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FOREWORD

This is a wonderful book for presenting different, probably 
complete possibilities for understanding the hermeneutics in the 
Samdkinirmocana scripture. And we need not agree with certain 
ones of his conclusions to appreciate these excellent and clear 
p resen ta tions of the B uddhist positions. So I sincerely 
recommend the inclusion of this book in the Buddhist Tradition 
Series.

A l e x  W a y m a n



PREFACE

This book is the result of a process of study and reflection that 
began with a desire to translate the Samdhinirmocana-sutra and 
eventually precipitated a number of related projects. During the 
years I have spent thinking about the ramifications of this seminal 
work, I have become increasingly interested in the social and 
political dimensions of Buddhist texts, and these considerations are 
reflected in the present volume. Every text exists within a particular 
socio-political context, and many authors are specifically concerned 
with influencing their communities, altering power relations in their 
favor, and advancing the cause of their particular reference 
group(s). It is my belief that the Samdhinirmocana-sutra, like many 
other Buddhist texts, is not simply the result of the mystical 
experiences of an enlightened sage, but is a conscious attempt to in­
fluence power relations in the Buddhist communities which studied 
and debated its teachings.

The focus of this study is the hermeneutical thought of the su- 
tra, considered in light of the socio-political milieu in which it was 
written. Of particular interest is the philosophical worldview of In­
dian Mahayana Buddhism, the assumptions of which underlie every 
part of this text. Without understanding where the Samdhinirmoca- 
na stands in relation to this context, many of the ideas of this text 
could be opaque to a modem reader. The present study is an attempt 

to outline important aspects of the context in which the sutra was 
composed in order to highlight some of the possible reasons behind 
its composition.

Since this is the result of years of critical reflection, I feel in­
debted to a number of people whose insights shaped my own think­
ing and forced me to reexamine initial assumptions about the text 
and sharpen my own focus and ideas. The most important of these 

influences is my graduate advisor. Dr. Jeffrey Hopkins, whose criti­
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cal insights forced me to defend every contention I made about the 
sutra. Although many of the ideas of the present volume differ from 
those of Dr. Hopkins, his penetrating criticisms were crucial in the 
process of finding my own approach and voice.

Thanks are also due to Geshe Yeshe Thabkhe of the Central 
Institute of Higher Tibetan Studies in Samath for his help in explor­
ing the mysteries of the Samdhinirmocana and the commentaries of 
Asariga and Jiianagarbha. Geshe Palden Dragpa of Tibet House 
spent many long hours reading the commentary of Wonch’uk and 
he ping me work through Tsong kha pa’s Essence o f the Good Ex­

planations (Legs bshad snying po). Khamtrul Rinpoche generously 
made time to explain the philosophy of the sutra in light of the 
meditation theory of the Rnying ma school, and Geshe Jampel 
Thando patiently answered innumerable questions on terminology 
<jnd grammar. The late Kensur Yeshe Thubten introduced me to 
many subtle points of controversy that have arisen from this text, 
and I am particularly grateful to H.H. the Dalai Lama for taking 
time from his busy schedule to answer my questions on problems of 
scriptural interpretation raised by the Samdhinirmocana.

In addition to these Tibetan scholars, several Western scholars 
have been of great help in this project. In particular, Dr. Christian 
Lindtner read a draft version of my translation of the sutra and made 
a number of helpful suggestions. Dr. Ernst Steinkellner generously 

shared his vast expertise in Buddhist studies, particularly in regard 
to the commentarial tradition on the sutra, and Dr. Helmut Eimer 
helped to clarify the relations between the various recensions of the 

text. Finally, a special thanks to my wife Cindy, whose help in dis­
cussing philosophical problems and insights has been invaluable. 
More importantly, without her constant encouragement and under­
standing this work might never have been completed.

