
ized as tiny, radiant, beadlike objects, akin to jewels.” Hence we need not
imagine the expression buddhadhdtu to designate anything recognizably
anatomical so much as the precious but concealed content of the stipa: a
trace of the Buddha that remains endowed with his qualities, functionally
equivalent to the Buddha himself, and enduring in the world even when
there is no clearer sign of his living presence.

Few surviving Indian Buddhist texts are devoted exclusively to the impor-
tance of stipas and their contents, but a far greater number, sometimes only
in passing, attest to the importance and value of relics in Indian Buddhist
culture.” Among such sources are various forms of the Mahaparinirvanasutra,
recounting the Buddha’s final days, in which the pivotal event after the Bud-
dha’s death and cremation is the distribution of his relics between communi-
ties of his followers, who enshrined them in stipas.”® Elsewhere, in texts
representative of the Mahayana tradition, we find references to the estab-
lished function of the relic as a source of merit making. In the Astasahasrika-
prajadaparamita the value of circulating the text is said to be more than that
which is generated by the construction of a tremendous number of stipas; the
value of relics—which is implicitly acknowledged—is due to their having
entered the world because of the Buddha’s attainment of the perfection of
insight.’® There is also the Saddharmapundarika, which venerates the site at
which the text itself is taught, expounded, written, studied, or recited as one
on which a stiipa could be built without any need for a physical relic, because
the text itself constitutes the bodily presence of the Buddha.”” Though both

52. For a discussion of relevant inscriptional evidence—primarily reliquary inscrip-
tions in Kharosthi script, dated to decades either side of the turn of the Common Era—see
Radich 2007: 523-570. An example of the Buddha’s qualities having been attributed to relics
is the so-called Senavarman inscription (early first century CE), regarding which see Schopen
1987: 203-209; also von Hintiber 2003: 23-27. Concerning the unreliable claim that relics of
this period were held to possess the very “life” (prana) of the Buddha, exhibited by text in-
scribed on the relic casket from Shinkot in Bajaur (c. second century BCE), see H. Falk 2005
(a response, in part, to Schopen 1987: 203-204); see also Schopen 1988 (particularly 209-
211); Strong 2004: xvi; Radich 2007: 512-516. Regarding the efficacy of beholding a relic
(perhaps “seeing a buddhadhatu”), see N. Falk 1977; regarding relic worship as it developed
in China, see Kieschnick 2003: 29-36.

53. Strong 2004: 10-12, 46-47.

54. Regarding texts that are directly concerned with relics, see Bentor 1988; also Shimoda
2002.

55. For a survey of different Buddhist literary accounts of these events, see Strong 2004:
116-123, and regarding the legendary redistribution of relics in the third century BCE by
the emperor Asoka, see ibid., 124-149.

56. Vaidya 1960: 28.29-29.27.

57. Kern and Nanjio (1908-1912) 1970 (henceforth SP; see also note 80): 231.7-232.10;
Kern 1884: 220-221.
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of these works promote themselves or their teachings over the efficacy of the
Buddha’s relics, each does so by acknowledging the importance of the relic
cultin the imagination of its intended Indian audience.

So then to the tathagatagarbha literature—surely later than both of the
Mahayanist sutras named above—and in particular to the MPNMS, which
Radich has suggested is our earliest Indian source for this expression and
the challenging kinds of Buddhist teaching to which it refers (see 2.1).
Radich’s argument develops Shimoda’s earlier observation that the
MPNMS exhibits two stages in its composition, the first of which makes no
mention of the Buddha-nature idea, nor of the expressions tathagatagarbha
or buddhadhatu, but is instead concerned (as the title of the text suggests)
with the matter of the Buddha’s apparent death and departure from trans-
migration (parinirvana). As a radical retelling of the Buddha’s ostensibly
final teachings, the MPNMS first reveals that the Buddha exists perma-
nently beyond his physical body. It is only later, and in what Shimoda takes
to be a second stage in the composition of the text, that we find a reimagin-
ing of what endures after the Buddha’s death—his relics or enduring es-
sence (dhatu)—that in this work are said to be present in the constitution
of all sentient beings (see 2.3).5®

Our extant versions of the MPNMS preserve the sense that what per-
sists in sentient beings was called not simply buddhadhdtu but also tathaga-
tagarbha. Radich persuasively shows that surviving versions of the MPNMS
(including available Sanskrit fragments) reflect a preponderance of the
expression tathagatagarbha over buddhadhatu.” If buddhadhatu denotes the
Buddha’s abiding relic, and if tathagatagarbha is an epithet of this, then
the expression tathagatagarbha most naturally refers to the chamber (ga-
rbha) for a Buddha (tathagata): the space at the center of a stipa, where lies
hidden that which is essential to a Buddha and most precious to the world
after his (apparent) departure from it. Radich demonstrates that the notion
of the stupa as the “chamber for arelic” (dhatugarbha) is attested across a wide
range of Buddhist literature, and so argues (beyond Shimoda’s earlier dis-
cussion of these categories) that the expression tathagatagarbha developed
as a complement to the idea of an internalized buddhadhdatu: the presence
of a Buddha’s qualities—a mode of his being, or his “embodiment”—not in
any stupa but rather in sentient beings themselves.®” A narrative retelling
of the Buddha’s death provides a compelling “scenario of origin” for the
expression tathagatagarbha; insofar as each sentient being possesses the

58. Shimoda 1997: 283-292; also Takasaki 1971: 7-8.

59. Radich 2015a: 23-32.

60. For example, in the Astasahasrika-prajiaparamita (Vaidya 1960: 31.10-11), which in-
structs followers of the Buddha to build stupas that are each “a chamber for the relic of the
Buddha” (tathagatadhatugarbha). See Radich 2015a: 160-164, especially 161n434 and
162n436; also Ruegg 1969: 504-505, 514-516 (following Liebenthal 1956: 93-95); 1977: 288;
2004: 27n32, also 8.6n50.
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“tomb” of the Buddha, Radich contends, this can intend also the “womb”
(garbha also) from which a Buddha might, someday, emerge.®!

Hence tathagatagarbha denotes the locus from which a new Buddha
could appear, and in a manner quite distinct from the normal sequence
of birth, maturation, and death associated with bondage to the process of
transmigration. Radich interprets this as a complement to a “docetic” ac-
count of the Buddha that is evident across the rest of the MPNMS and in
many other Mahayanist sources besides.*® As articulated very directly in the
Lokanuvartanasutra—composed no later than the second century of the
Common Era—this is the view that the Buddha exists before, after, and
truly beyond the appearance of his worldly life and teaching.®” In a similar
vein, the Saddharmapundarika states that the Buddha achieved awakening
countless myriad eons ago, such that what audiences saw of his birth, life,
and death could only have been displays that are instruments of his teach-
ing.%* Whereas the MPNMS focuses on denying the finality of the Buddha’s
(apparent) departure from the world, other Buddhist sources produced in
the early centuries of the Common Era venerate the miraculous purity of
the Buddha/bodhisattva’s final birth, and in each instance deny that such
a superlatively reverend being could participate normally in worldly pro-
cesses.” Hence, Radich argues, the innovation of the tathagatagarbha
played an important “kataphatic” function next to the “negative docetic”
denial that the Buddha in his final life was conceived and born: from the
perspective of a Buddha, completely awakened beings are not “produced”
at all so much as “revealed” from a bodhisattva, and apart from any “dis-
play” that a Buddha may make of his apparently final birth, awakening,
and subsequent departure from the world.®

To summarize, Radich’s account of the MPNMS and its place in the
early life of the Buddha-nature idea invites a reassessment of a central con-
cern in both this text and throughout other tathagatagarbha works that
came after it. Early teaching about tathagatagarbha explains from where a
Buddha can emerge—from some enigmatic, imperceptible “true nature”
of sentient beings—and in order to make sense of the idea that Buddhas
are entities that exist apart from the ordinary processes of transmigration,
even when they appear to be have been born, achieved awakening, imparted
the dharma, and died. The interest of this study is that the MPNMS,

61. Radich 2015a: 159-168 (also 101-104, with a debt to Schmithausen 1987: 1-7).

62. See Radich 2015a: appendix 5, regarding “kataphatic gnostic docetism.”

63. Regarding Lokaksema’s X #illi#§ (late second century) translation (T.807: Neizang
baibao jing MK [ 245, see Harrison 1982; 1993: 159-161.

64. SP 315.11-317.4; Kern 1884: 298-299. See also Radich 2012a: 239-244; also Bielefeldt
2009: 74-78.

65. Radich (2015a: 118-129) attends also to the Upayakausalyasutra, Lalitavistara, and
Mahdvastu as sources for accounts of the Buddha’s miraculous or even “apparitional” birth;
see also Sasson 2008.

66. See Radich 2015a: 105-158.
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together with other texts that are seemingly early in the life of the Buddha-
nature tradition, declares not only that the tathdgatagarbha, otherwise the
presence of the buddhadhatu, is an enduring characteristic of all sentient
beings, but that this can also be called the self, or atman.

1.4 Buddhist Atmavada: Preliminary Thoughts

The aim of this study is to address systematically the relationship between
Indian teachings about Buddha-nature and discourse about the self, or atman,
as represented by all Indian texts that are concerned with the expression
tathagatagarbha. My central claim is that association between Buddha-nature
teaching and the promotion of a kind of Buddhist atmavada is a feature of
what we should take to be early works in the tathagatagarbha corpus (those
addressed in part 1 of this volume), and that texts which seek to distance
their audience from the idea of a Buddhist teaching of the self (those of
part 2) can be considered inheritors of the expression tathdagatagarbha that
wished to salvage Buddha-nature thinking from association with discourse
aboutselfhood. This is not to presume that by understanding Buddha-nature
teaching as “a Buddhist account of the self” we can unpack every aspect of
its value or function for Indian Buddhist authors, let alone their audiences.
More modestly, I hold that we benefit from using the acknowledged prox-
imity between the expression tathagatagarbha (and various epithets) and
discourse about the self as a lens through which to examine the development
of Buddha-nature thinking in India, and so observe hitherto underappre-
ciated aspects of to what the expression tathagatagarbha was understood to
refer. Most importantly, I believe that through such a lens we observe a
more compelling picture of the relative chronology of works in this tradi-
tion, and we should adopt the perspective that Buddha-nature thinking
began and developed as—at least in part—a Buddhist account of the self.
Here, I acknowledge, loomsakind of circularity: by prioritizing Buddha-
nature texts that discuss tathagatagarbha in terms of selfhood, I attempt to
defend the position that these reflect earlier articulations of the Buddha-
nature idea. However, I take as my starting point Michael Radich’s proposal—
which does not attend to Buddha-nature understood as an account of the
self—that from within this corpus of texts it is indeed the MPNMS that is
our likely earliest source concerning the expression tathagatagarbha and to
what it can refer. I hence take Radich’s analysis of the MPNMS as a prompt
to reconsider the trajectory of Buddha-nature thinking in Indian litera-
ture in general. Takasaki’s picture of the literature associated with the
tathagatagarbha, and of the development of its central Buddha-nature idea,
has proved influential.*” But if the MPNMS is at the source of this tradition
(or as close as any surviving work of literature allows us to approach such a

67. Most influentially by Michael Zimmermann (1999; 2002), by whom see also, more re-
cently, 2014b; 2020; also, for example, H. Nakamura (1980) 1987: 229-230; Williams 2009: 104.
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thing), we must contend with the fact that the earliest work in this corpus
considers the expression tathagatagarbha to refer to nothing less than a
Buddhist account of the self. If we take the MPNMS to be our earliest
work in this tradition, then the immediate repercussion is that the
Angulimaliyastutra (AMS) and *Mahabheriharakastutra (MBhS)—other works
belonging to Takasaki’s “MPNMS-group”—may also be earlier than texts
that do not so clearly understand tathagatagarbha to refer to a teaching
about the self. Even if this is not the case, it is undeniable that both these
texts reflect a form of Buddha-nature thinking conspicuously close to what
is exhibited by the MPNMS, and so articulate teachings that are conceptu-
ally closer to the proposed origins of this tradition. Part 1 of this volume
will attend to the content of these three sutras: their explanations of the
tathagatagarbha, otherwise the “essence” or “nature” of a Buddha in all sentient
beings, and the degree to which it is appropriate for a Buddhist audience
to understand this as one’s “self.”

In part 2 we turn to texts that challenge an atmavdadin mode of Buddha-
nature thinking. Works including the Srimdlddevisimhanddasatm (SDS),
Ratnagotravibhaga(-vyakhya) (RGV[V]), and Lankavatarasitra (LAS) are at
pains to qualify the relationship between the tathagatagarbha and discourse
about the self, to an extent that would have seemed unnecessary had these
two things not already been associated with one another in earlier Buddhist
thought and, presumably, literature. These texts continue to promote the
tathagatagarbha as something that is permanent (nitya), lasting (dhruva),
tranquil (s7va), and enduring (sasvata), though they are also concerned to
explain that the tathagatagarbha is not anything like an account of the self
except—in some instances—when such a notion is of expedient benefit for
particular audiences prone to atmavadin thinking (see 8.2). We will consid-
er also some other works of the tathagatagarbha corpus—such as the
Tathagatagarbhasutra (TGS) itself, which many scholars have previously
taken to be the fountainhead of this tradition (see 1.2, above)—that ignore
association between Buddha-nature teaching and the notion of selfhood
entirely, but which also show no persuasive evidence of having predated the
MPNMS and other what we might call “@tmavada’ tathagatagarbha sources.

As we are concerned with the development of Buddha-nature thinking
in India, I will not with any thoroughness consider texts that likely origi-
nated outside of the Indian subcontinent. I will not attend to works that
are of very likely Chinese origin, for example, the Dasheng gixin lun KIfeitt
&am (T.1666), traditionally but tenuously attributed to the Indian poet
Asvaghosa (second century CE), or the Foxing lun #i¥45% (T.1610), attrib-
uted to Vasubandhu but more likely produced by its supposed translator,
Paramartha Hi# (499-569 CE), under the influence of the RGVV.58
An exception to this rule will be made for material found in our second

68. See S. King 1991: 21-26; also (regarding Paramartha as author of the Dasheng qixin
lun) Grosnick 1989; Tarocco 2008. Regarding Paramartha’s oeuvre as a whole, see Radich

printed on 2/12/2023 1:57 AMvia . All use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

INTRODUCTION 23

Chinese translation of the MPNMS—that by Dharmaksema Zf#i# (385-
433 CE)—which, though perhaps not of Indian origin, deserves attention
due to its impact upon both Chinese and Tibetan reception of the “core,”
certainly Indian, MPNMS (see 2.7). Finally, the wealth of commentarial
and exegetical literature regarding the RGVV—in Tibet especially—is be-
yond the scope of this study, and is not so relevant bearing in mind the
several centuries between the composition of the RGVV (prior to the fifth
century) and renewed interest in its teachings in Indian works produced
much later, during and after the eleventh century.®

Though we will limit our attention to forms of what were known to be
Indian works, we remain very dependent upon translations of relevant texts
into Chinese (between, primarily, the fifth and sixth centuries), and/or
Tibetan (between, for the most part, the eighth and ninth centuries).” All
too frequently we must read important statements regarding Buddha-
nature thinking through the words and phrasing of translators who may or
may not have captured the details or nuances of originally Indian materi-
als.”" Very often our Chinese and Tibetan translations reflect differing re-
censions of Indian works, and in some instances we find good evidence of
doctrinal developments between one version of a text and another. I will
often use footnotes to attend to differences between versions of a literary
work, but will discuss at length only those variations that have a bearing on
how we should understand the Buddha-nature thinking of any given work
across its different surviving versions.”” On occasion we must attempt to
prize apart the stages in the composition of a text, especially where there is
evidence to suggest that some author(s) developed its account of Buddha-
nature thinking over time. Although I do not in any instance seek for an
Indian original or “urtext” of one source or another, I will make occasional
judgments regarding whether or not material surviving in one version of

2012b. For a thorough discussion of Buddha-nature and selfhood in the Foxing lun, see
S. King 1989.

69. Regarding later reception of the RGVV in India, see Kano 2016: part 1.

70. For Chinese texts I rely on the Taisho (shinshii daizokyo) KIEHHERIEAS edition of
the canon (henceforth T) made widely available through CBETA online, and with recourse
to it I refer to variants preserved in the Song (%%), Yuan (Jt), Ming (¥), and “Palace” (=)
editions and Shogozo manuscript collection (25j). For Tibetan texts I include references
to the widely used Derge (D) and Peking (Q) editions of the bka’ gyur (for “sutra” texts) and
bstan ‘gyur (for others), unless an edition that makes use of these and more is otherwise avail-
able (e.g., Habata 2013, a critical edition of the MPNMS). In instances where I translate long
passages of Tibetan material, I have consulted a wider range of witnesses: the London,
Narthang, and Stog Palace editions, and—where content of these survive—the fragmentary
Gondhla and Tabo editions also. Space permits that I refer to these editions only where their
content has affected my reading of a passage (e.g., omitting purely orthographic variations).
Critical editions of texts other than the MPNMS, which might emulate the exemplary work
of Habata (2013), remain desiderata.

71. See Nattier 2003: 70-72.

72. This while acknowledging that material preserved only in a longer recension of
a text need not necessitate that it is later; see Ruegg 2004: 20-24.
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a text is likely to reflect content that could be older or more “basic” to the
history of that work.”

In part 3 we will at first suspend the central issue of Buddha-nature
and selfhood to address some related themes, motifs, and terminology
that reoccur throughout the tathagatagarbha literature. Consideration of
how these other themes are treated across our sources—for example, the
paradigm of a “single vehicle” (ekayana) of Buddhist teaching, the idea that
the Buddha employed “cryptic” utterances (sandhdvacana) in the interest
of educating certain audiences, and the meaning and value of teachings
aboutemptiness (Sunyata)—will buttress the relative chronology of Buddha-
nature works that informs the structure of parts 1 and 2. In the final chap-
ter we return to our guiding concern, and hypothesize regarding what may
have motivated Indian authors to articulate teachings about the tathagata-
garbha, otherwise the existence of Buddha-nature, as an account of the self.
Investigating this matter, I contend, helps us to situate the tathagatagarbha
literature—especially the earlier, “Gtmavdda” phase of its development—in
a particular matrix of Mahayanist innovations that was proper to the early
centuries of the Common Era, at a time when wider Indian discourse about
the self had developed beyond what was known to the earliest Buddhist
authors, who had dismissed it tout court.

I acknowledge at the outset that proposing a relative chronology of
Mahayanist works is a challenging endeavor, and often our only hard evi-
dence regarding absolute dating is the terminus ante quem provided by records
of when texts were translated into Chinese.” Criteria for establishing a
relative chronology of thematically related texts, such as those that all con-
cern the tathagatagarbha, include whether or not one source mentions
another by name. However, unless there is clear evidence that the title
mentioned intended a work that we also know by that name, such inferences
about relative dating may be unreliable.” Otherwise we might look for in-
stances where one text draws upon material found in another but without
mentioning its name.”® But here the direction of influence may not be easy
to discern, and both texts may have instead drawn from a lost third source

73. Excellent discussions of related issues include Silk 2015a; 2016; also Nattier 2003:
49-51.

74. For further consideration of this kind of enterprise, see Harrison 2018a: 12-16. For
a discussion very apposite to literature discussed in the present volume, see Takasaki (1982)
2014. I revisit the issue of the absolute dating of our Buddha-nature texts in the final chapter:
see 10.2.

75. See Harrison 1995a: 55. Radich (2015a: 35-57) demonstrates that what have been
taken to be references to the Tathagatagarbhasiitrain the MPNMS may well be self-referential
(i.e., describing the MPNMS itself). However, mention of the Saddharmapundarika (SP) in
the MPNMS (see Radich 2015a: 52; see also 2.1n13) refers to a theme of that other text spe-
cifically, and so can be taken as reliable evidence that authors of the MPNMS knew of the SP,
and in some form that we would find recognizable today.

76. Such evidence leads me to believe the SDS to have known ideas of the MPNMS (see
5.2-3), even if it is not decisively clear that the authors of the SDS knew the MPNMS itself.
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that predates both.”” Of some value are instances where a text introduces
terminology better known from another corner of Buddhist intellectual
history, such that we judge ourselves to be reading either a recontextualiza-
tion of ideas or language from one doctrinal context to another, or some-
times a marriage of what were taken to be complementary elements from
discrete literary or intellectual climates.” But we must be open also to the
prospect that ideas or terminology could have fallen out of favor; concepts
or phrasing found in one source could have been knowingly rejected or
jettisoned by another. Such may well have been the case if indeed (1) the
MPNMS is our oldest source within the tathagatagarbha corpus, but (2)
sources later than it hesitated to refer to the tathagatagarbha as the presence
of the Buddha’s relic or “essence” (dhatu) within any sentient being. In
short, an investigation such as ours requires careful judgment deciding
whether or not sources did indeed know or build upon ideas present in
others, especially where it may be the case that a later source attempted to
reimagine important but contentious ideas that were promoted by another.
With all of these caveats in mind, we will use the issue of how Buddha-
nature relates to discourse about the self as a means by which to order texts
concerned with the interpretation of the expression tathagatagarbha. This,
in turn, invites further suggestions about the doctrinal heritage of our
sources, which help us to situate the tathagatagarbhaliterature in the broader
religious landscape of India in the early centuries of the Common Era.
Takasaki understood there to be two primary influences upon the tathaga-
tagarbha tradition: the prajaaparamitaliterature (which seems to have been
considered authoritative for the vast majority of Mahayanist authors in
general), and the Saddharmapundarika(sutra) (henceforth SP)—commonly
called the Lotus Sutra—that became one of the most influential texts for
East Asian Buddhism, though was by comparison less influential in the Indian
subcontinent itself.” It will become apparent as we proceed that while texts
of the tathagatagarbha corpus certainly knew and accepted the authority of
prajiaparamita literature, the stronger ties are those that bind Buddha-
nature thinking to the SP.** Hence while we might abandon Zimmermann’s

77. For example, the MBhS echoes a wealth of material found in the SP (see 4.1).
Though we cannot prove conclusively that the former borrows from the latter, the material
in question coheres better with the content of the SP, which reads very much like the earlier
source for ideas “borrowed” by the MBhS.

78. Here our best example is the LAS, which takes the term tathagatagarbha to in fact
refer to the substratum consciousness (alayavijiana) that is proper to the Yogacara-
Vijhanavada tradition (see 8.3).

79. See Takasaki 1974: 369-445. Regarding the SP in its Indian context, see Silk 2001;
Nattier 2007: 181-183.

80. All references to the SP are to the Sanskrit editio princeps of Kern and Nanjio (1908-
1912) 1970, having discerned that other versions of the text (e.g., Kumarajiva’s MEEEZ#1
[859-409 CE] influential Miaofa lianhua jing WiFEHELL [T.262]), as well as other surviving
Sanskrit manuscripts not consulted by Kern and Nanjio (e.g., those discussed in various
publications by Seishi Karashima [e.g., 2003-2006]) present nothing to challenge claims
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earlier contention—after Takasaki—that the TGS represents our earliest
available source for the expression tathdagatagarbha, his recognition that the
SP was of paramount importance for authors of that text, and for exponents
of the Buddha-nature idea in general, remains instructive.®!

In the textual studies that follow we will see the ideas of the SP loom
large, and its conception of the Mahayana as the single vehicle (ekayana) a
consistent complement to the idea that all sentient beings share a common
nature with the Buddha(s).®* We will see that the likely earliest authors
in the tathagatagarbha tradition articulated their teachings in a climate of
Mahayanist innovation shaped by the principle that there can exist only
one kind of liberation from rebirth—the complete awakening proper to a
Buddha—and hence that all expressions of Buddhist dharma must work to
lead every sentient being toward this single goal. By understanding early
tathagatagarbha works as properly “ekayanist” in type, and that they all
affirmed that the Buddha’s involvement in the world went beyond what
some Buddhist audiences supposed, we can make better sense of the condi-
tions under which Buddhists began to propose that the Buddha revealed
an account of the self. This, we will see, was an attempt by some Buddhist
authors to promote a definitive and unifying account of Buddhist libera-
tion, which could eclipse not only wider Buddhist teaching but all Indian
discourse about liberation in general.

that I make about the SP, its content, and its likely influence on the tathagatagarbha tradition.
I also frequently include reference to Kern’s 1884 English translation of the (Sanskrit) SP.
81. Zimmermann 1999; 2002: 56-57, 60, 77, 81.
82. Good introductions to this theme, and its importance in the SP, include Bielefeldt
2009; Lopez and Stone 2019.
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CHAPTER 2

The Mahaparinirvanamahasatra and
the Buddhist Self

2.1 The Text

Undoubtedly the text of the tathagatagarbha tradition that is most associat-
ed with teaching about selfhood is the Mahaparinirvanamahasutra (MPNMS):
aMahayanistretelling of the final days and teachings of Buddha Sékyamuni
at KuSinagara.' We possess four complete translations of the text, represen-
tative of three recensions of the Indian MPNMS. The first is the Chinese
translation attributed to Faxian VAEH (d. 418-423) and Buddhabhadra
WREEFESE (358-429), perhaps also Baoyun #{E (d. 449), produced
c. 416-418 CE (T.376: Dabannihuan jing NAGJEVEZS; henceforth MPNMSF),
which—as the shortest and earliest translation of the MPNMS—is the text
used for most passages translated in this chapter.? The second and by far
longest version is the Chinese translation of Dharmaksema 2% (385-433),
produced sometime between c. 421 and 432 CE (T.374: Dabanniepan jing X
MR SR henceforth MPNMSP).? The translation of this version into Eng-
lish is an ongoing venture by Mark Blum (e.g., 2013). The final translation
of significance regarding the Indian MPNMS is that into Tibetan, pro-
duced in the early ninth century by Jinamitra, Jnanagarbha, and Devacan-
dra (e.g., D.120; Q.788: Yongs su mya ngan las das pa chen po’i theg pa chen po’i
mdo; henceforth MPNMST), for which a critical edition is that of Hiromi
Habata (2013).*

1. The final days of the Buddha are otherwise recounted in the Pali Mahdaparinibbanasutta
(DN.I1.72). Regarding the Sarvastivadin form of this narrative, see Waldschmidt 1950-1951;
regarding its form preserved in the Chinese agamas, see Silk 2006.

2. Hodge (2010/2012: 8-9) expresses doubt regarding Faxian’s involvement in the
translation of MPNMSF, but as this does not appear to have any direct bearing on its inter-
pretation, I follow, for example, Radich (2015a: 20-21n9), Habata (e.g., 2015b), and Shi-
moda (e.g., 2015) and the traditional association of this translation with Faxian.

3. Regarding the dating of Dharmaksema’s translation work, which revolves around
when one believes him to have arrived at Guzang—sometime between 412 and 421 CE—see
Chen 2004; also Hodge 2010/2012: 9-27.

4. Stephen Hodge has prepared an English translation of this version, making refer-
ence to both MPNMSF and MPNMSP also, which is as yet unpublished.

29
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We possess forty (known) Central Asian fragments of the Sanskrit
MPNMS, drawn from twenty-eight leaves and likely from three manuscripts,
from the vicinity of Khadalik in the present-day Xinjiang province of
China. A final fragment is preserved at Koyasan, in Japan.® Most of these
fragments contain material not directly relevant to discussion of Buddha-
nature, though several provide valuable insights into the language used to
promote this idea in an Indian climate. A further portion of the MPNMS is
preserved in the Sanskrit Ratnagotravibhagavyakhya (RGVV), and will be
considered below (2.2; also 7.3).

There exists also a second version of the MPNMS in Tibetan (e.g., D.119,
Q.787), though this is a translation from the Chinese MPNMSP, replete
with lines confused by a crude rendering of the Chinese phrasing used in
Dharmaksema’s original.® A likely motivation for the preservation of
MPNMSP in the Tibetan bka’ gyur—in which it was more common practice
that the canon retained only one version of a text under any title—is that
MPNMSP is around four times the length of either of our other two com-
plete versions of the MPNMS. Most of the content exclusive to MPNMSP
(and its Tibetan derivative) is contained in additional chapters that follow the
material that it shares with MPNMS' and MPNMST, which Chinese sources
hold was obtained by Dharmaksema in either Khotan or Dunhuang.” As
none of this material is shared by our other versions of the MPNMS, nor
reflected in any surviving Sanskrit fragments of the text, it remains plausi-
ble that this content was composed in Central Asia or China, and may even
owe its existence to Dharmaksema himself.?

Material common to MPNMSF, MPNMSP, and MPNMS"™—and hence
reliably of Indian origin—will be referred to simply as the MPNMS, and
will be the primary focus of this chapter. Material in MPNMSP that follows
and exceeds the core content of the MPNMS, and which is of more ques-
tionable origin, will be called MPNMSP+, and remains slightly suspect if we
are concerned only with material that had Indian provenance.’ Neverthe-
less, as both Chinese and Tibetan tradition understand that the additional
content we will call MPNMSP+ was ultimately of Indian origin, and was
believed to include authoritative utterances by the Buddha, we will later
consider the manner in which this material developed ideas of the (core)
MPNMS (see 2.7).

5. Regarding these see Habata 2007; 2009; 2015a; and 2019. See also Radich 2015a:
21n11.

6. We can exclude another form of MPNMSP, the Chinese “Southern Version” (T.375),
produced some time c. 430-440, which is in essence a revision of T.374.

7. See Shimoda 2015: 158 (citing the Gaoseng zhuan =513, T.2059, and Chu sanzang jiji
H=5ERC AR, T.2145).

8. Hodge 2010/2012: 25-29. There is, however, convincing evidence that this material
is familiar with Indian literature unknown to any other Chinese materials that we know
from Dharmaksema’s time; see Radich 2011: 49-50, 160-163; Granoff 2012: 203-210.

9. The material I am calling MPNMSP+ is T.374(12)428b17-603c¢30.
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A significant feature of the MPNMS is that it is framed by an account
of the departure of the Buddha from the world, but in which his actual
death is conspicuously omitted: when the Buddha reclines onto his right
side, presumably to “enter parinirvana” and leave the world for good (as is
the case in other texts recording his death), the narrative simply ends."
This underscores the central theme of the MPNMS apart from its teaching
about Buddha-nature: that in spite of appearances, and of prior literary
accounts of the Buddha’s death, the Buddha should be considered to be
permanent (nitya), and so remains influential in the world even though his
physical body can no longer be perceived." The MPNMS teaches that the
Buddha exceeds what was seen of his birth, life, and death, and in fact became
awakened in the far distant past.'? This perspective is shared by one of the
few identifiable Indian works mentioned by name in the MPNMS (and pre-
served in a Sanskrit fragment of it): the Saddharmapundarika (SP)."

According to Masahiro Shimoda (1997: 163-171), it is earlier material
in the composition of the MPNMS that is concerned with establishing the
permanence of the Buddha." This is what Michael Radich has called
MPNMS-dhk: that portion of the text concerned with the Buddha in his
dharmakaya—called also his “adamantine body” (vajrakaya)—that is his
transcendent, indestructible mode of being apart from what is seen of him
in the world.” As discussed in the previous chapter (1.3), I agree with both

10. MPNMS" 899¢22-23; MPNMS® 428b11-12; MPNMS" §587. The Buddha is said to
have displayed, for the sake of his audience, a body that exhibits sickness (BLEH#); the
Buddha himself did not suffer.

11. Regarding permanence (nitya[ta]) in the MPNMS—and relevant, I believe, to the
MPNMS-group as a whole—see Habata 2014: 150-152; 2015b: 183-184 (following Hara
1959).

12. See, at length, MPNMS* 870b10-872a4; MPNMSP 388al1-390ab; MPNMS'
§187-214.

13. See MPNMSF 893¢6; MPNMSP 420a23-24; MPNMS" §495.17. Also Habata 2009:
580; 2019: 161-162, in which Habata reconstructs a Sanskrit fragment (no. 21.3) to read
saddharmapaundar(i] k(a) [m](ahasutra-). The MPNMS cites the SP in connection with the idea
that many sentient beings who did not think themselves capable of attaining awakening
indeed have the potential for it. At its most extreme, the SP declares that any sentient being
who has heard the silra being taught will—in some future life—arrive at the status of a
Buddha; see SP 53.3-4 (v.2.100; also Kern 1884: 53, in which this is presented as verse 2.99).

14. The material of “MPNMS-dhk” is as follows: MPNMSF 853a3-868a17; MPNMSP
36522-385b5; MPNMS' §1-168. See Radich 2015a: 21-22; Shimoda 2015: 161.

15. See Radich 2012a. An important connotation of this vajrakayais the sense of power
or “unimpededness” associated with the term vajra; see Salvini 2016: 233-242. In the
MPNMS, the dharmakdya is a body that is not sustained by food (Radich 2015a: 129-132)—
an idea articulated also, for example, in the Vimalakirtinirdesasutra (Taisho University 2006:
34 [20a3]: dharmakayas tathdgatd namisakayah), in which context it is just as clear that this
body could not sustain injury or illness, and is apart from all things that are conditioned
(asamskrta). Though we have little clarity about to what precisely the expression dharmakaya
refers (bearing in mind that in many literary contexts dharmakaya refers to the Buddha’s
“embodiment in dharma,” or his presence via his teachings, and is nothing to hypostatize
beyond this; see Harrison 1992a), the consistent contrast that the MPNMS makes is between
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Shimoda and Radich that this material likely predates the rest of the
MPNMS, which goes on to introduce the different but clearly related idea
that all sentient beings possess, permanently and so across all rebirths, the
nature of a Buddha (buddhadhatu), referred to otherwise, and frequently,
as possession of the tathagatagarbha. Material concerned with tathagata-
garbha, which clearly builds upon ideas found in MPNMS-dhk, Radich
calls MPNMS-tg.'® A distinction between these two strata of the MPNMS
will prove integral to how we understand the development of Buddha-
nature presented as an account of a permanent, unchanging self."”

Shimoda’s analysis of the MPNMS proposed much about the social his-
tory underlying the composition of the text, much of which is beyond the
scope of this volume.'* However, his observation that it is only later material
of the MPNMS that concerns the buddhadhatu, and that this was intended
to constitute an internalization of the Buddha’s relic, is key to understand-
ing the development of the Buddha-nature idea. Studies of the MPNMS
have also been produced by Stephen Hodge (2006; 2010/2012), who has
focused on a prophecy complex found in this text and shared by other
works of the so-called MPNMS-group, and has highlighted complexities in
the textual history of our three recensions of the MPNMS. Invaluable edi-
tions of both MPNMST and many fragments of the Sanskrit MPNMS have
been produced by Hiromi Habata (e.g., 2007; 2009; 2015a; 2019), who has
also published widely on a number of themes found throughout the text
(e.g., 1989; 1990; 2014; 2015b; 2018). A significant and provocative discus-
sion of the MPNMS is that of Michael Radich (2015a), who builds upon
work by Shimoda to argue that we have good reason to believe that the
MPNMS (or specifically MPNMS-tg) is our oldest literary source for a dis-
cussion of tathagatagarbha, and that in its content we find clues regarding
the origins of this expression, and the Buddha-nature idea for which it
stands (for more details, see also 1.3).

Radich broadly accepts the stratification of the MPNMS proposed by
Shimoda, into what we can continue to call MPNMS-dhk and MPNMS-tg."

the dharmakaya as the Buddha’s enduring existence beyond the world and his displayed ap-
pearance in it, which is characterized by birth, suffering, and death. A thorough discussion
of the Buddha’s embodiments—including different senses of the expression dharmakdaya—is
Radich 2007 (especially 813—-824, 895-1029); see also Makransky 1997.

16. The material of “MPNMS-tg” is as follows: MPNMS* 868a24-899¢23; MPNMSP
385b12-428b12; MPNMS" §169-588. See Radich 2015a: 21-22; Shimoda 2015: 161.

17. Another study of this topic in the MPNMS is Habata 1990. Liu (1982), Ruegg (1989a:
17-55), and Fujii (1983; 1993) all consider Dharmaksema’s text (i.e., T.374, or otherwise
T.375; see note 6 above) without distinguishing MPNMSP+ from MPNMSP, or in other
words, material that we know to have some basis in an Indian text. See also 2.7.

18. See Shimoda 1997; 2014; also Sasaki 1999. Insights into Shimoda’s Japanese publica-
tions are available in English in Shimoda 2015.

19. Shimoda’s stratification (see, e.g., 2015: 161-163) proposes a further complication:
that material in what Radich calls MPNMS-dhk—called in MPNMS" the chapter on “Lon-
gevity” (& 863b21-866al4; corresponding to MPNMSP 379b23-382c25; MPNMS™®
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MPNMS-dhk represents a text very much of the “Mahaparinirvana” genre,
concerned with the significance of the Buddha’s (bodily) demise and the
fate of the dharma and sangha after it, to which MPNMS-tg adds, by its ac-
count of tathagatagarbha, a reimagining of the distribution of the Buddha’s
enduring postmortem relics (dhatus). Assessing MPNMS-dhk as a discrete
text is in one sense problematic: every version of this material survives to-
gether with MPNMS-tg, and hence may have undergone further develop-
ment after the composition of the later stratum of the text. However, the
content of MPNMS-dhk does reflect an internally coherent text, which
made statements about the nature of a Buddha that predate and inform
the discussion of Buddha-nature (vis-a-vis sentient beings) that came after
it. While MPNMS-dhk does not affirm the existence of the tathagatagarbha,
its description of the Buddha—in which he is himself said to somehow “be”
atman—must be our starting point.

2.2 The Buddha as Self

Where MPNMS-dhk approves the language of selfhood it is not in relation
to the status or nature of sentient beings but rather describes how the Bud-
dha (or the state of awakening that he has achieved) should be understood
in contrast to them. The atman taught in MPNMS-dhk presents a special
usage of this term: not once mentioning the constitution of sentient be-
ings, and yet—importantly—explicitly contrasting this atman to the ideas
of non-Buddhist traditions that certainly did teach that the language of
selfhood is appropriate when discussing transmigration.?” There is no
doubt that the atman taught in MPNMS-dhk was formative for the authors
of MPNMS-tg: both strata of the MPNMS introduce the correct usage of
this term through a discussion of four conceptual distortions (viparydsas)
that plague sentient beings, one of which is the muddling of what should
be thought to be the self and what should not. Hence by attending to
MPNMS-dhk we address the literary prehistory of Buddha-nature teach-
ing in an atmavadin form—our likely earliest source for the idea that the
Buddha revealed some account of what deserves to be called the self.
More conventional Buddhist teaching holds that sentient beings have
distorted perspectives in which they consider there to be something per-
manent (nitya) in what is properly impermanent; the self (atman) in what is
not the self; pure (subha/suci) in what is impure; and pleasant or blissful

§113-143)—was inserted into the body of MPNMS-dhk after the composition of MPNMS-tg.
Iam here in a similar situation to Radich (2015a: 207-210), in that my interest in the content
of the MPNMS regarding tathagatagarbha and discourse about the self does not benefit from
further scrutinizing Shimoda’s proposed “Stratum 2b.” Further light may be shed on the
composition of the MPNMS in as yet unpublished work by Hodge (see Radich 2015a: 210).

20. See Eltschinger 2014: 36n3. This distinction between two senses of atman—here
with reference to the Buddha, and only later (in MPNMS-tg) with reference to Buddha-
nature—is observed already in Habata 1990.
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(sukha) in what is unsatisfactory or constitutes suffering (duhkha).*' However,
both strata of the MPNMS affirm that the notions of permanence, selfhood,
purity, and bliss still have some correct application.” In MPNMS-tg—as we
shall see later (2.3)—these “inverted” distortions refer to teachings about
Buddha-nature.? In MPNMS-dhk the picture is not so clear. Monks who
are in the presence of the Buddha describe to him a simile, stating that just
as a dizzied person can perceive that things around him are spinning when
in fact they are not, so must sentient beings come to see impermanence,
absence of self, impurity, and suffering in all things. The Buddha explains
that the monks have not fully grasped the simile’s meaning. “In the man-
ner that a person says that the sun, moon, mountains and earth are spin-
ning when they are not, but only those who are dizzy say that these things
are spinning, likewise do sentient beings foolishly, distortedly impute self,
permanence, bliss, and purity. But after this [is corrected, one knows that],
the Buddha is the meaning of ‘self] the dharmakaya of ‘permanence,
nirvana of ‘bliss,” and what are designated as dharmas is the meaning of
‘purity.” ”?* Our other translations, MPNMSP and MPNMS, clarify that sen-
tient beings are guilty of imputing, for example, absence of self with re-
spect to that which is, after all, the self. Here the Buddha explains that
although sentient beings see “distortedly,” this does not mean that a cor-
rected perspective is one that never conceptualizes permanence, selfhood,
etcetera, so much as one that takes there to be, for example, permanence or

21. For example, see the Vipallasasutta (AN.11.52); also the Abhidharmakosabhasya (Prad-
han 1967: 283.8-284.22), or Santideva’s (eighth century) §ik§dmmu(:mya (Bendall [1897-
1902] 1970: 198.11-13).

22. That there is a correct application of the positive attributes nitya, atman, and so on
is stated also in the Mahameghasitra (e.g., Da fangdeng wuxiang jing KNI7&MAHEK,
T.387[12]1082b29—cl: SRAEFHFAMUPIHEATE, WA AR EIRME, B EEIF). The
Mahameghasutra is another work in the “MPNMS-group” of texts (see Radich 2015a: 97-99;
2015b: 266-267; also Takasaki 1974: 275-301), sharing the same prophetic account of the
decline of the dharma found in the other three (see also 9.4, 10.2) but showing only passing
and uninformative concern with Buddha-nature (T.387[12]1100a26-27: — Y B
also 1102b21). T. Suzuki (2001) has argued that the Mahameghasutra may have been com-
posed around the same time as the MPNMS, and that the two texts likely influenced one
another during their production. A summary of the Chinese Mahameghasutra (T.387) is
Forte 2005: 333-349.

23. See Takasaki (1974: 172) and Shimoda (1997: 202-205; English 16—-17). It should be
noted that explicit reference to the inversion of the distortions as “qualities” (guna) is found
onlyin the RGVV, in which these constitute the four gunaparamitas proper to the dharmakaya.
See, however, note 41 below.

24. MPNMSF 862al1-14: MIAFH H+ 1l iR 20, (FRZ RG22, Wit b fge
AT, AHH AT BhE. MR R, BORE R, RERRER 2T,

@ T Z =Song/Yuan/Ming/Palace
> T 4 = Song/Yuan/Ming/Palace &0, Shogozo AR
¢ Shogozo 1% = T 1%
4 Shogozo omits 7%
Compare MPNMSP 377b16-c14; MPNMS" §101.4-12.
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impermanence where these are the correct attributes of some or other
phenomenon.?

The identifications that conclude this passage—indicating that self-
hood refers to the Buddha specifically—should be read with caution. In their
place MPNMSP supplies a longer list of equations,?® which could support
Hodge’s hypothesis that these reflect some form of interlineal gloss that
became inserted into our main text, with the intention of mapping these
four positive designators—self, permanence, bliss, and purity—onto four
different Buddhist categories.27 This is persuasive, as these precise identifi-
cations are not explored anywhere else in the MPNMS, and may reflect
some kind of interpolation. Although it is correct, as Shimoda writes, that
MPNMS-dhk identifies the Buddha “as” atman, the status of this equation
relative to the rest of this material requires, at least initially in our analysis,
some caution.?

The position of MPNMS-dhk is that it is erroneous to take what is in
fact the self to be otherwise. The matter of quite what should be taken to
be the self remains unclear even after another simile, in which the Buddha
compares his monks to a group of merchants who construct a bathing pool
for nocturnal swimming. One of them drops a precious beryl stone (vaidiirya)
into the water, and the merchants take turns diving to retrieve it. Most of
them emerge with pebbles or stones, thinking themselves to have found
the jewel, but its enduring radiance from the bottom of the water informs
them that they are mistaken.? For the explanation of this simile, we can
in this one instance refer to a Sanskrit quotation of the MPNMS preserved
in the Sanskrit RGVV:

Likewise, monks, you who are ignorant mentally cultivate, repeatedly and
increasingly and with full acceptance, the reality of dharmas: that every-
thing is impermanent, unsatisfactory, without self, and impure,* all that
you have dealt with is worthless; therefore, monks, do not be like those
who were fixated on the pebbles and gravel in the pond, but be skilled in
your methods!*

25. An important Sanskrit fragment (no. 8al-2) preserves corresponding material, and
has been reconstructed by Habata (2019: 105-106) to reflect (cat)[uv](@)[pl(a)ryyals](a),
along with the expressions “(ni) [{]yam anityam iti,” “atmaln](am),” and “sukh[at](m)[a].”

26. MPNMSP (377¢9-12) appears to state, elliptically, that anatman = samsara; atman =
the Tathagata; anitya = sravakas and pratyekabuddhas; nitya = tathagatadharmakaya; duhkha =
tirthikas, sukha = nirvana; asubha = samskrta; and subha = the saddharma.

27. Hodge 2010/2012: 42

28. Shimoda 2015: 163-164.

29. See MPNMSF 862b8-14; MPNMSP 377¢29-378a7, MPNMS" §104.1-15; also John-
ston (1950) 1991: 74.22-75.12.

30. MPNMSF (862b15) alone refers to emptiness (kong %) in place of not-self/absence
of self (e.g., wuwo fEIK).

31. This refers to “skill-in-means/methods” (upayakausalya), not in the sense of a Bud-
dha’s use of different teachings (a prominent theme in the SP; see, e.g., Pye 2003; Lopez and
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Monks, whatever you mentally cultivate, repeatedly and increasingly
and with full acceptance, to be in all instances impermanent, unsatisfac-
tory, without self, and impure, amid these there is that which exhibits
permanence, bliss, purity and selfhood; hence [states the RGVV], to be
understood in detail, according to this [Mahaparinirvanalsitra, is the ex-
planation of obstruction by [conceptual] distortions, which concerns
being fixed on the reality of the supreme dharmas.*

The framing of this passage by the RGVV understands its message to be
remedial: that teaching about the four distortions can lead to error if one
does not consider also the unique qualities of that which is “supreme” (see
7.4). The form that this passage takes in all versions of the MPNMS (to-
gether with its use by the RGVV in all versions of it) is essentially the same,
with only subtle divergence over what is being described in the simile. In
the Sanskrit RGVV this is “the reality of the supreme dharma(s)” (paramad-
harmatattva), and in MPNMS' we find “the real dharma(s)” (zhenshifa HEE:
possibly Skt. *paramadharma); in MPNMST and the Tibetan RGVV we find
“the reality of dharma(s)” (chos kyi de kho na nyid dam pa; perhaps again
*paramadharmatattva), while in MPNMSP and the Chinese RGVV this is
simply “reality” (zhenshi F&: *tattva).”

These expressions do not clarify what precisely we should consider to
be permanent, self, blissful, and pure, other than that which is certainly
supreme, or supermundane, in contrast to that which is not. If we follow
Hodge and suspend the slightly suspect (i.e., perhaps later) claim that “the
Buddha is atman,” etcetera, we do not have any further indication that
these four attributes pertain to the Buddha specifically. But if the message
of the MPNMS is that it is correct to mentally cultivate not-self, but not in
regard to allphenomena, what precisely is it that is left that could rightly be
called the self, and by virtue of what? This material makes no mention of
sentient beings, nor Buddha-nature (called tathagatagarbha or otherwise),

Stone 2019: 53-73) but rather a bodhisattva’s ability to stay on track toward the goal of com-
plete awakening, especially during their practice of meditation; see de Breet 1992; Nattier
2003: 155.

32. Johnston (1950) 1991: 75.6-12: evam eva bhiksavo yusmabhih sarvam anityam sarvam
duhkham sarvam anatmakam sarvam asubham iti sarvagrahanena bhavitabhavitam bahulikrta-
bahulikrtam dharmatattvam ajanadbhis tat sarvam ghatitam nirarthakam / tasmad bhiksavo vapi-
Sarkarakathalyavyavasthila iva ma bhuta* wpayakusala ywyam bhavata / yad yad bhiksavo yusmabhih
sarvam anityam sarvam duhkham sarvam anatmakam sarvam asubham iti sarvagrahanena
bhavitabhavitam bahulikrtabahulikrtam tatra tatra eva nityasukhasubhatmakani santi iti vistarena
paramadharmatattvavyavasthanam arabhya viparyasabhibhutanirdeso® yathasutram anugantavyah.

* Emended after Schmithausen 1971: 159: ma bhuta to ma bhuta.
" Emended by Schmithausen (ibid.): viparyasabhutanirdesoto viparyasabhibhutanirdeso.
Compare MPNMSF 862b14-19; MPNMSP 378a7-11; MPNMS' §104.16-23.

33. MPNMSF 862b20; MPNMSP 378a11-12; MPNMS" §104.24. Regarding versions
of the RGVYV, to which I refer above (specifically: RGVV™ D.4025, 113b3; Q.5526, 118a3
(Z. Nakamura 1967: 145-147); RGVV® 839¢29), see 7.1.
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and so we must conclude that these positive designators describe some en-
during state of existence that is apart from transmigration and condi-
tioned existence: the state that is enjoyed by a Buddha.**

Though we will see these four distortions revisited in MPNMS-tg (2.3),
in MPNMS-dhk there is only one of the set that receives further elabora-
tion. The monks who are in the Buddha’s company inquire how a positive
account of selfhood can be reconciled with teaching about anatman. “As
the Lord has taught that all phenomena are without self, so should we prac-
tice; when we practice like that the [erroneous] notion of a self is destroyed,
and when the notion of a self is destroyed, then do we enter nirvana. What
does this [talk of the self] mean? We entreat the Lord to take pity, and ex-
plain further!”* The Buddha responds with a parable, embedded in which
is an important recognition that his account of selfhood could be com-
pared with discourse about the self found in non-Buddhist traditions, even
if a self is not (yet) something that the Buddha describes as proper to sen-
tient beings. The parable recounts a king who had in his service a naive
physician, whose judgement the king held to be authoritative.? This physi-
cian prescribed to the king’s subjects, without discrimination, the same
milk-based medicine for all kinds of ailments, with predictably mixed re-
sults. The physician is eventually replaced in his duties by a more skilled
doctor, who had pretended for a great time to be a willing but inexperi-
enced apprentice. He promptly has the king outlaw any use of this milk-
based medicine, going so far as to have the king threaten execution for any
who imbibe it. The king himself then succumbs to an illness, the cure for
which is this same milk-based medicine, which the skilled physician duly
prescribes. The king questions his new physician’s instruction, and is given
the following response: “Take for example a sheet of wood that has a trail
of bite-marks left by a woodworm, which appear to be writing. Those who
are not skilled in writing consider these to be real letters; those who are

34. See Shimoda 2015: 163-164.

35. MPNMS" 862b21-24: Uit el — V)i i B AR, B UL B, W s AL, A8
RO IEFTE . BT MERRIE A T St

@ Song/Yuan/Ming/Palace omit UI/E1&
> T J&JE = Song/Yuan/Ming/Palace/Shogozo i 4&
¢ Song/Yuan/Ming/Palace B =T ik

Compare MPNMSP 376b3-9; MPNMS" §88.

36. This parable, and others from the MPNMS-group, is mentioned in two influential
Tibetan commentaries from the fourteenth century, representative of different opinions
regarding the “provisional” or “definitive” status of Buddha-nature teachings (see T. Wangchuk
2017: 43-55; 69—81): the Ri chos nges don rgya misho zhes bya ba mthar thug thun mong ma yin pa’i
man ngag (henceforth RC) by Dol po pa Shes rab rgyal mtshan (1292-1361), regarding which
see Hopkins 2006: 128-129, and the De bzhin gshegs pa’i snying po gsal zhing mdzes par byed pa’i
rgyan (henceforth DzG, after “mDzes rgyan”) by Bu ston Rin chen grub (1290-1364), regarding
which see Ruegg 1973: 82. I include references to translations of these commentaries as ex-
amples of different and competing interpretations of Buddha-nature outside of India, about
which much more can be (and has been) written; see, for example, publications named at
9.5n63.
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thoroughly discerning know that these are not letters. Your previous [and
naive] physician was like this: though concocting the milk-remedy, he did
not discern the occasion for its prescription.” The Buddha explains that
he is like the skilled physician, while the naive physician can be compared
to teachers of other religious systems (waidao JME&; mu stegs pa: *tirthikas).
Quite shockingly, the Buddha then reveals that the doctrine of andatman
was taught for the purpose of subjugating teachers of rival doctrines.
Though this sentiment is present in all three versions, its clearest articula-
tion is preserved in MPNMS™:

In order to subjugate persons of other systems, I said that there was no
atman, sattva, jiva, or pudgala. The teaching of other systems—that there
is an existing self—is like the letters carved out by the insect: hence do I
teach, with respect to all sentient beings, absence of self.*

We encounter similar lists for erroneous notions of selfhood—*“self”
(@tman), “[enduring] sentient being” (sattva), “[enduring] life” (jiva), “person”
(pudgala), etcetera—throughout our tathagatagarbha sources; these appear
earlier and wider in Buddhist literature, and must reflect well-known des-
ignators for notions of selfhood that, according to Buddhist teaching,
should be rejected.”

This example with the woodworm is important for several reasons.
First, even though MPNMS-dhk does not clearly acknowledge the self as a
category applicable to sentient beings, the text still recognizes that dis-
course about the self was understood to have been a defining characteris-
tic of non-Buddhist systems. To evoke the language of selfhood—even
here, where the subject appears to be the selfhood of the (liberated) Bud-
dharather than (transmigrating) sentient beings—the authors of MPNMS-
dhk knew themselves to be courting language and ideas associated with
non-Buddhist teachings. Secondly, we might have expected the Buddha to

37. MPNMS' 862c15-17: B UMAR SUEEIMI AL 257 A8 EET R By R RAE
EPAR Sl WS FLEE, AN R R T
* Yuan/Ming 4 = T
" Song/Yuan/Ming/Palace IFHAFE A = T EHH YA, Shogozo Hl#E Ik
RS
Compare MPNMSP 378b27-c2; MPNMS" §106.69-74.

38. MPNMS' §107.7-12: mu stegs pa rnams tshar gecad pa’i phyir bdag med do // sems can med
do // srog med do // gang zag med do zhes gsung ngo // mu stegs pa rnams kyis bdag bstan pa ni srin
bus brkos pa’i yi ge dang dra ste / de’i phyir nga sems can thams cad la bdag med do zhes bstan pa ston
par mdzad do // Compare MPNMS 863a7-9; MPNMSP 378¢c21-23.

39. A very early list of ten such erroneous notions occurs in the Mahaniddesa, comment-
ing on the Atthakavagga of the Suttanipata (4.6.5: Andersen and Smith 1913: 159; La Vallée
Poussin and Thomas 1916: 127). The Kasyapaparivarta exhibits a list of fifteen such errone-
ous notions (Vorobyova-Desyatovskaya 2002: 50 [§142]), while Skilling (1997: 300-301, 331)
finds in the Bimbisarapratyudgamanamahasitra a list of as many as seventeen. See also Habata
1990: 177-178; see also 2.5n101.
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have clarified that his teaching anatman was for the purpose of educating
sentient beings in terms of what is true, but instead it is presented as having
been taught to deter sentient beings from wrong-minded views of the self
that they may encounter in the world. As such, MPNMS-dhk implies that
teaching about not-self is in the end expedient, and employed by the Bud-
dha not because of its verity but rather for the sake of eventually revealing
a correct doctrine of the self that must be distinguished from the atmavadin
teachings of rival religio-philosophical systems.*

Some further implications follow. In the example of the woodworm,
these creatures—though ignorant of what they do—nonetheless produce
whatatleast appearto be convincingly constructed letters. Similarly, though
the naive physician does not know when to prescribe the milk-medicine,
we infer that occasionally this was indeed the correct treatment for a given
patient. The implication is that the language of selfhood as used by non-
Buddhist teachers must, by virtue of resembling what is taught now by the
Buddha, have at least the semblance of truth: a resemblance to the Bud-
dha’s own teaching about the true self. In spite of this (or, indeed, because
of it), this portion of MPNMS-dhk concludes by stressing that the Buddhist
self is nothing like ideas that the Buddha had otherwise, earlier, opposed:

All sentient beings accepted the teaching of the Tathagata, then taught
one another, in every case teaching absence of self. In this manner, because
the Tathagata knew the time and means for rescuing sentient beings, he
taught that all phenomena are without self. Because [the real self] is not
like the self that is accepted by persons in the world, [the Buddha] taught
that all phenomena are by nature without self. When again he teaches
about the self, it is like the good doctor understanding the workings of
the milk-medicine.

Know that the self is real; the self is permanent, not subject to change,
not subject to destruction. The self has good qualities,*' the self has
sovereignty. Like the doctor skilled in [use of] the milk-medicine, the
Tathagata likewise teaches the true dharma for the sake of sentient be-
ings. All four communities [monastics and laypersons, male and female],
should train in accordance with this.*?

40. We see this line of thinking again in the *Mahabheriharakasitra (see 4.6).
41. Here MPNMSF de f; corresponding to MPNMST yon tan nyid: perhaps Skt. *gunata.
42. MPNMST 863a9-15: — UG AL AR UIAEE, JRIEARZL, BRI R aa sy {H
Al S UEEE AR AR TSR AR, MRV REE R IR AR, AR B 7L 4E
Wio B E: BAE TR, ARG B . RF A, B ATE. W FLEER, WIIRIR %Y
SR AR SRR — VIV R R,
* Song/Yuan/Ming/Palace/Shogozo H=TF
> Song/Yuan/Ming/Palace/Shogozo B = T iR
¢ Song/Yuan/Ming/Palace/Shogozo E=-TR
Compare MPNMS” §107.20-27; MPNMSP 378c24-379a5.
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In slightly more detail, MPNMS" includes some examples of erroneous,
worldly notions of the self—comparable to the size of a thumb, or of a mil-
let grain—and so reminiscent of imagery encountered in the Upanisads
(a feature to which we will return later: 9.6).** But across all versions of
MPNMS-dhk there is still no mention of the self with reference to sentient
beings themselves; the self that is permanent, indestructible and so forth is
contrasted with worldly notions of the self, but we have no sense of how it
relates to transmigration or the character of those who experience it.
Therefore we cannot conclude that MPNMS-dhk introduces the idea of a
self apropos of sentient beings—articulated in terms of Buddha-nature or
otherwise (indeed, with no mention yet of tathagatagarbha)—though it
does include a contrast between the Buddha’s liberated “self” and wrong-
minded discourse about selfhood proper to other religio-philosophical
systems.

Although MPNMS-dhk approves the language of selfhood to say some-
thing about the status of the Buddha, it does not with any certainty intro-
duce a true atmavdda: thatis, an account of the self as something proper to
sentient beings. Nevertheless, that the expression atman has some referent
was singled out from the four “inverted” distortions for further elabora-
tion. Promoting an account of the Buddha’s “selfhood,” as the authors of
MPNMS-dhk likely realized, raises difficult questions: if liberation can be
described in terms of atman—with which non-Buddhist systems were so
concerned—if{rom where can this status come, or where can it be discov-
ered? Could something befitting the term atman be “created,” that is, be
caused to exist, at the point of awakening? If not, then locating the self at
the attainment of liberation invites an account of atman in regard to trans-
migration also—the position, we shall see, developed in MPNMS-tg.

2.3 Buddha-nature and the Self

As discussed in the previous chapter (1.3), there is good reason to believe
that the expression tathagatagarbha begins with MPNMS-tg, and the inter-
nalization of the relic of the Buddha in the constitution of every sentient
being. Indeed, in one very important passage MPNMS-tg makes a bold
declaration about how the bodhisattva should imagine himself: already of
the same nature as a Buddha, so that for sentient beings he should be-
come the true stipa, or site of a true relic (sheli %= Sartra) and so an ob-
ject of reverence.** Our clearest account of this thought is preserved in
MPNMST:#

43. MPNMS'" §107.17-19: bdag mthe bong tsam dang / khre rgod kyi “bru tsam. MPNMSP
(878c28-29) adds that the self might be thought of as like a tiny particle (weichen T EE).

44. MPNMSF 885a5-7: #8&FI8E / EEHHGIR / AL / 2EorElE / TVEHE
F /U,

45. Addressed also by Habata 2015b: 180-181; and Kano 2017: 20-23, 48-50; also Takasaki
1974: 148-152; Shimoda 1997: 278-283.
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Having gone to the Buddha for refuge, may I attain the same body as him;
then having become a Buddha, may I do the activities of a Tathagata.'®
Having become equal to a Tathagata, I need not bow reverentially to the
Buddhas: may I become like a great refuge for all sentient beings! With-
out abandoning the dharmakaya, may I give reverence to the relic of the
Buddha (buddhadhatu) and to the stupa. May I be like a stipa for all those
sentient beings who are not willing to revere [the Buddhas]; may my body
become a site of worship for all sentient beings!*’

While the bodhisattva is not yet, in a literal sense, a Buddha, his status “like
a stupa” in possession of the relic/nature of a Buddha would make him a
fitting object of devotion. Corresponding material in MPNMSP clarifies
that this status can be extended to all sentient beings. Physical relics are
established by the Buddha “because of a desire to develop sentient beings
towards salvation; but if sentient beings are led to the idea that they possess
a reliquary in their own body, and so make offerings to it, in this fashion
can sentient beings make my dharmakaya a site of refuge.”® It seems likely
that Buddha-“nature” (dhatu) throughout the MPNMS refers to this inter-
nalized “relic” (dhatu also), and so quite reasonably—after Shimoda and
Radich—that the tathagatagarbha is the “relic chamber” hidden within the
constitution of any sentient being. This hidden nature is cause for the bod-
hisattva, akin to a stéipa, to be an object of reverence for any devotee of the
Buddha. In the person of a bodhisattva already are the (thirty-two) major
and (eighty) minor physical characteristics that adorn the body of a fully
realized Buddha;* though he may not express these characteristics out-
wardly, what is essential to a Buddha resides within him.

46. Here MPNMS" reads de bzhin gshegs pa’i rlabs, regarding which see Habata 2015b:
181n14. Habata hypothesizes that this may include a translation of *uddara, so translates “the
power of the Tathagata.” Kano (2017: 20) opts for something like the “conduct/behaviour”
of the Tathagata (“WIKEL & LTD.3.5 £1>°); I have no better suggestion of what the Tibetan
may mean, or may have rendered from an Indian original.

47. MPNMS" §391.10-18: bdag sangs rgyas la skyabs su song nas sku gcig par gyur cig / de nas
sangs rgyas nyid du gyur nas de bzhin gshegs pa’i rlabs byed par gyur cig / de bzhin gshegs pa dang
mnyam par gyur nas sangs rgyas rnams la thal mo btud par mi bya’o // bdag sems can thams cad kyi
skyabs chen po lta bur gyur cig / bdag gis chos kyi sku yang mi gtang bar sangs rgyas kyi khams dang
mchod rten la phyag bya'o // phyag byed mi dod pa’i sems can thams cad kyi mchod rten lta bur bdag
gyur cig / bdag gi lus sems can thams cad kyis phyag bya ba’i gnas su gyur cig /

48. MPNMSP 410a7-9: 20 EERE R TR &SR LT G P B RAT, R TR, A R 2ER)
WL iR o

@ T H' =Yuan/Ming B

Here is some similarity to the Buddha’s instruction to Ananda at the end of the Pali
Mahaparinibbanasutla (see Takasaki 1971: 7-8): that his disciples remain “islands unto them-
selves, refuges unto themselves, having no other refuge” (DN.I1.100: attadipo viharati attasarano
anannasarano). We will later see that the MPNMS and other Buddha-nature works prioritize
the Buddha (who might be “within” oneself, or one’s trueself) as the only true refuge (see 5.4).

49. See MPNMS' 885b7-21; MPNMS® 410b6-14; MPNMS" §394.13-25, and accompa-
nying discussion by Radich (2015a 139-140); also (differing from MPNMS' and MPNMST™)
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What is yet more striking is that where MPNMS-tg discusses tathaga-
tagarbha, otherwise buddhadhdtu, this is usually also presented as the Bud-
dha’s teaching about the self, and often in connection to the body of a
sentient being. Even when this is not explicitly called the self, MPNMS-tg
acknowledges that the existence of Buddha-nature sits in tension with
teachings about anatman. For example, the MPNMS is consistent with other
tathagatagarbha works in its denial that Buddha-nature can be seen by per-
sons other than a Buddha (see 3.4): it cannot be known directly by the arhat,
or “solitary buddha” (pratyekabuddha).”® However, an important caveat is
that the bodhisattva at the tenth stage (bhuimi) of accomplishment—in
other words, close to the achievement of complete awakening—is able to
perceive their Buddha-nature, albeit in an indistinct manner, once the
Buddha has taught about its existence. The MPNMS uses the example of a
doctor who treats a patient suffering from some eye disease; after surgical-
ly clearing the retina, gradually the patient regains their vision: “Likewise,
good son, the venerable bodhisattva who purifies the stages of practice,
attaining the tenth stage, looking in their body for the real nature of the
Tathagata, is nonetheless misled by the wheel of the absence of self; how
much less, then, would the sravaka and pratyekabuddhabe able to know this!
You should know, good son, that in this way the nature of the Tathagata is
difficult to see.”” MPNMSP states that these bodhisattvas transmigrate
“continually confused by absence of self.”* Whatever the case, it is quite
clear that wrong-minded understanding of anatman, seeing what is not the
self where there is in fact Buddha-nature, continues to hinder even advanced
bodhisattvas. The implication is that teaching about tathagatagarbha indeed
sits in some kind of difficult tension with the Buddha’s well-established
teachings about andatman, even when tathagatagarbha is not explicitly un-
packed in terms of the self.

Both MPNMSP and MPNMS" specify that a bodhisattva of the tenth
stage is able to discern the *buddhadhatu “in part” (Ch. shaojian />5.; Tib.
de’u): that advanced beings who are not yet Buddhas can indeed perceive,
albeit imperfectly, their Buddha-nature. This idea is absent from directly
corresponding lines of MPNMSY, but is encountered briefly in another of
its short similes: the tenth-stage bodhisattva, compared now to someone

mention of the same marks at MPNMSP 419a9-10. Regarding these physical marks, associ-
ated with a “superior being” (mahapurusa), see, for example, Radich 2007: 295-331; Zysk
2016: 162-172, 195-222; McGovern 2016.

50. Regarding the pratyekabuddha, see Kloppenborg 1974; Norman 1983; also Ray 1994:
212-250.

51. MPNMS" 887a9-12: U6 J) v, ¥ Sl e o+ £, 7% B 5 b s e s s
2N, 7 SR 2 T DR R BRI RE S BN T, WA b, LA . Com-
pare MPNMS' §405.10-20. This terminology is unusual: the “wheel of the absence of self”
(#83%H4m) is found also in MPNMST (bdag med pa’i 'khor lo); the meaning is clearer in MPNMSP
(see next note).

52. MPNMSP 411c23-412al (including ¥ % #5 2 FrEkaL).
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trying to discern birds in the sky, “scrutinizes his own body for the nature of
the Tathagata, but still produces deluded notions, until eventually [seeing
it] in part.”®® This simile introduces further comparisons between the tenth-
stage bodhisattva and someone with imperfect vision. In each instance the
tenth-stage bodhisattva looks for the tathagatagarbha “in his own body”
(MPNMSF HEH1#i; MPNMS rang gi lus la)—where it is somehow, enig-
matically, located—but even he cannot yet see it clearly.”* The point that
the Buddha is making is quite clear: the presence of the tathagatagarbha,
within one’s own constitution, is difficult to see. This prompts the Buddha’s
interlocutor, the bodhisattva Kasyapa, to ask whether or not Buddha-nature
issomething that can be seen by the physical eye (rouyan RIIE: mamsacaksus).”
The Buddha’s response is unambiguous: “Like the heaven of neither ide-
ation nor of non-ideation (*naivasamjiianasamjiayatana: i.e. something
beyond the experience of regular sentient beings), this [Buddha-nature] is
only within the domain of the Buddhas; how could all of the sr@vakas and
pratyekabuddhas perceive it? Only one who follows the teachings of the
Tathagata, faithfully committing oneself to them, after that sees their
equality [to the Buddha].”® Though their precise wordings are different,
all three versions of the MPNMS state that it is only through faith (xinshou
&% / xinshun 1EI8; yid ches: *pratyaya) that inferior beings can have any
access to their Buddha-nature, guided by the MPNMS itself.%

So far these statements are little different from tathagatagarbha taught
in other Mahayanist texts that we will address later: Buddha-nature is dif-
ficult to ascertain, visible only to a Buddha, but is nonetheless a perma-
nently abiding truth about all sentient beings. But a central feature of
Buddha-nature teaching throughout the MPNMS in particular is that this
unseen treasure can be called the true self. In a clear evocation of what we

53. MPNMS" 887al4-15: /it H B izt A8, AT55555.

C T AE S = Song/Yuan/Ming/Palace HiN ek (see also next note).

54. For these comparisons in full, beginning with that which concerns the diseased eye,
see MPNMS" 887a6—887b17; MPNMS" 411c20-412b8; MPNMS" §405-414. Curiously, the
apparatus of the Taisho (and, in this instance, supported also by consultation of the Zhong-
hua Dazangjing "HEGEAS: Beijing, 1984-1988) records variant readings throughout this
passage (see previous note for one example). Apart from the opening example (of the cata-
ract, in which case all editions reflect [ 5H#{%%), these variants record that the bodhisattva
looks for his Buddha-nature “above/upon his body” (£ ). This is not reflected in our other
versions of the MPNMS but accords with a Sanskrit fragment of another passage, discussed
below (2.3n72), and certainly requires further scrutiny outside of this study.

55. Notably this is not the better-known Kasyapa, an arhat, who is conspicuously absent
from the Buddha’s deathbed both in the MPNMS and in other accounts of the parinirvana
narrative. This is perhaps significant: it is not an arhat who struggles with Buddha-nature
teaching but rather a bodhisattva, which suggests that the MPNMS knew or expected objec-
tion from Mahayanist, rather than simply Sravakayanist, audiences.

56. MPNMS" 887b18-21: BAFMRIARAER, MEMRSET; —VIRERIMAESCHh, = fmhgi?
(B RENEAN AR HAE, (5001, RB%HE. Compare MPNMSP 412b9-14; MPNMST §415.

57. MPNMSP 412b11: Da niepan jing KIEEEL; MPNMST §415.11: yongs su mya ngan las
das pa chen po’i mdo chen po.
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read in MPNMS-dhk (2.2), MPNMS-tg returns to the matter of what are
correct notions of permanence, selfhood, bliss, and purity, and explains
that selfhood refers to what is otherwise called the tathagatagarbha, or
*huddhadhatu: “The notion that what is not self is the self is a distortion; the
notion that what is the self is not self is a distortion. Saying that every
worldly being possesses a self is a distortion. The Buddha teaches that the
nature of the Tathagata (U12&1E) is the real self (H#3X), but if with respect
to this tenet one mentally cultivates [the thought] that it is not the self, this
is called the third distortion [of four].”® Language that was in MPNMS-
dhk used to describe the reality or status of the Buddha in MPNMS-tg re-
fers now to Buddha-nature (in MPNMS" de bzhin gshegs pa’i snying po:
tathagatagarbha), and while we are yet to read explicitly that this pertains to
something about sentient beings (indeed, we are told that it is still distort-
ed to think that sentient beings possess a self), the explanation that follows
this confirms that Buddha-nature is that which somehow endures across
their successive lives. Just as the story of the skilled physician in MPNMS-
dhk followed the declaration that the Buddha was in some sense atman,
this second “inversion” of distorted views proper to MPNMS-tg introduces
a great many more similes, concerned throughout with the manner in
which Buddha-nature refers to the self of sentient beings. These similes are
initiated by a further, very reasonable question put to the Buddha by his
perplexed interlocutor, Kasyapa:

Lord, [if] the Tathagata has [a teaching about] the self, does this or does
this not exist within the twenty-five existences?

The Buddha said to Kasyapa: The real self is the nature of the
Tathagata (U1%&1%). Know that all sentient beings have this, but as those
sentient beings are enshrouded by immeasurable afflictions, it is not
manifested.™

Our other two versions of the MPNMS inquire also whether or not there is
a self amid “twenty-five existences,” which the MPNMS mentions several
more times later on (see below, 2.4), and likely refer to possible forms of
existence (or “births”: Skt. *bhava?) as sentient beings undergo transmigra-
tion.® Crucially, the Buddha does not give Kasyapa a straight answer to his

58. MPNMSF 883b3-5: AEFRAANEE], FARFANGE. 5 DI A3, A2, fhain
PR FLE R, TR EAE RS, 25 = Fiff]. Compare MPNMSP 407a20-26; MPNMS"
§373. See also Shimoda 1991: 9-15.

59. MPNMS® 883b14-b17: L, WA, —+ A, AhAME? fhifilnde. Jods, 2
nzfetk. B A UL A, AU RS E A . Compare also MPNMSP 407b7-10;
MPNMS' §375.4-376.5.

60. E.g., MPNMS" §375.4-5: srid pa nyi shu rtsa Inga la bdag mchis zhes bgyi ‘am / ma mchis
zhes bgyi. See also 4.5. The MPNMS also states that these twenty-five existences are described
in the Sumngamasamddhimtm (MPNMSF 872a7; MPNMSP 390a7-8; MPNMS" §215.1-6),
though I do not find such a thing in any surviving form of that text (e.g., T.642; D.132;
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question but states only that the nature of the Buddha is indeed also the
self (wo #; bdag: atman) of a sentient being.”!

The Buddha’s more thorough response bears a resemblance to one of
the nine similes for explaining Buddha-nature encountered in the
Tathagatagarbhasutra (TGS; see 6.2).°2 The Buddha explains how an impov-
erished man might be ignorant about a treasure buried beneath his house.
A kindly visitor, who knows about the treasure, promises to show it to the
man if he agrees to do work for him. Having agreed, the poor man has his
fortune—hidden beneath his feet all along—revealed to him.* “All sentient
beings are also like this: each of them has the nature of the Tathagata
(s Z V), [but] concealed by and sunken into immeasurable afflictions,
they are unable to know it for themselves; the Tathagata, skilfully teaching
and developing [them], makes known that in their own body is the nature
of the Tathagata, so that they delight and have faith in it.”** We should note
that the Buddha has not confronted Kasyapa’s question regarding whether
or not this Buddha-nature is something amid (twenty-five) types of exis-
tence. Nor does this simile focus on the tathagatagarbha as the self of sen-
tient beings, though itis clear that it is somehow “within” them, and cannot
be known other than through revelation by a Buddha.

A second simile, or perhaps short parable, is more illuminating, and
attends to the Buddha teaching successively—and with echoes of what we
saw in MPNMS-dhk (2.2)—first anatman and then, contentiously, a doc-
trine of atman. The parable concerns a woman who has a sick infant.®
A doctor prescribes to the child a kind of medicinal butter, which must be
fully digested in order for it to take effect.”® In the meantime the child

Q.800); see also Shimoda 1997: 275-278. H. Nakamura (1980: 1045c¢) refers to a tradition
that these intend types of birth in different realms of existence: fourteen in the realm of
sense desire (kamadhdatu), seven in the realm of form (rapadhatu), and four in the formless
realm (arupyadhatu). See also Blum 2013: 372.

61. Corresponding material in MPNMS" provides the quotation at the start of this vol-
ume, which appears to reflect the terms atman (bdag), tathagatagarbha (de bzhin gshegs pa’i
snying po), and buddhadhatu (sangs rgyas kyi khams) in succession.

62. See Zimmermann 2002: 120-125. This also resembles an image in the Chandogya-
upanisad (v.8.3.1: see Olivelle 1998: 276—277). As Radich argues (2015a: 56-57), we have no
good reason to suppose that the simile of the MPNMS borrows from the TGS; see also 6.2.

63. MPNMSF 883b17-b24. Both MPNMSP (407b12-b20) and MPNMS" (§376.6-26) in-
stead preserve a version of the story in which a poor woman, not knowing about the treasure
beneath her house, agrees to work for a visitor only if he will make known to her son the loca-
tion of the hidden treasure. Both versions are mentioned in Dol po pa’s RC; see Hopkins
2006: 53-54.

64. MPNMS" 883b24-b26: — DI ETMEUIE: $40E A IRk, R RS, ARE
H%H. WIS AR 1L, 3 BESA skt BE{E32. Compare MPNMSP 407b24-28; MPNMS®
§376.29-38.

65. This parable is cited in Dol po pa’s RC (Hopkins 2006: 131) and Bu ston’s DzG
(Ruegg 1973: 82-83).

66. The MPNMS is replete with other examples of medicinal imagery, a theme explored
in detail by Habata (1989; also 2019: 27-38). A further notable example, used also by Bu ston
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should not feed from its mother’s breast, so the mother smears onto her
breast a pungent ointment made of nimba leaf and tells the child that it is
poisonous. When the time is right the mother removes the nimba and in-
vites her child back, but he is now understandably reluctant. The mother
finally explains that all of this was so that the medicinal butter had oppor-
tunity to work.%

Likewise, good sons, for the sake of leading and maturing sentient be-
ings, the Tathagata first taught to them the mental cultivation of absence
of self in regard to all phenomena. When they mentally cultivate absence
of self, they eliminate any [erroneous] view of the self; having eliminated
any view of the self, they enter into nirvana.

In order to remove [notions of] the worldly self, I taught the strategic,
cryptic teaching that negates the self;% after that, I teach to them the na-
ture of the Tathagata, which is the supermundane, supreme self.®

The Buddha teaches anatman in order to eliminate erroneous notions of
selfhood; only once this has been achieved can he reveal Buddha-nature,
which can indeed be called the self. Like the child of the parable, members
of the sangha may be reluctant to accept a Buddhist account of the self, but
the MPNMS is clear that the doctrine of anatman is succeeded by a correct
teaching about what can be called atman.

An expression corresponding to this “supermundane, supreme
self” (HEtHEE 2K *lokottaraparamatman?) is absent from both MPNMSP
and MPNMSY, in which what is named is simply the tathagatagarbha. How-
ever, MPNMST does also here state that what the Buddha reveals to monks
is his “great self” (che ba nyid), which with the aid of a Sanskrit fragment (no.
18.3) we can verify is the revelation of the Buddha’s “mahatmya.”” Rather
than an account of the self, this could intend something like the Buddha’s

in his DzG (Ruegg 1973: 70), compares the Buddha’s earlier teachings to basic medicines,
drawn directly from plants, that are taught by a doctor to his son; only after mastering these
can the son learn about advanced medicines. Here teaching about anatman is listed as just
one “early” teaching of the Buddha, surpassed by revelations about tathagatagarbha; see
MPNMS 893c22-894al; MPNMSP 420c2-15; MPNMS' §498.

67. MPNMS' 883b27-c2; MPNMS® 407b29—c10; MPNMS" §377.

68. Both MPNMSP and MPNMS" here omit reference to any “cryptic utterance” (likely
Skt. *sandhavacana); see 9.2.

69. MPNMSF 883¢3-6: U2 KT, WIARFAMEM AN, Y2 AR —URKEEIRAT. 121
Ty, BRI R WEIAE, NATEH. BRUR I, SRR, MRk 2k, =24
BfEtt R 3K

@ T i = Sheng &4
Compare MPNMSP 407¢10-c19; MPNMS" §378.14-20.

70. Reconstructed in Habata (2019: 140-141: (mahat)[m]y(a)samdarsa[n](aya)). Habata
translates the mahdatmya that the Buddha reveals as “die tiberweltliche Erhabenheit,” his
“supermundane majesty.” See also Habata 2009: 570-572n150.
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“majesty” or “great character.””! Whether or not this is what is meant by the
declaration that “all sentient beings possess the tathagatagarbha™—that is,
that what they possess is the majestic person, already, of the Buddha—is
an incomplete answer regarding the intentions of the MPNMS, as it more
frequently refers to the tathagatagarbha as, more plainly, “the self” (bdag:
atman).

What is beyond doubt is that Buddha-nature is introduced to us as an
account of some precious constituent in the body of sentient beings, har-
boring already the qualities of a fully realized Buddha.” Even where it is
not called the self, the revelation of this nature sits in an acknowledged
and problematic tension with prior teachings about absence of self with
respect to all phenomena. Defending the idea of a Buddha-nature—and
its place alongside the earlier teaching that there is nothing that endures,
or is worthy of attachment, in the constitution of any sentient being—is a
major occupation of the remaining content of MPNMS-tg, and appears to
have been no mean feat.

2.4 Contentions and Clarifications

Having heard these last two parables, Kasyapa presents to the Buddha a
number of objections regarding Buddha-nature and its status as the true
self. These are particularly pertinent, not only as they suggest genuine
problems that opponents of an atmavadin form of Buddha-nature teaching
may have had, but also because these tell us what the authors of the
MPNMS held the term atman to have commonly signified. Below are sum-
marized Kasyapa’s objections as presented in each available version of the
MPNMS. Discernible categories of objection are listed numerically, taking
MPNMSF as a base. Objections in our other two versions that interrupt the
trajectory of this basic list are numbered to reflect this (e.g., 4.i); what are

71. See Harvey 1995: 55-57; also 6.3.

72. A further Sanskrit fragment (no. 18.4; see Habata 2019: 141-142; also Habata 2009:
572; 2015b: 185) does, however, raise some difficult questions. Here Habata reconstructs
(and interprets) the phrase asmakam ul[plari [t]athagatagarbho <’>stiti: most naturally “the
tathagatagarbha exists above (upari) us” (see also Kano 2017: 42-47; 2020: 25-26). Corre-
sponding Tibetan (MPNMS'" §378.18) reads simply bdag cag la ... : “regarding/in us”; our
Chinese translations do not significantly differ from the Tibetan (regarding which, see the
reference in note 69 above). In this context the Sanskrit upari could have been intended in
the sense of “in relation to” (Apte 1957: 458a), though this is somewhat irregular. Curiously,
editions of MPNMSF also preserve the suggestion that the tathagatagarbhais some entity that
resides “above” or “upon” the body (£ ; see 2.3nn53-54). While acknowledging the diffi-
culties that these materials present, I nonetheless stick to the dominant reading throughout
our versions for the MPNMS, and understand its author(s) to have intended that concerning
all sentient beings, there exists the lathagatagarbha somehow “in” or “about” their constitu-
tion. There is no doubt that traces of the idea that Buddha-nature resides “above” or “upon”
a sentient being require further study.
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further nuances within some forms of an objection are expressed alpha-
betically (e.g., 3a and 3b).

6a.

6b.

3a.

3b.

4.i.

6a.

6b.

6c¢.

MPNMSF 883¢7-18

The existence of a self (3X) means that a child should not acquire
knowledge as it ages.

As there is birth and death, there can be no self ().

Due to Buddha-nature (W% %), there should be no difference
between sentient beings, yet they are born as brahmana, ksatriya,
vaisya, Sudra, or canddala (i.e., “classes” [varnas] of person according
to Brahmanical, normative social strata); all sentient beings should
be of the same character.

For the same reason (W12R1%), people should not commit improper
deeds, such as killing, stealing, and so forth (and yet they do).

For the same reason (U1%&1%), no one should suffer deafness,
blindness, nor muteness.

Is this Buddha-nature (421£) united with the body, somewhere
within the variously colored blue, yellow, red, or white (substances)
therein ...

... or does it pervade all of them?

MPNMS" §379.4—§380.15

If there is a self (bdag), a newborn child should not need to acquire
knowledge.

It is not reasonable that a self (bdag), having been born, should
die.

Despite Buddha-nature (de bzhin gshegs pa’i khams), and due to karma,
there exist various rebirths, as brahmana, ksatriya, vaisya, sudra,
candala, or as an animal ...

... rather, if there is a self (bdag), there should be no such
differentiation.

Because there is a “nature” (khams: dhatu), no one should take up
the path of ten improper deeds: of killing, stealing, sexual impro-
priety, and so forth.

(Moreover) when drinking alcohol, no one should become
drunk.

If there is a nature of sentient beings (sems can gyi khams:
sattvadhatu), there should be no blindness, deadness, or muteness.
Does a self, which is the nature of sentient beings (bdag sems can gyi
khams), reside amid phlegm, embryonic matter (nur nur po), or blue
or yellow [bodily humors]?

Does the self (bdag) reside in just one of these, or pervade all of
them, like a fluid?

Can the self (bdag), if the body is injured in battle, lose part of itself,
or be crippled?
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MPNMSP 407¢20-4082a9

1. Anewborn child has no knowledge at birth, so there is no self (3X).

2a. If there is a self (3X), then having been born, there should be
no death.

2b. If there is Buddha-nature (f#i£), then sentient beings should
exist permanently, and not suffer decline (as they transmigrate).

3a. There being no such decline, there should be no distinctions in
terms of brahmana, ksatriya, vaisya, sudra, candala, or animals; but
there is, due to karma.

3b. If there is a self (F), there should be neither superiority nor
inferiority among sentient beings; hence the nature of a Buddha
(f#¥E) is not characterized as permanent (5.

4. If Buddha-nature (%) were permanent, there should not be
any killing, theft, licentiousness, deception, insult, lying, prattle,
craving, anger, or wrong views.

4.i. If one’s own nature is permanent (FKMEH), then why do some
people become violent having drunk alcohol?

5. For the same reason (FI4E#%), there should be no blindness,
deafness, muteness, or lameness.

5.i. For the same reason (F%), we would not need to avoid fire,
flood, poison, swords, wicked persons, or animals.

5.ii. For the same reason (F1£#), no one should ever lose memory of
anything.

6a. For the same reason (%), does this nature reside in mucus, or
in that (in the body) which is blue, yellow, red, or white?”

6b. Does one’s nature that is permanent (still F M%) pervade all of the
above, like the oil of a sesame seed, without gaps?

6¢. If the body is destroyed, would the self (£) be destroyed also?

The shortest and simplest list of objections is found in MPNMSF; the list in
MPNMST seems to have developed some form of this, and MPNMSP® has
done similarly while retaining some interesting agreements with MPNMS*
(for example, the list of colored humors in objection 6).”* The Indic expres-
sions *tathagata-/buddhadhatu and atman seem to dominate this passage,
while MPNMSP suggests also “one’s own essence/nature” (*atmadhatu;
*svadhatu; see 3.2) and MPNMST “the essence/nature of sentient beings
(sattvadhatu). All three versions reflect an apparent and notable absence of

73. Following MPNMS", I believe MPNMSP reflects a list beginning with mucus (¢ituo
J#ME), and then four differently colored humors (see, alternatively, Blum 2013: 229).

74. This list of colors—blue, yellow, red, white—reflects a sequence that may be very
ancient in Indian thought, in which what is blue (or otherwise “dark”) is most inferior, and
white the most superior; see Goudriaan 1978: 175-190; Wynne 2007: 30-31. See also 9.6.
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the expression tathagatagarbha, which could suggest the relative antiquity
of this passage in the composition of MPNMS-tg.”

The inclusion of these objections communicates that the authors of the
MPNMS acknowledged concerns that Buddhist audiences would have had
regarding a Buddhist account of the self.”® Though Indian Buddhist texts
from all periods condemn attachment to notions of selfhood (atmagraha),
they do not so often include so much discussion of the self that should be
rejected. Following the numerical list of objections provided above, we can
infer that atman as opposed by Kasyapa refers to something (1) immutable
(in terms also of knowledge that is proper to it), (2) permanent, and (3)
undifferentiated (yet numerically distinct) across sentient beings.”” Mean-
while some *(buddha)dhatu—if our authors here intended any distinction
between this and atman—must also (4) possess various virtues, (5) lack
impairment, and (6) be situated—in one place, or pervasively—in the
body. Both MPNMS"™ and MPNMS® add that (4.i) existence of the self
should mean that one cannot become inebriated, and both versions also
query how (6¢) injury to the physical body could allow the self, presumably
beyond harm, to be damaged. MPNMSP® adds that the existence of some
*dhatu should ensure (5.1) invulnerability from harm and (5.ii) reliability
of memory.

It was Kasyapa’s earlier question—regarding the self amid twenty-five
types of existence—that prompted the previous two parables, concerning
the buried treasure and the sick infant (2.3). This list of objections intro-
duces more parables that may have been intended to address some (if not
all) of the issues that Kasyapa—a surrogate for a skeptical Buddhist audi-
ence—has raised, but it is questionable how far any of these satisfactorily
address one or more of his concerns. The first parable initially seems to
concern objection 6, regarding the relationship of the self to the physical
body, but then in its explanation appears to address objections 3 through 5
also, and so is framed as a response to the problem of how there are dif-
ferentiations between rebirths if all sentient beings have the same, essen-
tially awakened (Buddha-)nature.” The Buddha tells the story of a wrestler
who fights for the amusement of a king. The wrestler wears a precious jewel
on his forehead, which—during the course of a bout—is pushed firmly

75. This supports Hodge’s hypothesis (2010/2012: 42-43, 53-54, 82—84) regarding the
preeminence of the expression atman in the MPNMS before the introduction of the expres-
sions buddhadhatu and tathagatagarbha; see 2.8.

76.Some of these argumentsappearalsoinacurious passage of the Sammitiyanikayasastra,
a pudgalavadin text that comes as close as any in that tradition to affirming the existence of
not only an enduring “person” (pudgala) but a substantial self (atman); see Priestley 1999:
84-85.

77. The MPNMS does not appear to suggest the self to be a numerically single sub-
stance, but only a qualitatively identical, common nature; see also 3.6.

78. This material is discussed in Dol po pa’s RC (Hopkins 2006: 130-131) and Bu ston’s
DzG (Ruegg 1973: 72-73), which notes distinctions between MPNMS" and the Tibetan trans-
lation of MPNMSP.
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and imperceptibly into his brow. A doctor inspects the wound and finds
that the jewel has sunk deep into the wrestler’s flesh. The wrestler believes
the jewel to have been lost elsewhere, until the doctor brings it out from his
body and shows it to him.

All sentient beings are likewise: each of them possesses the nature of the
Tathagata (nz 2 M), [but] by keeping bad company, generating desire,
anger, and delusion, they fall into the three bad destinies, and receive
various bodies that belong to twenty-five types of existence.

The precious jewel that is the nature of the Tathagata is sunk into the
abscess of afflictions—of desire, anger, and delusion—so that it is not
known to be there.

Cultivating the notion of absence of self in regard to the worldly self,
[sentient beings] do not comprehend the strategic, cryptic teaching™ of
the good doctor who is the Tathagata; generating the notion of absence
of self, one is not able to know the true self: hence the Tathagata again
uses his [skill in] methods to bring about the end of the torment of
immeasurable afflictions, disclosing and revealing the nature of the
Tathagata (QAZ ).

Hence differentiation between sentient beings (objection 3) is explained
by the fault of keeping poor company (*akalyanamitras: i.e., not exemplars
of Buddhist dharma) and the influence of afflictions: desire, anger, delu-
sion, and so forth. Both MPNMSP and MPNMST are more detailed, and list
not only types of rebirth (as hell-beings, animals, through the four varnas
and otherwise) but also types of disability and deformity throughout twen-
ty-five forms of existence: hence this version of the parable’s explanation
preserves something of a response to objection 5, regarding disability.
Note that the origin of these afflictions (which underlies objection 4, re-
garding improper activities) is still not considered. A more detailed expla-
nation of this parable is exclusive to MPNMS".

To those who wonder “Where is the self? Where does it reside? Is it like
the content of a pot or, if not, does it pervade [the body], like a liquid?
Does it remain, like the ornament on the brow of the wrestler?” the

79. Notably MPNMS reflects simply the Buddha’s “cryptic utterance” (dgongs pa’i tshig:
*sandhavacana). My suspicion is that MPNMS* and MPNMSP may have occasionally supplied
the adverbial fangbian J7ffi—*“strategically”—without this having corresponded directly to
anything in an underlying Indic text. See 9.2 (also note 69 above).

80. MPNMS' 883¢29-884a7: —YURAEIREULE: 545 B A7 Wl 2 1, ARG, i, &,
g5, BE —RTE, T R T IO R B Wiz 2 PR R SRR B, AR I A RO, AT
FEo AR BAEHEIAT, A un e RS T7 (32 AF EBANT ARER FLEE 2 B A W AAE 2477
(ESSSUEG=VE | P e SR e

* T 48 = Ming &
Compare also MPNMSP 408a26-b1; MPNMS' §382.1-13.
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Tathagata has said to them, like the doctor, that the self does not reside
in any place, but is radiant like the precious jewel, even while it is obscured
by various afflictions. After this has been taught, sentient beings then
have faith, and will eradicate their afflictions completely. Then, just like
the jewel, they see the tathagatagarbha.®

This appears to address objection 6, regarding the location of the self in
the body: initially it was thought to be nowhere, but the Buddha reveals
now that the self does, somehow, exist, but can be seen only after one pro-
duces the faith, and appropriate activities, to reveal it. By realizing the end
of a bodhisattva’s practice, the tathagatagarbha—indeed, a new Buddha—is
revealed.

The next two parables—at least as they appear in MPNMS® and
MPNMS"—have more to say about how far we can speak of the tathagata-
garbha as somehow “within” a sentient being. The first concerns again, and
in greater depth, objection 3, regarding differentiation between types of
sentient being. A rare, sweet medicine is said to grow in the Himalayas (hid-
den, according to MPNMSP and MPNMS, in thick flora), and can only be
drawn out by a great emperor (cakravartin). In his absence, people suffering
from illnesses attempt to extract the medicine using pipes, but find that
they each attain a different constituent flavor of the elixir, and not its desir-
able essence.®? Likewise, the Buddha-nature that belongs to sentient beings
is of superior taste but remains inaccessible to them; hence sentient beings
experience various rebirths, of differing quality, as they transmigrate.

That nature of the Tathagata (WIZk{E) cannot be killed or harmed: what
dies can be called short of life, [but] the nature of the Tathagata is called
true longevity (¥13), not ending or being destroyed up until the attain-
ment of buddhahood.

The nature of the Tathagata cannot be harmed or killed; only the
body that is subject to nourishment can be harmed or killed. Like those
sick people [of the parable], doing many wicked actions, [sentient beings]

81. MPNMS" §382.25—-34: bdag ga la yod / gang na gnas / ci rdza ma’i nang na rdza ma dug
pa lta bu zhig gam / ‘on te rlan lta bur khyab par ‘dug gam / gyad rmongs pa’i smin mishams kyi rgyan
lta bur dug gam snyams pa la sman pa bzhin du de bzhin gshegs pas de dag la di skad du / bdag ni
thams cad du gnas pa ma yin la / rin po che rdo rje ltar ‘od gsal zhing nyon mongs pa’i rnam pas bsgribs
pa yin no zhes bka’ stsal te / de skad ces bka’ stsal pa la sems can rnams yid ches par ‘gywr la nyon mongs
pa zad par bya dgos pa tsam du zad do // de nas rdo rje bzhin du de bzhin gshegs pa’i snying po mthong
bar ‘gyur ro // Compare MPNMSP 408b5-b10.

82. MPNMST calls this the “elixir of bees” (bung ba’i beud); ordinary beings cannot draw
out any form of it, but the cakravartin employs pipes to separate its different flavors. The es-
sence of the elixir (bcud kyi khams) then rises into the air and remains there (§383.1-16).
MPNMST, used by Bu ston in his DzG (Ruegg 1973: 72-73), distinguishes between forms
of crude existence (the flavors) and the underlying essence of all of them (in gaseous form).
In MPNMSP (408b13-22), the cakravartin alone can draw out the elixir, which then changes
in flavor in accordance with the manner in which it is preserved.
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receive various results such as birth as a ksatriya, brahmana and so forth,
throughout the twenty-five existences, because they do not attain the
true nature of the Tathagata.®

Hence MPNMSF seems to address objection 2, regarding permanence.
However, the equivalent explanations, in MPNMSP and MPNMST, could be
read also as responses to objection 6¢ (absent from MPNMSF), regarding
the relationship between a finite body and an immortal, essential nature.
According to MPNMST “the cause of becoming a Buddha” (sangs rgyas su
gyur ba’i rgyur) is said to be of one flavor (ro geig: Skt. ekarasa); apart from
this there are “many flavors” that are birth as a man, woman, or otherwise,
which are the results of the differing karma of sentient beings.®* MPNMS”
also equates the *tathagatadhatu with “the nature of persons” (skyes bu’
rang bzhin) that survives their apparent demise, and explains the relation-
ship between the tathagatagarbha and bodily death: “If there was the de-
struction of a living creature (srog chags), then life (‘tsho ba po: jivaka) would
cease; but it is not possible for life to cease. Here, that which is called ‘life’
is the tathagatagarbha: that nature (khams: dhatu) cannot be destroyed,
killed, or perish, but as long as one does not attain buddhahood, one can-
not see its great purity. This being so, there is no person that kills a living
creature.”® The end of this passage in both MPNMSP and MPNMS" is partic-
ularly striking, and in response Kasyapa objects that this would mean there
could be no bad karma when someone kills another sentient being. In
MPNMST the Buddha responds that the build-up of “external” (phyi rol gyi
bsags pa’) bodily elements (khams: dhatus) is like the thicket in the parable
that hides the mysterious elixir.*® In corresponding material of MPNMSP
the *buddhadhatu is said to reside among the five “heaps” of experience (yin
F2: skandhas), and we learn that the destruction of these constitutes killing
a living being (see 1.1).%” Hence there can still be karmic repercussions for
the killing of another sentient being, but this does not equate to destroying

83. MPNMS" 884a16-20: i lsetkMEnT 80, Hakbth 44 235400, Wolez 4 25 1035, A
BB T A e o Uno 2 S R, W R e S TR BN, PRI SE, TR AR A
REETIEAIE AT, AMFFEARIE,

« T st = Song/Yuan/Ming/Palace/Shogozo # 13U HE M
" T %i = Song/Yuan/Ming/Palace/Shogozo
Compare also MPNMS' §383.16-§384.26 (reflecting both tathagatagarbha and
tathagatadhatu); MPNMSP 408b22—cl4 (featuring only f#if4).

84. MPNMS" §383.18-21.

85. MPNMS'" §384.3-8: gal te srog chags bsad par gyur na ni ‘tsho ba po gtan med par byas par
gyur la / tsho ba po gtan med par gyur ba ni mi srid do // de la "tsho ba po zhes bya ba ni de bzhin
gshegs pa’i snying po yin la / khams de ni gzhig pa ‘am / gsad pa ‘am / gtan med par bya mi nus la
sangs rgyas nyid ma thab kyi bar du shin tw rnam par dag par mthong bar yang mi nus so // de bas na
srog chags gsod pa’i mi med do //

86. MPNMS" §386.14-21.

87. MPNMSP 408c7-8: b Tifer; A T2 HRIsUE.
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what is essential to them: their (buddha)dhatu.®® This is a significant claim,
and more so still if the position of the Indic text underlying MPNMS" was
that the (buddha)dhatu is somehow buried “within” yet apart from the very
physical “elements” (dhatus) that make up the body. Moreover, if MPNMS®
reliably translates a text that contrasted the *buddhadhatu with the skand-
has, this would constitute a rare and uncharacteristic mention of these five
“heaps”™—a staple of wider Buddhist teaching regarding sentient beings
and the content of worldly experience—in our tathagatagarbha corpus. At
any rate, both MPNMS® and MPNMS" exhibit the sense that Buddha-na-
ture is apart from whatever else comprises the experience, and so exis-
tence, of a sentient being.

At this juncture our two longer versions of the MPNMS return to
erroneous notions of selfhood that should be rejected. MPNMST rejects a
self that is held to be the size of some fruit shell, of a rice grain, of a thumb,
and so forth.* MPNMSP mentions the self that is imagined to be the size of
a millet or rice grain, a bean, or a thumb.” The *buddhadhatu is said to be
like none of these notions, which are again reminiscent of imagery regard-
ing the self found in the Upanisads (see 2.2). Similar comparisons appear
also in the Angulimaliyasutra (AMS), and will be dealt with in greater detail
later in this study (see 3.3, 9.6). In the meantime, it is enough for us to ac-
knowledge that versions of the MPNMS reflect and repeat an awareness that
the Buddha’s teaching about the self could be confused for Brahmanical
musings about (nominally) the same thing.

The next parable in this sequence is shorter than those discussed
above, but elegant in its simplicity. It seems to confront objection 2, regard-
ing the deathlessness of the self. A man digs into stone, smashing it to dust,
while looking for a diamond. Whereas the surrounding rock crumbles,
the diamond alone remains undamaged: “Likewise is the nature of the
Tathagata (WIAZME): it cannot be harmed by the sharp swords of the
Maras.” Only the body that must be nourished is affected; that which is
damaged or destroyed is not the nature of the Tathagata. Therefore you
should know that the nature of the Tathagata cannot be harmed, and
cannot be killed.”* Again, both MPNMS" and MPNMSP provide the most

88. Habata (1990: 186) finds similarity between this and claims made in both the
Katha-upanisad (v.2.18-19: Olivelle 1998: 384-385) and—more famously—the Bhagavadgita
(v.2.17-20: Sargeant 2009: 102-105); see also 3.3, 9.6. This passage is cited by Dol po pa’s RC
(Hopkins 2006: 358-359).

89. MPNMS' §384.22-25: Jig rien pa rnams kyi bdag ni sdum bu sha ma ka’i "bras bu tsam
dang / "bras kyi "bru tsam dang / mthe bo tsam zhes bya ba la sogs par rtogs pa ste / mi bden pa’i rtog pa
yin no //

90. MPNMSP 408c11-12: RUIBT, BRUrK, &, Ji%hkdh.

* THE = Song/Yuan/Ming/Palace 18

91. A class of deity associated with obstructing the path of the bodhisattva, and who
otherwise represent ongoing death through transmigration.

92. MPNMS" 884a23-25: WIACL Pk, IRRUIE: RIEFIGIFTAGERS. MR 552, HAEEE
ANARAE o A RN 2 2 W T A
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explanation. Here MPNMST refers to “the self of living beings” (skye ba po’i
bdag), and contrasts this again to the “collection of bodily elements” (bsags
pa’i khams) that correspond to the stone in the parable. MPNMST continues
as follows: “The tathagatagarbha is that which lives (tsho ba pa), and is like
the precious diamond. This being so, by taking the lives of people there is
destruction of life; because of this, by destroying the collection of elements,
aliving creature is killed.”* In place of this “collection of elements,” MPNMSP
again refers instead to the five heaps (wuyin 1.fZ), the destruction of which
constitutes the death of a living being.”* These details, again missing from
MPNMSF, may reflect later contributions to the text in order to make sense
of how the permanent, indestructible tathagatagarbha relates to mortal sen-
tient beings, which in wider Buddhist literature are more conventionally
discussed in terms of the congruence of physical elements or—more fre-
quently still—the interdependence of ephemeral mental and physical
states or events (see 1.1).

At any rate, these parables do not present a very systematic reply to the
objections to which they seem, at first, to be a response. But what we learn
about the Buddha’s account of the self is significant: Buddha-nature is
apart from the actions that cause sentient beings to transmigrate, and is
unharmed by the perils that a sentient being may suffer from one life to
the next. While the self can be contrasted to the afflictions that obscure
its presence, it is also separate from either elements of the physical body
(according to MPNMST) or the constituent heaps of normal, worldly expe-
rience (MPNMSP). Moreover, that which can be called the self is not any
erroneous, worldly notion of selfhood found in non-Buddhist discourse,
despite the fact that the Buddha was required to teach about absence of
self in order to dismiss forms of atmavadin teaching already prevalent in
the world. This relationship between Buddhist and non-Buddhist teach-
ings about the self is a particularly tricky issue, with which the MPNMS
deals in its final exposition of Buddha-nature and to what it does, and
moreover does not, refer.

2.5 The True Self and False Notions of It

So ends the first string of parables concerning Buddha-nature as a doc-
trine of the self. After this the MPNMS explains at some length the rela-
tionship between the tathagatagarbha and the path of the bodhisattva,
including the claim that one’s Buddha-nature is perceptible—in some lim-
ited manner—to those bodhisattvas who occupy the tenth bhiimi (see 2.3).
At the end of this material the MPNMS employs a final parable that

93. MPNMS" §385.9-11: de bzhin gshegs pa’i snying po ‘tsho ba pa ni rdo rje rin po che dang
dra ste / de bas na mi rnams kyi srog bead pas tsho ba jig par gyur te / de’i phyir bsags pa’i khams bshig
pas srog chags bsad par ‘gyurro //

94. See MPNMSP 408c19-22.
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confronts a pressing concern: the relationship between the Buddhist ac-
count of the self and the nominally similar doctrines of rival, non-Buddhist
systems. As the closing discussion of Buddha-nature qua selfhood in the
MPNMS, this can be considered the final word that the text has to offer
regarding tathagatagarbha, and it provides an important insight into the
perceived place of early Buddha-nature teaching in wider Indian religious
discourse.”

Kasyapa asks the Buddha about ideas of the self already found in the
world.?® The Buddha’s response is a parable about two friends: a prince
and a pauper.”” The prince is in possession of a marvelous sword, which he
shows to his friend before departing for his homeland.”® The pauper is
then overheard talking about the sword in his sleep, and is summoned be-
fore a king, who desires it. The pauper explains that he has seen the sword
but can offer no assistance finding it. The king dismisses him, realizing
that the sword comes from another kingdom, but a succession of later
rulers forget this and ponder where the legendary sword can be found. “In
just this way, a venerable bodhisattva appeared in the world and explained
the true character of the self. Ignorant persons, hearing that all sentient
beings have the nature of a Buddha (#{%: *buddhadhatu), did not under-
stand the truth, and so explain, with deluded imagination, that the self is
like an inch-long lamp in the heart, or various [notions such as] sattva,
atman, pudgala, or jwa.”"® MPNMST provides a longer list of erroneous
views about the self: comparable to a thumb-sized man, the shell of a fruit,
or a grain of rice burning in the heart (see also 3.3); MPNMSP provides
these same analogies but omits mention of the list sattva, atman, etcetera.'"
Contributors to the MPNMS clearly wished to discredit not only concep-
tions of what we might call the “intuited” self (sattva, atman, pudgala, etc.)
but also of a “speculated” self: some kernel of identity hidden within the

95. For more detail on this passage, see Jones 2016a: 129-137; also Schmithausen 2009:
135n369.

96. MPNMS" 887b24-25: {He, A 5 A3k R Z1? Compare the subtly differ-
ent MPNMSP 412b15-16 and MPNMS" §416.1-3, which state that worldly persons (MPNMS"
Jjig rten pa rnams; but MPNMSPAEZE FLIK: *anaryaprthagjanas) consider the nature of sentient
beings (RAENE; sems can gyi khams: sattvadhatu) to constitute a self () or enduring “person”
(gang zag: *pudgala).

97. MPNMSF 887b25-c9; MPNMSP 412b15-c13; MPNMS' §416.

98. In MPNMS' the prince does not possess a sword but rather a rhinoceros (si i),
a translation likely based on some confusion regarding the Sanskrit khadga, or some other
Indic equivalent, meaning either “sword” or, indeed, “rhinoceros.” Both MPNMSP and
MPNMST concern a sword, and the narrative of MPNMSF makes better sense if we assume
that this story was originally about a precious sidearm. The explanatory material following
each version of the parable is much the same: I assume the Indic text underlying MPNMS*
to have originally understood the object of the king’s desires to be a sword.

99. MPNMS" 887c9-12: fII2 5 i 5l e th A LI, 2 it FUBE 2 Ao HARANRE, B D)1
AR E, AR AR B ROrpe, R B AL Fr.

* Shogozo omits FAISTFETE L
100. MPNMSP 412c14-20; MPNMS' §417.1-16.
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body, akin to what is taught in the Brahmanical Upanisads.'” What is par-
ticularly intriguing is that the Buddha’s teaching about Buddha-nature is
said to have been heard before, when some bodhisattva (Sékyamuni him-
self?) revealed the correct account of the self to an earlier audience. The
inability of sentient beings to comprehend this teaching led to the perpet-
uation of ideas that fall short of the trueself, despite having their origin in
the bodhisattva’s account of precisely that.

The Buddha’s explanation of the parable then provides one of the
boldest statements made in the MPNMS: that at least some ideas about the
self exist in the world not simply through miscomprehension of what was
taught by a Buddha or bodhisattva, but by design:

If a worldly person expounds a self that is in accordance with the dhar-
ma, know that person to be beyond what is worldly; know that in all cases
this is some emanation by a bodhisattva (pusa bianhua F§ES1L: *bodhisat-
tvanirmita) manifested in conformity with conventional discourse ...!"

. the Buddha again said to Kasyapa: all speech, incantations and
treatises; that which is taught by the Tathagata is the root of all of these.'*

MPNMST differs only to say that whatever in the world “is in all ways high-
estdharma” is emanated (sprul pa: Skt. nirmita) by bodhisattvas,'”* and goes
on to list that all treatises (bstan bcos: sastra), spells or “sciences” (rig sngags:
vidya), and incantations (gsang sngang: mantra) are taught by the Buddha.'®
MPNMSP clarifies that these “worldly” persons are common people (fanfu
NFK: #prthagjanas)—in other words, certainly no one who obviously speaks
for Buddhist dharma—and adds that “all discourses, incantations, and
speech” belong to the Buddha and not, as an audience might otherwise

101. This distinction between “intuited” (sahaja) selfhood, assumed by sentient beings
or philosophers, and “speculative” (vikalpita; parikalpita) notions of selfhood, proposed by
one or other philosophical system or school, is proper to Buddhist commentarial literature
of later centuries, regarding which see Eltschinger 2014: 271-275 (especially note 91).

102. My translation disregards a chapter division that appears, and breaks the flow of
this passage, only in MPNMS¥ (887¢18: SC7ii551-/U). Such divisions occur only in this ver-
sion of the MPNMS, and may have been supplied by its Chinese translators. See Blum 2013:
357n131; Shimoda 2015: 160-161.

103. MPNMS" 887c¢16-20: 4 il BRNEILF, R0 R 2l U, 5 B 2 0 e 4
b, BLFEIRHL ... [text omitted; see previous note] ... FHREMEE: —UIF . WU, Glam, 12
Pty UIA.

104. Ruegg (2008: 31) explains what is nirmita (or a nirmana) to be “a second-order ec-
type of its original, first-order, archetype, be the latter a Buddha or high Bodhisattva, who
may emanate or project it as a soteriological device with the purpose of assisting a trainee.”
See also Lamotte 1962: 324-325; also 10.4n66.

105. MPNMS" §418.1-6. These three terms might be intended to reflect the three
branches of Vedic literature beginning with mantra (“liturgies”) and arthavada (“explana-
tions”), though the third, vidhi (“injunctions”), maps only imperfectly onto what seems to
reflect Sanskrit vidya (“sciences,” “knowledges”).
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expect, “to non-Buddhist teachers.”” The claim that “worldly” beings who
speak persuasively about the self are somehow produced by a bodhisattva is
slightly at odds with the main thrust of the parable and of its initial expla-
nation, in which wrong-minded notions of the self are presented as misun-
derstandings of what was once explained correctly by a bodhisattva. The
intriguing conclusion to this material is a reduction of ostensibly non-
Buddhist teaching about the self, where it bears any similarity to what is
taught by the Buddha, to activities by some bodhisattvas.

That broader religious discourse—"“speech, incantations, and treatis-
es”—find their origin in the Buddha or his teachings is a subtly different
idea, which may still relate to “covert” activities of bodhisattva(s). This line
also serves as an introduction to the next topic of the MPNMS: concern
with the esoteric meanings of all different syllables (aksaras), which are said
to have been produced by the Buddha.'”” This is no longer a discussion of
Buddha-nature per se, but reflects still the position that the influence of the
Buddha reaches further than audiences may have thought, to the extent
that the Buddha is somehow responsible for the efficacy of all magical or
ritual language that one might encounter in the broader Indian religious
landscape.

In the next chapter we will encounter another instance of the claim
that non-Buddhist religious discourse—in particular that which pertains
to the self—finds its origin in the activities of Buddhas or bodhisattvas
(see 3.7), and in the final chapter we will revisit the idea that the Buddha’s
influence accounts for ideas and practices not obviously under his purview
(10.4). In the meantime we can conclude that teaching about tathagatagarbha
in the MPNMS culminates in just such a claim: that the proximity of any
ostensibly non-Buddhist account of the self to what is now taught by the
Buddha can be explained with recourse to one of two ideas. The first is
that foreign atmavadin discourse—with echoes of what is taught in the
Upanisads—arrives at a teaching about the self by misremembering what
was taught by some bodhisattva. The second, more ambitiously, contends
that some teachings about the self derive any persuasiveness that they may
have from having been produced by bodhisattvas, such that non-Buddhist
accounts of the self are (re)imagined as stratagems promoted for the pur-
poses of introducing sentient beings to the Buddha’s own, definitive ac-
count of the self, or otherwise the presence of Buddha-nature in all sentient
beings.

106. MPNMSP 412c26-413al: 72 #ha{dESMERL. This version refers to these *prthagjanas
as being bodhisattvanimitta (FFEAHSN). This is likely a mistranslation of precisely -nirmita: a
muddling found otherwise at, for example, T.227[12]564b15, where LiEETH clearly corre-
sponds to a form of nirmita preserved in the Sanskrit Astasahasrika-prajnaparamita (Vaidya
1960: 163; see also Karashima 2011: 308n54). Hence I understand the Indian source for
MPNMSP to have been concerned also with some “emanation(s).” See also Habata 1990:
182-183.

107. MPNMSF 887¢20-889a14; MPNMSP 413a2-414b19; MPNMST §419-436.
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2.6 Self and Absence of Self

For all that we have seen of Buddha-nature articulated in terms of the self,
it is also demonstrably clear that the authors of the MPNMS accepted
Buddhist teaching about not-self apropos of the many and various wrong-
minded notions of the self that circulate in the world. Although a central
claim of the MPNMS is that the revelation of Buddha-nature constitutes a
teaching about the self, it is worth highlighting that the text does not mean
to jettison Buddhist challenges to erroneous notions of such a thing, nor
prior Buddhist teaching about anatman. For example, prior to the simile of
the dizzied man featured in material of MPNMS-dhk (see 2.2), the Buddha’s
audience of monks presents an interpretation of their nairatmyavada posi-
tion, of which the Buddha approves:

In the manner that reeds, grass, and the castor tree have no substance to
them, so also is this body."”® The [notions of] atman, purusa, jiva and so
forth have no substance to them.

The Buddha said to the monks: Like this should you cultivate the
notion of absence of self!'?

Here MPNMST supplies a long list of erroneous, “intuited” notions of the
self (see 2.5, above), likely reflecting the Sanskrit expressions atman (bdag),
sattva (sems can), jiva (srog), pudgala (gang zag), manuja (shed las), manava
(shed bu), and kartr (byed pa po).""® Both MPNMST and MPNMSP share a few
more lines on the same theme: “Just as planting ten million husks of chaff
is pointless, likewise does this body have no self. Just as the blackboard tree
(saptaparna) lacks any fragrance, likewise this body has no self; like this do
we [monks] continuously cultivate the notion that there is no self.”''' Here
MPNMSP adds that the physical body is without self, or any “master” (zhu ¥),
and that it is abandoning a sense of self in regard to all phenomena that
leads to liberation. It is then very clear that the authors of MPNMS-dhk
still adhered firmly to teaching about not-self.

After the passage translated above, MPNMS' adds that absence of
self is akin to the absence of any visible trail left by a bird in the sky.''?

108. The castor bean (also in MPNMS?: ¢ randa) is odorless and tasteless: without, in a
sense, any “essence.”

109. MPNMS" 862a2-a5: R UUH AR IAT BE ST, BBl 3k A S BL
[l e b B Ja SR S IRARHE . Compare MPNMSP 377a25-28; MPNMST §98.

110. MPNMSP supplies a similar list (337a27: $&. A A4 &y B H. #1055 17F), from
which it is harder to reconstruct specific Indic terms. See Zacchetti 2005: 327nn5-8.

111. MPNMS'§99.1-5: dper gsol na phub ma skon pa bye ma snyed bor ba ni cir yang mi gees pa
de bzhin du / lus di la yang bdag ma mchis so // dper gsol na / kha sral gyi me tog la dri bda’ ba ma
mchis pa de bzhin du lus di la yang bdag ma mchis te / de ltar bdag cag gis bdag ma mchis pa’i du shes
bsgoms te / mang du bgyis lags so / Compare MPNMSP 377b1-5.

112. MPNMS" §99.12-15; compare MPNMSP 377b5-6. This image is surely very old,
and can be found also in the Dhammapada, where it describes the status of an arhat (v.7.92—
93; von Hintiber and Norman 1994: 26).
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This foreshadows material found in all forms of MPNMS-tg, which in
MPNMSF—and concerning now Buddha-nature—runs as follows: “In the
manner that lack of divine vision means that one cannot see the trail left
by a bird in the sky, by not yet being rid of afflictions one cannot see for
oneself the nature of the Tathagata (412K 214) in one’s own body. Hence
do I teach for them absence of self. For the purpose of [clearing] afflictions,
I explain my cryptic teaching,'” regarding which sentient beings who lack
divine vision impute the [false, worldly] self.”""* In corresponding material,
MPNMSP clarifies that sentient beings without divine vision impute the
self while not knowing the true self, otherwise their Buddha-nature
(*tathagatadhatu), while MPNMST states instead that sentient beings can-
not see the existence of their “supreme essence” (snying po’i mchog). The
salient point in all of the above is that the MPNMS does not deny the value
of Buddhist teaching about absence of self in regard to any number of
erroneous notions of such a thing. But while the constitution of sentient
beings is otherwise so much ephemera, such that there exists no “worldly”
self, MPNMS-tg clarifies that all sentient beings nevertheless have “within”
their person the tathagatagarbha, which might otherwise be correctly called
their (true) self.

The atmavada articulation of Buddha-nature in the MPNMS comes
with an important caveat. At one juncture, and amid articulation of its
tathagatagarbha doctrine, MPNMS-tg evokes by name the prajaaparamita
tradition, and with it refers to selfhood and absence of self as “nondual”
(advaya). The idea that self and not-self are two sides of the same concep-
tual coin is one that will raise its head elsewhere in other tathagatagarbha
sources (e.g., 7.3—4), but is something of a departure from the otherwise
very pronounced atmavadin orientation of the MPNMS. Due to its rela-
tive clarity—especially in regard to what appear to be references to
other Buddhist texts—we consider this material as it is preserved in
MPNMS™:

Foolish persons cling to the view that the Buddha’s teaching about ab-
sence of self means that all phenomena are without self; the wise know
that the existence of the self and absence of self are non-dual; such is the
nature of those who are wise. In the “discourse that gathers together all

113. Our other versions suggest that absence of self constitutes a cryptic utterance
(MPNMSP fli %2 MPNMS' dgongs pa’i tshig gis bdag med), behind which lies the Buddha’s
account of the tathagatagarbha; see 9.2.

114. MPNMS" 890a7-al0: AR AREZAFILHEARIR, BUEREAE A IA . 2l
BT P G i i D G O e e SN T e

“Yuan/Ming/Palace/Shogozo A = T A %

Compare MPNMSP 415¢14-17; MPNMS' §451. Elsewhere the MPNMS ascribes the
vision proper to a Buddha (foyan f#il}}) to followers of the Mahayana, perhaps by virtue of
accepting (though not yet seeing) their Buddha-nature: see MPNMS" 876b20-25; MPNMS®
397b22-27; MPNMS" §307. The example of the bird’s trail appears also in the AMS; see 3.4.
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merits” (*Sarvapunyasamuccayasutra)'® 1 have taught the tathagatagarbha,
which is praised by limitless Buddhas, and so it should be understood
that the existence and absence of the self are non-dual. Good son, from
the [above named] discourse, and from the *Prajiiaparamita-mahasutra,"
and this [current] illumination of the entry into non-duality, reflect on
my teaching concerning the non-duality of the existence and absence
of self.V?

The first sutralisted here may refer to a text by a similar name (Sarvapunya-
samuccayasamadhisitra) preserved in two Chinese translations, one Tibetan
version, and in a number of Gandhar1 fragments."® Among these we do
find the very similar claim that self and absence of self are “the same”
(though not strictly that they are “nondual”)."? Meanwhile some instances
of prajiaparamita literature do indeed promote the idea that self and not-
self are “nondual,”® and even—in at least superficial agreement with
MPNMS-dhk—that the Buddha can be called “the self.”'?! This is one of a

115. Blum (2013: 244; 357n124) suggests that this is likely the MPNMS referring to its
own content; however, see the discussion below my translation, and also Radich 2015a:
42-45.

116. MPNMS" i I8 S ORAE; MPNMSP BEEGBCE I 4 5AE; MPNMS' shes rab kyi pha rol
tu phyin pa’i mdo chen po.

117. MPNMS" §400.9-20: byis pa rnams ni sangs rgyas kyis bdag med par gsungs pa la chos
thams cad bdag med par ‘dzin to // shes rab can rnams kyis ni bdag yod pa dang / bdag med pa gnyis su
med par shes te / de ni shes rab can rnams kyi rang bzhin yin no // de bzhin gshegs pa’i snying po dpag
tu med pa sangs rgyas kyis bsngags pa ni bsod nams thams cad bsdus pa’i mdo las ngas bstan te / bdag
yod pa dang bdag med pa gnyis su med par gzung bar bya'o // rigs kyi bu bsod nams thams cad bsdus
pa’i mdo dang / shes rab kyi pha rol tu phyin pa’i mdo chen po las / gnyis su med pa la jug pa’i snang
ba de nyid las bdag yod pa dang / bdag med pa gnyis su med par ngas bstan pa de rjes su dran par gyis
shig // Compare MPNMSF 886b17-25; MPNMSP 411a2—411a8.

118. Regarding these translations (e.g., T.381-382), see also Radich 2015a: 43nn78-79.
The Gandhari text is edited and discussed in Harrison et al. 2016.

119. For example, T.382(12)999226-27: FLEL MK —{HF4%. See Habata 1992: 161.

120. Most reminiscent of this passage is the Suvikrantavikramiparipyccha-prajiaparamitd
(Hikata 1958: 20.17-23): samdhaya nirdistam: yo hy advayam atmanam prajanati, sa buddham
dharmam prajanati ... atmabhavam sa bhavayati sarvadharmanam, yendadvayaparijiaya
sarvadharmah parijiatah, atmasvabhavaniyata hi sarvadharmah ... advayadharmaparijiaya
buddhadharmaparijiia, atmaparijiiaya sarvatraidhatukaparijiia ([1 have] taught obliquely that he
who knows that the selfis non-dual knows both the Buddha and dharma ... he cultivates a self
(or perhaps “character” atmabhdava) that consists of all dharmas; because the knowledge that
is non-dual understands all dharmas, all dharmas are by nature established in the/one’s self
(@tmasvabhavaniyata) ... after knowing the non-duality of dharmas there is knowledge of the
dharmas of the Buddha; after knowing the/one’s self there is knowledge of all that is within
the three-fold world.) This text employs the rhetoric of paradox as well as the Buddha’s use
of oblique or cryptic (samdhaya) utterance—with meaning or intent not clear to his audi-
ence—though in a manner that can be distinguished, I believe, from what we find in the
tathagatagarbhaliterature (see 9.2). See also Conze 1978: 56—58; Zacchetti 2015: 197.

121. Saptasatika-prajiaparamita (Masuda 1930: 221.7-9): yasyaitad adhivacanam atmeti
tasyaitad adhivacanam buddha iti (That which is denoted by “self” is that which is denoted by
“Buddha”). The passage goes on to state that this is so because the Buddha, like the self, is
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couple of instances in which the MPNMS shifts its tone to promote the
nondual nature of different teachings.'” Yet even in these passages the
MPNMS privileges an account of the presence of something: in the passage
translated above it is not the tathagatagarbha that is under scrutiny but rath-
er the “foolish” interpretation of nairatmyavada discourse that understood
there to be nothing worthy of being called the self. The point, I believe, is
that Buddha-nature was not explicitly taught in the other texts that the
MPNMS names, but is rather the enigmatic, kataphatic complement, revealed
only now, to Buddhist teachings about not-self with respect to all worldly
phenomena.

All versions of the MPNMS—employing subtly different phrasing—
also express that the presence of Buddha-nature in all sentient beings
amounts to a “middle way” between extreme positions: according to
MPNMSP this is a middle way between eternalism and annihilationism
(see 1.3); in MPNMST it is explained to be the Mahayanist account of how,
in spite of teachings about the conditioned nature of phenomena, there
can be no destruction of the self.'” I suggest that these passages reflect
a desire on the part of authors to contextualize Buddha-nature teaching
in the wider Mahayana tradition, and square what they teach with some
interpretation of prajiaparamita literature, with which affirmations
about Buddha-nature sit somewhat uncomfortably. Otherwise, as we have
seen at length (2.3-5), the MPNMS declares that tathagatagarbha is some-
thing of a corrective to existing understanding about absence of self;
we shall see later that it was a significant concern of later works in the
tathagatagarbha corpus that they address tension between Buddha-nature
teaching and the decidedly apophatic character of the prajiaparamita tra-
dition (see 9.5).

2.7 Buddha-nature in Dharmaksema’s MPNMSP+

As discussed above (2.1), we have reason to doubt that material following
the end of the common core of the MPNMS—presentonlyin Dharmaksema’s
translation, which I am calling MPNMSP+—was composed in India.'** We
lack any Sanskrit fragments of this material, or any reference to its content
in a source that is of Indian origin. As Chinese tradition holds that this
material was recovered by Dharmaksema in Central Asia, it is possible that
itwas composed there, or even that Dharmaksema was himself its author.'?

something that cannot be discerned or apprehended (ibid., 222.6-223.2). See Conze 1978:
98-60; Zacchetti 2015: 197-198.
122. See also (in MPNMS-dhk) MPNMSF 866a21-b19; MPNMSP 383a2-b4; MPNMS' §146.
123. MPNMSP 405b6-10; MPNMS" §356.15-16. Compare also MPNMS" 882a9-12.
124. See, however, 2.1n8.
125. The position of Hodge (2010/2012: 27-29). We need not go this far, but I agree
that there is no good reason to hold that MPNMSP+ was produced by the same Indian milieu
responsible for the rest of the MPNMS (ibid., 25-27); see also 2.1n8.
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Suspending the issue of where MPNMSP+ originated, and with close attention
to the manner in which this material elaborates its account of Buddha-
nature, it looks all but certain that the author(s) of MPNMSP+ did not be-
long to the same intellectual milieu as those responsible for the rest of the
MPNMS.

Material of MPNMSP+ is known for having been thought to redeem
some persons, called icchantikas (yichanti —[E#2), who in the core MPNMS
seemed to be denied the potential for buddhahood, in spite of the seem-
ingly “universalist” message of the text as a whole.'*® MPNMSP+ states in
clear terms that the icchantika is not beyond the attainment of awakening,
because they do indeed possess the nature of a Buddha.'* In a themati-
cally similar vein, MPNMSP+ is known also for an account of the redemp-
tion of the patricidal king Ajatasatru.'® A further interesting feature is
that MPNMSP+ makes frequent reference to the doctrine of the single ve-
hicle (yisheng —7f€: Skt. ekayana)—integral to the Saddharmapundarika
(SP)—which though no doubt known to the MPNMS (the core text men-
tions the SP by name; see 2.1) is not mentioned in any of its undeniably In-
dian content.'®

The content of MPNMSP+ is vast and varied. Much of its material con-
cerning Buddha-nature is repetitive, and does not provide much clarity
regarding it beyond what we find in the “core” material of the MPNMS.
Significantly, even if MPNMSP+ was originally composed in some Indic
language, it does not appear that the Chinese in which it survives reflects
usage of the term tathagatagarbha in the sense understood by the core
MPNMS: tathagatagarbha (WH), referring to the presence of Buddha-
nature (ffif%) that is somehow “within” sentient beings. Like MPNMSP (i.e.,
the content of Dharmaksema’s translation, or T.374, that precedes

126. Admonishment of icchantikas runs, at greatest length, through MPNMS" 891c8—
894al; MPNMSP 417b25-420c15; MPNMS! §468-498. The tone of this material is that the
icchantikas cannot reap the benefits of the MPNMS as a powerful sitra that reveals the
tathagatagarbha, cleanses afflictions, and inspires the intention to achieve awakening
(bodhicitta). Interpretation of this material in China—across MPNMS and MPNMSP+—is
played out in the biography of Daosheng, regarding which see Liebenthal 1955: 303-308.

For more regarding the icchantika, see Karashima 2007. It is clear that this expression
underwent development before its use in the RGVV (see 7.3), and in the MPNMS is used to
designate individuals who rejected the Mahayana as presented by it.

127. MPNMS"+, 519b19-21: 45— MRS A PhE, HRLE A E =, RIFA B — MR, D
ANEEAPEN, BIME =58, M =2, 4—R$E (If an icchantika were to have faith in the exis-
tence of Buddha-nature, know that he will not descend into the three bad [destinies], and
also is then not called an icchantika. By not believing in the existence of the Buddha-nature
one falls into the three bad [destinies]; falling into these, he is called icchantika).

128. See Radich 2011: 33-41.

129. For example, MPNMSP+ 524c14-15: — 3 44 Ryl itk U8, it — V0 A= 284
% (The single vehicle is called Buddha-nature: hence do I teach that all sentient beings pos-
sess Buddha-nature). One occurrence of what may refer to the ekayana—not found in either
other version of the core MPNMS, or in any surviving Sanskrit fragments—is MPNMSP
383a25.
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MPNMSP+), much is made of the “secret store of the tathagata” (e.g., WA
%), but this now seems to refer to all that is taught across the MPNMS
rather than just Buddha-nature, which MPNMSP+ always refers to as foxing
P12 Yet there is no question that the articulation of Buddha-nature
thinking in MPNMSP* at once inherits and develops what was taught in the
core MPNMS. For example, when MPNMSP+ describes the Buddha mirac-
ulously radiating a number of colored lights, we are told that “in each light
was proclaimed the secret store of the Tathagata: saying that all sentient
beings possess Buddha-nature.”'® Elsewhere MPNMSP+ unpacks the con-
tent of this “secret store”: that all sentient beings possess Buddha-nature;
that there is no discrimination between the Buddha, dharma, and sangha;
that the characteristics of these three jewels are precisely permanence,
bliss, selfhood, and purity, and that Buddhas do not finally enter nirvana
as if it were some other plane of existence, but are rather permanent and
unchanging.'*?

On several occasions MPNMSP+ alludes to discussion of Buddha-
nature found in the core MPNMS: it refers briefly to the examples of the
treasure buried beneath a house and of the wrestler with the lost jewel (see
2.4).1%% But elsewhere its account of Buddha-nature is distinctive: MPNMSP+
states that Buddha-nature is “like space,” and can otherwise be identified with
kindness or compassion.'** These identifications are unlike anything found
in the core MPNMS, and do not receive much clarification in MPNMSP+
itself. Moreover, while it appears that the author(s) of MPNMSP+ accepted

130. Dharmaksema’s preference for this expression is well demonstrated by Habata
(2015b: 191); in the curious doctrinal abecedary that appears late in the MPNMS (see
2.51n107; also 8.2n11), we are told that the syllable ga stands for “tathagatagarbha® (MPNMS"
§426.6-7); in MPNMSP (413c3) ga is taken to refer to the existence of foxing f#1, where an
Indian text would have surely referred to (lathagata)garbha.

131. MPNMS®+ 430a2-3: AW St WAl i 2 i &5 vt 2 B A ik

182. MPNMSP+ 487a15-18: a5 AN, TiifEf R Bral FLA R 2 i — D)l LA Hhik,
s IR ZER, SRR 4. 3R, TR, —UIRE O AR N AR W

@ T ik = Yuan/Ming/Palace 3%

The text then elaborates that the nirvana of the Buddha is neither “being” nor
“absence,” “created” nor “uncreated,” “contaminated” nor “uncontaminated,” and so on.
Such interest in oppositions between “xand not-x” is not a primary theme in the earlier, defi-
nitely Indian MPNMS (which nevertheless features some discussion of “nonduality”; see
2.6), but is a hallmark of MPNMSP+; see also 7.3.

133. MPNMSP+ 523¢c15-23; 572b8-9; then 572b6-7. A curious detail is that this allusion
to the example of the buried treasure refers only to a person who is informed that his/her
house has gold buried beneath it; that is, it agrees with the content of MPNMS', and not the
parable found in MPNMSP, which concerned—more convolutedly—a woman and her son
(see 2.3n63).

134. MPNMSP* 45618 (BRI WIKHES); 456b21-22 (Z&H 2 A #E). Other teach-
ings unique to MPNMSP+ (though they are not identified as such) are discussed by Liu
(1982: 68-69; translating MPNMSP+ 574b15-20), including a passage in which Buddha-
nature is said to possess various concentrations (samadhis), but lack action, afflictions, the
skandhas, and the twelve stages of dependent origination. The comparison of Buddha-nature
to space is referenced in Dol po pa’s RC; see Hopkins 2006: 83.
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the idea that all sentient beings have what is called “Buddha-nature,” they
developed a different account of how far this should be articulated as a
teaching about the self."*

At the expense of further discussion of Buddha-nature, MPNMSP"+ at-
tends more to the four positive counterparts to the distorted views: that
something is permanent, the self, blissful, and pure. These, however, are
taken to refer to the status of a fully awakened being: in other words, close
to the use of these positive terms reflected in material of MPNMS-dhk
(see 2.2). Crucially, MPNMSP+ exhibits some reluctance to extend the lan-
guage of selfhood to Buddha-nature, or what is proper to all sentient be-
ings: when the text lists six aspects of Buddha-nature, these are
“permanence, purity, reality, goodness, visibility, and reality/truth” (omit-
ting “self”); only a couple of lines later is the Buddha himself described in
terms of permanence, bliss, selfhood, and purity.””® We see this also when
the Buddha is questioned by the “six masters” of non-Buddhist systems,
who are better known from forms of the Samannaphalasutta (e.g.,
DN.I1.47)."%7 The Buddha states that notions of (worldly) selfhood are un-
tenable, but explains that the Buddha himself is atman due to (in short)
his “limitlessness” (wubian #£i5), and so his non-Buddhist interlocutors
accept his teaching."”® Elsewhere we encounter a lengthy list of arguments,
attributed to these same non-Buddhist teachers, for the existence of the
self, followed only lines later by a series of responses from the Buddha re-
garding absence of self in all phenomena, which makes no mention of
Buddha-nature.” In short, MPNMSP+ exhibits a greater focus on the
Buddha as somehow worthy of being called the self, and some caution
about promoting the idea that this language is appropriate with respect to
anything proper to lowly sentient beings.

In one instance MPNMSP+ falls in line with what we find in the core
MPNMS: the Buddha contests to an audience of Brahmanas that he does
not, contrary to their accusations, teach a kind of annihilationist view

(duanjian i 5):

I do not teach that all sentient beings are without a self! I constantly teach
that all sentient beings possess Buddha-nature; is Buddha-nature not the
self? Hence, I have not taught an annihilationist view.

135. MPNMSP+ adds other interesting details, and states that one can come to “see”
one’s Buddha-nature by copying and rec1t1ng the sitra; MPNMSP+ 487b19-20: FE/2 4857, il
A, RAER L. 5 A Ayfhe el JOMEREE, RISz .

a Thh = Yuan/Ming/Palace A

136. MPNMSP+ 513a3—4: MEEA7N ..., i =8 JUE, fE R, 7NH 513a6-T:
AR RLE B AR, 5 449 7F . This material is referenced in the RC; see Hopkins 2006: 64.

137. Regarding other versions of this narrative, see Vogel 1970; MacQueen 1988.

138. MPNMSP+ 544c11-21. See also Ruegg 1989a: 21-23.

139. MPNMSP+ 444¢22-445a20, and responses at 446b16—447a9.
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All sentient beings do not see Buddha-nature, hence [I teach] imper-
manence, absence of self, unpleasantness, and impurity; because of this
is it said that I teach an annihilationist view.'*°

The Buddha uses an account of the self to defend the dharma from its crit-
ics, and in the process converts rival religious authorities to it. But with the
important exception of the passage just cited, MPNMSP+ does not usually
associate selfhood with Buddha-nature at all so much as with the figure or
achievement of the Buddha himself. Far more typical is the following,
which follows just lines after the passage translated above: “Good son, this
Buddha-nature is in truth not the self; for the benefit of sentient beings is
it called the self.... Buddha-nature is absence of self, [but] the Tathagata
teaches the self [for the sake of some audiences]: because of his permanence,
the Tathagata is the self, but he teaches absence of self, because he has
achieved sovereignty.”'*! This reads as if the authors of MPNMSP+ were
uncomfortable with the idea that sentient beings possess something that
could rightly be called the self, even if the Buddha is prepared to teach this
in order to educate certain audiences. More central to MPNMSP+, we dis-
cover, is the Buddha’s own “selfhood” by virtue of his power or “sovereignty”
(zizai EIff: perhaps related to Skt. aisvarya; see also 4.3). Elsewhere
MPNMSP+ tells us that the Buddha’s “great nirvana” (daniepan KiEE) is the
realization of a “great self” (dawo KF: Skt. *mahatman), which is character-
ized by “great sovereignty” (dazizai KHETE) that consists of eight kinds of
power. Someone possessing the great self is able to (1) manifest many bod-
ies and (2) travel the grand “trichiliocosm” of worlds (sangian dagian shijie
=T RTHH: evoking Skt. trisahasramahasahasralokadhatu) freely while
(3) possessing neither lightness nor heaviness; (4) by one-pointedness of
mind endow his consciousness to multiple bodies; (5) by each sense organ
perceive (“synesthetically”) any type of sense datum; (6) apprehend all
dharmas (but without having the erroneous notion of there being any dharmas
to apprehend!); (7) expound all teachings (though in reality, we are also
told, none properly exist), and (8) pervade all places, like space."*?

140. MPNMS + 525a21-25: TIRARE VIR EBMA K, R EH DR ERG M. M
PEF SARTRAR? DR, TG L — VIR EAS BB, SO TR eSS, M, R4
ot T L

* Song/Yuan/Ming/Palace omit R,

141. MPNMSP+ 525a28-b6: 15 557, SEMtEH, BaAkEh, Z0at i, sisa stk ... EAEER,
sk DILHET, sl @dk, miai#dk, S HE7EH. Regarding the use of this material in Bu
ston’s DzG, see Ruegg 1973: 113-114, 123-124; also 1989a: 22-23.

142. MPNMSP+ 502¢c13-503a22. See also H. Nakamura (1980: 1103b), who associates
these with a set of eight powers from Yoga and (later) Vedanta tradition. MPNMSP+ may
have intended something like the set of eight powers (siddhis), beginning with the ability
to assume a minute size, found in Patanjali’s Yogasutra (3.45; see Feuerstein 1979: 118) and
subsequently unpacked in the Yogabhdsya of Vyasa (fourth century?); see, for example, R. S.
Bhattacharya 1975. An influential (but very different) list of the Buddha’s powers is found
in the Dasabhumikasutra; see, for example, Vaidya 1967: 45.7-15.
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Some final extracts from MPNMSP+ highlight differences between the
doctrine of this material and the antecedent content of MPNMS-tg, but
also echo the positions of some other tathagatagarbha works, to which we
turn in later chapters, that must postdate the Indian MPNMS. MPNMSP+
makes an important distinction between declaring that the Buddha him-
self can be discussed in terms of selfhood, and what—Dby virtue of their
Buddha-nature—can be said about sentient beings: “The Tathagata, being
permanent, is called the self. The dharmakaya of the Tathagata is without
limit, obstruction, origin, or destruction, and is endowed with the eight
types of sovereignty, so is called the self. Sentient beings do not in reality
have such a self or what is of the self; only because they will certainly attain
emptiness in the ultimate sense (R evoking, if not translating,
Skt. paramarthasunyata) is there said to be ‘Buddha-nature.” ”"** Comprehen-
sion of emptiness (Sunyatd) is not a theme that dominates the reliably In-
dian content of the MPNMS (see, however, 9.5). Otherwise the claim that
selfhood is a property of the Buddha—but not of sentient beings—is an
important feature of MPNMSP+. We also read that “all sentient beings do
not yet have all the qualities of a Buddha [including] permanence, bliss,
selfhood, and purity.”"** This neatly encompasses the position of MPNMSP+:
that talk of the self is appropriate with regard to the Buddha, but that this
language is not appropriate in an account of Buddha-nature, in descrip-
tion of that which is proper to the nature of sentient beings.

In summary, MPNMSP+ teaches Buddha-nature in a manner that is
conspicuously distinct from the core material of MPNMS-tg, to the extent
that the author(s) of MPNMSP+, whoever they were, express some discom-
fort with the atmavdadin orientation of what came before them. They do not
share the aim of the MPNMS to explain and defend how possession of
Buddha-nature equates to the Buddha’s revelation of the true self, and instead
step away from presenting this as anything like a revision of nairatmyavada
discourse that characterized the Buddha’s earlier teachings. Undoubtedly
MPNMSP+ requires further study on its own terms, apart from any confla-
tion with the core MPNMS. In the meantime it is enough to remember that
MPNMSP+ may not be of Indian origin, or at least that it likely did not
originate in the same intellectual milieu as that which produced the
atmavadin account of Buddha-nature articulated in MPNMS-tg.

2.8 Conclusions

This chapter has taken as authoritative Radich’s argument that the MPNMS
likely represents our earliest available account of the tathagatagarbha, which

148. MPNMSP+ 556¢11-14: Unsfesid 4 2 gk . wnseis & s MmN E. AL 19\ H
1, R4 HR. BB EIRE IR KUY, EUALE S5 —285, 4. See also Liu
1982: 71.

144. MPNMSP+ 572b21-22: — Vg AEBRAE KA — V)i . 46, &, %
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may have its origins in an internalization of the Buddha’s lasting essence
(buddhadhatu)—otherwise held to reside in a stipa—in the constitution of
every sentient being. We have supposed also that the notion of the internal-
ized Buddha-nature developed from a particular account of the Buddha
found in MPNMS-dhk, in which the Buddha is said to exist permanently
and beyond the world of conditioned entities or events, and so to somehow
constitute what could be called atman. To complement this, MPNMS-tg
teaches the internalization of some “essence” of the Buddha, which denotes
a permanence and indestructability apart from the physical body; each sen-
tient being is imagined as the locus for a new and properly transcendent
Buddha: in other words, Buddhas as they are venerated already in MPNMS-
dhk. The claim that each sentient being has the chamber (garbha) for such
an essence, as Radich has contended (see 1.3), could be understood also as
an account of the “womb” (garbha also) from which a prospective future
Buddha might eventually emerge.

Before we leave the MPNMS, attention must be given to a hypothesis of
Stephen Hodge, who has written eruditely regarding the relationship be-
tween the term atman and the categories tathagatagarbha and buddhadhatu
in MPNMS-tg. Based on the distribution of what seems to represent the
expression atman across our various translations, Hodge has contended
that the expressions tathagatagarbha and buddhadhatu may have begun their
life in the MPNMS as glosses—perhaps interlinear additions to early Indi-
an manuscripts—that were later absorbed into the main text to clarify or
even transform what was meant when the MPNMS taught that sentient be-
ings “have atman.” His hypothesis is that passages of MPNMS-tg originally
promoted—very simply—a doctrine of the self, which only later was revised
in terms of what we are calling Buddha-nature: first the presence of the
(buddha)dhatu, and then tathagatagarbha.'*® This hypothesis is attractive
bearing in mind (1) the irregular distribution of what seem to be the terms
tathagatagarbha, buddhadhatu, and atman across available forms of the text,
but also (2) the fact that MPNMS-dhk introduces the idea that the Buddha
himself can be described in terms of the self, before material of MPNMS-tg
teaches about the presence, in all sentient beings, of Buddha-nature.

However, it could be argued that some essential element (indeed, some
“dhatu”) is missing from this hypothesis. My proposal, after Hodge, is that
MPNMS-tg may well have originally featured a greater reliance on the lan-
guage of selfhood—what we find, for example, in the objections voiced by
the bodhisattva Kasyapa (see 2.4)—but that such an apparent departure
from established Buddhist teaching had to emerge in tandem with another
idea. Seeing as the framework of the MPNMS is indeed the Buddha’s (ap-
parent) death, and other accounts of this event usually entail a discussion of
what happens to his relics, MPNMS-tg could reinvent the distribution of the
Buddha’s postmortem remains into an account of that which is enduring

145. Hodge 2010/2012: 42—-43, 52-54.
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and indestructible in any sentient being, and which in each instance can
foreshadow the realization of a new Buddha.'*® This was the buddhadhatu;
no longer resident at the stipa but enigmatically present in the constitution
of every sentient being (i.e., the tathagatagarbha; see also 1.3). The Buddha-
nature idea—imagined as a new account of the location of the Buddha’s
abiding nature—bridges the conceptual gap between the experience of lib-
eration as the achievement of the self, otherwise an enduring state of free-
dom and power, and the claim thatin every sentient being there is something
precious and permanent, some “dhatu,” that might otherwise deserve to be
called the self that is enigmatically present throughout transmigration.

We have then a preliminary answer to why MPNMS-tg couched its form
of Buddha-nature teaching in terms of the self of sentient beings: that the
status of a Buddha could be described in terms of atman gave license, at the
birth of the tathagatagarbha tradition, to the affirmation that something
that could be called atman—enduring, indestructible, and uncreated—
must exist in the constitution of sentient beings in general (see 10.3). Such
a self is “about” any sentient being but also nowhere to be found by them;
the self and its grandeur are manifested in the person of a Buddha, which
any diligent bodhisattva strives to become. This reflects a new perspective
on Buddhist soteriology: liberation becomes an achievement possible for
anyone, the cause of which is extant already, albeit imperceptibly, in the
constitution of all sentient beings. While authors of the MPNMS still valued
the nairatmyavada discourse of earlier and wider Buddhist tradition, they
had also at their disposal an account of that which persists across rebirth
and can eventually, with effort, enjoy liberation from it (see 10.4).

Among other benefits, Buddha-nature teaching provided Buddhist
authors with an affirmative response to atmavada-oriented interlocutors—
exhibited most clearly in the parable of the lost sword—and their perhaps
persuasive sermons about what it is that survives through transmigration
and is the basis, in all beings, for release from it. And yet an innovation
such as this clearly came at a cost: MPNMS-tg shows awareness that its ideas
invited, and surely received, substantial criticism. We will see that Buddha-
nature articulated as a teaching about the self was rejected by later Indian
authors, who developed the expression tathagatagarbha apart from any claim
that this in any way corrects or succeeds teachings about absence of self.
Nevertheless, as we shall explore in the next two chapters, the MPNMS was
not the only Mahayana text to develop and defend the idea that Buddha-
nature constitutes a definitive account of what is enduring and valuable in
the constitution of any sentient being.

146. See Strong 2004: 98-123.
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CHAPTER 3

The Angulimaliyasutra and the
Essential Self

3.1 The Text

After the MPNMS, what may be next in the relative chronology of
tathagatagarbha works—at least those concerned with an atmavadin form of
it—is the Mahayana Angulimaliyasiutra (AMS), which has received little
attention in modern scholarship. We possess two versions of the AMS, and
(to date) no Sanskrit fragments of it. The Chinese version of the text
(T.120: Yangjuemoluo jing R 42 BEAEAS; henceforth AMS®) was translated by
Gunabhadra RIEFEAE (394-468 CE).! The Tibetan translation (e.g.,
D.213, Q.879: Sor mo’i phreng ba la phen pa zhes bya ba theg pa chen po’i mdo;
henceforth AMST) was produced in the late eighth or early ninth century,
and is attributed in its colophon to Dharmatasila, Sékyaprabha, and the
enigmatically named Tong Acarya.?

After work by Takasaki (1974: 191-233), the greatest attention shown
to the AMS has been by Kazuo Kano (2000) and Takayasu Suzuki (1999a;
1999b; 2000a; 2000b; 2014), with contributions also by Ichijo Ogawa (1999;
2001) and Lambert Schmithausen (2003).®> An absence of greater scholarly
attention to the AMS may be due to the lack of interest Buddhist commen-
tators seem to have shown the text in the intervening centuries. References
to the AMS do appear in some later Indian works, though for the most part

1. An English translation of AMS®—together with translations of some other
tathagatagarbha works—is that by Rulu (#1%), published online (http://www.sutrasmantras
.info; also in print, 2016). While there is no doubt great merit to making Chinese Buddhist
materials accessible to a wider audience, these translations lack strong philological ground-
ing and are, in some places, misleading.

2. Kano (2000: 75-76n4) notes how the colophon of the Tabo edition records that the
Tibetan translation relied upon both a Sanskrit manuscript and, where this Sanskrit was
lacking, a Chinese translation. The Tabo edition is the only one to call this Tong Acarya an
Indian pandita (rgya gar gyi mkhan po), whereas others instead refer to him as a “Chinese
translator” (rgya’i lo tsha ba). See also Radich 2015a: 62n127.

3. An overview of AMS’, informed by Tibetan reception of Buddha-nature teaching, is
Brunnholzl 2014: 20-22.
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these show interest not in its account of the tathagatagarbha so much as its
prescription of vegetarianism.* Perhaps most significant is the Lankava-
tarasutra (LAS), which lists the AMS after the MPNMS in its knowledge of
suitras that teach abstention from meat, which makes it likely that its authors
knew the AMS vis-a-vis Buddha-nature also.” The longest Indian quotation
of the AMS is found in the Tibetan translation of Bodhibhadra’s tenth-
century Jiianasarasamuccaya-nibandhana, which we will consider below (3.7).
The AMS belongs to the MPNMS-group of sutras, and shares with the
MPNMS—among other features—a prophecy about the disappearance of
the Buddha’s dharma eighty years after the reemergence of the text in which
the prophecy features (see 2.1, 10.2).° The AMS appears to be more heavily
indebted to the MPNMS than to the remaining tathagatagarbha-oriented
text in this group, the *Mahabheriharakasutra (MBhS). Suzuki has contend-
ed that some language used in the AMS (pertaining to “a teacher of what
is beneficial™: *hitopadestr; see 3.1) appears less developed here than in the
MBS, and so argues for a relatively early date for the AMS.” There is little
else to help determine the relative ages of these two works, although both
advance different aspects of Buddha-nature thought visible already in the
MPNMS. What is certainly the case is that the AMS develops more themes
from the MPNMS than the comparatively short MBhS, and so is perhaps more
accurately imagined as the direct successor to their mutual predecessor.
Like the MPNMS, the AMS also records that it was sometimes known
as a mahdasutra, or specifically “the very extensive mahasitra of he who wields
the sword” (*Mahavaipulya-Sastradhara-mahasutra?),® a fitting title given the
narrative’s preoccupation with violence.” Some of this violence has to do
with the serial killer Angulimala, the eponymous “protagonist” of the AMS,

4. See 3.5. Regarding vegetarianism in the MPNMS, see, for example, MPNMS*
868c28-25: i1, A4 HRE BT A IERPY; SGERE, WEIEMEE A (Good son, from
this day I restrict my disciples, and do not permit them to eat meat; when one obtains an
offering of meat, always should one think of it as if it were the flesh of one’s own son). Com-
pare MPNMSP 386al1-14; MPNMS' §173. See also Kano 2000: 58-59; Schmithausen 2002:
315-323; 2003: 21-46; and Schmithausen forthcoming.

5. Nanjio 1923: 258.4-5: hastikaksye mahameghe nirvanangulimalike lankavatarasitre ca
maya mamsam vivarjitam. See also 8.1nb. Regarding other Indian texts that mention the
AMS, see Kano 2000: 58.

6. In its own prophecy the AMS states how remarkably difficult it will be, during the
decline of the dharma, for anyone to teach about the permanence of the Buddha’s existence
or the existence of the tathagatagarbha (AMS® 537c17-538c7; AMS' D.213, 189a2-191a6;
Q.879, 196b4-198b7).

7. T. Suzuki 2000b: 157-158; see also 3.1.

8. AMS' D.213, 126a4; Q.879, 133b6: shin tu rgyas pa chen po’i mdo sde chen po mishon cha
thogs pa; also AMS® 512b: $@I K T5 BE4L. See Habata 1994.

9. Regarding justification of violence in defense of the dharma, see AMS® 521b27-c24;
AMS' D.213, 142b7-143a3; Q.879, 150al-5. The MPNMS also endorses the protection of
monks by armed devotees (e.g., MPNMSF 867a12-27; MPNMS® 384a19-b11; MPNMS' §153—
154); see Habata 2018: 242—-244; also Kano 2016: 4-5nl1.
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known otherwise from (for example) the Pali Angulimalasutia (MN.IL97-106)."
Like the MPNMS, the AMS reimagines what was likely an already well-
established Buddhist narrative framework to deliver an account of the bo-
dhisattva path, as well as a defense of its own formulation of the Buddha-
nature idea. Much of this is delivered by the Buddha himself, though a
great deal of the teaching is done also by Angulimala, who receives questions
from esteemed arhats, bodhisattvas, and deities (in a manner reminiscent
of the celebrated Vimalakirtinirdesasitra). The AMS is hence not only another
reimagining of a preexisting Buddhist story but moreover—in a form com-
mon also to the Sﬂmdlddevisimhanddasatm (SDS)—involves the exposition
of Buddhist dharma by a figure who is not ostensibly a likely spokesperson
for it.

Though it is a less prominent theme than in the MPNMS, the AMS
also discusses the Buddha’s dharmakaya, again, in contrast to the Buddha’s
physical form, and in a manner reminiscent of what we encountered in the
previous chapter: “The Tathagata is without bones or sinew; how can he have
bodily remains or relics? Lacking any relics, the dharmakdaya that is supreme
in methods is the inconceivable Buddha: inconceivable is the Tathagata. In
order that those who lack faith are led to faith, the Buddha strategically
deposits [in the world] his relics; for the sake of making a stipa, he deposits
his relics.”'! The establishment of icons, we are told, was a means of vener-
ating deities that was already practiced by other cults already in the world;
the Buddha displays the existence of physical relics to appeal to persons who
would have observed these practices.'? But beyond these is his dharmakaya,
and although the AMS grants us little insight into how this should be un-
derstood (the Buddha is, after all, “inconceivable”), there is little doubt that
dharmakaya again stands for the Buddha’s mode of existence apart from
whatever appearances he manifests in the world. With echoes of the MPNMS,
the AMS understands the Buddha’s enduring dharmakaya to be something
apart from his physical remains, although what is “essential” (dhatu) to him
is present in the constitution of every sentient being."” In one instance, in
which the AMS denies that the Buddha, beyond appearances, relies on

10. For a comprehensive list of Angulimala’s appearances in wider Buddhist literature,
see Kano 2000: 74-75n2; also Analayo 2008.

11. AMS" D.213, 158b2-3; Q.879, 166a1-2: de bzhin gshegs pa la rus ba'ang med / rgyus pa
yang med na / sku gdung dang ring bsrel lta ga la yod de / ring bsrel med pa thabs kyi mchog chos kyi
sku ni sangs rgyas bsam gyis mi khyab pa ste / de bzhin gshegs pa ni bsam gyis mi khyab pa’o // ma dad
pa rnams dad pa bskyed pa’i phyir ring bsrel bzhag pa’i thabs mdzad de / sangs rgyas kyi mchod rten bya
ba’i phyir ring bsrel bzhag go // Compare AMS® 526¢17-21, in which relics are something that
the Buddha “displays” for the world (shixian 7~531). Regarding the survival of one of these
verses in Sanskrit, see note 13 below.

12. AMS® 526¢c22-24; AMS” D.213, 158b3—-4; Q.879, 166a2-5.

13. A very similar critique of relics occurs in the Mahameghasutra (T.387[12]1096c4—
1097a27; especially 1097a20-24); see Forte 2005: 336-340), a fourth text of the so-called
MPNMS-group that is concerned primarily with the permanence of the Buddha rather than the
Buddha-nature idea; see also Takasaki 1974: 276-301. One verse translated above—regarding
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food, we read that the Buddha is replete with the virtues of the “great self”
(dawo KFK; bdag nyid chen po: *mahatman or perhaps *mahatmya), similar to
content of MPNMS-dhk, though we are offered no more explanation of
what this means.™

This difference between truth and appearance is a prominent theme
throughout the AMS. A central revelation of the text is that murderous acts
committed by Angulimala—for which he was perhaps well known by Bud-
dhist audiences—were merely illusory.”” Although it may seem apposite that
Angulimala be chosen as a mouthpiece for the guarantee that all sentient
beings have at all times the propensity for complete awakening (regardless
of their past actions), the authors of the AMS were cautious of the possibly
antinomian dimension of their message (see 3.5). Indeed, a focus of the
AMS are the difficulties and demands of the bodhisattva path, and a confir-
mation that possession of Buddha-nature is no free ticket to liberation.'®

Though this describes no easy task, the AMS understands the path of
the bodhisattva to be defined by the cleansing and discovery of the
tathagatagarbha, which is again the site of what can be called the nature or
essence of a Buddha. “One who is on the path of the bodhisattva declares
that ‘all sentient beings have the tathagatagarbha. Having first gradually
removed afflictions, I attain the nature of a Buddha (*buddhadhatu) [thatis]
unshakably pleasant and extremely blissful.” """ In this passage and elsewhere
our versions of the AMS seem to reflect use of the terms tathagatagarbha
and buddhadhatu interchangeably, just as we find in the MPNMS (see 1.3).
Itis worth demonstrating early in this chapter that the phrasing preserved
in AMST often differs from what we find in AMS®: corresponding to the
above, AMST presents the following: “One who is on the path of the bod-
hisattva should declare: ‘All sentient beings have the tathagatagarbha; hav-
ing become unshakeable (mi g.yo ba) with regard to my own dhatu, I shall in
the manner intended by the Sugata [i.e., Buddha] eliminate the ten million
afflictions [that obscure it].””*® The passage above includes a reference to
“one’s own dhatu” (nga’i dbyings: Skt. *maddhatu); we will see much more of
the expression dhdtu—in what appear to have been a number of construc-
tions—throughout this chapter. While it is beyond reasonable doubt that
the expression buddhadhatu is represented by both AMS® and AMST, what

the Buddha’s lack of bones or sinew—appears to be common to both texts
(T.387[12]1097a21-22), and is preserved in the Sanskrit Suvarnaprabhasasutra; see 10.4n69.

14. See AMSC 523b20-21; AMS' D.213, 147b3-4; Q.879, 154b5.

15. See AMS® 528b11-19; AMS™ D.213, 161a4-b7; Q.879, 168b1-169a6; also Kano 2016:
5nll.

16. See Grosnick 1990: 65; Schmithausen 2003: 22.

17. AMSC 539c6—c8: I FEIEFTE: [— VN4 B Wl TURErRE RS

Bk, AEIREGE LI L]

18. AMS" D.213, 194al; Q.879, 201a7-8: byang chub sems dpa’i lam zhes bya ba ni sems can
thams cad la de bzhin gshegs pa’i snying po yod de / nga’i dbyings su ngas mi g.yo ba thob pa ltar / bde
bar gshegs pas dgongs pa’i tshul gyis nyon mongs pa bye ba gead [Q. bead) par bya'o //
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is most characteristic of the AMS is its use of other ways of describing some
“essence” that is proper to sentient beings, and which describes that which
is permanent and unchanging within each and every one of them.

3.2 An “Essence” of One’s Own

A frequently occurring expression in the AMS appears to be *atmadhatu,
which might be translated as “one’s own dhatu” or “what is essential in/to/
of one’s self.” This is represented wherever AMST provides either bdag gyi
khams or bdag gyi dbyings, and where corresponding material of AMS® pro-
vides woxing T or wojie FFt (though the latter, employing jie 5%, does not
best reflect dhatu in the sense of “essence” or “nature”; see also 6.1). In
other instances we find slightly different renderings of “one’s own essence/
nature” (zixing E1%; rang gi dbyings: *svadhatu or perhaps *maddhatu). The
AMS uses these expressions as further epithets for buddhadhatu, or other-
wise tathagatagarbha, as we saw also in the MPNMS." There is little doubt
that all of these expressions intend still some Buddha-nature present in all
sentient beings, albeit with some caution about going so far as to call this
the self.?” But while the AMS (for the most part) steers clear of declaring
that this, the tathagatagarbha, should be called the self, it remains the case
that the abiding, precious essence of a sentient being functions like just
that, and was acknowledged to sit in problematic tension with teachings
about absence of self.

Again like the MPNMS, the AMS also describes Buddha-nature in
terms of a “cryptic” or even “secret” teaching” (mijiao %#{; ldem po ngag,
also dgongs pa’i tshig: e.g., *sandhavacana or *samdhabhasya) thatis explained
to disciples of the Buddha who were more accustomed to teachings about
andatman. In the MPNMS the expression sandhavacana—the Buddha’s use
of cryptic utterances—refers to the revelations that the Buddha exists
permanently, as well as the existence of the tathagatagarbha or self, all in
contrast to what he had taught already to his disciples (see 9.2). But in the
AMS what seems to have been the same language is used to explain that
previous declarations by the Buddha were oblique references to Buddha-
nature all along. The sense is that the tathagatagarbha doctrine is not an
entirely new teaching so much as something that has been latent or even
“hidden” within the Buddha’s earlier pronouncements. A pertinent exam-
ple of this motif comes in Angulimala’s discussion with the arhat Purna,
who among the Buddha’s disciples is renowned for being a skilled exposi-
tor of the dharma. Purna recites to Angulimala the following verse:

19. Versions of the MPNMS also reflect the expression *atmadhatu; see 2.4; also Habata
1990: 180. However, it is not clear that in the MPNMS *atmadhatu is so endorsed as an epithet
for the tathagatagarbha as it is in the AMS.

20. Bu ston’s DzG quotes the AMS as having taught that the tathagatagarbha is the self
(de bzhin gshegs pa’i snying po de bdag yin no; see Ruegg 1973: 80), but I am unable to find this
explicit identification in either surviving version of the AMS.
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That which all the Buddhas and sravakas did not discern,
Such a teaching did the truly awakened one explain to living beings.?'

Quite reasonably, Purna unpacks this to refer to the inability of Buddhas
in past, present, or future—together with any sravakas or pratyekabuddhas—
to discern any kind of self in the constitution of sentient beings. Purna
understands that the Buddha could not find any “intuited” notion of the
self (see 2.5), using a list of designations similar to those we find in versions
of the MPNMS (AMS® . A. &. 77), including also the less common ex-
pression *sattvadhatu (zhongshengjie 45%; AMST sems can gyi khams):
“the essence of sentient beings,” to which we must return later (3.3). In
response, Angulimala explains that the Buddha’s verse reflects a “cryptic
teaching” (yinfu zhishuo VEEZt; ldem po ngag; *sandhavacana/samdha-
bhdsya) that concerns precisely what is discerned by Buddhas: that is, they
find the tathagatagarbha. Without having understood the truer or “secret”
meaning of the initial verse, Purna is said to have “declared the [Buddha’s]
teaching to be absence of self,” such that he “falls into the lamp of delu-
sion, like a moth that casts itself into a flame.”?® The alternative interpreta-
tion provided by Angulimala is certainly creative, and interprets previous
articulations of the dharma to be cryptic allusions to Buddha-nature:

“That which the Buddha-Tathagatas did not discern” refers to the fact
that exalted Buddhas of the past, searching very diligently in all sentient
beings, could not discern the absence of the tathagatagarbha.

All exalted Buddhas of the present ... do not discern the absence of
the *atmadhatu.

All exalted Buddhas of the future ... will not discern the absence of
the *svadhatu.

The sravakas and pratyekabuddhas of the three times ... also do not
discern the absence of the tathagatagarbha.®®

This passage must be referring to a single idea by three names: tathaga-
tagarbha, which can be called also *atmadhatu and *svadhatu.** The AMS

21. AMS" D.213, 150b6; Q.879, 157b8-158al: sangs rgyas kun dang nyan thos kyis // gang de
kun du ma brnyes pa // chos de mngon par sangs rgyas nas // srog chags rnams la bstan par bya // Com-
pare AMS® 525a18-19: s& S / PTG / IESEEE / A4 This discus-
sion with Purna is repeated, at some length, in Dol po pa’s RC (Hopkins 2006: 143-146).

22. AMS® 525a27-29: RHVEMEIR, FERBHELIL K. Compare AMS' D.213, 15lab—
151a6; Q.879, 158a8: gang po de bzhin gshegs pa’i ldem po ngag mi shes pas bdag med pa la chos su
sems pa [Q. + de] ni gti mug gi chos kyi mar me’i nang du phye ma leb ltar lhung ngo //.

28. AMS® 525a29-b6: s U TAGE, SHIEL—UIE s, 7 — Dl 4 s 7 K,
MANAHAN T BAE VIR, 7 — DD AL Friscr sk, MERVEA TS, Ak DIRE it
B AU PRI ESR, BTG S DR R AR T A VIR AR P s SR, Mk
JRIF AT, Compare AMST D.213, 151a6-b1; Q.879, 158a8-b3.

24. AMS" reflects instead of *svadhatu the expression sattvadhatu (sems can gyi khams),
though this is also listed in an account of (erroneously) “intuited” notions of selfhood (with
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then provides a lengthy account of what kind of “essence” resides in sen-
tient beings. For example, Buddhas do not discern a tathagatagarbha “that
is produced” (AMS® Wik Zj&4), but do discern what is unproduced,
which is Buddha-nature (N4 iE: see note 25 for full details).” This
passage equates the tathagatagarbha with the *buddhadhdatu, but also often
refers to this throughout as simply “the *dhatu that has x quality,” where xis
permanence, changelessness, etcetera. Hence we can take expressions
such as *atmadhdatu to mean simply some “essence”—called unproduced,
permanent, changeless, without sickness, and so forth—that sentient be-
ings all possess. In each instance this *dhatu is also said to be adorned with
all of the major and minor marks of a superior being (mahapurusa): its
qualities are the desirable characteristics of some “self,” but also the pres-
ence of the physical attributes of a fully realized Buddha.*®

Taking all of this into account, my suggestion is that we understand
*atmadhatu to mean “the essence of/within the (conventional) self/person,”
which—being an uncreated, indestructible dhatu—is some entity that ex-
plains the capacity of sentient beings to become Buddhas. It is nothing less
than the *buddhadhatu, though *atmadhatu casts this as “what is proper to
sentient beings” in contrast to what is not: adventitious afflictions that
obscure their true nature. Preference for the expression *atmadhdatu may
reflect a strategic move on the part of the AMS in order to avoid explicitly
stating that the Buddha teaches the existence of the self, even though the
substance of its Buddha-nature teaching is still that there exists an endur-
ing, indestructible essence in the constitution of all sentient beings, and
one that is associated with the goal of the Buddhist path (i.e., attainment
of a Buddha’s qualities). As we have seen above, the AMS still presents this
dhatu, otherwise the tathagatagarbha, to be a remedy to wrong-minded un-
derstanding of anatman from earlier Buddhist teaching, represented in the
text by the arhat Purna. Elsewhere the AMS will indeed suggest that the
Buddha has taught nothing less than a doctrine of the self (see 3.7), but we
should otherwise note a different tone to the AMS that distinguishes it
somewhat from the MPNMS: that Buddha-nature be considered what is

atman, jiva, etc.) just lines above this passage (see note 29 below). My suspicion is that the
reading *svadhatuin AMS® may be older, and that some corruption (e.g., a mistaken reading
of sattva- in place of sva-) may have led to the reading preserved in AMS”.

25. In full, AMS® (526a27-bh22) calls the dhatu unproduced (%), true (HE), perma-
nent (), lasting (ff), unchanging (1\%:%)), quiescent (£{#¥), indestructible (/%) unbreak-
able (M%), without sickness (&), not aging or dying (4"#7%E), and without contamination
(#95). In the second and third of these the term 158 2 i is replaced by HE.

AMST (D.213, 157a3-157b6; Q.879, 164b2-165a6) calls the dhatu unproduced (ma skyes
pa), unoriginated (ma byung ba), permanent (rtag pa), unchanging (ther zug), everlasting
(gyung drung ma yin pa), without disease (nad med), without age or death (rga shi med pa),
without fear (mi Jigs pa), indestructible (mi shigs pa), and without contamination (dri ma med
pa). This material features in Dol po pa’s RC (Hopkins 2006: 100-101).

26. See also 2.3n49.
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permanent and unchanging in any sentient being but not, more conten-
tiously, that it be called explicitly the Buddha’s account of the self.

3.3 What Buddha-nature Is Not: More False Notions of the Self

As was the case in the MPNMS, the AMS recognizes that the existence of the
tathagatagarbha, called atman or otherwise, is not something that will be easily
accepted by its audience. In defense of this teaching, the authors of the AMS
articulate at some length what Buddha-nature is not. This is done with refer-
ence to lists of false notions of selfthood—atman, jiva, pudgala, etcetera—for
which the tathagatagarbha must not be confused, but also by clarifying what
the existence of the tathagatagarbha, or otherwise (buddha)dhatu, means for
the conduct of a bodhisattva. This suggests that the authors of the AMS con-
fronted similar criticisms to those that informed apologetic content of the
MPNMS (see 2.4), but that they went to further lengths to justify teaching the
existence of something that looks very much like an account of the self.

We should first return to Purna’s apparently limited understanding of
the verse quoted in the previous section, concerning what Buddhas appar-
ently “cannot discern.” Purna’s interpretation is surely not something that
the authors of the AMS want to reject outright; in the same way that the
authors of the MPNMS still accepted teaching about not-self with regard to
erroneous, worldly accounts of the self, those of the AMS certainly would
not want the tathagatagarbha to be confused for any falsely intuited notions
of the self. Purna’s complete articulation of “that which the Buddhas did
not discern,” before his correction by Angulimala, runs as follows:

All the Buddhas of the past, though searching diligently amid all phe-
nomena, did not discern any sattvadhatu, atman, *pudgala, or *jva.?

All the Buddhas of the present and of the future, together with the
Sravakas and pratyekabuddhas of all three times, though searching diligent-
ly amid all phenomena, did not discern the atman; and in accordance with
that taught for sentient beings abstention from [notions of] sattvadhatu,
atman, *pudgala and *jiva, expounding the teaching that is absence of self,
and the teaching of emptiness: in this way is the dharma taught.?

So runs AMS®.® The structure of Purna’s teaching is reminiscent of the
prajiaparamita literature, which teaches that among dharmas there can be

27. Regarding similar lists in other Buddhist literature, see 2.2n39.

28. AMS® 525a20~25: I X — DIt thh, /2 —UNA-H RO R, AMRRAETRIL N, S
AR Ulat i Je =t —DIREHN 8L, A —UREA R RIS EAGIR, IR 23 A i e
AT B NS Sl BUEIGES WAk, Wgmiik.

29. Corresponding material in AMS" (D.213, 150b7-151a4; Q.879, 158a1-158a6) is a
little confusing. To begin with, AMS" does not list atman among things that Buddhas of the
present and future do not discern; if this is intended to mean that they do know Buddha-
nature as atman, then why not exclude this also from what is not discerned by Buddhas in the
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discerned none of these various notions of personhood, each of them
being—in the language of that literature—empty (Sunya).” Indeed, Parna
frames this as an account of not only anatman but also emptiness (sunyata):
it is an account of what Buddhas “do not discern” (Ch. bude 1~ 4%; Skt. an-
upa-\labh), which audiences would have likely recognized as an evocation
of older Buddhist teachings that are of an avowedly nairatmyavadin
orientation.

As in the case of the MPNMS, the authors of the AMS opposed various
notions of what we have called the “intuited” self—atman, pudgala, jiva,
etcetera—which were associated, since very early in Buddhist tradition,
with erroneous “commonsense” views about worldly personhood and iden-
tity (see 2.5). It is these that Purna rejects, and which Angulimala surely
also takes to be misguided concepts. Yet Angulimala’s response to Purna
shows us that Buddha-nature can invite other comparisons, between the
tathagatagarbha and notions of “speculated” selfhood reminiscent of what
is taught in the Brahmanical Upanisads:

The meaning [of the Buddha’s verse] is that the exalted Buddhas of the
pastsearched diligently amid all phenomena for various kinds of a worldly
self: [said to be] like a thumb; like a grain of millet, hemp or barley; or
like a mustard seed; either blue, yellow, red, or white in colour; square or
round, long or short.

Some say it resides in the heart; some above or below the navel; some
say in the head or eye, or across various parts of the body; some say it is
spread throughout the body like a bodily fluid. In such a way are there
countless kinds of deluded ideas [about the self].

Thus are worldly conceptualizations of the self, which is also said to be
permanent, pleasant, and tranquil. All of the Buddhas together with the
Sravakas and pratyekabuddhas did not discern a self such as this. One who
is perfectly awakened gives such a teaching [about not-self] for the sake
of all sentient beings: this is the correct meaning of that verse of the
Tathagata.®!

past (unless, somehow, earlier Buddhas did not know the tathdgatagarbha)? Moreover, all of
this occurs in the account of the arhat Purna, who would surely have simply stated that all
Buddhas, in all times, taught about absence of self. My suspicion is that this material in
AMS" exhibits some corruption at some stage in its transmission (see also note 24 above).

30. See, for example, Pafnicavimsatisahasrika-prajnaparamita, e.g., Dutt 1934: 39.3-5: tad
yathapi nama sariputra atmeti cocyate na catma upalabhyate na sattvo na jivo na poso na puruso na
pudgalo na manujo pi upalabhyante anupalambhasunyatam upadaya. See also Zacchetti 2005: 207,
327-329. Regarding this kind of formulation in the Pali tradition, see Harvey 1995: 24-28.

31. AMSC©525b7-14: 5 L — VI B ites, 7 —DIkhior (R iRl 2 3, Widhia, Aok, Rk
2IET B R B TR RAL WORASHURARAS. BE R B BT BEEE B K
0y B SR WD, W M AR AR AR Wt EER, TR E R Y BRE. WL, —
DI MR IR AL, A IERIER AR LR IR R 2 1R

« T fi= Ming it
> T ¥ = Song/Yuan/Ming Ji
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In its own slightly different list of “speculative” notions of selfhood, AMS”
provides the following: a self the size of a thumb; the size of a millet or rice
grain, or of a mustard seed; red, blue, yellow, or white; short, long, very
long (“and so on”); resident in the heart; near the navel; in the head, eye,
or ear; or like the heat at the heart of an oil lamp. The worldly selfis said to
have been called permanent (rtag pa: nitya), lasting (brtan pa: dhruva), and
enduring (ther zug: sasvata).™

Designators for the “intuited” self—such as those opposed by Purna—
appear throughout Buddhist literature, and are repeatedly said to refer to
nothing within the constitution of a sentient being. Here, however, the
AMS takes specific aim at notions of “speculated” selfhood—within one’s
constitution but in some manner “hidden”—in the vein of the Upanisads.
For example, the thumb-sized man is mentioned in both the Svetasvatara-**
and Katha-upanisads, the latter of which focuses repeatedly on the self that
resides in the heart,* while comparison to barley, millet, and mustard
seeds is found in the Briadaranyaka-*> and Chandogya-upanisads.” Locating
the self in the head or eye appears also in the Brhadaranyaka-*" and
Chandogya-upanisads,”® while comparison to a lamplight—found just in
AMS™—brings to mind an analogy made by the Svetasvatara-upanisad,
which also provides a comparison of the self to a bodily fluid.*’

We will return to these erroneous notions of selfhood, and their paral-
lels in wider Indian literature, in the concluding chapters of this study (see
9.6, 10.3). For now, we acknowledge that the AMS affirms that what an
awakened observer does not discern in human experience is both (1) an
absence of the tathagatagarbha (otherwise “one’s own dhatu”), but also (2)
the presence of any notion of a “speculated” self that is hidden somewhere
within the body, as explored within Brahmanical tradition. This second
conclusion is significant, as the account of the (buddha)dhatu found else-
where in the AMS is still very reminiscent of some account of the self even
when it is not called, by name, atman.