Grinnell College
Grinnell, Iowa, December, 1992
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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

The Sutra Explaining the Thought (Samdhinirmocana-sutra) is a 
seminal work of Mahayana Buddhism and is one of the main scrip­

tural sources for the Yogic Practice (Yogacara school) of Indian 
Buddhism.* The Yogacara school is one of the two main philosoph­
ical schools of Indian Mahayana Buddhism (the other being Madh- 
yamaka), and the Sutra Explaining the Thought figures promi­
nently in the philosophical analyses both of people associated with 
Yogacara and people associated with other schools and movements. 
The sutra’s discussions of hermeneutics, meditation, soteriology, 
and epistemology have been influential throughout Mahayana Bud­
dhist literature and are cited and discussed in treatises from India, 
Tibet, Mongolia, China, and Japan. However, although it holds an 
important place in Mahayana Buddhist literature, it has received 
surprisingly little attention from Western scholars. £tienne 
Lamotte’s 1935 French translation has been the only extensive 
study of the sutra in any Western language, and my forthcoming 
translation will be the first in English.2

The present study is mainly devoted to an examination of the 
sutra’s discussion of Buddhist hermeneutics, which has had a major

1 See A.K. Warder. Indian Buddhism  (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1970). pp. 430-31. 
When I refer to “the Yogacara school" or “ the Yogâcâras" in this study. I primarily refer to 
Asahga and Vasubandhu and their commentators Sthiramati and Sumati&la.
2 See Étienne Lamotte. Samdhinirmocana-sutra, L ’explication des Mystères (Louvain and 
Paris: Université de Louvain & Adrien Maisonneuve, 1935). My translation, along with a  crit­
ical edition of the Tibetan texts, has been accepted for publication by Dharma Publishing. 
Berkeley. CA.

The bibliography for the present study lists all of the articles on the Samdhinirmocana-sù- 
ira that I have been able to locate. For a more complete listing of works on Yogacara, see John 
Powers, The Yogùcâra School o f  Buddhism: A Bibliography (Metuchen, NJ: Scarecrow Press,
1991).
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influence in every country to which Mahayana Buddhism traveled. 
The goal will be not simply to report what the sutra says, however, 
but rather to analyze the reasons behind what it says, what it im­
plies but does not explicitly state, and how the sutra’s theories in­
fluenced subsequent Buddhist thought. One of the conclusions of 
the study is that the concern of the author(s) of the sutra was not 
simply to create new exegetical models and innovative vocabulary 
and that an underlying aim (and result) of the thought of the sutra 
was to alter power relations within the Buddhist community. As we 
will see, the sutra presents a hierarchical model in terms of which 
Buddhist exegetes are to interpret Buddha’s intention, and this 
model gives people following the Samdhinirmocana a measure of 
control over the interpretation of texts that were normative for 
groups whose ideas conflicted with the sutra and the Yogacara 
tradition. By creating a hierarchical exegetical schema, the Samdhi­

nirmocana influenced the subsequent course of debate in Buddhist 
hermeneutics and forced rival groups to debate (to a greater or les­
ser degree) on its terms and using its terms.

The sources for this study will be the sutra itself (in both its 
Tibetan and Chinese recensions), commentarial literature from In­
dia, Tibet, and China that discusses the hermeneutical thought of 
the sutra, and contemporary models in terms of which the thought 
of the sutra will be framed and analyzed.

The present section will discuss current scholarly opinion on 

the sutra and some of the issues that have caught the interest of 
contemporary scholars. This will be followed by a short description 
of the commentaries that are used in this study and an overview of 
the sutra. The second section will discuss the title of the sutra. In 
this section I argue that the title implies a hermeneutical concern 
and orientation and that this is reflected in the various Tibetan and 
Chinese translations, as well as in commentarial literature that dis­
cusses the range of possible meanings of the words of the title.

The third section is primarily concerned with the concept of the 
“ultimate” (don dam pa, paramartha) in the sutra, which has im­
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portant implications for its presentation of hermeneutics.3 In this 
section, I first present the sutra’s discussions of the nature of the 
ultimate and how these have been interpreted in commentarial lit­
erature and then compare the sutra’s analysis with the presentations 
of some contemporary scholars. A central concern of this section is 
to demonstrate that the sutra’s discussion of the “ultimate” is no­
ticeably at odds with how it has been understood and explained by 
several scholars.

The fourth section will discuss the presentation of hermeneutics 
in the Samdhinirmocana, focusing on the seventh chapter. This is 
the central concern of the present study. The analysis of the sutra’s 
hermeneutical models draws from a wide range of literature and 
approaches the sutra from a number of quite different perspectives, 
which include philological analyses of the Tibetan and Chinese ti­
tles of the sutra and comparison of the sutra’s exegetical models 
and relevant interpretations of commentaries on the sutra. I will 
also examine some of the debates the Samdhinirmocana inspired 
among traditional Buddhist thinkers and will analyze the sutra in 
terms of cognitive dissonance theory and contemporary hermeneu­
tics. These discussions form the preliminary material for an 
analysis of the political dimensions of the sutra’s ideas; this specu­

lates on some of the underlying motives and concerns of the au­
tho rs) of the text. The fifth section summarizes the concerns, 
problems, and conclusions of the previous sections.

3 In this study I have chosen to indicate technical terms first in Tibetan and then where ap­
propriate to give the probable Sanskrit equivalents. The reason for this procedure is that there 
is no extant Sanskrit manuscript of the sutra and my reading of the sOtra is based on eleven 
Tibetan texts (as well as Hsiian-tsang’s Chinese translation). Thus, all Sanskrit terms are spec­
ulative to some extent, and it seemed appropriate to first indicate the actual technical terms 
found in the texts from which I am working and then speculate on what I consider to be the 
most probable Sanskrit equivalents.
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Th e  s a m d h in ir m o c a n a -s u t r a  a n d  I t s  p l a c e  in  B u d d h i s t

l it e r a t u r e

With respect to origin of the text, we have very little reliable in­
formation. As Lamotte remarks, it represents an important stage in 
the development of Mahayana doctrine and serves as a transition 
between the Perfection of Wisdom Sutras and the Yogacara school 
of Asanga and Vasubandhu.4 Since it refers to and discusses doc­
trines of the Perfection of Wisdom Sutras, it must have been writ­

ten sometime after at least the earliest of these, that is to say, after 
the first or second century A.D.5 It is quoted in several works by 
Asanga and Vasubandhu, and most of the sutra (except for the in­
troduction and the colophons that conclude chapters) is quoted in 
the Compendium o f Ascertainments (Viniscaya-samgrahani), which 
is traditionally attributed to Asanga.6 1 agree with Lambert Schmit- 
hausen’s assessment that the Samdhinirmocana-sutra could not 
have existed in its present form prior to the end of the third century 
A.D., since it refers to Perfection of Wisdom Sutras and it is rec­
ognized as a sutra and quoted as such by Asanga and Vasubandhu, 
who probably lived in the fourth or fifth centuries A.D.7

4 Lamotte, p. 14.
5 With respect to the development of early Mahayana. see Lewis Lancaster, “The Oldest 
MahfiySna Sutra”, EB #8.1, 1975, pp. 30-41 and A.K. Warder, Indian Buddhism , pp. 373-5.
6 The Viniicaya*s citation of the sutra is in Peking vol. I l l ,  and ranges from page 83b to 
107d. It includes brief comments that preface the citation of each chapter. Lambert Schmit- 
hausen argues that the Viniicaya is actually a composite work made up of materials from dif­
ferent periods, but he adds that it could have been compiled or at least redacted in its final 
form by Asanga (see his Alayavijfiana; Tokyo: International Institute for Buddhist Studies, 
1987). See also Schmithausen's “Spiritual Practice and Philosophical Theory in Buddhism”, 
in German Scholars onTndia  (Bombay, 1976), in which he argues that the section which 
quotes the Samdhintrmocana is a comparatively later portion of the Viniicaya. He contends 
that the sutra was probably written prior to the final redaction of the Viniicaya.
7 For discussions of Asanga’s dates, see: (1) A.K. Warder, Indian Buddhism , pp. 435-7;
(2) NAKAMURA Hajime, Indian Buddhism: A Survey With Bibiiographicai Notes (Hirakata: 
Kufs Publications, 1980), p. 264, where he places Asanga at 310-390 A.D.; (3) Alex Wayman, 
Analysis o f  the iravakabhumi Manuscript (Berkeley, 1961), pp. 19-46; and (4) Sylvain L6vi, 
Mahdyana-sutrdlamkdra (Paris, 1911). pp. 1-7, where he provides a biography of Asanga that is 
drawn from the biographies o f Paramaxtha, HsQan-tsang, and Taranatha.