3.4 Perceiving Buddha-nature

Like the MPNMS, the AMS relies on similes and parables to explain what
the tathagatagarbha is and how to understand its role in the liberation of

32. See AMST D.213, 151b1-b4; Q.879, 158b3—b7.

33. See Olivelle 1998: 422-493 (v.3.13), 428-429 (v.5.14).

34. Ibid., 876377 (v.1.14), 386-387 (v.3.1), 392-393 (v.4.6-7), 394-395 (v.4.12-13),
402-403 (v.6.17).

35. Ibid., 134-135 (v.5.6).

36. Ibid., 208-209 (v.3.14.2-3).

37.Ibid., 6667 (v.2.3.5), 118-119 (v.4.4.2).

38. Ibid., 224-295 (v.4.15.1), 280-281 (v.8.7.8).

39. Ihid., 418-419 (v.2.15).

40. Thid., 416-417 (v. 1.15-16).
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sentient beings. We must keep in mind that such examples are not neces-
sarily intended to elucidate every detail of how Buddha-nature should be
understood; they were likely employed to clarify specific concerns of actual
or potential audiences, which in some instances go beyond those that are
suggested in the MPNMS.* Our challenge then is to ascertain the signifi-
cant import of each simile as intended by our authors, and to avoid invest-
ing undue importance in other aspects or implications of their language
or imagery.

We saw in the previous chapter that the position of the MPNMS was
that advanced bodhisattvas could indeed perceive the existence of the
tathagatagarbha, although only in an imperfect or incomplete manner (2.3).
The AMS explores this same idea with recourse to two similes. In the first,
the Buddha’s son Rahula is described inspecting a pool of water inhabited
by tiny creatures. At first Rahula cannot make out if what he sees are living
things or not, but gradually he comes to discern tiny insects. This simile
echoes content of the MPNMS, which among many other short compari-
sons likened the tenth-stage bodhisattva to a monk who faces the same
problem as Rahula.*> We should not overlook the fact that to peer into
water in classical India would mean that the agent was confronted also
with the relatively novel sight of their own physical self or person, flecked
with the presence of small objects or creatures. Keeping all of this in mind,
the explanation of the simile in AMS® runs as follows:

Likewise is the tenth-stage bodhisattva: scrutinizing his own body for his
own nature (*svadhatu), he generates various different views concerning
innumerable types of nature. In this way is the tathagatagarbha difficult to
attain.

A teacher of what is beneficial, during a time when the wicked world is
said to be all aflame, will with disregard for his own life teach about the
tathagatagarbha to sentient beings: hence do I teach that venerable bod-
hisattvas, heroes among men, are themselves Tathagatas.**

41. Zimmermann (2002: 34-35), in relation to the Tathagatagarbhasutra, urges caution
regarding the difference between “allegory” and “simile” “In contrast to what we normally
call ‘allegory,” a simile does not allow parallels to be drawn between a whole range of congru-
ent factors featuring in the upamana [i.e., the literary comparison] on the one hand and the
upameya [that which is to be understood by it] on the other.... Let us keep in mind that it was
not the intention of the author(s) to construct allegories with perfect proportional relations
in regard to all single elements.”

42. See MPNMSF 887b6-9; MPNMSP 412a12-a25; MPNMS'" §412. Behind both of these
passages there is an older tradition, represented in the Ambalatthikarahulovadasutta (MN.1.414),
which concerns Rahula’s education by analogies involving water. A further comparison might
be drawn with a passage of the Chandogya-upanisad (v.8.8; Olivelle 1998: 280-281), in which
enquiring deities are instructed to look for the self by observing their reflections in water.

48. AMS 525b26—c2: THEFEIMEUE: [ E & B A1, W1 W A B A A 5
S W Z RN SRR, TME R A SR AR AR, AN B T At AL B A e A
W R R i, NP M, R,
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AMST differs slightly: the tenth-stage bodhisattva searches for and does
eventually see his *atmadhatu in his own body, and sees this to be “a limit-
less dhaw” (mtha’ yas pa’i dbyings).** This could still have translated “limitless
(notions of) dhatu” (Skt. *anantadhatu), closer to what we find in AMS®,
translated above. In which case, are we to believe that wrong-minded notions
of the self can originate in the imperfect faculties of bodhisattvas, generat-
ing ideas that fall short of Buddha-nature as known to a Buddha? It would
be out of character for a Mahayanist sutra to be quite so critical of a tenth-
stage bodhisattva—close to buddhahood, and so the pinnacle of all that
can be accomplished by any sentient being—and this passage may have only
intended to draw attention to the difficulties that even advanced bodhisat-
tvas face when making intelligible that which they themselves cannot see
in full. Either way, the AMS appears to accept that a tenth-stage bodhisattva
has some limited access to the tathagatagarbha, but, like the MPNMS, em-
phasizes that only a Buddha can fully perceive its presence and character.
The simile regarding Rahula is followed by a further example concern-
ing the arhat Aniruddha, who in accounts of the Buddha’s disciples is as-
sociated with being foremost among those with supernatural “divine vision”
(divyacaksus).* Again with echoes of the MPNMS (see 2.3), the AMS re-
marks that Aniruddha can see the trails left by birds in the sky, but that
companions of his cannot, and so must rely on his testimony.*® Similarly,
“the Sravakas and pratyekabuddhas, being fools with regular vision, trust in
discourses by the Buddha that explain the existence of the tathagatagarbha.
How could they be able to see [for themselves] the nature (*dhatu) that is
within the range of what is knowable to a Buddha? The sravakas and pra-
tyekabuddhas rely on faith in another; how can a person of the world who is
blind from birth know anything by themselves, without receiving it from
another?™ The AMS goes on to laud those who have faith in the
tathagatagarbha, and offers an explanation as to why so many in the sangha
do not accept teachings about it. Their incredulity, Angulimala explains, is
due to their not having heard about this in past lives; those who do accept
it must have in a previous existence heard about the tathagatagarbha, di-
rectly from a Buddha.®® There are also individuals who have long studied
the “cryptic teaching about absence of self,” but “through the three times

44. AMS" D.213, 152al1-4; Q.879, 159a5-a7.

45. See Lamotte 1944: 527.

46. We again find this same example, albeit with less detail, in the MPNMS, in the con-
text of bodhisattvas of the tenth stage being able to discern, in part, their Buddha-nature
(see 2.6); MPNMSF 887a12-16; MPNMSP 412a1-4; MPNMS" §406.

47. AMSC 525¢4-7: WIIRBREE RIS e 885G WA = MR ROBEEA e 2l T
Wb AR, AR Z?

« T f#=Shogozo fif
Compare (for this, and the preceding simile concerning Rahula) AMS" D.213, 152a4—
152a7; Q.879, 159a7-159b3.

48. A motif found in early Mahayanist literature also, including the Astasahasrika-
prajiaparamita, regarding which see Drewes 2019: 18-28.
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they do not understand these cryptic teachings; hearing about the
tathagatagarbha, but not believing in it.”*

From this we draw two conclusions: first, that the AMS praises those
who do accept its doctrine by affirming that these persons have, in past
lives, been taught by a Buddha already. But for those who cannot accept it,
a major stumbling block is their age-long observance of teachings about
andatman without access to the Buddha’s hidden meaning or intent. Again,
although the AMS mostly avoids referring to the tathagatagarbha as the self,
Buddha-nature is presented as the counterintuitive content of teachings
about absence of self, which somehow alludes to the truth that something
superlatively precious does, imperceptibly, exist. Fortunate for all, we are
told that the Buddha time and again appears in the world to “explain to
gods and humans that the tathagatagarbha is like the trail of a bird in the
sky,” revealing their Buddha-nature (fi?); the Buddha does this “to turn
gods and men from attachment to the view of absence of self.”*

A final word is needed about the striking conclusion to the simile
about Rahula—translated above—regarding the bodhisattvas as “heroes
among men ... themselves Tathagatas.” Corresponding material in AMS”
echoes this sentiment: “To the venerable bodhisattvas, [who are] tigers,
I teach tathagatagarbha, but not to others. Those sentient beings are them-
selves Tathagatas.” Both versions of this passage make bold assertions about
those who tread the path of the bodhisattva: that they are, by virtue of
their Buddha-nature, already Buddhas. Such a sentiment we have observed
already in the MPNMS, where possession of the Buddha’s essence (dhdatu)
seems to mean that the bodhisattva does indeed, in at least some sense,
constitute the presence of a Buddha in the world (see 2.3). In a similar
fashion, the AMS seems to narrow the distinction between those who com-
mit to becoming Buddhas—who accept their Buddha-nature, and work
to cleanse it—and Buddhas themselves. But this still does not grant the

49. AMS® 525c25-28: ABMEIFRBI L HL ... LARBUEAR A, BIUWARGEL, AERESE. AMST
(D.213, 153a6-7; Q.879, 160a3—4) refers to the tathagatagarbha as the Buddha’s dgongs pa’i
tshig: *samdhavacana; see 9.2.

50. AMSC 536¢4-9 (including, regarding absence of self: F&JA M I GARE) DA,
B R AR R R A NHUETR FL. ) Compare AMST D.213, 186al1-4; Q.879 193b3—6.

51. AMS" describes these bodhisattva as “tigers” (stag), an image used several times in
this version. AMS® (translated above) calls them “heroes among men” (AH1Z /), something
like which occurs also in MPNMSF (853b16: AH'Hf). Corresponding material is preserved in
MPNMS Sanskrit fragments no. 1.5 (Habata 2007: 8; and similar in no. 20.2; see Habata
2019: 152), and gives us narakumjarah (“preeminent”—or “elephants”—among men), though
in place of this expression MPNMS" (§4.19) provides simply mi mchog (“best of men”). The
title “tiger among men” (purusavyaghra) occurs frequently throughout the Brahmanical epics:
see, for just one example, Hara 1994: 42. See also the next note.

52. AMS" D.213, 152a4; Q.879, 159a7: byang chub sems dpa’ [Q. + sha) stag de dag la nga de
bzhin gshegs pa’i snying po ston gyi / gzhan la mi ston to // sems can de dag ni bdag nyid de bzhin gshegs
payinno /The variation in Q.—“to bodhisattvas alone” (sha stag)—I find only in this edition,
and it helps us little with the repeated use of simply (byang chub sems dpa’) stag across other
editions of AMS" (see previous note).
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bodhisattva license to assume the achievement of buddhahood, which—
we are elsewhere told—still requires dedication to the task of clearing away
the afflictions that obscure the character of a Buddha.

3.5 Essence, Action, and the Self

Perhaps guilty of this themselves, the authors of the AMS were certainly
aware that teaching about tathagatagarbha could overstate the proximity of
sentient beings to their goal: the achievement of buddhahood. In spite of
the claim that the bodhisattva is in a sense “(already) a Tathagata,” the AMS
also clarifies that tathagatagarbha teaching does not undermine the impor-
tance of diligence along the path of the bodhisattva.

It has been said that texts that espouse forms of tathagatagarbha doctrine
are not overly concerned with how one goes about pursuing the bodhisat-
tva path.”® The AMS itself acknowledges that teaching about Buddha-
nature could promote laxity or even a spirit of antinomianism: if one has
the tathagatagarbha already, and attainment of awakening is ultimately just
amatter of (averylong) time, then lapses of conductin this life are a trivial
matter. However, the AMS gives particular emphasis to the bodhisattva’s
observance of celibacy (brahmacarya) and the need for continual self-sacri-
fice in service to the dharma. It confronts the accusation that teaching
about tathagatagarbha may be used to legitimize wickedness, and in the pro-
cess clarifies further how what is proper to sentient beings—their “own
nature” (*atmadhatu)—differs from the conventional person who acts and feels
consequences in the world. In the following passage the Buddha explains
the nuances of tathagatagarbha teaching to the bodhisattva Manjusri, his
and Angulimala’s most persistent interlocutor throughout the text.

Furthermore, Manjusri, someone who knows there to be butter in milk
will diligently churn it, but because it has no butter will not churn water;
likewise, Manjusri, because sentient beings know [themselves] to have the
tathagatagarbha, they keep observation of the precepts and practice celi-
bacy. And furthermore, Manjusri, someone who knows there to be gold
in a mountain will dig to find gold, but because it has no gold will not dig
into a tree; likewise, Manjusri, because sentient beings know [themselves]
to have the tathagatagarbha, they keep observation of the precepts and
practice celibacy, declaring: “I shall certainly attain awakening!”

53. Zimmermann 2014a: 519-520. Elsewhere Zimmermann (2002: 76-77), I think cor-
rectly, hypothesizes that Buddha-nature literature has less interest in ethics because its fore-
most concern is to establish a universality to the “family of the Buddhas”: the ubiquity of the
cause of awakening in all sentient beings. But this does not mean, as the AMS demonstrates,
that authors within this tradition were uninterested in matters of how the bodhisattva—the
Buddha’s “true sons”—should act in the world. Regarding the theme of the paternal Bud-
dha (or even the “paternal sutra”) in the context of the Tathagatagarbhasiitra, see Cole 2005:
197-235; also Saito 2020.
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Further still, Manjusri, if there were no tathagatagarbha, then practic-
ing celibacy would be futile, just as one who churns water for an entire
aeon will never obtain butter.”*

Corresponding material in AMS” is concerned with what it calls the dhatu
(dbyings) rather than tathagatagarbha; fitting because the examples used in-
clude “the element of gold” (ser gyi dbyings: Skt. suvarnadhatu) that is pres-
ent in some rock but never in wood. Buddha-nature is understood to be
the necessary condition for awakening: the presence of the tathagatagarbha
is that which grounds the possibility of attaining the status of a Buddha,
because it is nothing less than the permanent, indestructible character of
a Buddha already.

Yet Manjusri’s concern about tathagatagarbha goes further, and he
inquires about how Buddha-nature relates to the discipline and dedica-
tion that is required of a bodhisattva along his tremendously lengthy
career:

If in all sentient beings there exists the tathagatagarbha, then all sentient
beings should become Buddhas. All sentient beings will then Kkill, steal,
engage in sexual misconduct, lie, drink alcohol, and so on, engaging in
unwholesome courses of action.

Why so? If all sentient beings possess Buddha-nature (ffift:
*buddhadhatu), they should all at one time attain liberation. If there exists
Buddha-nature, then [some beings, reassured by this] will commit many
heinous deeds, including those of the icchantika.

If there is a self, then one’s own nature (wojie 35t *atmadhatu) should
liberate all existents [which is not the case]; therefore, in what is worldly
there is neither self nor some “essence” (jie 7t: dhatu): the teaching of the
Buddha is absence of self with respect to all phenomena.*

At an extreme, Manjusri thinks it possible that sentient beings who are as-
sured of the tathagatagarbha will pursue the course of the icchantika, who in

54. AMSC 540a18-25: FIR SCIRATR, WnnFL A BRHOT R, MASEK LR . Q@ se
PRETA, AR R AR, RS BN RE R IETEAT. RUCCERARFR], dnnilfa & Bk S, hiAgE
R LA Tt SCRRATIA, 5 AR A WS, RS EhREMTIE AT S [T E R ihiE | . 18Ik
SCRRATF], 25 A AR, SIERAT, g HEK &A1k

* T ik = Shogozo fif
Compare AMS" D.213, 195a4-195b1; Q.879, 202b2—-6. This material features in
Dol po pa’s RC (Hopkins 2006: 154-155).

55. Similar concerns are voiced in MPNMSP+ 405b11-18; see also Liu 1982: 71-72.

56. AMSC 539a15-20: 7 — VIR AEBA WA, — VI A EIEM. — VIR EB &R, 1K,
G G BONEE, A, MTRANe — DI B G i, R AR HhIEE, R0,
Fe—[HE . A, AE U S ST A5 —UNERIR, Eeb M.

* T 4% = Song/Yuan/Ming V%
Compare AMS' D.213, 192a7-192b3; Q.879, 199b7-200a2.
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the AMS is otherwise associated with the nadir of improper behavior.”
Teaching about Buddha-nature, Manjusri fears, will legitimize a lapse
from the practices of the bodhisattva: a thought that may well have trou-
bled real-world audiences of this and other tathagatagarbha works besides.

Notably, AMS® also appears to hold that the existence of the *atmadhatu
should lead to the liberation of “all existents” (FILEE—V)4), and perhaps
even that this should happen “[all] at one time” (F—Kif3%): the liberation
of one entity in possession of Buddha-nature should liberate all, implying
that the dhatu of sentient beings might be numerically singular. Here the
use of woyjie A (literally “the realm [dhatu] of the/one’s self”) in place of
the more common woxing M (more clearly “one’s essence/nature
[dhatu]”) may be pertinent, and we shall return to this detail below (3.6).
But suggestion of any “singularity” to Buddha-nature is absent from the
corresponding material of AMST, which concludes as follows: “If in all sen-
tient beings there exists an *atmadhatu (bdag gy: dbyings) then they them-
selves (bdag nyid) will be liberated; [but] as there is no *atmadhatu involved
in the fruition of actions, then in no worldly being, nor in oneself (bdag), is
there any essence (dbyings: dhatu): hence did the Buddha teach absence of
self (bdag med) with respect to everything.”*® Here AMST reflects a contrast
between sentient beings as agents (bdag nyid) and the *atmadhatu (bdag gi
dbyings) that exists, in some manner, “within” them: their Buddha-nature
that exists apart from actions done in the world. Manjusri holds such an
agent to be determined by their past actions and, in future, to be heir to
the fruits of their present deeds. Because no enduring “essence” is re-
quired in this process, then talk of any such thing is misplaced.

The Buddha responds by restating the existence of the tathagatagarbha
in all sentient beings, and compares it—veiled by innumerable afflic-
tions—to a lamp residing in a jar.”® He then introduces the example of an
ascetic boy training at the time of the previous Buddha (Kasyapa),*”® who
promises the boy that in seven years he will become a universal emperor
(cakravartin) who will rule over the world. The ascetic boy is overjoyed, and
with the certainty of the Buddha’s prediction instructs his mother to bring
vast quantities of food so that he might increase his strength. This overin-
dulgence results in what AMS® calls the boy’s “untimely death” (FEIRFI]4T);
he is said in AMST to have “killed himself” (bdag nyid shi ba)." The Buddha

57. See also 2.7n126.

58. AMS' D.213, 192b2-192b3; Q.879, 200a1-200a2: gal te sems can thams cad la bdag gi dby-
ings yod na / bdag nyid sgrol par ‘gyurte / las kyi rnam par smin pa la bdag gi dbyings med pas na / de’i
phyir Jig rten dang bdag la dbyings med de / thams cad la bdag med pa de ni sangs rgyas kyi bstan pa’o //

59. An image found also in the MBhS; see 4.2.

60. Not to be confused with the Buddha’s disciple (Maha)Kasyapa, nor the bodhisattva
of the same name who is the Buddha’s interlocutor in the MPNMS.

61. AMS® 539a23-a29; AMS" D.213, 192b3-192b6; Q.879, 200a2-200a6. The final re-
mark—that the boy merely killed himself—is missing from corresponding material in a
Gondhla edition fragment of AMS" (Gondhla 25.04, 47a7-9).
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asks Manjusri to explain the boy’s ill fortune: whether the Buddha
(Kasyapa) had lied, was not all knowing, or whether the karmic fruit of
becoming an emperor had somehow not ripened? Manjusri’s response is
that the boy must have died due to past evil actions, and the Buddha cor-
rects him, “Do not say this! He simply died an untimely death, not as a re-
percussion of previous unwholesome actions. Manjusri, does the Buddha
predict without knowing about previous unwholesome actions? Without
previous unwholesome actions, at that time [the boy] transgressed, and so
simply lost his life.”*? It is far more common for Indian Buddhist literature
to emphasize the role that past actions play in the current or future pros-
pects of sentient beings. However, the Buddha stresses the role of diligence
here and now, and goes on to articulate that the enemy of liberation—
given the presence of the tathagatagarbha in all sentient beings—is negli-
gence (pramada):

Likewise, Manjusri, if a man or woman should think “I have in my body
the tathagatagarbha: 1 shall [certainly] attain liberation, so will do evil,”
and if in that way they do evil, will they because of Buddha-nature (f#1%)
be liberated, or will they not?®® It is like the ascetic boy, just described,
who though in truth had the nature of a ruler did not achieve this status.
Why so? Because of excessive negligence. In just such a way Buddha-na-
ture will not liberate those sentient beings, due to their excessive
negligence.

Do all sentient beings lack Buddha-nature? Truly there exists Buddha-
nature, like the reward of becoming a universal emperor [in the case
above]. Does the Buddha tell falsehoods? Sentient beings tell falsehoods
and do negligent acts. By hearing the dharma but being negligent, or by
their own unwholesome actions, they do not attain buddhahood.*

We should keep in mind that the claim that all sentient beings are indeed
capable of attaining awakening does not at all guarantee that any one of

62. AMSC 539b3-b5: Z)ERE ! P ARKESEH, ARAEIE Heth. . SCURATRI, b A S e 3
ML H? M, S AfEBEULE M H . Compare AMST D.213, 192b6-193a2; Q.879,
200a6-200bl.

63. AMS" (D.213, 193a2-3; Q.879, 200bl-b2) suggests *atmadhatu instead of
*buddhadhdatu.

64. AMS® 539b5-13: U SCIRATR], 55 7L MEREE: [REPH R AERE,
WM, FURAEEE, ZOER A REHR? W Bk 7, B £ AR T
LR DA TRORE BRI, TREUGE, MR AL ORI — VIR LR O PER? sea b,
Iniiee . AP Rt SRR TOR . AHRATSGR N, E R, A

@ T By = Shogozo B3
Compare AMS" D.213, 193a2-5; Q.879, 200b1-5. AMS" states that beings “are not
liberated by [virtue of] the dharmadhatu’ (chos kyi dbyings); the expression dharmadhatu—the
nature/realm of phenomena, or otherwise perhaps simply “reality” (see 6.1)—is virtually
absent from AMS" (see also 3.6n76), and this passage otherwise takes its subject to be the
buddhadhatu (sangs rgyas kyi dbyings).
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them necessarily will, let alone with any ease or speed. The actions of
sentient beings certainly matter, though what lies apart from or “beneath”
these is their ever-present Buddha-nature. The tathagatagarbha refers to
something that all sentient beings possess, and yet it is separate from the
timeless process of action and retribution that conditions their transmigra-
tion. Hence sentient beings can each blame their own negligence (fangy:
JBOR; bag med pa: pramada) for their not having made greater progress
toward the goal of awakening. In short, the existence of Buddha-nature—
the cause for awakening in all sentient beings—does not promise an easy
or short journey toward the status of a Buddha.

As is the case in the MPNMS, understanding sentient beings in terms
of the standard categories available to Buddhist authors—the mechanics of
karma, the “heaps” (skandhas) of experience, dependent origination and so
forth—does not provide much insight into Buddha-nature teaching. The
status of the tathagatagarbha remains indiscernible amid one’s constitution,
unknowable to anyone apart from Buddhas and (imperfectly) advanced
bodhisattvas. Its role in progress toward awakening is at once fundamental
and, in practical terms, in a sense inconsequential: the presence of Buddha-
nature is that upon which liberation depends, and yet it is distinct from the
worldly agent who works to remove the afflictions that obscure it.%

3.6 A “Single Essence”

The previous section introduced the curious suggestion that the AMS (or
at any rate AMS®) understands that possession of the (buddha) dhatu by one
sentient being should mean that if one person achieves the status of a Bud-
dha, then all sentient beings—by virtue of their all having the same Buddha-
nature—should be liberated “all at once” (yishi —f). In that passage,
AMSC seems to understand *atmadhatu to have meant “the realm” to which
a sentient being belongs (wojie #71): a development in Buddha-nature
thinking found otherwise in the Anunatvapurnatvanirdesaparivarta (AAN;
see 6.1).% A corresponding statement is missing from AMST, but this fea-
ture of AMS® coheres with a curious idea that is suggested elsewhere in
both versions of the text: that the “essence” or “nature” proper to a sentient
being is not something discretely present in each sentient being—identical
in kind but immeasurable in number—but rather a (buddha)dhatu that is

65. The very next portion of the AMS undermines the idea that the cleansing of afflic-
tions is entirely one’s own responsibility. The Buddha explains to Manjusri that due to sim-
ply hearing this sutra innumerable misdeeds of the audience are removed, and that even
hearing Sakyamuni’s name means that the hearer becomes a bodhisattva capable of clearing
his afflictions and achieving “the body of the Buddha.” See AMS® 539b21-c1; AMS' D.213,
193b1-6; Q.879, 200b7-201a5.

66. Regarding the possibility of one of these texts exhibiting knowledge of the other,
see Kano 2000: 68.
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somehow singular, and hence that the achievement of liberation in one
instance should, in theory, mean its realization by all sentient beings.
Elsewhere both versions of the AMS touch upon the notion of a “single
essence” (yixing —E; dbyings gcig: *ekadhdtu), which on first impression
seems to raise some interesting metaphysical repercussions of Buddha-
nature teaching. We first encounter this when the AMS lauds the practice
of celibacy (brahmacarya).”” The Buddha explains to Manjusri that due to
the ubiquity of the tathdgatagarbha in all sentient beings, they should think
of each other as siblings.®® Angulimala inquires how the Buddha’s own par-
ents could have conceived him if this was the case. In the familiar mold of
the MPNMS and other texts that discuss the Buddha’s life as a series of
instructive (docetic) manifestations, the Buddha explains how his birth
and even the existence of his parents were all just magical displays for the
benefit of sentient beings. He otherwise reminds Angulimala that all sen-
tient beings who transmigrate must have, at some point or other, been
each other’s mother, father, sibling, and so on;* each is like a performer
who has played various roles, hence one should practice celibacy.7° Some
lines later, the Buddha informs Manjusri that attachment to sexual desire does
not befit men or women, as both possess the tathagatagarbha: “because of the
single essence (yixing —1%), a Buddha practices celibacy.”” AMS" differs only
slightly, and declares that the dhatu of sentient beings (sattvadhatu) is a
single dhatu (dbyings gcig: *ekadhatu), and that by taking up the practice of
celibacy one begins their steady trajectory toward the status of a Buddha.™
Though the Buddha may display “worldly” events in his own life—his
birth, marriage, and fathering a child—sentient beings genuinely engage
in all manner of “impure” worldly activities, and yet they are supposed to
have within themselves that which is proper to a Buddha, and so should be
“beyond” any such activities.” The AMS expresses discomfort with sexual
activity, either because—depending on our interpretation of this “single

67. See Dhirasekera 1982: 21-54; McGovern 2019: 99-122.

68. AMS® 540a27-b1; AMS' D.213, 195b2-3; Q.879, 202b8-203al. In AMS" sentient be-
ings are called “brothers in dharma” (chos kyi spun: *dharmabhraty) and all women are called
sisters (sring mo).

69. For an early example of this trope, see the Pali Matusutta (SN.I1.189); also Lamotte
1944: 500.

70. AMS® 540b2-17; AMS" D.213, 195b3-196a3; Q.879, 203a1-203bl. The image of a
“performer” (jier 1% 5i.; bro mkhan: Skt. nata) features also in the LAS (see 8.3), but is better
known as an image used in the Samkhyakarika (42, 59; see Mainkar 1964: 113-114, 149-150)
that describes mercurial “nature” (prakrti) in opposition to the primary, immutable sub-
stance (purusa) that works through it, and is the classical Samkhya response to inquiry about
the self. In the AMS and LAS the comparison is drawn between a performer and Buddha-
nature, whereas in the Samkhya analogy the performer is compared to prakrti: that which is
not purusa, so not what a sentient being “truly is.”

71. AMS® 540b20-22 (including: PL—1E#L, MU EIET).

72. AMS" D.213, 196a5-6; Q.879, 203b3—4.

73. See AMS® 540b23—c1; AMS' D.213, 196a6-b2; Q.879, 203b4-8.
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essence”—(1) sentient beings each possess a dhatu of “like-kind” that is,
essentially, a Buddha, making this activity inappropriate, or, more prob-
lematically still, (2) sentient beings possess seemingly localized instances
of the same Buddha-nature: “a single essence” in a numerical sense, which
(we infer) would also make these kinds of activities perverse. We see no
clear statement that in the MPNMS the tathdagatagarbha refers to a numeri-
cally singular entity expressed across many sentient beings, and yet here or
there the AMS preserves material that could suggest just this. Where the
AMS turns its attention to abstention from killing, AMS® tells us the
following:

Manjusri addressed the Buddha, saying: “Lord, because the essence of all
sentient beings is a single essence (yijie —7%: ekadhatu), is this why Bud-
dhas abstain from taking life?”

The Buddha replied: “Itis so. Taking life in the world is just like taking
one’s own life, because it is killing one’s own essence (zijie 5
*svadhatu).”™

Here AMSC again translates dhatu with jie 5+ over xing 1%, though in the
Indic text it could be hard to distinguish whether the intention was dhatu
in the sense of “realm” (better rendered by Chinese jie 4t or, as my transla-
tion reflects, “essence” (by xing 14). Some lines later, when Manjusri in-
quires whether or not it is because of the tathagatagarbha that Buddhas do
not eat meat, the Buddha tells him that this is indeed the case: because all
beings have been each others’ relatives in previous lives, in the manner
that a performer takes on many guises or personae (i.e., echoing argu-
ments in favor of celibacy, discussed above). Moreover, the Buddha says,
“one’s own flesh and that of another are then a single flesh (yirou —; sha
geig: *ekamamsa): therefore the Buddhas do not eat meat.”” The Buddha
develops this teaching further, and with recourse again to the notion of a
“single essence” “Moreover, Manjusri, the essence of all sentient beings
(yigie zhongsheng jie — VIR AT *sarvasattvadhatu) and the *atmadhatu (wojie
) are a single essence (yijie —5t). The flesh that is eaten is a single
flesh; hence all the Buddhas do not eat meat.””® This could support the

74. AMS®: 540c2-4: SCERATFIAHS: tHe, DIV AR — 5, s sckare #s:
e AR I N E L, B A
* Shogozo omitsik
Compare AMS' D.213, 196b2-3; Q.879, 203b7-203b8. See also Schmithausen
2003: 24-25.
75. AMS® 540¢22-26: SCRRATA] A # S 5, DRI st A tr A Ee?
E: R VIR, MR SEA AR, MRS, BE LA Bhik, Rt A . B
P AR — AT 2 HGE T B AN AL
T A =Yuan/Ming E5a
Compare AMS' D.213, 197a3-ab; Q.879, 204b1-204b3.
76. AMSC 540c26-27: fRUCCHRRTIF], — V)R A TR IR T Frez RIELE—R, Sk
A F SN 1
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earlier notion—implied by Manjusri in AMS®—that the existence of the
(buddha)dhatu in all sentient beings suggests a numerically identical “es-
sence” that pervades all of them. Though the Buddha does not accept that
liberation is something that could be attained by sentient beings “all at
once,” the AMS could intend that to eat another sentient being is still a
kind of autophagia.”” And yet this position would be doctrinally very prob-
lematic. The prescription not to eat meat entails an equation between the
“single flesh” of sentient beings and their “single essence,” though if the
(buddha)dhatu is that which is indestructible, even supermundane, in the
constitution of a sentient being, and is apart from the workings of karma
(3.5), it should be apart from and undisturbed by (impure) worldly activi-
ties and their results, including what is done by, and also to, the flesh of the
physical body.

More likely, then, is that these “singularities”—a “single essence” and
“single flesh”—were intended to reflect an ideological rather than meta-
physical position (see also 5.4). Crucially, the key interest of the AMS ap-
pears not to be the intricacies of a metaphysical account of sentient beings
and their common “essence” so much as prescriptions about certain kinds
of activities that are conducive or not conducive to a bodhisattva’s career.
In the midst of the material outlined above, Manjusri asks how the Buddha
can prescribe abstention from killing but also the subjugation of “wicked
persons, who are [also] in possession of the *(sva-)dhatu (zijie H5t).”™ The
distinction, we read, is one of purity: someone can follow prescriptions to
eat only once a day, but in so doing kills innumerable microscopic beings
that live in his body and so do not receive sustenance; though such a per-
son undoubtedly kills, this is not “the impurity of taking life” (EBAEAN
). Considerations of violence and taking life are secondary to what is
correct or “pure” activity, which is buttressed by the revelation that all be-
ings possess, somewhere about themselves, the nature of a Buddha.

This “single essence” in the AMS certainly requires further scholarly
attention, but in the meantime I suggest that its authors did not intend the
idea that all sentient beings are literally “of one flesh” but rather that they
possess an enduring essence or nature (dhatu) that is single in the sense of

T THE = Song/Yuan/Ming/Shogozo B

Compare AMS' D.213, 197a5-a6; Q.879, 204b3-204b4. AMS? takes the dhatu of all
sentient beings (*sarvasattvadhatu) that is “one dhatu” to be also the dharmadhdatu (chos kyi
dbyings), an expression that is with one exception otherwise absent from AMS”, and unat-
tested in AMS® (see above 3.5n64).

77. 1 tentatively suggest that this evokes ancient issues concerning the Buddha’s physi-
cal relics: specifically, the matter of whether they were diffused across several sites, or re-
mained essentially “one” despite location at (allegedly, thousands of) different sites; see
Strong 2007.

78. AMS® 540ch—6: HH ARG E. In AMST (D.213, 196b3-4; Q.879, 204a1-2),
these are “wicked non-Buddhists [pasandas], who possess their own dhatu (bdag nyid kyi dby-
ings chang ba skyon chags pa ya mishan can rnams).”

79. AMS® 540¢7-10; AMS™: D.213, 196b4-5; Q.879, 204a3: srog gcod pa dag par mi ‘gyur ro.
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“like-kind.” The foremost concern of the AMS is to provide some explana-
tion of why certain activities can be considered impure, which may have
been compelling for audiences interested in the conduct proper to a bod-
hisattva.®” Otherwise, the AMS proscribes violence (in its endorsement of
vegetarianism) as much as it legitimizes it (in defense of Buddhist dhar-
ma): violence is justified if “pure” in type, primarily if it is required as part
of the bodhisattva’s commitment to the long-term benefit of all sentient
beings.®!

There is more besides to support the view that a foremost concern of
the AMS is the purity of the bodhisattva’s practice, and what this does (and
does not) entail. Amid its promotion of vegetarianism, the AMS states that
the bodhisattva need not take a strictly “vegan” attitude and so abstain
from contact with all animal products under all circumstances. This view is
found also in the MPNMS, in which this is said to distinguish the Buddha’s
dharma from the activities of nirgranthas (non-Buddhist mendicants, and
likely Jains specifically).®? Both the MPNMS and AMS are concerned with
the austereness of the bodhisattvas’ practice, and with the Buddha-nature
idea as some complement to it, but are insistent—as we saw in the
MPNMS—that the Buddha’s teachings should not be confused with those
found in other systems (see 2.2, 2.6). A final portion of the AMS displays an
awareness that similarities between Buddhism and elements of non-Bud-
dhist systems are all too apparent, but that in any such confusion—includ-
ing in regard to teachings about the self—it is the Buddha’s dharma alone
that has real authority.

3.7 Buddhism contra Other Systems

The last portion of the AMS that we will consider breaks a trend visible
throughout the rest of the text: it states explicitly that the Buddha did in-
deed teach the existence of a self.?® Whereas the AMS otherwise reflects
some caution with respect to this terminology, we here encounter the rec-
ognition not only that the existence of some *atmadhatu corrects errone-
ous thinking about andtman (see 3.3) but that this dhatu amounts to the
Buddha’s teaching about the self. This same material is significant for its
preoccupation with the ideas and practice of non-Buddhist systems in gen-
eral, and along the way echoes the claim of the MPNMS that non-Buddhist
ideas and practices come about not by the insight or ingenuity of other
teachers but due to the influence of the Buddha himself (2.5).

80. The impurity of eating meat is discussed also in the LAS, regarding which see
8.1nb5.

81. See 3.1n9.

82. For example, MPNMSF 869a7-8; also, for example, AMS® 540c28-541all. See also
Schmithausen 2005: 190-191.

83. This content is discussed further in Jones 2016a: 139-144; see also Kano 2000: 66.
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The relevant passage begins with Manjusri stating that only the Bud-
dha’s teachings about liberation—and the renunciation that leads to it—
are authoritative, in spite of the fact that others in the world lay claim to
knowledge about such topics, and teach things such as absence of self and
abstention from eating meat.®* This prompts from the Buddha an explana-
tion regarding the origins of other teachings about liberation outside of
his own (waidao JME; ya mishan can: Skt. pasandas: teachers of non-Bud-
dhist ideas and practices). The Buddha recounts a story that takes place
after the passing of a previous Buddha,® and some unfortunate circum-
stances that befall the final practitioner of the dharma left in the world at
that time: a forest-dwelling monk named Buddhamati. Buddhamati re-
ceives arobe from a pious layman, butis subsequently kidnapped by thieves
who strip him and tie him to a tree. A passing Brahmana sees Buddhama-
ti’s predicament and wrongly thinks that he is seeing a practice that is
proper to Buddhist dharma; he emulates the monk and becomes what the
AMS calls the first “renunciant without possessions” (BRJEVVI'T; dge sbyong
geer bu pa: *nirgranthasramana). Buddhamati frees himself, covers his body
with tree bark and ochre, and fashions a flywhisk from bound grass. An-
other Brahmana sees him, emulates this, and becomes the first “renun-
ciant Brahmana” (HHZZEFT; but AMST mur dug kun du rgyu ba:
*pravrajyatirthya, “renunciant non-Buddhist”). Later that day Buddhamati
bathes himself, treats his wounds with moss, and dons the discarded rags
of a cowherd; again he is seen, and the observer becomes the first of “Brah-
manas who practice hardships” (17 %4E["]; but AMS" ya mishan can dka’
thub byed pa: *duskarapasanda, “non-Buddhists who practice hardships”). In
a further attempt to treat his wounds, Buddhamati covers himself in ashes,
and an onlooker becomes the first “ash-smeared Brahmana” (K245 MT;
but AMS" phyugs bdag pa: *pasupata, see 9.6). Finally, Buddhamati builds
himself a fire, but as his wounds become more painful, he hurls himself
from a cliff in desperation. A Brahmana who sees him becomes the first
of “those who hurl [themselves] from cliffs, worshipping fire” (HHt3K;
absent from AMST).8¢

84. AMS®541a20-24 (including tHETRHIAGH, H5E MR MACH,; MEHZESRA
FIERE. ) Corresponding material in AMST (D.213, 198a3-4; Q.876, 205a8-bl) fo-
cuses only on the Buddha’s teaching about vegetarianism, though does at the end of the
ensuing myth acknowledge that the Buddha taught about the self (discussed below).

85. This Buddha has the curious name *Kosantabhadra: AMS" D.213, 198a5; Q.879,
205b2: ko san ta bzang po; AMS® 541a29: HF Y Ik FE 4.

86. See AMS® 541a27-c3; also AMS' D.213, 198b2-199a5; Q.879, 205b8-206b3. AMS"
in the final instance refers to “those who pursue suffering to the stage of being immovable/
the unmoving ground” (mi g.yo ba’i sar mya ngan du gro ba)—still, in likelihood, reference to
suicide. The final practice named in AMS“—suicide over a precipice (bhrgupata)—is men-
tioned in a list of ascetical practices that the MPNMS explains are not proper to the Bud-
dha’s teaching; see MPNMSF 882b19—c4; MPNMSP 406a16—b6; MPNMS' §364-365. On this
practice described in Brahmanical literature, see Thakur 1963: 80-81.
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For a Mahayanist sutra this is an uncommon degree of attention to
non-Buddhist practices, all of which arise after misunderstandings about
what is entailed in Buddhist dharma. But crucially the AMS uses the myth
to make a subtly different point, much more in accordance with the expla-
nation of the parable of the lost sword found in MPNMS-tg (2.5):

In such a way, Manjusri, all superior conducts and various kinds of de-
portments that are produced in the world are all emanated by the
Tathagata (*tathagatanirmita). When the dharma has disappeared, then
such things appear. In this way the true dharma disappears.

Likewise, Manjusri, in regard to the true self, worldly beings [have]
this-or-that distorted view and various false notions: namely, that libera-
tion is like this-or-that, and that the self is like this-or-that. Those who
pertain to what is supermundane also do not understand the cryptic
teaching of the Tathagata; they claim that the teaching of the Buddha is
absence of self [and] reason in accord with it, just like in the origins of
non-Buddhist systems [described above].*” Those worldly beings accord
with what is foolish, and those concerned with what is supermundane
have lost understanding of the cryptic utterances [of the Buddha].®®
This passage accepts that the Buddha indeed taught a doctrine of—explic-
itly—the self, and that this is once again the enigmatic content behind the
Buddha’s use of cryptic utterances (yinfu zhijiao FEHE 23 ldem po ngag:
*samdhabhasya) that many within the sangha are not able (or ready) to
grasp. There is no mention of the tathagatagarbha or (buddha)dhatu, and yet
the intended contrast must surely be between the Buddha’s account of the
self and notions of selfhood found in other systems. Moreover, and as we
saw in the MPNMS, there is also a sense that non-Buddhist systems are
somehow “creations” by the Buddha: not simply derivative of the dharma
(as seems to be taught in the myth itself) but manifested by the Buddha for
some strategic purpose. A similar idea is present elsewhere in the AMS,
though mentioned only fleetingly. Angulimala reveals to the arhat
Mahamaudgalyana that all “precepts and deportments” in the world—be
they “worldly or supermundane”—were in fact taught by the Buddha.®

87. AMS" elaborates that the error of holding the Buddha to have taught only that all
things are not-self belongs to non-Buddhists (mur dug: Skt. tirthyas); see D.213, 199b2; Q.879,
206b7.

88. AMS® 541c7-c15: UIIESCHRATR, (M —UIFTfE < B, ik, RRERTIE, — U2
AALIL o YRR, R, R, IEERNR. W SCRRETR, AR, R an A
SRR SRS, AR IR, AR ESE e A S R TR,
WeRER A, AN AR . Dl ] BB R, IR R R S

* Song/Yuan/Ming omit j2
Compare AMS' D.213, 199a7-199b3; Q.879, 206b5-8.

89. AMSC529b27-28 (JyZM AT / FENEMEfE / R HER / ERE#E). Compare

AMS" D.213, 164a2-3 Q.876, 171a7-8, which lists all “rites (chos), codes of conduct (‘thun pa’i
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Still this does not sit well with the content of the Buddhamati myth itself, in
which erroneous teachings and practices occur not by the Buddha’s design
but due to human ignorance. The view that these things are somehow cre-
ated by the Buddha appears only in the explanation of the myth, suggest-
ing perhaps that the Buddhamati narrative was appropriated by the
authors of the AMS, and is used to make a slightly different point: that
non-Buddhist teachings and practices, including those that resemble the
Buddha’s own (about the self, vegetarianism, and so forth), originate in
not only the activities (wrongly understood) but also the purposes of the
Buddha.

Hence, both the MPNMS (in its parable about the lost sword; 2.5) and
the AMS indebt non-Buddhist ideas and practices to the Buddha. This
interpretation of the Buddhamati myth is referenced also by the tenth-
century Madhyimaka author Bodhibhadra, who in his Jiianasarasamuccaya-
nibandhana provides one of the few references to the AMS to survive in
another originally Indian source.”” Bodhibhadra cites the misfortunes of
Buddhamati, and recognizes this story to belong to the AMS. He explains
that apart from the different schools of Sravakayana and Mahayana
thought there are outsiders (phyi rol pa: *bahyaka) who—quoting now the
AMS—practice “worldly modes of conduct, behaviors and rites” that are all
emanated by a Buddha (sangs rgyas kyi sprul pa: *buddhanirmita). The AMS
states as much, Bodhibhadra concludes, “so that persons [of these tradi-
tions] might become objects of compassion.”” In other words, Bodhib-
hadra understood the account of things produced by the Buddha in the
AMS to promote compassion for persons following non-Buddhist ideas
and practices who unknowingly participate in the Buddha’s ongoing work
to lead all sentient beings out of transmigration.

Returning to the myth as it appears in the AMS, a further line of its
explanation requires special attention. The text concludes its discussion of
the myth as follows: “Therefore the Tathagata taught the middle path of
the single vehicle (ekayana), which is apart from the two extremes. He
taught the self to be real, the Buddha to be real, the dharma to be real, the
sangha to be real: hence is taught the middle way that is known as the
Mahayana.””? Here AMS® refers to the notion of the single vehicle, which
occurs several more times in the AMS and is better known as the pivotal

tshul khrims), injunctions (cho ga) and virtues (yon tan)” in the world as the Buddha’s
teachings.

90. For detail about this and other later citations of the AMS, see Kano 2000: 77.

91. D.3852, 41a5-a7; Q.5252, 47b1-bb (... de dag snying rje’i yul du gyur pa’i phyir ...).

92. AMSC 541c15-17: EHUAH —FRAFIERR S TFE, Phith, AR, M
SR IE 4 BE T, Compare AMST D.213, 199a7-199b4; Q.879, 206b5-207al. AMS! states
that the Buddha teaches “the reality of the dharma, Tathagata and sangha”; it omits mention
of the self together with the three jewels. However, this material in AMS" still states that the
Buddha teaches the reality of the self (bdag gi de kho na). I am grateful to Kazuo Kano for as-
sistance with this difficult passage.
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doctrine of the Saddharmapundarika (SP).”> We have acknowledged already
that the MPNMS knew the SP by name (see 2.1), and we will see in the next
chapter an even stronger influence of the SP upon the MBhS. In the final
part of this study, we will return to the importance of teaching about the
single vehicle in the early development of Buddha-nature thought (see 9.1),
and consider further why the MPNMS and AMS in particular exhibit what
is, for Mahayana sitra literature, an uncommon interest in addressing the
presence and status in the world of non-Buddhist systems and their ideas (9.6).

3.8 Conclusions

In spite of what may be expected of a text that uses the murderer
Angulimala to teach an exposition about Buddha-nature, the AMS stops
short of arguing that sentient beings are destined for awakening in spite of
their past misdeeds.” Whereas its authors could have presented Angulimala
as an ideal case in point—a being burdened by a history of violence and
bloodshed, now seemingly devoted to the path of the bodhisattva—his
past crimes are explained to be little more than illusions created by a being
who is revealed, at the end of the sutra, to be nothing other than an emana-
tion by a Buddha.” Its authors’ primary interests are otherwise to what we
might prima facie assume, and its message one of assiduousness if the bod-
hisattva is to ever discover his “own nature” that has the qualities, already,
of a Buddha.

The AMS inherits and develops ideas that we have seen already in the
MPNMS, and continues to use the expressions tathdagatagarbha and
buddhadhdtu interchangeably. It refers frequently to simply “the dhdatu™
that which has the character of the Buddha but which is also essential or
proper to “oneself” (*atmadhatu or *svadhatu). This is, to all intents and
purposes, an account of a self by another name: dhatu here stands for that
which is permanent and indestructible in the constitution of a sentient
being, for which the bodhisattva may search inside himself, and which—
after much hardship—allows him to attain the status of a Buddha. The
AMS contrasts Buddha-nature with erroneous notions of selfhood that
mustbe rejected, butlike the MPNMS also teaches about the tathagatagarbha
in relation to the bodies of sentient beings, though apart from all worldly
activities in which they engage. Moreover—and again with echoes of the
MPNMS—the AMS considers Buddha-nature to have been a cryptic teaching

93. See also AMSC® 532b8-12, in which the AMS teaches that the vehicles of the sravaka
and pratyekabuddha are mere expediencies (compare AMS" D.213, 169a6-7; Q.879.48,
176a8-bl).

94. The AMS takes steps to excuse Angulimala’s crimes from the start: his killings are
an act of obedience to a commandment issued by his teacher (e.g., AMS® 512c¢9-19), and are
elsewhere explained away as instructive illusions (see 3.1n9).

95. See AMS® 543a7-b9; AMS' D.213, 203b3-204b5; Q.879, 211a5-212a8. Regarding
this Buddha’s name, which suggests further ties between the AMS and SP; see 9.4.
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by the Buddha: about a nature that is of a single kind (*ekadhatu) with his
own, which in each instance is the precious trace of a fully liberated being.

In summary, the foremost concern of the AMS is the sanctity of the
internalized essence of the Buddha, no longer in the physical stipa but
somehow present “within” the body of a bodhisattva. In one instance the
AMS tells us that teaching anyone who opposes the dharma is “to make an
offer to one’s own dhatu (*svadhatu)”;"® whereas coming to harm as one tries
to subjugate enemies of the dharma can be called “knowing the
tathagatagarbha.”” Though the AMS exhibits caution in regard to calling
this one’s “self,” it still generally agrees with the atmavadin orientation of
the MPNMS: Buddha-nature endures, somehow, about a sentient being’s
constitution, when all other notions of the self are negated, but because it
is supermundane must be distinguished from notions of selfhood taught
in non-Buddhist religious discourse. In part 3 of this volume we shall dis-
cuss further why both the MPNMS and AMS, as perhaps our two oldest
sources for teachings about Buddha-nature, opted to articulate
tathagatagarbha in the openly contentious fashion that they do. But next we
turn to the final text of the MPNMS-group, and of our @tmavddin sources
for Buddha-nature teaching, which shows comparatively little caution in
teaching that Buddhist dharma does indeed exhibit, at its culmination, an
account of the self.

96. AMS® 540c18-20: “HI Rl FL.” Corresponding material in AMST (D.213, 197a2;
Q.879, 204a7-8) concludes that this is done “to honor one’s self” (bdag la mchod pa), or
perhaps “to honor the Buddha” (who is speaking in this passage); see also 10.3.

97. AMS® 540c20-21: WIFRFTELE, Jobs, AREE. A & s 4. Wy ES, mEARL: 2
BEFWANEZ . Compare AMS" D.213, 197a2-3; Q.879, 204a8-bl, where those who need to
be subjugated are “wicked non-Buddhists (skyon chags pa ya mishan can [Skt. pasandas]).”
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CHAPTER 4

The Mahabheriharakasttra and
Liberation of the Self

4.1 The Text

The third satra of the MPNMS-group, and final tathdgatagarbha text that
espouses an unquestionably atmavadin form of Buddha-nature teaching, is
the *Mahabheriharakasiutra (MBhS), or “the discourse of one who bears the
great drum.”’ We have available two translations of the MBhS. The earlier
is that into Chinese, again produced in the fifth century by Gunabhadra
(T.270: Da fagu jing KiZEHE; henceforth MBhS®). The second is a Tibetan
translation produced in the ninth century by Vidyakaraprabha and the
Tibetan dPal gyi lhun po (e.g., D.222; Q.888: Rnga bo che chen po’i le'u zhes
bya ba theg pa chen po’i mdo; henceforth MBhS™).2 MBhS' contains some ma-
terial not present in MBhS, and otherwise our two versions differ in de-
tails when explaining that the culmination of the Buddha’s teaching is his
revelation of the tathagatagarbha or, very frequently, the self.’

Little has been written about the MBhS: a number of articles by
Takayasu Suzuki (e.g., 1997; 2000a; 2000b; 2002; 2014; 2015) and, as ever,
an investigation by Takasaki (1974: 234-253). The longest treatment of
the MBhS in any Western language is likely that by the present author
(Jones 2016b) and concerns themes common to the MBhS and to the

1. Like the AMS, the title of the MBhS evokes an environment of violence or conflict:
the Buddha compares this discourse to the beating of King Prasenajit’s war drum, which
when beaten reassures his troops but scatters enemies; similarly, those who oppose the
Mahayana scatter when they hear it. The content of the sutra is also referred to as the
Buddha’s “secret” (mimi #h%; gsang ba: Skt. *guhya); see MBhS® 291al7-a21; MBhST D.222,
87b2-5; Q.888, 91b5-92a2: see also 9.2.

2. The translation and colophon to the Tibetan version of the text records the title
Mahabheriharakaparivarta; the Chinese translation, and the content of both versions, reflect
instead Mahabherisitra.

3. Notably, material exclusive to MBhS' states that the text can be considered a
“mahasutra” (MBhS" D.222, 113a4; Q.888, 118a7: mdo chen po di), much like both the MPNMS
and AMS; see Habata 1994.
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Anunatvapurnatvanirdesaparivarta (AAN).* Both of these texts discuss the
tathagatagarbha in order to argue that there can be neither decrease nor
increase in the totality of sentient beings or Buddhas, a similarity that gives
the superficial impression of some debt between one sutra and the other.
However, if there was indeed such a debt (which is far from clear), then it is
still the case that the MBhS reflects a response to this issue thatis based on
the form of the Buddha-nature idea found in the MPNMS, which is quite
unlike how tathagatagarbha is explained by the AAN (see 6.1).°

As mentioned in the previous chapter (3.1), both the AMS and MBhS
refer to “the teacher of what is beneficial” (anweishuozhe LR HFE; phan
palr] ston pa: Skt. *hitopadestr), attention to which has led Suzuki to argue
that the MBhS is the later of these two works. In the MBhS the expression
*hitopadestr appears frequently and designates someone who preserves and
recites the MBhS specifically, suffering rebuke from audiences that do not
accept it.® Suzuki infers that by the time of the composition of the MBhS
*hitopadestrhad been accepted as a technical expression—a variation on the
idea of the preacher of the dharma (dharmabhanaka)—that was cemented
after the AMS, in which it was used more broadly for a promulgator of
teachings about tathagatagarbha. There is little other evidence to conclude
that the AMS is necessarily the earlier text of these two, other than the fact
that the AMS seems to inherit more ideas and motifs from the MPNMS than
does the MBhS.

There is virtually no mention of the MBhS in any other Indian source
that is available to us.” One reason for this may have been that its account
of the tathagatagarbha as a teaching about the self appears to be more pro-
vocative than what is found in either the MPNMS or AMS. Otherwise the
MBhS also lacks any teaching about vegetarianism, for which these other
two texts were better remembered. Concerning Buddha-nature, the MBhS
takes a hard line regarding the relative status of earlier Buddhist texts with
which its content appears to jar, and declares that teachings about empti-
ness (Sunyata) must be understood as “intentional” (@bhiprayika) or of pro-
visional meaning (neyartha), so require further explanation.®* Hence the MBhS
preserves for us a challenging conclusion to the Buddha-nature idea devel-
oped across the MPNMS-group of texts: a model of sentient beings that
has some aspect of them transmigrate endlessly until they are released
from the afflictions that bind them to perpetual rebirth, and that makes

4. An English translation of MBhS® is that of Rulu (2016): see 3.1n1. A short description
of the MBhS, based on its Tibetan translation, is Brunnholzl 2014: 23-24.

5. For an alternative perspective, see T. Suzuki 2002, and—in passing—Silk 2015b: 50.

6. See T. Suzuki 2000b; also 2.1.

7. The MBhS is mentioned, together with the AMS, in Bodhibhadra’s tenth-century

Jianasarasamuccaya-nibandhana; see D.3852, 29a3; Q.5252, 32a7-8.

8. See T. Suzuki 2000a; there are also reflections on this material in Dol po pa’s RC
(Hopkins 2006: 126-128). Regarding “intentional” and “provisional” teachings, see Ruegg
2004: 37-38.
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precious little recourse to more established Buddhist teachings such as the
dependent or conditioned nature of phenomena, or otherwise their fun-
damental “emptiness.”

Another striking feature of the MBhS is its reproduction of content
better known from the Saddharmapundarika (SP). Influence of the SP is
apparent across the MPNMS-group (see 9.1), though never as clear as in
the case of the MBhS, which reproduces from the SP the now well-known
parables of the lost son and of the magically conjured city.” The MBhS also
makes repeated reference to the idea of the single vehicle (ekayana) and
MBhS€ explicitly addresses how this teaching relates to the tathagatagarbha:
“If all sentient beings have the tathagatagarbha—that is a single essence,
a single vehicle—then why does the Tathagata say that there are three ve-
hicles: of the sravakas (i.e., Srévakayéna), pratyekabuddhas and the Buddhas
(i.e., Mahayana)?”' Otherwise the MBhS exhibits strong Buddhological
ties to both the SP and the MPNMS. While the AMS may have developed
the account of tathagatagarbha found in the MPNMS, it does not devote as
much attention to the other core theme of its predecessor: the permanence
of the Buddha apart from his apparent parinirvana. Whereas the AMS uses
the language of secrecy and revelation with regard to tathagatagarbha, the
MBhS believes that what is taught cryptically by the Buddha’s pronounce-
ments (yinfushuo FE7; dgongs pa’i tshig: Skt. *sandhavacana)—much like
in MPNMS-dhk—is the permanence of the Buddha apart from the death
of his physical body: “The cryptic teaching is that while it is said that the
Tathagata has completely passed over into nirvana, in reality the Tathagata
is permanent and not subject to destruction: parinirvanais not characterized
by annihilation.”"! We shall see that the central affirmation of the MBS is
that buddhahood constitutes a kind of enduring, pleasant existence. This,
its authors contend, is in opposition to what they believe was understood by
stitras that taught emptiness (sunyata). What is paramount to the MBhS is
that the Buddha be understood as not only a permanently existing being
but also one who enjoys true freedom from transmigration, and superla-
tive influence over the world that he appeared to leave behind. As much as
the Buddha himself can be considered a kind of permanent, awakened

9. T. Suzuki 2015; also T. Suzuki 2002: see also 4.5. Early in the MBhS a large portion of
the Buddha’s audience, who are not yet capable of accepting teachings about tathagatagarbha,
leave before he begins teaching, reminiscent of an episode early in the SP (38.12-39.6; also
Kern 1884: 38-39).

10. MBhS© 297b20-22: #5— UUR AR WIAGE, —E, —3fed, WRATHEH TR, &
Eafe. fiafe? Compare also MBhS™: D.222, 106a7-106bl; Q.888, 111al. MBhS" asks only
“Why has the Buddha taught the existence of three vehicles?,” though agreement with the
ekayana position is evident throughout the rest of the text. Elsewhere MBhS" understands
itself to be “a mahasutra in which is taught the single vehicle” (MBhS' D.222, 113a4; Q.888,
118a7: mdo chen po di).

11. MBhS® 291a29-bl: fRdiis, M5 WA, st WG Am: i R H AR
58k, MBhS" (D.222, 88a3-4; Q.888, 92a6-7) clearly lists four separate qualities (rtag pa,
brtan pa, zhi ba, ther zug pa; Skt. nitya, dhruva, siva, sasvata; see also 5.2).
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subject, so too must the Buddha-nature of sentient beings be considered
their true self, their atman, which might someday know this same liberated
state.

4.2 Continuity of the Self

The MBhS presents the core of its tathagatagarbha teaching through a series
of concise similes, which are stylistically more reminiscent of what we find
in the Tathagatagarbhasutra (TGS) than the lengthier similes or parables
that dominate the MPNMS and AMS.'? Four similes of the MBhS are intro-
duced as explanations of what the Indian text likely called tathagatagarbha
(fozang #58; but MBhS" snying po: simply Skt. *garbha). Both versions also
refer to the subject of these similes as “the dhatu of sentient beings” (zhong-
shengjie S5, sems can gyi khams: sattvadhatu). The same expression is used
at the end of these similes; the Buddha concludes, “Just as I have the na-
ture of all sentient beings (sattvadhatu), know that all sentient beings are
like that: the nature of all sentient beings is limitless and radiant.”® Al-
though MBhS® translates this sattvadhatu as the “realm” (jie 5t) of sentient
beings (a slippery feature of AMS® also; see 3.6), the similes themselves
seem to concern more simply the “essence” of a Buddha hidden in all sen-
tient beings, in accordance with what is taught in the MPNMS."

The last three of these four similes are illuminating but do not present
tathagatagarbha teaching in terms of selfhood, and can be discussed with
some brevity. The second of the set compares the tathagatagarbha to a moon
concealed by cloud, an example found also in the AMS;" like the clouds,
afflictions cover the nature of a Tathagata (WIZK1%) so that it remains im-
pure.'® The third example emphasizes the need for diligence if one is to make
manifest the awakened qualities of a Buddha. A person digging for water
continues to work until the hard earth gives way to mud and, in time, water.
Similarly, one must dig out “the earth of afflictions” to find their Buddha-
nature (UIHYE; but MBhST de bzhin gshegs pa’i snying po: tathagatagarbha)."”
The fourth simile compares the tathagatagarbha to a lamp in a jar, again
echoing an image found also in the AMS." As long as the lamp remains
concealed, it is of no benefit to anyone; the tathagatagarbha (MBhS® exhibits

12. These are quoted in both Dol po pa’s RC (Hopkins 2006: 150-151) and Bu ston’s
DzG (Ruegg 1973: 78-81).

18. MBhS® 297b18-20: #IHRA G LT, WA —VIGE, BRI, f LS 8 YT

* T ¥Jifi= Song/Yuan/Ming/Palace ¥FH]
Compare MBhS" D.222, 111a5; Q.888, 114a4.

14. This is in contrast to slippery wordplay concerning dhatu exhibited by the AAN; see 6.1.

15. AMS® 526b29—-c23.

16. MBhS® 297b7-9; MBhS" D.222, 110b5-6; Q.888, 115b4-115b6.

17. MBhS® 297b9-12; MBhS" D.222, 110b6-111a2; Q.888, 115b6-8. This is also remi-
niscent of an example used in the tenth chapter of the SP (233-234; Kern 1884: 221-222).

18. MBhS® 297b12-17; MBhS" D.222, 111a2—4; Q.888, 115b8—116a4.
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both Wiz and 4IAPE), once its sheath of afflictions has been destroyed,
presents to the world the qualities and activities of a Buddha, which are for
the benefit of all sentient beings. The focus is on the unrealized potential
of all sentient beings; once their afflictions are cleared away, what remains
is a Buddha who can continue to lead all sentient beings toward the same
goal.

However, it is the sequentially first of these four similes that warrants
special attention. It is only in this first example that the tathagatagarbha is
explicitly referred to as the self.' A patient suffers poor vision due to the
influence of some eye disease—removable, like a cataract—and suffers as
long as no doctor is found to treat him. When a doctor is found, the pa-
tient’s sight can be improved. Our two translations of this passage differ, of
which MBhST" is the most coherent:

Likewise, this essence (khams: dhatu) is concealed by a sheath of ten mil-
lion afflictions. So long as one delights in sravakas and pratyekabuddhas,
the self is not the self, and there are [notions of ] “I” and “mine.” When
one delights in the exalted Buddhas, the self becomes the [true] self, and
after that a person is able to be treated.

Afflictions should be thought of as being like the cloudy vision due to the
yellow and blue cataracts of that person’s diseased eye; the tathagatagarbha
is like the eye that continues to exist [either side of its affliction].*’

Corresponding material in MBhS® is problematic; it groups Buddhas,
sravakas, and pratyekabuddhas together as persons who can lead someone to
the true self.?' This suggests an unusual generosity to sravakas and pratyeka-
buddhas, which is not in keeping with the rest of the text (nor the opinion
of Indian Mahayanist literature in general, in which the srGvaka and pra-
tyekabuddha are more often objects of ridicule). MBhS® also omits the sense
that encountering a Buddha makes someone “treatable” (bsgrub tu rung ba;
Skt. *sdadhya). But both versions agree that there is what is erroneously
taken to be either “I” or “mine” (@tman, atmaniya), and apart from this is
what MBhSC calls the “true self” (zhenwo EIX). Here we find no clear sense

19. A'simile involving eye surgery is found also in the MPNMS, though in that context it
explains how sentient beings other than tenth-stage bodhisattvas are incapable of perceiv-
ing the tathdgatagarbha; see 2.3.

20. MBhS" D.222, 110b3-5; Q.888, 115b2-4: de bzhin du nyon mongs pa bye ba’i spubs kyis
khebs pa’i khams di ji srid du nyan thos dang / rang sangs rgyas rnams la dga’ bar byed pa de srid du
bdag ni bdag ma yin par ‘gyur zhing bdag gi bdag tu ‘gyur ro // gang gi tshe sangs rgyas bcom ldan das
rnams la dga’ bar gyur pa de’i tshe bdag tu ‘gyur zhing de’i ‘og tu bsgrub tu rung ba’i mir ‘gyur ro // mi
de’i mig nad ling tog ser po dang sngon po’i rab rib gang yin pa ltar nyon mongs pa rnams blta bar bya’o
// de bzhin gshegs pa’i snying po ni mig bzhin du nges par yod do //

21. MBhS® 297b4-7: W1/ e SRIEIE Rrhnsett. Ty Alaa th. BIH. 420, SHEARER,
Wrmt. Fridat i B 5, YRR AL B, B, AR, IRE T
o

« T 8% = Palace 153
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that this Buddha-nature is something “within” sentient beings—as ex-
pressed by both the MPNMS and AMS—but certainly what is otherwise
called tathagatagarbha constitutes one’s self that is somehow hidden where
it has always been, and is of great value.

The end of this simile communicates that the tathagatagarbha, or the
self, is that which survives between a state of affliction and into its true
mode of being apart from obscuration or obstruction. But the MBhS also
provides something irregular for the MPNMS-group: a systematic argument
for the necessity of the self, if indeed sentient beings can all, in theory,
achieve the status of a Buddha.

This is introduced by what at first seems to be a laudation of the Bud-
dha but which invites important implications about the status of sentient
beings in general: “The Tathagata is a god among gods. If parinirvana is
complete annihilation, the world would be [gradually] destroyed; if it is
not annihilation, then it is lasting and tranquil. Since it is lasting and tran-
quil, then certainly there exists a self, just as smoke means there is fire.”??
MBhST confirms that the Indian text described parinirvana as both lasting
(brtan pa: dhruva) and tranquil (zhi ba: Siva); because it exhibits these quali-
ties, we are told, there must exist a self.? The logic is quite clear: if nirvana
refers to a state of being (and so is not “annihilation”; see 4.3, below), then
something of the sentient being must endure after liberation and enjoy its
benefits. While the AMS contends that Buddha-nature must exist in order
for liberation to be possible (see 3.5), the MBhS reflects at greater length
on the absurdity of there being no self if liberation is indeed the perma-
nent, pleasant mode of existence enjoyed by a Buddha. Its further argument
is somewhat terse, and our clearer account is that preserved in MBhS®:

If there was [first] no self, and [then] there existed a self, then the world
would increase in content [which is untenable].

In reality there is a self, which negates the [principle of] absence of
self, and also cannot be destroyed.

If in reality there were no self, the self would not be established [as it
just has been, above].?*

Bracketed between two reductio-style arguments we find the position of
the MBhS: that there does indeed exist a self, which can be neither created
nor destroyed, and which stands in opposition to the teaching that all
things should be considered “not-self.” We will see below that the MBhS
takes the bold step of relegating teachings about absence of self to only

22. MBhS® 296¢23-26: WIZe/E R Ko 5 RSB, R, A AME, AIE
228t W, R aER, A,

23. MBhS" D.222, 109a7-b1; Q.888, 114a4-6. Zimmermann (2002: 81) detects a similar
line of thinking in two similes of the TGS (numbers 6 and 8; see 6.2).

24. MBhS® 296¢26-c27: FEMIKINTA I, BN, 6 A RIIF AL, & H 8K,
FHIAR. Compare MBhST D.222, 109b1-2; Q.888, 114a5-6.
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provisional status, deployed by the Buddha in anticipation of his later rev-
elation about the self that is the enjoyer of liberation (see 4.3). Otherwise
this passage highlights a central premise at the heart of our atmavada
tathagatagarbha sources: if the liberation of a Buddha constitutes realization
of what can be called the self (taught already by MPNMS-dhk; see 2.2), this
cannot refer to something that comes into existence or is created (so must
be asamskrta; see also 10.2), and must have always been apart from the
world of cause and effect.

Each “self” must then pertain to an entity that exists, without begin-
ning, and waits for the achievement of liberation. This is how the MBhS
proceeds: first defining what is meant by “a being” (you f4; MBhS™ mchis pa
but also yod pa: Skt. *bhava?), and clarifying—in terminology familiar from
the MPNMS (see 2.3—4)—that this refers to entities that are subject to twen-
ty-five forms of existence.”” These transmigrating entities can be contrasted
with “non-beings” that are not in possession of a mind (wusi zhiwu &8 2 4;
sems pa med pa) and which make up the rest of conditioned existence. These
two categories, we are told, are of fundamentally different natures:

“Non-being” means an entity without a mind.

If a non-being were [to become] a sentient being, then that [sentient
being] must come [into being] from elsewhere [which is untenable]. If
entities with minds are destroyed, then sentient beings would decrease [in
the world, which is untenable]. If non-beings were [to become] sentient
beings, they would fill up [the world, by increase, which is untenable].

Because sentient beings do not come into existence, nor are they
destroyed, [their number] neither decreases not increases.?

MBhST concludes that “these two (i.e., beings and non-beings) do not arise
and are not destroyed.” What are called non-beings are certainly still exist-
ing entities, but they are qualitatively different from sentient beings, who
cannot cease to exist and so have something about themselves that endures:
their self, or otherwise the nature of a Buddha.

As I have argued elsewhere, this discussion of neither decrease nor in-
crease in the totality of existing beings is markedly different from what we
find in the superficially similar AAN.?” Such differences are important, as
they are indicative of two distinct understandings of Buddha-nature teaching.
The account of the MBhS is quite radical: tathagatagarbha is a designator
for an entity possessed by sentient beings, otherwise some essence (dhdatu)
that has the qualities of the Buddha, and can otherwise be called the self.

25. MBhS® 296¢28-29; MBhS" D.222, 109b2; Q.888, 114a6-7.
26. MBhS® 296¢29-297a8: 5%, ME 2. e mts, EIhsk. 3a B2
H, WEER. BARER R A, MIETRR. DURAAEATE N, ABAIN.
@ T#7 = Yuan/Ming /R
Compare MBhS" D.222, 109b2-4; Q.888, 114a7-bl.
27. Jones 2016b: 75-79.
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Selves appear to be discrete (and innumerable) entities, each of which can
work to end their bondage to the process of transmigration. Unlike in the
metaphysically sophisticated AAN—in which Buddha-nature is identified
with a single underlying basis for the existence of sentient beings and Bud-
dhas alike (see 6.1)—the MBhS teaches the indestructibility of something
proper to each individual sentient being: something that can be called the
self. All of which, as we saw above, is because Buddhas are understood to
enjoy a state of being that is permanent, pleasant, and—as “god among
gods”—characterized by tremendous power.

4.3 The Sovereign Self

The idea that the Buddha embodies superlative freedom or power is inte-
gral to the Buddhology of the MBhS, and so also to its account of
tathagatagarbha.®® On occasion this is explained by what seems to have been
the expression *aisvarya, or “sovereignty” (present where MBhS® zizai H7E
corresponds to MBhS" dbang phyug),” and elsewhere some or other form of
the Indic *vasa/vasita, or “power.” To explore this theme, it is worth follow-
ing the trajectory of the MBhS as it explains the extent of the Buddha’s
power, and how this relates to the status of sentient beings who are all, for
the time being, bound to transmigration.

Earlier Buddhist sources concerned with teaching about andtman
argued that there is nothing that deserves to be considered the self because
sentient beings lack power over the conditions of their existence. Indeed,
the Buddha’s first argument in the Anattalakkhanasutta—held to be his ear-
liest teaching on this matter (see 1.1)—is that one cannot will one’s physi-
cal form, sensations, or otherwise to be other than they are or will be, with
the consequence that none of the five “heaps” of experience (skandhas)
can be home to something worthy of calling the self. Other early discourses,
such as the Culasaccakasutta (MN.1.231-232), state that this can be explained
in terms of a lack of power (vasa) over the constituents of one’s existence, a
sure sign that there is nothing present that warrants consideration as the
self. Other tathagatagarbha sources—both the Srimaladevisimhanadasiitra
(SDS) and AAN—use the expression aisvarya in reference to the power of
Buddhas and bodhisattvas.?” But what is unique to the MBhS is a preoccu-
pation with this power in contrast to the impotence of sentient beings as

28. See also, on this same topic, T. Suzuki 1997.

29. A relevant Sanskrit parallel to this usage is found in the RGVV (Johnston [1950]
1991: 32.11-12): sarvatra paramadharmaisvaryavibhutvasamdarsanad akasadhatuparyavasanah.
A passage quoting the AAN preserves another occurrence, which refers to the Buddha’s
“sovereign power over all dharmas” (ibid., 41.4-5: sarvadharmaisvaryabalatamadhigatas). See
also Lamotte 1944: 392.

30. For example, in the SDS, where our Tibetan version exhibits dbang phyug (e.g.,
Tsukinowa 1940: 10.2, 104.16; see 5.1); or in the AAN (Silk 2015b: 108 [§15i]). See also note
29 above.
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they suffer through transmigration: “As long as sentient beings transmi-
grate through birth and death, the self is not sovereign: hence, for [those
beings] I teach absence of self. But the mahaparinirvana that is attained by
Buddhas is lasting and tranquil. For this reason, I wipe out both annihila-
tionism and eternalism.”® In corresponding material MBhST makes no
mention of sovereignty but instead states that transmigration goes hand in
hand with preoccupation with the (worldly) self (bdag jug pa).”® But both
versions state that anatmanis taught in order to undermine views of annihi-
lation (ucchedavada) and eternalism (Sasvatavada), the conceptual Scylla
and Charybdis avoided by earlier Buddhist teaching. The authors of the
MBhS attempt to sail a precarious course between these two positions, and
arguably do not manage to avoid promoting what would have likely been
received as a form of eternalism: the view that transmigration, and libera-
tion from it, entails the enduring existence of some entity. Elsewhere, the
MBhS defends its teaching that there must indeed be something about sen-
tient beings that endures into liberation:

Kasyapa said to the Buddha: Lord, if [sentient beings] attain liberation
and sovereignty, one should know that sentient beings certainly ought to
have permanence. For example, when one sees smoke one knows that
there is necessarily fire. If there exists a self, there must be liberation. If it
is taught that there is a self, this explains that liberation has some form;
this is not the worldly view of a self, nor either annihilationism or
eternalism.®

The MBhS invests a great deal in the idea of liberation “having a form” (youse
A gzugs dang beas pa: *ripavat), which we will explore further below (4.6).
For now it is sufficient to conclude that for the authors of the MBhS, libera-
tion is anything but an end to existence; it is the continuation of what is
proper to a sentient being, avoiding—at least by their own testimony—the
conceptual pitfalls of annihilationism and eternalism.

In what fashion, then, does a Buddha exist? The MBhS shows very
clearly that it commits to the same form of docetic Buddhology encoun-
tered in MPNMS-dhk (see 2.2): that the Buddha’s activities were displayed

31. MBhSC 296b22-b24: JhZE G AEHHIE AL, TAHTE. 2HIR AT REEHPTR

PR A 2t DURSENG, AR .
* THRA = Song/Yuan/Ming/Palace 115

32. See MBhS™: D.222, 108b1-2; Q.888, 113a5-6. The unusual expression bdag jug pa
appears in the Tibetan translation of the Ugrapariprecha(sutra) (e.g., D.63, 266b6;
Q.760[19]1308a8), in which it seems to mean interest in what is proper to one’s self, and in the
carlier of two Chinese translations of that text (T.322[12]18b4-5) corresponds to hu i,
a “desire” or “hankering” for the self.

33. MBhS© 296¢8-11: MIEF 5. (e, FH A7, ERURAE DA . S R, 24
KA K. B, DA FSAAIR, MIACSMNA G A SR, IRERET. Compare
MBhS' D.222, 108b7-109al; Q.888, 113b3-5.
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“in conformity with the world” (lokanuvartana), whereas his true nature
abides beyond whatever has been seen of him.

Kasyapa said to the Buddha: Lord, why is it that while the Tathagata does
not attain nirvana, he displays his nirvana; while not being born, he dis-
plays his birth?

The Buddha replied to Kasyapa: For [the purpose of] destroying the
notion of permanence on the part of sentient beings, the Tathagata dis-
plays nirvana without attaining it, and shows birth while having not being
born. Why is this? Sentient beings say that “even the Buddha had a de-
mise, and does not attain sovereignty;”** how much worse off are we, who
have [erroneous notions of] “I” and of “mine”?*®

So power or “sovereignty” is that which the Buddha appeared to lack, hence
the perceived inevitability of his own death. However, it is precisely his
transcendent power that allows the Buddha to make a show—in conformity
with the needs of his audience—of his birth, life, and bodily demise.
A couple of similes explain this further, one of which remains focused on
the benefits of the Buddha making a display of his mortality:

Itis like a man pursued by a robber—with blade raised and wanting to do
harm—who thinks: “I am powerless to avoid this death!” To avoid such
things as the various sufferings of birth, old age, sickness, and death, sen-
tient beings think: “I resolve to become Indra or Brahma!” In order to
eradicate such thoughts, the Tathagata displayed [his own] death.*

The perception of the MBhS is that sentient beings, frightened by the ubiq-
uity of suffering, might wish to become deities with whom they associate
freedom from death.”” The Indic term aisvarya shares a root with #vara, an
epithet for gods (devas) such as those named above; to be isvara—in the
manner of illustrious figures such as Indra or Brahma—is to possess
aisvarya. Of course, this is not how the status of these deities was commonly

34. In place of HfE (*aisvarya), MBhST has the unusual expression bdag gi dbang, “the
power of the self,” or “my/one’s own power” (Skt. *atmavasa?).

35. MBhS® 296¢12-16: WAL A F: 1L, ZATUIARABERERORBEERE, ERAE?
R 2B R R AR, AR SRR, AR TLAE T ? RS TR
BEAMSALE, IR A RIT] 2

@ T ¥ = Song/Yuan/Ming/Palace %
Compare MBhS" D.222, 109a1-3; Q.888, 113b5-8.

36. MBhS® 206c20-c28: EUIH NLIEATIE, SI0E, Mo Bk [R5 M E G %ttt
) o AR A PERE AR R o Rt AR RS AR TRRMERTREREE | - Sk Adge i AR RUR BT A

« T % = Palace il
Compare MBhS™: D.222, 109a5-7; Q.888, 114al-4.

37. Comparison of the skandhas to murderers, communicating the lack of influence
that one has over them, is found already in the Pali Suttapitaka; for example, the Yamakasutta
(SN.II1.114-142).
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understood by Indian Buddhism: the gods whom ignorant persons consid-
ered to be “sovereign,” beyond the grasp of birth and death, are no more
outside of the cycle of transmigration than any other sentient being. To
rectify the misplaced aspirations of sentient beings, the Buddha displayed
that even he is subject to death, despite in actuality being both permanent
and having true, sovereign power over the conditions of his existence.

In a further simile, the MBhS suggests that this power of a Buddha is
not something that sentient beings eventually produce but is that which
can be “discovered” if only they were to attend to, and properly compre-
hend, their circumstances. “For example, it is as if a king were captured by
a neighboring kingdom, and bound up in chains, and should then think:
‘Am I still a king; am I still a lord? I am neither!” What is the cause of his
trouble? Itis due to negligence. Likewise, as long as sentient beings wander
through transmigration, the self lacks sovereignty; because it lacks sover-
eignty, [the Buddha] teaches the doctrine of absence of self.”*® In corre-
sponding material MBhST concludes that sentient beings transmigrate
“saying ‘I, or ‘having a view of the self’”; hence the Buddha taught about
absence of self.” Again the subject of the simile is a figure who supposedly
exhibits sovereignty, but here the king should enjoy power were it not for
the predicament in which he currently finds himself. Sentient beings do
not enjoy the status of a Buddha, but this is not proper to their true nature;
liberation, in short, can be imagined as the process of freeing the sovereign
individual (or what is essential to them) from a state of frustrating, but
unessential, imprisonment. Moreover, we can infer that the MBhS takes
teaching about not-self to be a kind of expediency, taught by the Buddha
to highlight the lack of power sentient beings exhibit while in transmigration,
but not applicable to the true self that is their enduring Buddha-nature.

4.4 Buddha-nature and Buddhist Practice

In the simile just discussed, the king’s imprisonment is attributed to his
negligence (pramada). We have seen the AMS also identify negligence as
the reason why sentient beings do not enjoy the status of a Buddha, akin
to an ascetic who is distracted from his practice (see 3.5). Whereas the
MPNMS reads like a justification for belief in the existence of Buddha-
nature (or otherwise acceptance of this as the Buddha’s newly revealed
teaching about the self), both the AMS and MBhS stress that this does not
mean that liberation is assured, and should still be pursued with the assid-
uous diligence expected of a bodhisattva.

38. MBhS® 296¢16-20: B4y AR BT IR M2 [ME: [HA2 £ 112 4
AEFEART ) iR e ORI R SRR AR, TAE . AR, SRR
o

39. MBhS"' D.222, 109a3-5; Q.888, 113b8—114al: nga ni bdag go zhes bdag tu lta ste / bdag
med par lta ba’i don yin no.
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Discussion of this matter in MBhS® begins when the Buddha’s inter-
locutor, the arhat Kasyapa, asks how the self first becomes associated with
the afflictions that obscure it.*” The Buddha responds with the example of
a goldsmith who observes impurities in some gold, and who desires “the
element of gold” from it (jinxing S gser gyt dbyings: *suvarnadhatu).
Though the simile is presented as an exposition of “the self,” our transla-
tions suggest that the Indic MBhS must have evoked the (buddha)dhdatu—
an “essence” or “element”—specifically. We read that even if the goldsmith
searches his whole life, he will not find the source of the gold’s impurities;
he must simply work to remove them."

Likewise, regarding the self, there arise adventitious afflictions. If some-
one who wishes to see the self thinks: “Now I should look for the self, and
the root of defilement,” would that person find their origins or not?

Kasyapa said to the Buddha: No, Lord!

The Buddha said to Kasyapa: If with diligence one removes the dirt
of afflictions, then one will obtain the self. Hearing siutras such as this,
believing and rejoicing deeply [in them], being neither sluggish nor hur-
ried, being very skilled in one’s methods, attending to the three modes of
action [i.e., of body, speech, and mind]: by these causes and conditions
one obtains the self.*?

Here the self—like the “essence” (dhatu) of the gold—is an achievement: it
is that which is realized at the attainment of liberation, obtained by the
bodhisattva’s perseverance in his practice. The MBhS teaches that afflic-
tions adventitious to the self should not be pondered further, and that sen-
tient beings must only work diligently toward their eradication.

This thought is developed in a further simile. Kasyapa asks why sentient
beings cannot perceive the self.* The Buddha responds with the example

40. MBhS® 297a3~ab: tHef, #HRAE, AMTEBEHGEEIR? Mhinlse: HRER, B
fil. Notably MBhST (D.222, 109b4-5; Q.888, 114bl) instead asks, “How does one know that
the self exists?,” to which the Buddha responds that this “must not be asked.” The question
about the origin of afflictions appears slightly later in MBhS" (see note 43 below), at a point
that makes considerably less sense (given the Buddha’s response): I therefore follow the tra-
jectory of MBhS®.

41. The import of the simile is reminiscent of the better-known parable of the man shot
with an arrow, found in the Culamalunkyasutta (MN.1.426). In both instances, the Buddha
discourages speculation on metaphysical issues—such as the nature of the self—that dis-
tract from the practical pursuit of liberation.

42. MBhSC© 297a10-al6: W23k, /EZEUE. AOAEE, (RN [AHEHESE G
AL BNBITRAIAA? MIEA S A, o mds: 807 s, )55 3. i
UWEHAE, ROESE, NEAR, BT, SRS, DORRBE SR,

* T lk=Ming It
Compare MBhS" D.222, 109b7-110a2; Q.888, 114b4-7.

43. MBhS®© 297al7: WG AN S e, 5 IKE, fHAR? MBhS" here has Kasyapa

ask about the origin of afflictions; see note 40 above.
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of a teacher of language who instructs impetuous students to learn by rote
the “linguistic roots” (zijujie FhIG; skad kyi dbyings: *|aksaraldhatu?) of
their language: an image that again likely reflects use of the Indic dhatu
specifically.* The teacher’s students are interested only in the meanings of
these linguistic roots, which he reveals only after the hard graft of learning
the roots has been accomplished.

Likewise, I now say for the benefit of sentient beings who are covered by
afflictions: “Good sons! The tathagatagarbha is like this, or like that.”
Those who desire to see it, do they then see it?

Kasyapa replied: No, Lord.

The Buddha said to Kasyapa: Just as one does not understand the
meaning of linguistic roots, and should rely upon a teacher, likewise,
Kasyapa, know that the Tathagata is one who speaks truly, by true speech
teaching that there are sentient beings. You will understand later, like
one who has accomplished their studies.*’

What is most perplexing in the final lines of this passage, and represented
in both translations, is the claim that sentient beings (sattvas) themselves
exist.* This introduces arguments for the continuity, and indeed necessity,
of the self—discussed above (4.2)—which concern the identity between
sentient beings and, in time, liberated Buddhas. The guarantor for this is
indeed some manner of “existent” or otherwise an enduring “nature”: that
which is otherwise known by the expression tathagatagarbha, and which
constitutes the Buddha’s account of the self.

4.5 Self, Not-Self, and Emptiness

Whereas both the MPNMS and AMS evince that the ideas they expound
were not well received, the MBhS adopts what seems to be a more combat-
ive stance against more established Buddhist thinking. It reminds its audi-
ence that there are many who reject sutras that explain the tathagatagarbha,
and who instead focus on texts that expound teachings about the empti-
ness of all phenomena. More striking still, the MBhS states that siutras which
espouse emptiness do so with some special intention (youyushuo i,
literally “needing further explanation”; but MBhS" dgongs pa can: abhiprayika),

44. See Scharfe 1977: 83-85.

45. MBhS© 297222-27: WA R AN BT AR T%%% WA AR a2 ], 1
A EAR A WEEAT: AL, fhd e WA NS, EaEE, Wi,
FINAEANE A, DL A0 A AR E AL, WEip.  Compare MBhST D.222, 110a2-
7; Q.888, 114b8-115a6. This is reminiscent also of an example found in the MPNMS
(MPNMSF 872a28-b7; MPNMSP 390c15-c24; MPNMS" §221-222), although there it is gram-
mar (Skt. ¥*vyakarana) that follows a child’s education in written characters.

46. MBhS™ (D.222, 110a6-7; Q.888, 115a5-6): sems can yod pa nyid do zhes gsung na yang
rig par byos shig.
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and that the MBS itself reflects the Buddha’s “supreme teaching”
(wushangshuo & F55; bla na med pa’i mdo: *anuttarasitra) that concerns the
permanence of the Buddha and of Buddha-nature.”’

In some instances the MBhS celebrates the diversity of the Buddha’s
teaching; he is compared to King Prasenajit, who at an annual feast offers
his guests meals that accord with their specific appetites*®: “The exalted
Buddhas do likewise: in accord with the various inclinations of sentient be-
ings, they expound for them various teachings.”® The MBhS accepts that
the Buddha uses different teachings for different audiences, but some
teachings are still more definitive than others. Apart from declaring that
the three vehicles are in fact only one (see 4.1), the MBhS follows the SP by
employing the examples of the lost son and of the magically conjured city,
in which followers of the vehicles of the sravakas and pratyekabuddhas are
reassured that they are all “true sons of the Buddha,” and—though they
may not know it—already following teachings of the Mahayana.” This sen-
timent is explored further in material exclusive to MBhS™ (and plausibly
later than content that is shared by both versions), in which the Buddha
explains that his use of his skill-in-methods (thabs mkhas pa: Skt.
upayakausalya) to teach different audiences does not constitute any contra-
diction (gal ba: virodha), but does require from an audience the ability to
distinguish between teachings that are provisional (drang ba’i don: neyartha)
and those that are definitive (nges pa’i don: nitartha).”

There is no doubt that the reduction of certain teachings to “strate-
gies” was a contentious move by the SP; the same can be said about the
MPNMS and AMS where they reveal that teaching about absence of self
did not intend that the Buddha could not teach the true self that refers to
Buddha-nature (see also 9.2). But it is the MBhS that presents in the bold-
est terms what is implied by other Buddha-nature works: that teaching
about not-self was some manner of expediency, and is succeeded by revela-
tion of the tathagatagarbha.