The dates of his brother Vasubandhu have been the subject of much scholarly speculation. 
For a short bibliography of these, see John Powers, Two Commentaries on the Samdhinirmo­
cana-sutra by Asanga and JruSnagarbha (Lewiston and Queenston: The Edwin Mellen Press,
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The Samdhinirmocana was originally written in Sanskrit, but at 
the present time no Sanskrit manuscripts of the text have been 
found.8 It exists in Tibetan and Chinese versions, and Lamotte’s 
study of the Samdhinirmocana includes a French translation, along 
with portions of a commentary attributed to Asanga.9 In addition, 
there are four commentaries on the sutra in the Tibetan Transla­
tions o f Treatises (JBstan ’gyur, these will be discussed below), a 
treatise that discusses the reasoning processes outlined in the tenth 
chapter of the sutra (entitled Summary o f the Sutra [Explaining the 
Thought] by Way o f Valid Cognition o f Correct Words),10 and a 
number of indigenous Tibetan texts that discuss it in the Dge lugs 
pa school."

The earliest Chinese translation of the sutra is the one by Guna- 
bhadra Dl> SK |*'t $1) in 443-45 (T 678), but this translation is 
only a portion (the ninth and tenth chapters) of the text as it exists 
today.12 The first Chinese translation of the sutra that corresponds

1992). pp. 22-23. Olher references on this and related subjects may be found in John Powers. 
The Yogdcara School o f Buddhism: A Bibliography.
I See Buddhist Text Information #2. pp. 5-7. which provides a bibliography of extant ma­
terials on the sutra, and John Powers, “The Tibetan Translations of the Samdhinirmocana-sutra 
and Bka* ’gyur Research” (forthcoming in Central Asiatic Journal), which discusses the Ti­
betan recensions of the sGtra.
9 Lamotte’s Tibetan version ranges from pp. 31-166, and his excerpts from Asanga’s com­
mentary are scattered throughout the text.
10 Bka' yang dag pa 'i is had ma las mdo'i btus pa , attributed to Khri srong Ide brtsan 
(Peking #5839; Sde dge #4352).
II The Samdhinirmocana is one of the main bases of Tsong kha pa's seminal treatise on 
Buddhist hermeneutics, The Essence o f the Good Explanations (Legs bshad snying po: Peking 
vol. 153; translated by Robert Thurman as The Essence o f True Eloquence; Princeton; Prince­
ton University Press, 1984). This work has spawned a number of sub-commentaries in the Dge 
lugs pa school, and several examples are listed in the bibliography.

In addition to these, there are five commentaries which are now lost that are listed by 
Ernst Steinkellner in his article, “Who Is Byan chub rdzu ’phrul?” (Berliner Indologische Stu­
d ie s  1989, pp. 229-252).

According to Seng-yu (Ch’u san (sang chi chi\ T 2145, pp. 55.12, 105), Gunabhadra 
translated the last two chapters of the sutra into Chinese under the title Hsiang hsQ chieh tou 
chlng in two chapters {chuan). These are listed in the TaishO as two separate sutras, entitled 
Hsiang hsQ chieh tou ti p 'o  lo mi liao i ching (T 678) and Hsiang hsil chieh tou ju  lai so tso 
Sid shun liao i ching (T 679). Gunabhadra also translated a work entitled Ti i i wu hsiang IQeh, 
Which has been lost. Fragments that survive in the Fa hua hsQan lun (T 1720) by Chi-tsang 
(549-623) indicate that this work may have been a translation of the first four chapters of the
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to its present form is by Bodhiruci ( f f  t t  % )  in 514 (T 675).13 
In addition, there is a translation by Paramartha ( ¡¡i| |§ )  in 557 (T 
677) that contains an introduction (which does not correspond to 
the introductions in the extant Tibetan texts) and the first four 
chapters, and there is a translation of the complete text by Hsiian- 
tsang *£) in 647 (T 676).14 There is also an anonymous transla­
tion of chapter ten (T 679) later attributed to Gunaprabha.15