The Buddha said to Kasyapa: In order to refute worldly [notions of] self,
I taught the doctrine of absence of self. If I did not teach in this fashion,

47. MBhS® 296b8-10. Compare MBhS" D.222, 107b6-108al; Q.888, 112b2-3. This last
expression is conspicuously close to the epithet “uttaratantra” found in both the MPNMS and
RGVYV; see 7.2; see also Radich 2015a: 48—49. This passage could intend an inversion of a
statement by the Aksayamatinirdesasutra, which prioritizes texts that teach emptiness over any
that do not; see T. Suzuki 1997: 43-44; Jones 2016b: 67n56; also Ruegg 2004: 37.

48. MBhS® 296b10-12. Compare MBhS' D.222, 108a1-4; Q.888, 112b3.

49. MBhS® 296b12-14: i il SRR UL : B NE R AL RE AR AR ST Ay B S RE AR AL TX

Compare MBhS" D.222, 108a4-5; Q.888, 112b8.

50. Regarding the magically conjured city, see SP 187-189; Kern 1884: 181-183; then
MBhS® 296a7-b7; MBhS" D.222, 106b1-107b6; Q.888, 111a2-112b1. Regarding the lost son,
see SP 101-110; Kern 1884: 99-108; then MBhS® 297b22-¢21; MBhS' D.111a6-112a3; Q.888,
116a6-117a4.

51. MBhS" D.222, 115a3-4; Q.888, 120b3-5.
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how could anyone accept the dharma of the great teacher [who is the
Buddha]?

When the Buddha teaches absence of self, sentient beings are amazed,

and upon hearing what has not before been heard, they come to the Bud-
dha and are then, by a hundred thousand methods, led into the Buddha’s
teaching. Having entered into the Buddha’s teaching, their faith increases,
they become more diligent, they become learned in regard to teachings
about emptiness; only then do I teach for them the lasting and tranquil
liberation that has a form.
In MPNMS-dhk we encountered the idea that the Buddha taught anatman
for the purpose of vanquishing teachers who espoused wrong-minded no-
tions of the self (see 2.2); here, similarly, andtman is said to have been
taught to win audiences away from worldly ideas about the self. Faith in the
Buddha leads to acceptance of teachings concerned with emptiness, and
only then—finally—does the Buddha teach liberation “with a form,” which
is lasting (dhruva) and tranquil (siva), and attainment of what can be called
atman, realized in the status of a Buddha.

This “liberation with form” (gzugs dang bcas pa: *rupavat), which we
also encountered earlier (see 4.3), is revealed only after sentient beings
have been led into the dharma not by an account of the self but rather by
teachings about absence of self with respect to all phenomena. Again the
MBhS shows a debt to the MPNMS, which also presents a distinction be-
tween liberation “with form” (se tf; gzugs), proper to the Buddhas, and an-
other that is “without form” (wuse & {%; gzugs med), which is how liberation
was explained to sravakas.”® The Buddha’s liberation is characterized by
“separation from bondage to fetters,” what the MBhS understands as the
freedom or “sovereignty” of the Buddha, due to which he is said to have
realized the self.>*

The MBhS provides another account of the trajectory of the Bud-
dha’s teaching, which repeats, with subtle differences, what we have seen
above:

Furthermore, there are sometimes worldly persons teaching such a liber-
ation [i.e., with form]. In order to refute them, I taught that liberation is
non-existence. If I did not teach in this manner, how could anyone accept
the dharma of the great teacher?

52. MBhS® 206b26—c2: 75 05E. At MG IR . HAWRSE, SR
R i gk, s AR AR AR, BRI, REREEITIAR LLE TGS NE. AN
O, BOE, Bsl, HR, RMEASUEEZEE M. Compare MBhS' D.222,
108b2-5; Q.888, 113a6-bl.

53. MPNMSF 872¢27-873a4; MPNMSP 391¢28-392a11; MPNMST §229.

54. MPNMSF 87324-8 (— U415 7REE); MPNMSP 392a12-17; MPNMST §230 (featur-
ing ching ba thams cad dang bral ba: “freedom from all bondage”).
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By a hundred thousand methods I explained that liberation is annihi-
lation, without a self. After that, I observed those sentient beings who
took absolute annihilation to be liberation; lacking insight, they head to-
ward annihilation. [So] after that, I expound by means of a hundred
thousand methods the teaching that liberation is existence.*

We can express this succession of teachings concisely:

1. There exist worldly teachings about liberation that is “with form.”

2. The Buddha opposes these, teaching a kind of liberation proximate
(at least to some minds) to annihilation, while eschewing any
account of the self.?®

3. To correct any misunderstanding, the Buddha now teaches a kind
of liberation that is existence, and talks again about the self and its

realization.”’

So the MBhS understands the development of the Buddha’s teaching as
dialectical, in which erroneous accounts of liberation already in the world
are challenged by teaching about not-self, which in turn must be balanced
by the Buddha’s eventual revelation of the true self that is realized at awak-
ening. Material exclusive to MBhST explains this to be an example of the
Buddha’s skill-in-methods: absence of self is taught to undermine worldly
conceptions of a self somewhere about the body (Jig tshogs la lta ba: Skt.
satk@yadrsti), whereas the culmination of the dharma is indeed the exis-
tence and reality of the self (bdag yod pa nyid; also bdag gi de kho na nyid),
revealed only to those who are prepared to receive it.”

However, the MBhS does not stop here and undermines the learned-
ness of any audience that privileges discourses concerned with emptiness.
Above we saw that teachings about emptiness were expounded “intention-
ally” (abhiprayika); elsewhere, MBhS® laments that there are unruly monks
who either comply with (sui f&) or even augment (zengyi #52) the content
of emptiness-oriented texts.”® Blame is leveled at Buddhist audiences—
likely detractors of tathagatagarbha teaching—who misunderstand the

55. MBhS® 296c2-7: {RIREA HREA AL AERH 3SR A . 25 A2
s 25 T AR SE R IIE 2 A WP T DRl ok 2 o A ok A6 o AR AR BRAR SR ot 2 LR B 0 DA 2%
PRI, AN BRI AR TRAR T T ARSI 2. Compare MBhS™: D.222, 108b5-7;
Q.888, 113b1-3.

56. MBhSC fif/lik s #3%; MBhS® thar pa chud gzon pa nyid kyi bdag med pa: “liberation
that is without the self, which is a kind of annihilation (Skt. *vinasa).” See note 55 above for
references.

57. MBhS® f#llit &4, MBhST thar pa yod pa nyid. See note 55 for references.

58. MBhS" D.222, 115b1-3; Q.888, 121a3-5.

59. MBhS¢ 296b15-16; MBhS™ D.222, 108a5-6; Q.888, 113al-2. In MBhS" we are in-
stead told that these monks either (wrongly) interpret (dren pa) or reject (spong ba) the con-
tent of sutras.
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Buddha’s teachings about emptiness, and who have not grasped that emp-
tiness was taught in preparation for the Buddha’s account of the self:

Those [who espouse emptiness teachings] say that “all discourses of the
Buddha, in all cases explain absence of self,” while not knowing the
meaning of emptiness or of absence of self; those ignorant persons head
toward annihilation.®

Yet still the teachings of emptiness and absence of self are also pro-
nouncements by the Buddha. How is this? The store of immeasurable
defilements and afflictions conceals the nirvana that is always empty [of
them]; in this way, what is meant by “nirvana” is the meaning of all [teach-
ings]; such longevity and tranquility [enjoyed by the Buddha] is what is
meant by the mahanirvana that is attained by the Buddha.®

The passage above translates content of MBhS®, with which MBhS™ essen-
tially agrees.® We can take this passage to mean that (maha)nirvana taught
by the MBhS—a condition that is both permanent and pleasant—is what is
ultimately intended where other accounts of nirvana have been delivered
in other sutras. These, as we have read, sometimes adopted a tone that the
MBhS takes to have been annihilationist in character, but the liberation to
which these teachings must finally refer is one that is “with form,” and the
attainment of the superlative power and freedom of a Buddha.

In light of all that we have seen above, it is not surprising that the
MBhS also expresses caution regarding how liberally its ideas should be
shared. Its authors recognized that a Buddhist account of the self should not
be taught to just anyone, and categorizes beings into three types: those who
cannot be helped and who “shall fall into hell [in their next rebirth],” those
who believe in the siutra, and those who by the four modes of persuasion
(samgrahavastu) can be led to it, and hence—gradually—toward liberation.*
The last of these are compared to individuals who suffer some illness but
who should not be treated with medicine immediately; one should wait
until the proper time, “once the illness is fully manifested,” in order to

60. The MBhS may intend, for example, “those persons will be destroyed [by virtue of
their ignorance],” or otherwise that they lean toward annihilationist views about liberation.
61. MBhS® 206b16-b20: HU1ZFH: —VIHhAL BRI, AR WIS, PN B
W SR METBIE Phalho BT (> e BE IR e R TRR H R AR R IR U B
(E37& SR TIREIN et OIS
* Song/Yuan/Ming/Palace #f] = T 5
> Palace omits 7]

62. MBhS™ D.222, 108a7-b1; Q.888, 113a3-4, especially: mya ngan las das pa nyid kyi
tshig gi gzhi rnams ni / de dag thams cad kyi gzhi yin te / sangs rgyas bcom ldan das / de dag ni zhi ba
ther zug pa’i mya ngan las das pa thob pa yin no // (the meaning [gnas: Skt. *padartha?] of the
expression nirvana is the meaning of all [of the Buddha’s teachings]; the exalted Buddhas
attain the enduring nirvana that is tranquil).

63. See MBhS® 297¢27-28; also MBhS" D.222, 112a6-7; Q.888, 117b1.
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cure them.* The MBhS also compares unready audiences to a man who is
scared by the cries of birds; taking them to be thieves, he flees from his
path into the territory of a hungry tiger. Similarly, monastics and lay fol-
lowers, “hearing about both the existence and absence of self, fear hearing
about the existence of the self; they enter the annihilationist view of great
emptiness (dakong K7¥: *mahasunyata), and mentally cultivate absence of
self. In this manner, they do not produce faith in the very profound sitra(s?)
that concern tathagatagarbha and the permanence of the Buddhas.”® In other
words, some (or most) of the Buddhist community will remain attached to
the nairatmyavada mode of practice found in the Buddha’s earlier teach-
ings, or to teachings about emptiness that were prevalent in texts proper to
the Mahayana. These monks struggle to accept the status of a Buddha ar-
ticulated in terms of the self, as well as the idea of attaining such a thing by
discovery of the tathagatagarbha. Teachings about emptiness remain a curi-
ous sort of comfort for those not ready to accept that the culmination of the
Buddha’s teaching is the definitive account of what was, all along, the self.

Like those of the MPNMS and AMS, the authors of the MBhS had a
pessimistic sense of how their ideas were likely to be received by new audi-
ences. This complements the prophetic warning in the MBhS—very similar
to that found across the MPNMS-group—that it will resurface during the
final eighty years that the dharma has left in the world (see also 9.4, 10.2).%°
There is little doubt that Buddha-nature understood in terms of the self, as
well as the explicit devaluing of teachings about emptiness, would have
made the content of the MBhS, to adapt its own metaphor, a difficult pill
for some audiences to swallow. All of this provides ample reason why we are
left with scant evidence of the MBhS having been read by later Indian com-
mentators: it may have been so irregular in both its choice of language and
attitude to wider Buddhist teachings that the influence of the MBhS may
have been minimal indeed.

4.6 Conclusions

Of our three atmavada tathagatagarbha texts—all works of the so-called
MPNMS-group—the MBhS is the most difficult to situate in relation to the
wider tathagatagarbha corpus. Our two extant translations boast challenges
both philological and conceptual, but there is little doubt that the MBhS
articulates the boldest, most contentious defense of Buddhist atmavada
available to us. Not only does the MBhS teach a Buddhist account of the
self, it does so while explicitly relegating teachings about absence of self,

64. MBhSC 298a8-6; MBhS' D.222, 112a7-8; Q.888, 117b3—4.

65. MBhSC® 298a10-12: JAHRMILE, LAY, NARTE, EEEK. RUr2insk
PR FE P RAE I, RAE{54%.  Compare MBhST D.222, 115b4-5; Q.888, 121a7-8. This
material features in Dol po pa’s RC (Hopkins 2006: 127-128).

66. MBhSC 298¢19-299a29; MBhS™ D.222, 118a6-121a8; Q.888, 124a4-27b2.
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and of emptiness, to an “intentional” or “provisional” status. We are told that
such a thing as the self—otherwise still the essence (dhatu) of a Buddha,
proper to him and to all sentient beings (sattvadhdatu)—must exist in order
for a Buddha to enjoy the enduring, tranquil state of liberation that any
number of other Mahayanist sources attribute to him.

An interesting detail, in contrast to both the MPNMS and AMS, is the
near absence from the MBhS of the expression dharmakaya. The MBhS
makes hardly any mention of the dharmakdaya, and may have—in its Indian
forms—contained only a single occurrence of this expression.®” Instead of
making a distinction between the Buddha’s physical body and his immu-
table dharmakaya (otherwise, in MBhS?, the Buddha’s “unbreakable body™:
mi phyed pa’i sku: *abhedyakaya), the MBhS prefers to speak simply about the
enduring existence of the Buddha, who enjoys the lasting, tranquil state of
a liberation that exhibits some “form.” Another text that talks more
straightforwardly about the Buddha—without so much focus on his differ-
ent “bodies,” dharmakaya or otherwise—is the SP, with which the MBhS was
certainly familiar. Ties between the SP and the wider tathagatagarbha cor-
pus will continue to be of interest as this study progresses (see 5.4, 9.1), but
in the MBhS we find its influence all too clearly, as evinced by the repro-
duction of entire parables from the SP (of the lost son and of the magically
conjured city) that celebrate the Mahayana as the single vehicle (ekayana)
in which all Buddhist teachings are included.

In summation, the MBhS contends unapologetically that the attain-
ment of liberation requires something that could be called the self. Though
this self is knowable only to fully awakened beings, the MBhS attempts to
justify that such a thing must exist in order for liberation to be anything
that a sentient being might eventually come to enjoy. Otherwise the self is
a byword for freedom: it is that which can be apart from transmigration,
from conditioned existence, and is the liberation that the Buddha experi-
ences beyond his (apparent) death. This coheres with much of what was
taught by the MPNMS, and in a sense the MBhS joins the dots between the
self that is proper to liberation in MPNMS-dhk (the status enjoyed by a
Buddha) and the self that prefigures this status taught in MPNMS-tg (the
self proper to sentient beings, or tathagatagarbha). Because the Buddha’s
liberation permits that he be described as the self, there must exist that
upon which this achievement depends; because all sentient beings have
the potential to achieve his status, as taught already in the SP, all must pos-
sess a precious trace of this self, of Buddha-nature, already.

We have now addressed the three texts of the so-called MPNMS-group—
the MPNMS, AMS, and MBhS—that teach the existence of the
tathagatagarbha in terms of a permanent, unchanging, indestructible, and

67. See MBhS® 299b13-17; MBhS" D.222, 124a4-6; Q.888, 130b7-131al; for further
discussion, see Jones 2016b: 67-68; also T. Suzuki 2002.
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superlatively valuable “essence” of every sentient being: otherwise, as was
more common in wider Indian thought, what can be called atman. We
must now turn to those texts that most scholars, after Takasaki, have held
to be the backbone of the Indian tathagatagarbha tradition, and first of all a
stitra that shows signs of having known Buddha-nature teaching as it was
articulated in the three works to which we have so far attended. An objec-
tive of part 2 of this volume is to demonstrate that remaining works of the
tathagatagarbha corpus did not set the stage for an atmavdadin form of this
teaching but instead responded to earlier, more contentious articulations
of the Buddha-nature idea exemplified by the MPNMS, AMS, and—perhaps
most ardently—the MBhS.
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CHAPTER 5

The Srimalddevisimhanadasitra and
the Perfection of Self

5.1 The Text

We turn now to the Sﬂmdlddevisimhandda(nirdes’a)satm (SDS), or the
discourse that explains “the ‘lion’s roar’ delivered by Queen Srimala.” Un-
doubtedly the SDS is a text better known to modern scholarship than both
the AMS and MBhS, in no small part due to its importance for the author(s)
of the much-studied Ratnagotravibhagavyakhya (RGVV) and to its influence
on the Lankavatarasutra (LAS).? This chapter and those that follow it con-
tend that the SDS reflects an important turning point in the development
of Buddha-nature thinking in India, away not only from discourse about
the self but also from anything that was imagined to be some “essence” or
precious “element” in the constitution of a sentient being. For authors of
the SDS, and other works that can be demonstrated to be later than it,
the expression tathagatagarbha refers instead to that which underpins the
existence of both a sentient being and of a liberated Buddha, otherwise
referring to the mind that is intrinsically pure (e.g., prakrtiparisuddhacitta;
see also 9.3).

Several Sanskrit fragments of the SDS are preserved in the Schgyen
collection of manuscripts, though the content of these fragments does not

1. Matsuda (2000: 74) reconstructs a Sanskrit fragment of the colophon to read
srimaladevisimhalnada]nirde[sa] (sutram), which accords with the title of the text as translated
by Gunabhadra (i.e., in SDS‘”; see main text, above), including the qualification that the
textis “a great extensive discourse concerned with the methods proper to the single vehicle”
(ibid., 74: [e] (kayana)m [ma)(h)[opal (ya) vaitulye; SDSC 217a4; also 223b15: —Fe K I{H J7 E4K).
Regarding the motif of the “lion’s roar,” see Analayo 2009: 5-10.

2. The SDS is also mentioned by name in Santideva’s (eighth century) Siksasamuccaya
(Bendall [1897-1902] 1970: 42.12). From likely the same century, Kamalasila’s
Madhyamakdaloka quotes the SDS and its account of “death that is an inconceivable transfor-
mation” (Skt. *acintya parinamiki cyuti), in order to explain continuing transmigration of the
arhat, and hence offer justification for teaching about the single vehicle (D.3887, 240a4-b1;
P.5287, 269b2—8: see Kano 2016: 9; also 5.4 below).
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shed much light on how the text understands Buddha-nature.> We also
possess valuable quotations of the SDS preserved in the Sanskrit RGVV,
and indeed concerning its understanding of tathagatagarbha. However, for
much of its content we are still very much dependent upon translations of
the SDS into other Asian languages, the earliest of which is the Chinese
translation by Gunabhadra from 436 CE (T.353: Shengman shizihou yisheng
dafangbian fangguang jing %5 5 Al T H.— I K578 /5 BE4S; henceforth SDSY).
After this is another Chinese version preserved in the Maharatnakiita col-
lection of siitras (Dabaoji jing KNETHAL—T.310[11]1672c14-678c4: Shengman
furen hui 5 K N &; henceforth SDS®), translated by Bodhiruci &
(d.727) around 710 CE.* A third version is preserved in the Tibetan bka’
oyur (e.g., D.92; Q.760[48]: Lha mo dpal phreng gi seng ge’i sgra zhes bya ba theg
pa chen po’i mdo; henceforth SDST), which was produced in the early ninth
century by Jinamitra, Surendrabodhi, and Ye shes sde, and which in con-
tent closely resembles SDS®. An edition of SDS™—based on the Derge, Pe-
king, and Narthang editions, and which is referenced throughout this
chapter—is that by Kenryu Tsukinowa (1940), who presented this together
with a Japanese translation and reproductions of both Chinese versions.
An English translation of SDS®' is that by Diana Paul (2004), while SDS®
has been translated (along with other materials from the Maharatnakita
collection) by Garma Chang (1991: 363-386).° There is also the English
translation, based primarily on SDST (or “the Ratnakuta recension”) by
Alex Wayman and Hideko Wayman (1974), who advanced the influential
hypothesis (though by no means universally accepted) that the SDS was a
product of the Mahasamghika Buddhist tradition.® As ever, the SDS and its
place in the tathagatagarbha tradition was addressed also by Takasaki (1974:
97-126). Discussions of the doctrine of the SDS include those by Diana
Paul (1979) and Richard King (1995b), while a recent treatment of themes
explored in this chapter is by Jarostaw Zapart (2017).

Like some other Mahayanist sutras (including the AMS), the SDS frames
much of its content as having been delivered by someone other than the
Buddha himself. In this instance it is Queen Srimala of Kosala, daughter of
King Prasenajit, who is praised by the Buddha not only for her devotion to him
and to the Mahayana but also for her eloquence in regard to explaining

3. Matsuda 2000; see also note 1 above.

4. Lost to us is a Chinese translation by Dharmaksema, which may have shed light on
the relationship between the MPNMS and SDS as perceived by that author; see Wayman and
Wayman 1974: 9.

5. A further English translation of SDS®' is that of Rulu (2016): see 3.1n1.

6. See Paul 1976a; Wayman 1976; and Paul 1976b regarding the conclusions of the
Waymans’ study. Wayman 1978 presents a comprehensive list of reasons to suppose a
Mahasamghika influence upon the SDS. More recently Vincent Tournier (2017: 1960253,
285n119) has persuasively challenged the Waymans’ identification of doctrinal ties between
the SDS and the Mahdvastu, a central text of the Mahasamghika tradition. See also 10.2n7.

7. Regarding earlier Japanese scholarship concerning the SDS, see Radich 2015b: 263.
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the path of the bodhisattva.® Srimala teaches in the company of a magical
apparition of the Buddha, created by him, who empowers her to speak
eloquently about the path of the bodhisattva, tathagatagarbha, and the
Mahayana understood as the single vehicle (ekayana), as expressed most
famously in the Saddharmapundarika (SP). Though influence of the SP is
not as pronounced as we saw in the MBhS (see previous chapter), the SDS
still understands the vehicles of the sravaka and pratyekabuddha to be stages
along what is ultimately the path to complete awakening (see 5.4). Together
with the texts of the MPNMS-group, we can consider the SDS to be a true
“ekayanist” work that accepts the soteriological paradigm promoted by the
SP (see, for further discussion, 9.1).

In the course of her teaching Queen Srimala outlines differences
between those who follow the Mahayana and the various “saints” of earlier
Buddhist tradition: the arhat and other followers of the Sravakayana who
are close to achieving that status. She articulates three vows proper to
the bodhisattva: that (s)he should (1) work for the liberation of all sen-
tient beings, (2) explain the dharma without wearying, and (3) “abandon
body, life and wealth while upholding the saddharma” (i.e., “true dharma”).?
This certainly evokes the difficulty of the bodhisattva path imagined by
both the MPNMS and AMS, butin other regards the SDS departs from the
ideas and language of the MPNMS-group in some significant ways. We
encounter no mention of the prophecy complex common to the MPNMS-
group of texts, nor any focus on Buddha-nature or the Buddha’s enduring
existence as the explanation of the Buddha’s strategically cryptic methods
of teaching (see 9.2)." The SDS also shows no interest in celebrating the

8. Wayman and Wayman take this to be related to the origins of the SDS, they claim, in
the Andhra region after the fall of the Satavahana empire (c. 220 CE), in which the female
royalty of the otherwise Brahmanically oriented Tksvaku dynasty supported Buddhism. See
Wayman and Wayman 1974: 1-2; Nilakanta Sastri 1958: 96. The influence of the Waymans’
hypothesis is clear in work by Barber (2008: 152-156), whose attention to tathagatagarbha
sources develops the association between this literature and the region of Andhra. See also
10.2n7.

9. SDS® 218a9: #& 5 finflt, #EFFIEL. See also, for example, SDSC! 219a1-10; also SDST
54.16-58.16, in which we read that one must abandon body, life, and wealth in order to
achieve the permanent, indestructible body of the Buddha (sangs rgyas ky: sku: buddhakaya).
The body of the Buddha is the subject of verses at the beginning of the SDS (e.g., SDS!
217a16-b9; SDS' 6-12), said to be inexhaustible, and the site of permanently abiding dhar-
mas. This language, which is closer in tone to what we find in the MPNMS-group, is some-
what left behind as the SDS launches into its exposition of the tathagatagarbha-dharmakaya,
discussed below.

10. At its climax the SDS is said to have explained the underlying truth of emptiness
and about the intrinsically pure mind (e.g., SDS®' 228b4-6, including %% K &; SDS”
168.2-9, including stong pa nyid kyi don gyi dgongs pa). In SDS” we find occasional reference
to the “intent” behind the Buddha’s teaching (SDST 68.5-16 dgongs pa can: abhiprayika).
No doubt the SDS does claim to offer a definitive account of how one should understand
these and other topics—especially the reduction of the three vehicles of Buddhist teaching
to just one—though unlike the MPNMS-group the SDS does not dwell on the fact that some
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Buddha’s longevity beyond his apparent death, an idea especially impor-
tant to both the MPNMS(-dhk) and MBhS. Instead it concerns the Bud-
dha’s dharmakaya, which is not so explicitly contrasted with his physical
person so much as used to denote a collection (k@ya) of supermundane
qualities that one achieves upon liberation." Among these—to which we
will turn later—is “the perfection of self” (atmaparamita), a legacy of
atmavadin discourse inherited, in all likelihood, from the MPNMS itself.

5.2 Reimagining Tathdagatagarbha

We should begin with how the SDS understands the expression
tathagatagarbha, which does not clearly refer to anything “within” the con-
stitution of any sentient being. In fact the SDS omits any form of the decla-
ration that “all sentient beings possess the tathagatagarbha™—either “within
their bodies” or otherwise—which is our first sign that its authors assumed
their audience to have an acquaintance with this expression already, if only
insofar as teaching about tathagatagarbha is assumed to say something
“about” sentient beings in general terms. Moreover, no available form of
the SDS shows any evidence of using the expression (buddha)dhatu: its
account of Buddha-nature teaching is concerned strictly with the tathaga-
tagarbha and, at the end of its exposition, an identification between this
and the intrinsically pure mind (zixing gingjingxin ETEFIFL; sems rang
bzhin gyis yongs su dag pa: *prakrtiparisuddhacitta) that persists apart from, or
“beneath,” afflictions: “There are two teachings that are difficult to under-
stand: the mind that is intrinsically pure is difficult to understand, and that
this mind is defiled by afflictions.”"? While this fails to make a clear equation
between these two categories, the fact that conjunction with afflictions
(klesas) is a feature of the tathagatagarbha (and what distinguishes it from
the dharmakaya; see 5.3) leaves us in little doubt that the tathagatagarbha is
being identified with the intrinsically pure mind. By comparison, texts
proper to the MPNMS-group exhibit little interest in the mind, its nature,
or composition; the only mention of a “pure mind” in any of these occurs
in the AMS, in which this is presented as a doctrine taught in the
Sravakayana that is superseded by teaching about Buddha-nature (see 9.3).
In the SDS the identification is the other way around: what is called
tathagatagarbha refers to the mind, or properly to its basic nature apart
from the afflictions that sully it.

of the Buddha’s earlier pronouncements, taken at face value, jar with teachings about
Buddha-nature.

11. See Harrison (1992a: 55-57) regarding this interpretation of dharmakaya—a “col-
lection of the Buddha’s qualities"—found also in Sarvastivadin sources such as the
Abhidharmakosabhdsya.

12. SDSC! 299c4—5: HIEHERT TH1: FE B OHERT TRT; D50 T AN TR

* T 7 =07 Song/Yuan/Ming/Palace
Compare SDS2 678a4-5; SDST 152.13-16.
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Unlike in the MPNMS-group, this tathagatagarbha cannot be set in op-
position to other components of experience (e.g., the “heaps” of experi-
ence, or other bodily elements; see 2.3). It does not refer to the static
“essence” (dhatu) of a Buddha, nor seems to intend the idea of a “chamber”
(garbha) within which such a sacred element could be imagined to reside.
If, as Michael Radich has argued, the expression tathagatagarbha began life
in a creative internalization of the Buddha’s essential “relic” resident in
every sentient being, then the SDS shows no signs of understanding it as
such: no interest in the (relative) value of stipas, nor of the relics that they
were understood to house. The tathagatagarbhais certainly still some aspect
of sentient beings, but the SDS avoids any language that suggests it to be
something “hidden” or “within” them. In other words, in the SDS the ex-
pression tathagatagarbha certainly refers to the causal ground for a fully
awakened being—thatis to say, they possess the generative locus or “womb”
(garbha) for such a thing—but now without clearly evoking the sacred
chamber (garbha also) that was thought to preserve the essence of a Bud-
dha after his bodily demise."

At the conclusion of its discussion about the tathagatagarbha and to
what it must refer, the SDS relates tathagatagarbha to various signifiers for
reality as it is known to a fully awakened being: “Lord, the tathagatagarbha
is the garbha of the dharmadhatu (Skt. *saddharmadhatugarbha); it is the garb-
ha of the dharmakdya (*dharmakdayagarbha); it is the garbha of the supremely
supermundane (*lokottaradharmagarbha); it is the garbha of what is intrin-
sically pure  (*prakrtiparisuddhadharmagarbha). This naturally pure
tathagatagarbha, which is defiled by adventitious afflictions, is the incon-
ceivable domain of the Tathagatas.”"* Though this translates material from
SDSC!, the Sanskrit expressions supplied above are reconstructed with the
aid of a corresponding and seemingly identical list from SDST; all but the
last of these expressions are represented in the Sanskrit RGVV." Clearly a
great deal rides on how we understand the linguistic unit “-garbha,” which
in the SDS has eclipsed any interest in the expression dhatu and reference

13. My phrasing—in terms of a “generative locus”—is reminiscent of that used by
Matsumoto (e.g., in Hubbard and Swanson 1997) in his discernment of a “dhatuvada” orien-
tation in the SDS: that is, some account of “a singular, real locus (dhatu) that gives rise to a
plurality of phenomena” (ibid., 171). What I stress is that the expression tathagatagarbha re-
fers foremost to the generative locus for specifically a Buddha, whose qualities are already
dormant in every sentient being. I moreover do not subscribe to Matsumoto’s view that the
tathagatagarbha of the SDS or any other works in this tradition is by any means “un-Buddhist”
(see 5.5, 10.5). A similar, but more favorable, reading of the SDS is that of Zapart (2017), who
presents the tathdgatagarbha as something like a “basis” to phenomenal existence.

14. SDS® 222b22-24: ¥, WIAGEE, ABFUR. LG5, Mtk L L5 AR, ot
P T AT 2 BB AR LI 2, AN e s 7

* Song/Yuan/Ming/Palace/Shégozo HPE =T 1
Compare SDS® 677c¢21-25; SDS" 150.4-11.

15. Johnston (1950) 1991: 76.16-77.1. A longer list, closer to what we see in the SDS, is

preserved in the Chinese RGVV (T.1611[31]839a22-25).
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to what is “most essential” about a sentient being. These compounds are all
creative (re)interpretations of the expression tathagatagarbha, presented in
such a fashion that they suggest an audience’s familiarity with this expres-
sion, if not also with how it should be understood. Following the Tibetan
translation of garbha in the sense of some “embryo” (snying po), we could
understand these equations to mean that the tathagatagarbha is something
like the “seed” of each of these categories.'® However, this is a little odd
in—for example—the expression dharmadhatugarbha: the “garbha of the
essence/nature/realm of phenomena (i.e., “reality” properly known)” is not
something that we could imagine to “grow” or “develop” but rather is the
true or fundamental state of things that is known to a Buddha.

Buddhist literature beyond the tathagatagarbha tradition frequently
employed the language of gestation and birth to explain the achievement
of awakening: the Astasahasrika-prajiiaparamita, for example, remarks that
awakening is “born” through the perfection of insight (prajiaparami-
tanirjata),” which is “mother and begetter” (mata janayitri) of all Buddhas.'®
The Vimalakirtinirdesastutra explains that the dharmakaya is similarly “born”
by the perfections—the perfection of giving (dananirjata), discipline
(Silanirjata), and so forth—and records that the perfection of insight is
“the mother of bodhisattvas.”"® However where the expression tathaga-
tagarbha is taken to be the garbha for what is already supermundane, apropos
of any sentient being, it is hard to imagine that this should be taken to be
anything itself in need of growth or development. A better reading, I pro-
pose, is to continue to understand garbha in the sense of some “chamber,”
or more broadly some imperceptible “locus™ the tathagatagarbha—an en-
duringly present aspect of any sentient being—is the space at which these
supermundane qualities, and the penetrating understanding of phenom-
ena proper to a Buddha, can be realized or (by great effort) “found.” The
tathagatagarbha is then also something like the “womb” for the emergence
of a Buddha, but also of his transcendent mode of being (dharmakaya), su-
permundane qualities, awareness of reality, etcetera. Though the SDS
shows no trace of the idea that the tathagatagarbha holds the Buddha’s
“essence,” or permits any identification between bodhisattva and Buddha
(see 2.8), the SDS retains the sense that this expression refers to that aspect
of a sentient being from which a liberated Buddha can emerge, because
realization of the dharmadhatu, dharmakaya, etcetera are located “in it” and
can be born “from it.” To sum up, we might understand tathagatagarbha as
it appears in the SDS to designate the enduring locus at which awakening,
and what is properly supermundane, can be found, which can be identified
also with the underlying, fundamentally pure nature of the mind.

16. See Ruegg 1969: 501-502; also Hara 1994, and more recently (focusing on
tathagatagarbha as understood by the RGVV) Saito 2020.

17. Vaidya 1960: 29.12-13, 36.1-2

18. 1bid.,125.26-27, 134.26-27. See also Radich 2015a: 150-151.

19. Taish6 University 2006: 18-19 (2, §12), 79 (7, §6).
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Insofar as tathagatagarbha refers to something “about” sentient beings,
the message of the SDS is that reality properly understood—together with the
true mode of the Buddha’s existence (dharmakaya)—is not apart from the
character of a sentient being as he or she undergoes transmigration.
This retains the sense of the Buddha-nature idea outlined at the start of
this study (1.2) and found throughout the MPNMS and other texts that
teach the existence of the tathagatagarbha. The SDS remains committed to
this idea, and the very flexible expression tathdagatagarbha with which it be-
came associated, without taking it to require some valuable element that is
in any way “within” and so somehow “hidden” about a sentient being.

Whereas the texts of the MPNMS-group employ colorful similes to
explain something that is beyond the faculties of a sentient being, the
SDS—a comparatively short text—attempts to unpack the tathagatagarbha
in a single, extended description, which is noticeably more technical than
what we have encountered in earlier chapters of this study:

Lord, birth and death depend upon the tathagatagarbha; because of the
lathagatagarbha, it is taught that no beginning to these can be known.?’
Lord, because of the existence of the tathdgatagarbha, there is taught
birth and death; this is called the correct teaching.

Lord, birth and death are the end of the sense faculties and the suc-
cessive arising of new sense faculties: this is called birth and death. Lord,
the two phenomena, birth and death, are the tathagatagarbha; it is because
of worldly speech that there is said to be birth and death: death being the
destruction of the faculties, and birth the arising of new faculties; [but] it
is not the case that the tathagatagarbha has either birth or death. The
tathagatagarbha is apart from the characteristics of what is conditioned;
the tathagatagarbha is permanent and unchanging: hence the tathagata-
garbha is a basis (yi fk: nisraya), a support (chi ¥ dadhara), and a founda-
tion (jianli H37: pratisthita).

Lord, [the tathagatagarbha] is not separate nor apart from, not other
nor different to the inconceivable qualities of a Buddha. Lord, the
tathagatagarbha is a basis, support, and foundation that is apart from,
different to, outside of conditioned phenomena.?

20. In SDS®! this is benji XK, regarding which see Sharf 2002: 229-238. This may re-
flect the Sanskrit parvakoti (SDST sngon gyi mtha’), a start to the process of transmigration,
which can never be found. A similar idea is found in both the AAN (T.668[16]467b27) and
RGVYV (e.g., Johnston [1950] 1991: 72.15-16).

21. SDSC! 222b5—14: tHhef, /E5CH, KU AIAGH, SRR, e, A
AR ESE, R R, SRR, AR, sEREHNR, UORINRAE: AR, e,
FEMERe, B TIRRWAGE, W S, AR SO, AR R, ARG
AAIE. AGEE®, BEA A MAGECE AN AR I 2 R 3, ANEE,
AT A AT R, B . B AN RE, KRR RS RS

a TIEA: = Song/Yuan/Ming/Palace 38
" Song/Yuan/Ming/Palace omit #
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Though our Chinese translations do not reflect this, corresponding mate-
rial in SDST preserves a (perhaps insignificant) distinction between “birth
and death” (chi pho ba dang skye ba) and samsara (Tib. ’khor ba; instances
where SDST reflects this have been underlined in the translation of SDS!
above). The sense of all three versions is nevertheless the same: the cycle of
transmigration, that of perpetual birth, death, and rebirth, “depends
upon” the tathagatagarbha. The tathagatagarbha is “the basis, support, foun-
dation” for recurring transmigration but is also somehow apart from phe-
nomena that are conditioned (samskrta) and make up our experience of it.
We are fortunate that the middle portion of the above passage (after “it is
because of worldly speech ...”) is preserved in the Sanskrit RGVV, which
mostly accords with what we find in SDS™: “Lord, it is worldly convention to
say that something has died oris born. ‘Death,” Lord, is the cessation of the
sense organs; ‘birth,” Lord, is the occurrence of new sense organs. Howev-
er, Lord, the tathagatagarbha is not born, does not decay, does not die, does
not pass away, nor arise again. Why is this? Lord, the tathagatagarbha is
apart from the domain of things characterized as conditioned: it is perma-
nent, lasting, tranquil, and enduring.”?? Here the tathagatagarbha is called
permanent (nitya), lasting (dhruva), enduring (sasvata), and (absent from
SDS™) tranquil (siva). The Sanskrit RGVV goes on to agree that the
tathagatagarbha is called the basis (nisraya), support (adhara) and founda-
tion (pratisthita) that underlies all conditioned phenomena, or the stuff of
repeated death and rebirth, and is somehow apart from, and unaffected
by, the content of our transmigration.

So the tathagatagarbha is something that endures across successive
births, butis best imagined as some basis or foundation on which all of our
experience (though this is not explained) depends. It is always in posses-
sion of the properties of a Buddha, and indeed somehow wants for the re-
alization of awakening; the SDS continues: “Lord, if there were no
tathagatagarbha, one could not feel revulsion for suffering, nor aspiration
for nirvana.?* Why so? Because seven kinds of dharmas—the six modes of
consciousness as well as knowledge of mental phenomena—do not abide

Compare SDSC 677¢7-16; SDST 144.9-148.1. The exclusion of {4} from my transla-
tion brings SDS®! into agreement with both SDS®? and SDS". This character is excluded in a
quotation of this passage (of SDS®!) found in Zongmi’s 525 Yuanjue jing da shu chao (EIE4E
Kiigh: 823/823 CE), preserved in the Dainippon zokuzikyo KHAARLHLS, text no.
245(9)57829-10 (accessed via CBETA, December 2018). I thank Stefano Zacchetti for bring-
ing this to my attention.

22. RGVV® 1.65; Johnston (1950) 1991: 45.20-46.4: lokavyavahara esa bhagavan mrta iti
va jata iti va / mrta iti bhagavann indriyoparodha esah / jata iti bhagavan navanam indriyanam
pradurbhava esa / na punar bhagavams tathagatagarbho jayate va jiryati va mriyate va cyavate vot-
padyate va / tat kasmad dhetoh / samkrtalaksanavisayavyativrito bhagavams tathagatagarbho nitya
dhruvah sivah sasvata iti /

23. Johnston (1950) 1991: 72.15-73.8; also SDST 146.14-148.1.

24. Subtly different from the claim in the AMS (see 3.5) that the tathagatagarbha is re-
quired in order for there to be such a thing as liberation.
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for even an instant, and are not pained by various kinds of suffering; they
are without revulsion for suffering and the aspiration for nirvana. Lord,
the tathagatagarbha has no prior limit; it is characterized by a lack of origin
or end; it is pained by all kinds of of suffering; it has revulsion for suffering,
and aspiration for nirvana.”*

Here the tathagatagarbha is the enduring basis of the desire for libera-
tion. In many other Mahayanist works this might be explained in terms of
bodhicitta, the thought or intention (citta) for awakening that motivates a
bodhisattva through successive rebirths toward the hard-won goal of com-
plete awakening. Though featuring in both the MPNMS and AMS, men-
tion of the bodhicitta is absent from the MBhS and also, now, the SDS.26 In
the SDS, tathagatagarbha is the basis for the experience of transmigration
and for the desire of its cessation, and remains, throughout, the locus for
the awakened qualities of a Buddha (i.e., dharmakaya). Its authors perhaps
acknowledged that the Buddha-nature idea can serve one of the primary
functions of the bodhicitta, and has the advantage of referring to something
that endures across lives, and so throughout the career of the bodhisattva,
apart from any implied need for this to be sustained by exposure to the
Mahayana.”’ We see also that the SDS contrasts tathagatagarbha with the
content of six modes of consciousness (operating through the six senses,
including thought), as well as what is known by the mind, which are by na-
ture transient.?® There is no sign that tathagatagarbha designates any con-
stituent of their person that a bodhisattva might attempt to “discover”; it is
instead something like an explanatory principle, relating to (1) how there
is continuity for a sentient being across successive deaths, rebirths and—
after due diligence—the attainment of awakening, and (2) how this same
foundation, operating “beneath” the normal functions of the mind, is
some basis for the desire to achieve said goal.

Importantly, apart from understanding it to be both (a) permanent
and (b) unchanging, the account of tathagatagarbha in the SDS does not
bear much resemblance to the “embodied” (buddha)dhatu, or otherwise
the atmavadin account of tathagatagarbha that is espoused and defended
throughout the MPNMS, AMS, and MBhS. There is much less, in short,
that resembles a notion of atman, or some self that somehow “undergoes”

25. SDSC! 222b14-19: LR, MM, FAFME . GRS, FILLL?  FIEAR
OVER, MR RIAME, ARG AMSRGTGERIERE, 0, A, MATERAE. N,
TR, R ELRIE 4. Compare SDS©? 677¢16-20; SDST 148.1-15. See also Eltschinger
and Ratié 2013: 62n49.

26. A comprehensive study of bodhicittais D. Wangchuk 2007; regarding this and its rela-
tion to tathagatagarbha teaching, see ibid., 157.

27. Ibid., 291-356.

28. SDS® (677c17-18) refers to “six [modes of] consciousness and what is known by
them” as a set of seven dharmas; SDS" (148.4-6) calls the seventh simply “consciousness”
(rnam par shes pa: vijiana). See also 8.3n28; also Wayman and Wayman 1974: 105n97; also
Takasaki 1974: 350-366.
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transmigration (amid “twenty-five forms of existence,” as stated by both
the MPNMS and MBhS; see 2.3-4; 4.2). In short, the SDS gives its audience
little cause to consider tathagatagarbha to be reminiscent of atmavdadin
teachings found in wider Indian thought, or anything like a worldly notion
of a self: it is not “within” oneself, nor is it “bound” within a process of on-
going rebirth.

It is then telling that the SDS nonetheless clarifies that its doctrine is
nothing like a such a thing: “Lord, the tathagatagarbha is no atman, no satt-
va, no jwa, no pudgala. The tathagatagarbha is not within the domain of
sentient beings who are fallen into the view of a worldly self, who have dis-
torted [views], who are bewildered by emptiness.”* We are by now familiar
with lists of erroneous notions of selfhood, as well as the claim that the
tathagatagarbha cannot be known by the vast majority of sentient beings
(see, e.g., 2.5, 3.3). But the presence of such alistin the SDS—given that it
does not teach anything that strongly resembles an account of the self as
this is known in wider Indian literature—is conspicuous, and leads us to
hypothesize that the SDS reflects an audience’s expectations about to what
the expression tathagatagarbha must refer. If an audience knew the expres-
sion tathagatagarbha already, they may have known also that it carried asso-
ciations with ideas that were of an atmavadin orientation, about which
the SDS expresses caution. Whereas the MPNMS presents and defends
tathagatagarbha as the Buddha’s account of the (true) self, the SDS simply
rejects the idea that this teaching resembles anything like selfhood, and
uses the expression tathagatagarbha to articulate a different account of what
is consistent across the lives of sentient beings.

In summary, to the authors of the SDS tathagatagarbha refers to the cor-
rect account of what sentient beings properly are: that underlying aspect of
their existence that is permanent, unchanging, and the locus at which can
be realized the nature/realm of phenomena (dharmadhatu), or the true
body of the Buddha (dharmakaya). This refers also to some stratum of the
mind, which must be understood to exist apart from all of the afflictions
that obstruct its true nature. In a fashion that was particularly productive
for the LAS (see 8.3), the SDS sets tathagatagarbha in opposition to the reg-
ular operations of consciousness; hence it is no “part” of a sentient being,
let alone their “self,” so much as a proper understanding of the naturally
pure basis to their cognitive activities and, moreover, the experience of
transmigration.

In spite of this distancing from the atmavadin orientation of earlier
Buddha-nature works, the SDS still betrays clear debts to the innovations
of the MPNMS. Aside from a caution about worldly notions of the self, or
that which endures “within” any sentient being, the SDS continues to hold

29. SDS®! 222b19-21: R, WAGEH, I, FUE, dedn, AN, B o 5 LR
R, LR, JEHEBIR. Compare SDS® 677¢20-21; SDST 149.15-150.4.
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that the language of selfhood could still be used apropos of the Buddha’s
true mode of being apart from his physical person, the dharmakaya.

5.3 The Dharmakdya and Its Qualities

We have seen that in the SDS the term tathagatagarbha refers to something
like the underlying nature of a sentient being, conceptualized in mentalis-
tic terms, without this referring to anything “hidden” about their constitu-
tion. But the SDS maintains the idea that each sentient being is the locus
for the actualization, in the world, of a Buddha, and employs the expres-
sion tathagatagarbha to refer to the basis for the emergence of a Buddha
in the world that runs “beneath” successive births into the experience
of liberation. The perspective of the SDS is that at the other end of this
process—the eradication of afflictions, and so the actualization of a
Buddha—the tathagatagarbha is better known as the dharmakdya: the mode
of the Buddha’s existence that is characterized by supermundane properties.

There is likely no single interpretation of the term dharmakaya that will
do justice to its different usages across Mahayanist, let alone wider, Bud-
dhist literature.* However, we can reliably understand that this refers in
any instance to a “truer” mode of the Buddha’s existence than any imper-
manent, physical body of his that was seen and heard in the world. The
SDS ties its own account of the dharmakaya to the position that there exists
only a single vehicle (ekayana) of Buddhist teaching, and so only one form
of liberation: that which is proper to a Buddha. “Attainment of supreme,
complete awakening is attainment of the realm (dhatu) of nirvana; the
realm of nirvanais precisely the dharmakaya of the Tathagata; the supreme
dhamakaya is the supreme, single vehicle. Between the Tathagata and
dharmakaya there is no difference: the Tathagata is the dharmakaya. Attain-
ing the profound dharmakdya, one attains the supreme, single vehicle: that
which is supreme is without limit or cessation.”" At face value these equa-
tions seem to communicate little, but for some audience it may well have been
worth establishing that inhabiting the realm of nirvana, otherwise “being
liberated,” constitutes attainment of what can be called the dharmakaya.
Equating this with both the Tathagata (presumably, by implication, the
awakened person Sékyamuni), and indeed with the single vehicle that is
his teaching, establishes that buddhahood and knowledge of the vehicle
that leads to it refer also to the liberated reality that lies behind any physi-
cal Buddha: the dharmakdya.

It is at this juncture that the SDS reintroduces its understanding of
Buddha-nature, and declares that “the dharmakaya, not separated from the

30. See also 2.1n15.

31. SDSC! 220c22-26: FHELAE =i =i, NLRIRMRGL RS, MRk S, &
ok, TR, MR RL S, WokAES, kg, ATiE—R. i
%, BIRMEAE. Compare SDS® 676b8-12; SDST 108.9-16.
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sheath of afflictions, is called tathagatagarbha.”* Hence these two expres-
sions—tathagatagarbha and dharmakaya—refer to the same thing, but so
long as there exist afflictions (which obscure, as we read above, the pure
status of the mind), we should speak about the tathagatagarbha, the basis for
transmigration that underlies ongoing birth and death. The dharmakaya,
meanwhile, refers to a mode of the Buddha’s being (a “body,” kaya) that is
precisely a collection (kaya also) of supermundane qualities (dharmas) that
distinguish it from anything proper to mundane existence.

The qualities that the SDS holds are proper to the dharmakaya are
familiar. Having repeated the classic Buddhist formula of four distortions
(viparyasas)—that is, that sentient beings impute selfhood in regard to
what is not the self, permanence in regard to what is impermanent, and so
forth (see 2.2)—the SDS states that there are still correct thoughts about
self, permanence, bliss, and purity, with clear echoes of the MPNMS: “The
dharmakaya of the Tathagata is the perfection of permanence, the perfec-
tion of bliss, the perfection of self, and perfection of purity; those who see
the dharmakaya of the Buddha as such have the correct view.”* Based on
the quotation of this passage in the Sanskrit RGVV, we know that our
translations of the SDS reflect expressions including atmaparamita, “the
perfection of self.”® The RGVV refers to this set of four as the “perfected
qualities” (gunaparamitas) of the dharmakaya, though this expression is ab-
sent from the SDS and so should be avoided while we attend strictly to this
text on its own terms. Indeed, the RGVV has much more to say about these
qualities (see 7.3—4), but their occurrence in the SDS—which offers no
further elaboration—must have had some relevance for its own, certainly
earlier audience. We must take care to contextualize these predicates of
the dharmakéaya and not misrepresent the position of the SDS through the
lens of either the RGVYV or, indeed, the MPNMS.

These four predicates are all proper to the dharmakaya— “perfections,”
we presume, in the sense of the “highest” form of some or other quality.”
The atmaparamita is perhaps then a superlative or supermundane form of
atman or selfhood (which the RGVV on one occasion explains to mean
paramatmaparamita, or “the perfection of a self that is supreme/other”; see 7.3).
The tathagatagarbha, we have seen, is the dharmakaya rid of afflictions; the
SDS understands the tathagatagarbha to possess already the properties of
the Buddha (and so is also “not-empty” of them; see 9.4). Otherwise the
SDS teaches that the tathagatagarbha refers to nothing like a worldly notion
of selfhood, so this is surely not meant to be contradicted by attribution of
atmaparamita to the dharmakdya (which is, lest we forget, the Buddha’s existence

32. SDSC' 221cl0-11: 2, Wddnsiksy, AHEMK, 445K, Compare SDS®
677a18-19; SDST 130.6-8.

33. SDSC! 222223-25: HA&IE LW I AR 2L GBI IR R, FRIL AR IR A MR, 1
JEH, B4 1ER. Compare SDS® 677H26-28; SDS™ 142.1-4.

34. Johnston (1950) 1991: 31.3—4.

35. See Hikata 1958: x—xii; Dayal 1970: 165-166.
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apart from all that is worldly). It is likely an important detail that these per-
fections predicate the dharmakaya and not, explicitly, the tathagatagarbha,
or the state of the dharmakaya while it remains afflicted, and an aspect of
sentient beings as they continue to transmigrate.*®

Moreover, the “perfected” self of the dharmakaya—unlike the “self that
is the Buddha” in MPNMS-dhk (see 2.2)—is not called merely atman but
rather atmaparamita. We have no evidence of this term, nor of the other
“perfections” among which it is numbered, in demonstrably earlier Bud-
dhist sources, and these were perhaps inventions by the authors of the SDS
to distinguish what could be said about the dharmakdayafrom any (erroneous)
notions of selfhood, permanence, etcetera in regard to worldly phenome-
na. The SDS provides no further detail regarding what atmaparamita might
mean; for this we have only the interpretation of these categories offered
by the RGVYV, to which we turn later (7.3). But it is likely very significant
that the authors of the SDS approved of the idea, found otherwise in the
MPNMS (specifically MPNMS-dhk), that inverted perspectives of the four
distortions correctly describe the Buddha in his transcendent mode of
being.*” What the authors of the SDS did not want was for these qualities
to be confused for worldly notions of, for example, selfhood, and hence
the dharmakaya must exhibit specifically the “perfection” of selfhood that
is somehow above, beyond, or at any rate “different to” atman as any worldly
person could possibly understand such a thing.*

The account of atmaparamitain the SDS must represent some response
to language exhibited by the MPNMS. The true mode of the Buddha’s ex-
istence can be expressed in terms of the “perfection” of self, etcetera, but
not—as expressed more simply, in MPNMS-dhk—as simply “the self” (see 2.2).
The picture that is emerging is one in which the SDS finds that innovative
terminology found in the MPNMS was in need of not only refinement but
also some creative reinvention. The expression tathagatagarbha still describes
a fundamental identity between transmigrating and liberated beings, but
does not resemble at all an account of the self; it is nothing “within” sentient

36. This disagrees with S. King 1991: 12; 1997: 177; also Matsumoto 1997: 170. See also
Zapart 2017: 151-152.

7. Though Takasaki held that the SDS belongs to the main trajectory of the
tathagatagarbha literary tradition (1974: 111-126), he nevertheless acknowledges that the ac-
count of these four “inversions” appears more developed in the SDS than in the MPNMS
(ibid., 167); see also Shimoda 1991. The current chapter agrees with Radich’s contention
(2015a: 85-97) that the SDS exhibits no good evidence that it predates the MPNMS.

38. The absence of any detail regarding what “perfection” means in this context is frus-
trating, but perhaps the authors of the SDS intended little besides a distinction between
“worldly” qualities and what is proper to the Mahayana and its teachings about that which is
supermundane. In complement to established Mahayanist interest in the “perfection” of
virtues—giving (danaparamita), discipline (silaparamita), etcetera—the SDS may simply be
employing paramitaas a hallmark of Mahayanist teaching, to communicate that, for example,
atman proper to the dharmakaya is a superlative quality (paramitd), realized at the terminus
of the path of superlative virtues (paramitas also) that is known to bodhisattvas.
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beings, but something that underlies or underpins successive births. The
Buddha himself, meanwhile, should not be imagined in terms of some
enduring self, but could be thought to exhibit some “perfected” form of
selfhood beyond any worldly account of anything by a similar name. All of
this, the SDS reminds us, is of course above the comprehension of arhats
and pratyekabuddhas, persons who are new to the path of the bodhisattva,
and other sentient beings besides.

At this juncture we might take stock of the distinction between the
Buddha-nature idea as expressed in the MPNMS-group and as we find it
taught by the SDS. The MPNMS-group articulates tathagatagarbha in a
manner that understands sentient beings to be in possession of some self
(“atmavada”), whereas the SDS conceptualizes sentient beings in terms of
the composition and workings of the mind (“vijianavada”).”* The MPNMS-
group consistently presents the tathagatagarbha (otherwise some dhatu or
“essence”) as something like a transmigrating subject, or the kernel of one’s
personhood that undergoes transmigration and eventually achieves the
status of an awakened subject acting in the world, a Buddha. But in the
SDS the expression tathagatagarbha says nothing about the corporeal con-
stitution of a sentient being so much as that which underlies their succes-
sive transmigrations and, eventually, their liberation: something like an
awakened substrate, which possesses the qualities of what is a markedly im-
personal conceptualization of the Buddha’s true form, his dharmakéya.
This is a “body” of supermundane qualities rather than any personal entity
that enjoys a pleasant, enduring state apart from (yet still operating in) the
world, the latter of which would better describe the Buddha of the MPNMS-
group of sutras and their own articulations of what it means to discover
one’s enduring Buddha-nature or, indeed, the self.

5.4 On “Singularity”

We have seen in previous chapters that the MPNMS-group of sutras revisits
and reimagines some important aspects of earlier Buddhist teaching, most
notably the Buddha’s complete rejection of discourse about the self but
also—in the same vein as the SP—dismissing the vehicles of the sravaka
and pratyekabuddha by teaching that all sentient beings possess already the
nature of a Buddha. Though the SDS disagrees with the MPNMS about
how to understand the expression tathagatagarbha, it shares both a commit-
ment to the single vehicle paradigm (ekayana) promoted by the SP, and—
like other texts concerned with Buddha-nature—continues to provide
novel interpretations of some other central Buddhist teachings.*’

39. I here intend vijranavada, “discourse/teaching about consciousness,” in a broad
sense thatis not reducible to the Yogacara-Vijnanavada tradition of philosophy; see also 8.1n6.
40. There is a possibility that the SDS is quoting the SP where it declares that “who has
the correct view [about the dharmakaya) are the Buddha’s true sons, born from his mouth,
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For example, the MPNMS(-tg) reinterprets the “four truths”—of suf-
fering, its arising, its possible cessation, and the path that leads to this—
that were supposedly the content of the Buddha’s very first discourse.*' In
the MPNMS, the truth of “suffering” (duhkha) refers to ignorance regard-
ing the permanence of the Buddha,* and the truth of its cessation (nirodha)
to the tathagatagarbha that lies dormant beneath myriad afflictions.” The
SDS also reconfigures the four truths in order to affirm that only one of
them is “ultimately true” (diyi yidi 5—F%#%; don dam pa’i bden pa: *para-
marthasatya): the truth of the cessation of suffering.* Insofar as both texts
understand “what is ultimate” to refer to Buddha-nature (however this is
conceptualized), they are in agreement that an end to the experience of
suffering constitutes the removal of afflictions from that which exhibits
already, were it only to be cleansed, the superlative qualities of a Buddha.

This reduction of Buddhist categories to single principles is a recur-
ring theme in the SDS, but also—here and there—in both the MPNMS
and AMS.* In the midst of its account of the tathagatagarbha, just before
the pivotal suggestion that a bodhisattva make himself “like a stupa” (see
2.3), the MPNMS established that there are not, ultimately speaking, three
distinct refuges (i.e., the Buddha, dharma, and sangha) but that “the Bud-
dha is himself the three refuges.”*® This same idea is found in the AMS,

born from true dharma, emanations of the dharma, attaining a portion of the dharma”
(e.g., SDSC! 22222426, echoing SP 61.2-3 [Kern 1884: 61]). However, this refrain is found in
a number of other texts, including the Pancavimsatisahasrika-prajiaparamita (Dutt 1934:
122.20-123.2) and Mahavastu (Senart 1897: 54.17-55.4). This has likely origins in language
proper to the Brahmanical tradition, as suggested by the Assalayanasutta (MN.I1.147) and
what seems to be an allusion to Rgvedaverse 10.90, the well-known Purusasitkia (van Nooten
and Holland 1994: 531-532).

A further detail is that according to our Chinese translations the Buddha predicts that
Queen Srimalé, in a future life, will become a Buddha by the name Samantaprabhasa (SDS“1
217b15-16; SDS? 673229: 1), a name from a series of future Buddhas predicted in the SP
(206; 207.9, 208.10, 209.4; Kern 1884: 198-200). In SDS! we find instead Samantabhadra
(kun tu bzang po); a bodhisattva by this name has an entire (likely late) chapter of the SP devoted
to him (SP 472-483; Kern 1884: 431-440).

41. See, for example, the Pali Dhammacakkappavattanasutta (SN.V.420-424).

42. See MPNMSF 882c4-16; MPNSMP 406b6-12; MPNMS" §367. Here MPNMS' cele-
brates de bzhin gshegs pa’i che ba nyid, perhaps Skt. *tathagatamahatyma, “the majesty of the
Tathagata.” See also 2.3; also 6.3.

43. MPNMSF 883a4-12; MPNMSP 406¢11-19; MPNSM" §369.6-13.

44. SDS®! 221¢25-222a3; SDSC? 677229-b9; SDST 132.15-136.6. See also R. King 1995b: 7.

45. Indeed, a Sanskrit fragment of the SDS preserves the claim that the text reveals the
definitive meaning (nitartha) based on “singularity” (ekatvapratisarana); Matsuda 2000: 72-73.

46. Expressed most clearly in MPNMS" §391.3-6: gcig pu la skyabs su song shig / ye shes ‘di
la ni skyabs gsum med de / chos dang dge du ba yang med do // sangs rgyas nyid chos kyang yin / dge
dun yang yin te / de bzhin gshegs pa nyid gzhi gsum pa yin no // (Take refuge in but one thing: in
this knowledge [taught here] there are not three refuges, as there is neither dharma nor the
assembly of the sangha. Rather, the Buddha is the dharma, and also the sangha; the
Tathagata is himself the three refuges). Compare MPNMS" 884c21-24; MPNMS® 409c27-
410al. See also Habata 2015b: 180-183; Radich 2015a: 139-140.
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which explains the single vehicle to mean also a “single refuge” (*ekasarana),
which we are again told refers to the Buddha; because both the dharma
and sangha depend on a Buddha for their (re)appearance in the world,
these two can be called “strategic” refuges (fangbianyi Ji{E4K; thabs kyi skyabs:
*aupayikasarana)—so taught by the Buddha for some expedient purpose—
whereas a Buddha alone is the “ultimate refuge” (diyi yiyi 5—%%K; don dam
thabs: *paramarthasarana).” In a very similar fashion, the SDS relates the
teaching of the single vehicle to the authority of only a single refuge:

The dharma is the path of the single vehicle; the sangha is the assembly of
the three vehicles. These two refuges are not the supreme refuge; they
are called partial refuges. Why is this? Teaching the dharma that is the
path of the single vehicle, one attains the supreme dharmakaya; there is
no teaching higher than the practice of dharma proper to the single
vehicle.

The ultimate meaning of the two refuges is the supreme refuge: the
Tathagata. Why is this? Because the Tathagata is not different from the
two refuges. The Tathagata is precisely the three refuges. Why is this?
Because he teaches the path of the single vehicle.*

Both the AMS and SDS envisage teachings about a single vehicle and single
refuge to complement one another, though the latter is an innovation be-
yond what we find in the SP.** Both the AMS and SDS emphasize that the
refuges of the dharma and sangha are only either “strategic” (AMS: fang-
bian J7{E; thabs) or “partial” (SDS: shaofen />47; yan lag gi); in either in-
stance, they are not the ultimate refuge that is the Buddha himself. The
Buddha as the one true refuge is the fountainhead of the other two; the
single vehicle (i.e., the Mahayana) is the mechanism by which new Buddhas
are produced.

Hence the SDS reflects a kind of “streamlining” of Buddhist doctrine:
that there is but one truth (the cleansing of one’s Buddha-nature) and one
refuge (a Buddha, after one’s Buddha-nature has been fully revealed).
Very likely this kind of thinking is indebted to the SP, which earlier than
both the SDS and AMS had reduced the three vehicles of discrete kinds of
liberation (those proper to the sravaka, pratyekabuddha, and bodhisattva)

47. AMS® 530a8-20; compare AMS" D.213, 165a4-b1; Q.879, 172b1-5.

48. SDSC! 221ad—15: EHEREH Tl  M#E L =, I FKARFTRK, #0050
Ko ATCAK? Bk, BTk R MR AR TR SRR TR
Ao FTLARE? MESANZE, MRS TERK. WARRI =Rk, MLAs? St —sfeid.

* Yuan/Ming/Palace % =T &
Compare SDS2 676b19-29. Compare SDST 112.5-116.4.

49. The idea that the Buddha is the “supreme refuge” (Saranam param) survives into the
RGV (v.1.20; Johnston [1950] 1991: 18.12-13); I am grateful to Dorji Wangchuk for bringing
this to my attention.
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to the single vehicle that is the Mahayana.”® According to the SDS, “The
vehicles of the sravaka and pratyeka[buddha] are included in the Mahayana.
The Mahayana is the vehicle of the Buddha(s); hence the three vehicles are
asingle vehicle.””' But whereas the SP introduces the single vehicle as some-
thing that the Buddha makes clear only for some audiences (see 9.2), the
SDS—just as in its treatment of Buddha-nature thought—attempts a for-
malization of this idea, and an account of how persons previously believed
to be liberated (i.e., arhats and pratyekabuddhas) still, in some subtle fash-
ion, remain bound to transmigration (see 9.2).”* With the benefit of San-
skrit terminology preserved in the RGVV, we can determine that the SDS
teaches that arhats, pratyekabuddhas, and bodhisattvas “who possess great
power” (vasitaprapta) are all still reborn via “mind-made bodies” (mano-
mayakaya). This survives what is called “the death consisting of an incon-
ceivable transformation” (acintya parinamiki cyuti), which has left behind
transmigration as it is normally understood.”® The SDS tells us that while
all of these revered beings have eliminated four kinds of fundamental
“bases” or “entrenchments” (vasabhimis) that hinder all sentient beings,
they have not yet eliminated all afflictions due to the “basis of ignorance”
(avidyavasabhimi) that is the fundamental cause of all other kinds of men-
tal affliction.” Eradicating this underlying cause results in the attainment
of awakening, which—in accordance with the central revelation of the
SP—is the only definitive kind of liberation that there is.

Crucially, and unlike the SP, the SDS does not present the single vehi-
cle as something controversial or unheard of. It stresses the superiority of
the Mahayana, and refers to the arhat and pratyekabuddha only in order to
undermine their achievements; for example, their inability to comprehend
the tathagatagarbha, and their continuing bondage, in some subtle manner,
to transmigration. Just as it does not need to explain that tathagatagarbha

50. For example, SP 48.13-14 (v.2.69); Kern 1884: 48 (presented there as v.2.68). See
also 9.1.

51. SDS® 220c19-21: R, SUEMREANAT, KREURMA, k=Tl R,
Compare SDS” 108.2-7.

52. SDSC! 219¢2-7: HEREFEAM ... FEHERERMIIE ([arhats and pratyekabuddhas)
have not exhausted further birth ... saying that they have attained nirvana is a stratagem of
the Buddhals]). Compare SDS® 675a27-b4; SDS' 74.6-76.1.

53. See, for example, SDSC! 219¢20-23 (compare SDS®2 675¢2-3; SDST 80.3-9). For
more on manomayakaya, see Radich 2007: 224-284, together with Pali sutta material that he
cites (e.g., AN.V.17.166), concerned with celestial forms that can be attained by highly accom-
plished sravakas; also Radich 2010. Lee (2014: 65-79) discusses manomayakayain light of the
Sarvastivadin Mahavibhasa (T.1545[27]363a20-21); also Kubota (1999) attends to the same
term as it appears in Vasubandhu’s (also Sarvastivadin) Abhidharmakosabhasya (e.g., 3.40:
Pradhan 1967: 153.10-12; La Vallée Poussin 1923: 122, 209n2).

54. These Sanskrit expressions are known through quotations in the Sanskrit RGVV;
see Johnston (1950) 1991: 33.4-34.7. The other four “bases”—sometimes translated “en-
trenchments”—being those in (1) views of monism, (2) desire for sense pleasure, (3) desire
for physical form, and (4) desire for existence; regarding these, see SDS! 220a3-a5; SDS¢
675b19-22; SDS" 84-86.
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refers to something about the status of sentient beings, the SDS takes for
granted that its audience has encountered before—and is not shocked
by—the idea that the Buddha taught vehicles that are inferior to the
Mahayana (the “Hinayana”) as only strategies or expediencies. For all of its
technicality, the intent of the SDS is quite clear: to explain, after the SP,
how there can exist only a single vehicle, and how individuals who were
commonly believed to have achieved a kind of liberation—arhats and
pratyekabuddhas—must have more work to do, in some subtle mode of exis-
tence, before they fully escape transmigration.

In summary, the SDS presents a systematic treatment of how the
Buddha-nature idea and the doctrine of the single vehicle can comple-
ment one another. In contrast to what we see in the MPNMS-group, these
two tenets are presented in such a fashion that they do not seem to be new
or contentious, though they were in need of careful exposition—perhaps
what was seen to be lacking in works such as the SP, or in others that had
experimented already with Buddha-nature articulated as an account of
the self.

5.5 Conclusions

Authors of the MPNMS, AMS, and MBhS shared not only common ideas
about the tathagatagarbha, or otherwise buddhadhatu, but also a preoccu-
pation with defending what are “cryptic” utterances of the Buddha that
require further explanation, and a shared prophetic narrative about the
prospects of the dharma after the Buddha’s (apparent) disappearance (see
chapter 9). The SDS, by contrast, reflects a different understanding of
Buddha-nature, and one apart from any sense that teaching it will endan-
ger its advocates. Its pivotal claim is that the expression tathagatagarbha
must refer to the intrinsically pure nature of the mind, and after this—
once this mind has been cleansed of all that afflicts it—exhibits the super-
lative, transcendent qualities of the dharmakaya. In accordance with its
“ekayanist” orientation, the SDS still understands nirvana to refer to the
only definitive kind of liberation that exists, or otherwise the achievement
of full buddhahood. In the meantime, tathagatagarbha is the basis of our
desire for this liberation, which endures across successive lives; it is some-
thing like a substratum that functions unaffected beneath the events of
successive moments of consciousness, across one life and those that suc-
ceed it. Whereas in the MPNMS-group afflictions obscure the nature of
the Buddha, which is understood as some static element (dhatu), in the
SDS they are impurities that sully sentient beings understood in mentalis-
tic terms, an understanding of Buddha-nature that proved especially pro-
ductive for authors of the RGV(V) (7.1) and of the LAS (see 8.3).

As the tathagatagarbha is no enduring, constituent element, it makes
little sense for such a thing to be articulated in terms of selfhood. The in-
sistence in the SDS that tathagatagarbha refers to nothing like such a thing,
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in spite of the fact that the suatra promotes nothing like a permanent, un-
changing kernel to experience, implies that its authors knew of the
atmavadin flavor of Buddha-nature teachings expressed in another corner
of the Mahayana literary tradition. It is also quite clear that the SDS devel-
ops other themes found otherwise in the MPNMS, AMS, and, predating all
of these sources, some form of the SP.?® That the SDS reconfigures the four
truths, prioritizes the Buddha as a single refuge, and accepts the single
vehicle paradigm suggest influence by these other Mahayanist works. But
nothing is more telling than the manner in which the SDS explains the
dharmakaya and its four “perfections,” in a manner that evokes Buddhologi-
cal statements that were made by the MPNMS specifically (see 2.2, 2.3).
Hence the SDS represents an important turning point in the tathaga-
tagarbha tradition: a reinvention of the atmavadin form of Buddha-nature
teaching into something new and, evidence suggests, more palatable for a
wider Buddhist audience (see also chapters 7 and 8). The SDS recycles
terms and categories from the MPNMS (or, at any rate, some milieu that
accepted its teachings), but rejects the central claim that tathagatagarbha
refers to some “thing” that resides in every sentient being, or otherwise
what could be called their self. Its authors preserve the central Buddha-
nature idea—a commonality between transmigrating and liberated beings—
but explain this to refer to some mentalistic foundation common to both
kinds of existence. Buddha-nature is hence nothing “within” a sentient
being: it is the enduring basis for the existence of a sentient being that is
already, were it not for the presence of afflictions, the “womb” (garbha)
wherein one can find, and from which can emerge, the qualities of a Buddha.
Before leaving the SDS, and with the benefit of having observed dis-
tinctions between its teachings and the atmavadin mode of the Buddha-
nature idea that came before it, we should at least acknowledge some of
the criticism that this text has received from modern scholarship. Some

55. The SDS and AMS share an unusual simile: a comparison of the saddharma to four
great burdens (mahabharas) that are felt by the physical earth (its oceans, mountains, and
vegetation, and the mass of sentient beings; see Kano 2000: 69); these are also mentioned
briefly in the Mahayanasutralamkara (15.2); Lévi 1907: 97-98). In the AMS these are com-
pared to four kinds of condemnation that the bodhisattva will face when trying to teach
about the Buddha’s permanence, and the tathagatagarbha, in the final eighty years of the
dharma (e.g., AMS® 537¢20-538a21; see also 3.1n6). In the SDS these burdens are compared
to a need to impart either (1) good moral conduct or (2—-4) the vehicles of the sravaka, pra-
tyekabuddha, or bodhisattva to different sentient beings (e.g., SDS¢! 218b7-b15). While the
AMS reflects an environment in which Buddha-nature teaching was contentious, the SDS
folds this simile into a picture of the (“ekayanist”) Mahayana providing different teachings
for different audiences. It is also possible that the SDS intends allusion to the AMS in the
name of its key speaker. Srimala is a queen and daughter of King Prasenajit, whose name
(absent from any assuredly earlier Buddhist sources, so perhaps an invention of the text’s
authors) is “pleasant/auspicious garland” (sr-mala), and whose teaching about
tathagatagarbha is perhaps preferable to that which was associated with the terrible “garland
of fingers” (anguli-mala).
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readers of the SDS—for example, Shiré6 Matsumoto, on behalf of the “Crit-
ical Buddhist” (Hihan Bukkyo) movement—have suggested that by virtue
of presenting the tathagatagarbha as something like a permanent, unchang-
ing stratum upon which transmigration is based, the SDS relinquishes any
right to be considered an authentically “Buddhist” text.”® According to
Matsumoto, the SDS espouses a “dhatuvada” orientation: an account of
transmigration which posits that impermanent, conditioned phenomena
are generated by a permanent, unconditioned substratum (dhdtu in the
sense of a “cause” or “basis” from which phenomena are generated), in op-
position to wider Indian Buddhist denial of any conceptual need for a such
a thing (see 1.1).

Even if one is persuaded by Matsumoto’s reading of the SDS, and of its
lack of credibility as a truly “Buddhist” text (which entails a questionably
essentialist model of Indian Buddhism, and a disapproval of Indian Bud-
dhist innovation; see 10.4), it is in our interest to recognize that the SDS
makes an undoubtedly different kind of claim to that found in our atma-
vada tathagatagarbha sources. All three texts that espouse atmavadin modes
of Buddha-nature teaching suggest that audiences will struggle with what
is being revealed in the text; the SDS, by contrast, does not itself claim that
its doctrine sits at odds with established Buddhist tradition.”” On the con-
trary, the SDS understands tathagatagarbha to refer to a teaching estab-
lished elsewhere in the dharma—namely the intrinsic purity or luminosity
of the mind (see also 9.3)—and so may be our earliest source for a second
phase of teaching about Buddha-nature in India.

56. See articles reproduced in Hubbard and Swanson 1997. Recent responses to the
Hihan Bukky6 critique are Yamabe 2017 and Shimoda 2020.

57. Matsumoto (2014: 283-292) has since argued that the MPNMS also exhibits
“dhatuvada” teaching in a manner comparable to the SDS, by virtue of (a) presenting the
Buddha/buddhadhatu as atman, and (b) this atman referring to some ground of existence
(i.e., the “dhatu” as a “generative monism” in any instance of some “dhatuvada’). However,
any Upanisadic undertones to the MPNMS do not extend to its account of the self being
anything that can be identified with an empowering force of creation (e.g., brahman), specifi-
cally, so much as with the Buddha. While Matsumoto’s dhatuvida model is superficially
closer to the picture painted by the SDS (in which the expression dhdatu is itself never used,
which is an irony of Matsumoto’s focus on the SDS as a “dhatuvada’ text), the MPNMS-group
of texts understand dhatu as the presence of a discrete instance of Buddha-nature in the
constitution of any individual sentient being, with no sense of it being the cause or basis for
the content of transmigration.
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CHAPTER 6

Other Tathagatagarbha Sources

At this juncture we benefit from turning our attention to three exceptional
works that sit on the periphery of the main interest of this study. Both the
Anunatvapurnatvanirdesaparivarta and Tathagatagarbhasitra are Indian
Buddhist sztras that teach about the expression tathagatagarbha. These two,
together with the SDS, constitute a triad of lathagatagarbha works that were
prioritized by Jikido Takasaki (see 1.2). However, both of them are
conspicuous for making no reference—approving or otherwise—to the
tathagatagarbha and its relationship to discourse about the self. They are
nevertheless both significant works in this textual tradition, and their relative
positions in the development of Buddha-nature thought warrant attention
before we turn to the Ratnagotravibhagavyakhya (RGVV; see the next chapter),
which they both influenced. A third text, the Mahayanasutralamkara—
together with Indian commentarial materials associated with it—is excep-
tional for the more obvious reason that it does not provide a full-throated
account of tathagatagarbha at all. However, it does reflect an awareness of
this expression and sutras concerned with it, likely predates the completion
of the RGVYV, and attends also to the claim that the Buddha can be consid-
ered to have achieved something worthy of articulation in terms of the self,
or atman.

6.1 The Anuanatvapurnatvanirdesaparivarta

The Anunatvapurnatvanirdesaparivarta (AAN) survives only in one Chinese
translation, produced by Bodhiruci FH&isC (d.527; distinct from the
translator named in 5.1) in 520 CE (T.668: Foshuo buzeng bujian jing &g
AL, see Silk 2015b: 3-14). Some of its content is otherwise available
in quotations by the RGVV, which takes the AAN, together with the SDS, as
its central authorities on the tathagatagarbha. An edition and thorough
study of the AAN is that by Jonathan Silk (2015b), who contends—contra
Takasaki—that the AAN is likely influenced by the ideas and language of
the SDS, and not the inverse.! As the AAN does not consider lathagatagarbha

1. Silk 2015b: 9-12; especially note 36.

139

EBSCChost - printed on 2/12/2023 1:57 AMvia . All use subject to https://wmv ebsco. coniterms-of - use



EBSCOhost -

140 BUDDHA-NATURE, NOT SELF

in terms of selfhood—and Silk’s study does much to unpack the language
and doctrine of the text besides—we need not consider it in tremendous
depth here.? But we should observe that the AAN reflects something like
a maturation of ideas present already in the SDS, and in particular the
identification of the tathagatagarbha with a particular conception of the
dharmakaya. Like the SDS, the AAN does not present the tathagatagarbha as
something that resides “within” sentient beings, or as a component ele-
ment of their being. Hence the AAN constitutes a further development of
tathagatagarbha teaching after this expression had been extricated from its
atmavadin roots, in reference now to a common basis to the existence of
sentient beings and of liberated Buddhas, which is here called the single
nature (yijie —4%: ekadhatu) of reality itself.

The AAN is framed as a discussion between the Buddha and the arhat
Sariputra. Its ideas are presented more systematically than in other works
of the tathagatagarbha tradition, and it has the flavor of other short Bud-
dhist discourses—such as the Brahmajalasutta (DN.I.1-46)—that catego-
rize and confront a plethora of wrong-minded views.? In particular, and as
befits its title, the AAN establishes how there can be neither decrease
(antinatva) nor increase (apurnatva) in the “realm” of sentient beings
(sattvadhatu), which refers to the totality of transmigrating entities. The
problem, considered in other Buddhist compositions besides, is whether or
not an awakened being’s achievement of nirvana constitutes a decline in
the number of sentient beings, and a swelling of the “realm of nirvana”
(nirvanadhatu) as an alternative plane of existence.* Something like this
issue is broached also in the MBhS (see 4.5), but there the slightly different
angle is the continuity of a sentient being, or what is proper to them (dhdatu),
rather than the extent of what may be distinct realms of existence (dhatu
also) proper to sentient beings or to Buddhas. Similarities between these
two sutras are superficial, and their approaches to the matter of decrease
or increase reveal differences rather than similarities between their re-
spective forms of Buddha-nature teaching.”

The answer to the problem of decrease or increase provided by the
AAN is that there is in fact only a single “nature/realm of phenomena” (y:
fajie —1EF: ekadharmadhatu), which accounts for the existence of both sen-
tient beings and Buddhas, and which experiences no fluctuation in its
extent.® From the perspective of a Buddha, this single reality can be called

2. For a guide to prior scholarship concerning the AAN, see ibid., 1n4.

3. Ibid., 15-16.

4. Ibid., 22-29.

5. See Jones 2016b.

6. Silk 2015b: 29, 64 (§4i); see also Grosnick 1977. The expression dharmadhatu can
refer to the causal basis for all phenomena (i.e., dhatu in the sense of hetu, an aspect of
tathagatagarbha as understood by the RGVV: see 7.4; also Johnston [1950] 1991: 72.5-73.8),
and is otherwise a synonym for reality properly understood; see, for example,
Madhyantavibhéagakarikabhasya 1.14-15 (Nagao 1964: 23.14-24.2). It is also the subject of the
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either tathagatagarbha or dharmakaya, and depending on its degree of “pu-
rity” (Suddhi) refers to the existence of a sentient being, a bodhisattva, or—
when entirely cleansed of afflictions—a Buddha.” The AAN teaches that
all three categories of being depend upon the same dharmadhatu, on the
same underlying nature of all phenomena, and so, as Silk writes, the AAN
treads close to a form of monism.® We read otherwise that this dharmakaya,
when it is afflicted (and so better called tathagatagarbha) is nothing other
than the “essence/nature” (dhatu), as well as the “realm” (dhatu also) of all
sentient beings who undergo transmigration: “When this dharmakaya,
Sariputra, covered by the sheath of ten thousand afflictions, is being swept
along by the stream of transmigration, moving though the course of birth
and death that is beginningless transmigration, this is referred to as ‘the
realm of sentient beings’ (sattvadhatu).”® This translates a Sanskrit por-
tion of the AAN preserved in the RGVV."" The “realm” of sentient be-
ings—which can also be understood as “that which is their essence’—is
also the presence of the dharmakaya; when it is sullied (and so called
tathagatagarbha) there occurs transmigration, but when it is cleansed there
is liberation. Between these two poles exists the bodhisattva, who works to
purge the tathagatagarbha from that which obscures or pollutes it.

With echoes of what we have seen in the SDS (5.1), the AAN also relates
tathagatagarbhato the intrinsic purity of the mind (*prakrtiparisuddhacitta).”!
However, the tathagatagarbha-dharmakayais also said to be inseparable from
“the dharmadhatu of insight and pure reality.”'? While the AAN does refer

Dharmadhatustava, traditionally attributed to Nagarjuna but more likely composed in the
latter half of the first millennium, though prior to the eighth century (Zhen 2015: xxxii; also
Ruegg 1971). Here dharmadhatu is said to abide in all sentient beings (v.1: sarvasattvesv avas-
thita), though one surviving Chinese form of the text instead understands this to refer to the
dharmakaya (fashen V%55; see Zhen 2015: 8n2). Otherwise the Dharmadhatustava echoes the
similes of the lamp in a pot that is found in the MBhS (ibid., 9 [v.5-7]; see 4.1), compares
the dharmadhatu to an embryo (ibid., 13 [v.27]), and stresses that its teaching implies no no-
tion of atman (ibid., 13 [v.24-25], 15 [v.35]). In short, dharmadhatu expounded in this short
and curious text resembles a form of Buddha-nature teaching, though likely postdates the
sources considered in this volume. For other examples of Buddha-nature articulated in
terms of dharmadhatu, see 8.6.

7. Silk 2015b: 36, 103-111 (§14i-15i).

8.1bid., 33-34;also 113 (§16): WHE AT AZE (All [three modes of the tathagatagarbha,
or dharmadhatu, i.e., distinguished by levels of purity] are true reality [*(bhuta)tathata?], not
distinct and not separate).

9. Johnston (1950) 1991: 40.16-18: ayam eva sariputra dharmakayo paryantaklesakosa-
kotigudhah samsarasrotasa uhyamano navaragrasamsaragaticyutyupapattisu samcaran sattvadhatur
ity ucyate. See also AAN 467b6-8; Silk 2015b: 103 (§14i).

10. Our Chinese translation of the AAN concludes that the dharmakaya refers simply to
“sentient beings” (i.e., i) —not specifically the sattvadhatu—although a quotation of the
AAN in the *Mahayanadharmadhdatunirvisesa (e.g., T.1626[31]893a9-11; see Silk 2015b: 9-10;
also 103-104 regarding the passage in question) exhibits sattvadhatu (i.e., R EFY), in agree-
ment with the quotation of the AAN in the RGVV.

11. Ibid., 40-41, 118-119 (§17ii), 121 (18ii); see, for example, AAN 467b29: HPEIF L.

12. Ibid., 116-117 (§17i); including AAN 467b27: 2 E i E LA
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to the intrinsically pure mind (more than once), and seems to understand
this as an authoritative account of what the tathagatagarbha must be, the
central concern of the AAN—to which the tathagatagarbha-dharmakaya, or
the intrinsically pure mind, must in the end refer—is instead the singular
nature of reality: “Sériputra, regarding this unborn, unperishing, constant,
tranquil, unchanging refuge, [otherwise the tathagatagarbha, or the intrin-
sically pure mind, or] the pure dharmadhatu, I call this ‘sentient beings.””*?
This seems to be the doctrinal crux of the AAN: that sentient beings can
be understood in terms of reality, or the nature/realm of phenomena
(dharmadhatu), such that their true nature is nothing other than the same
reality from which emerge Buddhas. Though otherwise an account of what
has been called tathagatagarbha—or indeed the “inconceivable” teaching
of a mind that is not truly afflicted—the AAN presents an account of real-
ity properly understood, which is timeless, tranquil, and suffers no funda-
mental change as sentient beings either transmigrate or, in time, liberate
themselves from this process.

We are by now far removed from anything like Buddha-nature under-
stood as some entity hidden “within” the body of a sentient being, and the
AAN shows no awareness of tathagatagarbha teaching having any associa-
tion with discourse about the self, nor as any contentious “secret” that Bud-
dhist audiences will find difficult to accept. If the AAN is something like
an inheritor of ideas present already in the SDS—in particular the identity
of the tathagatagarbha and dharmakaya, which refer also to the intrinsically
pure nature of the mind—then the authors of the AAN may have taken for
granted that the expression tathagatagarbha, and its articulation in mental-
istic terms, had been clarified already. While the SDS responds to ideas
and terminology present in the MPNMS (foremost the inversion of the
four distortions; see 5.3), the AAN explores in greater depth to what the
expression tathagatagarbha should properly refer: the underlying basis to
both transmigration and liberation, which must otherwise be that which
accounts for all sentient existence. We will see a similar line of thought,
even more clearly influenced by the SDS, in the Lankavatarasitra (LAS; see
8.3). At this stage, it is enough to conclude that whereas the MPNMS-group
understood Buddha-nature to refer to an abiding reality “within” sentient
beings, which might be confused for a worldly teaching about the self, the
AAN joins the SDS in presenting tathagatagarbha as a continuity that runs
“beneath” modes of existence, more akin to a metaphysical (or “metapsy-
chological”) continuum that underpins successive births and, eventually,
liberation."