While the Tibetan versions in the New Translation style (skad 
gsar bead) all contain ten chapters and agree on the arrangement of 
chapters and sections, the Chinese versions differ widely. Bodhi- 
ruci’s translation is divided into eleven chapters: the preface and 
the first four dialogues discussing the ultimate comprise one chap­
ter, and the remainder of the book is divided into ten separate 
chapters. The,translations of Hsiian-tsang and Gunabhadra consist 
of eight chapters: the preface is treated as a separate chapter, the 
discussion of the ultimate is another, and the rest of the text is di­
vided into six chapters, which correspond to the divisions in the 
Tibetan texts.16

The fact that three of the early Chinese translations only con­
tain portions of the final version of the Samdhinirmocana indicates 
to Lamotte that the text as it exists today is not a unitary work, but 
instead is a composite of shorter texts brought together by an anon­
ymous redactor. He contends that

in spite of the efforts of B (Bodhiruci’s Chinese translation] and T [a Ti­
betan translation] to present this work as a unitary and homogeneous work.

13 This is listed in the Li tai san pao chi (T 2034. pp. 49.45, 85), a catalogue of Buddhist 
literature. The text is divided into ten chapters and an introduction. For a biography of Bodhi- 
nici, see the H si kao seng chuan (T 2060, p. 50.428a).
14 See Lewis Lancaster. The Korean Buddhist Canon (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 1979), pp. 67-8.
13 See Lamotte, Samdhinirmocana-sutra, p. 9.
16 In the Tibetan versions, each chapter is named after the Bodhisattva who acts as the main 
interlocuier, but in the translations of Hsiian-tsang and Paramartha each chapter is named for 
the main theme that it discusses.
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a mere glance eliminates this picture; when we compare these versions, we 
see a collection of portions having different origins and dates.17

This is a plausible hypothesis, and it fits what we know of the su- 
tra, but it could also be the case that the sutra was brought to China 
piecemeal and new portions were translated as they arrived. The 
Buddhist texts that came to China were brought there haphazardly, 
mostly carried by pilgrims who visited India and returned with 
texts that were of interest to an individual pilgrim or that were* 
simply available. The spread of Buddhist literature to China was 
not an orderly one, and the mere fact that different portions of a 
text were translated at different times does not necessarily mean 
that that text is a composite, although it does constitute a piece of 
evidence in support of that hypothesis.

Because of the haphazard nature of the transmission and trans­
lation of Buddhist texts into China, however, it is problematic to 
use differences among Chinese translations as the primary argu­
ment for the theory that the Sutra Explaining the Thought is a text 
whose present form evolved over time. As Peter N. Gregory notes,

The hermeneutical problem with which Chinese Buddhists were faced was 
exacerbated by the fact that Buddhism did not come to China as a complete 
and coherently wrought system. The transmission of Buddhism to China 
took place over a period of centuries—centuries in which it continued to 
grow and change in profound ways. The process of transmission, more­
over, occurred in a fragmented and haphazard manner. The order in which 
texts were translated into Chinese, for instance, bore no relation to the 
chronology oV their composition. Later texts were often made available be­
fore the earlier texts upon which they were based, or to which they were a 
reaction. This meant that teachings were introduced divorced from both 
their historical and doctrinal context, making it even more difficult for the 
Chinese to arrive at an accurate understanding of them. Furthermore, the 
Indian and Central Asian missionaries who served as the vital link in this 
process of transmission, and to whom, perforce, the Chinese turned for 
authority, hailed from different Buddhist traditions and were themselves

17 Lamotte, p. 17. See also U1 Hakuju, tndo Tetsugakushi (Tokyo: Iwanami Shoten, 1930; 
reprint 1965), p. 323, where he contends that the presence of concluding verses at the end of 
Chapters seven through ten indicates that chapters one through seven constituted the original 
text and that chapters eight through ten were composed later and added to this original text. He 
contends that the Introduction was added last
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often at odds with one another in their interpretation of the various teach­
ings which the Chinese were struggling to comprehend.18

Given this situation, it is not possible to use the differences be­
tween Chinese recensions of the Samdhinirmocana as a conclusive 
source for either establishing or falsifying Lamotte’s claims. In a 
review article discussing Lamotte’s translation, Paul Demieville ar­
gues that Lamotte’s contentions concerning the supposedly com­
posite nature of the text go beyond what can be supported by the 
available evidence. He contends that the mere fact that the Samdhi­

nirmocana does not exist in its present form in the earliest Chinese 
version does not prove that it is a composite work.19 A particularly 
persuasive piece of evidence adduced by Demieville against 
Lamotte’s hypothesis is his mention of Wonch’uk’s statement that 
when Paramartha decided to translate the sutra he only translated 
the first four chapters because he just wanted to translate that 
portion of the text which focused on the ultimate (don dam pa, 
paramartha). Because of this self-imposed limitation he left the 
rest of the text for later translators.20

It should be noted that this simation has a possible corollary in 
contemporary Buddhist studies. A number of Buddhist texts have 
been translated piecemeal into Western languages, and many of 
these are commonly accepted by scholars as works by a single au­
thor.21 Thus, the fact that a text was translated partially in an early

18 Peter N. Gregory, “Chinese Buddhist Hermeneutics: The Case of Hua-yen”, JAAR #1.1.2, 
pp. 232-3. See also Kenneth Ch’en, Buddhism in China (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 1964), pp. 365-386.
19 In an untitled review article, JA #228, 1936, p. 646.
20 Ibid., pp. 647-8. See also the Li tai san pao chi (T 2034. pp. 49.87.c), which contains a 
listing for this translation (Chieh chieh ching). It states that the translation consists of one 
chapter, although it originally consisted of eighteen chapters, but “now this scroll is only the 
fourth chapter.** There is no indication of how this text in eighteen chapters compares to pres­
ent versions of the sutra.
21 Some examples are: (1) Mervyn Sprung’s translation of portions of Candrakifti*s Prasan- 
napadd  (entitled Lucid Exposition o f the Middle Way\ London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 
1979); (2) Janice Dean Willis's translation of the “Reality” (tattvdrtha) chapter of the Bodhisat- 
tvabhumi (entitled On Knowing Reality,; New York: Columbia University Press, 1979); and
(3) the translation of the Samadhiraja-sutra by K. R6gamy (Warsaw, 1938), which only con­
tains a  translation of three chapters.
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Chinese edition does not necessarily indicate that the text is a com­
posite. The fact that only certain chapters of a work were translated 
in some recensions might indicate that it was not yet completed, 
but couid also indicate that either the translator did not have access 
to the complete text or that he only chose to translate a certain por­
tion of it. It would not be surprising if some texts were copied in 
sections and brought to China, since before the advent of copying 
machines, typewriters, and computers each copy of a text was la­
boriously written by hand or, in the case of the Tibetan canon, 
printed from carved wood blocks. The technology of the time 
made the copying of texts a time-consuming enterprise, and before 
the advent of mass transportation many pilgrims may have opted to 
bring only what they considered to be the most important parts of 
texts on the arduous journey from India to China.