13. Ibid., 123 (§19ii); AAN 467c10-12: &30, FAKRICAE, AL FIE. G A
M AR EERES, AR,
14. Regarding this idea in the AAN, see ibid., 122 (§19i), or otherwise AAN 467c4-6.
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6.2 The Tathagatagarbhasiitra

It is common in other scholarly discussions of Buddha-nature teaching
that some treatment of the Tathagatagarbhasutra (TGS) features as the
starting point, and its mention relatively late in this volume requires fur-
ther justification. The TGS does not at any stage discuss tathagatagarbha in
terms of the self, nor does it hold that the Buddha, his liberated status, or
the dharmakdya that is the true mode of his being should be described in
anything like such terms. The authors of the TGS make no contribution in
regard to this contentious issue, which could be taken as evidence that the
TGS predates any suggestion that Buddha-nature teaching resembles
something like a Buddhist account of the self. Indeed, previous accounts
of the development of the tathagatagarbha literature, after Takasaki, have
understood the TGS to be our earliest Indian source for this term and to
what it refers, and that it is in this text that we find the foundations for
different interpretations of Buddha-nature, exhibited by the MPNMS
and SDS.”®

However, we have several good reasons to question this hypothesis. As
discussed at the outset of this study (see 1.2), a major contribution of
Michael Radich’s analysis of the MPNMS is the argument that it is instead
our best contender for earliest available tathagatagarbha text. We have seen
that the MPNMS defends not only its presentation of a Buddhist account of
the self, but also that this is understood as the existence of the tathagata-
garbha, and that this terminology is intertwined throughout its content
(see 2.3-5). Together with the AMS and MBhS, the MPNMS reflects op-
position from Buddhist audiences who were not willing to accept its ideas,
which is evidence of difficulties in the early life of teaching about
tathagatagarbha in general. Otherwise—as we have considered already—
the MPNMS provides a coherent account of the emergence of the expres-
sion tathagatagarbha: the enduring existence of the Buddha apart from his
apparent death (in MPNMS-dhk) invites the idea that something about
sentient beings, who could become Buddhas, should be of the same, tran-
scendent nature as the Buddha already (MPNMS-tg; see 1.2, 2.8). The TGS
does not offer any doctrinal explanation for the emergence of Buddha-
nature thinking, and is in essence a collection of similes that describe dif-
ferent perspectives on how Buddha-nature can be conceptualized. Indeed,
the TGS exhibits no discernible debts to other sutras of the tathagatagarbha
corpus, which in turn show no clearly discernible influence by it. Though
the similes of the TGS were known to contributors to the RGVV (see below;

15. This is evident throughout Takasaki 1974 (see, e.g., 46-48, 768-769), while the sub-
title of Zimmermann’s exemplary 2002 study of the TGS declares this to be “the earliest ex-
position of the Buddha-nature teaching in India.” Regarding this claim, see 1.4n67; also
Zimmermann 2020.
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also 7.2), the relative position of the TGS in the development of Buddha-
nature teaching is otherwise hard to establish.'®

The TGS has survived in a number of versions, all of which have been
discussed thoroughly and with great erudition by Michael Zimmermann
(2002). Despite the question mark over one of Zimmermann’s central
claims—that the TGS is likely our earliest source of the tathagatagarbha
tradition—his study of the imagery and likely development of the text re-
mains invaluable. Zimmermann finds that of the four forms of the TGS
available to us, the oldest Chinese translation—that ascribed to Buddhab-
hadra fFE#IEEE in the early fifth century (T.666: Dafangdeng rulaizang
jing KITEEWIAGHES; henceforth TGS®')—represents an independent re-
cension of the text (“TGS"), apart from that which underlies the other
three (henceforth TGS?)."” Representative of recension TGS? are (1) the
Chinese translation ascribed to Amoghavajra /7 4:H| (705-774 CE) from
the middle of the eighth century (T.667: Dafangguang rulaizang jing K775
AR 4% henceforth TGS); (2) the canonical Tibetan translation from
circa 800 CE (e.g., D.258; Q.924: De bzhin gshegs pa’ snying po’i mdo; hence-
forth TGS™); and (3) the Tibetan paracanonical translation from Bathang
(TGSP).!® Available also are versions of the nine similes of the TGS in all
surviving forms of the verse Ratnagotravibhaga (RGV), which Zimmermann
finds to be in greater agreement with recension TGS2."

The TGS presents the nine similes that are its main content in both
prose and verse forms. In brief, the similes refer to (1) a Buddha who is
hidden in a lotus calyx, (2) honey guarded by bees, (3) a corn kernel within a
husk, (4) a gold nugget buried in excrement, (5) treasure buried beneath
a house,” (6) a sprout emerging from a seed, (7) an abandoned Buddha
image wrapped in rags, (8) the embryo of a cakravartin in the womb of a
poor woman, and (9) a golden icon within a clay mold. In every instance
some precious “content” is concealed by some expendable shell or exterior,
which in each simile stands for Buddha-nature and the afflictions that ob-
scure it, respectively. Zimmermann has argued that the earliest contents of
the TGS are likely the prose forms of eight of its nine similes, those numbered

16. Regarding possible influence of the TGS on the Mahayanasutralamkara, see
Zimmermann 2002: 77-79.

17. English translations of TGS are those of Grosnick (1995), and of Rulu (2016: see
3.1nl).

18. Zimmermann 2002: 16-20. All references to TGS™ and TGS® are to Zimmermann’s
editions in that volume. The four versions of the TGS to which Zimmermann refers, as well
as his English translation of TGS", are also reproduced synoptically via the University of
Oslo Faculty of Humanity’s Bibliotheca Polyglotta: Thesaurus Literaturae Buddicae, available at
https://www2.hf.uio.no/polyglotta/.

19. Zimmermann 2002: 23-24.

20. Highly reminiscent of the simile of the buried treasure found in the MPNMS (see
2.3); Radich (2015a: 56-57) demonstrates that there is no strong evidence that the MPNMS
inherits this from the TGS, though it need not have been transmitted from the MPNMS to
the TGS either.
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2 through 9.2' These were then framed by a narrative in which the Buddha
reveals to his assembly a host of shining Buddha who are hidden inside
putrid lotus calyxes. This provided the basis for a final simile (numbered
1) that essentially repeats this image in the same style as the earlier eight,
and became the sequentially first of them in the TGS as it is known to us
today. Zimmermann observed that in the prose content of the TGS it is
only this sequentially first but likely latest simile that employs the term
tathagatagarbha itself; apart from in the title of the text, and in the (likely
later) verse form of each simile, it is otherwise absent. This means that the
expression that gives the TGS its title was perhaps a late addition to its con-
tent, which is otherwise a heterogeneous collection of musings on the cen-
tral Buddha-nature idea.

While there is demonstrably greater agreement among witnesses to
TGS? than among any of them and TGS', there remains tremendous variety
across all of our versions of the text, especially in regard to how the nine
similes refer to what is “precious” in the constitution of sentient beings, or
in other words, their Buddha-nature. At no stage is this referred to as one’s
“self,” though across our four versions of the TGS we encounter a wide array
of expressions used to describe Buddha-nature, some of which definitely
warrant our attention. In order to locate the similes under discussion (most
easily accessed via Zimmermann’s 2002 editions of each version), in the
footnotes that accompany this section I refer to versions and similes of the
TGS in the following format: translation (or recension, if common to all
forms of TGS?): simile number (1-9) and prose (p) or verse (v) form.*

In every form of the first simile (the Buddha hidden in a lotus calyx),
the term tathagatagarbha is used to refer to sentient beings themselves,
which Zimmermann has understood to be an exocentric (bahuvrihi) com-
pound, such that sentient beings are all “containers for a Tathagata.”* In
the introductory framework for this simile, TGS alone understands
tathagatagarbha to refer to “that which sentient beings possess,” so under-
stands a determinative ({afpurusa) compound.* This translation (our one
witness to recension TGS') frequently takes tathagatagarbha (that is, )
to refer directly to the content of a sentient being—that is, it does not seem
to understand it to be an exocentric compound, and so is in agreement
with the sense of tathagatagarbha taught in works of the MPNMS-group
(i.e., that sentient beings somehow “have” it). TGS', in other words, may
reflect a form of the Indian TGS that was in greater accord with the use of
this expression found in our datmavadin sources for Buddha-nature
teaching.®

21. Zimmermann 2002: 27-34.

22. See also ibid., 50-51, as well as note 18 above.

23. Zimmermann 2002: 39-50; 2020.

24. TGS 467c2-8: —VIm/E, (LRI S, AW, ALTS.

25. Zimmermann 2002: 22. TGS also sometimes reflects a tatpurusa reading, such that
itis possible that this betrays a habit of Chinese translators when encountering the expression
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Otherwise the TGS declares that what is present in sentient beings is
one or another specific quality or aspect of a Buddha, most frequently his
knowledge (e.g., rulaizhi WIARE; de bzhin gshegs pa’i ye shes).* This does not
look like the substantialized “essence” or “nature” of a Buddha implied by
the corporeal dhatu of the MPNMS-group. But otherwise we very frequent-
ly encounter the “body” (shen B lus/sku) of a Buddha that is hidden be-
neath afflictions.”” Sometimes we find the ambiguous Chinese expression
& %, which may have the sense of “the nature of a Buddha” (plausibly a
translation of svabhava, evident in a simile reproduced in the Sanskrit
RGYV), but which could also have had in mind something of a Buddha’s
physical body.?® This may have even intended the Buddha’s body under-
stood as something like the “relic,” that which resides at the stipa, and was
“internalized” in the articulation of Buddha-nature found in the MPNMS
(see 1.3, 2.3).

Very frequently, and with echoes of what we find in the MPNMS-group,
our Chinese forms of the TGS refer to the precious content of a sentient
being as something that is “within the body.”* In prose material dealing
with the eighth simile, we find some evidence for the Indic expression
dhatu (TGS® rulaijie tNHFY; TGS® de bzhin gshegs pa’i khams: Skt
*tathagatadhatu), though in corresponding material TGS™ exhibits instead
“the lineage of a Buddha” (de bzhin gshegs pa’i rigs: *tathagatagotra), which
could well underlie all three of these translations.” Moreover, TGS“'—
again, our single witness to recension TGS'—quite frequently refers to
“the nature of a Buddha” (foxing it / rulaixing WAYE: *buddhadhatu),
though this Chinese rendering may again translate instead, for example,
*buddhagotra, or *buddhatva.* We find also many other more abstract
expressions—primarily across TGS™—that refer to that which sentient be-
ings are meant to “possess™ “buddhahood” (buddhatva),* “self-existence”

tathagatagarbha (i.e., understanding it to refer directly to “something that sentient beings
have,” in the manner of the MPNMS-group). It is noteworthy that TGS is a work by Buddha-
bhadra, who was involved—to at least some degree—in the translation of MPNMSF; see 2.1.

26. For example, TGS 3p; TGS 3v; TGS* 5p; TGS* 7p; TGS*: 9v.

27. TGS* 1v; TGS 3v; TGS* bv; TGS 6v; TGSC": 7v; TGS* 7v; TGS®": 9p.

28. TGS“%: 3p; TGS 6v; TGS 7v; TGS 8p. See also Johnston (1950) 1991: 26.12
(compare also RGVV® 828b11: ## JZ[F53). Further examination of # ##, related Chinese
expressions, and their relation to the relic-cult of Indian Buddhism can be found through-
out Silk 2006.

29. TGS®": 1v; TGS®": 5p; TGS bv; TGS bv; TGS 6v; TGS 7p; TGS 8p; TGS
8p; TGS“*: 8v; TGS": 9p.

30. TGS™: 8p.

31. TGS": 1p; TGS®": 4v; TGS": 7v; TGS®": 8p; TGS ": 9v; regarding, for example, W12k
£ as a translation of tathagatagarbha, see Radich 2015a: 23-34; also note 25 above.

32. TGS™: 2p.
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3 «

(svayambhutva),” “the ground of awakening” (buddhabhumi),** an “original
state” (prakrti),” or a “real nature” (e.g., dharmata).*

Though scholarship has long treated the TGS as a locus classicus for
the Buddha-nature idea, our surviving versions of it are not of one voice on
the matter of how the notion of an abiding Buddha-nature should be ar-
ticulated. In likelihood this is because the similes of the TGS are evocative,
and perhaps did not intend the kind of explanatory account of
tathagatagarbha, and to what this expression refers, found in other works of
this tradition.’” The matter of how to read the compound tathagatagarbha
across versions of the TGS is hard to determine, but where this expression
may refer (exocentrically) to something that sentient beings “possess” (i.e.,
they are defined by tathagatagarbha), this can still accord with the doctrine
of the SDS or AAN, in which Buddha-nature is not an “element” of a sen-
tient being’s constitution but a designator for that aspect which is most
vital to them (i.e., the site of the qualities of a Buddha). It is only in some
versions of the similes (and mainly in TGS', reflected by TGS®') that the
expression tathagatagarbha clearly refers to some content “within” sentient
beings, as taught by the MPNMS-group of texts. However, on occasion dif-
ferent versions of the TGS share with our atmavadin sources the sense that
what is present, in the body of a sentient being, is the Buddha’s physical
body.”® Another interesting detail—to which we will return in the next
chapter (see 7.2)—is that the nine similes of the TGS reproduced in the
RGV frequently teach the existence of the nature of the Buddha (e.g.,
tathagatadhatu) existing “within” sentient beings, which suggests that some
form(s) of the TGS, or at any rate the similes preserved in it, focused on
Buddha-nature as the presence of some indestructible “essence,” in closer
agreement still with what we find in the MPNMS-group.

Our many and varied forms of the TGS and its similes are difficult to
situate in the development of Buddha-nature thought in India. It may not
reflect a very early form of Buddha-nature thinking, exemplified better by
the MPNMS-group and their atmavadin mode of this idea. But there is
room to hypothesize that Buddha-nature as taught by the TGS is more an-
cient than what we read in the SDS and AAN. In distinction to these two
texts, versions of the TGS include the sense that Buddha-nature is some-
thing corporeal: the body of the Buddha, resident in the bodies of sentient
beings. Moreover, we find no clear reference to Buddha-nature identified
with the intrinsically pure nature of the mind, a feature central to both the
SDS and AAN (see 9.3). Although the TGS offers us little in terms of un-
derstanding the relationship between the expression tathagatagarbha and

33. TGS™: 3p.

34, TGS™: 3v.

35. TGS™: 4v. See also Zimmermann 2002: 53.

36. TGS™: 3v; TGS* 8v.

37. Zimmermann 2002: 15; also 1999: 153-155.

38. Zimmermann’s (2002) section 10.10; see ibid., 151, 338-339.

printed on 2/12/2023 1:57 AMvia . All use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

148 BUDDHA-NATURE, NOT SELF

discourse about the self, itis plausible that its similes have origins closer to the
MPNMS-group than to the SDS and AAN, which reflect a reconfiguration
of the Buddha-nature idea into an account of some mentalistic foundation
to both transmigration and liberation from it.* While we have insufficient
grounds to situate the TGS at the dawn of the tathagatagarbha tradition, it
is possible that its poetic musings on Buddha-nature took inspiration from
the atmavadin form of this idea, and in some instances retained the image
of a Buddha’s “body,” or the “essence” of his person, resident in the consti-
tution of all sentient beings.

These matters aside—and even after having rejected the notion that
the TGS is our earliest source for the expression tathagatagarbha—another
aspect of Zimmermann’s analysis of the TGS remains very significant. The
importance of the Saddharmapundarika (SP) for the authors of other works
in the tathagatagarbha tradition is, by now, clear enough (see 2.1, 3.7, 4.1,
5.4; also 9.1, 10.4). Zimmermann suggests that authors of the TGS com-
posed a text that was meant to evoke the SP, or at least portions of it, in
both style and structure.*” This being the case, it is all the more likely that
the TGS—a collection of evocative similes, framed otherwise by an ac-
count of the Buddha’s miraculous revelation of Buddha-nature—is a rela-
tively early source for teaching about it, and its similes could predate the
reinvention of the expression tathagatagarbha into an epithet for the intrin-
sically pure state of the mind, as seems to have been the preoccupation of
the SDS, the AAN, and, finally, the RGVYV (see especially 9.3).

6.3 The Mahayanasutralamkara

The next text that we should consider is somewhat anomalous. Though the
Mahayanasutralamkara (MSA) and the commentarial literature that depends
upon it show awareness of the expression tathagatagarbha, and moreover an
association between this and Buddhist teaching about the self, it would be
inaccurate to consider these to be part of the tathagatagarbha corpus proper.
An important treatise of the Yogacara-Vijhanavada tradition, the MSA ac-
cepts at least one key teaching that is in opposition to the Buddha-nature
idea: the existence of discrete lineages (gotras) to which sentient beings
belong, which determine—and in some instances also limit—their capacity
for attaining liberation.*’ For the MSA, beings who do not belong to the
“buddhagotra” or who are not of “undetermined lineage” (aniyatagotra) are
necessarily incapable of attaining the status of a Buddha, while those who
are “without lineage” (agotra) are condemned to endless transmigration,

39. Indeed, simile number 5—that of the buried treasure—may have drawn upon the
very similar simile found in the MPNMS (see 2.3), though it is conspicuous that no other
similes found across the MPNMS, AMS, or MBhS find equivalents in any form of the TGS.

40. Zimmermann 1999: 156-168; 2002: 77.

41. These lineages are outlined in chapter three of the MSA: Lévi 1907: 10-13; also
Obermiller (1931) 1991: 97-104; Takasaki 1974: 721-724; Griffiths 1990: 48-51.
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and cannot achieve even the comparatively lowly status of an arhat or pra-
tyekabuddha.** Hence the Yogacara-Vijianavada literature does not subscribe
to the single vehicle paradigm on which early Buddha-nature teaching
seems to depend, and instead accepts the older, more conventional three-
vehicle model of liberation (triyana), under which sravakas and pratyekabud-
dhas end transmigration differently from the bodhisattva.*

The MSA is traditionally attributed to the bodhisattva Maitreya (or
Maitreyanatha) and is after that understood to have been written by
Asanga (fourth century), who is sometimes taken to have been Maitreya’s
earthly amanuensis.** We have available a Sanskrit text of the MSA, which
is preserved embedded within a prose commentary—the Mahayanasutra-
lamkarabhasya (MSABh)—thatis ascribed to Vasubandhu. A Chinese trans-
lation of the MSABh (T.1604: Dasheng zhuangyan jing lun K EASTm;
henceforth MSABh®) was made between 630 and 633 CE by Prabha-
karamitra JEEINEEZE 24 (564—633), and a Tibetan translation (e.g.,
D.4026; Q.5527: Theg pa chen po mdo sde’i rgyan gyi bshad pa; henceforth
MSABh”) in the late eighth century by Sékyasimha and dPal brtsegs.* The
study of the Sanskrit MSABh begins with the edition of Sylvain Lévi (1907),
while an investigation of Buddha-nature teaching as represented in the
MSABH is that by Paul Griffiths (1990).

There is little doubt that the author of the MSABh had some knowl-
edge of tathagatagarbha tradition. At one point the text refers to the SDS,
which suggests that the author of the MSABh knew some version of it and,
if so, presumably its account of tathagatagarbha also.** Though the term
tathagatagarbha does not feature in the MSA itself, it does occur once in the
MSABh, and there in association with a verse of the MSA that must be
some allusion to Buddha-nature teaching. The verse in question (MSA
9.37) explains the lack of differentiation (nirvisista) in reality (tathata)
when this is properly understood: “Although being without differentiation

42. For example, MSA 1.14, 3.11 (Lévi 1907: 6, 11).

43. Asanga’s (fourth century) Mahayanasamgraha (10.32; see Lamotte 1938a: 95-96;
1938b: 325-328) defends the three-vehicle (triyana) model of liberation, and with recourse
to the Mahayanasutralamkara (11.53-54; Lévi 1907: 69-69) teaches that the notion of a single
vehicle was expounded for the purpose of either maintaining or attracting certain
audiences.

44. Griffiths 1990: 43—44. Other works attributed to Asanga certainly knew the MSA: it
isnamedin the Viniscayasangrahaniand cited (though notbyname) in the Mahayanasamgraha;
see Griffiths 1990: 44n8. See also discussion of Maitreya and works attributed to him in
Ruegg 1969: 39-55.

45. The verses of the MSA in isolation are also preserved under the title Theg pa chen po
mdo sde’i rgyan, for example, D.4020; Q.5521.

46. MSABh 11.59; Lévi 1907: 70: srimalasutre: sravako bhitva pratyekabuddho bhavati punas
ca buddha iti ([The Buddha said] in the Srimalasiitra: having become a sravaka, one becomes
a pratyekabuddha, and after that a Buddha). Though this line encapsulates the “ekayanist”
orientation of the SDS I can find no directly corresponding phrase in any surviving version
of that text.
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anywhere, when reality reaches purity it achieves the state of a Tathagata;
hence all corporeal beings are the womb (garbha) for that [i.e.,a Tathagata].”’
All three versions of the MSA seem to understand that sentient beings are
characterized by this garbha for a Buddha; that is, tathagatagarbha is em-
ployed as an exocentric compound.*® The same is evident in the accompa-
nying commentary of MSABh, all versions of which use tathagatagarbha to
qualify sentient beings (e.g., sarve satvas tathagatagarbha): they “contain” a
Buddha.* This may again understand tathagatagarbha in a manner remi-
niscent of the SDS and AAN, the latter of which—as we saw above (6.1)—
also makes an equation between tathdgatagarbha and reality (*tathata)
itself. If intending an exocentric compound, the MSA and MSABh may
have held that sentient beings are characterized by “tathagatagarbha,” but
not necessarily as some “constituent” of their body, as taught in the
MPNMS-group.

Other content of the MSA exhibits knowledge not simply about
tathagatagarbha teaching but also about Buddhist discourse regarding the
self, or specifically some “higher” self that is achieved at liberation. Verses
in the same chapter (9.20-21) describe the goal of awakening in terms of
“the uncontaminated realm” (anasrava dhatu), which here seems to refer to
reality at its fundamental level (i.e., dhatuin the sense of dharmadhatu, “the
nature/realm of phenomena”).”” Again with echoes of the AAN, MSA 9.22
then describes reality as neither impure nor pure, yet identifiable with
buddhahood (buddhata).” Most compelling, however, is the next verse,
MSA 9.23: “In the purity that is emptiness, having attained the path through
absence of self, [and] because they have attained the pure self (Ssuddhatman),
Buddhas have arrived at their own great self (atmamahatman).”® The ex-
pression corresponding to atmamahdatmanin MSAT is bdag nyid chen po’i bdag,
“they themselves attain mahatman.”>® MSA® states simply that what Buddhas

47. MSA 9.37 (Lévi 1907: 40): sarvesam avisistapi tathata suddhim agata / tathagatatvam
tasmdac ca tadgarbhah sarvedehinah // Gadjin Nagao (2007: 224) suggested this verse to be a
later addition to the text, a detail brought to my attention by an anonymous reviewer. This is
one instance in which the expression garbha may intend “embryo” (i.e., “corporeal beings are
destined [for being Tathagatas]”), as visible also in the RGVV (see 7.4).

48. MSA™ D.4026, 156b7; Q.5527, 167b4-5: de yi snying po can; MSAC 604c10: Hiiiig -k
ED 1SS

49. See Lévi 1907: 40 (after MSA 9.37).

50. Lévi 1907: 36. Compare MSA® 603b23-29; MSA™ D.4026, 155a3-5; Q.5527, 165b3—4.
This language is carried through the ensuing verses, for example, MSA 9.26; Lévi 1907: 38:
buddhanam amale dhatau naikata bahuta na ca / dkasavad adehatvat purvadehanusaratah //
(In the uncontaminated realm of Buddhas they are neither one nor many; [not many] due
to having no body, like space, [and not one] due to correspondence with a prior [bodhisat-
tva] body).

51. Lévi 1907: 36-37.

52. MSA 9.23; Lévi 1907: 37: sunyatayam visuddhayam nairatmyan margalabhatah / buddhah
suddhatmalabhitvat gata atmamahdatmatam //

53. MSAT D.4026, 155a6; Q.5527, 165b7-8. See also Tsukinowa 1938.
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achieve can be called the “great self” (dawo KF) .5 If nothing else is clear,
the MSA holds that at the pinnacle of Buddhist practice—and after com-
plete comprehension of absence of self in regard to all phenomena—the
status proper to a Buddha can be called mahatman.>

We should not rush to conclusions. The similar expression mahatmya is
preserved in a Sanskrit fragment of the MPNMS (see 2.3), and either may
have featured in the AMS (see 3.1), hence it is possible that the MSA knew
of the claim that the Buddha possesses a kind of “great” selfhood that is
superior to all erroneous, worldly notions of a self. But there is also the
chance that these verses mean something closer to mahatman/mahatmya in
the common and ancient Indian sense of being “high-minded” or “majes-
tic”; that is, that through proper comprehension of teaching about not-self
the Buddha becomes a superior type of being, or has “great character,” but
does not necessarily obtain something that should be called atman in any

contentious metaphysical sense. This is supported by commentary provided
by the MSABh:

In the above, regarding the uncontaminated realm, there is taught the
supreme self (paramdatman) of Buddhas. For what reason? Because they
have a character that is at the pinnacle that is absence of self
(agranairatmyatmakatvat). The pinnacle that is absence of self is reality
purified, which is the self of Buddhas in the sense of their real nature
(svabhava); that [reality] having been purified, Buddhas attain the pure
self, the pinnacle that is absence of self.” Hence, due to the attainment of
the pure self, Buddhas are said to have attained their own great self
(atmamahdatmyam); with this intention, regarding the uncontaminated
realm, there is established the supreme self of Buddhas.”’

By knowing absence of self the bodhisattva can achieve the “supreme self”
(paramatman) that is proper to a Buddha; language that could have been
drawn from any of our tathagatagarbha sources. The claim that a Buddhist
account of the self refers to a full comprehension of teaching about ab-

54. MSA® 603c9-10.

55. Two later commentaries, surviving only in Tibetan, offer no further clarity on this
passage. These (for the sake of completeness) are the (Mahayana-)Sutralamkaravritibhasya,
traditionally ascribed to the sixth-century commentator Sthiramati (regarding whom, see
Kramer 2016), and—from perhaps the same period—the Mahaydanasutralamkaratika, attrib-
uted to *Asvabhava/Nihsvabhava (Griffiths 1990: 46-48).

56. The subject in tasyam visuddhdayam is found in MSA 9.38 (Lévi 1907: 40: tathata
suddhim agata).

57. Lévi 1907: 38: tatra canasrave dhataw buddhanam paramatma nirdisyate / kim karanam /
agranairatmyatmakatvat / agram nairatmyam visuddha tathata sa ca buddhanam atma
svabhavarthena tasyam visuddhayam agram nairatmyam atmanam buddha labhante Suddham / atah
suddhatmalabhitvat buddha atmamahatmyam prapta ity anena abhisamdhina buddhanam anasrave
dhataw paramatma vyavasthapyate / Compare also MSA® 603¢11-17; MSA™ D.4026, 155a6-bl;
Q.5527,165b8-166a2.
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sence of selfis not an idea found in Buddha-nature texts that we have so far
discussed, but does play an important role in how the @tmavadin language
of earlier tathagatagarbha tradition was explained by later works in this tra-
dition. Material that is very close to the passage above is preserved in the
Chinese translation of the RGVV (see 7.3), and there explains the manner
in which the dharmakéaya can exhibit the “perfection of self” (atmaparamita)
that we first encounter in the SDS (see 5.3).

In the passage of the MSABh above we read that the Buddha’s supreme
self refers to his achievement of (a@tma)mahatmya, which Ruegg (1989b: 305)
understands to mean the Buddha’s “magnanimity of self.” In support of
Ruegg’s reading, we find that the MSA elsewhere (14.37) employs the term
mahatman to mean something like a “great character,” that is, celebrating
the status of the Buddha without intending any caveat to teachings about
things not being the self: “Having come to understand the world to be
nothing but constructions—without a self, merely a wealth of suffering—
and having abandoned the view of the self that is without meaning, one
relies on the view of the great self (mahdatman) that is the great meaning
(mahartha).”™ Here the accompanying commentary of MSABh is again in-
structive: “The view of the self that is without meaning is the afflicted view
of a worldly self (satkayadysti). The view of a great self, which is the great
meaning, is the view of self that is attained by the mind that sees sameness
between [one’s] self and all sentient beings. This is the great meaning, due
to its being the cause of actions for the sake of all sentient beings.”* In
other words, the end result of understanding absence of self is the superla-
tively compassionate perspective of a Buddha, in which one sees no distinc-
tion between oneself and others. Enigmatically this is called the “great
meaning” (mahartha: alternatively “great purpose”), an expression used
throughout MSA(Bh) to describe teachings proper to the Mahayana.®
Though this “great self” has its basis in correct insight (i.e., correct under-
standing of teachings about absence of self), the expression mahdatman

58. Lévi 1907: 95: samskaramatram jagad etya buddhya niratmakam duhkhaviradhimatram /
vihaya yanarthamayatmadystih mahatmadystim Srayate mahartham // Compare MSA® 625¢29—
626al; MSA' D.4026, 193b2-3; Q.5527, 210a1-2.

59. Lévi 1907: 95: anarthamayatmadystir ya klista satkayadystih / mahatmadrstir iti mahartha
ya sarvasatvesv atmasamacittalabhatmadystih / sa hi sarvasatvarthakriyahetutvat mahartha / Com-
pare MSA® 626a4-7; MSA" D.4026, 193b5-7; Q.5527, 210a6-7.

60. A primary concern of the MSA (especially its second chapter) is the legitimacy of
the Mahayana as a program of authentic teachings by the Buddha. It is possible that “maha-"
of mahdatman (and indeed mahartha) is employed in a manner similar to what I hypothesize
regarding “paramita” in the atmaparamita of the SDS (5.3n38). Just as the SDS brands its ac-
count of the self as somehow the “perfection” of it—in accordance with the bodhisattvas’
path of perfections—so too might the MSA intend its mahatman to be an account of the self
that is proper to the “great vehicle” and to its “great meaning(s).” A similar device is used in
a later Indian context by authors of Buddhist tantric materials, in which the prefix vajra-
(“diamond”; “adamantine”) comes to be used as a means of identifying some or other con-
cept, instrument, or deity as proper to the Buddha’s own “adamantine vehicle” (Vajrayana).
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refers not, it seems, to anything metaphysical so much as to the superior
person of the bodhisattva or Buddha, who works for the benefit of all sen-
tient beings.

To summarize, this material is likely not directly related to the
atmavadin enterprise of some tathagatagarbha sources—that is, that Bud-
dha-nature constitutes the presence of an enduring, somehow powerful
“self.” But given that chapter nine of the MSA also reflects awareness of the
expression tathagatagarbha, the MSA(Bh) may have intended a clarification
that declarations about “the self of the Buddha,” as exhibited in various
sources for understanding the expression tathagatagarbha, should not be
thought to contradict central Buddhist teachings about emptiness or ab-
sence of self; what is being taught, in the end, is the “greatness” (mahatmya)
of a Buddha, due to his being, and knowing, absence of self.

Both the MSA and MSABh sit only on the periphery of texts concerned
with teaching about Buddha-nature, but may reflect an outsider’s perspec-
tive (though still clearly Mahayanist) on the tathagatagarbha tradition and
the contentious language it was known to have employed. While aware of
teachings about tathagatagarbha, and perhaps also its association with dis-
course about the self, the MSA understands any reference to the “self” of
the Buddha to refer only to his comprehension that nothing is worthy of
being called the self, or otherwise—in accordance with teachings of the
prajiaparamita tradition—that all phenomena are by nature “empty.” It is
then curious that this material of MSABh, concerned with the Buddha'’s
“great self” and to what this must refer, is also found in one version of
the long and influential treatise on Buddha-nature teaching, the
Ratnagotravibhagavyakhyd, to which we turn next.
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CHAPTER 7

The Ratnagotravibhaga and the Self
That Is No Self

7.1 The Text

We arrive now at perhaps the most influential text of the tathagatagarbha
tradition, which sits at the culmination of what Jikido Takasaki supposed
to be the main trajectory of works in this corpus of literature (see 1.2).
This is the Ratnagotravibhaga (RGV), a verse text that is normally consid-
ered together with its prose commentary (commonly called the Ratnagotravi-
bhagavyakhya; henceforth RGVV).! The text has several discernable strata,
and we require some analysis of its likely composition if we are to assess
how its understanding of Buddha-nature, over successive stages of the
RGVV’s development, related to discourse about the self.

The RGVV in its complete form was known also as the Mahayanottara-
tantrasastra-vyakhya, “a commentary upon the treatise that is the later/
higher teaching (uttaratantra) of the Mahayana”; itis accordingly something
of a compendium of Mahayanist doctrine, and one that privileges an ac-
count of tathagatagarbha.? Content of the RGVV is indebted to at least three
sulras that we have already discussed—the TGS, SDS, and AAN—and ex-
hibits knowledge also of the MPNMS. Much has been written about the
RGVYV, its history in India, and its interpretation in Tibet.” We are fortu-
nate to have Sanskrit manuscripts of the Indian text.* This chapter will rely
on the 1950 edition of the RGVV by E. H. Johnston (RGVV?), though will
take into account emendations to it suggested by several other authors.’
Available also are the Tibetan translation (e.g., D.4025; Q.5526: Theg pa

1. Regarding attested titles for the RGVYV, see Kano 2016: 19n6.

2. It seems that Indo-Tibetan commentators preferred the title Mahayanottaratantra
(regarding which see more below); see also ibid., 27nn40-41.

3. Regarding reception of the RGVV in India and into Tibet, see Kano 2016. Other
studies of the RGVV in Tibet include Mathes 2008; Brunnholzl 2014; and T. Wangchuk 2017.

4. Regarding details of our two virtually complete manuscripts, see—most recently—
Kano 2016: 17. Also Johnston (1950) 1991: v—x.

5. Takasaki 1966; de Jong 1968; Schmithausen 1971.

154

printed on 2/12/2023 1:57 AMvia . All use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

THE RATNAGOTRAVIBHAGA AND THE SELF THAT Is No SELF 155

chen po rgyud bla ma’i bstan beos rnam par bshad pa; henceforth RGVVT), to-
gether with a Tibetan version of the verses of the RGV that appear to have
been extracted from the prose commentary (D.4024; Q.5525: Theg pa chen
po rgyud bla ma’i bstan bcos), the translation of which is by rNgog Blo ldan
shes rab, together with the Indian master Sajjana, in the eleventh century.’®
But our earliest witness to the Indian text is the Chinese translation of
the RGVV (T.1611: Jujing yisheng baoxing lun F53E—Ie# MEif; henceforth
RGVVY), the production of which is ascribed to Ratnamati #HEHE, be-
tween 511 and 515 CE.”

The authorship of the RGV(V)—both the verses and prose commen-
tary—is unclear. Our earliest source (RGV[V]¢) names no author.® Chinese
tradition of the late sixth century onward attributed the RGVV as a whole
to one Jianyi EX % likely rendering the Sanskrit Saramati, or possibly
Sthiramati, an author to whom is ascribed also the doctrinally similar
*Mahayanadharmadhatunirvisesa.® But Tibetan tradition has long held the
RGYV to be one of five texts delivered by the bodhisattva Maitreya, and
attributes the RGVV to his amanuensis, Asanga.'” Evidence of association
between the RGV and some Maitreya (or Maitreyanatha) dates back to the
early eighth century, preserved in a Khotanese fragment of the RGV found
at Dunhuang." From the eleventh century, when it appears that there was
a resurgence of interest in the RGV in India, tradition there ascribed au-
thorship of both it and the RGVV to Maitreya.'? The colophon of RGVV™—
also from the eleventh century—adds that the prose commentary is the
work of Asanga, which is how this material has been understood in Tibet
since."®

The longest study of the content and composition of the RGV(V) remains
that of Takasaki (1966)." Further analysis by Lambert Schmithausen
(1971, 1973) built upon Takasaki’s attempts to identify the likely earliest
material—“basic” verses—from among the verses of the RGV. Other sig-
nificant studies of the RGVV have been produced by David Seyfort Ruegg

6. A Tibetan edition of RGVV" is that of Zuiryt Nakamura (1967), which is referenced
throughout this chapter. Its most influential English translation remains that by Obermiller
(1931) 1991.

7. Ui 1959 (cited in Kano 2016: 21n12). Silk (2015b: 7-9) puts this date several years
later, based on the observation that Ratnamati shows familiarity with the Chinese transla-
tion of the AAN (made in 520 CE). Regarding another recorded Chinese translation of the
RGVYV, attributed to Bodhiruci (which may well not have existed), see Kano 2016: 21n15.

8. Kano 2016: 21-22.

9. Kano 2016: 22-24; Silk 2015b: 149-157.

10. See Ruegg 1969: 39-55.

11. Bailey and Johnston 1935; Kano 2016: 24-27.

12. Kano6 2016: 97-154.

13. Kano 2016: 20-31 provides an excellent, detailed assessment of different hypothe-
ses concerning authorship of the RGV(V).

14. Addressed again throughout Takasaki 1974 (in the first instance, pp. 19-36); see
this together with various later articles, many of which are collected in Takasaki 2014.
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(e.g., 1969, 1989a), who has focused on the interpretation of the RGVV as a
complete and coherent commentarial work, as well as its influence in India
and in Tibet. The most recent study of the RGVYV, its production and trans-
mission is that by Kazuo Kano (2016), which includes a valuable account of
the text’s history and reception across both India and Tibet. A recent re-
evaluation of how the RGV(V) was produced, and how its ideas developed
across its composition, is by Klaus-Dieter Mathes (2015).

This chapter will confront three aspects of the RGVV: (1) Buddha-
nature teaching as reflected by the “root” (sloka/mila) verses of its first
chapter, among which are likely the earliest, or “basic,” materials in the
composition of the text (see 7.2); (2) the manner in which the commen-
tarial RGVV interprets the difficult expression atmaparamita—the “perfection
of self,” attributed to the dharmakaya—which is found in one of these root
verses (7.3); and (3) the manner in which the RGVV attends specifically to
the idea that tathagatagarbha teaching sails close to a Buddhist account of
the self (7.4). We will see that the earliest material of the RGV contains
language reminiscent of the MPNMS-group of texts but is indebted also to
the SDS, which focused solely on the expression tathagatagarbha, and con-
spicuously avoided any reference to some “essence” (dhatu) thatis somehow
“within” sentient beings (5.2). The commentarial RGVV displays a preference
for the doctrine of the SDS, and otherwise features ideas and terminology
associated with the Yogacara-Vijnanavada tradition of Indian philosophy;
the purification of the tathagatagarbha is described as an “inversion of the
basis” (@srayaparivriti) that underlies transmigration, which is language
more commonly used to refer to the transformation of the substratum con-
sciousness (alayavijiiana)—a central teaching of the Yogacara-Vijnanavada
system—at the achievement of awakening.'

The matter of the composition of the RGV(V) is more complex than
just a distinction between verse and prose material. The RGVV recognizes
some verses of the RGV to be more fundamental than others, and calls
these “slokas,” upon which other verses depend. We know later Indian tra-
dition to have discerned “root” verses (mulas) of the text from “commen-
tarial” verses (vyakhyaslokas).'® What I shall henceforth call “root” verses
for the most part correspond to those preserved in a short, verse-only form

15. See e.g., Johnston (1950) 1991: 80.15-19, 82.5-9; also Ruegg 1969: 421-424; Mathes
2015: 126-136; Radich 2016: 286-288. Schmithausen (1973: 124-127) contends that because
the RGVV seems to owe a debt to Yogacara-Vijnanavada works (such as the
Mahayanasutralamkara; see 7.3), its commentarial prose cannot have originated earlier than
the late fourth century; the antiquity of basic verse material of the RGV—some verses of
which may have known the SDS and AAN (see 7.2)—is another matter.

16. This language is used in the commentary on the RGVV (Mahayanottaratantratippant)
by Vairocanaraksita (eleventh—twelfth century; see Kano 2016: 19n5). For more on this au-
thor, and on reception of the RGVV more broadly, see various publications by Kano (listed
in ibid., 441-443).
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of the RGV found at the start of RGVV®." Takasaki called these the
“karikas” of the RGV, which he took to be a guideline to what must have
been the most basic materials in the composition of the text, or what
Takasaki termed the “the collection of [its basic] verses” (slokagrantha).
Close reading of the RGV(V) reveals doctrinal development between (1)
root verses of the RGV, some of which seem to be more “basic” to its com-
position than others; (2) its commentarial verses, and then between these
verses; and (3) the prose RGVV, which exhibits influence by the Yogacara-
Vijiianavada tradition."

We are foremost concerned with the manner in which the RGV(V)
received and developed the Buddha-nature idea, and there is much to be
learned by attempting to identify its earliest component verses. In some
detail, Takasaki justifies why we can consider only the first chapter of the
RGV—that concerned with Buddha-nature—to contain its earliest materi-
als, and concluded that among its root verses we can discern the basic form
of the RGV, composed of a total of only twenty-seven “basic” verses." Ruegg
contended that Takasaki’s analysis has the repercussion of excluding from
these supposed earliest materials any verse that makes reference to the
source (gotra) of the three “jewels” of Buddhist authority (ratnas; i.e., Bud-
dha, dharma, and sangha), which would allow for the text to be called an
analysis (vibhaga) of this.*® A likely hypothesis (as Ruegg himself suggests)
is that earlier Indian audiences knew the oldest form of the RGV by its
alternative title, the Mahayanottatantrasastra.*' After Takasaki, Schmithau-
sen (1971) suggested a still shorter set of basic verses, whittling a hypotheti-
cal “basic RGV” down to a mere fifteen verses. Among these we find the
expression tathagatagarbha understood to refer to the “lineage” (gotra) for
awakening (RGV 1.27, discussed below), though this occurs fleetingly in an
otherwise terse set of explanations of what it means for all sentient beings
to possess the nature of a Buddha.?

17. RGVV* 813a8-820¢20. This material features a total of eighteen verses that are not
preserved in any version of the RGVV proper, and that Takasaki (1966: 10-11) took to be
contributions by its Chinese translator.

18. A complication is that the prose RGVV contains verses that have been on occasion
conflated with earlier, “true” commentarial verses of the RGV; see Kano 2016: 20n9 for an
example of this. Like Kano, and due to their wide acceptance by many authors (in spite of
errors), I still follow Johnston’s numbering of the verses proper to the RGV.

19. Takasaki 1966: 10-19.

20. Takasaki included among his basic verses RGV 1.27, though Ruegg (1976: 349-351)
deftly shows that this contravenes Takasaki’s criteria for inclusion in his “basic” text.

21. Ibid., 850; see also Kano 2016: 27, 34-70.

22. See Ruegg 1976: 344-348. Where the RGV understands tathagatagarbhain the sense
of gotra, this must be proper to all sentient beings, and cannot be the diverse “lineages”
taught in works of the Yogacara-Vijnanavada tradition (e.g., in the MSA; see 6.3n41). See
also Ruegg 1969: 73-78, 123f, 177f; Hara 1994: 52-55; also Schmithausen 2009: 107-109.
Note, however, that a commentarial verse of the RGV (1.41) holds that some sentient beings
lack any lineage (agotra) for liberation, and that this view is repeated in the RGVV; see below,
7.3; also 9.1.
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Portions of this chapter will be quite technical—unavoidable if we are
to tease apart the development of Buddha-nature thinking across the
growth of the RGVV.? Amid its strata, and beneath layers of accrued com-
mentary and exposition, we find in the RGV ideas and language reminis-
cent of a variety of tathagatagarbha sources that we have so far discussed,
including allusions to Buddha-nature as taught in the MPNMS-group, and
in relation to discourse about the self. At the other end of its composi-
tion—when we come to consider the completed, mature RGVV—we deal
with the most sophisticated exposition of Buddha-nature thinking pro-
duced in India, and witness difficulties that its authors faced when recon-
ciling this idea, and its associations with the language of selfhood, with
nairatmyavada discourse, and with Mahayanist teaching concerned with
the perfection of insight (prajiaparamita) specifically.

7.2 Buddha-nature and the “Basic” RGV

This section concerns probable “root” verses of the RGV (a total of
fifty-nine), and will privilege those that Schmithausen took to be most “basic”
among them (a total of fifteen),?* and so contenders for the earliest materi-
als in the text. Within the root verses of the RGV we can discern several
“strings” of verses that deal with subtly different aspects of Buddha-nature
teaching, and may even represent different literary traditions from which
the author(s) of the RGV drew inspiration. In the structure of the mature
RGVYV these strings are punctuated by commentarial verses and/or prose
exposition, but if we read these privileged verses without interval, they
reveal a coherent text, and one that exhibits acquaintance with a wealth of
ideas concerning Buddha-nature.

The accompanying table organizes all (contested) fifty-nine root verses of
the RGV: that is, those recognized by the RGVV as its slokas, and which are
also presented in isolation at the start of RGVVC (see 7.1). Table 1 presents
(1) Takasaki’s (1966) numbering of supposedly root verses (his “karikas”),
together with (2) their place among Johnston’s ([1950] 1991) numbering
of all verses in the RGV (widely used, and to which I shall refer frequently),
that is, those that are both “root” and “commentarial” taken together.
I agree with Schmithausen’s identification of a set of fifteen “basic” root
verses among these—perhaps the very earliest content of the RGV—which
are numbered in bold. Finally, I present also (3) my own synopsis of the

23. A convenient, synoptic presentation of the RGVV—including Johnston’s RGVV*®
(minus emendations), Takasaki’s translation of it, RGVV¢, and RGVV™—is available online
via the University of Oslo Faculty of Humanities’ Bibliotheca Polyglotta: Thesaurus Literaturae
Buddicae available at https://www2.hf.uio.no/polylgotta.

24. Schmithausen 1973: 126—129; a recent translation and reevaluation of these verses
is that by Mathes 2015: 119-126. A separate discussion of these proposed “strings” of verses
is Jones 2020: 68-73.
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Table 1 Root verses of the RGV and their thematic content.

RGYV root (miula)
verse numbers

RGYV verse number
(from Johnston’s 1950

Summary of verses’ content
in regard to Buddha-nature /

(from Takasaki numbering of all verses; tathagatagarbha
1966) basic root verses, after

Schmithausen 1971, are

in bold)

1-3 1.4;9; 13 Introductory verses, which
praise (namaskara) the three
jewels/refuges (Buddha,
dharma, sangha).

4 1.23 Outlines content of the four
chapters of the RGVV.

5-10 1.27; 30; 35; 42; 45; 47 Concern buddhagarbha/ jina-

(henceforth “String A”) garbha, including its presence
“within” all sentient beings, its
superlative qualities, and its
relation to a commonality be-
tween sentient beings, bodhisat-
tvas, and Buddhas.

11-26 1.49; 52-54; 55-63; 66; Concern dhatu, a “nature” of

79; 84 sentient beings, explained in

(henceforth “String B”) terms of the intrinsically pure
mind.

27-57 1.96-126 Concern (primarily) (tathagata)

(henceforth “String TG”)  dhatu; reproduce the nine simi-
les found otherwise in the TGS.

58-59 1.156-157 Concern buddhadhatu: two

(henceforth “String C”)

verses on the value of teach-
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ing about Buddha-nature to
sentient beings, and how this
relates to teachings about the
“illusory” status of dharmas.

content of each discernable “string” of root verses. We will not address the
fourth root verse (RGV 1.23), which recounts the four primary topics of the
RGV(V) as a whole, and which neither Takasaki nor Schmithausen take to
be basic verse of the RGV. We can also follow Schmithausen and set aside
the initial namaskara verses that laud the Buddha, dharma, and sangha,
and say nothing about any account of Buddha-nature.*

25. Regarding rejection of these from “basic” verses on metrical grounds, see
Schmithausen 1971: 129. Mathes (2015: 121-122) is, however, right to defend the appropri-
ateness of the content of these three verses given the themes explored by the rest of the
RGV(V).
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The first verse in Schmithausen’s “basic” text (RGV 1.27)—and the
beginning of what I am calling “String A”—stands out among the root vers-
es of the RGV due to its use of the expression buddhagarbha, which is likely
intended as an exocentric (bahuvrihi) compound: “Because 1) the gamut of
sentient beings is within the knowledge of the Buddha, 2) of the natural
non-duality of its purity, and 3) the fact that its fruit (i.e., buddhahood) is
used metaphorically to refer to the lineage of a Buddha, all corporeal
beings are said to contain a Buddha (sarve dehino buddhagarbhah).”*® This
sets up much of the commentarial material found in the RGVV, to which
we will turn later (7.3). Curiously, the location of this verse in RGVV® and
RGVVT differs to its position within the prose of RGVVS; it is also accompa-
nied by a commentarial verse (RGV 1.28) that essentially repeats the same
content using slightly different terminology, and runs as follows:?7
“Because 1) of the pervasiveness of the body of the Buddha, 2) reality is
undifferentiated, and 3) of the lineage [of the Buddhal], all corporeal beings
always contain a Buddha (sarve buddhagarbhah Saririnah).”*® The root verse
associates buddhagarbhawith the pervasiveness of the knowledge of the Bud-
dha (buddhajiiana),?® though the commentarial verse refers instead to the
pervasiveness of the dharmakaya. At this juncture, both the RGV and the
commentarial RGVV hold that tathagatagarbha (though this exact term is not
used) refers to sentient beings themselves, reminiscent of the TGS (see 6.2),
though other basic verses of the RGV present a more complex picture.*

26. RGV 1.27, Johnston (1950) 1991: 26.1-4: buddhajnanantargamat sattvarases tannair-
malyasyadvayatvat prakrtya / bauddhe gotre tatphalasyopacarad uktah sarve dehino buddhagarbhah
// See also Ruegg 1969: 272-273.

27. Takasaki 1966: 197n2.

28. RGV 1.28, Johnston (1950) 1991: 26.5-6: sambuddhakayaspharanat tathatavyatibhedat
/ gotratas ca sada sarve buddhagarbhah saririnah //

29. This is more reminiscent of the Tathdgatotpattisambhavanirdesa, preserved inde-
pendently in Chinese (e.g., T.291) and as a constituent chapter of the compendious
Buddhavatamsaka (e.g., T.278, T.279), regarding which see Hamar 2007. The Tathagatotpattisam-
bhavanirdesa preserves one reference to the tathagatagarbha (T.291[10]605c12), though its
focus throughout is the pervasiveness in all sentient beings of specifically the Buddha’s
knowledge (buddhajiiana). Takasaki (1958; 1966: 35-37; 1974: 507-602) considered this text
to be an important precursor to the tathagatagarbha tradition; more recently, Shiro Matsu-
moto (2014: 287-288) relies on this to explain the origins of the Buddha-nature idea in the
TGS (understood, in the context of his article, to be the earliest text of the tathagatagarbha
tradition): that the pervading knowledge of the Buddha became reified into the presence of
an awakened being. While the position of the Tathdagatotpattisambhavanirdesais similar to the
fully developed Buddha-nature idea (and, indeed, this text is quoted by the RGVV in a gloss
on the expression buddhajnana; Johnston [1950] 1991: 22.10-24.8), this is nonetheless still a
statement about the Buddha’s knowledge pervading all sentient beings, which is subtly dif-
ferent from the position—evident especially in the MPNMS-group—that each sentient
being possesses, for their own part, the fully realized character or “body” of a Buddha hidden
beneath afflictions. See also Zimmermann 2002: 53-54.

30. Commentarial prose of RGVV® keeps what looks like an exocentric rendering of
tathagatagarbha (Johnston [1950] 1991: 26.7: sarvasattvas tathagatagarbha), but RGVV©instead
communicates the “presence” of *tathagatagarbha (828b1-2: — IR A7 Wk jiK).
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Commentarial verses explain these three meanings of tathagatagarbha
at some length, and relate them to different similes drawn from the TGS.*
The rest of String A (i.e., RGV 1.30, 35, 42, 45, 47) presents a densely packed
catalogue of ideas pertaining to Buddha-nature. With commentarial mate-
rials extracted, the remaining five verses of String A run as follows:

Always, by nature, unafflicted; like a clear jewel, the sky, or water; it follows
from faith in the dharma, superior insight, concentration and compassion
(30); [its] results are the perfected qualities of purity, selfhood, bliss, and
permanence, with the functions that are aversion to suffering and the ap-
petite and aspiration for the achievement of peace (35); like the ocean,
being an inexhaustible store of treasured qualities, and like a lamp, being
naturally conjoined with qualities that are inseparable from it (42).**
What is taught by those who perceive reality is the distinction between
ordinary persons, noble persons and Buddhas in terms of reality (tathata):
hence is it taught that this womb/chamber for a victor exists in sentient
beings (sattvesu jinagarbho ’yam) (45); [depending on whether this reality
is] impure, impure yet pure or perfectly pure, it refers to the realm of
sentient beings,** the bodhisattva or the Tathagata [respectively] (47).%

The first three verses lack a named grammatical subject; what must be
meant is the “womb/chamber for a victor” (i.e., Buddha: jinagarbha) that
occurs in the second portion of this string. Hence the rest of String A con-
cerns some entity—called (tathagata) garbha—that resides “within” sentient

31. RGV(V) 1.144-152; Johnston (1950) 1991: 69-72: the first sense (regarding the
dharmakaya) is taught by examples 1 through 3, the second by example 4, and the third by
examples 5 through 9 (see 6.2).

32. My reading differs from that of Mathes (2015: 122n19), and agrees with that of Ta-
kasaki (1966: 200n11). Here MPNMS' renders -anvaya (see next note) as las byung ba, mean-
ing that “x-quality is realized after (faith etc.)”; the meaning is also reflected in the
commentarial RGVV (1.35), which understands faith and such to be “causes of purity”
(Suddhihetu; see 7.3); that is, factors that lead to a realization of Buddha-nature, already
present.

33.RGV 1.30, 1.35, 1.42: sada prakrtyasamklistah suddharatnambarambuvat / dharmadhimu
ktyadhiprajnasamdadhikarunanvayah // ... subhatmasukhanityatvagunaparamitaphalam / duhkha-
nirvicchamaprapticchandapranidhikarmakah // ... mahodadhir tvameyagunaratnaksayakarah /
pradipavad anirbhagagunayuktasvabhavatah // See Johnston (1950) 1991: 26-37.

34. Though RGV® has sattvadhatu, both translations omit any sign of dhatu and refer
only to “sentient beings” (i.e., Ch. zhongsheng 7 /E; Tib. sems can). I opt to translate in the
same way, such that -dhatu in RGV® does not intend any “essence” but rather sentient beings
in their totality (i.e., the “realm” of them). See also Takasaki 1966: 231; Mathes 2015: 123.

35. RGV 1.45, 1.47; Johnston (1950) 1991: 39.10-11, 40.7-8: prthagjanaryasambuddhatath
atabhinnavrttitah / sattvesu jinagarbho yam desitas tattvadarsibhih // ... asuddho Suddhasuddho
‘tha suvisuddho yathakramam / sattvadhdtur iti prokto bodhisattvas tathagatah // Minor emenda-
tions follow Schmithausen 1971: 147-148.
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beings.?® With echoes of the SDS, we also encounter the four “perfected”
qualities (paramita)—purity, selfhood, bliss, and permanence (see 5.3)—
together with what RGVV will later call four “causes of purity” (suddhihetus;
see 7.3). We also find sentient beings, bodhisattvas, and Buddhas described
in terms of their relative purity, which is reminiscent of the AAN (see 6.1).

All of these ways of explaining the tathagatagarbha want for further
exposition, which they receive in both commentarial verses and in the
prose of the RGVV. But conspicuously, if we stay with likely basic verses of
the RGV (see table 1, above), this is where attention to tathagatagarbha (or
buddhagarbha/jinagarbha), by name, ends. Remaining basic verses discuss
instead the (buddha)dhatu, reflected also by RGV® (with an abundance of
xing PE over zang i) and RGV" (with greater use of dbyings over snying po
[can]). All other basic verses (proper to Strings B and C), and other verses
that echo the similes of the TGS (String TG), understand tathagatagarbha
to refer to the presence of some (buddha)dhatuin all sentient beings. As we
have seen in previous chapters, we find no reference to Buddha-nature
understood as the presence of some buddhadhatu in either the SDS (see 5.2)
or AAN (6.1), which become the primary sources for most of the commen-
tarial RGVYV, but of course it was this language that was so central to Bud-
dha-nature teaching found in the MPNMS-group, our likely earliest
sources in the tathagatagarbha literary tradition.

This being said, the “essence” or “nature” (dhatu) explored throughout
String B of root verses is not simply the buddhadhatu transposed from any
of the MPNMS-group of texts. In language again more reminiscent of the
SDS, this “nature” is taken to refer to “the intrinsically stainless nature of
the mind” (cittaprakrtivaimalya). The first verse of String B (RGV 1.49)
reads as follows: “Just as the sky, being of indiscriminative character, per-
vades everywhere, so is the nature (dhatu) that is the intrinsically stainless
nature of the mind, all-pervading.”” Nowhere in any atmavadin account of
Buddha-nature is the (buddha)dhatu said to be “all-pervading,” nor is it
taught to mean the intrinsic nature of the mind (see 9.3). On first impres-
sion, this notion of dhatu cannot be the same kind of “nature” explored by
the MPNMS-group of sutras. And yet in the very next verse (1.52) we
encounter a tantalizing allusion to the belief that Buddha-nature teaching
bears a resemblance to wider Indian discourse about the self and, very
specifically, to the all-pervading atman taught by the Bhagavadgita.*® For
comparison, we should consider this Buddhist verse (RGV 1.52) side by
side with the relevant verse of the Bhagavadgita (v.13.32):

36. RGVV' 77.1: sems can la rgyal pa’i snying po di bstan no; more ambiguous is RGVV®
831c22: AUz

37. RGV 1.49, Johnston (1950) 1991: 41.7-8: sarvatranugatam yadvan nirvikalpatmakam
nabhah / cittaprakrtivaimalyadhdatuh sarvatragas tatha //

38. V. V. Gokhale 1955: 90-91; also Kano 2016: 31-32.
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Bhagavadgita 13.32 In the manner that all-pervading space, due to its
subtle nature, cannot be tainted, likewise the self (tathatma), everywhere
situated within a body (dehe), cannot be tainted.*

RGV 1.52 In the manner that all-pervading space, due to its subtle nature,
cannot be tainted, likewise this (tathayam, i.e., the dhatu), everywhere situat-
ed within sentient being (sattve), cannot be tainted."’

Both verses consider their grammatical subject to reside “within” living
beings (Bhagavadgita: dehe; though RGV: sattve). The subject of the Bhaga-
vadgita verse is atman, which in that text is revealed to be the permanent,
enduring presence of the supreme deity in all created beings; in the RGV
the subject is simply “this” (ayam). RGVC clarifies what is evident from the
grammar of the Sanskrit text: that “this” must refer to the dhatu ( foxing 1#
%) of the preceding root verse (RGV 1.49). Whereas the Bhagavadgita con-
cerns the pervading, embodied self, the verse of the RGV concerns the
similarly pervading, also embodied, (buddha)dhatu.

The remaining verses of String B understand this dhatu to again refer
to the intrinsic nature of the mind (cittaprakrti). This dhatu is called the
ground for irrational thought (ayonisomanaskara), which in turn is the basis
for the component factors of experience in transmigration (skandhaya-
tanadhdtavah); it is the luminous nature of the mind that is, like space,
unchanging, and apart from afflictions that are born from false conceptu-
alization.*’ But Schmithausen demonstrates that verses explaining this
interrupt the trajectory of what was in likelihood a trio of properly basic
verses in this string (RGV 1.53, 54 and 79),** which when presented together
read, more simply, as follows:

Just as the worlds everywhere have their origin and destruction in space
(akasa), so do the sense-organs have their destruction and origination in
this unconditioned dhatu (53). Just as space is not burnt by fire, likewise is
this [dhatu] not burnt by the fires of death, disease or age (54).*

39. Sargeant 2009: 560: yathd sarvagatam sauksmydad akasam nopalipyate / sarvatravasthito
dehe tathatma nopalipyate //

40. Johnston (1950) 1991: 42.6-7: yatha sarvagatam sauksmyad akasam nopalipyate /
sarvatravasthitah sattve tathayam nopalipyate // Compare RGVV® 832c4-5 (also 814a18-19); or
RGVVT 81.18-21.

41. Johnston (1950) 1991: 42.12-43.8, 43.11-12.

42. Schmithausen (1971: 128-129) demonstrates that embedded within String B is a
shorter series of verses (RGV 1.55-63) that provide an extended gloss on the two basic verses
that precede them (RGV 1.53-54). The explanatory verses, he notes, resemble content of
the Gaganaganjapariprecha, one of the Mahayanist works cited by the RGVV when it explains
the manner in which the mind of a sentient being is intrinsically pure (see 9.3).

43. RGV 1.53-54, Johnston (1950) 1991 42.8-11: yatha sarvatra lokanam akasa
udayavyayah / tathaivasamskrte dhatav indriyanam vyayodayah // yathd nagnibhir akasam
dagdhapirvam kadacana / tatha na pradahaty enam mytywvyadhijaragnayah //
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This [dhatu] is of unchanging character, due to its conjunction with in-
exhaustible qualities; it is the refuge of the world, due to it having no limit
ahead of it; it is always non-dual, due to being without discrimination; it is
also characterized as indestructible, as its nature is uncreated (79).**

These verses draw together a number of themes from across Buddha-
nature teaching, to which we will return later in this study (10.2). After
them we are left with only one remaining root verse in String B (RGV 1.84),
which must continue to take this same dhatu as its grammatical subject:
“Hence [the dhatu] is the dharmakdya; it is the Tathagata; it is the truth of
the noble ones; it is the ultimate liberation (paramarthanivrtti). Hence, it
not being separate from its qualities—in the manner of the sun and its
rays—there is no liberation apart from buddhahood.” The commentary
of the RGVV that accompanies this verse quotes extensively from both the
SDS and AAN (as well as from a third text, the Jianalokalankarasutra).*® But
what we see in the root verses themselves—and those among them that are
most “basic” to the RGV—is a unique articulation of the Buddha-nature
idea, articulated in terms of some universally present dhatu that is identifi-
able with both the Buddha himself (language reminiscent of the MPNMS-
group) as well as the nature of the mind (more reminiscent of the SDS).
These verses bridge differences in vocabulary and doctrine exhibited by
the two distinct traditions of Buddha-nature teaching that we have ob-
served in earlier chapters. To what these verses are committed, moreover,
is the notion that liberation can mean only the achievement of buddha-
hood, a passing agreement with the teaching of the SP, and the single ve-
hicle paradigm that has informed all tathagatagarbha sources that we have
so far addressed (see also 9.1).

Particularly interesting is of course the verse reminiscent of the
Bhagavadgita, which presents the (buddha)dhatu as having a superficial re-
semblance to discourse about the self as taught by a non-Buddhist tradi-
tion (call it Brahmanical, Bhagavata, or Vaisnava).”” Whoever adapted this
verse—from the Bhagavadgita, or possibly another source—tacitly acknowl-
edged that the (buddha)dhatu bears some functional resemblance to what

44. RGV 1.79, Johnston (1950) 1991: 53.10-13: ananyathatmaksayadharmayogato jagac-
charanyo ‘naparantakotih / sadadvaya ‘sav avikalpakatvato vinasadharmapy akrtasvabhavatah //

45. RGV 1.84, Johnston (1950) 1991: 55.3-6: sa dharmakayah sa tathagato yatas tad
aryasatyam paramarthanirorttih / ato na buddhatvam rte ‘rkarasmivad gunavinirbhagatayasti
nirvrtih //

46. Johnston (1950) 1991: 55-57. Regarding other texts quoted in this portion of the
RGVV (the sources for which have proved difficult to identify), see Takasaki 1966: 259-261.

47.V. V. Gokhale (1955) contends that this verse reflects later “more Vedantic” content
of the Bhagavadgita, such that the RGV may have instead known a third source upon which
both texts drew. Either way, it is undeniable that the root verse of the RGV exhibits language
that was drawn from a source concerned with discourse about atman. See also 10.3.
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was elsewhere, by some other tradition, called atman.*® Though this “per-
vading” dhatu of the RGV does not seem conceptually reminiscent of
Buddha-nature in the MPNMS-group, the evocation of a non-Buddhist
verse concerned with nothing other than the self “within sentient beings”
continues a theme that we observe through the MPNMS and AMS in par-
ticular (see also 9.6).

Further evidence that basic verses of the RGV knew the MPNMS-group
continues in “String C” (see again table 1), which consists of the two verses
that conclude the basic RGV as imagined by both Takasaki and Schmithau-
sen (RGV 1.156-157). These refer to the buddhadhatu specifically, and the
seemingly problematic relationship between this and Buddhist teachings
about emptiness: “It has been said that all things everywhere should be
known to be empty, in the manner of clouds, dreams or illusions; why then
has the Buddha taught here that in all sentient beings there exists Buddha-
nature (buddhadhatu)?* It has been taught because of five defects [that
might be remedied]: the depressed mind; contempt for inferior sentient
beings; attachment to what is unreal; criticism of the real dharma, and hav-
ing affection for one’s self.”® These verses understand Buddha-nature
teaching to be something of a corrective to miscomprehension about emp-
tiness (sunyata), which in sources of the prajaaparamita tradition is ex-
plained to mean that phenomena which appear substantial are in fact “like
illusions” (mayopama).” But use of the expression buddhadhatu also evokes
(at least for us) tathagatagarbha as expounded by the MPNMS-group of
texts, which understand teachings about Buddha-nature to either qualify
or even surpass teachings about emptiness (see 9.5; also 4.5). That these
verses may have referred to Buddha-nature as taught in the MPNMS spe-
cifically is supported by a commentarial verse that follows soon after, which
refers to the RGV as the “higher teaching” (uttaratantra) of the Buddha.?
On the one hand, this may be the earliest source for the RGV understood
as the “Mahayanottaratantra” (see 7.1); on the other, this epithet is found
also in the MPNMS, which also refers to itself as embodying the “higher

48. Kano (2016: 32) writes that this material suggests that the RGV was on one level
“claiming that the Buddha-nature is a true atman.”

49. RGVVC agrees that the subject is *tathagatadhatu (892c13: BATUIAME), though
RGVVT (151.18) suggests instead buddhagarbha (sangs rgyas snying po).

50. RGV 1.156-157, Johnston (1950) 1991: 77.12-19: sunyam sarvam sarvatha tatra tatra
Jjneyam meghasvapnamayakrtabham / ity uktvaivam buddhadhatuh punah kim sattve sattve ’stiti bud-
dhair ihoktam // linam cittam hinasattvesv avajnabhitagraho bhitadharmapavadah atmasnehas
cadhikah parica dosa yesam tesam tatprahanartham uktam //

51. Expressed particularly clearly in a closing verse of the Vajracchedika-prajiaparamita
(e.g., Schopen 1989: 107 [12b1-2]; also 113) and otherwise observable in the Astasahasrika-
prajiaparamita (Vaidya 1960: 20.11-25), in which all things, including the Buddha and
nirvana, are compared to illusions (mayopama) or dreams (svapnopama).

52. RGV 1.60, Johnston (1950) 1991: 78.5-6: purvam evam vyavasthapya tantre punar
thottare.
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teaching” of the Mahayana.” In short, the authors of the RGV may have
held that their verses present the authoritative account of the Buddha’s
higher teaching, which takes priority over (or at least correctly explains)
earlier accounts of Buddha-nature and its meaning.

Finally, we should mention also a string of root verses that are likely
not “basic” in the composition of the RGV but which still predate commen-
tarial materials within which they are embedded. “String TG” (RGV 1.96—
126; see again table 1) consists of the similes found also in the TGS.** But
in contrast to the diversity of expression that these similes exhibit across
surviving versions of the TGS (see 6.2), the similes preserved in the RGV
consistently refer to that which resides in all sentient beings as some “es-
sence” (dhatu).” Commentarial verses that follow this string (RGV 1.127-129)
explain these root verses to be in accord with what we are calling String B:
that is, that they concern “the intrinsically stainless nature of the mind
(cittaprakrtivaimalya)” that is plagued by afflictions that are adventitious to it.”®
But this is not clear from the verses of String TG themselves, which con-
cern simply the (buddha)dhatu, without any clear reference to this as an epi-
thet for the mind.”’

This analysis of likely “basic” materials in the RGV—together with
verses reminiscent of the TGS, which are likely not late in the composition
of the RGV—demonstrates that we cannot easily align this short, recon-
structed text with either the MPNMS-group or something like the reinven-
tion of the expression tathagatagarbha exhibited by the SDS and AAN. The
earliest materials in the RGV appear to be a unique collection of thoughts
about Buddha-nature, amid which are traces of an atmavadin heritage as
well as the sense that the nature of a Buddha, proper to all sentient beings,
refers to the mind and its intrinsic purity. These ideas receive a satisfying
explanation only in the RGVYV, a full exploration of which exceeds the
aims of this chapter. However, we must give due attention to what the
RGVV acknowledges to be a particularly difficult matter, inherited from
the SDS and no doubt related to the MPNMS before it: the dharmakaya
understood in terms of the perfection of self.

53. See Radich 2015a: 48-49; also Hodge 2010/2012: 56—-59; Habata 2007: 105n3; Taka-
saki 1974: 132-136. This epithet is particularly clear in MPNMS? (e.g., §85.5, §498). Regard-
ing uttaratantra as a medical (i.e., ayurveda) category, see Habata 1989.

54. Johnston (1950) 1991: 59.16—66.10. Note that the title Tathagatagarbhasitra appears
in the commentarial RGVV, and not the verses of the RGV themselves (Johnston [1950]
1991: 66.18).

55. We encounter dhatuin RGV verses 1.97, 98, 103, 116 (here subhadharmadhatu), 120,
122, 129 (here sattvadhatu); also sambuddhagarbha in 1.101. In RGVV® (814b22-816a18) the
content of a sentient being is called throughout either WIZRjE or WIATE; RGVVT (117-129)
agrees with our Sanskrit text and shows a marked preference for khams (i.e., dhatu) over, for
example, snying po (i.e., garbha). See also Jones 2020: 72-73.

56. Johnston (1950) 1991: 66.16-17.

57. A possible exception—though ambiguous—is RGV 1.125 (Johnston [1950] 1991: 66.
3-6), in which there is a “natural luminosity” present but no mention of “the mind” (e.g., citta).
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7.3 “Perfection of Self” in the RGVV

Leaving to one side what may be the earliest or “most basic” content of the
RGV(V), we turn to the RGVV as a mature treatise. In terms of sheer length
and density of exposition, the verses to which the RGVV gives the most
attention are those that unpack String A, discussed above (see also table 1).
The RGVV supplies a lengthy account of the dharmakdya in terms of the
four perfections (paramita) that feature in RGV 1.35, and which—expressed
as such—may have been innovations of the SDS (5.3). One of these perfec-
tions is of course the “perfection of self” (atmaparamita), predicated of the
dharmakaya (rather than the tathagatagarbha that is its afflicted anteced-
ent), and among what the RGVV calls the four “perfected” qualities
(gunaparamita). As already discussed, these positive articulations of the
Buddha’s transcendent mode of being are likely heirs to the “inversions” of
the four distortions (viparyasas) seen in the MPNMS (2.2). Whereas the
SDS is silent on the interpretation of these perfected qualities, the RGVV
provides a thorough account of to what they must refer, in which the RGVV
creatively (re)defines atmaparamita as nothing other than absence of self
(nairatmya).”®

The explanation of atmaparamitain the RGVV requires careful contex-
tualization, as it is embedded in other important statements regarding the
dharmakaya, selfhood, and the failings of non-Buddhist “@Gtmavddin” teach-
ers. In a significant root verse (RGV 1.35, of “String A,” translated above
in 7.2), the four “perfected qualities” are described as results (phala) of the
tathagatagarbha. In the root verse that precedes this (i.e., RGV 1.30, again
translated in the previous section), we encounter what the RGVV calls four
“causes of purification” (suddhihetu), or those factors that allow for the
tathagatagarbha to be “cleansed” into the dharmakaya, namely, (1) faith in
the dharma (dharmadhimukti), (2) superior insight (adhiprajiia), (3) concen-
tration (samadhi), and (4) compassion (karuna). Commentarial verses
(RGV 1.32-33) and accompanying prose explain how these causes relate to
particular obstructions to bodhisattva practice, and to categories of per-
sons who suffer from them:

Obstruction [to liberation] is fourfold: 1) hostility towards the dharma,
2) perception of a self, 3) fear of suffering in transmigration, and
4) indifference to sentient beings (32).

58. See Ruegg 1969: 250-251, 370-380; Eltschinger and Ratié 2013: 53-58; Kano 2014:
239-241; also S. King 1991: 177-181, who attends to the Foxing lun (see 1.4) and its reproduc-
tion of material from the RGVV. King focuses on the use of positive language in these
paramitas as a form of pedagogical strategy (upaya) for certain audiences. Historically speak-
ing, I believe that the authors of the RGVV inherited positive expressions such as
atmaparamita from an earlier source—the SDS, after the MPNMS—and were compelled by
their commitment to more conventional Buddhist teaching (including that of the
prajiaparamita tradition) to gloss atmaparamitain terms of precisely anatman/nairatmya.
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There are four causes of purification, beginning with faith in the
dharma, which belong to 1) icchantikas, 2) tirthyas, 3) sravakas and 4) pra-
tyekabuddhas [respectively] (33).%

Attending to these last four, the RGVV categorizes sentient beings in terms
of their status either “inside” or “outside” of the sangha, and then—across
both—whether or not they can be said to have any desire for liberation.
Some who are “outside of the dharma” desire transmigration over any end
to it, and so by soteriological “lineage” are declared to be “not for nirvana”
(aparinirvanagotraka).”® Some persons “within the dharma” (ihadharmika)
have succumbed to this also, and show hostility to the Mahayana, so face
terrible future existences.” Some who seek liberation have no means for it
(anupayapatita), among whom are non-Buddhists, extraneous to the dhar-
ma (itobahya ... anyatirthya), whom we have seen to be a recurring preoccu-
pation of earlier Buddha-nature works also. In RGVV® these “outsiders” are
listed as carakas, parivrajakas, and nirgranthas (in RGVV™: tsa ra ka, kun tu rgyu,
geer bu pa): perhaps (very loosely) “ascetics, wanderers and mendicants.”®*
RGVV® supplies different details, and glosses these non-Buddhists (waidao
4MH: *tirthyas) to be, by name, Samkhyas (senggia fi51%), Vaisesikas (weishi-
shi fHTHHAT), and Nirgrantha-Jaatiputras (nigiantuo ruotizi JEFEFEAHET), in
which the last must refer to exponents of Jainism.*

Others who “have no means” for liberation are said to be within the
dharma; they have erroneous views and behave “like those [teachers or
adepts of other systems]” mentioned above.®* Some of these persons cling
to views of personhood (pudgaladrsti), and “lack faith in what is ultimate”
(paramarthanadhimukta); some have no inclination toward teachings about
emptiness (Sunyatanadhimukta), and so are said to be no different from per-
sons affiliated with non-Buddhist systems.® At another extreme, some are

59. RGV 1.32-33, Johnston (1950) 1991: 27.13-16: caturdhavaranam dharmapratigho ‘py
atmadarsanam / samsaraduhkhabhiritvam sattvartham nirapeksata // icchantikanam terthyanam
sravakanam svayambhuvam / adhimuktyadayo dharmas catvarah suddhihetavah //

60. See 7.1n22, above; also 9.1.

61. RGVV 1.33, Johnston (1950) 1991: 28.2-4: tamasas tamo niaram andhakaran
mahandhakaragaminas tamobhuyistha iti vadami / This is a quotation of the AAN, though our
surviving version of the AAN adds that these condemned persons are called icchantikas (Silk
2015b: 127-128, §21ii). This detail is absent from the quotation in the Sanskrit RGVV, but
present in RGVV® (828c15-16), which leads Silk (2015b: 9) to suggest that the translator(s)
or redactor(s) of RGVVC® knew the Chinese translation of the AAN.

62. Johnston (1950) 1991: 28.6-7; RGVV" 53.12-13. See also Schmithausen 1971: 142.
Similar lists appear in, for example, the SP (276.2-3), and Vimalakirtinirdesasitra (Taisho
University 2006: 33 [20al]).

63. That s, disciples of the teacher Nigantha Nataputta, who features in texts including
the Samannaphalasutta; see MacQueen 1988: 148-168.

64. Johnston (1950) 1991: 28.7-8: ihadharmikas ca tatsabhagacarita eva Sraddha api
dwrgrhitagrahinah /

65. Johnston (1950) 1991: 28.9. RGVV® provides another interesting variation, as it
mentions by name “Vatsiputra” (828c22: duzi 1fT"), likely intending the Vatsiputriyas, a
school of the Sravakayana tradition that accepted a form of pudgalavada teaching (see 1.2).
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“intoxicated by emptiness,”*® of which the RGVV retorts that this is no bet-
ter than holding erroneous views about personhood.®” Apart from all of
these sit those who are true to the vehicles of the sravaka or pratyekabuddha,
and beyond them the bodhisattvas—who transcend the desire for either
existence or nonexistence—are on the path to comprehending the identi-
ty of transmigration and liberation from it, and strive for “the non-abiding
nirvana” (apratisthitanirvana) thatis proper to a Buddha.®®

From among these categories, and in accord with the commentarial
verses translated above, the RGVV highlights the icchantikas—that is, those
who show hostility to the Mahayana—the non-Buddhists (tzrthyas), Sravakas,
and pratyekabuddhas, and to each ascribes a particular obstruction
(@varana) that stands in the way of their liberation, as well as a remedy for
this (suddhihetu) drawn also from commentarial verses of the RGV:

1. Regarding icchantikas, “faith in the dharma” (dharmdadhimukii)
remedies aversion to the dharma (dharmapratigha).

2. Regarding tirthyas, “higher insight” (adhiprajia) remedies (false)
views of the self (atmadarsana).

3. Regarding sravakas, “concentration” (samadhi) remedies fear of
suffering through transmigration (samsaraduhkhabhiriitva).

4. Regarding pratyekabuddhas, “compassion” (karuna) remedies
indifference to sentient beings (sattvarthah nirapeksata).*

A commentarial verse (1.36) states that the results of these causes—that is,
the four perfected qualities—are “remedies to the fourfold distortions,”
and come about by inversion of erroneous thinking about the dharmakaya.”
The RGVV reminds us that the four distortions—seeing permanence where
there is impermanence, self where there is none, etcetera—still hold in
regard to entities composed of the heaps of experience (skandhas), and
that inversion of them results in a fourfold “non-distortion” (aviparyasa).
But these nondistortions—impermanence, not-self, etcetera—can themselves
be considered erroneous in regard to the dharmakaya, which is character-
ized by “perfected” permanence, selfhood, etcetera.”! In summary, and
much like after the example of the dizzied man in MPNMS-dhk (see 2.2),
the RGVV recognizes that conceiving (1) permanence, selfhood, etcetera
are distorted views in regard to worldly phenomena, but also that (2) the
correction of these views must be modified again in consideration of the

66. Johnston (1950) 1991: 28.10-11. See also Schmithausen 1971: 142.

67. Johnston (1950) 1991: 28.11-12. This quotes the Kasyapaparivarta, regarding which
see Vorobyova-Desyatovskaya 2002: 26-27 (§65).

68. Johnston (1950) 1991: 28.12-18. Regarding apratisthitanirvana, see Nagao 1991: 23-29.

69. These correspondences are presented also in Ruegg 1969: 368.

70.RGV* 1.36, Johnston (1950) 1991: 30.7-8: phalam esam samasena dharmakaye viparyayat
/ caturvidhaviparyasapratipaksaprabhavitam // Regarding curiosities in the form of this verse
as reflected by both RGVV®and RGVVT, see Takasaki 1966: 208n72.

71. RGVV® 1.36, Johnston (1950) 1991: 30.11-17.
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dharmakaya, the supermundane mode of being proper to a Buddha, which
is fundamentally different from anything worldly.

As afinal step, the RGVV maps the four perfected qualities onto the cor-
respondences between categories of persons, their respective obstructions,
and the remedies prescribed to them, as outlined above. It is not for us to
consider each of these correspondences in turn.”? Our priority is of course
the dharmakaya understood as atmaparamita, which we are told is the aspect
of the dharmakdya arrived at by those commonly associated with ideas of
a self: non-Buddhist teachers or adepts (tirthyas). To recap, to these non-
Buddhists the RGVV prescribes cultivation of superior insight (adhiprajiia,
a synonym, as the passage below shows, for prajaaparamita) in order to rem-
edy their attachment to views about a self, and so arrive at the perfection
of self realized in the dharmakaya. The RGVV explains this as follows:

The acquisition of the perfection of the supreme self (paramatmaparamita)
should be understood to be the result of the cultivation of the perfection
of insight, by an inversion of delight in attachment to an unreal self that
is proper to the those of other systems, who have a view of the self among
the five heaps of experience, the nature of which is no such thing; the
entity at which they have grasped in just such a way, due to it contradict-
ing the characteristics of the self (atmalaksana), is not ever the self.

But the Tathagata, due to having knowledge of things as they are,
has attained the pinnacle of absence of self in respect to all phenomena;
this absence of self that he perceives, as it conforms to the character of
what is not the self (anatmalaksana), at all times is affirmed as the self, in
which “the self” has the sense of precisely absence of self, as in the phrase
“standing by means of not standing.””

72. Worth noting is that the error of the icchantikais a “lack of faith in the dharma.” The
aspect of the dharmakaya at which they arrive is the perfection of purity (subhaparamita),
which remedies their delight in transmigration. This does not appear to be the sense of ic-
chantika encountered in the MPNMS-group (see 2.7n126) and instead understands icchantika
to refer to someone desirous (after the Sanskrit root \/is) for continued existence (whom the
RGVV calls a bhavabhilasin). The RGVV does not consider the icchantika incapable of attain-
ing liberation, otherwise it would not prescribe faith in the dharma as a remedy to their flaw.

73. RGVV® 1.36, Johnston (1950) 1991: 31.10-16: pancasupadanaskandhesv atmadarsinam
anyatirthyanam asadatmagrahabhirativiparyayena prajiaparamitabhavanayah paramatmaparami-
tadhigamah phalam drastavyam / sarve hy anyatirthya riupadikam atatsvabhavam vastv atmety
upagatah / tac caisam vastu yathagraham atmalaksanena visamvaditval sarvakalam anatma /
tathagatah punar yathabhutajnanena sarvadharmanairatmyaparaparamipraptah® / tac casya
nairatmyam  anatmalaksanena  yathadarsanam — avisamvaditatoat®  sarvakalamatmabhipreto
nairatmyam evatmana itic kytva / yathoktam sthito sthanayogeneti / See also Ruegg 1989a: 24-26.

*Emended after Takasaki 1966: 210n91: -paraparam abhipraptah to -paraparamipraptah
> Emended after Schmithausen 1971: 143: avisamvaditvat to avisamvaditatvat
¢ Emended after Schmithausen 1971: 143: atmanti to atmana iti.
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Here the RGVYV refers to not only the perfection of self but also “the
supreme self” (paramatman), which describes the dharmakaya.™ This is not
any self amid the heaps of experience but something realized at the apex
of comprehending absence of self in all phenomena (dharmanairatmya), in
other words what is taught by the perfection of insight tradition. Although
this perfection of self is called a “quality” (guna) of the dharmakdya, the
RGVYV takes this to refer to the Buddha having realized absence of self to
its full extent, which is a corrective prescribed for persons who remain wed-
ded to any views about a self, foremost among whom are non-Buddhists.
The passage ends with material that echoes the Astasahasrika-prajiaparamita:
in the manner that the correct view of the bodhisattva is to eschew all
views—akin to “standing by not standing”—so too must all affirmative
statements about the Buddha’s self (“supreme” or otherwise) refer, in the
final analysis, to absence of self.” In summary, the RGVYV strives to recon-
cile the notion of a “perfected” self, apropos of the dharmakaya, with the
nairatmyavadin discourse of wider Buddhist literature, here taken to be the
bodhisattva’s understanding that no phenomenon has to it a substantial
nature, and that all elements of our experience should be thought of as
being like illusions.

This material is challenging enough, but the equivalent prose of
RGVV¢—our earliest witness to the Indian RGVV—presents us with some
intriguing differences. This version ceases to follow the trajectory of the
others after having declared that “self” should be taken to in fact mean
“absence of self.”’”® RGVVCinstead affirms that absence of self must mean
absence of erroneous notions of selfhood to which non-Buddhists remain
attached, but atman can correctly refer to the achievement of a “powerful” or
“sovereign” self (zizaiwo FI{E3K).”” This marks the beginning of a line of
thinking unique to the Chinese version of the RGVV. In place of the state-
ment reminiscent of the Astasahasrika-prajiaparamita, we find the following
verse: “Having attained the pinnacle of absence of self—which is like pure,
real emptiness—the Buddhas attain the pure nature (jingti {3#%): hence is
it said that they attain a “great body/person” (dashen KE).”7 This last ex-
pression, as we shall see below, may well have reflected something like the
Sanskrit mahatman. RGVV® comments on this verse at length, focusing on
the expression “great person,” and otherwise using terminology distinct
from the rest of the RGVV:

74. Compare RGVV® 829c17 (3—FKik &%) and RGVVT 59.21 (bdag dam pa’i pha rol pa
phyin pa). Of the other three gunapdaramitas, only bliss (sukha) also uses the expression
parama-, and only in RGVV" (61.7: bde ba dam pa’i pha rol pa). See also Ruegg 1989b:
305-306.

75. Vaidya 1960: 4.25: susthito sthanayogena.

76. RGVVC 829¢23-24: LARIIEB A Ry 8

77. RGVV© 829c24-25.

78. RGVVC 820c26-27: WINiFILA, #3508 — MR, i ih3FH, —AMHAS.

* T 4 = Song/Yuan/Ming/Palace
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Attaining the great person means that the Tathagata attains the highest,
pure reality of the dharmakaya; this is the true self of the Buddha-
Tathagatas, because they have attained a nature that is sovereign, and
attained the supremely pure body. Because the verse [above] teaches that
Buddhas have attained the pure nature, Buddhas are said to have attained
purity and sovereignty. Because the verse states that they have attained
the great person, there is the sense that all Buddha-Tathagatas attain, in
the untainted realm, the supremely sovereign self.

Moreover, based on what is meant [above], the dharmakaya of the
Tathagata is not called a “being” (you f7). Lacking the characteristic(s) of
a self (wuwoxiang MILH: anatmalaksana), or of any dharma (wufa JEIFHH:
*adharmalaksana), he cannot be said to be existent; having such a charac-
ter, he is therefore non-existent. Moreover, based on what is meant
[above], the dharmakdya of the Tathagata is not a “non-being” (wu 1),
simply because his identity is reality itself (zhenruwoti FLANFHS); hence it
cannot be said that there is no dharmakaya as, having such a character,
[the dharmakaya] exists. For this reason, when non-Buddhists asked “After
he has died, does the Tathagata possess a body, or does he not?” about
such things the Buddha did not explain or respond.”

It has been acknowledged before that the initial verse above is highly remi-
niscent of one that is found in the MSA (9.23), and the ensuing prose simi-
lar to what follows in its commentary, the MSABh (see 6.3).% It is then
plausible that an underlying form of the Indian RGVV concerned the pure
self (Ssuddhatman, corresponding to RGVVC jingti ¥##4) and what is meant
by the Buddha’s great person is his “great self” (*mahatman) in the sense,
perhaps, of a superior kind of character.™ It is likely that this material in
RGVV® postdates what is preserved in the MSA(Bh); it is not only conspicu-
ously absent from other versions of the RGVV but also includes reference
to the Buddha’s power or “sovereignty” (zizai HE; *aisvarya), which is absent
from the MSA(Bh). Also differing from any form of the MSABh is the con-
cluding discussion about the Buddha as neither a “being” nor “non-being,”
which evokes the “unexpounded” (avyakrta) questions known from earlier
Buddhist literature.® This is particularly reminiscent of material exclusive

79. RGVVC 829¢28-830al1: £ L HREMIAATE T EANAS, POz, Lo
RETEHS, RS ETR . BE AT, DRBHGEZETIMTFEE. BEREHRE,
DU S8 B 2858 b An A A M Ui 5 1 A5 2058 — B A FERR . AR A2 5840, sk S A4 24
A, DIRIRAHIEARS, DU, AMFEA, DR AR Qe M. SAERMR e 25, kit 5 A
DRI, CIMER R gR s, RSO S LS, DL WA ik RIEZR I, s aNE R [insist
BAAHUR? R MEGUR? | LS, RSUARATIAE .

* Song/Yuan/Ming/Palace omit S
> Song/Yuan/Ming/Palace omit P

80. Tsukinowa 1938: 135-136; Takasaki 1966: 211-212.

81. See Zacchetti 2004: 202n28; also H. Nakamura 1980: 922d.

82. For example, the Aggivacchagottasutta (MN.1.483); see Analayo 2011: 389-399; also 1.1.
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to Dharmaksema’s influential Chinese translation of the MPNMS (i.e.,
MPNMSP+; see 2.1), which also understands the Buddha’s “great self”
(dawo KF) in terms of his “sovereignty,” and otherwise reflects on libera-
tion as neither “x nor notx” (see 2.7). In short, this material unique to
RGVVE reflects a variant interpretation of how the Buddha can be said to
possess a “great self,” shaped perhaps by the MSA, but consistent also with
the language and doctrine of (the Chinese) MPNMSP (+).