It should be noted that these considerations are as speculative as 
Lamotte’s and that they do not disprove his thesis. Rather, they are 
an attempt to posit an alternative explanation for the discrepancies 
in the Chinese translations. Given the present state of our knowl­
edge of the development of Mahayana Buddhism and the textual 
sources at our disposal, it is doubtful that these issues can be con­
clusively settled in favor of either hypothesis. Since the Samdhinir- 
mocana-sutra was originally written in Sanskrit and no Sanskrit 
manuscripts of the text have been found, our only clues about its 
original form come from the Chinese and Tibetan translations and 
from fragments in other texts. The Chinese translations are notori­
ously unreliable and vary greatly in quality, and although the Ti­
betan versions are generally more reliably translated than the Chin­

ese ones, even these are of questionable use in determining whether 
or not a particular text is or is not a composite work. Both Chinese 

and Tibetan translations were often prepared by teams of scholars 
and later edited and redacted, and so the final version of a particu­
lar translation is often the work of many hands. Thus, discrepancies 
within texts and between translations may only represent personal
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idiosyncrasies in translation style or the work of editors and re­
dactors.

Given these problems, it does not seem possible to settle 
Lamotte’s claims conclusively using philological or textual analy­
sis. In this study, however, my analysis is primarily philosophical, 
doctrinal, and literary, and in each of these areas the Samdhinirmo- 
cana exhibits a high degree of internal consistency. In terms of 
thought and structure it is possible to find a great deal of coherence 
in this text, and the format and style are very consistent, particular­
ly in the Tibetan translations and Hsiian-tsang’s version.

Throughout the study I treat it as a unitary work and focus on 
the philosophical and doctrinal correspondence between the various 
chapters. My conclusion after studying and translating this text is 
that it is the work of a single author and that in the siitra this author 
outlines a coherent and internally consistent worldview in terms of 
which Buddhist meditators are to reorient their understanding of 
reality. The first four chapters focus on the “ultimate”, which is 
crucial for understanding the ontological and epistemological as­
sumptions of the sutra. Chapter five discusses the nature of con­
sciousness, which in turn is the foundation for the presentation of 
meditation theory and practice in the eighth and ninth chapters. 
Chapter seven indicates how Buddha’s teachings are to be under­
stood and interpreted. This is crucial to the system outlined in the 
sutra, since correctly understanding which of Buddha’s teachings 
are of definitive meaning (nges p a ’i don, nitdrtha) and which are 
of interpretable meaning (drang ba'i don, neydrtha) is said to be 
essential in order to be able to attain enlightenment. The tenth 
chapter focuses on the nature and attributes of Buddhahood and 
indicates the end result of successfully completing the program of 
practice outlined in the siitra.

The main concern of this study will not, however, be with 
questions of authorship, philological issues, or problems concern­
ing the composition and transmission of the text. My primary aim 
is to explore the thought of the text and how this has been inter­
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preted by Buddhist thinkers, with particular emphasis on the dis­
cussions of the ultimate and hermeneutics.

An exploration of philological questions concerned with the 
background of the text (for instance whether or not there are dif­
ferent strata of authorship and redactions and their relative histori­
cal positions) could yield valuable insights into the development of 
the text, but will not be the focus of the present work. There are 
two reasons why I have chosen to leave aside philological questions 
concerned with the development of the text: firstly, the purpose of 
this study is to look at the thought of the text and its commentaries. 
It may be the product of more than one author and may have been 
redacted and translated by a number of people before it reached its 
present form, and each one may have left an imprint on the text, as 
Lamotte suggests. However, even if we determine that certain por­
tions were composed at different times and adduce evidence that 
different redactors had a hand in determining the present versions 
of the sutra, this does not entail that we have understood the mean­
ing of the text. Indeed, such investigations would probably lead us 
progressively farther away from the meaning of the sutra. Even if 
we do not know the identities of the creators of the present form of 
the sütra, the text as it exists today in its Tibetan recensions is the 
result of an attempt to present meaningful statements about 
Buddhist philosophy and religious practice. Since the Samdhinir- 
mocana  has been the focus of numerous commentaries and is a 
major scriptural source for the Yogacara school, we know that 
Buddhist thinkers have perceived it as an important presentation of 
religious meanings. The author(s), redactor(s), and translator(s) 
may be anonymous, but the final product of their work is a docu­
ment that presents a collection of meanings, and these meanings 
can in principle be understood and explicated.22 Taking this as a