To recap, both RGVV® and RGVVT redefine what appears to be a kata-
phatic account of the Buddha’s dharmakaya—in terms of the perfection of
self—into an apophatic account of absence of self with respect to all phe-
nomena, an expression of the more established nairatmavada discourse of
wider Buddhist tradition, and particular to teachings about the perfection
of insight.¥ Teaching about perfection of self is couched as a remedy for
(predominantly atmavadin) non-Buddhist teachers, but must refer—in the
end—to nothing less than teachings about absence of self. In RGVV®
we find other material, evocative of both the MSA and MPNMSP+, that
explores this matter differently, but once again seems invested in explain-
ing the language of selfhood, apropos of the Buddha or the dharmakaya, to
be a means of articulating a reality that is in fact bereft of anything worthy
of being called the self.

All three versions of the RGVV go on to clarify that the attainment of
atmaparamita comes about by the cultivation of the perfection of insight,
the content of which is the full realization that nothing in either sentient
beings or the world deserves to be thought of as possessing any self.** In
this context it could not be much clearer that atmaparamita refers to noth-
ing about the Buddha’s power or permanence so much as the Buddha’s
perception of absence of self with respect to all phenomena. The instru-
ment of this is the perfection of insight, focused—as is well-known—on an
appreciation of the fundamental emptiness, or otherwise absence of self,
of all phenomena: teachings that were downplayed in earlier Buddha-
nature texts, but which were a lodestar for Mahayana Buddhism in general
(see 4.5, 9.5).

Before leaving this portion of the RGVYV, we should consider a final
pair of commentarial verses (RGV 1.37-38) that provide some closing detail
on the matter of paramdatman:

Indeed this [dharmakaya] is pure because of its intrinsic purity and be-
cause of the removal of impressions; having calmed the false conceptual-
izations of self and absence of self, it is the supreme self (paramatman)

83. Regarding what might be termed “kataphatic” as opposed to “apophatic” articula-
tions of Buddhist teaching (the latter, par excellence, represented by the Madhyamaka tradi-
tion), see Gimello 1976; also, apropos of Buddha-nature teaching specifically, Ruegg 1989a:
36-44; Radich 2015a: 211-214.

84. Johnston (1950) 1991: 32.9-10: prajnaparamitabhavanaya akasopamasattvabhajanalok
anairatmyanisthagamanad. Compare RGVV® 830a22-24; RGVV' 63.3-5.
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(37); it is bliss due to the removal of the mind-made heaps (skandhas) and
their causes;* it is permanent due to the realization of the equality of
samsarawith nirvana. (38)%

Here the dharmakdya understood as paramdatman is that which is beyond
both self and its absence, an interpretation that we saw also, in passing, in
the MPNMS (see 2.6). The prose commentary following these verses states that
this teaching corrects the errors of both (1) non-Buddhists (¢zrthyas), who
falsely impute a self, and (2) Buddhist sravakas, who subscribe to a false
view about absence of self.’” This is consistent with what we have seen in
our atmavadin Buddha-nature texts, but with an important twist: whereas
the MPNMS-group of texts reject both the self taught by the non-Buddhist
and total negation of any self as accepted by the sravaka, they also contest
that the apex of the Buddha’s dharma is an account of the self, taught by
the expression tathagatagarbha. By contrast, the RGVV teaches that correcting
the sravaka with teaching about the “supreme self” must still, when under-
stood correctly, refer to what is taught by the prajiaparamitaliterature: absence
of self with respect to all phenomena.

Of all of the sources for Buddha-nature teaching that we have so far
addressed, the RGVV exhibits the clearest influence by the prajraparamita
tradition, and works to reconcile Buddha-nature thinking with the lan-
guage and priorities of that literature. Its understanding of the dharmakdya
and any “selfhood” predicated of it attempts to bring this into accord with
teachings about how all things are empty of self, and downplays tensions
between these lines of thought that are easily discernable in the MPNMS-
group of texts (see also 9.5). Across all extant versions of it, the RGVV has
traveled far from the tone of sitras that promoted Buddha-nature, and
before it the nature of the Buddha himself, in terms of selfhood.

85. The RGVV (Johnston [1950] 1991: 33.4-14) clarifies that this cause is the “basis of
ignorance” (avidyavasabhumi) that underpins the continued existence of arhats, pratyekabud-
dhas, and bodhisattvas “who have attained power” (vasitaprapta); due to false conceptualiza-
tion, which obstructs the perfection of self, these individuals continue to exist as “mind-made
bodies” (manomayakaya). This essentially follows the SDS (see 5.4), though the SDS does not
clearly relate its account of the avidyavasabhiimi and so on to the perfection of self. De Jong
(1968: 44), with reference to the Dasabhumikasutra and Mahayanasutralamkarabhasya (Lévi
1907: 26.1-2), clarifies that these bodhisattvas “with power” must refer to those who have
achieved at least the eighth stage (bhumi) of bodhisattva practice.

86. RGV 1.37-38, Johnston (1950) 1991: 34.8-11: sa hi prakrtisuddhatvad vasanapagamac
chucih / paramatmatmanairatmyapraparicavyupasantitah® // sukho manomayaskandhataddhetuvini
vrttitah / nityah samsaranirvanasamataprativedhatah //

* Emended following Schmithausen 1971: 143: -atmanairatmyaprapaincaksayasantitah
to -atmanairatmyaprapancavyupasantitah.

87. Johnston (1950) 1991: 34.13-15.
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7.4 Tathagatagarbha as, Once Again, the Self

So ends the bulk of the material, in both the verse RGV and prose RGVYV,
concerned with discourse about the self. However, elsewhere in the
RGVV—where the text provides a rare quotation of the MPNMS—it pro-
vides a few more thoughts on how teaching about the tathagatagarbha does
or does not relate to ideas about selfhood. In this instance the RGVV leans
closer to the position of the MPNMS: that positive attributes applicable to
the Buddha (or dharmakaya) can also be ascribed, in some enigmatic sense,
to that which endures over the successive lives of sentient beings. An im-
portant nuance in both the SDS and the RGVV is that the expression
atmaparamita does not predicate the (afflicted) tathagatagarbha—that is,
that which is proper to transmigrating beings—but rather the (purified)
dharmakaya. Most of the RGVV acknowledges a subtle difference between
the “purified reality” (nirmala tathata) that is the accomplishment of the
Buddha, and the “impure reality” (samala tathata) that describes sentient
beings while they are plagued by afflictions, and still bound to transmigra-
tion.® In other words, the “perfected qualities” (gunaparamita) are reserved
for describing the true mode of a Buddha’s existence—the “result” of the
tathagatagarbha (see 7.2)—rather than the aspect of a sentient being that
constitutes its cause or basis, which would be called the tathdgatagarbha.
However, toward the end of its first chapter (that which is concerned with
Buddha-nature teaching), the RGVV appears to disregard this distinction.
The RGVV interprets tathagatadhatu to refer to the “cause” (hetu) of the
Buddha’s different modes of existence, and in an interesting verse (notably
absent from RGVVC) claims that it resides either “as an embryo,” or at least
is something “within a womb/chamber” (garbhagata), in all sentient be-
ings.® A commentarial verse (RGV 1.153) first states that what is ultimate
can be known only by faith, and with echoes of the MPNMS the RGVYV then
tells us that persons incapable of seeing the tathagatagarbha are ordinary
people (prthagjanas), Sravakas, pratyekabuddhas, and bodhisattvas “newly
entered into the [great] vehicle” (navayanasamprasthita).” The RGVV quotes
the SDS, and states that the faults leading to the limitations of these beings
are (1) the view of a worldly self, (2) conceptual distortions (viparydsas; see
2.2), and (3) a mind “bewildered by emptiness” (sunyataviksipta; see 5.1).”!
Ordinary persons cling to worldly notions of the self (satkayadrsti), while

88. It is this language that has led to interpretations of the RGVV as a “monistic” text;
see Obermiller (1931) 1991: 104-105; also S. King 1991: 99-115; Matsumoto 1997.

89. Johnston (1950) 1991: 72.11-12: tatra ca sattve sattve tathagatadhatur utpanno
garbhagatah samvidyate na ca te sattva budhyanta iti. See also Takasaki 1966: 290.

90. Johnston (1950) 1991: 74.1-2, 74.3-5. In further agreement with the MPNMS (see
2.3), the RGVV goes on to state that the tathagatagarbha can indeed be seen “in part” (isal
pasyanti) by bodhisattvas at the tenth stage of progress (ibid., 77.3-4).

91. Ibid., 74.5-19. The third of these is associated with the “novice” bodhisattvas, some
of whom are said to understand emptiness in an annihilationist sense, while others reify it
into something apart from the skandhas.
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novice bodhisattvas struggle to understand teachings about emptiness.
But the second fault—proper to sravakas and pratyekabuddhas—refers to a
failure to mentally cultivate tathagatagarbha to mean the self in some “higher
sense” (uttaribhavayitavya), and is proper to those who rely only on the Bud-
dha’s teachings about absence of self.”? The same is said about comprehen-
sion of the other four distortions, mutatis mutandis. With echoes of the
MPNMS-group, the RGVV refers to that which is beyond the knowledge of
sravakas and pratyekabuddhas as the nature (dhatu) that is characterized by
supreme (parama) permanence, bliss, selfhood, and purity.” If this dhatu
refers also to the tathagatagarbha—as surely it must—then the RGVV ac-
knowledges that some “higher” notion of selfhood, etcetera, is indeed ap-
propriate for the tathagatagarbha (the condition of the dharmakaya while it
is still afflicted), and presumably then that bodhisattvas are correct if they
understand something of sentient beings—their (buddha) dhatu—to warrant
designation as the (“higher”) self.

The RGVV does not develop this explanation further, but does quote a
relevant source: a passage from the MPNMS (specifically, MPNMS-dhk)
that justifies the language of permanence, selfhood, etcetera in reference
to the liberated status of a Buddha. The passage that the RGVV reproduces
is the example of the merchants diving for a lost, radiant beryl stone, which
we have discussed in its original contextin an earlier chapter (see 2.2). This
simile, the RGVV tells us, explains how a bodhisattva must disregard what is
mundane and instead appreciate “the reality of the supreme dharmaf(s)”
(paramadharmatattva), though in the context of the MPNMS(-dhk) this
seems to have intended the qualities of the Buddha, or of liberated reality,
rather than anything about Buddha-nature proper to sentient beings.”*

Elsewhere in the RGV(V)—and in the SDS—we observed some preci-
sion regarding to what the expression atman, or rather atmaparamita (or,
indeed, paramatman) must refer. Though the SDS and RGV(V) accept that
the tathagatagarbha can be identified with the dharmakaya, the “perfection
of self” has been presented as a quality of the dharmakaya specifically,
which in likelihood intended a distancing from the implication that there
is something about sentient beings themselves that is worthy of being
called the self. Whereas our atmavada tathagatagarbha sources were bold
enough to declare that sentient beings have about their person something
that warrants calling the self, both the SDS and RGVV otherwise restrict
this kind of language to the dharmakdya, rather than anything proper to
sentient beings during the course of their transmigration. Here, however,

92. Ibid., 74.14-15: atmani tathagatagarbhe saty uttaribhavayitave tadatmasamjnabhavana
viparyayena anatmasamjiabhavanabhiratah.

93. Ibid., 74.18-19: sa paramanityasukhatmasubhalaksano dhatur ity uktam.

94. Presumably authors of the RGVV knew the MPNMS only in its fully developed form,
apart from the kind of textual archaeology in which we have been engaged, and so did not
recognize some of its material about atman, nitya, etcetera, to not concern (explicitly, at least)
something proper to sentient beings (Buddha-nature) so much as the figure of the Buddha.
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the RGVV agrees that the tathagatagarbha itself exhibits, in some “higher
sense,” atman, etcetera, and that this should be taught to correct some
wrong-minded understanding of teaching about not-self that is found
among Sravakas and pratyekabuddhas.

We should note that this claim occurs both where the RGVV quotes
the MPNMS and, moreover, in proximity to “String C” of our basic verses,
which concern the buddhadhdatu and the benefits of teaching about it to
sentient beings (see 7.2 above). We also must keep in mind that according
to the RGVV—and, indeed, the SDS and AAN before it—the expressions
tathagatagarbha and dharmakdaya must refer to the same reality that under-
lies the lives of sentient beings and the liberation of Buddhas. Some fur-
ther commentarial verses (RGV 1.154-155) stress the lack of distinction
between this underlying reality in its both “pure” and “impure” states:

Here is nothing to be removed, and nothing to be added; reality should
be seen as it is, and he who sees reality is liberated (154).%°

The dhatu is empty of adventitious afflictions, which are separate
from it; it is not empty of the superior qualities that are inseparable from
it (155).%°

The RGVV identifies this dhatu with the tathagatadhatu, and calls it also the
tathagatagarbha.”” Whereas the SDS also testifies to the “not-empty” status
of the tathagatagarbha—that is, its possession of the qualities of a Buddha
(see 9.5)—it had not gone so far as to declare that tathagatagarbha could be
expressed in terms of the self; it was more concerned, as we have seen, with
clarifying that tathagatagarbha was nothing like an account of the self so
much as an enduring foundation to birth, rebirth, and (eventually) libera-
tion (5.1). In contrast, the RGVV seems to fleetingly acknowledge a contri-
bution from the MPNMS: the notion that the tathdgatagarbha, or that which
is enduring and most precious about any sentient being, could be taught
as the self—or rather a “higher” notion of the self—in order to laud the
supermundane character of the dharmakéaya both after its purification but
also, though hidden beneath afflictions, present throughout the successive
lives of every sentient being.

In summary, though most of the RGVV follows the ideas and terminolo-
gy of the SDS, some of its content still draws on the MPNMS and preserves
a trace of the idea that the tathagatagarbha can indeed be conceptualized in
terms of a (“higher”) notion of the self. This trace of the MPNMS and its

95. For other occurrences of this verse in other Mahayanist sources, see Takasaki 1966:
300n53; also Sferra 2003: 76n40, who notes a similarity between this verse and one found in
the Brahmanical Gaudapdadiyakarika; see 9.6n90.

96. Johnston (1950) 1991: 76.1-4: napaneyam atah kimcid upaneyam na kimcana /
drastavyam bhutato bhutam bhutadarsi vimucyate // Sunya agantukair dhatuh savinirbhagalaksanaih
/ asunyo anuttarair dharmair avinirbhagalaksanaih // See also 9.5.

97. Ibid., 76.5-77.4.
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atmavdadin orientation appearsin a context where its perspective on Buddha-
nature had otherwise been eclipsed; the RGVV does not consider
tathagatagarbha to refer to anything “hidden” or about which the Buddha
taught cryptically, but instead understands Buddha-nature to give a differ-
ent perspective on teachings about the intrinsically pure nature of the
mind. After the SDS, it is this understanding of tathagatagarbha that seems
to have triumphed in India, even if, here or there, we find the occasional
recollection that this expression had been used also to refer to something
more doctrinally contentious.

7.5 Conclusions

Much has been written about the RGV, the RGVYV, the manner of their
composition, and their authorship, transmission, and—of course—doctrinal
content. This chapter could not attend to all of these issues in great depth,
but has provided some overview and analysis of the Buddha-nature idea
discernable in basic materials of the RGV, including verses that might be
“most basic” amid these. Our focus has been the way(s) in which the RGVV
unpacks the categories tathagatagarbha and dharmakaya, and their relation-
ship to discourse about the self. Early material in the composition of the
RGV reflects different aspects of Buddha-nature teaching. Its author(s)
may well have known the SDS (and its “perfected qualities”), the AAN
(regarding degrees of purity), and the (buddha)dhatu understood as a
teaching that both (1) bore resemblance to non-Buddhist discourse about
the self, and also (2) offered reassurance to audiences uneasy with teach-
ings about emptiness. Where the RGV reproduces material known from
the TGS, it acknowledges Buddha-nature to refer still to the presence of
some “essence” of the Buddha that resides “within” the constitution of a
sentient being. But other very early content of the RGV has understood
that the (buddha)dhdtu refers to the intrinsically pure status of the mind,
and so can be more easily reconciled with wider Buddhist teaching con-
cerned with this same, older idea (see 9.3).%8

The commentarial RGVV inherits concern with the language of self-
hood from its root verses, and strives to make sense of the claim that the
dharmakaya exhibits “the perfection of self.” Apart from in material found
only in RGVV®, the RGVV does not attempt to explain the perfection of
self in terms of the Buddha’s enduring existence or power—that is, it does
not understand the Buddhist self in the manner of the MPNMS-group—
but instead interprets atmaparamitd, or paramatman, to refer to a state in
which one comprehends absence of self in respect to all entities, the end of
the perfection of insight. In other words, the perspective of the RGVV is
that which is common to more conventional modes of Mahayanist dis-
course: Buddhist “selfhood” must refer to teaching about absence of self,

98. Regarding this important theme in the mature RGVYV, see Ruegg 1969: 417-424.
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and where the Buddha seems to have taught otherwise this is still, some-
how, a means of leading sentient beings to abandon the thought that any
phenomenon is worthy of calling the self (see 1.1).

We have seen that in one instance the RGVV does hold that selfhood
(and other positive qualities) can describe the tathagatagarbha (see 7.3). This
passage may relate to the root verses of the RGV that are most proximate to
it (“String C”; see 7.1): those that explain teaching about the buddhadhatu
to be a corrective to erroneous thinking about emptiness and its deleterious
effects on certain audiences. This corrective can apply to both the sravaka
(who misunderstands absence of self) and also, crucially, to the non-Buddhist
teacher or adept (furthya), whose defining flaw is attachment to thoughts
about the self. If the Buddhist account of a perfection of self is taught spe-
cifically to counteract the “self-obsession” of non-Buddhists, whose attrac-
tion is to liberation understood as the realization or enjoyment of the self,
this puts a different spin on how Buddha-nature teaching relates to non-
Buddhist teachings. In our atmavdada tathagatagarbha sources, the Buddha
introduced his account of Buddha-nature only after teaching about absence
of self, which was employed to undermine notions of the self already in the
world; in the apologetic account of the RGVV the Buddha’s allusions to
atmavada do not succeed teachings about not-self so much as guide one
audience or another back to correct comprehension of it.

In summation, the RGVV does not understand Buddha-nature teach-
ing to be as radical or revelatory as it was presented in the MPNMS-group
of texts, where tathagatagarbhais introduced as the Buddha’s account of the
self of sentient beings. Instead, the tathagatagarbha-dharmakayais presented
as a kataphatic spin on more established Buddhist teachings about univer-
sal emptiness or absence of self. The RGVV is a challenging text, not least
because it attempts the difficult task of reconciling Buddha-nature tradi-
tion—with its affirmations of what is permanent, precious, and unchang-
ing—with the apophatic orientation of the prajiaparamita tradition. On
the one hand, Buddhist liberation is described in the most kataphatic,
even apotheotic, terms imaginable: “And because of [the four perfected
qualities], it is said that the Tathagata is the pinnacle of the nature/realm
of phenomena (dharmadhatuparama), reaching to the limit of the element
of space (akasadhatu), lasting until the very end [of time].”* On the other
hand, the RGVV does not privilege the sense that the Buddha, or the
tathagatagarbha, constitutes atman, paramatman, atmaparamita, or otherwise;
these are all expressions that must be explained further, and with recourse
to the RGVV’s preferred highest principles, such as the nature of phenom-
ena (dharmadhatu) or things as they really are (tathatd). In short, if the
RGV(V) understood itself to embody the “higher teaching of the Mahayana”

99. Johnston (1950) 1991: 32.7-8: abhis ca tathagato dharmadhatuparamakasadhatupary
asano ‘parantakotinistha ity ucyate. Regarding this verse, reminiscent of material in the
Dasabhumikasutra, see Takasaki 1966: 213n102.
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(Mahdayanottaratantra), its focus is certainly not a Buddhist account of
the self so much as a justification of how discourse about a “higher” or
“perfected” self can play an important part in the development of certain
sentient beings. Buddhist discourse about the self—in reference to either
liberation or that which prefigures it—has been interpreted as a device or
strategy, an approach found also in the next text to which we must attend,
the Lankavatarasutra.
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CHAPTER 8

The Lankavatarasitra and Rejecting
the Buddhist Self

8.1 The Text

A final text that we must consider is something of an outlier from our core
lathagatagarbha literature, in that it does not consider tathagatagarbha to be
a definitive articulation (i.e., “nitartha”) of the Buddha’s teaching but is
instead in need of further exposition. This is the Lankavatarasutra (LAS),
“the discourse about the appearance (of the Buddha) on Lanka,”
which—though certainly distinct from the tathagatagarbha corpus so far
discussed—provides important insights into how the Buddha-nature idea,
and its relationship to teachings about a self, was received by later
Mahayanist authors.

Appreciation of the LAS, especially in the West, has for a long time
been shaped by the work of D. T. Suzuki (e.g., 1930; 1932), whose influen-
tial English translation of the text is informed by its reception in Japan. We
once again have valuable studies of the LAS by Jikido Takasaki (e.g., 1980;
1981; [1981] 2014; [1982] 2014). Philosophical treatments of its ideas (gen-
erous, in places, to the abstruseness of the text) include those by Brian
Edward Brown (1991) and Florin G. Sutton (1991). The LAS remains extant
in Sanskrit, and this chapter relies on the 1923 edition of Bunyio Nanjio.?
Three translations survive in Chinese (a fourth, by Dharmaksema, is lost
to us). The first is attributed to Gunabhadra, from 443 CE (T.670: Lenggie
abaduoluo bao jing B MPTEL 2 4 LS, henceforth LAS®'); the second to Bod-
hiruci F42ii3¢, from 513 CE (T.671: Ru lenggie jing NFHIAS; henceforth
LAS), and the third to Siksananda & X ¥k, dated 700 CE (T.672: Dash-
eng ru lenggie jing KA MAS; henceforth LAS®). We have available also
two Tibetan translations, the first of which dates from the middle of the
ninth century (e.g., D.107; Q.775, Lang kar gshegs pa theg pa chen po’i mdo;

1. Alternatively, as preserved in the surviving Sanskrit text, Saddharmalankavatarasitra
(Nanjio 1923: 375.15).

2. The later edition of the text by Vaidya (1963) adds nothing to that of Nanjio. A thor-
ough bibliography of scholarship pertaining to the LAS is Deleanu 2018.
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henceforth LAST) and is attributed, in some editions, to the Dunhuang
scholar Chos grub (c. 750-850). The second (e.g., D.108; Q.776: Lang kar
gshegs pa rin po che’i mdo las sangs rgyas thams cad kyi gsung gi snying po zhes bya
ba’i le’'v), which will not be considered here, is likely a rendering of
Gunabhadra’s Chinese translation, and is again recorded as being a work
by Chos grub.? Contemporaryscholarship generally holds that Gunabhadra’s
version, LAS®!, reflects an earlier form of the Indian sutra than those pre-
served in our other extant translations.*

We can be sure that the LAS is comparatively late in the chronology of
Indian Buddha-nature literature, and appears to be something of a patch-
work. When introducing an account of tathagatagarbha it mentions by name
the SDS, and approves its understanding of how this expression should be
understood (see 8.2). The eighth chapter of the LAS is notable for its en-
dorsement of vegetarianism, in which it cites both the MPNMS and AMS as
other authoritative texts on that issue (see also 3.6).° Finally, there is no
trace of the LAS in the compendious RGVYV; seeing as the RGVV otherwise
reflects awareness and approval of some Yogacara-Vijnanavada terminolo-
gy, itwas perhaps not aware of the LAS and its account of tathagatagarbhain
terms of the functions and character of the mind (i.e., vijiianavada).® This

3. See Deleanu 2018: 18-20. Two commentaries on the LAS survive in Tibetan: that by
Jnanasribhadra (eleventh century) and by Jnanavajra (twelfth century), regarding which see
ibid., 25.

4. Regarding these details—and much more regarding the LAS besides—see Jia 2015.

5. Nanjio 1923: 258.4-5 (including nirvanangulimalike). However, our oldest version,
LAS® (514b6-7), lacks mention of the MPNMS, whereas LAS“? (564b20-21) replaces the
AMS with mention of the SDS (a sutra that makes no reference to vegetarianism); all versions
of the LAS list also the Hastikaksyasutra and Mahameghasiutra; see 3.1n5; also Takasaki (1982)
2014: 131-132. In its chapter on the consumption of meat (Mamsabhaksanaparivarta; see Nan-
jio 1923: 244-259), the LAS provides several reasons why a bodhisattva should practice veg-
etarianism. As in the AMS (see 3.6), we find the claim that all sentient beings have been, in
past lives, relatives. But the LAS is also very concerned with the “love of purity” (Sucikama),
and that the bodhisattva not scare other sentient beings by coveting meat, evidence of soci-
etal or cultural motivations for abstaining from it. Moreover, the entire chapter is initiated
by a recognition that even followers of other religious systems (anyatirthikas) and persons
sunken into the views of “worldly thinkers” (lok@yatas) abstain from meat (see also 3.7), and
that this must be the case in the Buddha’s teaching also (Nanjio 1923: 244.12-14). Similar
arguments—which refer to the terrifying impression made by persons who eat meat—are
found also in the MPNMS (MPNMSF 869a8-17; MPNMSP 386a28-bl4; MPNSM" §175).
Regarding all of these texts, see Schmithausen 2002: 315-323, who observes that similar
concerns about the purity of meat are found in the Mahabharata (13.117.12); see also further
discussion of Buddhist vegetarianism in Schmithausen forthcoming. Regarding the
position(s) of the dharmasastra tradition on meat, see Olivelle 2018b: 189-196.

6. Iintend “vijianavada,” in a broad sense, to refer to Buddhist discourse that explains
sentient beings, and the transmigration that they experience, in terms of consciousness
(vijiana) and its operations. This is an orientation proper to the Yogacara-Vijnanavada
school of philosophy, which takes all phenomena to be “mind-only” (cittamatra). Takasaki
([1982] 2014: 147-148; 152-155) stresses that the LAS was not an orthodox Yogacara-
Vijnanavada work, not featured in the works of Maitreya/Asanga and Vasubandhu. Regarding
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need not lead us to conclude that the LLAS is necessarily later than the
RGVYV, though if we are interested foremost in a conceptual trajectory of the
Buddha-nature idea, then all evidence points to the LAS departing further
from the ideas of the SDS and AAN, and their exposition in the RGVV.

We can consider apart from the core LAS the so-called Sagathaka, the
verse-only tenth chapter of the text that is absent from LAS®!, and so likely
a later addition. Constituent verses of the Sagdathaka include many that
are repeated from earlier in the text (with the exception of any found in
chapters 1,5, 7, 8, and 9, suggesting a later date for material in those chapters),
summarizations of ideas found earlier in the prose LAS, and many verses
unique to it that represent and refute the views of non-Buddhist philo-
sophical schools, including—by name—the Samkhyas and Vaisesikas.’”
The Sagathaka is long and ostensibly contradictory, but as we will see in-
cludes approval of distinctly atmavadin Buddhist discourse and some verses
that related this to teaching about tathagatagarbha. Otherwise the main
portions of the LAS that deal with tathagatagarbha are its second and sixth
chapters, which likely belong to some of its earliest content. Two main con-
cerns of its authors, as reflected in these chapters, were the rejection of an
atmavadin interpretation of Buddha-nature and, perhaps later than this,
the appropriation of the expression tathagatagarbha conceptualized in dis-
tinctly vijiianavadin terms.

8.2 Tathdgatagarbha and Absence of Self

The LAS clarifies, in no uncertain terms, that tathagatagarbha properly
refers to nothing like the self taught in other Indian religious systems. It is
worth presenting the most influential portion of this material in full,
voiced in the text by the bodhisattva Mahamati:

In the pronouncement of his discourses (sutras) the Lord has explained also
the tathagatagarbha. The Lord has explained it to be pure in its intrinsic
luminosity, pure from the start, endowed with the thirty-two characteris-
tics [of a superior being]; present within the body of every sentient being;
concealed within the cloth of the heaps (skandhas), elements of experi-
ence (dhatus), and bases of sensory activity (@yatanas) [that constitute
worldly experience], like a jewel of great value wrapped in a dirty garment,
soiled by the filth of passion, aversion, delusion and false imagination;
permanent, lasting, calm, enduring.

material common to both the LAS and Vasubandhu’s Trimsikdé—a very influential Yogacara-
Vijhanavada text, from likely the fifth century—see Schmithausen 1992.

7. This is found also in chapter two of the LAS (v. 2.172; Nanjio 1923: 116.7-8), as well as
throughout the Sagathaka (e.g.,v.10.118, 10.627). See also Kunst 1980.
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Lord, how is discourse about tathagatagarbha not comparable to dis-
course about the self, which belongs to non-Buddhist teachers (tirthakaras)?
Lord, non-Buddhist teachers expound doctrines about a self that is per-
manent, agentive, without qualities, pervasive and imperishable.®

This passage refers to the tathagatagarbha understood as some entity that
resides “within” the bodies of sentient beings (sarvasattvadenantargata).’
This, as we have by now established, is not the manner in which tathaga-
tagarbha is explained in either the SDS or AAN, but accurately reflects the
corporeal tone of Buddha-nature teaching encountered throughout the
MPNMS-group. This is clearest when the LAS presents a contrast between
the tathagatagarbha and that within which it dwells: the skandhas, dhatus,
and a@yatanas. We have seen that versions of the MPNMS present an opposi-
tion between the *buddhadhaiu and the skandhas, or otherwise the “exter-
nal” elements that are apart from their Buddha-nature (see 2.4). This is
what may have been implied wherever in the MPNMS this *buddhadhdatu is
said to be “within” the body: it is some element that exists amid, but apart
from, that which otherwise describes the constitution of a sentient being
(skandhas or dhatus).

It is then very likely that the LAS intended to evoke the tathagatagarbha
as expounded in the MPNMS-group, though this does overlook the fact
that the LAS also describes the tathagatagarbha in terms of an intrinsic
luminosity (prakrtiprabhasvara).'® This specific attribute usually refers to
Buddha-nature understood in terms of the intrinsic nature of the mind, an
idea absent from the MPNMS and MBhS," and mentioned only in passing in

8. Nanjio 1923: 77.13-78.4: tathagatagarbhah punar bhagavata sutrantapathe nuvarnitah /
sa ca kila tvaya prakrtiprabhasvaravisuddhyadivisuddha eva varnyate dvatrimsallaksanadharah
sarvasattvadehantargato, maharghamilyaratnam malinavastuparivestitam iva skandhadhatvaya-
tanavastuvestito ragadvesamohabhutaparikalpamalamalino nityo dhruvah Sivah sasvatas ca
bhagavata varnitah / tat katham ayam bhagavams tirthakaratmavadatulyas tathagatagarbhavado na
bhavati / tirthakara api bhagavan nityah karta nirguno vibhur avyaya ity atmavadopadesam kur-
vanti // Compare LAS® 489a25-b3; LAS“? 529b18-26; LAS® 599b9-15. LAS" D.107, 85b7—
86a4; Q.775, 94a5-96b2. Whereas LAS" agrees with the surviving Sanskrit text, our Chinese
translations vary in some details: LAS® suggests that the firthakaras (waidao 9ME) teach a self
that is sovereign (zizai F7E), and both LAS® and LAS® refer to its universality (zhoubian ).

9. Also, for example, LAS® 2 —VIA E &1, LAST sems can thams cad kyi tus la mchis par
brjod.

10. LAS® F1EI¥E; LAST rang bzhin gyis rnam par dag pa.

11. A possible exception is found at MPNMSP 414a24-27. This comes at the culmina-
tion of an excursus into the nature of letters (aksaras), immediately following the parable of
the lost sword (see 2.5). The MPNMS declares that the nature of the Buddha is not like a
verbal designation that might become pure but is rather “pure originally” (xingbenjing 4%
¥F). This line is absent from MPNMSF (888c22-24)—our most concise version of the text—
while MPNMS" (§435.5-6) instead discusses the “dhatu of the body” (lus kyi khams) that is
identified with the lips, teeth, and so forth (lce dang so la sogs rnams), which is called intrinsi-
cally pure (rang bzhin gyis yongs su dag pa: *prakrtiparisuddha). This material requires further
study but does not challenge the fact that “intrinsic/original purity” does not seem to have
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the AMS (see 9.3). The mind that is intrinsically pure is more prominent in
both the SDS and AAN, and as we saw in the last chapter occurs in materi-
als that may be very early in the composition of the RGV (see 7.2). Hence
the above synopsis of how the Buddha had previously explained
tathagatagarbha may well not intend reference to the MPNMS-group directly
but rather a broad sketch of Buddha-nature understood in terms of an
abiding, precious essence.'?

At any rate, the LAS understands some previous articulations of
tathagatagarbha to be dangerously reminiscent of what is taught by so-called
tirthakaras, a term that is all but synonymous with the expression tirthika
(Ch. waidao 4MNE; Tib. mu stegs can), in other words, teachers or adepts
belonging to non-Buddhist religious systems."”” In the passage above the
LAS provides a list of qualities associated with non-Buddhist atmavddin
tradition(s) as if these were proper to Buddha-nature teaching also, but of
these, agency (kartr), absence of qualities (nirguna), and pervasiveness (vibhii)
do not describe Buddha-nature in any tathagatagarbha source available to
us." All of this suggests that the authors of this critique were not interested
in accurately presenting the atmavdadin form of Buddha-nature teaching as
we have seen it in any other surviving source, but rather conflate this with
ideas found in non-Buddhist accounts of the self, for example, the Brah-
manical Svetasvatara-upanisad (v.6.11): “The one god hidden in all beings,
all-pervading, the inner self of all beings; the beholder of actions who
dwells in all beings; the witness, the observer, alone and without qualities.”"

By now we are well acquainted with the concern—predominantly from
atmavadin tathagatagarbha works themselves—that teaching about Buddha-
nature could indeed be confused for non-Buddhist ideas about the self.
But whereas those texts understood the Buddha’s to be the true account of
the self, the LAS reduces this to an expedient teaching, for those audienc-
es who required a teaching that takes an atmavadin form. In response to his
lengthy question, the Buddha clarifies to Mahamati that the tathagatagarbha
properly understood is nothing like what is taught by non-Buddhists but
should instead be understood in the sense of “emptiness, the limit of reality,

been an important aspect of Buddha-nature teaching recorded by the MPNMS. See also
Habata 2015b: 191.

12. See Takasaki (1982) 2014: 137-138.

13. See Jones: forthcoming. The LAS may intend nothing more than followers or advo-
cates of non-Buddhist systems, though tirthakara more accurately denotes a “producer”
(-kara) of a non-Buddhist account of liberation (firtha-).

14. The AMS in particular keeps a clear distinction between the tathagatagarbha and the
performer of actions; for example, in the simile of the negligent ascetic boy (see 3.5). More-
over, a central declaration in all sifras that we have so far addressed is that the tathagatagarbha
possesses the characteristics of a Buddha, which rules out its being “nirguna” also. The sense
of “pervasiveness” (vibhit) is unclear, though we find suggestions of something like this in the
AMS (see 3.6), AAN (see 6.1), and RGV (see 7.2).

15. Olivelle 1998: 430-431: eko devah sarvabhitesu gudhah sarvavyapi sarvabhiitantaratma
/ karmadhyaksah sarvabhutadhivasah sakst ceta kevalo nirgunas ca //
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nirvana, the unborn, signless, without intention.”'® The LAS understands
prior teaching about tathagatagarbha to require further clarification, and
rather than refer to any mystery that the Buddha reveals only late in his
ministry—a theme prominent throughout the MPNMS-group (see 9.2)—it
must simply refer to more conventional categories from more established
Mahayanist tradition, for example, the three “gates to liberation”
(vimoksamukha) that are emptiness (Sunyata), signlessness (animitta), and
absence of intention (apranihita). The LAS meanwhile denies that teaching
about tathagatagarbha could ever mean an account of the self: “The
Tathagatas—reverend, and completely awakened—by means of the gate-
way [into the dharma] that is the tathagatagarbha, in order to remove fear
regarding [teachings about] absence of self among those who are ignorant,
teach the sphere of neither imagination nor conceptualization. Regarding
this, Mahamati, the venerable bodhisattvas, in the present and future,
should not adhere to [notions of] the self.”'” Clearly this is at odds with how
Buddha-nature teaching is explained in the MPNMS-group. All sources
that we have discussed so far understand their account of tathagatagarbha
to be definitive, and those texts that understood this to constitute the Bud-
dha’s teaching about the self took this to be a valuable dimension of what
should be understood by Buddha-nature. But in the LAS—and with some
similarity to what we find in the RGVV (see 7.3)—what is taught by the name
tathagatagarbha must accord with the prajiaparamita tradition, and more-
over with the vijianavada or consciousness-oriented perspective promoted
throughout the LAS. Where teaching about tathdgatagarbha resembles
something like a self, this can only be to allay the fears of certain audiences.

After this the LAS introduces the example of a potter who employs dif-
ferent tools to produce different vessels; similarly the Buddha, in accor-
dance with his skill-in-methods (upayakausalya), shares teachings either
about tathagatagarbha or about absence of self with respect to all phenomena
(dharmanairatmya), “by means of various terms, expressions and synonyms,”
in order to teach different sentient beings.'® On first impression this could
suggest that the LAS understands both of these teachings to be expedien-
cies. However, the LAS concludes the matter by making explicit that any
resemblance that the tathagatagarbha may have to a doctrine of the self can
be only for the benefit of persons attached to discourse concerning the self

16. Nanjio 1923: 78.6-8: sunyatabhutakotinirvananutpadanimittapranihitadyanam mahamate
padarthanam tathagatagarbhopadesam kriva. Compare LASC 489b3-7; LAS® 529b26-29;
LAS® 599b15-17; LAS" D.107 86a4-5; Q.775, 94b2-3.

17. Nanjio 1923: 78.8-12: tathagata arhantah samyaksambuddha balanam nairatmyasamiras
apadavivarjanartham nirvikalpanirabhasagocaram tathagatagarbhamukhopadesena desayanti / na
catra mahamate anagatapratyutpannaih bodhisattvair mahdsattvair atmabhinivesah kartavyah //
Compare LAS®! 489b7-10; LAS® 529b29-c4; LAS® 599b17-20; LAS' D.107, 86a5-7; Q.775,
94b3-6. See also Kano 2016: 7.

18. Nanjio 1923: 78.17. Compare LAS®! 489b10-15; LAS“? 529¢5-11; LAS®® 599b20-24;
LAS"D.107, 86a7-b2; Q.775, 94b6-95al.
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and its liberation, and that the definitive teaching of the Buddha is indeed,
yet again, aimed at relinquishing notions of the self:

Mahamati, teaching tathéagatagarbha is for the purpose of attracting non-
Buddhist teachers, who are attached to discourse about the self; those
whose minds had fallen into the false view of an unreal self, having arrived
at the sphere of the three [gates] of liberation, quickly attain supreme,
complete awakening ... hence, that [tathdgatagarbhal is not similar to the
view of the self that belongs to non-Buddhist teachers. Therefore, Mahamati,
for the purpose of relinquishing the views of non-Buddhist teachers you
should practice in conformity to the teaching about tathagatagarbha that
is absence of self.”

The translation above communicates the sense that tathagatagarbha refers
in fact to absence of self, but is sometimes taught otherwise in order to
attract non-Buddhists who concern themselves with discourse about the
self.?’ A bodhisattva must know better, and abandon this meaning in favor
of understanding tathagatagarbha in a fashion that accords with Buddhist
nairatmyavada discourse.

It seems beyond doubt that the authors of the LAS knew of some form
of specifically atmavadin tathagatagarbha doctrine—perhaps, as it mentions
them elsewhere (in the eighth chapter), those reflected by the MPNMS
and/or AMS.?' The LAS is aware that tathagatagarbha has been taught by
the Buddha in such a fashion that it resembles the atman of non-Buddhist
systems, and finds this to be in need of explanation: such a thing could
only have been taught in order to lure “self-obsessed” non-Buddhists into
the Buddha’s teaching, so that they might later be educated regarding
absence of self with respect to all phenomena. For the bodhisattva, any
atmavadin account of the tathagatagarbha could, but should not, be mislead-
ing: it is not for them.

On the one hand, the LAS declares that tathagatagarbha is taught
specifically to attract non-Buddhist teachers (or, surely, for the sake of

19. Nanjio 1923: 79.1-9: evam hi mahamate tathagatagarbhopadesam atmavadabhinivistanam
tirthakaranam akarsanartham tathagatagarbhopadesena nirdisanti / katham batabhutatmavikalpad
rstipatitasaya vimoksatrayagocarapatitasayopetah ksipram anuttaram samyaksambodhim
abhisambudhyerann iti / etadartham mahamate tathagata arhantah samyaksambuddhas tathagata-
garbhopadesam kurvanti / ata etan na bhavati tirthakaratmavdadatulyam / tasmat tarhi mahamate
tirthakaradrstivinivrttyartham tathagatanairatmyagarbhanusaring ca te bhavitavyam // Compare
LAS® 489b15-20; LAS®? 529¢11-18; LAS®® 599b24-28; LAS"' D.107, 86b2-5; Q.775, 95a1-6.
See also Kano 2016: 7.

20. The curious expression fathagatanairatmyagarbha is typical of unusual compounds
found throughout the Sanskrit LAS (see Jia 2015: 138); our other versions of the text clarify
that tathagatagarbha should be taken to mean absence of self; for example, LASC &K #3 fn
e 2 5; LAST de bzhin gshegs pa’i snying po bdag med pa’i rjes su jug par bya; see previous note for
references.

21. See 8.1nb.
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any who have succumbed to their arguments), but on the other, it declares
that for a bodhisattva tathagatagarbha must be understood differently.??
There are clear similarities between this material of the LAS and the
nairatmyavadin interpretation of the “perfection of self” encountered in
the RGVV: both texts associate tathagatagarbha with the education of non-
Buddhist opponents (see 7.3) but interpret kataphatic discourse about the
self to in fact refer, in the end, to absence of self. But while the RGVV wants
to preserve some of the atmavadin flavor of Buddha-nature teaching, the
LAS is more intent on drawing a line under any association between
tathagatagarbha and the language of selfhood. For later Buddhist authors,
this was an influential move indeed (see 8.6).

8.3 The “Alayavijiana-Tathagatagarbha”

According to chapter 2 of the LAS, any final resemblance between the
tathagatagarbha and a Buddhist account of the self must be denied. With
some similarity to what we find in the RGVYV, discussion of the Buddha or
sentient beings in terms of the self is (re)interpreted to refer to nothing
other than absence of self, in conformity with more conventional Buddhist
teaching. The LAS does not outright dismiss the atmavadin form of the
Buddha-nature idea so much as relegate its status to a provisional teaching
for the benefit of persons affiliated to, and who may be converted from,
non-Buddhist systems. When understood apart from its atmavadin articula-
tion, tathagatagarbha must be understood in such a fashion that it accords
with wider Mahayana thought, and with the language and teachings of the
Yogacara-Vijnanavada tradition specifically.

In its sixth chapter, regarding “transience” (Ksanikaparivarta), the LAS
revisits what it understands by the expression tathagatagarbha. The bod-
hisattva Mahamati inquires about the origination of the skandhas, dhatus,
and a@yatanas, three categories for the constituent experiences of a sentient
being, which back in chapter 2 of the LAS were contrasted with the
tathagatagarbha when it is taught in an atmavadin mode (see 8.2 above).
These three categories of existents were said to be like a cloth that hides
the tathagatagarbha, but the Buddha now explains to Mahamati that the
tathagatagarbha is in fact the causal basis for all of these elements, or other-
wise all that is wholesome and unwholesome (kusalakusalahetuka), and so
all forms of birth (sarvajanmagati). The tathagatagarbha is compared to a
performer (nata) who takes on different guises, but—if there is still any
confusion—is certainly apart from any notion of the self and what is of the

22. Averse at the end of this discussion (Nanjio 1923: 79.11-12) interprets all that came
above through an undeniably Yogacara-Vijnanavada lens: pudgalah samtatih skandhah pratyaya
anavas tatha / pradhanam isvarah karta cittamatram vikalpyate // (A person, a continuum, the
heaps of experience, conditions, atoms, a supreme, a lord, a creator: all are imagined, being
nothing but the mind” [cittamatra]). Compare LAS®' 489b22-23; LAS®? 529¢19-20; LAS®®
599¢1-2; LAS" D.107, 86b6; Q.775, 95a6-7. See also Lindtner 1992: 263.
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self (atmatmiyavarjita).*® When someone is not awakened, a convergence
of causes and conditions sustains their ongoing transmigration, which
non-Buddhists (firthyas) mistake for a single cause (karana) to successive
rebirths: they impute, erroneously, some atman that is the subject of
transmigration.*

In place of this account, the LAS teaches the existence of a substratum
consciousness (alayavijiana) that underpins the experience of death and
rebirth, together with the different modes of consciousness (aligned with
different modes of perception, including thought) that depend upon it. It
reveals that the substratum consciousness should be identified with the
tathagatagarbha: “Mahamati, venerable bodhisattvas who desire for excel-
lence should purify the tathagatagarbha, which is a name for the substratum
consciousness.”® Without this “alayavijiana-tathagatagarbha,” we read, there
would be neither the occurrence (pravrtti) nor cessation (nivrtti) of persons
ignorant (bala) or noble (arya), but comprehension of this is beyond the
speculative theories of sravakas and pratyekabuddhas, let alone non-Buddhist
teachers.” There is little doubt that insofar as the LAS approves of teach-
ing about tathagatagarbha, it is in reference to some substratum that runs
through or “beneath” transmigration, and can be considered an epithet
for the fundamental stratum of the mind developed in other sources of
Yogacara-Vijnanavada teaching.

In lines that follow this identification the LAS associates its account
of the tathagatagarbha with what is taught in the SDS.2” The LAS under-
stands the SDS to have taught—as we encountered earlier (see 5.2)—the
tathagatagarbhain conjunction with seven modes of consciousness. However,
the LAS contends that this in fact refers to the alayavijiiana, and that
otherwise—without any firm basis in the SDS as we know it—that Queen
Srimala exposited her teaching about tathagatagarbha for the benefit of
sravakas, and for teaching about absence of self with respect to all dharmas
(dharmanairatmyapradarsanartha). The LAS provides some indication of
how to square the absence of the alayavijiana in the SDS: the audience of
the SDS, we read, were Sravakas, pratyekabuddhas, and non-Buddhists, who
are all attached to texts in their literal phrasing (yatharutadesanapathabhini

23. An image found also in the AMS, and reminiscent of the Samkhyakarika; see 3.6n70.

24. Nanjio 1923: 220.9-13 (alternatively Takasaki [1981] 2014: 19-20). Compare LAS®!
510b4-8; LAS®? 556b22-29; LAS® 619b29—c4; LAS' D.107, 142b3-4; Q.775, 156a7-8.

25. Nanjio 1923: 222.6—8: mahamate tathagatagarbha alayavijianasamsabdito visodhayitavyo
visesarthibhir bodhisattvair mahasattvail // Compare LAS® 510b26-27; LAS? 556¢26-28;
LAS® 619¢23-24; LAS" D.107, 143b1-2; Q.775, 157a5-6. Kano (2016: 7n21) notes that the
Ghanavyuhasutra echoes the reduction of the tathagatagarbha to the alayavijiiana (see, for
example, T.681[16]747a17-19: fhait ik / LLESFTHHER); compare its Tibetan version: D.110,
55b1-2; Q.778, 62b1-2.

26. Nanjio 1923: 222.9-18. Compare LAS® 510b27-c4; LAS®? 556c28-557a6; LAS®
619c¢24-620al; LAST D.107, 143b2-5; Q.775, 157a6-b2.

27. Nanjio 1923: 222.19 (which names srimalam devim). See next footnote for full refer-
ences to other versions of the LAS.
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vista), whereas the “alayavijiana-tathagatagarbha” is known only to bod-
hisattvas who understand teachings in accordance with their meaning
(arthapratisarana), endowed as they are with “subtle and sharp intelligence”
(suksmanipunamatibuddhi).®

Let us take stock of what this portion of the LAS accepts tathagatagarbha
to mean. Its authors were aware of the SDS, and observe that it taught
tathagatagarbha in relation to separate modes of consciousness, which is
also appropriate for an account of the substratum consciousness that is
important to the vijianavdda orientation of the LAS. What non-Buddhists
may confuse for a self is in fact the most fundamental layer of conscious-
ness that persists throughout, or “beneath,” instances of rebirth. It is cer-
tainly not any discrete, transmigrating atman as valued by non-Buddhist
systems, or indeed—as critiqued earlier in the LAS (see 8.2)—as taught by
other, earlier works of the tathagatagarbha tradition.

A thorough study of the alayavijiiana—"“the basic, subliminal, subcon-
scious layer of the mind, forming a continuous, uninterrupted flow [until
liberation]” (Schmithausen 2017: 265)—is beyond the scope of this volume.?’
In the LAS it is compared to a great ocean that is undisturbed by waves,
which are akin to the seven modes of consciousness that cross its surface.*
This brings to mind not only the similar account of the tathagatagarbha in
the SDS—-called there a basis or foundation for transmigration, unaffect-
ed by its content—but also the AAN and its account of an “ocean of beings”
that has the tathagatagarbha-dharmakaya as its common foundation (see
6.1).%" At any rate, the account of the tathagatagarbha “approved” in chapter
6 of the LAS is imagined very differently from the “enshrouded,” atmavadin
articulation of this same expression that is explained, and undermined, in
its second chapter.

At the end of its seventh chapter the LAS returns briefly to the tathaga-
tagarbha, and claims that it transmigrates (samsarati), unlike the seven
modes of consciousness; it is the causal ground of joy, suffering, and
nirvana (nirvanasukhaduhkhahetuka: see also 5.2). The LAS concludes that
this teaching is not understood by fools who are bewildered by emptiness,

28. Nanjio 1923: 222.19-223.13. LAS“' 510c4-c12; LAS®® 557a6-557a14; LAS® 620al-
a9; LAS" D.107, 143b6-144a3; Q.775, 157b2-7. The seven modes of consciousness mentioned
in this passage are the six associated with the senses—including the mind—as well as the
distinct seventh “mental faculty” (manas). Takasaki (1981) contends that the manas of the
LAS is not clearly the more developed “afflicted mind” (klistamanas) known from classical
Yogacara-Vijhanavada doctrine.

29. Authoritative studies of the alayavijiiana are those by Schmithausen (e.g., 1987;
2014: part 1). For a valuable digest of that author’s arguments regarding the early life of the
alayavijiiana idea, see Schmithausen 2017: 272-275. A fine introduction to this topic other-
wise is Williams 2009: 97-100.

30. Nanjio 1923: 220.15-16: mahodadhitaramgavan nityamavyucchinnasarvrah. Also LAS®
497c¢25-26; LAS®? 538¢8-9; LAS® 607b29-607cl; LAS" D.107, 142b5; Q.775, 156b1-2. See
also Radich 2016: 274-275.

31. Silk 2015b: 59 (§2); AAN 466a20: zhongsheng hai 5.
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which here refers to the emptiness of subject-object duality that is the pri-
mary characteristic of the substratum consciousness.” As a final detail,
this brief digression back into discussion of tathdagatagarbhais embedded in
material that critically reevaluates the single vehicle (e¢kayana) teaching of the
SP, which we have seen to have been influential for virtually all Buddha-
nature works discussed thus far. The ambivalence that the LAS shows
toward the SP, which highlights the status of the LAS on the periphery of
the tathagatagarbha tradition proper, will be examined later (9.1).

The LAS is a confusing and, in places, seemingly contradictory text.
In its core content we observe two separate accounts of the tathdagatagarbha.
At first, tathagatagarbha teaching is relegated to an expedient teaching inso-
far as it is imagined to reveal some concealed element, easily confused for
a self, and reminiscent of what we find in the MPNMS-group; but later
tathagatagarbha is approved if taken to refer to the untroubled basis for suc-
cessive rebirths, identified now with the alayavijiiana, and associated with
what is taught by the SDS. In its second chapter, in which an atmavadin
articulation of the tathagatagarbhais criticized, the LAS does not relate the
tathagatagarbha to the alayavijiana, though that chapter mentions both
concepts.” This suggests that some of the material of chapter 8—in which
the tathagatagarbha is identified with this central vijiianavadin category—
may have been a marginally later development, and an attempt to make
further use of Buddha-nature thought apart from its contentious atmavdadin
heritage.

8.4 Selfhood in the Sagdathaka

The two interpretations of tathagatagarbha teaching that we have discussed
so far appear in “core” material of the LAS (i.e., chapters 2 and 8), repre-
sented in all surviving versions of the text.** However, in the many and
challenging verses of its so-called Sagathaka—an “appendix” to the main
text, absent from LAS®—we find further mention of tathagatagarbha and
its relationship to discourse about the self, some of which does not easily fit
with what we have observed in the main text.

32. Nanjio 1923: 242.2—6; compare LAS®' 513a27-29; LAS“? 560c17-23; LAS® 622c4-7;
LAS"D.107, 151b7-152a2; Q.775, 166a8-bl.

33. See, for example, Nanjio 1923: 38-39.

34. One could argue that the first chapter of the LAS also contains a fleeting mention
of discourse about the self. Here the King Ravana, the Buddha’s host in the LAS, lauds the
Buddha’s teaching about “one’s innermost self, the basis for buddhahood that is the cham-
ber/womb of the Tathagata” (lathagatagarbhabuddhabhimyadhyatma-). The expression
“adhyatma-"—as reflected in my translation—makes a vague point about Buddha-nature as
an account of “one’s innermost self/character,” which may not intend anything like Buddha-
nature taught in the MPNMS-group of sutras. See Nanjio 1923: 10.1. Compare LAS® 516¢11-
12; LAS“ 588¢15-16; LAS" D.107, 58b7-59al; Q.775, 63b8—64al.
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One of the nearly nine hundred verses in the Sagathaka (10.746) identi-
fies the expression tathagatagarbha with some notion of atman, but also
distinguishes this from the views of non-Buddhist philosophers (tarkikas):
“The atman that is characterized by purity is attained by self-realization;
this is the garbha of the Tathagatas, which is not the domain of (worldly)
philosophers.”® The verses that follow (beginning with 10.747-754) present
us with some challenges. These state that non-Buddhists take the alaya
(vijiana) under the guise of (tathagata)garbha to be “the mind conjoined
with the self,” but that this is not the position proper to Buddhist dharma.*
What s the position of the dharma, we read, is the equivalence of the
(tathagata) garbha to the mind that is intrinsically pure (prakrtiprabhasvaram
cittam), free from limit or absence of limit, but which can nevertheless
become an object of attachment for wrong-minded sentient beings.*” The
Buddha, meanwhile, is himself neither a person (pudgala) nor “heaps” of
experience (skandhas), butis himself the knowledge that is without impuri-
ties (anasrava), always tranquil (santi), to whom one should go for refuge.*®
Again, this material accords well with the SDS, but with the qualification
that what is taught in the SDS is superseded by an understanding that
tathagatagarbha means nothing other than the d@layavijiana.

As already acknowledged by Suzuki, the next verses (10.755-766) seem
to contradict the more conventional nairatmyavada orientation of the rest
of the LAS.* Though these make no explicit mention of the tathagatagarbha,
it is likely that they were intended to evoke imagery found in precisely
atmavadin articulations of this teaching, as we saw confronted back in
chapter 2 of the core LAS (see 8.2): “The self that is luminous is afflicted,
without beginning, by adventitious afflictions. Thus afflicted, what is
added can be cleansed, like a garment. Just as when a garment is cleansed
of dirt, or when gold is rid of its impurities, these [primary entities] are not
destroyed; likewise is the self freed from its deficiencies.”” The Sagathaka
then compares the lasting presence of a self to the sound of a lute, conch,

35. Nanjio 1923: 357.14-15: pratyatmagatigamyas ca atma vai Suddhilaksanam / garbhas
tathagatasyasau tarkikanam agocarah // Compare LAS® 583a10-11; LAS®® 637b22-23; LAS"
D.107, 186a6-7; Q.775, 203a3—4.

36. Nanjio 1923: 357.16-17: alayam garbhasamsthanam matam tirthyanwvarnitam / atmana
saha samyuktam na ca dharmah prakirtitah // Compare LAS®? 583a14-15; LAS® 637b26-27;
LAS'D.107, 186a7-b1; Q.775, 203a4-5.

37. Nanjio 1923: 358.5-6: prakrtiprabhasvaram cittam garbham tathagatam subham /
upadanam hi sattvasya antanantavivarjitam // Compare LAS“? 583a16—-19; LAS®* 637b28-c2;
LAS'D.107, 186b1-2; Q.775, 203a5-6.

38. Nanjio 1923: 358.9-10. Compare LAS“? 583a22-23; LAS® 637c5-6; LAS' D.107,
186b2-3; Q.775, 203a6-7.

39. See D. T. Suzuki 1932: 283-284.

40. Nanjio 1923: 358.15-359.3: agantukair anddyais ca klesair atma prabhasvarah /
samklisyate upetas ca vastravat parisudhyate // malabhavad yatha vastram hemam va dosavarjitam /
tisthanti na ca nasyante atma dosais tatha vina // Compare LAS®? 583a28-b2; LAS® 637c11-14;
LAS"D.107, 186b3-5; Q.775, 203a8-bl.
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or drum, and criticizes those who seek to “see” the self amid the skandhas,
as if it were a jewel in a treasure-store (10.757-762).*' However, this string of
verses focuses repeatedly not on atman but rather—according to the San-
skrit LASS—to some “person” that is amid the “heaps” of experience
(skandhesu pudgalam). It is plausible that this is not a reference to tathaga-
tagarbha teaching at all, and may have instead targeted the pudgalavada
tradition and its account of the “person” that is neither “amid” nor “apart
from” the skandhas.*

The expression atman does feature in verse 10.760, in which perception
of the self is compared to the womb (garbha) of a woman who is pregnant,
who knows herself to be so but cannot see the unborn child that she car-
ries; similarly, one who lacks insight (ayuktijiia) cannot see the self that is
somehow among the heaps of their experience.*” Two more verses (10.761-762)
refer by name to some “person” amid the skandhas (compared to, among
other things, fire amid kindling, an image used by pudgalavadin sources).**
A further verse (10.763) then articulates that without the existence of
the self (asatyatmani) there could be no stages of accomplishment (bhums),
no mastery (vasita), no powers (abhijiia), no “anointment” (abhiseka) to the
stage of buddhahood, and no higher states of concentration (uttara samadhis)
proper to this status.* The Sagathaka then tells us how to confront a nihil-
ist (vainasika) who objects that he cannot see the self: he should have it
pointed out to him that he also cannot “see” his own faculty of discrimina-
tion (svavikalpa), and so he has failed to understand to what teaching about
atman must refer (10.764).*° The final verses in this sequence (10.765-766)
conclude with a striking admonishment of, by name, the nairatmyavéada ori-
entation that characterizes most Buddhist teaching, including—as we have
seen—much of the LAS itself: “Those who hold to discourse concerning
absence of self should be ignored, excluded from the activities of monks:
they are opponents to the Buddha’s dharma, and possess [erroneously]
oppositional views of being and of non-being. This teaching about the self
(atmavdada) shines powerfully, like the great conflagration at the end of the

41. Nanjio 1923: 359.4-15. Comparison of the self to the sounds made by instruments is
reminiscent of the Brhadaranyaka-upanisad (4.5.8); see Olivelle 1998: 68-69.

42. See Priestley 1999: 53-80; also 1.1n28.

43. Nanjio 1923: 359.10-11: yatha hi garbho garbhinyam vidyate na ca dysyate / atma hi tadvat
skandhesu ayuktijiio na pasyati // Compare LAS*? 583b9-10; LAS® 637¢21-22; LAS" D.107,
186b7-187al; Q.775, 203b1-3. Here the dual sense of garbha—as “womb” or “embryo”—presents
an ambiguity: our two Chinese versions suggest that a woman cannot see her womb, whereas
LAST states that what cannot be seen is the woman’s unborn child (bu).

44. Nanjio 1923: 359.12-15. Compare LAS® 583b11-12; LAS® 637c23-24; LAS" D.107,
187al; Q.775, 203b4-5. See also Priestley 1999: 165-186.

45. Nanjio 1923: 359.16-17. Compare LAS® 583b13-18; LAS® 637c25-28; LAS" D.107,
187a1-2; Q.775, 203b5.

46. Nanjio 1923: 360.1-2. Compare LAS® 583b19-20; LAS® 637c29-638al; LAS"
D.107, 187a2-3; Q.775, 203b5-6.
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age: it is free from the faults of non-Buddhist systems (tirthas), burning up
the thicket that is absence of self (nairatmya).”

As observed by Arnold Kunst (1980), a great deal of seemingly contra-
dictory material in the Sagathaka is explained by the hypothesis that it con-
tains articulations of teachings and responses to them that are not always
clearly distinguishable in the text as we read it today.* The verses above
may preserve a critique of both pudgalavadin and Buddha-nature thought
woven together: where we find womb imagery (and indeed the expression
garbha), or otherwise atman, we are likely to be in the midst of material
concerned, albeit obliquely, with tathagatagarbha. There is no doubt that on
some level the Sagathaka praises the correction of nairatmyavdda discourse
by some Buddhist account of the self; the sight of which, we are told
(10.768), constitutes liberation.*

In summary, the Sagathaka—taken either as an independent work, or as
an adjunct to the prose LAS—is challenging material to unpack. Its author(s)
take aim at more than one wrong-minded form of what could have been
understood as Buddhist atmavada, both some manner of pudgalavadin
position—evident where we find reference to the pudgala that is imagined
in relation to the skandhas—Dbut also the tathagatagarbha tradition, associ-
ated with the expressions atman and garbha. But the closing verses cited
above still explicitly approve a kind of Buddhist atmavada, and with refer-
ence to that which can be “seen” by an awakened being, a view at odds with
what we see in material proper to the earliest content of the “core” LAS,
but very reminiscent of our sources for a Buddhist atmavada.

8.5 Conclusions

While the diverse and seemingly contradictory verses of the Sagathaka
remain something of an enigma, and are definitely a rich vein for further
study, we can draw firm conclusions regarding the perspective on Buddha-
nature teaching approved in the main body of the LAS. In accordance
with Yogacara-Vijnanavada teaching about the substratum consciousness

47. Nanjio 1923: 360.3-6: nairatmyavadino ’bhasya bhiksukarmani varjaya / badhaka
buddhadharmanam sadasatpaksadrstayah // tirthadosair vinirmuktam nairatmyavanadahakam /
Jajvalatyatmavado *yam yugantagnirivotthitah // Compare LAS? 583b21-26; LAS“ 638a2-5;
LAS"D.107, 187a3—-4; Q.775, 203b6-7.

48. It would be helpful to know who is meant to be speaking throughout the Sagathaka.
In v.798-803 we are told that the speaker of some verses is the “victor” (jina: i.e., Buddha)
Viraja, who taught with three other Buddhas (Kasyapa, Krakucchanda, and Kanaka/
Konagamana) prior to Sakyamuni (and a host of named non-Buddhist teachers), that is,
operating in the “ideal” period (krtayuga) of our current eon, whereas Sakyamuni taught in
our period of decline (kaliyuga; see Eltschinger 2010: 460—-462). This is not enough, however,
to make sense of the confusing content throughout the Sagathaka, including where it alludes
to Buddha-nature.

49. Nanjio 1923: 360: 9-10: vidvan drstva vimucyate. Compare LAS® 583b29—c1; LAS®
638a8-9; LAS" D.107, 187a4-5; Q.775, 203b7-204al.
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(a@layavijiiana), and making good use of tathagatagarbha articulated as a
basis or foundation, drawn from the SDS, the LAS understands Buddha-
nature to again refer to some subliminal nature of the mind that runs
across successive rebirths. But whereas the SDS simply distanced its teach-
ing from datmavdadin models of Buddha-nature teaching, the LAS goes so
far as to actively confront the problem of the Buddha having declared, in
some discourses attributed to him, that tathagatagarbha constitutes his
account of the self.

It would be wrong to consider the LAS to have followed the SDS in all
regards. One difference between the two is the refusal on the part of the LAS
to accept the single vehicle paradigm known from the SP (to which we shall
return later; see 9.1). Moreover, the LAS declares that what was taught by
Srimala was still something of an expediency, for the benefit of sravakas
who could not know that the real referent of this teaching was the substratum
consciousness (see 8.3). Forall of itsinterestin the expression tathagatagarbha,
the core LAS (i.e., excluding the slippery content of the Sagathaka) attempts
to accommodate the Buddha-nature idea in an account of this basic stratum
of the mind, and so a fundamentally mentalistic model of how to under-
stand both transmigration and its possible end.

8.6 Postscript: After the LAS

The circulation of the LAS may have marked a downward turn in the popu-
larity of a discernible (if heterogeneous) tradition of Buddha-nature thought
in India; after it we have no other Indian texts that make any significant
commitment to explain to what the expression tathagatagarbha must refer.”
Itis not the intention of this study to pursue reception of the Buddha-nature
idea outside of the Indian subcontinent. Our focus must remain the
tathagatagarbha in India, imagined as either a Buddhist teaching about the
self, or otherwise an account of some commonality between sentient beings
and Buddhas that steered strategically away from being understood in
atmavadin terms. While it is clear that what may be early Buddha-nature

50. Buddha-nature raises its head again in a number of tantric compositions. Perhaps
carliest is the Adhyardhasatika-prajnaparamita (see Zacchetti 2015: 201-202), relevant content
of which survives in Bodhiruci’s translation of 693 CE (T.240[5]777¢9-10). Our surviving
Sanskrit text states that “all sentient beings are tathagatagarbha (sarvasattvas tathagatagarbhah ...)
by virtue of their identity with the great bodhisattva Samantabhadra (... samantabhadramahd
bodhisattvasarvatmataya)”; see Togano (1930) 1982: 6.18-19. A particularly fascinating refer-
ence to lathdgatagarbha occurs in the Mahapratisara-mahdavidyarajni (sixth century, at latest),
which states that an observer of this text and its teachings can be empowered by all
Tathagatas, obtain their body thatis a vajrakaya (see 2.1n15), and has within himself (garbha)
the dhatu of all Tathagatas (sarvatathagatadhatugarbha), language that evokes Buddha-nature
teachings of the MPNMS specifically (see Hidas 2012: 133.1-5]; I thank Kazuo Kano for
bringing this to my attention). Regarding these and other (likely) later tantric discussions of
Buddha nature, see Kano 2016: 6n17; 2017: 32n34. In these later instances, associations
between tathdgatagarbha and discourse about the self seem to have been left behind.
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texts—that is, those of the MPNMS-group—subscribed to the former view,
Indian commentators seem to have been influenced instead by the SDS and
LAS, which reject associations between tathagatagarbha and discourse about
the self. Prior to what seems to have been a rediscovery of the RGVV in the
early second millennium (see 7.1), other Indian commentarial works cited
the LAS in particular as having articulated the most authoritative account of
the tathagatagarbha and to what this expression must refer.

Despite its obvious Yogacara-Vijnanavada leanings, Buddhist authors
who referred to the LAS as a source for tathagatagarbha teaching included
important exponents of the Madhyamaka, a philosophical tradition that
would have struggled to reconcile its interpretation of emptiness (Sinyata), or
the universal absence of independent nature (nihsvabhava) in all phenomena,
with the notion of some enduring, underlying basis to transmigration.
Madhyamika authors including Bhaviveka (c.490-570), Candrakirti (c.600-
650), and Kamalasila (c.740-795) all seem to know the LAS as a text that
clarified the expression tathagatagarbha, to what it refers, and its distinc-
tion from anything like an account of the self.”

In chapter 4 of his Tarkajvala, which survives only in Tibetan translation,
Bhaviveka responds to various objections by exponents of “mainstream” or
Sravakayana Buddhism who challenge the authenticity of Mahayanist
teachings, regarding Buddha-nature and otherwise. Bhaviveka groups to-
gether a set of objections that seem to be associated with the tathagatagarbha
tradition specifically: teaching about the permanence of the Tathagata, we
read, contradicts the declaration that all conditioned things are imperma-
nent, whereas teaching the pervasiveness of tathagatagarbha (Tib. khyab pa
nyid: *vyapti), and about the receiving consciousness (adanavijiana; a com-
mon epithet for the alayavijiiana), does not overcome grasping to the self
(atmagraha).”® A final objection is that it is an affront to the dharma to
teach that the Buddha “has not obtained nirvana,” which clearly has in
mind the notion of the Buddha’s projected display of his death, encoun-
tered throughout tathagatagarbha literature specifically.”® The imagined
objector in the Tarkajvala contends that these doctrines are counterpro-
ductive to relinquishing notions of selfhood. In his responses, Bhaviveka
cites the LAS, by name, as a source that explains the Buddha’s perma-

51. For more, see also Kano 2016: 7-11; also Ruegg 1989a: 26-35. Santideva—another
Madhyamika, of the eighth century—mentions the LAS in his Siksasamuccaya (Bendall
[1897-1902] 1970: 133.4; also 131.13-14, 135.5) as a source for teaching about vegetarian-
ism, together with the Hastikaksayasutra, Mahameghasitra, MPNMS, and AMS (i.e., the four
texts cited by the LAS on the same theme: see 3.1n5). Regarding all of these Madhyamika
authors, see relevant chapters in Ruegg 1981.

52. Eckel 2008: 319: de bzhin gshegs pa rtag pa nyid du ston par byed pas ‘dus byas thams cad mi
rlag pa zhes bya ba dang ‘gal ba’i yang phyir vo // de bzhin gshegs pa’i snying pos khyab pa nyid dang /
len pa’i rnam par shes pa ston par byed pas bdag tu dzin pa ma spangs pa’i yang phyir ro // For Eckel’s
translation, see ibid., 126.

53. Ibid., 126; also (for Eckel’s edition) 319.
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nence, which he takes to refer to the Buddha’s existence as some continuum
(rgyun: santana), so not a static entity, devoid of change.”* Bhaviveka then
clarifies that the pervasiveness of the Tathagata (not explicitly the tathaga-
tagarbha, though this may have been implied) refers to the knowledge of
the Buddha pervading all objects of cognition, but “not pervading all
things in the manner of Visnu.” Turning to the expression tathagatagarbha
itself, he writes that it refers to emptiness, signlessness, and absence of
intention: the three gates of liberation associated with tathdagatagarbha in
the LAS (see 8.2), which permit entry to nirvana. Bhaviveka is also explicit
that this is not like a permanent or enduring person (skyes bu: purusa) that
resides “inside” sentient beings, “permanent and all-pervading.” The
adanavijiiana, he concludes, is the ground for the ebb and flow of transmi-
gration, akin to a great river, the character of which is momentariness:
“It is not like a self, hence does not contradict the seal of the dharma that
is absence of self.”®

Here the Buddha’s pervading knowledge (*buddhajiiana) evokes what
we find in the RGV (see 7.2) and similes of the TGS (6.2), and perhaps also
works on the periphery of the tathagatagarbha tradition, such as the Tatha-
gatotpattisambhavanirdesa.” Also interesting is that Bhaviveka makes explic-
it reference to Vaisnavism and—in his rejection of a pervading purusa
across all living beings—may have been evoking Samkhya teaching, or oth-
erwise the supreme purusa as taught by some principle Upanisads (see 9.6;
also 10.4).”® Showing awareness of non-Buddhist discourse about the self,
Bhaviveka contends that to what both tathagatagarbha and dadéanavijiana
must refer—some basis to the experience of transmigration and liberation
from it—does not contradict conventional Buddhist teaching about ab-
sence of self. His scriptural authority for all of this is the LAS, though
Bhaviveka stops short of identifying the tathdgatagarbha and dadéanavijiana
as names for the same substratum—evidence, perhaps, that he was well

54. Ibid., 154-155.

55.1bid., 339 (... khyab jug dang dra bar thams cad du gnas pa nyid ni ma yin no). Compare,
for example, Bhagavadgita 11.38-40 (e.g., Sargeant 2009: 490-492).

56. See Eckel 2008: 339, which concludes (regarding selfthood): bdag dang dra bar ni ma
yin pa’i phyir bdag med pa’i chos kyi phyag rgya dang mi ‘gal lo // (This [tathagatagarbha) is not like
a self, so does not contradict the seal of the dharma that is absence of self). For Eckel’s trans-
lation of this material, see ibid., 154-155.

57. See 7.2n29.

58. In its eighth chapter, Bhaviveka’s Tarkajvala (and his verse text, the
Madhyamakahrdayakarika, upon which it elaborates) also provides us with likely our earliest
surviving Buddhist confrontation with (seemingly Advaita) Vedanta, and confronts teach-
ing about a self that is a single substance pervading many sentient beings (Qvarnstrom
1989). Inits chapter defending the authenticity of the Mahayana, the Madhyamakahrdayakarika
contests that what appears to be “well spoken” (sukta) in Vedanta is so because it has been
taught already by the Buddha (ibid., 103), and—as the Tarkajvala clarifies—Dby various mani-
festations (sprul pa: *nirmana/nirmita) produced by him (Eckel 2008: 199, 376), a feature of
our early Buddha-nature sources (see 2.5, 3.7), to which we return later (10.4).
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aware that apart from their equation in the LAS these expressions belong
to two separate traditions of Buddhist literature.

A still clearer reliance on the LAS is found in Candrakirti’s
Madhyamakavatarabhasya (commenting on verse 4.95 of the root text, by
the same author). Candrakirti quotes the LAS regarding the intention of the
Buddha when he taught about tathdgatagarbha (see 8.2), in order to allay
the fears of audiences who are incapable of accepting absence of self, and
for the sake of attracting non-Buddhists. For Candrakirti, this demonstrates
that the tathagatagarbha is necessarily a provisional teaching (neyartha); his
position is that vijiianavada teachings as a whole—what the LAS advances
as definitive or final teachings of the Buddha (nitartha)—are themselves
only provisional.” Hence Candrakirti accepts the presentation of tathaga-
tagarbha in the LAS, that it is (1) in some instances articulated as some-
thing like a self, which is for some expedient purpose, and is (2) properly
an epithet for the alayavijiana. But both teachings must be secondary to
the stance of the Madhyamaka, for which everything down to the mind itself
must be empty of an independent nature, and so cannot be taken to be any
foundation for knowledge.

Finally, the same material of the LAS is again quoted by Kamalasila in
his Madhyamakaloka.” Kamalasila associates Buddha-nature with a markedly
Madhyamika interpretation of teaching about the single vehicle: “That all
sentient beings are tathagatagarbha is the teaching that all [of them] are
able to attain the state of supreme, complete awakening, because the ex-
pression ‘Tathagata’ means the nature/realm of dharmas (Tib. chos kyi dby-
ings: dharmadhdtu), which has as its character absence of self with respect to
both persons and phenomena, as it is said to be intrinsically luminous
(rang bzhin gyis ‘od gsal ba: prakrtiprabhasvara).”® Kamalas$ila cannot conceive
of Buddha-nature in any substantial sense, that is, in the sense of the Bud-
dha’s abiding “essence” that is “within” sentient beings. According to Kazuo
Kano (2016: 10-11), Kamalasila instead understands tathagatagarbha to
mean dharmadhatugarbha, an equation found otherwise in the SDS (see 5.2),
and which understands that the true nature of phenomena can be discerned
“within” sentient beings, insofar as each is already the locus for realizing
the real status of things. Whereas the LAS equates tathagatagarbha with its

59. See La Vallée Poussin 1912: 198.13-15: de’i phyir de ltar na rnam pa de lta bu’i mdo ste
rnam par shes par smra ba rnams kyis nges pa’i don nyid du khas blangs pa thams cad drang ba’i don
nyid yin par lung dis mngon par gsal par byas. See also Kano 2016: 9n29-30.

60. For more regarding Kamalasila, see Ruegg 1981: 95-96.

61. Madhyamakaloka, D.3887, 242b4-b6; Q.5287, 272a8-273a2: sems can thams cad ni de
bzhin gshegs pa’i snying po can no zhes bya ba dis kyang / thams cad bla na med pa yang dag par rdzogs
pa’i byang chub kyi go ‘phang thob par rung ba nyid du yongs su bstan te / de bzhin gshegs pa’i sgra ni
chos kyi dbyings gang zag dang chos la bdag med pa’i mishan nyid rang bzhin gyis ‘od gsal ba yin par
brjod par bzhed pa’i phyir ro // A paraphrase of Kamalasila’s position, preserving lathagatagarbha
as an exocentric compound (i.e., tathagatagarbhah sarvasattvah), survives in the Sanskrit of
the Munimatalamkara by Abhayakaragupta (eleventh—twelfth century), regarding which see
Ruegg 1977; also Kano 2016: 10n34.
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own account of some substrate that is a basis for both birth and (eventually)
liberation, Kamalasila understands tathagatagarbha to refer to simply the
true nature of all phenomena, their emptiness, which—being the same in
all sentient beings—assures a universal ability to attain the status of a Bud-
dha.® Notably this does not preserve the way that emptiness seems to be
explained in virtually all works concerned with tathagatagarbha, in which it
is taught to refer to an absence of something “other”—namely adventitious
afflictions (a@gantukaklesas)—with respect to what is supermundane, includ-
ing Buddha-nature (see 9.5)

These Madhyamika authors all understand Buddha-nature teaching to
have been a kind of strategy or expediency, taught—as the LAS contends—
for the benefit of certain audiences who could be led to the dharma by some-
thing that appears to be a Buddhist teaching about the self. We are, by now,
a long way from those texts to which the LAS seemed to respond, which
predate the mentalistic or “vijranavadin” interpretation of tathagatagarbha
proper to both the SDS and the root verses of the RGV. Before all of these
were sutras that did indeed understand tathdagatagarbha in terms of the Bud-
dha’s account of the self, and which likely did not—as later apologists con-
tended—consider their articulations of the dharma to be either expedient
or intentional, so much as the revelation of a mysterious “higher” teaching
about that which is beyond the faculties of regular sentient beings.

In the next chapter we will revisit other themes and developments observ-
able across the tathagatagarbhaliterature, in order to defend the hypothesis
that our earliest accounts of Buddha-nature teaching are indeed those that
articulate tathagatagarbha as the Buddha’s account of the self. If we can indeed
establish that the atmavadin mode of the Buddha-nature idea is earlier than
other accounts of tathagatagarbha, a remaining task will be to offer our own
explanation—apart from the creative hermeneutic employed by the LAS—
of why sources for Buddha-nature teaching promoted a kind of Buddhist
atmavada. We must attempt this with recourse not to the intentions or strat-
egies of the Buddha, but rather the interests and ambitions of Mahayanist
authors who were operating, and innovating, in the early centuries of the
Common Era.

62. Kamalasila’s interpretation is inherited by later Madhyamikas. Dharmamitra
(eighth-ninth century) draws upon the Adhyardhasatika-prajnaparamita (see note 50 above)
but also refers to the Buddha having previously taught the existence of a self (atman), per-
son (pudgala) or some “essence” (dhatu) as only expediencies (see Ruegg 1977: 292).
Abhayakaragupta (eleventh-twelfth century; see Ruegg 1977; Kano 2016: 108-123), in his
Munimatalamkara, preserves close ties between (lathagatagarbha, dharmadhdtu, and ckayana
teachings, and (presumably following Kamalasila) quotes the SDS and its account of the
“death that is an inconceivable transformation” (Kano 2016: 110; see also 5.1n2, 5.4n53).
Jayananda (eleventh-twelfth century; see Kano 2016: 148-152), commenting on Candrakirti’s
Madhyamakavatarabhasya, explains both tathagatagarbha and the ekayanain terms of the ubiq-
uity of emptiness.
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CHAPTER 9

Recurring Themes and Motifs

At this stage we have dealt with all of the texts most relevant to the guiding
and intertwined themes of this study: the expression tathagatagarbha and
Buddhist discourse about the self, used in relation to either something
about the nature of sentient beings or, in some instances, the supermun-
dane status of a Buddha. An objective of the final part of this volume is to
defend its central thesis: that the expression tathagatagarbha was in the first
instance promoted as a Buddhist account of the self (reflected in works
addressed in part 1), and only after this was reimagined apart from its con-
tentious “atmavadin” heritage (evident in works addressed in part 2). While
chapter 1 presented some initial justification for this hypothesis—namely
the claim that the Mahaparinirvanamahdsitrais our best contender for ear-
liest source concerned with tathagatagarbha (see 1.3)—we will here review
other prominent themes that are common to constituent texts of the
tathagatagarbha corpus, and attend to how these support a reassessment of
the early trajectory of Buddha-nature teaching in India.

9.1 The Single Vehicle

Following Michael Radich (see 1.2-3), this study has taken the Mahapari-
nirvanamahasutra (MPNMS) to be our likely earliest source for the expression
tathagatagarbha and the teaching(s) for which it stands. One of the few texts
mentioned by name in the MPNMS, and with no lack of clarity about what
text is intended, is the Saddharmapundarika (SP), or frequently today called
simply the Lotus Sutra (see 2.1). At the heart of the SP is the Buddha’s reve-
lation that there exists only a single vehicle (ekayana), such that the “vehi-
cles” or soteriological pathways proper to the sravaka and pratyekabuddha—
commonly held to be distinct from that of the bodhisattva (i.e., the
Mahayana)—are in fact expediencies. Absent from older and more con-
ventional Buddhist thought (Mahayanist and otherwise), the ekayana is
a soteriological paradigm that imagines the Mahayana to be the single,
exhaustive vehicle in which the other vehicles of Buddhist teaching and
practice are included, and which aims to lead all sentient beings to the
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status of a Buddha.' The single vehicle is mentioned throughout the
Angulimaliyasutra (AMS; see, e.g., 3.7), whereas the *Mahabheriharakasutra
(MBhS) affirms commitment to the single vehicle and repeats at length
two parables found otherwise in the SP (see, e.g., 4.1). Material exclusive to
Dharmaksema’s version of the MPNMS (i.e., MPNMSP+), unlike the core
MPNMS, mentions the single vehicle frequently. All three of these texts,
proper to the “MPNMS-group” of sutras, exhibit some awareness of, or
debt to, the SP.

The Sﬂmdlddevisimhana’dasittm (SDS), for all of the differences observ-
able between its doctrine and the ideas of the MPNMS-group (see 5.2), is
also committed to the ekayana. The SDS refers repeatedly to the single ve-
hicle, and goes beyond the SP by articulating the manner in which arhats
and pratyekabuddhas continue to transmigrate—via “mind-made bodies”
(manomayakaya), experiencing “a death that is an incomprehensible trans-
formation” (acintya parinamiky cyuti)—up to the point at which they can
finally achieve the liberation of a Buddha (see 5.4). Meanwhile, the model
of a single nature of reality, or “nature/realm of dharmas” (ekadharmadhatu),
found in the Anunatvapurnatvanirdesaparivarta (AAN), understands all
sentient beings to have the same underlying nature as bodhisattvas and
Buddhas, so implicitly—though it is not mentioned—presumes the single
vehicle paradigm also (see 6.1). Finally, Michael Zimmermann has addressed
structural as well as doctrinal similarities between the Tathagatagarbhasitra
(TGS), previously held to be our oldest Buddha-nature source, and the SP
(see 6.2).2 Hence the core sutra literature of the tathagatagarbha tradition
acknowledges that if all sentient beings possess the nature of a Buddha,

1. A classic discussion of ekayana is Fujita 1975. Nattier (2007; also 2003: 174-176) con-
tests that there is little evidence that what I am calling the single vehicle paradigm was a
majority position among the authors of Mahayanist sitras, and certainly does not feature in
materials that represent our earliest sources for the Mahayana (e.g., Chinese translations
attributed to Lokaksema, or surviving Gandhari materials dated to the early Common Era).
It was more commonly the case that Mahayanist sutras took the nirvana of the arhat to be an
alternative achievement that the bodhisattva opts (and must take care) to avoid. See also
Kunst 1977; D. Wangchuk 2007: 111-121. Inscriptional evidence suggests gradual accep-
tance of what Nattier calls “bodhisattva universalism” (2003: 174-176), to which teaching
about a single vehicle is an obvious complement. The Govindnagar Brahmi inscription,
from near present-day Mathura and dated to the reign of the Kusana king Huveska/Huviska
(mid-second century, perhaps 153 CE), includes the wish that all sentient beings might at-
tain the knowledge of a Buddha (Schopen [1987] 2005), an expression that becomes more
prominent in inscriptions from the Gupta period (mid-third century) onward; see Ruegg
2004: 13-16. Itis also clear that exponents of the Madhyamaka tradition (perhaps Nagarjuna
himself; see note 22 below) accepted and defended the single vehicle paradigm, even if their
works do not make frequent reference to the SP itself (see 8.6, especially note 62).

2. Of particular note is a simile in the SP that would be at home in any of our
tathagatagarbha sources: a man may not know that he possesses a precious jewel in the hem of
his garment, and so is like the arhats who do not know that they have made vows—long
ago—to be bodhisattvas (SP 210.5-212.2; Kern 1884: 201-202). See also Zimmermann 1999:
161-165, especially note 48.
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then liberation must surely refer to the realization of precisely his status;
the status of an arhat or pratyekabuddha cannot be the end of any religious
career, if in each of these persons there remains still the dormant essence
or qualities of a fully realized Buddha.

Ties between the ekayana and tathdgatagarbha are visible in another
Indian sutra text that is worthy of passing consideration. This is the impres-
sively titled Bodhisattvagocaropayavisayavikurvananirdesa (sutra) (henceforth
BGVNS), which likely also circulated India under the title Satyakaparivar-
ta.” Our earliest version of the text is a Chinese translation produced by
Gunabhadra in the early fifth century (T.271), and our most detailed is the
Chinese of Bodhiruci #F#2iiiX from a century later (T.272, Dasazhe nig-
ianzisuo shuo jing KEEHEJEFz 1T 4E; henceforth BGVNSP).! The surpris-
ing “guest teacher” in the BGVNS (akin to Angulimala in the AMS, or
Queen Srimala in the SDS) is a non-Buddhist renunciant (nirgrantha) named
Satyaka, who is the same Satyaka (or Pali Saccaka) known from earlier
Buddhist discourses.” The BGVNS provides an enthusiastic espousal of single
vehicle teaching, and records that five hundred monks of the Sravakayana
who witnessed the Buddha’s teaching about it generated the aspiration for
complete awakening.® BGVNSP—that is, our longer recension of the text—
includes also several similes that describe the tathagatagarbha.” “Know that
amid the store of all afflictions and impurities there exists, calmly realized,
the nature of the Tathagata: like gold within stone; fire within wood; water
beneath the earth; yoghurt in milk; oil in hemp; a sprout within a seed;
riches within a treasury; an icon within a mold; a fetus within the womb;
the sun behind cloud. For this reason do I teach that within the body that
is afflicted there exists the tathagatagarbha.”™ Though not “core” material of
the BGVNS—that is, not common to all surviving versions of it—this curious
set of similes is reminiscent of Buddha-nature taught by the MPNMS-group,

3. Named in Santideva’s Sik;(isamuccaya, see Bendall [1897-1902] 1970: 165.17:
aryasatyake parivartle; see also Silk 2013: 158—-160. The BGVNS was also considered by Taka-
saki (1974: 254-274), and in association with the MPNMS-group of siutras.

4. We have also a Tibetan translation produced in the ninth century, the subject of a
study and English translation by Jamspal 2010; see also Silk 2013.

5. The Culasaccakasutta (MN.1.227) and Mahasaccakasutta (MN.1.237). In these Satyaka
is referred to as a nirgrantha but also as a panditavadin, something akin, perhaps, to a
sophist.

6. See, for example, BGVNS® 327a3-5; also (in Gunabhadra’s translation)
T.271(9)306a10-11. See also Takasaki 1974: 262-264.

7. Regarding other material unique to this version, see Zimmermann 2000.

8. BGVNS® 359a28-359b3: & M — UV EUHHA Y- F A WA MERGRI 2 . e s AR
s QIR GNFLAPE s JRRAR s SR A e B R el IR H . A2
U S P R

* T ZF =Yuan/Ming %
" T # = Yuan/Ming %

printed on 2/12/2023 1:57 AMvia . All use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

206 BUDDHA-NATURE RECONSIDERED

and evinces further that for Indian authors the ekayana and tathagatagarbha
were understood to be complementary teachings.’

But in contrast to these “ekayanist” sources, other works we have dis-
cussed either confront or develop Buddha-nature teaching at its intersec-
tion with the Yogacara-Vijnanavada tradition. As exemplified most clearly
in the Mahayanasutralamkara (MSA; see 6.3), the Yogacara-Vijhanavada
held to the principle that there exist three discrete vehicles of Buddhist
teaching and aspiration (of the sravakas, pratyekabuddhas, and bodhisattvas),
as well as individuals who have “no lineage” (agotra), that is, no capacity for
liberation, and so will never achieve any form of escape from rebirth at
all.' The Ratnagotravibhaga (RGV; i.e., the verse text) is ambiguous on this
issue: some verses certainly suggest an ekayana orientation (see 7.4), but a
verse preserved only in our Chinese version of the text (i.e., RGV; see 7.1)
acknowledges that there are three vehicles leading to three separate kinds
of liberation."' A commentarial verse of the RGV (1.41) refers to some sen-
tient beings as having no lineage at all (agotra)."” Finally, the prose
Ratnagotravibhagavyakhyd (RGVV)—no doubt the product of some later
author(s)—also mentions persons who are “not for nirvana” (see 7.3). A later
chapter of the RGVV also mentions the SP by name but states that the Bud-
dha delivered its content in order to convert to the Mahayana his disciples
who had entered the “path to peace” (santimarga), and so seems to under-
stand the ekayana to be a provisional teaching intended only for certain
audiences.'®

A still more complicated picture is visible in the Lankavatarasitra
(LAS). At the end of its second chapter (lines after the text has confronted
tathagatagarbha as something like an account of the self; see 8.2), the LAS
clarifies that the Buddha must teach three vehicles because there is no
fashion by which sravakas and pratyekabuddhas can attain liberation “by

9. A further curiosity is the Chinese Miaofa lianhua jing youbotishe WiF: 3 H HEAS P HL 47
(T.1519: *Saddharmapundarikasitropadesa), translated by Bodhiruci ¥#2#i3% and Tanlin
ZHK between 508/509 and 535 CE, and in another instance by Ratnamati and Senglang
&5 in 508 CE (the essentially identical Miaofa lianhua jing lun youbotishe W7l B4 G- HE A7,
T.1520; see Abbott 2013: 89-90; also 1985: 82-98). This is the only surviving commentary of
the SP that has any claim to Indian provenance. It teaches also about tathdgatagarbha; associ-
ates this with the dharmakaya (T.1519[26]6a12-13), with a nirvana that is permanent, quies-
cent, and changeless (9b17-18), and with the sattvadhatu (9b20-21); and moreover appears
to represent tathagatagarbha in terms of the *buddhadhatu (9al4: FAEAMYE). The com-
mentary is attributed to Vasubandhu, though does not exhibit any hallmarks of the
vijianavdda orientation that is characteristic of his widely accepted Mahayanist writings,
and instead teaches faithfully—and with some complexity—the single vehicle doctrine of
the SP. As we lack any solid evidence of its existence in India, it remains very possible that the
text is a Chinese creation. See also Takasaki 1974: 419; Abbott 1985: 102-108; Mochizuki
2017.

10. See 6.3nn41-42.

11. RGV® 813al7: lE=3EFEHE. See also Kano 2016: 36—37; also 259.

12. Johnston (1950) 1991: 36.8-9.

13. Ibid., 88.7-8.
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themselves.” The LAS then states that arhats and pratyekabuddhas have not
comprehended absence of self in all dharmas, nor achieved “the death that
is an inconceivable transformation” (acintyaparinamacyuti). This is the
mode of rebirth described also in the SDS, and proper to those who have
achieved limited freedom from the bonds of transmigration (see 5.4), but
who according to the LAS are yet to realize “the power of the inconceivable
dharmakaya (acintyadharmakayavasa),” and so full awakening.* This may
seem to endorse a form of teaching about the single vehicle, but verses of
the LAS (2.201-204) pose something of a contradiction: the Buddha ex-
plains that talk of vehicles, at all, is expedient.

I speak of the vehicles of the gods (devas), of the brahma gods and also
those of the sravaka, the Tathagata and pratyekalbuddha) (201), but there
is no completion of any vehicle so long as the mind continues to operate;
when the mind ceases to do so there is no vehicle, nor any who rides in it
(202)! There is no establishment of any vehicles, hence do I speak of the
one vehicle;'® for the sake of leading those who are ignorant, I speak of
different vehicles (203).

There are then three [kinds of] liberation, and all dharmas are with-
out self; knowledge and afflictions are said to be of the same nature, and
are abandoned when one is liberated (204).16

The LAS goes so far as to present a “five vehicle” model of Buddhist teach-
ing, extending to those who follow the “vehicles” for gods (devas) and great-
er deities still (brahmans), which may have struck audiences as irregular (see
also 9.6 below)."” Here and elsewhere the LAS criticizes unnecessary argu-
ment over the number of vehicles taught by the Buddha, and privileges a
“no vehicle” teaching that is proper to those who understand all things to

14. Nanjio 1923: 134.3-15. Compare LAS“' 497b9-22; LAS“? 540a7-21; LAS® 607al4-
a27; LAS" D.107, 108b4-109a2; Q.775, 119b8-120a6.

15. I here alter Nanjio’s edition yanabhedam to yanam ekam, which agrees with the read-
ing of all Chinese and Tibetan translation of the passage, and indeed makes better sense in
the verse. See the next note for full references.

16. Nanjio 1923: 134.16-135.7: devayanam brahmayanam Ssravakiyam tathaiva ca /
tathagatam ca pratyekam yanan etan vadamy aham // yananam nasti vai nistha yavac cittam pravar-
tate / citte tu vai paravrite na yanam na ca yaninah // yanavyavasthanam naivasti yanam ekam*
vadamy aham / parikarsanartham balanam yanabhedam vadamy aham // vimuktayas tatha tisro
dharmanairatmyam eva ca / samatajianaklesakhya vimuktya te vivarjitah //

* See previous note.
Compare LAS®' 497b23-497cl; LAS® 540a22-29; LAS® 607a28-608b6; LAS"
D.107, 109a2-4; Q.775, 120a6-8. D. Wangchuk (2007: 116) relates this material to a passage
of the Aksayamatinirdesasitra.

17. See also D. Wangchuk 2007: 116, 119-120. Regarding “no vehicle” teaching, see
Ruegg 2004: 9, 57-58n103. Though not reflected in our translations, it is also plausible that
the Indian LAS intended deva in the sense of royalty, and/or brahman in the sense of
Brahmanas.
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be mind-only."”® And yet the verses of the LAS translated above also tell us,
in accordance with its Yogacara-Vijnanavada leanings, that it still accepted
discrete forms of liberation."

The gotra model of Buddhist soteriology holds that only some beings
can attain complete awakening, some only lower forms of liberation (of the
arhat or pratyekabuddha), that others are “undetermined” in their capaci-
ties, and that some are destined to transmigrate forever. Though in its sys-
tematized form this teaching is associated with the Yogacara-Vijnanavada
tradition, it also underpins the more conventional “three vehicle” (triyana)
model of liberation(s) presumed by earlier Mahayanist sources.?” Indeed,
the SP presented its account of the ekayana as a radical and challenging
reimagination of Buddhist soteriology (see 9.2, below) and while its new
paradigm seems to have been a minority position in (surviving) Mahayanist
suitras, it seems to have been a pronounced influence upon the tathaga-
tagarbha tradition.?'

The fact that most “true” tathagatagarbha sitras—the MPNMS, AMS,
MBhS, SDS, AAN, and TGS—all exhibit at least some influence by the
SP requires further consideration. We should first attend to what distin-
guishes the ekayana from teaching about Buddha-nature. The revelation of
the ekayana by the SP addresses the status of the sr@vaka (including anyone
who may have been considered to be an arhat). The SP promises that all
sentient beings who have accepted Buddhist dharma, in some form or
other, are already on the singular path toward attaining the liberation
proper to a Buddha;* its provocative position is that non-Mahayana

18. For example, Nanjio 1923: 65.11-12 (v.2.131); also 62.2—4.

19. Ibid., 63-65; also D. T. Suzuki 1930: 358-361. The LAS also mentions icchantikas,
and identifies them as persons who have abandoned all of the roots of wholesome activity
(sarvakusalamilotsarga) but who can, under the influence of the Buddha, find their way back
on track toward some mode of liberation from rebirth (Nanjio 1923: 65.17-66.9).

20. See 9.1n1.

21. This is not to ignore other types of Mahayanist literature—that is, works not pre-
sented as discourses by the Buddha—that show commitment to, or at least awareness of,
teaching about the single vehicle. A fascinating example of this is the Ratnavalz, traditionally
attributed to Nagarjuna (c. second century), which instructs that “because it is not easy to
comprehend the intentional/allusional (abhisandhi) speech of the Buddha, with equanimity
guard yourself from speech regarding the single vehicle and the three vehicles (Tucci 1936:
251 [v.4.88]: tathagatabhisandhyoktany asukham jnatum ity atah / ekayanatriyanoktad atma raksya
upeksaya //). This may not demonstrate the author’s approval of the ekayana (a mark of later
Madhyamika authors; see 8.6), but does acknowledge two different models of Buddhist sote-
riology. Other evidence of Buddha-nature thinking in work attributed to Nagarjuna has been
observed in the Niraupamyastava (Mitrikeski 2009), a text that accepts that there is only a sin-
gle vehicle (v.21), that the Buddha’s parinirvana was only a docetic show, and that the Bud-
dha’s (true) body is permanent (nitya), lasting (dhruva), and tranquil (siva) (v.22); see Tucci
1932; also Harrison 1982: 224; Shimoda 1994: 25-26. See also 10.2n7. Regarding the matter
of what works may or may not have been composed by Nagarjuna, see Ruegg 1981: 9-50.

22.SP 81.11-82.1; Kern 1884: 81-82. The Buddha clarifies that he does not teach differ-
ent modes of liberation but leads all sentient beings to the parinirvana proper to a Buddha.
See also SP 90.7-10 (v.3.90-91); Kern 1884: 88-89.
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Buddhists—sravakas, or those of the “lesser vehicle” (Hinayana)—are still
“passengers” of the Mahayana, the Buddha’s teachings aimed at the
achievement of complete awakening.? Teaching about Buddha-nature
provides something of a doctrinal buttress for this new paradigm: if all
sentient beings—animals, deities, and indeed rivals to the Buddha’s teachings
(i.e., tirthikas)—possess the nature of a Buddha, then this all-encompass-
ing Mahayana, which aims to lead every sentient being to the status of a
Buddha, by innumerable kinds of teachings, should extend to all of them.*

Though the MPNMS does not refer to the single vehicle directly, it
both mentions the SP by name and otherwise shares the kind of docetic
Buddhology promoted by it (see 1.3, also 10.2). Both texts promote the view
that Buddha Sékyamuni exceeds what is seen of him in the world, and only
projects events of his life—his final birth, (apparent) awakening, teaching,
and death—in conformity with the world (lokanuvartana) in order to in-
struct sentient beings. The absence of any mention of the single vehicle
paradigm in the MPNMS is curious: although the MPNMS refers to sravakas,
pratyekabuddhas, and Buddhas as all having the same essential nature
(dhatu), we are not told what becomes of the arhat—having achieved the
goal of the Sravakayana teaching—who has not yet realized his Buddha-
nature.” The notion of a single vehicle—which understands that the arhat
can and must progress further toward the status of a Buddha—would be
a logical complement to this idea, and indeed the AMS, MBhS, and SDS
(as well as material added to the core MPNMS, i.e., MPNMSP+) all actively
promote the ekayana by name. This gives the impression that it was only
after the production of the MPNMS, and perhaps the very invention of the
expression tathagatagarbha, that a full marriage of these two teachings took
place; the prospect that anyone can be directed toward the liberation of a
Buddha is confirmed by the revelation that they all, already, possess what is
essential to him.

Another important corollary of there being only a single vehicle is that
there can in the end be only one definitive type of liberation; the ekayana does
not simply belittle the supposed liberation of the arhat but denies that such

23. See Nattier 1997; Hubbard 1995: 128-132, both in response to the unpersuasive
reading of the SP that it approves—rather than condescends to—teachings proper to the
Sravakayana tradition. See also Kunst 1977: 816-317.

24. This relates also to the Buddha’s use of his profound “skill in means” (upayakausalya)
when teaching (see, e.g., Pye 2003), a prominent theme in the SP but less visible in the
tathagatagarbha literature, in which there is a greater focus on the fact that the Buddha’s
teachings can be cryptic and may even appear to contradict one another (see 9.2 below).

25. This undifferentiated nature is explained at MPNMSF 895a20-b15; MPNMSP
422¢20-423b1; MPNMST §520-523. Of these, MPNMSP alone (423a2-3) takes this nature to
be a challenge to the idea of three vehicles, so that “all arhats will attain mahaparinirvana”
(423223-24: FHBTZRVER B S /2 KIES). A Sanskrit fragment that preserves some of this ma-
terial (no. 22.8) reflects what Habata (2019: 170-171) reconstructs as tathagata{h}pratyekabud
dhasravakabodhisatvadhatunirnnaln]akaranam (the lack of distinction between the essence
[dhatu] that is proper to Tathagata, pratyekabuddha, sravaka and bodhisattva).
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a thing truly exists.? In full accord with this alternative soteriological par-
adigm, the Buddha-nature idea presents a distinctive model of what it
means to achieve liberation, such that all sentient beings are reimagined to
have some dormant awakened nature that requires—through diligent
practice—cleansing from innumerable (but adventitious) afflictions. The
revelation of this nature, and the discovery of a distinctively Buddhist “self”
hidden beneath afflictions, becomes the Buddha’s definitive account of
how liberation should be understood, such that prior teaching about
nirvana(s), or other talk about liberation besides (see 10.4), can be consid-
ered expedient articulations of what is taught by the ekayana, or otherwise
the single and exhaustive account of how any sentient beings can achieve
release from rebirth.

We proceed having established one simple fact: that teachings about
the tathagatagarbha and about the single vehicle appear to have been inter-
twined in the development of Mahayanist sutra literature. Though later
works of the tathagatagarbha corpus—namely the RGVV and LAS, both in-
fluenced by the Yogacara-Vijnanavada tradition—exhibit commitment to
the older three vehicle model of liberation(s), earlier texts concerned with
Buddha-nature embrace a soteriological paradigm that was likely first pro-
moted by the SP. Liberation, from this perspective, is of only one kind: it is the
realization of what is proper to every sentient being—sravaka, bodhisattva,
or otherwise—and which prefigures the status of complete awakening that
is embodied in a Buddha.

9.2 “Cryptic” Utterances

Another important theme ties the SP not to the tathdgatagarbha corpus as a
whole but specifically to the MPNMS-group that includes likely its earliest
constituent text(s). The SP refers to the single vehicle as the Buddha’s ex-
planation of his samdhabhasya, a tricky expression that intends some refer-
ence to the meaning or purpose behind the Buddha’s pronouncements
that is not transparently clear, hence his use of what can be called “cryp-
tic,” “secretive,” “oblique,” or “allusive” utterances.?” In Sanskrit fragments

” «

26. As expressed in the SP and its parable of the magically conjured city (SP 187.4—
189.11; Kern 1884: 181-183), which is repeated in the MBhS (see 4.5n50).

27. See, for example (in its first occurrence), SP 34.2-5; also, for example, ibid., 39.9—
11; 59.3-6 (where we find samdhavacana). Otherwise SP verses 3.36-37 (ibid., 70.5-8), in
which samdhabhdasya refers to the Buddha’s prediction of buddhahood for the arhat
Sariputra, or later (ibid., 199.1-4) where Pirna reflects on predictions made about other
arhats, and so has heard “the explanation of the Buddha’s samdhabhasya.” Elsewhere the SP
relates use of samdhabhasya to the Buddha’s “secret” (ibid., 233.11-13: nigudha). Kern (e.g.,
1884: 35,59, 70, 121) translates this expression in terms of “the mystery(s) of the Tathagata(s).”
See also Ruegg 1989b: 309-310. Another informative reference to samdhabhasya is in the
Vimalakirtinirdesasutra, in which the Buddha is said to appear to practice fraudulence and
boastfulness (kuhanalapana), but he is instead worthy of praise due to his skill-in-means
(upayakausalya) and his proficiency in the use of cryptic utterance (samdhabhasyakusala;
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of the MPNMS we find repeated reference to the Buddha having just
expounded his sandhavacana, which (together with the synonymous
samdhabhasya) features frequently throughout the SP.** In the SP the truth
of the Buddha’s teaching, to which his uses of samdhabhasya enigmatically
direct, is the single vehicle. In the MPNMS the equivalent revelations are
the permanence of the Buddha and the ubiquity of Buddha-nature in all
sentient beings—truths not heard before, but revealed now to be that to
which the Buddha has been skillfully leading his disciples, in accordance
with their dispositions, all along.*’

The MBS declares that the “cryptic utterance” of the Buddha (yin-
fushuo FE7ERL; dgongs pa’i tshig: *sandhavacana) refers to his permanent
existence beyond his apparent parinirvana (see 4.1). The AMS is more cre-
ative still, and refers repeatedly to cryptic teaching/utterances (mijiao %
H; ldem po ngag: *sandhavacana) that express somewhat codedly what a
learned audience should draw from the dharma.?” For example (and rath-
er perversely), we saw earlier that Angulimala takes “what the Buddha did
not discern” among sentient beings to mean not simply the absence of any
worldly notion of the self but also the presence of the tathagatagarbha (see
3.2). Such an interpretation could not have been known to Angulimala’s
interlocutor, Purna—nor, surely, to any real-world audience of the AMS—
until its proclamation by Angulimala. Perhaps the most colorful example

Taisho University 2006: 77 (46a7), two traits central to the revelatory tone of the SP, and the
notion that the meaning or purpose behind some of the Buddha’s pronouncements is not so
clear to his audience.

28. See Hoernle 1916: 95; also Takasaki 1974: 770-771; Habata 2019: 160-161; also
2009: 580 (concerning Sanskrit fragment no. 21.2, which Habata reconstructs to include
“(mah)as(u)tre samdhavacanam srutva”). Other occurrences of this expression—collated by
Radich (2015a: 177-192)—are discussed in greater detail by Habata (2019: 154-155, 160—
161), whose hypothesis (supported by MPNMS fragment no. 20.5, also no. 21.2) is that
sandhavacana is used in the sense of “salvific speech” (“die heilvollen Worte”), referring to
that which is “beneficial/wholesome” (kalyana), and relates to the use of medicinal meta-
phor that runs through the MPNMS. See also note 34 below.

29. In MPNMS-dhk (i.e., in material concerned with the permanence of the Buddha)
the Buddha’s sandhavacana constitutes secret (guhya) entries into the dharma, comparable
to a physician’s range of medicinal treatments (see Habata 2007: 74-75, concerning Sanskrit
fragment no. 12, which corresponds to, for example, MPNMS" §166). Regarding the preva-
lent use of medicinal metaphor in the MPNMS, see Habata 1989; 2019: 27-38.

In MPNMS-tg sandhdavacana refers to the Buddha’s teachings about permanence (e.g.,
MPNMSF 886a5-10; MPNMSP 410c5-11; MPNMS' §397), to contradictions between monas-
tic instructions (e.g., MPNMSF 878¢16-29; MPNMSP® 410c4-17; MPNMS' §323), but also—
crucially—the existence of the self, in spite of the Buddha having previously taught atlength
about absence of self (e.g., MPNMSF 883¢29-884a7; MPNMSP 408b27-c3; MPNMS' §383.1-
13: translated above, see chapter 2.4). Regarding these passages, see also Radich 2015a:
193-194.

30. T. Suzuki (1999a) argues that this is an innovation of the AMS: that many of the
Buddha’s earlier utterances are characterized by different instances of *samdhabhasya, such
that, for example, “absence of self” has the “hidden meaning” that is precisely the presence
of the tathagatagarbha. See also Kano 2000: 70; 2016: 4n11.
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of this trope in the AMS, relating again to the Mahayana as a single vehi-
cle, runs as follows: “In the discourses of the exalted Buddha are taught
innumerable cryptic utterances (*sandhavacana): in these there is [only] a
single path; the Tathagata is the pursuit of a single vehicle, a single refuge,
a single truth; a single nature (khams: *dhatu), a single progress, a single
countenance. For this reason there is said to be a single vehicle; the others
are strategies (thabs: upaya).”® It is beyond reasonable doubt that the texts
proper to the MPNMS-group, in their Indic forms, employed some varia-
tion of the Sanskrit “samdha/sandha-bhasya/vacana”; in each instance the
sense is that the meaning or intention behind some of the Buddha’s teach-
ings are not transparent to his audience. While Chinese translations of
these texts seem to understand the Buddha to have been strategically “hid-
ing” something (yinfu [&78; mi %), Tibetan translations lean toward the
sense that what the Buddha teaches is “allusive” (e.g., dgongs pa’i tshigs; ldem
po ngag). However, in each instance the Buddha reveals some truth that
was not already explicit or even knowable, and that sits—like the single
vehicle that is “revealed” by the SP—in undeniable tension with the dhar-
ma as it had so far been received.”® Likely related to this motif is the aware-
ness throughout all three texts of the MPNMS-group that their teachings
will be opposed or challenged, and that a bodhisattva who promotes
tathagatagarbha will face difficult opposition for daring to do so. We can
safely assume that the Buddha-nature idea—especially presented as the
Buddha’s account of the self—would have been contentious, and that its
tension with teachings about absence of self could be permissible only if
the tathagatagarbha constituted some “secret” that the Buddha reveals just
to certain audiences who were ready to receive it.**

31. AMS"' D.213, 169a6-7; Q.879.48, 176a8-bl: sangs rgyas bcom ldan das ni mdo sde mtha’
yas pa ldem po ngag tu ston pa’o // di ni lam geig po ste / de bzhin gshegs pa ni theg pa gcig / skyabs gcig
/ bden pa geig gi phyir brang ba / khams gcig pa / ‘gro geig pa / kha dog gcig pa ste / de bas na theg pa
gcig ces bya’o // gzhan ni thabs kyi bya ba’o // Compare AMS® 532b8-12.

32. Blum’s 2013 translation of MPNMSP translates this as “recondite speech.” Hoernle
(1916, following Kern apropos of the SP; see note 28 above) refers to “mysterious sayings.”

33. For more regarding this terminology, see Ruegg 1989b. Though Sanskrit expres-
sions such as samdhaya frequently understand the Buddha to employ “oblique” or “inten-
tional” utterances (see, for example, text in 2.6n120), this does not do justice to the sense in
the MPNMS (and SP; see note 28 above) that the Buddha’s sandhavacana (perhaps a more
technical expression) entails something close to a secret (Tib. gsang ba: Skt. guhya), and
marks some tension between what the Buddha ostensibly taught (e.g., three vehicles; not-
self) and the explanation that comes as something of a surprise to his audience (one vehicle;
Buddha-nature). See especially MPNMS" §219-221 (with corresponding material at
MPNMS' 872a25-b7; MPNMSP 390b15—-c24), which confronts the implication that the Bud-
dha seems to have withheld teachings from his disciples in a manner comparable to an illu-
sionist. See also Radich 2015a: 193-197.

34. Hodge (2010/2012: 48—60) has suggested that the tathagatagarbha content of the
MPNMS was initially some kind of esoteric doctrine, and not for audiences that would be
unable to appreciate the revelation of a Buddhist self; see also 10.3. Itis notable that the one
mention of the tathagatagarbha in the Mahameghasutra—the fourth text (though likely not
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However we interpret this motif, the issue of the Buddha’s use of “cryp-
tic” speech—his intentions not being clear to ignorant audiences—is
found throughout the SP and MPNMS-group but is otherwise conspicuously
absent from other tathagatagarbha works, making no discernable appearance
in surviving forms of the SDS, AAN, TGS, or RGV(V). Though the SDS
states that tathagatagarbha is something difficult for its audience to grasp,
neither the Buddha nor Srimala refer to use of “samdha-" utterances, let
alone anything “hidden” from earlier audiences.”™ What is presented in the
MPNMS as new, mysterious, and clearly contentious is for the SDS no less
difficult to comprehend, but not quite so novel as to warrant the same reve-
latory tone. With this in mind, if the SDS did predate the notion that the
tathagatagarbha was in any way something “secret,” or expressed cryptically
by the Buddha in order to accord with the understanding of its audience, it
would be hard to imagine why any later text would introduce the air of mys-
tery that we encounter throughout the MPNMS-group. Itis therefore much
more likely—as I have argued above (e.g., 5.2—3)—that the MPNMS-group
of sutras reflects an earlier understanding of the tathagatagarbha, whereas
the authors of the SDS strove to reinvent tathagatagarbha away from its evi-
dently problematic, explicitly atmavadin form.

The air of revelation in the MPNMS-group supports closer ties still
between these works and the SP, but also a distance between these and the
SDS, in which tathagatagarbha appears to have been reimagined away from
an earlier, more controversial context.”® In place of any account of the
Buddha’s use of cryptic utterances, the SDS, AAN, and RGVV all affirm
that acceptance of the tathagatagarbha requires faith (sraddha), testament
still to the sense that this teaching is difficult for audiences to compre-
hend, even ifitis not so clearly an affront to prior Buddhist teaching about,
for example, absence of self.*” In spite of its still challenging character, all
three of these later texts evince a reconciliation between the expression

latest; see T. Suzuki 2001) of the MPNMS-group—occurs just after fleeting mention of the
Buddha’s “secret” (e.g., Ch. T.387[12]1102b19-21: mizang %j; Tib. D.232, 195a6-7: gsang ba),
in what appears to be an allusion to more sustained discussion of this topic in other litera-
ture (perhaps the MPNMS).

35. Regarding a trace of this language preserved in the SDS, see 5.1n10.

36. Radich (2015a: 47n90) identifies that a possibly related and very relevant text may
be the Tathagataguhyasitra, first translated into Chinese by Dharmaraksa *£7%i#, c. 280 CE
text refer to the Buddha’s “secret(s)” (miyao #4%: *guhya) and his body that is “like diamond
(vajra)” (310[11]55a29-b9), as well as—with echoes of the Tathagatotpattisambhavanirdesa
(see 7.2n29)—the pervasiveness of the Buddha’s knowledge (*buddhajiiana) in the bodies of
sentient beings (65c20: W% AFK £ 7). Regarding reference to the Tathagataguhyasitra
in the LAS, see Takasaki (1982) 2014: 133-134. The relation of this text to the Buddha-nature
tradition requires further attention.

37. Regarding “faith” in the SDS, see, for example, SDS®! 222a21-22. Regarding the
AAN, see Silk 2015b: 92 (§10ii). Regarding the RGV(V), see Johnston (1950) 1991: 74.1-2
(v.1.153). See also Zimmermann 2014a: 522-525.
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tathagatagarbha and more widely accepted Buddhist teachings, including
those that concern the intrinsically pure nature of the mind.

9.3 The Intrinsically Pure Mind

We have observed that the SDS, AAN, RGV(V), and LAS all understand
tathagatagarbha in terms of the intrinsically pure mind (prakrtiparisuddhacitta),
or the mind that is intrinsically luminous (prakrtiprabhasvaracitta).*® This
category dates back to early discourses preserved, for example, in the
Anguttaranikaya of the Pali canon, which contrast the intrinsic luminosity
of the mind to afflictions that are adventitious to it (AN.1.70).%° The same
notion appears in earlier Mahayanist sources, for example, in passing, in
the Astasahasrika-prajiaparamita,*® as well as in other, more developed lit-
erature such as the Suvikrantavikramipariprccha-prajiaparamita,* as well as
a host of other sitras, including several that are quoted, at some length, by
the RGVV.*? An association between Buddha-nature and the fundamental
nature of the mind is quite natural; both are usually contrasted with the
myriad vices or afflictions (klesas)—passion, aversion, delusion, and so
on—that are the enemies of Buddhist practice.* It is, however, revealing
that the TGS and the works of the MPNMS-group, which likely reflect an
older mode of Buddha-nature thinking, make virtually no mention of the
mind in something like its “natural” state, and even then do not ever privi-
lege this as an explanation of to what the expression tathagatagarbha must
refer.

Approval for an association between these two teachings is found in
the SDS, which mentions the pure mind at the end of its account of the
tathagatagarbha, and reflects on the twin mysteries of its existence (apart
from normal mental functions) and the manner in which this mind be-
comes tainted with afflictions (see 5.2). While the SDS does not explicitly
identify the pure mind with the tathagatagarbha, the sense that both are
plagued by afflictions would leave no audience in any doubt that these are
two perspectives on the same teaching. The AAN repeats the identification

38. Regarding how these expressions were rendered in Chinese translation (without
clear distinction between them), see Silk 2015b: 135-140.

39. See also Analayo 2017. Perhaps the most thorough discussion of the luminous
mind—its basis in sutraliterature and development in later Buddhist works—remains Ruegg
1969: 409-437; see also Takasaki 1974: 704-721; Radich 2016: 256-262, 268—279.

40. Vaidya 1960: 3.18.

41. Hikata 1958: 85.15-86.13; for further sources, see Radich 2016: 270.

42. The RGVV draws from the Sagaramatipariprecha (T.397[13]67b5-74c10, text num-
ber 5) and Gaganaganjapariprccha (T.397[13]1122a3-128a2, text number 8); see Takasaki
1966: 34-35; 1974: 673-704. Interpretation of tathagatagarbha in the RGVV in terms of the
intrinsically pure mind was an important feature of the text’s interpretation by the eleventh-
century Kashmiri master Sajjana, regarding whom see Kano 2016: 135-139, 154, 211-228.

43. See, for example, Zimmerman 2002: 294. Regarding these in Pali tradition, see
Harvey 1995: 166-168.
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of tathagatagarbha with the intrinsically pure mind but is even more con-
cerned with tathagatagarbha as a designator for the single (eka-), or indeed
“pure” (visuddha) dharmadhatu, that is, the single reality or “nature/realm
of dharmas” common to both transmigrating and liberated beings. This
identification is crucial for the AAN, and—in accordance with its preoc-
cupation with “reality” properly conceived—may reflect a subtly different
take on tathagatagarbha as some metaphysical basis to different modes of
being (see 6.1).

Otherwise the mind that is intrinsically pure is a key element of early
verses in the composition of the RGV; as far back as one of its basic root
verses (1.149, at the beginning of “String B”: see 7.2) the RGV identifies the
(buddha) dhatu with the intrinsically stainless mind (cittaprakrtivaimalya).
The commentarial RGVV develops this at some length, and uses a number
of other Mahayanist sutras—associated with the *Mahdsamnipata collection
of texts—to flesh out the manner in which tathagatagarbha must refer to
the intrinsically pure mind, thatis, a notion familiar from wider Mahayanist
teaching.** The position of the LAS is more developed still: the identifica-
tion of the tathagatagarbha with the mind—pivotal in the SDS—opens the
door to a full-throated equation of the tathagatagarbha with the dalaya-
vijiana, the subliminal stratum of consciousness taught in the Yogacara-
Vijnanavada tradition, which must run across successive lives (see 8.3).

In contrast to all of this, the texts of the MPNMS-group show little or
no interest in Buddha-nature understood in mentalistic terms. Neither the
MPNMS nor MBhS make any clear reference to Buddha-nature in terms of
the intrinsically pure mind. This should not, given what we have seen oth-
erwise, surprise us; for these texts, the tathagatagarbha constitutes the presence
of the corporeal essence of the Buddha somehow “within” one’s person,
language that does not so easily describe something “mental.” Though
both the MPNMS and AMS critique the search for the tathagatagarbha in
the physical body (see 2.3-4, 3.3—4), it is clear that this is taught as some-
thing like an essential component of a sentient being, and exists in some
imperceptible opposition to the “heaps” of experience (skandhas), physical
elements (dhatus), and—most frequently—afflictions of character that
obscure it.*

One very intriguing mention of the pure mind does feature, rather
fleetingly, in the AMS. However, close attention to this material suggests
agreement with neither the SDS nor RGV(V). At one pointin the AMS, the
Buddha explains to the bodhisattva Manjusri the cryptic meaning (see 9.2

44. Ruegg 1969: 417-424; see also note 39 above.

45. I tentatively suggest that the texts of the MPNMS-group do not present afflictions—
desire, anger, delusion, etcetera—as strictly mental phenomena so much as afflictions of char-
acter. The difference is on one level trivial, but the datmavddin mode of tathagatagarbha
teaching wants for an end to afflictions without focusing on their presence “in the mind,”
and attends instead to the obscuration of the superlative character, and accompanying ac-
tivities, of a future Buddha.
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above) of two plausibly famous verses, preserved in the Dhammapada, which
the AMS understands must refer to the mind that is intrinsically pure (zixing
qingjingyi BVEIFIREL yid rang bzhin gyis dag pa: *cittaprakytivisuddhi). The
first verse cited is clearly the second verse of the Dhammapada, which states
that happiness accompanies “like a shadow” whoever thinks and acts in a
pure fashion.*® The Buddha states that this teaching was for the benefit of
the Srévakayéna—that is, pursuit of the status of an arhat—and that the
mind that is intrinsically pure refers to the tathagatagarbha.*’ The mind
without afflictions, we are told, reveals one’s own true nature (*atmadhatu;
see 3.2); when a bodhisattva performs the actions of a Buddha, he “sees the
tathagatagarbha” in the actions of the bodhisattva, “like a shadow.™® The
Buddha then clarifies the very first verse of the Dhammapada, which reflects
on how suffering follows those who are wicked in the fashion that the
wheels of an ox-cart follow the ox; the cryptic referent, we are told, is the
tathagatagarbha and its acquisition of afflictions.*

In both instances the AMS takes the purity of the mind to refer to the
tathagatagarbha, the inverse of what seems to be the position of the SDS.
In the AMS the intrinsically pure mind is presented as something that was
taught for the benefit of sravakas, and with reference to a text (the Dham-
mapada) representative of earlier or “mainstream” Buddhist teachings,
whereas the audience of the AMS should know that this in fact refers to the
Buddha’s cryptic meaning that is revealed now, to those who are superior,
in the Mahayana. Hence it is quite possible that the authors of the AMS
knew of a mentalistic interpretation of tathagatagarbha exhibited in works
such as the SDS (see 5.4) but did not approve this interpretation, and
taught instead that an account of the intrinsic purity of the mind is super-
seded by revelation of the tathagatagarbha, or otherwise the enduring nature
of a Buddha ready to act in the world, as affirmed in its own lines.

In summary, interpretation of the tathagatagarbha in terms of the in-
trinsic purity of the mind, or indeed some stratum or undercurrent of the
mind that runs through successive births, does not seem to belong to our
earliest articulations of Buddha-nature teaching.” By contrast, the Buddha-
nature idea articulated in the language of the MPNMS-group is a quite dif-
ferent thing: the abiding essence of the Buddha—otherwise one’s true

46. Dhammapada v.2 (von Hinlber and Norman 1994: 1): manopubbargama dhamma
manosettha manomayd, manasa ce pasannena bhéasati va karoti va tato nam sukham anveti chaya’va
anapayini.

47. AMSC 540a3—4: JRRRIRBLILA . HHH UG 7 APEHTRE, ZWAGE. Com-
pare AMS™ D.213, 194b5-7; Q.879, 202a3—4.

48. AMS® 540a4-8. Compare AMS" D.213, 194b5-7; Q.879, 202a4-6.

49. AMS® 540a9-17. Compare AMS" D.213, 194b7-195a3; Q.879, 202a4-bl; see also
Dhammapadav.l (von Hintiber and Norman 1994: 1).

50. Regarding some accounts of what happens to the mind after its purification, with
reference to the *amalavijnana or “stainless consciousness” that is developed in works associ-
ated with Paramartha, see Frauwallner 1951; Radich 2016.
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self—that resides enigmatically “within” the constitution of a sentient
being, and surpasses anything taught to followers of the Sravakayana, or
mainstream Buddhist tradition.

9.4 “Sarvalokapriyadarsana”

Another curious feature common to the SP, AMS, and MBhS is the appear-
ance of a bodhisattva whose name translates as something like “A Sight
Dear to All Sentient Beings.” In the SP this is Sarvasattvapriyadarsana,
but in both the AMS and MBhS he seems to be *Sarvalokapriyadarsana
(e.g., AMS — VI Jig rten thams cad kyis blta na sdug pa; MBhS —J1H ]
855 Jjig rten thams cad kyis mthong na dga’ ba). In the SP, Sarvasattva-
priyadarsana is first used as the name of a Buddha—the future awakened
form of the Buddha’s stepmother, Mahaprajapati—but in a later chapter is
also the name of a bodhisattva who had revered a previous Buddha by
setting himself alight; a superlative offering that acquired for him a tre-
mendous quantity of merit.”

In the AMS, *SarvalokapriyadarsSana is the birth name given to the
Brahmana who becomes a notorious killer and adopts the mantle
Angulimala.”® At the end of the text Angulimala is revealed to be a strate-
gic creation by a Buddha who resides in a distant world, who is named
“Superior Great Exertion, the Sight of Whom Is Dear to All the World,”
perhaps *Sarvalokapriyadarsana-Abhyudgatamahavirya.®* This revelatory
climax to the AMS associates Angulimala’s (displayed) birth name—perhaps
one that was very meaningful to some Indian audiences—with allusion to
the idealized bodhisattva’s superhuman toil if (s)he is ever to ascend to
the status of a Buddha, a theme common to both the AMS and to the self-
immolation episode of the SP.

Meanwhile in the MBhS *Sarvalokapriyadarsana is a young bodhisattva
from the high-born Licchavi clan, who alone among the Buddha’s congre-
gation is able to see and ensnare the insidious deity Mara hiding among
the assembly.” The Buddha predicts that in the final eighty years of the
dharma’s presence in the world, the MBhS will be proclaimed and defended
by this same bodhisattva, who will be born and reign as a king in “the
South.”® The same figure appears in similar circumstances in the

51. See Takasaki 1974: 295-296; T. Suzuki 1996b; 1999b; Hodge 2006; Radich 2015a:
199-202 (especially 199n481).

52. SP 268.6—-269.5, then later 404.9-415.9; also Kern 1884: 255-258, 376-379; Benn
2009.

53. See, for example, AMS® 512b16-18.

54. AMSC 543a18 (—YIHHRIZEEL FRE); AMST D.213, 204a2; Q.879, 211b7-8 (jig rten
thams cad mthong na dga’ ba mngon par phags pa brtson pa chen po).

55. MBhS® 298b24-299a12; MBhS™ D.222, 11825-125b4; Q.888, 124a2-132b3.

56. See 4.5n66. The prophecy of the MBhS specifically is a focus of Dol po pa’s RC
(Hopkins 2006: 182-184).
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Mahameghasiutra, the fourth text of the MPNMS-group, otherwise absent
from this study due to its relative lack of interest in teachings about
Buddha-nature.”” Though no figure by this name appears in the MPNMS,
Stephen Hodge (2006) has argued that a mysterious bodhisattva “of the
family of Mahakasyapa” may be a coded reference to *Sarvalokapriya-
darsana also.

Hodge’s further argument—developed also by Michael Radich—is
that the name *SarvalokapriyadarSana ties the prophecy complex common
to the MPNMS-group (in which the dharma disappears seven hundred
years after the Buddha’s parinirvana) to the reign of the Satavahana dy-
nasty, in the second century of the Common Era, and in the Andhra re-
gion of South India (see also 10.2).%® There is otherwise an argument that
this figure may be a reference to the philosopher Nagarjuna, who has long
been associated with the Satavahanas in this period.” Whether or not
*Sarvalokapriyadarsana was intended to allude to a real-world personage,
and perhaps someone still known to modern scholarship, the fleeting but
perhaps at one time significant mention of this figure throughout the
MPNMS-group evinces further ties between these sutras and, prior to
them, the SP.

9.5 Emptiness and Nonemptiness

Another recurring theme that we encounter throughout the tathagatagarbha
literature is how an account of Buddha-nature—which entails the persis-
tence of some entity or principle, called atman or otherwise, across succes-
sive lives—should be understood in light of more established Buddhist and
particularly Mahayanist teachings about the emptiness (sunyatd) of all phe-
nomena. Mahayanist literature frequently relies on an apophatic mode of
discourse that, by one interpretation, is an extension of not-self teaching
that discourages grasping to any entity as if it were reliably, foundationally
“real” (see 1.2). Indeed, literature concerned with the “perfection of insight”
(prajiaparamita)—which is particularly focused on emptiness as absence
of independent nature (nihsvabhava) or indeed of any “self” to phenomena
(dharmanairatmya)—was profoundly influential for the Mahayanist imagi-
nation from an early stage. Jikido Takasaki devoted a chapter of his Nyoraizo
shiso mo keisei to the prajnaparamita literature and its influence on the

57.T.387(12)1100a2-7. See also 2.2n22. The passage concerning Sarvalokapriyadarsana
in the Mahameghasutra is reproduced in the Suvarnaprabhdasasitra (surviving also in Sanskrit);
see 10.4n69.

58. See Hodge 2006 (which anticipates as yet unpublished research by the same
author); also Radich 2015a: 59-99 (especially 61n126); 199-205. Regarding Indian Buddhist
“eschatology” more broadly, see Nattier 1991; Watanabe 2009.

59. Walser 2005: 71-73. For further references, see also Radich 2015a: 199n481. See
also above 9.1n22.
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tathagatagarbha tradition.®® However, Takasaki’s focus in that chapter was
the RGVV, and not the influence of the prajiaparamita tradition visible
upon sutra texts concerned with Buddha-nature—that is, works earlier
than the RGVV—that have been the primary concern of this study.

Takasaki’s understanding of the tathagatagarbha literature prioritized
(in his ordering) the TGS, AAN, and SDS as likely the earliest and most
formative texts in this tradition. Of these, neither the TGS nor AAN show
any marked interest in teachings about emptiness. But most other sources
for Buddha-nature teaching are notable for having attempted to situate
tathagatagarbha—a kataphatic account of that which is permanent, lasting,
and enduring across successive lives—in relation to one or other under-
standing of emptiness. The LAS, we have seen, understands tathagatagarbha
to be an entry into comprehension of emptiness, signlessness, and absence
of intention, three central teachings of the prajiiaparamita tradition (see 8.2).%!
The RGVV invokes prajiaparamita teaching when interpreting the enig-
matic expression atmaparamita; “perfection of self” refers to knowing ab-
sence of self, at which one arrives through the perfection of insight (see 7.3).
However, the basic root verses of the RGV acknowledge a tension between
the buddhadhdtu and the claim—reminiscent of prajaaparamita teaching—
that all phenomena should be thought of as like clouds, dreams, or illu-
sions (see 7.2); insofar as this might have intended a reference to earlier
teaching about tathagatagarbha, the RGV likely remembered the unease
that some Buddha-nature texts exhibited regarding emptiness and its im-
plications for certain audiences (see below).

The RGVV understands knowledge of the tathagatagarbha to be the
knowledge of emptiness that is proper to the Buddhas.®? However, the con-
tent of this knowledge has been much disputed. In Tibet the RGVV was
at the center of debate over the correct interpretation of emptiness, con-
cerned with whether in the final instance this refers to an emptiness of
some “other” (gzhan stong) from the awakened mind—as implied by the
SDS, RGVYV, and other Buddha-nature works—or better the universal
“emptiness of itself” (rang stong) that accords better with declarations made
by the prajiiaparamita tradition.”® The most influential declaration about

60. Takasaki 1974: 370—411.

61. Regarding “emptiness of other” in the LAS, see Mathes 2012: 195-198. Closer in-
spection of different interpretations of emptiness in the LAS (see Nanjio 1923: 73.11-77.1)
exceeds what it is possible to discuss in this chapter.

62. Johnston (1950) 1991: 76.15: tathagatagarbhajiianam eva tathagatanam Sunyatajiianam.

63. Regarding reception of the RGVV as a source for the gzhan stong position, see Ruegg
1969: 319-346; Hookham 1991; D. Wangchuk 2004: 172-174n3; Mathes 2004; 2008: 45-48;
2011 (2012); 2015; T. Wangchug 2017. Tibetan teachers who favored this interpretation
include representatives of the Jonang pa tradition, such as Dol po pa (see, e.g., Stearns 2010;
Hopkins 2006) and the celebrated historian Taranatha (1575-1635). See also Burchardi
2007; Williams 2009: 112-115; and contributions to Mathes and Sheehy 2019.

In an Indian context, Mathes (2012: especially 191-194) finds the “emptiness-of-other”
position of the RGVV to accord with Yogacara-Vijnanavada accounts of emptiness prominent
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emptiness in the RGVV is drawn from the SDS, which held that sentient
beings cannot know tathagatagarbha due to having minds that are confused
or bewildered by teachings about emptiness (see 7.4). Though the SDS
makes no mention of the prajiaparamita literature, its authors likely had
this tradition in mind when clarifying that tathagatagarbha is simultane-
ously both empty, of what is not proper to it, and not empty of its real
attributes:

Lord, there are two kinds of knowledge of the emptiness of the
tathagatagarbha. Lord, the empty tathagatagarbha is separate from, apart
from, other toits covering by afflictions. Lord, the not empty tathagatagarbha
is not separate from, apart from, or other to the inconceivable qualities of
a Buddha, which surpass in number the sands of the Ganges.**

This passage is repeated by the RGVYV, which applies this same language
to the (buddha)dhatu, or otherwise (in this text) the intrinsically pure na-
ture of the mind.®® While this certainly does not constitute a rejection of
teachings about emptiness, the authors of the SDS clearly held that the
meaning of emptiness teachings had to be reassessed when it comes to the
tathagatagarbha, which—if it is to mean anything—must be the very real,
enduring, and moreover valuable presence of qualities proper to liberation
in respect to every sentient being.

However, the SDS was likely not the first text of the tathagatagarbha
tradition to espouse something like the “nonemptiness” of liberation. All
three texts of the MPNMS-group challenge prior understandings of empti-
ness teachings, and espouse what the LAS would later call teachings about
“emptiness of one thing from another” (itaretarasunyata).®® We have seen
already that the MPNMS makes only passing reference to the prajiaparamita
literature, and there in the context of the supposed “nonduality” of atman
and anatman (see 2.6). However, outside of its account of Buddha-nature,
the MPNMS offers a fuller exposition about emptiness and how it relates to
the liberated state of the Buddha. The MPNMS criticizes the idea that

in other works attributed to Maitreya, foremost the Madhyantavibhéagakarika (v.1.20-22;
see Nagao 1964: 26.9-27.20), in which we find emptiness understood in terms of the in-
trinsically luminous mind, free of adventitious afflictions. Mathes considers the
Madhyantavibhagakarika to have been influenced by the RGV(V), which itself—we observe
follows a longer tradition of understanding emptiness in extrinsic terms.

64. SDS! 221c16-18: 2, A REQIAGRE, #E25, s, #, #5% — U
i o, AR, WRMEYD, Ak AL AR AL, Compare SDS® 677a22-
25; SDST 130.13-132.4. The latter portion of this passage is preserved by the Sanskrit RGVV
(Johnston [1950] 1991:55.14-15): asunyobhagavamstathagatagarbho ganganadivalukavyativrttair

avinirbhagair amuktajiair acintyair buddhadharmair iti / Regarding the expression amuktajna,
see Ruegg 2015: 320-325; Silk 2015b: 141-148.

65. Johnston (1950) 1991: 76.1-4. See also Takasaki 1966: 302n62.

66. See, for example, Nanjio 1923: 75.10-19; also Mathes 2012: 195-198. Regarding
“not-empty” teachings in the MPNMS-group, see also T. Suzuki 2000a.
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“emptiness” refers to “nothing whatsoever” (wusuoyou fEFTH; ci yang med
pa: *akimcanya), which we are told is something proper to non-Buddhist
renunciants.®” Just as vessels can be “empty” of some content but are also
not empty by virtue of still having attributes, liberation can be called empty
and also not empty:

Liberation, in that way, is not empty. Liberation also has form and excel-
lent color; in the manner that a yoghurt pot is not empty, yet when lacking
yoghurt is called empty, likewise liberation also is not empty but is called
empty. While it has form, how can it be called empty? “Empty” means
absence of the many afflictions, of the twenty-five existences, of suffer-
ing, of worldly creeds, rites and activities; hence, like absence of yoghurt
from a yoghurt pot, liberation is called empty. Here, just as the form of a
pot remains consistent, [liberation] is very pleasant, joyous, permanent,
lasting, enduring, and is characterized by supermundane creeds, rites
and activities. Like the form of the pot liberation is permanent, lasting
and enduring, but the pot can be broken if it is so much as dropped,
whereas liberation, because it is not something that is made, cannot be
broken. That which is liberation is the uncreated essence (bcos ma ma yin
pa’i khams: *akrtrimadhatu), which is precisely the Tathagata.®®

Both Chinese versions of this passage conclude without apparent mention
of any dhatu, but agree that this liberation is the state of the Tathagata.
All three versions of this material teach that liberation is both empty—that
is, “without” afflictions, rebirth, suffering, and many more “worldly” phe-
nomena—yet is also not empty by virtue of still having some “form” (su f;
gzugs: ripa), so cannot be “nothing whatsoever.”

We have seen that liberation having “form” was important also to the
MBhS, in which the Buddha warned that audiences unprepared for teachings

67. MPNMSP (395b15-16) states that “nirgranthas think of liberation as nothing what-
soever,” but this translation perhaps obscures wordplay intended by the Indic text: the nir-
grantha is someone who has forsaken all possessions or bonds (nis-grantha), and so sees
pursuit of liberation in terms of having “nothing whatsoever.”

68. MPNMS" §280.10-27: thar pa ni de lta bur stong pa ma yin te / thar pa la ni gzugs dang
kha dog phun sum tshogs pa yang yod na / ji llar zho’i bum pa stong pa ma yin du zin kyang zho med
pa’i phyir stong pa zhes bya ba bzhin du thar pa yang stong pa ma yin bzhin du stong pa zhes bya ba ste
/ gzugs yod bzhin du ji llar stong pa zhes bya zhe na / stong pa zhes bya ba ni nyon mongs pa’i rnam pa
dang / srid pa’i tha snyad nyi shu rtsa Inga dang / sdug bsngal dang / jig rten gyi chos lugs dang / cho
ga dang / spyod yul ‘byung ba rnams med pa’i phyir zhoi bum pa zho med pa bzhin du thar pa la stong
pa zhes bya ba ste / de la ni bum pa’i gzugs mi g.yo ba bzhin du shas cher bde ba dang / dga’ ba dang /
riag pa dang / brtan pa dang / ther zug dang / jig rten las das pa’i chos dang / cho ga dang / spyod
yul rnams yod do // thar pa ni bum pa’i gzugs bzhin du rtag pa dang / brtan pa dang / ther zug pa ma
yin gyi / bum pa ni chag par gyur te / rgyw’i sgo nas bzhag pa tsam du zad do // thar pa ni byas pa ma
yin pa’i phyir chag par mi ‘gyur la / thar pa gang yin pa de ni becos ma ma yin pa’i khams yin te / de ni
de bzhin gshegs pa’o // Compare (including the introduction to this passage) MPNMSF 875a10—
20; MPNMSP 395b14—c2. This material is referenced in Dol po pa’s RC (Hopkins 2006:
213-214).
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about the tathagatagarbha would retreat into an annihilationist interpreta-
tion of emptiness. Indeed, the MBhS goes so far as to devalue teachings
about emptiness to “intentional” (@bhiprayika) status, and so are supersed-
ed by teachings about Buddha-nature (see 4.5). The notion that emptiness
designates “nothing whatsoever” or an absence of qualities (wuwu f&4);
ci yang med pa: *akimcanya) features also in the AMS, which reflects similar
language to that which we see in the MPNMS (above). At one stage in the
AMS, the bodhisattva Manjusri compares the Buddha and his liberation
to space (akasa), due to their absence of characteristics, origination, and
form; Angulimala, Manjusri concludes, cannot know the manner in which
emptiness refers to “nothing whatsoever.”® Angulimala responds with a
simile, in which a foolish man treasures a hailstone that he takes to be a
precious jewel. The foolish man stores the hailstone in a jar and, as it melts,
thinks it to be worthless; Manjusri is like someone who would take all jewels
to be like hailstones, so considers all dharmas to be empty (in the sense, it
seems, of being “unreal”), when some are in fact “not-empty,” and worth
treasuring.”

Angulimala then provides his own account of emptiness, which clearly
understands the concept in extrinsic terms—that is, “xis empty of y”—and
takes emptiness to mean houses empty of people, rivers bereft of water,
and so on. He concludes as follows, presenting emptiness in a manner very
reminiscent of what we read in the SDS:

The true liberation of the Tathagata is not empty, in just this way.

Being apart from all faults, liberation is said to be empty.

The Tathagata is really not empty, [but] is apart from all afflictions,
Including the heaps [of experience] proper to gods and men, so is called
“empty.””!

All texts of the MPNMS-group are invested in denying that emptiness
teachings refer in some manner to the nonexistence of the Buddha, and—
by extension—the presence of Buddha-nature in all sentient beings.
Though there is little doubt that their authors recognized the authority of
teachings about emptiness, they reject these insofar as they were understood
to provide a universal truth about all phenomena, including those that are
supermundane or, in other words, characteristic of liberation. For the
early Buddha-nature tradition, the definitive teaching of the Buddha—
something that had been expressed cryptically, or even kept “secret”™—is a

69. AMS® 527b7-15; AMS' D.213, 159b3-5; Q.879, 167a1-4.

70. An English translation of this material, following AMS”, is Brunnholzl 2014: 20-21;
see also use of this material in Dol po pa’s RC (Hopkins 2006: 210-212).

71. AMSC 527c10-13: WIARIARRL / AZIRUE / V@ / Besifiiis / feReEAs
7=/ EE—UMEN S KEERANBE / RMEI4Z. Compare AMST D.213, 160a7-bl; Q.879,
167b5-2 (in which there is no reference to the “heaps” of experience [Ch. yin [Z: Skt.
skandhas)).
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distinctly kataphatic articulation of liberation and the propensity for
achieving it. Though an account of the “not-empty” nature of the
tathagatagarbha survives in the SDS, it is in the MPNMS and AMS that this
contentious idea receives greater attention and justification—further evi-
dence, it is likely, of the relative antiquity of these two, more unconven-
tional Buddhist texts.

When Angulimala admonishes Manjusri for his poor grasp of empti-
ness, he states that followers of other systems also practice in accordance
with “emptiness,” and that non-Buddhist renunciants (nirgranthas)—to
whom Manjusri is unfavorably compared—must be silent about such
things.” In the MPNMS, when the Buddha clarifies the meaning of the
four truths, he states that were cultivation of total emptiness to lead to the
cessation of suffering, then practitioners of non-Buddhist systems would
know this also.” An interest in what non-Buddhists have to say about emp-
tiness leads us to a final and very important theme that runs through the
Indian Buddha-nature tradition: the resemblances and differences between
Buddhist and non-Buddhist accounts of liberation, and the sense that
teachings about Buddha-nature surpass, but also help to explain, all man-
ner of other religious teachings found in the world.

9.6 Non-Buddhists and Their Teachings

Later works of the tathagatagarbha corpus—namely the RGVV and LAS—
understand any association between the tathagatagarbha and the language
of selfhood to have intended the conversion or development of non-
Buddhists: those commonly referred to by some or other variation on the
Indic expression tirthika. This denotes advocates of any rival Indian tradi-
tion of thought and practice that espoused some alternative account of
transmigration and liberation from it.™ As we see in both the RGVV and
LAS, non-Buddhists were commonly associated with false notions of the
self; theirs could not be reliable accounts of transmigration and its end, as
they could not get as far as the fundamental Buddhist teaching that occu-
pation with the notion of an enduring self (atman) is detrimental to pur-
suit of liberation. Both the RGVV and LAS teach thatif the Buddha seemed
to employ an account of a self (or in the RGVYV, after the SDS, “the perfec-
tion of self”), this could have been only a strategy for appealing to and

72. AMSC 527c15 (JNETRMEZ). AMST (D.213, 160b1-2; Q.879, 167b6-7) states more
clearly that “nirgranthas also cultivate [the idea of] everything as being empty” (gcer bu pa
yang thams cad stong par sgom ste).

73. MPNMS' 883a4: IaEIMEAE R H, IMEAT T AHMEIE? Compare MPNMSP 406¢10—
11; MPNMS" §369.3-5. MPNMS" here refers to “the adverse account of emptiness, proper to
non-Buddhist sectarians (pasandas)” (§369.3-5: ya mtshan can thams cad la yang don dang ‘gal
ba’i stong pa nyid).

74. Certainly not what is commonly denoted by the English “heretic,” with which this
expression is often translated; see Jones forthcoming.
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then correcting rivals of Buddhist dharma, who require such a notion in
order to begin to accept the Buddha’s teachings about absence of self
(nairatmya), or not-self (anatman) with respect to all phenomena.

This is how the tathdgatagarbha and its relation to discourse about the
self seem to have been remembered both in India and in much modern
scholarship.” According to the LAS (as well as authors influenced by it;
see 8.6), the sense that the tathagatagarbha constitutes something like a self
can only be an instance of the Buddha’s pedagogical strategizing, or skill-
in-methods (upayakausalya); the Buddha cannot have genuinely departed
from teaching about transmigration and its end that eschews any notion of
the self (what we have called the nairatmyavada; see 1.1). But this is a long
way from bold assertions made in the MPNMS-group of texts: that the
Buddha taught about not-self only in order to combat erroneous notions of
the self, associated with non-Buddhist teachings about liberation (see 2.2,
3.3, 4.5), and not because there is nothing on the supermundane level that
warrants calling the self. If we take at face value what is said by the MPNMS,
AMS, and MBhS themselves, we are left in little doubt that authors of these
texts meant to present tathagatagarbha as nothing less than the correct
account of the self, in opposition to what was found in the teachings of
non-Buddhists systems.

Throughout the Buddha-nature tradition—and with unusual detail for
Mahayana sutra literature—we encounter a great deal of attention to the
content and status of non-Buddhist ideas and practices, especially (but un-
surprisingly) apropos of the self. We benefit from reviewing non-Buddhist
ideas that seem to have been known to the authors of the MPNMS and
AMS in particular, in order to identify what forms of atmavddin teachings
were known to them, and with which the tathagatagarbha was held to be
at least superficially similar. Most noticeable in the MPNMS-group are
language and imagery reminiscent of the Brahmanical tradition, the
Upanisads in particular, and—even more specifically—imagery found in
“middle period” Upanisads that were likely produced in the later centuries
of the first millennium BCE (and so, we note, after the earliest intellectual
context for Buddhist rejection of discourse about the self, several hundred
years earlier).”® Both the MPNMS and AMS oppose ideas about the self—
including its location in the heart, some sense organ, or elsewhere in the
body—that invite comparison to the Chandogya-, Katha-, and Svetasvatara-
upanisads (see 2.4 and 3.3). The MPNMS affirms that there is neither “killer”
nor “killed” amid what is proper to a sentient being, with strong echoes

75. Explored eloquently by Ruegg (1989a: 17-55), who provides a sophisticated discus-
sion of atmavdda discourse as unpacked by the RGVV and the LAS in particular.

76. See Olivelle 1998: 12-13. These “middle period” Upanisads include the Isa-, Prasna-,
Mundaka-, Katha-, Svetasvatara-, and Kena-upanisads, regarding which see relevant chapters
in Cohen 2018 (especially Killingley 2018b). We return to the significance of these apropos
of early Buddha-nature thought in the next chapter (10.4).
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of the Katha-upanisad (and, moreover, the Bhagavadgita).”” At a greater
stretch, the account of the “single nature” (ekadhatu) in the AMS—as well as
injunctions against eating meat found in both this and the MPNMS (see 3.6)—
bears resemblance to what is taught by the theologically developed Isa-
upanisad, which declares that the self exhibits “oneness” (ekatva) across its
different, embodied expressions, such that one should “eat [only] what has
been abandoned,” and “not kill what is the self.””

The AMS is aware of the idea that the self, were it to be found, might
exhibit some color (see 3.3). Our Upanisadic comparison here is the
Mundaka-upanisad, which agrees with the AMS that the self cannot have
any color to it.” A Brahmanical account of colors of the self appears in a
portion of the Mahabharata (12.271.33-55), in which the sage Bhisma ex-
plains karma to be a material substance that clings to and discolors the
intrinsically pure status of the self.*” Again an exceptional occurrence, the
third- or fourth-century *Satyasiddhisastra (T.1646: Chengshi lun 8 ) of
Harivarman gives a Brahmanical account of selfhood similar to that repre-
sented in the AMS, in which colors are clearly associated with the respective
atman of each varna (which also brings to mind criticism about erroneous
atmavada teaching found in the MPNMS; see 2.4).%' By comparison, the
idea that the self exhibits some or other color is much better established in
Jain doctrine, in which different colors (lesyas) of the self correspond to
levels of spiritual development, itself perhaps indebted to the more ancient
account of colorings (abhijatis) taught by the Ajivikas.™

There is clearly some similarity between the model of Buddha-nature
found in the MPNMS-group and the Jain and (though our sources are
sparse) Ajivika teachings about selfhood, in which what is proper to one’s
self (jia, but in many Jain sources also atman) transmigrates due to some
manner of affliction accidental to what one truly is. In Jainism these are
the “channels” (asravas) through which karmic residue accrues, which in

77. Olivelle 1998: 384-385 (v.2.19); see also 2.4n88.

78. See Olivelle 1998: 405-411 (especially v.1, 3, 6 and 7).

79. Ibid., 444-445 (v.1.1.6). The Mundaka-upanisad makes special mention of the value
of renunciation (samnyasa) and of asceticism (tapas) over the performance of ritual (1.2.11-12).
This text may have had origins that were especially close to developments in Brahmanical
renunciation, and understandably shows greater concern with ideas and activities proper to
the Buddhist and Jain traditions (Cohen 2008: 179-180; 2018: 312-313).

80. See also H. Nakamura 1955: 86-88; Bedekar 1968; Brockington 2002: 106. The self
(here jiva) is also compared to gold purified in a furnace, an image familiar from the MBhS
(see 4.4), and found also in Jain accounts of liberation (Jaini 1977: 97-100).

81. T.1646(13)316b4-8. See also H. Nakamura 1955: 82.

82. See Balcerowicz 1997: 208n31; Dundas 2002: 43. Both authors attend to a passage in
the Jain Ayarangasutta (1.5.6.4: Jacobi 1882: 26), which states that the liberated jiva lacks
shape, color, odor, taste, etcetera. It is plausible that the qualities of the self were a point of
dispute between the Jains and Ajivikas, though this may have been quite ancient by the time
of our Mahayanist sources. See also Basham 1951: 243-245; Wiley 2000.
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turn obstructs the jiva’s natural omniscience.* An important difference is
that Jainism understands the jiva/atman to be also an agent (kartr) and re-
cipient (bhoktr) of karmic results;* insofar as this intends the performer of
actions or “worldly” agent, the tathagatagarbha tradition is quite clear that
Buddha-nature sits apart from this process (see, e.g., 3.5). Michael Zim-
mermann has also observed similarities between Buddha-nature teaching
(1n the context of the TGS) and the model of liberation proper to Pasupata
Saivism: the manifestation (abhivyakti) of qualities proper also to Siva,

apart from impurities (mala).®® The Pasupata conception of the relation-
ship between the supreme deity (Mahesvara/Rudra, or simply pati) and the
self (pasu, “one who is bound”) is such that the latter can come to exhibit
the perfect qualities of the former, realizing a liberated state characterized
by omniscience, superlative power, and so on.*

Our early tathagatagarbha sutras also show familiarity with the habits
and practices of non-Buddhist renunciants—according to the AMS, those
called, for example, brahmanas, pravrajyas, nirgranthas, and even *pasupatas
(see 3.7)—who would have likely considered the self and the search forita
central aspect of their religious vocation. The MPNMS voices concern that
non-Buddhist practices—staying still for great lengths of time, leaping
from cliffs, lying in ashes, use of spells, and so forth—should not be con-
fused for what has been taught by the Buddha to his bodhisattvas.®” Both
the MPNMS and AMS were remembered by the LAS as sources for teach-
ings about vegetarianism (see 8.1), but are also careful to distinguish their
dietary proscriptions from more austere or “vegan” avoidance of all animal
produce or remains altogether (see 3.6).% Finally, as we saw above (9.5),
both the MPNMS and AMS feature the curious suggestion that there are
non-Buddhist teachers who espouse doctrines about emptiness, referring
to the position that there exists “nothing whatsoever.” A possibility is that
these are references to something like Carvaka tradition, which held the
view that no entity survives its present life, and accordingly that pursuit of
liberation is a pointless enterprise.* We also cannot exclude the possibili-
ty that what our authors had in mind was some non-Buddhist tradition(s),

83. See Dundas 2002: 88-89. The MPNMS and AMS are also aware of selfhood con-
ceived as something that pervades the body, in the manner classically associated with the
Jiva; see Jain 1935.

84. Jhaveri 1977: 238-239.

85. Zimmermann 2002: 67.

86. Indeed, this is the basic model for liberation common to many forms of Saivism that
were influenced by the Pasupata tradition; see Acharya 2014: 9-14; also Sanderson 1988:
664-665. I am grateful to Diwakar Acharya for valuable discussion about this matter.

87. See MPNMSF 882b19-25; MPNMSP 406a16—25; MPNMS™ §364.

88. See MPNMS" 869a8-17; MPNMSP 386a28—b14; MPNMS" §175.

89. See Bronkhorst 2007: 309-328, 363-366; R. Bhattacharya 2011; also 1.1n14.
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about which we know even less, that employed teachings concerned with,
by name, emptiness.”

Whereas all of these references to non-Buddhist ideas and practice are
proper to the MPNMS and AMS—Ilikely our earliest sources for Buddha-
nature teaching—it is worth acknowledging that later sources in the
tathagatagarbha corpus reference non-Buddhist traditions or systems that
are not named in earlier Buddha-nature texts. Mention of the Samkhya
tradition, for example, is found only in RGVV® and in the LAS (8.1).”
Bhaviveka’s defense of tathagatagarbha teaching raises the interesting com-
parison with Vaisnava theology (see 8.6), but our early Buddha-nature
works do not exhibit any evidence of knowing anything about Vaisnavism
per se (with the exception, perhaps, of the Bhagavadgita in verses of the
RGV;see 7.2). Itis nevertheless important that Upanisadic materials evoked
by both the MPNMS and AMS—the Katha- and Svetds’vatam—upaniwds in
particular—are early sources for discourse about the self that understood
this to be the presence about one’s person of a supreme deity, or a higher
reality that is distinctly personal and a worthy object of reverence, a fact to
which we must return in the next chapter (see 10.3-4).

To sum up, the authors of the MPNMS and AMS in particular were
familiar with different ideas and practices common to other Indian tradi-
tions of renunciation, and in particular with non-Buddhist musings on the
self that resembled (even in some superficial manner) teachings about

90. We find a tantalizing suggestion of such a thing in the Gaudapadiyakarika of
Gaudapada, the (perhaps) fifth-century antecedent of the great Brahmanical philosopher
Sankaracarya, and possible founder of the Advaita Vedanta tradition. These verses likely post-
date our Buddha-nature sources, but suggest that teachings about emptiness were not a uniquely
Buddhist preoccupation. The fourth section (prakarana) of the Gaudapadiyakarika—which
Vetter (1978: 108) argued must preserve its earliest material—affirms that the mind and its
object are both empty of characteristics (laksanasunya) and can be grasped only through
their dependence upon one another. The same text makes approving allusion to the
agrayana—"the superior vehicle”—which is an expression found also in Mahayanist sources,
including the SP (e.g., 61.6-7, 82.5-6) and Vajracchedika-prajnaparamita (Harrison and Wata-
nabe 2006: 129 [§15b, fol.45v1]); see R. King 1995a: 185-186. Elsewhere in his study of the
Gaudapadiyakarika, Richard King (1995a: 205-234) argues that Gaudapada’s text could
reflect influence by ideas found in the tathagatagarbha tradition specifically. See also Isayeva
1993: 11-15, 172-198; Comans 2000: 88-124.

91. With the exception of the LAS (and a passing mention in RGVY; see 7.3), I am not
convinced that any of our sources—especially those of an atmavadin orientation—knew the
sophisticated metaphysics of the Samkhya tradition. Early sources for forms of Samkhya,
which is itself a very vague designator (referring to “enumeration” or “discrimination” of
entities and attributes), include component books of the Mahdabharata, in which Samkhya is
associated with a variety of metaphysical speculations that are distinguishable from the
“classical” Samkhya of the Samkhyakarika, produced in perhaps the fourth century (Brock-
ington 1999; 2002; Bronkhorst 2006.). While some Samkhya authors may have been contem-
poraneous with our early Buddha-nature literature, I see no evidence that our earliest
sources regarding Buddha-nature were influenced by this tradition specifically (see also
3.6n70). An erudite consideration of how tathagatagarbha sources excluding the MPNMS-
group compare to Samkhya teachings is Khosla 2015.
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Buddha-nature. The MPNMS-group of texts all understand Buddha-nature
in terms of some revelation in the Buddha’s teaching—very much like that
of the single vehicle, announced by the SP—and as something like a caveat
to teachings about emptiness, or indeed absence of self. Our atmavada
tathagatagarbha sources evince that their account of Buddha-nature is
something conceptually older—creative, contentious, and noticeably more
“self”-conscious—than what we can take to be the reinvention of the ex-
pression tathagatagarbha reflected in other, better-remembered sources of
this tradition, including the SDS and RGVV.

All of the themes explored above support the relative antiquity of our
atmavada tathagatagarbha sources, and behind these the looming influence
of the SP and its radical recharacterization of the Mahayana in terms of
the single vehicle. With the benefit of all that we have seen, the final chap-
ter of this study will trace again the development of the expression
tathagatagarbha through Indian sources for it, and attempt to make sense of
the most pressing question with which we are still confronted: why some
Buddhist authors, in an unconventional corner of the Indian Mahayana,
went so far as to articulate the apex of the Buddha’s teaching as an account
of an enduring, indestructible self.
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CHAPTER 10

Evolution of the Buddhist Self

All living things are the residence of that which dwells in hiding,
which cannot be killed and is without stain.
What is immovable but inhabits that which moves,
those who venerate this attain immortality.
—Apastamba-dharmasiitra

The previous chapter examined several themes that run through the
tathagatagarbha literary corpus and that support a revised relative chronol-
ogy of texts within this tradition. This chronology is shaped by the hypoth-
esis that teaching about tathagatagarbha began as nothing less than a
Buddhist account of the self, but in time came to be divorced from its
“atmavadin” form and was reinvented to better accord with other aspects of
Buddhist teaching. This final chapter will attend to the remaining and
very pressing question of why early authors in this tradition—those respon-
sible for the so-called MPNMS-group of texts—opted to present their
account of an internalized, universal Buddha-nature as a teaching at
odds with prevailing Buddhist discourse concerned with absence of self
(nairatmyavada). We begin by reviewing what we have observed over the
preceding chapters, and trace the trajectory of the Buddha-nature idea—
commonly taught with recourse to the expression (tathagatagarbha—
through the Indian sources that have concerned us.

10.1 The Course of Buddha-nature Teaching

In order to investigate the development of teaching about tathagatagarbha
and its relationship to atmavada discourse, we were required to presume an
order of relevant materials. This took as its starting point Michael Radich’s
contention that it is the Mahaparinirvanamahasitra (MPNMS) that is our

Epigraph: Apastamba-dharmasiitra 1.22.4 (Biihler 1932: 39.3-5): pith praninah sarva eva
guhasayasya / ahanyamanasya vikalmasasya / acalam calaniketam ye ‘nutisthanti te amrtah / Trans-
lation modified from that of Olivelle 1999: 33. See references at 10.3n44-45.
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best contender for earliest available source for the expression tathaga-
tagarbha, and with it the Buddha-nature idea that is expressed by it (see 1.3).
Radich’s analysis of the MPNMS develops Masahiro Shimoda’s under-
standing that the text was likely composed in (at least) two stages. Earlier
material of the MPNMS concerns the Buddha’s true and permanent mode
of existence apart from his physical body, or dharmakdya (material that
we have called “MPNMS-dhk”), which likely predates content that teaches
the presence of the tathagatagarbha in all sentient beings (“MPNMS-tg”;
see 2.1). This tathagatagarbha signifies the presence of the buddhadhatu, the
enduring essence or nature (dhatu) of a Buddha that evokes what was com-
monly held to reside at a stiupa (1.3). Hence the MPNMS—an account of
the (apparent) demise of the Buddha—reimagines the distribution of his
relics into the revelation that in all sentient beings there endures the pre-
cious nature of a Buddha.

This notion—that all sentient beings possess some permanent, inde-
structible essence—is irregular enough given the importance of discourse
aboutabsence of selfin earlier Buddhist teaching (see 1.1). But the MPNMS,
in both stages of its composition, approves that its teachings refer to what
can be called the self (atman). In MPNMS-dhk, the Buddha contrasts his
own teaching about the self with erroneous ideas about such a thing found
in the world. In this material the expression atman does not yet refer to
anything about sentient beings themselves so much as the enduring, enjoy-
able state of liberation that is known to a Buddha. Beyond the body that he
merely displayed in the world, the Buddha is not only permanent (nitya)
but “is,” or perhaps “experiences,” the self (see 2.2). MPNMS-dhk teaches
that the Buddha taught his disciples to cultivate absence of self in order to
lead them away from erroneous notions of worldly selfhood, that there is
nothing about them that is apart from conditioned existence in transmi-
gration, so nothing worthy of pursuit or attachment. Only now does the
Buddha reveal that the self is enjoyed at the achievement of Buddhist lib-
eration, something that non-Buddhist teachers—though they may teach
other accounts of a self, its qualities, and whereabouts—cannot know.

That things supermundane can be predicated in these positive terms—
as permanent, the self, blissful, and pure, a direct inversion of the way that
one should understand all worldly, conditioned phenomena—is an impor-
tant innovation in and of itself. But according to MPNMS-tg, and in greater
agreement with what is taught in non-Buddhist systems, a self is also locat-
ed “within” sentient beings. If, as we are told, all sentient beings possess
what is essential to a Buddha (buddhadhatu), in the “chamber” or “womb”
for a Buddha that is, invisibly, part of their constitution (fathagatagarbha),
then each must possess some enduring, indestructible nature, or other-
wise the internalized trace of the Buddha, which warrants designation as
the self. This nature possesses already the characteristics of liberated exis-
tence but is concealed by a wealth of afflictions (worldly desire, aversion,
delusion, and so forth) that prevent it from being “seen.” Though only a
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Buddha can see this self, it is still somehow a component part of a sentient
being’s “body” (see 2.3); from the awakened perspective of a Buddha, every
sentient being is a dormant Buddha hidden beneath afflictions that are
adventitious to him.!

As far as MPNMS-tg is concerned, the existence of the buddhadhatu,
otherwise the tathagatagarbha, is the Buddha’s account of the existence of
the self, expressed cryptically (sandhavacana) and fully explained only at
the end of his teaching (see 9.2). Elsewhere the MPNMS reminds us that the
Buddha stands by his teaching that there is no worldly phenomenon that
deserves to be considered the self, but this does not undermine the revela-
tion of the true self—the Buddhist self—that is supermundane and some-
how proper to all sentient beings. The existence of such a thing can be
perceived only by a Buddha (or, imperfectly, by someone advanced along
the path of the bodhisattva), and is otherwise accessible only through the
Buddha’s pronouncements. To borrow an image from the MPNMS, that a
regular person cannot see the trail left by a bird in the sky does not mean
that such a trail does not exist, and could still, in theory, be seen by some-
one with superhuman faculties (see 2.6; also 3.4).

It is clear that a Buddhist account of the self was contentious from the
start; versions of MPNMS-tg go to great lengths to confront objections to
what the Buddha seems to be teaching (see 2.4). The MPNMS concludes its
defense of the tathagatagarbha by addressing the issue of how this relates to
similar teachings about selfhood that are found in other systems (2.6) and
provides two different responses. For one, extraneous teachings about the
self may have misunderstood what was taught by some bodhisattva already;
the Buddhist self could be “misremembered,” and so have begun all man-
ner of inaccurate theories and arguments. But we also read that discourse
about the self can be purposefully circulated by bodhisattvas—or emana-
tions (*nirmana/nirmita) by them—and that any number of religious utter-
ances that can be found in the world owe their existence to the influence
and stratagems of the Buddha and his agents.? Where non-Buddhist
accounts of the self are persuasive, or reminiscent of a truly supermun-
dane self as propounded by the MPNMS, these must be a product of some
bodhisattva, who teaches what is, in the end, the universal presence of
Buddha-nature.

1. The MPNMS states that the tathagatagarbha possesses all of the marks of a Buddha, or
superior man (mahapurusa; see 2.3n49), and so what is most proper and enduring in all sen-
tient beings—according to this text at least—would most naturally be discussed in male
terms.

2. Similar arguments are employed in texts related to the Buddha-nature tradition,
such as the Saddharmapundarika and BGVNS, and beyond into later Mahayana sutras and
tantras: see 10.4 below. A further instance of this kind of thinking is found in Bhaviveka’s
Tarkajvala, which explains away any persuasiveness that might be attributed to the (Advaita)
Vedanta tradition; see 8.6n58.
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After the MPNMS, two other texts—the Angulimaliyasitra (AMS) and
*Mahabheriharakasutra (MBhS)—developed further this @tmavadin model of
Buddha-nature teaching. The AMS continues to understand the expression
tathagatagarbha to refer to some enduring essence (dhatu) thatis proper to
sentient beings (“one’s own essence/nature”: *atmadhatu; *svadhatu—see 3.2)
and which again persists imperceptibly “within” one’s constitution (3.3).
While the AMS (mostly) avoids referring to this as “the self,” it is clear that
the tathagatagarbha—otherwise something “essential,” and even some “secret”
aspect of the Buddha’s teaching—is presented as a corrective to how teach-
ings about absence of self had been previously received. The revelation of
Buddha-nature is not cause for the bodhisattva to weaken in his diligence,
although apart from the wholesome or unwholesome actions that affect
the transmigrating individual (3.5), it is the reason why practices like celi-
bacy and dietary restrictions, in the pursuit of purity, are integral to the
Mahayana as the AMS understands it (3.6). Where these practices resem-
ble the activities of non-Buddhists, such things are either erroneous recol-
lections of Buddhist teaching, or are again generated, for some enigmatic,
strategic purpose, by bodhisattvas (3.7).

By comparison, the MBhS is less troubled by complaints that a Buddhist
account of the self is problematic; whereas some audiences may retreat
from it, this is only because they have failed to accept the tathagatagarbha as
arevelation that succeeds teachings about emptiness (Sunyata) or, indeed,
absence of self (4.5). The MBhS is more direct than the AMS in its insis-
tence that the tathagatagarbha constitutes, by name, the true self: that which
survives throughout transmigration and which, once it has been cleansed
of adventitious afflictions, enjoys a state of enduring freedom (4.2-4).
Whereas the MBhS lacks attention to the arduous career of the bodhisattva—
a theme visible throughout both the MPNMS and AMS—it does concisely
present logic that underpins Buddha-nature thinking in general: if the sta-
tus of a Buddha can be accurately described in terms of selfhood (as we see
in MPNMS-dhk), and if, by definition, no permanent, enduring element of
experience (i.e., atman) can come into existence, then any sentient being
capable of attaining such a status must have about them, already, some-
thing that warrants designation as the self (4.2).

All three of these texts exhibit some influence by another radical
(though by no means “early”) Mahayanist text, the Saddharmapundarika
(SP). With relatively little attention to the manner in which the bodhisattva
cultivates insight into the real nature of phenomena, all three texts of the
MPNMS-group follow the SP in celebration of the enduring existence of
the Buddha, his existence beyond his appearances in the world, the potential
of the aspirant bodhisattva to achieve a similar status, and the Buddha’s
explanation of such things—the content of his “cryptic” or “secretive” pro-
nouncements—only at a late stage in his teaching. All of these elements,
according to both the AMS and MBhS, are characteristic of the Mahayana
imagined as the single vehicle (ekayana), the comprehensive apparatus by
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which all sentient beings approach the only form of liberation that is pos-
sible, of which teachings proper to mainstream (or Srévakayéna) Buddhist
tradition are only expediencies or devices (9.1).°

The SP continues to influence other tathagatagarbha texts apart from
the MPNMS-group, most significant of which must be the Srimaladevi-
simhanadasutra (SDS). But while it accepts the single vehicle paradigm that
was integral to the SP, the SDS also exhibits a resolution that what is taught
by the expression tathagatagarbha should not make any positive recourse to
discourse about a self. The SDS marks the beginning of a second phase of
Buddha-nature literature—still with a clear debt to the MPNMS-group,
and knowledge of its atmavadin orientation—in which the enigmatic label
tathagatagarbha does not refer to an enduring essence that is some constitu-
ent of sentient beings, so much as to a beginningless basis (nisraya), support
(adhara), and foundation (pratisthita) that underpins both transmigration
and a liberated status beyond it (5.2).

In what is likely our earliest source for such an interpretation, the SDS
reimagines tathagatagarbha to refer to some enduring aspect of sentient be-
ings expressed in mentalistic terms: Buddha-nature refers to the mind that
is intrinsically pure (prakrtiparisuddhacitta), which sits “beneath” the modes
of consciousness that account for the entirety of normal worldly experi-
ence. While the MPNMS-group espouses Buddha-nature in terms of the
realization of new Buddhas active in the world, the SDS focuses on the
tathagatagarbha as that which prefigures the Buddhas’ true mode of being
apart from any physical appearance in the world: the dharmakaya, under-
stood as a collection of inconceivable, supermundane qualities. Whereas
the SDS is adamant that tathagatagarbha cannot refer to anything that re-
sembles a self (indeed, its understanding of Buddha-nature resembles
nothing of the sort), the dharmakaya that is the tathagatagarbha purged of
afflictions can still somehow exhibit “the perfection of self” (@tmapdaramita).
Such a claim reflects acquaintance with the ideas of the MPNMS specifi-
cally (5.3; see also 2.2), and though the SDS offers nothing more regarding
what this “perfection of self” intends, it is not the discovery of any abiding
“essence” (dhatu) that passes through transmigration.

Although it continues to understand tathagatagarbhain accordance with
the single vehicle teaching of the SP (with curious parallels to the AMS; see
5.4), the SDS no longer understands tathagatagarbha to refer to some prob-
lematic revelation that sits in tension with the Buddha’s otherwise funda-
mental teachings about absence of self. Rather, tathagatagarbhais that locus

3. The Mahayana understood as the single vehicle is also a prominent theme in mate-
rial found only in Dharmaksema’s translation of the MPNMS (“MPNMSP+”), which wants
for further study distinct from core material of the MPNMS. We cannot currently be sure
that MPNMSP+ had origins in India, and so ideas unique to it—including greater caution
about Buddha-nature articulated in terms of the self—cannot further influence our account
of the demonstrably Indian tathagatagarbha tradition (see 2.8).
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(garbha), proper to a sentient being, at which can be “found” or “realized”
the true body of the Buddha (dharmakdya), the true nature of phenomena
(dharmadhatu), and qualities that are intrinsically pure (prakrtiparisuddha-
dharma). This model of Buddha-nature teaching is found also in the Anu-
natvapurnatvanirdesaparivarta (AAN), which again relies on the identification
of the tathagatagarbha and dharmakdaya, but now with a greater focus
on these as epithets for the single nature or realm of phenomena
(ekadharmadhdatu) that is a common metaphysical basis for sentient beings,
bodhisattvas, and Buddhas alike (6.1). Their differing emphases aside, the
SDS and AAN share a more systematic tone than we encounter in the col-
orful, narratively rich material of the MPNMS-group—reason, in all likeli-
hood, that they were important influences in the composition of the
most detailed expositional work in the tathagatagarbha tradition, the
Ratnagotravibhagavyakhya.

Somewhere along this trajectory—as the Buddha-nature idea emerged,
developed and was then distanced from its atmavdadin origins—some
author(s) collated the set of nine similes that comprise the 7Tathagata-
garbhasutra (TGS). As Michael Zimmermann has recognized already, it is
possible that the expression tathagatagarbha was only a late addition to the
structure of this text, and that earlier in the life of its component similes
the TGS was concerned with articulating ideas about Buddha-nature with-
out reference to this specific, enigmatic, and even contentious expression
(6.2). At any rate, the similes of the TGS were known to whoever produced
or at least assembled the verses of the Ratnagotravibhaga (RGV; see 7.2),
who either knew or redacted their content to reflect a set of poetic musings
on the (buddha)dhatu that resides “within” sentient beings, with overtones
of what we read in the MPNMS-group of sutras. Lack of clear influence
over other specific works of the tathagatagarbha corpus makes it difficult to
determine the antiquity of the TGS relative to other sutras in this tradition,
though its articulation of Buddha-nature in more like corporeal terms is
certainly more reminiscent of the MPNMS-group than it is of mentalistic
tathagatagarbha expounded in, for example, the SDS.

Also difficult to situate in this trajectory are “basic” materials in the
RGVitself (whatmayhave originallybeenknownasthe “Mahayanottaratantra”
see 7.1). Its earliest content concerning Buddha-nature—perhaps comprised
of no more than fifteen “basic” verses—reflects awareness of ideas found
in the SDS and AAN, but also has traces of the MPNMS-group and its ac-
count of the abiding, enduring buddhadhatu. While some verses of the RGV
are densely packed with terminology reminiscent of both the SDS and
AAN (what I called “String A”), its remaining verses (“Strings B and C,”
and the perhaps marginally later “String TG”) teach the existence of a
pervading nature (dhatu) that is both the intrinsic purity of the mind but
also, it is implied, something that bears a superficial resemblance to the
self as itis explained in the Brahmanical Bhagavadgita (see 7.2). Though the
earliest form of the RGV remains difficult to finally determine—buried, as
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itis, beneath layers of accrued commentarial material—it likely on its own
terms reflected an original perspective on the Buddha-nature idea, cer-
tainly distinct from what is unpacked in the detailed and technical exposi-
tion of its commentary, the Ratnagotravibhagavyakhya (RGVV).

The RGVV is considered the definitive treatise on teaching about
tathagatagarbha. Its foundational materials are both root and commentarial
verses of the RGV, as well as lengthy passages drawn from the SDS, AAN,
and various other Mahayanist sources besides, together with the similes of
the TGS. Doctrinally the RGVV is particularly indebted to the SDS, and
provides an exposition of what is meant by the “perfection of self,” proper
to the dharmakaya, that we find lacking in the SDS itself (7.8). According to
the RGVYV, both the perfection of self and the “supreme self” (paramatman)
of the Buddha must refer, after all, to his perfection of insight, such that he
in fact perfectly comprehends absence of a self among all phenomena.
Hence the Buddha’s teaching about selfhood is interpreted to be a teach-
ing about absence of self, a reading that jars with what the Buddha himself
voices about his methods in the MPNMS-group of texts. Our Chinese ver-
sion of the RGVV (RGVV®) preserves a little more of the character of this
earlier, atmavdadin tradition. In material that may have been drawn from
the Mahayanasutralamkara and its commentary (MSA[Bh]; see 6.3), RGVV©
retains the sense that the Buddha achieves a “great self” (mahatman), per-
haps indicative of his “majesty” (mahatmya) apart from the world of condi-
tioned phenomena. However, even this material, consistent with other
content of the RGVYV, shies from understanding the Buddha as having
taught an account of the self that in a way succeeds teachings about ab-
sence of self. The RGVYV tells us that where the Buddha employed seem-
ingly datmavadin pronouncements, these were intended to instruct
individuals who were particularly attached to notions of the self (7.3-4),
exponents or adepts of non-Buddhist systems (¢2rthyas/tirthikas), whose flaw
is a futile preoccupation with discovering anything in the world that de-
serves to be known, and so treasured, as atman.

Like the SDS, the RGVV also understands tathagatagarbha in mentalistic
terms, and evinces influence by the Yogacara-Vijnanavada tradition. It un-
derstands liberation as transformation of the mind at its basis, and does
not accept the single vehicle paradigm that was so important for earlier
authors concerned with Buddha-nature (9.1). Influences by the Yogacara-
Vijnanavada tradition—which reduce the experience of transmigration to
phenomena produced from a subliminal layer of the mind (such that all
is ultimately “mind-only,” cittamatra)—are yet more pronounced in the
Lankavatarasutra (LAS). According to the LAS, the tathagatagarbha had in-
deed been taught as something like a doctrine of the self, but only for the
purpose of attracting teachers of non-Buddhist systems (tirthakaras), to
whom such a thing might appeal (8.2). There is an asymmetry between this
and what we read in the MPNMS-group of texts, in which the Buddha is
said to have avoided revealing the self so that he might first quash erroneous
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teachings about the self that prevailed in the world; in the LAS, a Buddhist
account of the self can only have been taught in order to appeal to those
who espouse these erroneous views. This seemingly revisionist interpreta-
tion of the tathagatagarbha and its function seems to have won the approval
of later Buddhist authors, including those who otherwise did not privilege
the vijiianavada orientation of the LAS over other traditions of Mahayanist
thought (8.6).

Elsewhere in its content the LAS cites the SDS as a source for a more “de-
finitive” account of to what the expression tathagatagarbha must refer, though
this too is a creative reinterpretation of what the SDS had earlier disclosed.
According to the LAS, tathagatagarbha refers to nothing other than the “sub-
stratum consciousness” (alayavijiana) that underlies all experience, a founda-
tional teaching in the Yogacara-Vijnana tradition (8.3). But apart from this,
verses in the long and challenging “appendix” to the LAS—the Sagathaka—
refer to Buddhist atmavadin teachings with approval (“free from the faults of
non-Buddhist systems, burning up the thicket that is absence of self”), and
again contrast this with erroneous notions about worldly selfhood (8.4). The
final position of the Sagathaka (if these verses were intended to present one) is
difficult to pin down, but the core chapters of the LAS are clear that Buddha-
nature as a kind of atmavada could only be a kind of expediency. Though this
is a reasonable hermeneutic by which the LAS could interpret Buddhist teach-
ings about the self, we cannot shake the fact that authors of the MPNMS-
group of texts surely did not imagine the revelation of the true self to be
anything but a definitive articulation of Buddhist dharma.

It is quite clear that the SP had a profound influence on all of these
tathagatagarbha works. But themes shared by the SP and the MPNMS-group
of texts reflect an earlier stage in the life of the Indian Mahayana, quite
different from the more philosophically sophisticated adaptations of the
Buddha-nature idea found in the SDS, AAN, RGVV, and LAS. The latter
have the hallmarks of a more “mature” Mahayana: they are less concerned
with the unforgiving career of the bodhisattva, hampered by abuse wher-
ever he teaches about tathagatagarbha, or with affirming the continuing
and transcendent influence of the Buddha; indeed, they articulate a
Buddhology—focused on the dharmakaya that is identifiable with reality
itself—that places comparatively less emphasis on Buddha(s) as personal
entities that emerge and influence the world. Though itis difficult to prove
conclusively, the poetic musings on Buddha-nature found in the TGS (and
preserved in the RGV as, specifically, an exploration of the dhatu of the
Buddha) may sit between these two groups of texts, with less to say about
the austerity of bodhisattva practice evinced in the former, but apart
from the mentalistic reinvention and systematization of the expression
tathagatagarbha that is so evident in the latter.

To sum up, we can trace the transformation of the Buddha-nature idea
from (1) the affirmation of the enduring essence of the Buddha in all sen-
tient beings to (2) an account of an underlying nature of sentient beings
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that possesses his transcendent qualities. The former understands
tathagatagarbha to refer to something like an account of a properly awak-
ened subject, the figure of the Buddha, or vital essence of him, that lies hid-
den throughout transmigration, an imperceptible presence in one’s
constitution, and what can hence be legitimately called atman. The latter,
by contrast, is an account of a properly awakened substrate, a basis for trans-
migration and liberation, or otherwise the basic nature of the mind, and
that which the bodhisattva seeks to cleanse of its myriad vices and failings.
These two glosses on how the term tathagatagarbha is used, by the two
strains of this literature that we have discerned, share a common element:
in both, tathagatagarbha refers to what is “beneath” (sub-) the elements of
conditioned existence that comprise transmigration—in the first model
hidden “within,” and in the second properly “underpinning” rebirth, and
after it liberation, in the sense of some basis or foundation.

Both models of Buddha-nature teaching—or otherwise that to which
the expression tathagatagarbha refers—are contentious. In each instance
Mahayanist authors are agreed that something permanent (nitya, other-
wise dhruva, or sasvata) persists through this life and the successive lives of
asentient being, either in “essence” (dhatu) or “intrinsically” (prakrti).* The
difference, as should by now be clear, is that only later in the life of the
Buddha-nature idea—though still relatively early in the history of
Mahayana Buddhism—was the expression tathagatagarbha taken to refer to
a beginningless basis of experience that is the mind. Prior to this, we are
witness to something even more irregular, with which it is quite evident
that some Indian audiences were not so comfortable: an account of sen-
tient beings having in their person a trace of what is supermundane; a real-
ity thatis unchanging, indestructible, of superlative value, and so worthy of
being called the self.

10.2 Origins of the Buddha-nature Idea

If we are to address the conditions under which Mahayanist authors began
to espouse a Buddhist teaching of the self, we should also address the pos-
sible origins of the Buddha-nature idea in general, and of the expression
tathagatagarbha that stood for it. Once again, the Buddha-nature idea is that
something proper to all sentient beings across their successive births and deaths is, at
all times, that which is proper also to a Buddha (see 1.2). We have observed that
there were at least two broad types of Buddha-nature teaching in India.
One, which I have argued is the older, imagines something like an endur-
ing subject (atman) that suffers transmigration and enjoys liberation from
it—and hence is articulated in terms of a self (“atmavada”). The other pos-
tulates an enduring mental substrate, a contribution to discourse about the

4. To bring us full circle, see again the notions of the liberated self that are opposed in
the Alagaddupamasutta (1.1n21).
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mind and its composition (“vjiianavada’), which in some manner under-
pins transmigration and—textual evidence suggests—proved not quite so
objectionable to Indian Buddhist authors and their audiences.

We should also determine some ballpark period within which to situ-
ate the production of our texts. Our likely latest source in the tathagatagarbha
corpus is the LAS, our terminus ante quem for which is the production of
Gunabhadra’s translation (LAS®; see 8.1) in 443 CE. The LAS is not men-
tioned in any works of the Yogacara-Vijnanavada tradition attributed to
Maitreya/Asanga, including the MSA or RGVYV, so was probably not pro-
duced earlier than the fourth century.” Our earliest form of the LAS
knows of both the AMS and SDS. Though the relative dating of these two
works is a tricky issue (see 5.4), the SDS gives the impression of being fur-
ther from the contentious “revelation” of teaching about tathagatagarbha,
so may be later. If we permit for some passage of time between the compo-
sition of any two related texts—it being unlikely that any was produced as
an immediate response to another—we can presume that both the AMS
and SDS belong to the third or fourth century at latest.

At the other end of this chronology, Radich develops a detailed argu-
ment for the dating of the MPNMS.° Both the MPNMS and Mahameghasutra
(see 9.4) exhibit what may be knowledge of the Satavahana dynasty in
Andhra, and specifically of the king Gautamiputra Satakarni (reigned c.
86-110 CE). Analysis of the prophecy complex common to these and the
other texts of the MPNMS-group leads Radich to conclude that MPNMS-
tg may have been produced in the Andhra region, in “the late first to mid-
second century CE.”” Even if Radich’s hypothesis concerning the MPNMS
puts its composition too early, we could still comfortably suppose that the

5. See also 8.1n6. Regarding the (improbable) hypothesis that some form of the LAS
was known to Nagarjuna, and hence may have existed as early as the second century, see
Lindtner 1982; 1992.

6. Radich 2015a: 59-85; also Hodge 2006.

7. The Mahameghasitra refers to the Satavahanas by name (T.387[12]1099¢28: %22 #0]
JB); both it and the MPNMS refer to geographical features of the Andhra region (in “the
South”) as well as, perhaps, epithets for Gautamiputra Satakarni himself (see references in
the previous note for more). Both of these texts prophesy that a decline in the dharma will
take place seven hundred years after the Buddha’s (apparent) death, which may accord with
the period during or after Satakarni’s rule. See Radich 2015a: 74-75 (also pages indicated in
the note above) and Hodge 2006.

The Andhra/Satavahana thesis also supports the much-discussed association be-
tween fathagatagarbha and the Mahasamghika tradition—which was resident in the Andhra
region—proposed by Wayman (1978) and supposed by Barber (2008: both with reference to
the SDS specifically: see 5.1nn6, 8), and supported by ties between the MPNMS and
Mahasamghika that have been observed by Shimoda (e.g., 1994; 2014: 74-84). See also
Radich 2015a: 55n114. For overviews of Mahasamghika(-Lokottaravada) doctrine, preserv-
ing ideas common to the Buddha-nature tradition, see Bareau 1955: 55—77; Westerhoff 2018:
45-49. Regarding the need for caution in any attempt to discern affiliation between
Mahayanist texts and schools (nikayas) of Buddhist ordination, see Harrison 1995a: 56-57. A
further curiosity is the tradition that Nagarjuna may have had as his patron a king of the
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MPNMS, AMS, and MBhS—representing the earlier, atmavadin mode of
Buddha-nature thinking—were produced some time between the second
and third centuries CE.® All of these texts show some degree of influence
by the SP (see 9.1), which was likely produced in the first quarter of the first
millennium CE.? It should be stressed that the single vehicle paradigm to
which our Buddha-nature sources are indebted does not feature among
our supposedly “early” literary sources for Mahayana Buddhism, which
presume the Mahayana (or bodhisattvayana) to be reserved for an elite few,
whereas other sentient beings can, at best, aspire to achieve the status of an
arhat.!” In short, sources for the early history of the Buddha-nature idea
likely originated late in the first quarter of the first millennium CE, per-
haps across the late second and early third century, by which time some
corner of Mahayana Buddhism, represented by the SP, had proposed that
liberation can mean only the status achieved by a Buddha, toward which
the “great vehicle” of the Mahayana is the only conveyance. Whereas the
SP makes this goal available for anyone willing to accept its teachings, the
authors of the MPNMS go further, and explain how buddhahood is achiev-
able by anyone who will commit to eventually realizing, for the sake of all
sentient beings, their ever-present Buddha-nature.

The dates proposed above can only ever be reasonable hypotheses.
Moreover, the production of any of our sources could, in theory, postdate
years of discussion and argument regarding the ideas that they promote."
But we will proceed supposing that by the middle of the third century of
the Common Era, Buddhist authors had developed from a fantastical ac-
count of the Buddha’s apparent death (in MPNMS-dhk) a creative reimag-
ining of the distribution of his relics—his superlatively precious, enduring
essence—now in all sentient beings (MPNMS-tg), such that they can be
understood to possess at all times, though lying unrealized, the full gamut
of the Buddha’s qualities. In tandem with this, the liberation proper to a
Buddha—that s, the uncovering of one’s own Buddha-nature—was articulated

Satavahana dynasty (Walser 2005: 61-87; Yamano 2008), and evidence of awareness of
tathagatagarbha and ekayana teachings in works attributed to him; see also 9.1n21.

8. A later dating—recorded by H. Nakamura ([1980] 1987: 212); Williams (2009: 109);
and Verardi (2011: 128)—takes the MPNMS to have been produced around the dawn of the
Gupta Empire (mid-third century CE), and assumes that its “prophecy” referred to the renewed
political fortunes of Brahmanism, at the expense of Buddhism, in that period.

If the composition of the MPNMS is as early as Radich has argued, Zimmermann’s
(2000: 77-79) position that the TGS was produced in the second half of the third century
remains very plausible.

9. Our terminus for the SP is its first translation into Chinese, the Zhengfahua jing 1Fi%
4L (T.263), by Dharmaraksa 2257 (f1.265-313 CE), in 286CE.

10. Regarding accurate use of (or abstention from) the designation “early Mahayana,”
see Harrison 1995a: 55-56; 2018a: 12-13. Regarding the ekayana, see also 9.1n1.

11. A point made by Harrison (1995a: 55-56), who acknowledges that the Chinese
translations of Lokaksema do not necessarily provide access to the “early” Indian Mahayana
so much as what are, for us, relatively early sources for it.
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in terms of the discovery of this essence, or otherwise one’s self, which
refers to both the supermundane status of the Buddha and the presence of
that which is proper to him in every sentient being (see 1.3).

In the next section we will turn to the matter of why early advocates of
the Buddha-nature idea promoted their teaching as an account of the self,
such that later inheritors of the expression tathagatagarbha had to wrestle
with what I am claiming are its (authentically Buddhist) “Gtmavadin” roots.
But it should first be clarified that the origins of Buddha-nature teaching
surely do not lie exclusively in a desire to promote a teaching about, by name,
the self. It is unlikely that we can identify any one comprehensive reason
why Mahayanist authors began to promote the idea of an enduring, indestruc-
tible Buddha-nature, and the search for a single cause behind its development
is likely a flawed endeavor.'? Before we attend to our primary interest—why
the tathagatagarbha was ever articulated in terms of selfhood—we should
consider what function(s) teaching about Buddha-nature may have served
in the interests of Mahayanist authors and audiences in the early centuries
of the Common Era."”®

If the earliest context for Buddha-nature teaching is indeed visible in
the MPNMS—which, we should remember, is ostensibly an account of the
Buddha’s death—then it is to this text in particular that we must at-
tend. A very relevant concern of Indian Buddhism, dating back to the gen-
erations immediately after the Buddha’s death, was the absence from the
world of the Buddha himself. Arguably this problem is all the more pro-
nounced for the Mahayana tradition, in that pivotal moments in the career
of a bodhisattva include forming the vow to become fully awakened, usu-
ally believed to be made in the presence of a living Buddha, and the pre-
diction (vyakarana) by a Buddha that this bodhisattva will, eventually,
succeed in that endeavor." As outlined in the first chapter of this volume
(1.3), the veneration of the Buddha’s relics, or otherwise the stipa in which
they reside, constituted one means by which the Buddha or some trace of
him was believed to remain present and accessible in the world. In tension
with the veneration of the Buddha’s very physical remains sits the develop-
ment of what has been called docetic Buddhology: the understanding that
the Buddha did not truly depart from the world because all that was seen
of his physical person were merely “displays” from beyond it, and hence
that his involvement in human affairs need not have come to an end. The
tathagatagarbha tradition adopts the language of the former to explore the
implications of the latter: that the enduring, valuable essence of the Buddha
is housed not in a cold stone reliquary but resides somehow, mysteriously,
in sentient beings themselves.

12. See Zimmermann 2002: 75; also Radich 2015a: 157.

13. Regarding the challenges we face if wanting to discern the origins of doctrinal con-
cepts such as tathagatagarbha, see Radich 2015a: 101-104, after Schmithausen 1987: 1-7.

14. See Drewes 2019.
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Among our earliest sources for docetic Buddhology is Lokaksema’s
Chinese translation of the Lokanuvartanasutra, produced in the late sec-
ond century (see again 1.3), in which are recorded a great many examples
of the Buddha’s “displayed” activities from some status beyond the physical
world: that the Buddha only “appeared” to be born, mature, experience
suffering, and eventually die."” As Radich has argued, the expression
tathagatagarbha served as a “positive corollary” to docetic Buddhological
developments in the early Common Era, which are very evident in MPNMS-
dhk (see 2.2). With MPNMS-dhk as its foundation, MPNMS-tg affirms the
existence of the tathagatagarbha—transforming, as Radich had written,
the “tomb” of the (seemingly) departed Sékyamuni into the “womb” for a
future Buddha—to explain how a newly awakened being can be realized in
the world if, as a docetic account of the Buddha would hold, he exists
beyond not only his apparent awakening but also his final conception, ges-
tation, and birth (see 1.3)."° In whatever fashion the expression tathagata-
garbha is employed, be it somehow corporeally (in the MPNMS-group) or
mentalistically (in the SDS and otherwise), it communicates that the cre-
ation of a Buddha culminates in a kind of “self”-revelation, of something
apart from the physical processes of birth, aging, and death observable in
the world, what Zimmermann (2014a) has referred to as a “disclosure” of a
liberated state that is already present.

As previous scholarship has acknowledged, the notion of an internal-
ized Buddha-nature also plays into other important themes in the develop-
ment of the Indian Mahayana, such as visual encounter (darsana) with the
Buddha.” Notably the status of the Buddha-nature as something one
might “see” is not prominent in the SDS, AAN, or RGV(V), but is found
repeatedly throughout the MPNMS-group (see, e.g., 2.3, 3.4, 4.4). As the
Buddha’s essence/relic at the stipa is functionally equivalent to the Bud-
dha himself, to behold such a thing is to encounter the Buddha; similarly,
to “see” one’s tathagatagarbha, or the womb/chamber for the Buddha(dhdatu),
is to see the Buddha within oneself.” Visual encounters with a Buddha—by

15. Harrison 1982; 1993: 159-161; also Radich 2007: 593-684.

16. Radich 2015a: 165. An account of the “postmortem” dimension of a docetic Bud-
dhology (i.e., that the Buddha “did not really die”) is Radich 2012a. A central contention of
Radich’s study of the MPNMS (2015a: 105-157) is that tathagatagarbha doctrine presents a
“prenatal” complement to this (i.e., the Buddha “was not really born”), which explains the
manner by which a Buddha might emerge in the world—from amid afflictions, cleansed by
the bodhisattva who prefigures him—while being utterly apart from the polluted process of
being born in a regular, “worldly” fashion; see Sasson 2008; Langenberg 2017.

17. See Zimmermann 2014a; Radich 2015a: 212-213; also Shimoda 2014: 61-66. Regard-
ing the importance of darsanain Buddhism, in particular in the centuries associated with the
emergence of the Mahayana, see Rotman 2009: 185-192.

18. Schopen (1988: 531) draws attention to a passage in the Pali Mahavamsa, in which
Mahinda—the missionary son of ASoka—instructs King Devanampiya of Lanka that “when
the relics are seen, the victor (i.e., Buddha) is seen” (dhatusu ditthesu dittho hoti jino iti). See
also N. Falk 1977.
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meditative practices focused on him (buddhanusmrti), or the pursuit of
other worlds in which Buddhas are currently teaching (buddhaksetras)—
were important preoccupations of some of our probably oldest Mahayanist
literature, which attests to the desirability of an immediate, undeniable
encounter with a living, teaching Buddha."

The novel innovation in the tathagatagarbha literature is to situate the
Buddha, or what is essential to him, within one’s own constitution; the bo-
dhisattva is reassured that the glorious, fully-formed person of the liberated
being resides in his own body, across this and successive lives. But espe-
cially where tathagatagarbha is taken to refer to the self, and in order to
square this claim with wider nairatmyavada discourse (in which nothing
discernibleinone’sexperience qualifiestobe called theself;see 1.1), Buddha-
nature must refer to something that is commonly indiscernible: always in
one’s own constitution but knowable only to a Buddha until there is, visible
in the world, another fully realized Buddha. The tathagatagarbhaliterature
at once promises the presence of Buddha(-nature) while denying percep-
tion of it to anyone below the status of advanced bodhisattvas, who them-
selves can perceive it only imperfectly (see 2.3). Our Buddha-nature
sources offer no program of introspection by which such an encounter
might be possible, and if anything may have frustrated audiences who
would want there to be some means by which this precious entity could be
accessed (apart from, as our sources teach, by commitment to texts of the
Buddha-nature tradition).?” The point, however, is encouragement:
tathagatagarbha works stress the imperceptibility of Buddha-nature up until
abodhisattva becomes, through great exertion, a Buddha himself, at which
point what is proper to a Buddha—indeed, “Buddha-nature”—is visible for
all to see.

This brings us to what may be the most pressing concern behind teach-
ing regarding tathagatagarbha, at least in our MPNMS-group of texts: the
maintenance in the world of the three jewels or refuges (Buddha, dharma,
and sangha), and the bodhisattva’s role in the continuing production of
Buddhas that are the fountainhead of the other two.? This is particularly
evident in the theme of a “single refuge” that is observable, in more or less
detail, across the MPNMS, AMS, SDS, and RGV (see, especially, 5.4), which

19. Harrison (1992b: 225-228) explores the manner in which what is often abbreviated
to the Pratyutpanna-sitra (e.g., T.418: Panchou sanmeijing B fF—BREE, a text listed among
Lokaksema’s corpus of translations) describes “visualization” (anusmrti) of a Buddha as an
invocation and internalization of the Buddha’s presence, which invites identification with
the visualized Buddha and a transformation of the observing subject. That “visualization
of” leads to “identification with” is a prominent feature of developments in tantric Buddhism,
but in a period closer to that of the Pratyutpanna-sutra, our tathagatagarbha sources seem to
invert this process: “identification with” a Buddha—which must be accepted on faith—
prefigures an eventual visual encounter with our ever-present, concealed Buddha-nature.

20. Regarding an exceptional passage in MPNMS"+, see 2.7n135.

21. See Skilling 2018: 35-45, 53-56.
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all stress the primacy of the Buddha over the other two refuges, and by
implication the importance of a bodhisattva as the precursor to another,
future Buddha. Already in the MPNMS we find the notion that by knowing
his Buddha-nature a bodhisattva understands himself to be a site of wor-
ship as if he were a Buddha already (2.2); the AMS goes so far as to declare
that bodhisattvas are, in a sense, Buddhas (3.4), and that acting like a Bud-
dha betrays the presence of the tathagatagatbha (9.3). Such identifications
are defensible insofar as bodhisattvas know themselves to have the nature
of the Buddha about them, and are by their efforts contributing to the
future in the world of the three refuges.?

For the Mahayana, the path of the bodhisattva is integral to the conti-
nuity of Buddhism in the world. This would be especially pertinent for au-
thors like those of the MPNMS-group, who record (or “predict”) a decline
in the discipline of the sangha and in the influence of Buddhist teach-
ing long after the (flesh-and-blood) disappearance of the Buddha.? The
Buddha-nature idea reassures both the bodhisattva and perhaps also his
patrons—lay devotees, whose gifts would support renunciants or commu-
nities of them—that the efforts of an adept who is true to the Mahayana
are not in vain, and that each bodhisattva constitutes the presence (or at
least promise) of a new, fully formed Buddha. In this role the bodhisattva
surpasses the supposed presence of the Buddha at the stipa; while the rel-
ic-chamber was held to retain the trace of a Buddha’s physical presence,
the tathagatagarbha marks the transcendental locus—immanent yet imper-
ceptible, “in” the body but not of it—from which a future Buddha can
someday emerge. Insofar as the bodhisattva is one who strives to reveal this
hidden nature, (s)he is the most valuable object of reverence: the dynamic
site of a new Buddha, to be contrasted with the cold burial mound of the
previous Buddha (who never, we should add, really died).

A final very significant factor behind the development of Buddha-nature
thinking is the account of Buddhist liberation observable in our earliest
sources for this idea. Material in MPNMS-dhk articulates that what is be-
yond the world of transmigration can be characterized by permanence,
purity, bliss, and—most contentiously—“selfhood” (see 2.2). This material
of the MPNMS does not yet propose that atman can describe anything
about lowly, transmigrating sentient beings (an error, we are initially told,
that is proper to non-Buddhist systems), and yet this certainly invites an

22. Zimmermann (2014a: 525) observes that a recurring feature in the similes of the
TGS is the claim that the bodhisattva can perform all of the tasks of a Buddha. The concept
of perceiving the bodhisattva (or other figures) as a Buddha—specifically “as the teacher”
(Sastrsamjna)—dates further back in the history of Mahayanist literature, and is visible in,
for example, the Kasyapaparivarta (Vorobyova-Desyatovskaya 2002: 5 [§4]) and the SP (286.1;
Kern 1884: 271); see Skilling 2009; 2018.

23. We see this, for example, where the MPNMS condemns monks who keep prohibited
items and engage in worldly arts or practices: MPNMS' 869a17-869b7; MPNMSP 386b14—
386¢5; MPNMS' §176-177.
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extension of this language to sentient beings themselves, which in MPNMS-
tg is the localization of the Buddha’s “essence” in every one of them. Follow-
ing our Tibetan translation of this material, MPNMS-dhk records that the
Buddha is permanent (rtag pa: Skt. nitya), enduring (ther zug: sasvata), un-
conditioned (dus ma byas pa: asamskrta), and lasting (brtan pa: dhruva).**
Three of these expressions—explaining the Buddha’s temporal exten-
sion—are by now very familiar to us; but all versions of the MPNMS also
confirm that the Buddha is unconditioned or “uncreated”; he is different
from all worldly entities, because he is not a product of, or dependent
upon, worldly causation.

In earlier Buddhist teaching, that which is unconditioned or uncreated
(asamskrta) refers to nirvana, the experience realized by arhats and Buddhas
alike, and apart from the process of transmigration.* But in the MPNMS
this language describes the transcendent existence of a Buddha, whose
status is beyond nirvana as imagined in mainstream (i.e., non-Mahayanist)
teaching: “Regarding the expression ‘uncreated,” take the example of a
potter making a pot, and then breaking it: liberation is not like that.?® Lib-
eration has neither an origin nor cessation; that which is liberation is the
Tathagata, [who is] without origination, without death. That which is with-
out origination, without destruction, without ageing, without death, which
is uncreated, is the Tathagata; therefore [it is said that] he goes to
mahaparinirvana.”®” The Buddha’s liberation is expressed in terms of a sep-
aration from that which characterizes all worldly phenomena (origination
and cessation), and the experiences proper to the normal lives of sentient
beings (aging and death). If the deathless state enjoyed by a Buddha
“comes” from nowhere—that is, it is uncreated—some basis for this state
should exist already, and must pertain to any sentient being who is capable
of becoming a Buddha. If that which is transcendent and unconditioned
can, in contrast to all worldly things, be called atman, then a thing by the
same name must exist already at the place from which a Buddha can

24, MPNMST §65.1-5. Compare MPNMSF 860a27-28 (MAH{%. #E 5%, JE45i%) and
MPNMSP 374b18-20 (MIHRHFIEIL, NEEFIL, MHLIE).

25. Explained, for example, in the Asankhatasamyutta (SN.IV.359-373), or—from likely
a very early stage in Buddhist teaching—the Udana (8.3; Steinthal 1885: 80-81). See also,
apropos of tathagatagarbha teaching specifically, Grosnick 1981. Regarding abhidharmic
debate over what is unconditioned—together with early Buddhist sources that discuss the
ontological status of nirvana—see Dhammajoti 2009: 471-485. Crucially, early Buddhist lit-
erature, such as the discourses of the Pali Suttapitaka, is careful not to promote the idea that
nirvana, though unconditioned, deserved to be called the self; see Collins 1998: 138-142.

26. Regarding the pot imagery apropos of emptiness teaching in the MPNMS, see 9.5.

27. MPNMS" §232.1-9: dus ma byas dus ma byas zhes bya ba ni / ji ltar rdza mkhan gyis snod
byas nas / de’i og tu zhig par ‘gywr ba bzhin du / thar pa ni de lta ma yin no // thar pa ni skye ba yang
med / ‘gag pa yang med do // thar pa gang yin pa de ni de bzhin gshegs pa ste / skye ba yang med / “chi
ba yang med do // gang ma skyes pa dang / ma zhig pa dang / rga ba med pa dang / ‘chi ba med pa
dang / ‘dus ma byas pa de ni de bzhin gshegs pa ste / de bas na de bzhin gshegs pa ni yongs su mya ngan
las das pa chen por ‘gro ba’o // Compare MPNMSF 873a15-20; MPNMSP 392a25-29.
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emerge, hidden somehow within the otherwise ephemeral constitution of
any sentient being. This trace of what is unconditioned must endure apart
from worldly activities, survive successive births and deaths, be superlative-
ly valuable, and is hence—in agreement with wider Indian discourse—that
which one might naturally call the self.

And yet, as the MPNMS itself acknowledges, to refer to this enduring
Buddha-nature as the self was a departure from standard Buddhist dis-
course, and invited consternation. It is clear that later authors in the
tathagatagarbha tradition were at pains to distance teaching about Buddha-
nature from anything that should be explained in atmavadin terms, and so
from the implication that the tathagatagarbha constitutes a caveat to, if not
outright departure from, teachings about absence of self. The MPNMS,
AMS, and MBhS all commit to the idea that the nature of the Buddha con-
stitutes the Buddha’s account of the self, and therefore that Buddhist
teaching culminates in the realization of just such a thing. The remaining
sections of this volume will attempt to explain motivations behind the doc-
trinal “experiment” that was Buddha-nature teaching articulated as a form
of Buddhist atmavada, prior to its reinvention in terms that proved to be
more palatable for wider Indian Buddhist audiences.

10.3 Liberation and the Self

We have seen that although later works concerned with tathagatagarbha
salvaged this expression from its atmavadin heritage, relatively early articu-
lations of Buddha-nature teaching were certainly framed as the Buddha’s
account of the self. This was in apparent contravention of prior Buddhist
teaching about the redundancy of a conception of the self in a correct (or
at very least soteriologically advantageous) understanding of transmigra-
tion and escape from it. If we accept that teaching about Buddha-nature
began with the internalization of a Buddha’s essence (dhatu), which under-
stands any sentient being to possess the chamber/womb for the presence
of a Buddha (tathagatagarbha), then although this is clearly an account of
something enduring and valuable, there is no strict need to couch this as a
teaching about the self, and so to court controversy in the manner that the
texts of the MPNMS-group all concede that they do. And yet these texts
both promote and defend the buddhadhatu, or tathagatagarbha, articulated
as the Buddha’s definitive contribution, and so conclusion, to discourse
about the self.

With the benefit of all that we have seen in earlier chapters—and espe-
cially with respect to the MPNMS and AMS—I suggest two interrelated
explanations for this excursion into what has sometimes been seen to be
“un-Buddhist” doctrinal territory or, at very least, nomenclature. The first,
addressed in this section, situates teaching about Buddha-nature in the
wider religious landscape of India in the first two or three centuries of
the Common Era; the second, addressed in the next section, considers
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Buddha-nature thinking as a development within a particular strain of
Mahayana Buddhist thought that likely originated in this same period.

As reviewed already in this chapter, the groundwork for a Buddhist
atmavada was laid by MPNMS-dhk: material of the MPNMS that does not
concern the status of sentient beings themselves but does find it appropri-
ate to call the Buddha, or the liberated state that he enjoys, “the self.” Estab-
lishing the precious nature of the Buddha in every sentient being went a
step further, and led to the promotion of a true atmavdda: an account of
the enduring, precious “central something” of every sentient being, in
which is invested power and longevity, and which was a well-established
desideratum for Indian religious authors and adepts in general (see 1.1).
In likely later texts such as the SDS and AAN, and—more clearly still—the
RGVV and LAS, we find what read like clarifications about Buddha-nature
teaching, in which tathagatagarbha and that to which it refers is not “revealed”
so much as explained in a fashion that shores up and defends a place for it
in wider Buddhist thought.?® While they certainly attempt to persuade
audiences about the Buddha’s account of the self (see 2.4, 3.5, 4.2), the
sutras of the MPNMS-group lack these more systematic explanations of
tathagatagarbha and its relation to other Buddhist teachings. By contrast,
our atmavdada sources explain tathagatagarbha with recourse to the Bud-
dha’s use of cryptic utterances (see 9.2); the Buddha taught first, for the
benefit of the world, in terms of absence of self, but this prefigured his ac-
count of the true self, hidden from view, that is Buddha-nature.

We should here acknowledge that our Buddha-nature authors were
part of a broader religious landscape, in which debate about liberation—
what it was, and how it could be achieved—was still occupied with ques-
tions about the self, and understood the self to be that by which one could
engage with a reality higher than anything in the everyday world. We could
venture to think more about this landscape and the place that our authors
occupied in it.

If our earliest Buddha-nature sources belong to the first three centu-
ries of the Common Era, theirs was likely not yet a world within which the
many and varied innovations of Mahayanist sutras had been thoroughly
scrutinized or systematized, neither for the benefit of Buddhist audiences
nor for the purposes of engagement with the doctrines of non-Buddhist
authors (concerned with the self or otherwise). Moreover, where our early
Buddha-nature sutras laud the supermundane status of the Buddha, they
are interested not in what David Drewes has called “the thin, this-worldly
religious experience of modern apologists” but rather, Drewes continues,

28. A good example is exposition of the single vehicle by the SDS, and its creative en-
deavors to explain the manner in which arhats and pratyekabuddhas are not yet liberated
(5.4). But there are no “secrets” explained by the SDS; it provides simply an account of trans-
migration and liberation that is informed by its interpretation of what is meant by
tathagatagarbha.
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“a state of omniscience and nearly infinite power and glory to be attained
in another world after death;”* what Paul Harrison has described (and in
the context of “docetic” Buddhology specifically) as “the ideal or dream or
fantasy of becoming superhuman, of triumphing over all limitations of
time and space—an idea whose realization calls for extraordinary
asceticism.” Our earliest Buddha-nature sources are concerned with the
acquisition of something like this status, a kind of apotheosis, described as
permanent, pleasant, pure, and powerful; apart from conditioned exis-
tence, and unlike anything known in the world. The authors of MPNMS-
dhk declared that the Buddha—who enjoys just such a state—could be
referred to as the self, distinguishing his liberation from all worldly experi-
ence (impermanent, unpleasant, impure, and impotent). As explained in
the parable of the woodworm (2.2), it is about this that other religious sys-
tems may seem to speak, but resemblances between their ideas and the
liberation proper to a Buddha are superficial. Though the Buddha had
taught that nothing worldly qualifies as the self, the terminus of the bod-
hisattva path is that which eludes the renunciant practitioner—Buddhist,
Brahmanical, or otherwise—throughout any career of meditative intro-
spection. In short, liberation is presented as the discovery of that which
earlier Buddhist teaching would have held in high regard if the Buddha
had revealed that such a thing could be found: one’s self, or an enduring
nature invested with liberated power, and very worthy of discovery.

Hence Buddha-nature teaching—at least in its atmavadin mode—
brings this corner of the Mahayana into a new relationship with wider
Indian discourse about the self, its qualities, and value. As we observed in
the first chapter, the self and its whereabouts were a central and long-
standing concern of non-Buddhist and particularly Brahmanical inquiry;
according to the Brhaddaranyaka-upanisad, the self is “what one should see
and here, consider and reflect upon ... [by which] one knows all.”®! But we
have acknowledged also that the MPNMS and AMS may have been aware
of developments in Upanisadic atmavdada that belong to the centuries closer
to the dawn of the Common Era, in which discourse about the self—and
moreover the higher reality that might be known by it—had developed beyond
what is found in some early Upanisadic works, and which may not have
been known (or at least well-known) to Buddhist literature that originated
before the emergence of the Mahayana (see 9.6).

29. Drewes 2018: 87.

30. Harrison 1995b: 21; elsewhere, “a dream ... of unlimited power, bliss and freedom
from the shackles of our ordinary reality, of purity and perfection” (Harrison 2003: 146). In
this respect many Mahayanist texts are in accordance with a wider Indian preoccupation
with the acquisition of “complete control over one’s environment ... even control of the
physical sources of power in the universe,” as characterized by Potter (1963: 3).

31. BAU 2.4.5: atma va are drastavyah srotavyo manatavyo nididhydsitavyo ... amano va are
darsanena sravanena matya vijianenedam sarvam viditam // (Olivelle 1998: 67-69; see also 1.1).
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We benefit from returning to the diversity of atmavadin utterances
found in the Upanisads. Composed over many centuries, the “classical”
Upanisads are not of one voice regarding their two primary themes: how
best to understand that which is proper to one’s own existence (i.e., the
self, or atman), and how the self relates to that which seems to exceed it,
called brahman or otherwise.”® While the Brhadaranyaka-upanisad does
indeed focus on the discovery of the self (see 1.1), it and later Upanisads
associated with the Atharvaveda tradition (the Prasna- and Mundaka-
upanisads) focus on the self as the means by which one can come to know
bralman.* Famous passages of the Chandogya-upanisad are focused on the
self as that which survives death, and celebrate it as the route to knowledge
of bralman,* the sense also of the particularly terse Mandukya-upanisad.®
In the Kausitaki-upanisad the self is the enduring essence of any living
being: unaging, immortal, and again identifiable with brahman.’® However,
in the Autareya-upanisad there is virtually no mention of brahman; atman is at
once the creator, that which is the abiding essence of every living being,
and equated with the power of cognition.*” Also with markedly less empha-
sis on brahman, the atman is also the principle concern of the Katha-,*
Taittiriya-, Maitri-, and Svetasvatara-upanisads, and to different degrees pas-
sages of these works understand the self to be the means by which one
knows the divine “person” (purusa) beyond the world,* which the Isa-
upanisad knows as “the Lord” (z).*

In short, different traditions of Vedic knowledge (sakhds), all of which
produced and preserved their own discrete Upanisad(s), held atman to de-
note that which is supremely valuable in oneself, and moreover believed
that this provides a route to that which is more valuable still, matters about
which Brahmanical sages pondered and, importantly, contested.*' Notably
itis “middle-period” Upanisads—composed in centuries closer to the start
of the Common Era—that begin to show traces of theism: brahman or the
Brahmanical “summum bonum,” of which the self provides some knowl-
edge or access, is either equated with or eclipsed by some personal reality

32. Cohen 2018: 11-17; Black 2007: 30-58; also Brereton 1990, who acknowledges that
brahman itself serves as an “open concept” in this literature, standing for “whatever principle
or power a sage believes to be behind the world to make the world explicable” (Brereton
1990: 188). A recent and excellent discussion of atman across the Upanisads is Suthren Hirst
2018.

33. Cohen 2018: 305-306, 310-312.

34, Brereton 1990: 124-125; Black 2007: 30-46.

35. Olivelle 1998: 473-477; Cohen 2018: 352-355.

36. Cohen 2018: 278-279. The inverse is true of the Kena-upanisad, which gives hardly
any attention to atman at all (ibid., 338-339).

37. Cohen 2008: 134-135; 2018: 269-273.

38. See Schiltz 2018.

39. Cohen 2018: 288-291, 344-346, 327-330.

40. Cohen 2018: 294-295.

41. Black 2007: 59-101.
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who is beyond, yet responsible for, the world.* These middle-period sources
include the Isa-, Katha-, and Svetds’vatam—upani;ads, ideas and imagery of
which appear also in the MPNMS and AMS (see 9.6). More developed
still—and perhaps tripping over into the early Common Era—are Upanisads
more clearly aligned to the worship of named gods (e.g., the Kaivalya- and
Mahanarayana-upanisads), and with them the Bhagavadgita also, which
understand the self to be that by which one knows the supreme deity
(adhidaiva).” These theistic texts evince the congruence of a central Brah-
manical principle—that the self constitutes a means of access to that which
lies beyond the world—with the acknowledgment, in later centuries, that
this supreme principle can be identified with one or other personal deity
venerated by people in the world. This diversity of Brahmanical expression
across the Upanisads and into Brahmanical theism does not diverge from
a simple premise: knowledge of one’s self is supremely valuable because it
is the key to that which is supreme, called brahman, purusa, or adhidaiva.
We cannot, by reference to the Upanisads alone, confirm that interest
in the self remained paramount to the Brahmanical tradition in the first
quarter of the first millennium CE, the period in which we are locating
Buddha-nature sources that exhibit familiarity with language and imagery
found in certain Upanisads (see 10.2). We might also consider other Brah-
manical literature, for example, the Apastamba-dharmasitra (perhaps third
or second century BCE),* from which is drawn the verse that began this
chapter. The Apastamba—dharmasatm introduces that verse as follows: “[ The
Brahmana] should practice forms of discipline that are proper to one’s
innermost self (adhyatmika), which have assured consequences and do not
pertain to distraction. There is nothing higher than acquisition of the self
(atmalabha).”” The self mentioned in the verse at the start of this chapter is
that which dwells “in hiding” (guhasaya), in terms familiar from “middle-
period” Upanisads: indestructible, stainless, immovable, and that which—
if known and venerated—is the route to immortality.*® This is reminiscent
of how Buddha-nature is presented in our early tathagatagarbha sources, to
the extent that the MPNMS and AMS both teach that one might “make an

42. See Killingley 2018b.

43. Cohen 2018: 379-380, 359-367. The Bhagavadgita understands that what Arjuna
has had revealed to him is “the secret, known as one’s innermost self” (v.11.1: guhyam
adhyatmasamjiitam; e.g., Sargeant 2009: 453), the specific content of which is the revelation
that one’s true self is none other than the presence of Krsna-Vasudeva, the supreme deity
abiding in all living beings (Sargeant 2009: 430, v.10.20: aham atma ... sarvabhutasayasthitah).
See also Brockington 1998: 267-277; Malinar 2007: 113-120.

44. Olivelle 2018a: 21.

45. Apastamba-dharmasitra 1.22.1-2 (Biihler 1932: 38.19-39.1): adhyatmikan yogan
anutisthen nyaya samhitan anaiscarikan / atmalabhan na param vidyate // Translation modified
from that of Olivelle 1999: 32-33. The Apastamba-dharmasitrais not an enthusiastic advocate
of renunciation, but acknowledges that the self is that which the contemplative Brahmana
endeavors to know.

46. Most noticeably the Katha-upanisad; see references in 3.3n34.
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offering” to their own (buddha)dhatu (see 2.3, 3.8): that is, the internalized
“essence” of the Buddha, apart from all that is conditioned and can die,
and the presence in oneself of that which surpasses all that is mundane
and ephemeral.”

A particularly valuable source for us is the Manava-dharmasastra (com-
monly “The Laws of Manw”; henceforth MDh): among the most historically
influential treatises on the subject of Brahmanical dharma, which Patrick
Olivelle (2018a: 20-21) has dated to the first two or three centuries of the
Common Era. Though the MDh devotes greater attention to the duties of
a householder, it also prescribes the career of the renunciant Brahmana and
his desire for personal purity (atmasamsiddhi), which entails observances
including celibacy and abstention from meat,* as well as private recitation
of the Upanisads.* The renunciant should otherwise reflect on the supreme
self (paramatman), which inhabits all manner of different bodies as it trans-
migrates.”® Though it is difficult for those who are not practiced,” the
Brahmana mustobserve the self through meditative discipline (dhyanayoga);
one who does not know the self (adhyatman) through this method cannot reap
the benefits of ritual.” Verses that conclude the entire MDh reveal that the
“highest secret” (paramam guhyam) of Brahmanical dharma is knowledge
of the self:* “One’s mind collected, one should see everything in the self,
both existent and non-existent; for when one sees everything in the self,
one’s mind goes not to what contradicts (Brahmanical) dharma. All deities
are simply the self; all that exists abides in the self; it is the self, in all em-
bodied beings, that gives rise to the performance of actions.”* This self is
otherwise said to be smaller than an atom, lustrous like gold, but also the
supreme person that moves from one life to another: “Hence when one
sees, by the self, the self that is all beings, one becomes equal towards all
and reaches brahman, the highest state.”

47. Notably the MPNMS understands teaching about the (buddha)dhatu to be akin to
“ambrosia” (amrta), which in Indic language can be indistinguishable from “immortality”
itself; see MPNMSF 884a26-bl15; MPNMSP 409a19-b18; MPNMS" §386-387. This nuance
lends itself to Habata’s focus on the use of medicinal imagery running through the MPNMS
(1989; also 2019: 27-38), but no doubt also invites comparison to wider Indian interest in the
self as that which provides a means to end (repeated) death.

48. MDh 6.29 (Olivelle 2005: 149, 599).

49. MDh 6.83 (ibid., 152, 609): specifically, the renunciant should recite “those [texts]
called vedanta”; see ibid., 292; also Olivelle 2018b: 196.

50. MDh 6.65 (ibid., 151, 606). One might consider the objections voiced in the
MPNMS; see 2.4.

51. MDh 6.73 (ibid., 152, 608).

52. MDh 6.82 (ibid., 152, 609).

53. MDh 12.117 (ibid., 236, 911).

54. MDh 12.118-119: sarvam atmani sampasyet sac casac ca samahitah / sarvam hy atmani
sampasyan nadharme kurute manah // atmaiva devatah sarvah sarvam atmany avasthitam / atma hi
Jjanayaty esam karmayogam Saririnam // (ibid., 236, 911).

55. MDh 12.122-125, which concludes: evam yah sarvabhiitesu pasyaty améanam atmana /
sa sarvasamatam etya brahmabhyeti param padam // (ibid., 236, 912-913).
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If this self is indeed some manner of “secret,” the MDh nonetheless
understands that teachings about it have an audience wider than simply
renunciants; in its chapter on the instruction of kings, we read that a king
must learn “the science of the self” (atmavidya), and that his instructors
must be those “learned in the three Vedas,” thatis, they must be Brahmanas.*
Knowledge of the self (atmajiiana) is valued above all else, and its acquisi-
tion the focus of the kind of learning that leads to immortality.”” Hence the
secrecy associated with teachings about the self is indicative of the special
status given to knowledge about it, rather than any sense that this must be
kept strictly within Brahmanical circles; persuasive discourse about the
self was a commodity, and a valuable one, that the Brahmana was able to
offer to an influential donor or patron.”

In these passages the MDh attests to the continuing importance of
discourse about the self in the earliest centuries of the Common Era, when
erudite exposition about the self was attractive not only to renunciants but
also, in the eyes of the Brahmanical tradition, to persons of wealth and
influence whose support could make or break the fortunes of a religious
sect or community. The MDh does not reflect the prominence of any one
account of the self but rather the importance of discourse about it (i.e.,
atmavada), which—whatever its content—denotes a secret about beings in
general, to which only the Brahmana is supposed to have access. By the
early centuries of the Common Era some Brahmanical accounts of the self
were of an avowedly theistic nature, as epitomized by the Bhagavadgita: the
“secret” of the self is that the valuable center of every sentient being can
also be he who is the focus of all manner of rites, offerings, and other reli-
gious practices. In at least some Brahmanical contexts, an account of the
self was an account also of the supreme deity, by whatever name, who re-
sides beyond, but acts upon, the world.”

Theformalsimilaritiesbetween thisand ourearliestaccountsof Buddha-
nature—that is, an internalization of something supermundane, a trace of
a Buddha who exists beyond worldly appearance—are clear. Insofar as
tathagatagarbha designates that which is permanent, indestructible, and
superlatively valuable, and moreover points outside of oneself to the time-
less, higher reality that is the Buddha, this resembles an account of the self
typical of theistic Upanisads specifically or, indeed, the Bhagavadgita.
Importantly, the more fitting comparison is not between the Buddha and
the abstract brahman of earlier Upanisadic discourse (however brahman is
understood in different literary contexts), but what we might call theistic
modes of atmavdada that developed in India in the centuries either side of

56. MDh 7.43 (ibid., 156, 619). Regarding the content of atmavidya, see MDh 12.12-25
(ibid., 230-231, 891-894; also 348). Regarding the economic and political value of atmavidya
evinced by the Upanisads, see Black 2007: 88-92, 119-121.

57. MDh 12.85 (Olivelle 2005: 234, 905).

58. Black 2007: 24, after Urban 2001: 12.

59. See note 43 above.

printed on 2/12/2023 1:57 AMvia . All use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

252 BUDDHA-NATURE RECONSIDERED

the Common Era.®® What our earlier Buddha-nature literature offers—
couched in terms of something like the Buddha’s “secret” revealed only
late in his teaching—is something that Brahmanical sources such as the
MDh acknowledge to have been of value to both renunciants (in their dis-
putations) or to their donors (in their deliberations regarding who or what
is worthy of patronage).®!

In the first quarter of the first millennium, Mahayanist authors opted
to present an expressly Buddhist account of the self and that toward which
it points, and declared this to be knowable only to a Buddha and “revealed”
as something like the culmination of his teachings. Knowledge of Buddha-
nature—"“the Buddhist self”—is the preserve of the Buddha and those who
know his pronouncements about it, a revelation that speaks to sentient be-
ings in universal terms, but available only to those who attend to Buddhist
teachings, and those of the Mahayana specifically. It was perhaps further
developments in non-Buddhist discourse about the self, beyond the bound-
aries of what was opposed by earlier Buddhist teaching, that motivated
some account of “the Buddha as a (supermundane) self,” and with this “the
Buddha as one’s self,” perhaps spurred by the creeping success of theistic
modes of atmavada in the early Common Era. Our authors ventured to
contest that it is in Buddhist liberation that one finds that with which other
Indian religious traditions—Brahmanism in particular—were still occu-
pied: not just escape from rebirth, but this imagined as the discovery of
something enduring, incorruptible, and immortal. The tathagatagarbha—an

60. Crucially, the comparison I am drawing is between our atmavada tathagatagarbha
sources—which explicitly articulate Buddha-nature as an account of the self—and increas-
ingly creative (including theistic) forms of atmavdida discourse in India proper to the turn of
the Common Era. This is apart from the question of how far later tathagatagarbha texts—for
example, the SDS or RGVV, which are noticeably uncomfortable with the prospect of a
Buddhist atmavada—exhibit a conceptual similarity to some Upanisads (especially those
concerned with the equation of atman to the abstract, impersonal brahman) or to a form of
(Advaita) Vedanta. Regarding the relationship between some lathagatagarbha teaching and
monism see, for example, Takasaki 1966: 28, 61-66; 1974: 762; Nagao 1978: 81n35; Ruegg
1989a: 42n63; S. King 1991: 99-100 (citing Obermiller ([1931] 1991: 82); Matsumoto (for
example) 1997: 171.

61. The supposedly sacred relationship between Brahmanas and kings—or “brahman
and ksatra’—is a central theme throughout the Mahdbhdrata, which may have also achieved
amature form in the early centuries of the Common Era. Fitzgerald (2006: 282-283) reflects
on the epic as a defense of Brahmanical courtly influence; books including the
Moksadharmaparvan work to persuade a patron that “brahmins had as much of the newer
nonesoteric wisdom to teach as did the nastikafavorites” of earlier rulers (Mauryan, Kusanas,
or otherwise), that is, Buddhists or Jains. It is perhaps revealing that besides the example of
the woodworm (see 2.2), MPNMS-dhk tells us that when the Buddha subjugates other sys-
tems of thought he “pleases many kings” (MPNMS" §107.7: rgyal po du ma mgu bar mdzad;
compare MPNMS" 863a5-7; MPNMS" 378c20-22). Our Buddha-nature sources, which
argue for the Buddhist origins of discourse about the self, as well for religious utterances
(spells, treatises, etc.) in general, may reflect a Mahayanist riposte in this exchange: that
anything Brahmanism has to offer has origins in the Buddha, his Mahayana, and its diverse
range of teachings and stratagems.
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expression thatis as much charged with “hiddenness” as it is pregnant with
promise—equipped Mahayanist authors with an affirmative response to
wider discourse about liberation as a process of “self”-realization. That
persons inferior to advanced bodhisattvas cannot themselves perceive this
nature is of little consequence; the scriptural revelation of Buddha-nature
acknowledged as the self—that which, in all sentient beings, points beyond
itself—makes an ambitious contribution to an intersectarian debate in
which Indian authors and audiences continued to invest importance.

In conclusion, we might characterize the tathagatagarbha, presented as the
Buddha’s teaching about the true self, as the strategic adoption of a mode
of discourse that was beyond the parameters of conventional Buddhist
thought and expression, a teaching that does not reject prior Buddhist
teaching about things in the world, or indeed the Buddha present beyond
it, so much as supplement it with the Buddha’s authoritative account of
what can, unlike all things worldly, be called the self. Teaching about
tathagatagarbha, as a relocation of the abiding presence of buddhahood, is
continuous with themes and concerns proper to the Indian Buddhist
imagination, and serves also to develop a Buddhology that elevates the sta-
tus of Buddhas—and the bodhisattvas who become them—further above
all that is worldly. But we must still account for what could permit this level
of innovation (critics might say “deviation”) in this period of Indian Buddhist
intellectual history, given that other Buddhist sources, from this era and
later, remained committed to an ancient and highly productive discourse
concerned with absence of self. To address this we must contextualize Bud-
dha-nature teaching as not only Buddhist, or even Mahayanist, but as an
expression of one particularly bold strain of the Mahayana that emerged
in association with the SP, which we can call “ekayanist.”

10.4 Buddhist Selfhood and the Mahayana

We have seen that Brahmanical sources, including many Upanisads, reflect
avariety of perspectives regarding to what the expression atman must refer
and what higher principle or reality it makes knowable (see 9.6). The MDh
evinces that in the early centuries of the Common Era the self and discus-
sion about it remained important for both the Brahmanical renunciant
(intent on liberation) and courtier (intent on patronage). But it is not so
clear that Brahmanical tradition had reached any consensus regarding the
self, only that a Brahmana should be acknowledged as one who has exper-
tise regarding its qualities, location, and the supermundane reality in
which it somehow participates. It was debate about these questions that
earlier (indeed, likely the earliest) Buddhist teachers had eschewed, and
that is still challenged wherever our tathagatagarbha sources deny the exis-
tence of this or that erroneous notion of selfhood. But the MPNMS, AMS,
and MBhS reject wrong-minded thinking about the self while advancing the
Buddha’s own account of that which deserves this label; their rejection of
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non-Buddhist teaching about the self is no longer an outright dismissal of
this debate but features some participation in it. The true self of any sentient
being is the nature of the Buddha, or the presence of the tathdgatagarbha.
If the status of the Buddha, contrary to any worldly phenomenon, could be
understood as the discovery of the self, and if the essence of a liberated
being lies imperceptibly in one’s own constitution, then Mahayanist authors
arrive at their own answer to a perennial Indian concern: Buddhist dharma
has its own account of the self.

If we pay careful attention to our earliest Buddha-nature sources we
observe that they do not simply promote a rival account of the self, but also
venture to accommodate discourse about the self in general within the
parameters of the Buddha’s influence. Both the MPNMS and AMS—our
two most thorough and detailed sources of a Buddhist atmavada—propose
that non-Buddhist discourse about the self owes its existence to the activi-
ties of the Buddha or bodhisattvas; either through miscomprehension or,
more creatively, by design (see 2.5, 3.7). The account of the self that our
authors innovate constitutes entry into a debate about to what this label
should refer, and in the process explains that all other discourse about a
self that is supermundane derives from the definitive teaching about it that
is revealed, finally, in the Mahayana. Remembering that possession of the
tathagatagarbha extends to all sentient beings regardless of status or orien-
tation, non-Buddhist teachings about the self are included within the do-
main of the Buddha’s many and varied teachings and activities, regardless
of from where they appear to have arisen. Put crudely, Buddha-nature is
not simply a teaching about the self, but teaching about the self—where it
points to what is supermundane—is always, in the end, about Buddha-nature
(see, again, 2.5).

Anticipating further discussion of these categories in the pages that
follow, we could suppose that by adopting the language of selfhood our
Buddha-nature authors attempted something like a strategy of inclusion or
accommodation, aimed at Indian religious discourse that was previously
beyond the limits of what could be imagined to have been taught by the
Buddha. Both the MPNMS and AMS explain how non-Buddhist discourse
about the self is a product of the Buddha and of his bodhisattvas, the work
of emanations (nirmana/nirmita) that only appear to originate outside of
the Buddhist sphere of influence. A similar phenomenon is described in a
text on the periphery of the main tathagatagarbha tradition, the BGVNS,
which we acknowledged above shows strong ties to the SP and in one of its
recensions teaches about tathagatagarbha (see 9.1). As its title suggests, the
BGVNS is concerned with the range of methods that are employed by
bodhisattvas (bodhisattvagocaropaya) in their efforts to teach sentient beings.
These extend to the revelation that all manner of non-Buddhist teachers—
those called tirthikas, nirgranthas, or otherwise—are in fact sustained by
the Buddha’s power, or are otherwise evidence of bodhisattvas covertly
teaching ideas and practices that lead sentient beings toward Buddhist
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dharma.” In a logical development of the single vehicle paradigm, and
thematically very similar to what we find in our earliest sources for Buddha-
nature teaching, the BGVNS declares not only that all Buddhist teachings
guide in the direction of complete awakening but that all discourse about
liberation, no matter its apparent origins or affiliation, is somehow discourse
about buddhahood specifically.®

The similarities between what is taught in the BGVNS and claims
made in the MPNMS and AMS are, I believe, quite clear. I have contended
above that even though core material of the MPNMS does not use the ex-
pression, all three of these texts are “ekayanist” in type (9.1), and so teach
that liberation can only mean achieving the status of a Buddha. This can
be true, as the SP explains, only if the Buddha’s earlier teachings about dif-
ferent kinds of achievement (the liberations of the arhat or pratyekabuddha)
were expediencies taught so that all manner of beings could be led, often
very gradually, to realize the complete awakening of a Buddha. A dominant
theme in the SP is the revelation that the Buddha’s activities exceed what
was previously believed: Sékyamuni is not limited to his final (apparent)
birth and death but is himself also responsible for the activities of previous
Buddhas “from Dipamkara onwards.”®* Otherwise two whole chapters of
the SP (likely later additions to its final form) are devoted to the works and
worship of named bodhisattvas—Gadgadasvara and Avalokitesvara—who
teach sentient beings by taking on the forms of deities, including Brahma,
Rudra, Sakra, I§vara, and Mahesvara.® This is all for the benefit of those
sentient beings who might be developed by precisely these forms; the ado-
ration of deities ostensibly apart from Buddhist dharma is in fact the ven-
eration of a bodhisattva, whether a devotee understands this or not.%

This same soteriological paradigm is promoted by our early tathaga-
tagarbha literature, in which all discourse about liberation can be consid-
ered expressions by Buddhas or bodhisattvas, whose true forms and
intentions are concealed but who can be considered responsible for any

62. BGVNS® 326¢23-327a2, in which we read about the Buddha’s “sustaining power”
(zhchili AE¥57): *adhisthana) over all “non-Buddhist” systems; see also C. V. Jones 2016a:
144-153.

63. Indeed, the revelation late in the BGVNS is that the seemingly not Buddhist Satyaka
is himself an advanced bodhisattva, who merely takes the forms of non-Buddhist adepts to
help liberate innumerable sentient beings; see BGVNS? 361b10-24.

64. SP 317.10-13 (Kern 1884: 300, including note 2):

dipamkaratathagataprabhrtayah ... wpayakausalyadharmadesanabhinirharanirmitani. See
also Radich 2012a: 242. This understands prior Buddhas, who did not reveal the great
“secret” of the single vehicle—and so the comprehensive nature of the Mahayana—to have
been only emanations (nirmita) by Sakyamuni.

65. SP 442.5-445.10 (Kern 1884: 410-412). See also Ruegg 2008: 32-33.

66. See excellent discussion by Ruegg (2004: 32-33; 2008: e.g., 41-44, 69-74, 131-134)
regarding the reduction of worldly (laukika) “ectypes” to the activities or productions of
supermundane (lokottara) “archetypes,” and the means by which Buddhist authors claimed
authority over the former by privileged knowledge of the latter.
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number of ostensibly non-Buddhistideas, practices, and authorities. Authors
who embraced this picture of Buddhist soteriology may have still under-
stood the path of the bodhisattva to be reserved for an elite few, but they
affirm that preparatory stages for this journey extend into teachings given
to sravakas and tirthikas, and to the worship of worldly deities. Equipped
with an account of the Buddha as an enduring and supermundane orches-
trator of worldly events, who with a host of bodhisattvas produces any num-
ber of doctrines and practices aimed at directing all sentient beings to
a single goal, our Buddha-nature authors were part of an enterprise to ex-
pand the perceived horizons of (Mahayanist) Buddhism further than had
been previously known. In the process, they affirm the authority of the
Mahayana—a single, comprehensive vehicle that is taught by the myriad
devices of a transcendent, godlike Buddha—over the wider Indian reli-
gious landscape.”” In summation, it benefits us to appreciate that earlier
tathagatagarbha literature—and earliest within it those sutras that present
Buddha-nature as a teaching about the self—is not only Mahayanist in
orientation but represents a particular strain of Mahayanist innovation
informed by the SP, which aspires to universalize the Mahayana into a com-
prehensive treasury of all teachings about liberation regardless of their
apparent origin.

Later authors in the tathagatagarbha tradition wished to preserve the
central Buddha-nature idea but did not pursue any advantages there may
have been to articulating this as an account of the self; this was, textual evi-
dence suggests, too much of a departure from wider Buddhist commit-
ment to its normative nairatmyavadin orientation. But it is beyond doubt
that other Mahayanist literature continued to push at the boundaries of
what audiences took to be the Buddhist sphere of influence, and in this
sense our early Buddha-nature authors were, perhaps, pioneers. Pertinent
examples include versions of the Suvarnaprabhéasasutra, which justifies the
practice of worldly rituals, and the evocation of deities associated with
them, as proper to the Mahayana.®® Core material of this work, which exist-
ed in some form by the early fifth century, includes instructions for ritual

67. It is also plausible—as argued by, for example, Verardi (2011: 105-106)—that docetic
Buddhism as espoused by the SP functioned (in part) as a response to the growing influence
of theistic movements, focused on Visnu or Siva, that were burgeoning at the start of the
Common Era, and which utilized forms of theistic atmavada discussed above (10.4). It is
likely in portions of the Mahabharata that we have our earliest evidence of Brahmanism
teaching that deities beyond the world produce something like manifestations (pradurbhava;
avatara) within it; see Brockington 1998: 277-289; also, apropos of the Bhagavadgita in rela-
tion to these themes (aspects of its “cosmological monotheism”), see Malinar 2007:
232-241.

68. See, for example, T. Suzuki 2003; 2004; 2005; 2006; 2007; 2008. Our terminus for
core material of the text is the production of Dharmaksema’s translation, the Jin guangming
jing & JGHA%L (T.663), in perhaps 420 CE. Regarding the continued growth of the text beyond
India, see Radich 2014, 2015c. An excellent discussion of the Suvarnaprabhasasiitra and its
complex textual history is Gummer 2015.
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bathing, as well as rites conducive to eloquence, prosperity, protection, and
agricultural success (invoking the deities Sarasvati, Sri, the four Lokapalas,
and the earth goddess Drdha, respectively).® As Takayasu Suzuki has ar-
gued, reinterpretation of these phenomena as being within the remit of
Buddhist authority does not constitute some “depravation” of Buddhism
but is rather evidence of Buddhist authors “emphasizing the value, useful-
ness and completeness of [Mahayana] Buddhism” (my italics), which—the
stitra reveals—has at its disposal all manner of ritual activities that an
intended audience may not have naturally considered “Buddhist.”” In an-
other literary context, from perhaps the fifth or sixth century, Mahayanist
authors contested with mythic narratives that became component stories
in the Brahmanical Puranas.” As Alexander Studholme has demonstrat-
ed, the fantastical narratives of the Karandavyihasitra reimagine deeds
better associated with the deities Visnu and Siva as activities of the bod-
hisattva Avalokitesvara, and develop Mahayanist “creation” myths to com-
pete with those that celebrated non-Buddhist deities.”” Ritual and mythic
structures, and the deities associated with them, are reimagined as the
property of Buddhism. All of this is possible because of the inherently
innovative nature of Mahayanist sitra composition, which became increas-
ingly inventive—especially in its responses to the wider Indian intellectual-
religious landscape—as Buddhism began to develop elaborate forms of
tantrism in the second half of the first millennium (see below).”

How, though, to characterize the adoption of an entire mode of dis-
course, a form of atmavada, which earlier Buddhist tradition—and very

69. This is explored across publications by T. Suzuki (see previous note), and summa-
rized in Suzuki 2008: 69-73. Suzuki (1996b; 1998) has also demonstrated that the
Suvarnaprabhdsasiitra borrows material from the Mahameghasitra—our fourth member of
the MPNMS-group—that is concerned with the superficial nature of the Buddha’s physical
relics, and features also the enigmatic figure Sarvalokapriyadarsana (Nobel 1937: 12.6-19.4;
Emmerick 1970: 6-7; compare Mahameghasutra T.387[12]11096c¢4-1097a27; 109929-14; see
also 9.4). This material preserves a verse that the Mahameghasitra appears to have in com-
mon with the AMS; see 3.1n13 (translated at 3.1n11; compare Nobel 1937: 18.6-7 (v.2.27);
Emmerick 1970: 7).

70. T. Suzuki 2006: 46.

71. A thorough survey of the Puranas, and their content and composition, is Rocher
1986.

72. See Studholme 2002: 11-35; see also Ruegg 2008: 31-33; Eltschinger 2014: 82-85.

73. The matter of Mahayanist satra production, and by it the broadening of what could
be considered to be “utterances by the Buddha” (buddhavacana), is too complex to explore
here. However, we should recall the observation of MacQueen (1982) that the SP—in con-
trast to other works of Mahayanist literature—relies on what he calls a “theistic” authoriza-
tion of texts, by assurance of the Buddha’s enduring presence throughout the revelation/
production of what are discernibly novel and innovative articulations of Mahayana Bud-
dhism. MacQueen is no doubt correct that this is typical of “newer developments in Indian
religion” such as “devotionalism and avatara mythology” (1982: 62), which we should imag-
ine to be the backdrop against which the attitudes and aspirations our earliest Buddha-
nature texts, alongside the SP, had provenance.
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plausibly the founder of the tradition himself—had very purposefully
rejected?74 One option, alluded to above, would be to understand the Bud-
dhist self in terms of Paul Hacker’s definition of “inclusivism.” This, in
short, refers to instances in which one religious system finds approval with-
in its worldview for ideas or practices more conventionally understood to
belong to another, and in such a fashion that subordinates what is foreign
in the shadow of that which is one’s own.” In spite of various criticisms of
his work, Hacker’s central observation—that authors within one tradition
may lay claim to extraneous phenomena, and so reduce them to peripheral
or subsidiary elements of one’s own system—remains valuable. But in the
instance of a Buddhist atmavada we have a problem: in order to “include”
non-Buddhist discourse about the self on the periphery of Buddhist teach-
ing (e.g., as expedient works by bodhisattvas), something at the heart of
Buddhist teaching is also altered, such that the highest truth becomes—to
the surprise of any Buddhist audience—an account of the self.” This looks
like inclusion of the other at the expense of the integrity of one’s own cen-
tral teachings: nairatmyavada is superseded by a form of atmavada, which
for atleast some Buddhist audiences threatened the integrity of the dharma,
and the cornerstone of its identity that is teaching about absence of self.
To make sense of the kind of enterprise in which our atmavdadin authors
were engaged, we might consider another, later adaptation of Buddhist
dharma that was a good deal more successful, at least in Buddhism’s South
Asian homeland. In the latter half of the first millennium, Mahayanists
took to producing texts that justified Buddhist expansion into the world of
tantric ritualism. The Mahdavairocanabhisambodhi, which was extant in some
form before the late seventh century,” warns its audience that some within
the Buddhist community will think that its program of ritual procedures
that aim at progressing faster toward the status of a fully awakened being—
esoteric initiations (abhiseka), fire oblations (homa), and so forth—is the

74. A learned discussion of this matter is by Ruegg (1989a: 17-55), though with some
notable differences from my own. Ruegg offers comparatively less attention to sulra materi-
als—most significantly, those that advance an account of the tathagatagarbhain terms of the
self—and instead attends to how the Buddhist hermeneutical tradition (beginning, in this
instance, with the RGVV and LAS) makes sense of teachings about some “immanent
absolute.”

75. Oberhammer 1983: 12. Apart from contributions to Oberhammer 1983, see also
Schmithausen 1981: 223; Ruegg 1989a: 7-10, 50-55; 2008: 98. Regarding Hacker’s publica-
tions on this theme, see Halbfass 1995; also Olivelle 1986. Polemical “inclusivism” should be
distinguished from the same term taken to refer to pluralistic enterprises in interreligious
dialogue, as explored more thoroughly by Kiblinger 2005.

76. This problem is acknowledged by Ruegg (1989a: 7-10): that teachings about Bud-
dha-nature are not understood to be “expedient” (neyartha) by our primary sources for this
tradition, nor by a great number of later receptions of Buddha-nature teaching, and hence
something other than “inclusion”—classically understood—seems to have been at play.

77. Hodge 2003: 14-15.
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kind of thing that belongs to the teachings of non-Buddhist systems.”
Employing a by now familiar response, the Mahavairocanabhisambodhi ex-
plains that deities such as Mahesvara, Brahma, Narayana, and others, all of
whom were venerated in non-Buddhist tantric systems, are in reality pro-
ductions by the Buddha Vairocana, who is the source of any ritual system
that resembles what is found in its pages.” This strategy legitimizes emula-
tion of the ritual and iconographic repertoires of non-Buddhist traditions,
such that later Buddhist tantras—such as the Laghusamvara and Hevajratan-
tra, now undeniably influenced by Saiva ritualism specifically—can be ex-
plained to audiences in terms of a debt that non-Buddhist systems owe to the
many and varied methods and instruments of Buddhas and bodhisattvas.®
Ritual motifs and mechanisms that were surely conspicuously reminiscent
of non-Buddhist phenomena are reinterpreted as authoritative, definitive
expressions of Buddhist power.®® Where such things are visible in non-
Buddhist systems, these are reduced to derivations from that which the
Buddha(s) or bodhisattvas are understood to have taught.

Our Buddhist attempt at atmavada is, I believe, comparable to what
can be observed in the development of Buddhist tantrism in the second
half of the first millennium. Indian sources for what came to be known as
the Vajrayana did not understand their texts or the ritual procedures that
they describe to constitute some adjunct to prior Buddhist teaching
“included” at its periphery, perhaps for some or other expedient purpose;
theirs is the apex of the dharma (indeed a “secret” culmination to it), by which
progress to the status of a Buddha could be made at lightening (“vajra”)
speed. As here, so also in our Buddha-nature sources: Buddhist innovators
justify engagement in a form of discourse (about the self) or system of
practice (esoteric ritualism) that flourished outside of the commonly ac-
knowledged parameters of Buddhist teaching, for which there was no prior
approval in extant Buddhist literature. In each instance—at least in the
eyes of the authors responsible—the adoption of new ideas or activities left
established Buddhist teaching intact; belief in the tathagatagarbha does not
lead to acceptance of erroneous or worldly notions of the self, and in the

78. See Sanderson 1994: 96-97. Elsewhere, Sanderson (2009: 128-186) attends to Bud-
dhist adoption of explicitly Saiva language and motifs as far back as the Manjusriyamilakalpa
(first translated into Chinese in 702 CE, though see Sanderson 2009: 129n300), in which
non-Buddhist ritual elements—Saiva and Vaisnava—are presented as expedient produc-
tions by a Buddhist authority (in this context by the bodhisattva Manjusri), such that “Bud-
dhists envisaged by this text have the whole array of Saiva Mantras at their disposal” (ibid., 130).
See also Granoff 2000: 404-412; Ruegg 2008: 35-36.

79. See Hodge 2003: 52-53, which demonstrates that Buddhaguhya’s commentary on
the Mahavairocanabhisambodhi develops the theme of Vairocana’s emanations further; also
Sanderson 2009: 131-132, n.309; Ruegg 2008: 35-36; C. V. Jones 2016a: 159-160.

80. See Sanderson 2009: 124ff, regarding Buddhist tantrism as (at least in part) the
production of rituals that could compete with the repertoire of Saivism and other forms of
tantrism. See also Ruegg 2008: 105-114; Sferra 2003.

81. Sanderson 2009: 169-172.
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case of tantrism the bodhisattva’s cultivation of “perfections” (paramitanaya),
alongside the tantric use of incantations and other ritual instruments
(mantranaya), must still be observed.

My position, then, is that for scholarship to view Buddha-nature as
some affront to teachings about absence of self—whether the tatha-
gatagarbha is presented as the Buddha’s account of the self or otherwise—
falls foul of privileging an essentialist perspective concerning the directions
within which Buddhist authors could or could not expand the purview of
teachings attributed to the Buddha.® In each of the literary contexts dis-
cussed above Mahayanist authors engaged creatively with the range and
popularity of ideas and practices from across the Indian religious land-
scape. Along the way, the account of the Buddha as a properly supermun-
dane being—deploying myriad stratagems and devices—not only helps to
accommodate non-Buddhist elements but also to contest for the authenti-
cally Buddhist origins of them. As much as Buddhist ta@ntrikas explained
non-Buddhist ritual cycles to be creations or distortions of Buddhist teach-
ings, our Buddhist atmavadins—from a certainly earlier period of Bud-
dhist history—Ilay claim to having the definitive account of the self, from
which all limited notions of such a thing are somehow derived. In summa-
ry, use of the expression tathagatagarbha to promote a Buddhist account of
the self is not, from one perspective, so exceptional; it is a prime though
perhaps early example of the kind of strategy that was characteristic of the
Mahayana as it came to maturity, and in some instances pursued a catholic
if not comprehensive inclusion of religious ideas and activities that Bud-
dhist audiences may have encountered in the world.®

82. T hence disagree with accusations leveled at Buddha-nature thinking by the “Critical
Buddhist” (Hihan Bukkyo) movement, which understood the alleged dhatuvada orientation
of the tathagatagarbha tradition to constitute an “un-Buddhist” departure from core Bud-
dhist teachings; see Hubbard and Swanson 1997: 165-335; Zimmermann 2002: 82-84; Shi-
moda 2020; also 5.5 above. More productively, Ruegg (1989a: 55) refers to a “common
ground or substratum” to Indian thought in general, to which Buddhism, Brahmanism, and
other systems were all indebted (see also Ruegg 2008: e.g., v—vi, 41-48). In this instance, a
hypothetical common ground need refer to little more than a pervasive Indian occupation
with the true self, or what might be essential to a sentient being across its successive lives and
into liberation, rather than to any specific doctrine or practice. Regarding the diversity of
the Mahayana tradition in India—to which our Buddha-nature sources attest—see Silk
2002, as well as the wealth of perspectives on discernibly early Mahayanist themes and
concerns collated in Harrison 2018b.

83. Though this account of the exhaustive influence of bodhisattvas is more evident in
Mahayanist sources, it should be noted that a similar claim occurs in the Dasabhuimika mate-
rial of the Mahasamghika(-Lokottaravada) Mahavastu, which declares that bodhisattvas are
responsible for revealing all mantras and medicines (agada) thatare in the world, all treatments
(bhaisajya), all treatises concerned with ascertainment of truth (sastrani tattvaniscayayuktani),
as well as all means of enumeration (samkhyaganana), means of writing (consisting of a list of
languages and scripts), the locations of precious substances, and finally—exhaustively—all
instruments (k@rana) that might be employed to benefit sentient beings; see Senart 1882:
134.17-135.10; J. J. Jones 1949: 107-108; also Granoff 2000: 422n8. This material is likely late
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10.5 Closing Thoughts

The tathagatagarbha was not only a Buddhist revelation of the self, but it
could conveniently function as the Buddha’s account of that which wider
Indian religious discourse held to be of utmost importance: a kernel of human
identity that gestures outside of itself toward that which is supermundane
(see 10.2-3). Radich’s arguments about the original doctrinal context for
the Buddha-nature idea are persuasive: teaching about tathagatagarbha
constitutes “a positive, soteriologically-oriented substitute for the fleshly
womb, which docetic Buddhology holds could not possibly be the real seed-
bed for a being as perfect an exalted as a Buddha.”®* Although the nuances
and possible interpretations of tathagatagarbha are many, throughout Indi-
an Buddhist literature it was understood to mark the locus (or, following
Jikido Takasaki, “matrix”) from which a properly transcendent Buddha
could, in time, emerge. But as far back as we are able to trace teaching
about tathagatagarbha—to material in the MPNMS(-tg), in which the sacred
bodily essence of a Buddha (buddhadhatu) is relocated into the constitution
of every sentient being—this was always proximate to the idea that some-
thing in all sentient beings is so precious, so unlike the rest of their person,
that this qualifies to be known as the self.

Observing similarities between non-Buddhist discourse about the self
and our atmavadin Buddhist sources does not require us to conclude that
early explanations of tathagatagarbha were an infiltration into Buddhism by
ideas or language of a “non-Buddhist” bent, nor that some Buddhist authors
“sold out” to embrace a discourse long-eschewed by their predecessors. To
argue as much submits to an essentialist understanding of Buddhist thought
in India, and does a disservice to the creativity of Mahayanist authors and
their efforts to develop, defend, and expand the breadth of teachings
attributed to the Buddha. While still committed to rejecting attachment to
things worldly—the body, sensations, or other transient content of the
mind—our earliest Buddha-nature authors recognized that the universal-
ization of what is most essential to a Buddha, which understands each sen-
tient being to be the site from which a fully realized Buddha can emerge,
equipped them with a new perspective on how liberation could be concep-
tualized. Informed by a doctrinal shift begun by the SP, the tathagatagarbha
is that which prefigures the eventual manifestation of a new Buddha in any
sentient being; but it could also compete with wider Indian discourse about
something that is superlatively valuable in all beings: transcendently pow-
erful, enduringly present, and an object of reverence hidden in each one
of them.

in the composition of the Mahavastu (Tournier 2017: 611-613), and likely does not predate
the Buddha-nature literature that has concerned us here.
84. Radich 2015a: 156.
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Later Mahayanist authors attempted to salvage the expression tathaga-
tagarbha from what may have been a failed enterprise; in the eyes of some
authors, Buddhist dharma could not (or should not) sustain an atmavadin
form. Related to this, and most visible in both the SDS and LAS, was the
rejection of tathagatagarbha as a signifier for some precious “essence” of a
Buddha hidden within one’s constitution, and the sense instead that this
must refer to, for example, the mind as the locus at which one can find the
basic nature of reality itself (e.g., “dharmadhatugarbha’; see 5.2, 8.6). We
should not be surprised by the hermeneutic employed by the LAS, and to
some extent the RGVYV, to make sense of inconvenient atmavadin declara-
tions made by earlier tathagatagarbha sources; where Buddha-nature is pre-
sented as an account of the self, this can only be an expediency. This
revisionist interpretation is all well and good for Buddhist authors, who are
compelled to interpret the diversity of ideas found in preexisting materials
to fit with their own conception of the true (i.e., sad-)Jdharma. But no sutra
text, claiming to preserve authoritative utterances by the Buddha (bud-
dhavacana), took itself to be of only provisional value, and there is little
chance that the authors of the MPNMS, AMS, and MBhS understood their
elaborate expositions of the Buddhist self to be less than they appear to be:
teachings about the true self, which is the Buddha’s great revelation, other-
wise known by the expression tathagatagarbha.

Was all of this effort—to present Buddha-nature in language that
spoke to the wider Indian religious landscape—only an elaborate strategy
to convert opponents to the dharma? This is broadly the position of both
the RGVV and LAS, and at face value it seems reasonable that Buddha-
nature teachings may have been developed to appeal to non-Buddhist ad-
epts (tirthikas) specifically.®® But again this understands some teaching
about tathagatagarbha as a kind of expedient device—likely not what au-
thors of the MPNMS-group intended—and one which, I believe, would
have been somewhat flawed. We have seen both the MPNMS and AMS
claim that wider discourse about the self is somehow derivative of Buddhist
teaching, and that non-Buddhist accounts of the self have the Buddha or
bodhisattvas as their originators. These would not have been terribly per-
suasive statements to the ears of committed advocates of non-Buddhist sys-
tems, who would have had no reason to doubt that their account of the self
was original (or to believe that they or their teachings were somehow “strat-
agems” produced by bodhisattvas). In other words, Buddhist atmavada has
little to say to teachers or adepts sworn to non-Buddhist systems, in spite of
how both the RGVV and LAS couch the value of atmavada tathagatagarbha
teachings, ex post facto, as tools for something like proselytization.

Reconfiguring Buddhist dharma to have at its apex an account of the
self would be a tremendous leap just for the sake of converting (or conde-
scending to) systems of non-Buddhist renunciation, and there is no doubt that
the rest of our Buddha-nature sources are very focused on what is proper

85. For example, Zimmermann 2002: 75-77.
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conduct for already committed adepts or supporters of the Mahayana. The
universalization of Buddha-nature, articulated in terms of the self, must
have had other motivations, and was—I believe—a strategy proper to a far
more ambitious project. The revelation of the tathagatagarbha creatively ex-
pands the repertoire of Buddhist teachings to include and moreover “own”
discourse about that which qualifies to be called the self. Our primary sourc-
es for this tradition follow the SP, and hold that the Buddha continues to in-
fluence the world in myriad, mysterious ways. Within the single vehicle
paradigm—a radical shift in Buddhist soteriology, for which the SP is surely
our earliest source—liberation is open to all persons who commit to the
Mahayana, and if the Buddha is indeed both permanent and supremely
powerful, then all manner of phenomena can be expressions of his continu-
ing works for all of these beings, in all kinds of environments.*® Our Buddha-
nature texts do not celebrate the merits of non-Buddhist accounts of the
self—no more than the SP approves of “Hinayanist” teachings, nor Buddhist
tantrikas of their non-Buddhist counterparts and competitors—but rather
introduce the Buddha’s definitive account of to what all remotely persuasive
atmavadin discourse must have always referred. In so doing, our sources de-
velop the Mahayana as the exhaustive treasury of all teachings and activities,
at all times and in all circumstances, that aim at liberation from rebirth, in
which tathagatagarbha speaks directly and definitively about what is greater
than, yet also “resident in,” all sentient beings.

If nothing else, this study has hoped to shift scholarly attention to the
sources of Buddha-nature teaching that couched tathagatagarbha in terms
of selfhood, in the belief that these preserve for us an older form of teach-
ing about to what the expression tathagatagarbha must refer. To better un-
derstand the world of their authors, more must be done to unpack the rich
and little-studied doctrines of both the AMS and MBhS in particular, as
well as their common debt to the SP: a precursor, we have seen, to Buddha-
nature thinking in general. After the SP, early tathagatagarbha literature
attests to an expansion of the Mahayana to account for not simply all Bud-
dhist teachings, but moreover all religious discourse in general, and in the
process an elevation of the Buddha to a status such that he is responsible
for far more than many Buddhists (let alone other Indian audiences)
would have commonly accepted. I have suggested that this reflects a spirit
of intersectarian competition that was alive and well in the early centuries
of the Common Era, though have provided only a preliminary sketch of
how and why Buddhist authors began to transform the Mahayana into an
explanation for all manner of teachings and practices that were outside of
the dharma as it had been previously understood.®”

86. An eloquent statement by Ruegg (2008: 34; quoted in C. V. Jones 2016a: 161) bears
repeating: if the Buddha indeed exceeds what was seen of his life, “the entire world of
samsara may then be a kind of stage on which the liberating activity of the Buddha and the
Bodhisattvas is played out.”

87. As this study has concerned literature proper to Indian Buddhism, I stop short of
discussing the implications of my argument for our understanding of Buddhism in East
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The revised trajectory of Buddha-nature teaching that we have explored
is open to further interrogation. As I have focused on a single issue that
courses through the tathagatagarbha literature, it is perhaps with reference
to other themes or motifs—such as those identified in chapter 9, or others
besides—that more could be done to contextualize all of these texts in the
diverse and colorful world of Indian Mahayana literature. It is also still the
case that the varied and slippery ideas of the LAS—an influential outlier
to Buddha-nature teaching that reflects on this and other earlier
Mahayanist developments besides—require more attention. Finally, and
needless to say, critical editions and philologically grounded translations
of all of the texts discussed in this volume, where such things do not already
exist, remain desiderata if the many curiosities of the Buddha-nature tra-
dition are to be further studied and understood.

The current volume has reevaluated a contentious development in the
Indian Mahayana, and traced this—the history of a Buddhist account of
the self—through the invention and reinvention of the expression tathaga-
tagarbha, to which it was related. We have seen that Buddha-nature teach-
ing emerged in the context of Mahayanist innovation and expansion, in
which affirmation of the supermundane status of the Buddha played a
formative and central role. In its early life, likely between the second and
third centuries of the Common Era, Buddha-nature teaching came in the
wake of the belief that the Buddha must endure beyond what was seen of his
earthly form, and thatall things that he had taught belong to the Mahayana.
Early Buddha-nature thought, which was articulated as an account of the
self, both complements and expands this paradigm of the Buddha’s in-
volvement with the world and the status of the Mahayana within it. Teach-
ing about tathdagatagarbha provided a new account of how buddhahood can
be a universal goal, and allowed for the Mahayana—imagined now as the
single, exhaustive vehicle of Buddhist teaching—to be both the cause and
culmination of all worldly discourse about liberation in general. Like the
Buddha’s physical relics before it, the Buddha-nature idea became enshrined
in the expression tathagatagarbha, and in turn this name gave life to a wealth
of different perspectives on how a commonality between sentient beings
and Buddhas might be understood. Even so, teaching about tathagatagarbha
in India carried the legacy of having been, in its earliest incarnation, a
Mahayanist account of the self—the enduring and indestructible essence
of every sentient being, and the immanent yet elusive goal of all religious
enterprise.

Asia, where the SP and MPNMS played important roles in systems of doctrinal classification
(panjiao 1), and which in some instances stretched to include—at their lower levels—
teachings and practices proper to “worldly” or non-Buddhist traditions; see, for example,
Gregory 1983; 1991: 255-261.
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MPNMS-group, 69, 72, 98, 132;
origins: 32, 237-245; in the $DS, 125,
132, 137; in the TGS, 144, 147
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nature), 16-22, 230-234, 261; “above”
oneself, 47n72; in the AMS, 73-76,
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248nn32-33, nn35-37, nn39-40,
249n43

Collins, S., 2, 4n6, 6-9, 224n25
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137-138, 260n82
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vacana), 24, 136, 210-217, 222-223,
231; in the AMS, 74-75, 81-82, 93; in
the MBhS, 99; in the MPNMS, 46,
51, 60

Culamalunkyasutta (MN.1.426), 10n26,
108n41

Culasaccakasutta (MN.1.227), 104, 20515

Da fagu jing (T.270). See Mahabheritharakasutra

Da fangdeng wuxiang jing (T.387). See
Mahameghasitra

Dabanniepan jing (T.374). See
Mahaparinirvanamahasutra

Dabannihuan jing (T.376). See
Mahaparinirvanamahasutra
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decline (of the dharma), 32, 34n22, 71, 114,
194n48, 217-218, 238-239, 243
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255-256, 257n73
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133n41
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140-142, 150, 166n55, 179, 198-199,
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205; in the LAS, 192, 207; in the
MBhS, 100-102, 108-109, 113; in the
MPNMS, 44-45, 51-52, 55, 60,
63n126, 64n134, 221; in the RGV(V),
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174n85

Liebenthal, W., 12n34, 19n60, 63n126

Liu, M., 14n39, 32n17, 64n134, 67n143,
85n55

Lokaksema, 20n63, 204n1, 239n11, 241,
242n19

lokanuvartana (conformity with the world),
20, 105-106, 209, 241

Lokanuvartanasutra, 20, 241

Lopez, D. S. Jr.,, 26n82, 35-36n31

Lotus Sutra. See Saddharmapundarika

MacQueen, G., 651137, 168n63, 258n73

Madhyamaka, 173n84, 196, 198-199, 204n1,
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nirmana/nirmita (emanation), 57-58, 93-94,
197n58, 231, 254-255

Nirvana Sutra. See Mahaparinirvanamahasutra
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similes

Paramartha, 22, 216n50

paramatman (supreme self), 46, 130, 151,
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prakrtiprabhasvaracitta. See cittaprakrti
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literature, 11-14, 21-26, 115-116, 143,
229-237; origins, 12-21, 67-69, 237
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122-124, 137, 148-150, 175, 230, 241.
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tirthakara. See non-Buddhists

tirthika/tirthya. See non-Buddhists

Tong Acarya, 70

Tournier, V., 120n6, 261n83
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