22 This approach is often taken in Biblical hermeneutics, in which the identity of the author 
of a text may be uncertain, and there may be a number of people (usually anonymous) who had 
a hand in altering the text before it reached its final form. In both Biblical hermeneutics and 
Buddhist hermeneutics, however, the final text represents the attempts of one or more people 
to present a coherent and understandable statement of religious meanings, and the task of later
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goal, the purpose of the second and third chapters of this study will 
be to examine the Samdhinirmocana in terms of some of the im­
portant topics presented in the text and to compare the words of the 
sutra with the explanations of the commentators in an attempt to 
draw out the thought of the text and to see how this compares to 
the interpretations found in the commentaries.

The commentators whose ideas are considered in relation to the 
sutra’s presentations uniformly assume that the sutra is the product 
of one author, Sakyamuni Buddha, and this basic premise underlies 
all their explanations.23 For the sake of understanding their inter­
pretations of the sutra, it is necessary to realize that for these 
commentators the Samdhinirmocana contains the pronouncements 
of a fully enlightened and omniscient being who is preaching a 
sutra of definitive meaning and who is definitively clarifying the 
thought behind his earlier teachings of interpretable meaning.24 
Thus, for the sake of elucidating the principles of interpretation 
that formed part of the worldview of the commentators and under­
standing the conclusions they draw from the sutra, this study will

exegetes (including contemporary scholars) is to determine what these meanings are, or at least 
to present plausible theories about what (he author intended and how the audience to whom it 
was addressed understood it. In the case of Buddhist texts like the Samdhinirmocana, there is a 
living oral tradition of commentary on them that has been preserved in Tibet and that can be of 
great help to modem students of Buddhism seeking to understand what these texts have meant 
for those belonging to this tradition. A good statement of how Biblical hermeneutics seeks to 
understand the meaning of a text even if more than one person may have had a hand in its de­
velopment can be found in Robert Morgan’s Biblical Interpretation (Oxford, 1988), chapters 2 
and 3 and Claus Westermann, ed., Essays on Old Testament Hermeneutics (Richmond, VA: 
John Knox Press, 1963), pp. 134-199. For a further discussion of meaning and reference, see 
John Powers, “On Being Wrong: Saul Kripke’s Causal Theory of Reference” in International 
Philosophical Quarterly, December, 1992.
23 This idea is discussed by Lamotle, Samdhinirmocana-suirat p. 17, and can be seen in the 
works of both Yogücâra writers and their opponents. The Yogàcâra writers, of course, take it to 
be a sutra of definitive meaning, while their opponents (for instance Candrakirti in his Madh- 
yamakâvatàra and Bhavya in his Tarkajvalâ) contend that it requires interpretation, although 
they accept it as the word of Buddha.
24 This idea is discussed by Tsong kha pa in his Essence o f the Good Explanations (Legs 
bshad snying po) in the introductory section of the “Mind-Only” (sems tsam) chapters (Sar- 
nath: Pleasure of Elegant Sayings Printing Press, 1973), pp. 1-3. See also Lamotte, Samdhi- 
nirmocana-sutra. p. 17.
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focus on the text in light of their perceptions of it and will relate 
their interpretations to the present versions of the sutra.

After discussing the sutra’s ideas and comparing these to the 
interpretations of various commentators, this study will step back 
from the text a bit in order to look at the underlying presupposi­
tions and worldview assumed by the sutra. The goal of this part of 
the study is to explore how Buddhist notions of tradition and au­

thority are operative in the background of the sutra’s presentations. 
A core assumption of this analysis is that all rationality functions 
within rules, norms, and procedures accepted by a particular tradi­
tion. This is true for a Buddhist text from ancient India and for 
contemporary scientists, anthropologists, sociologists, etc.: all ei­
ther implicitly or explicitly accept certain rules and procedures, as 
well as certain types of rational argument and criteria of evidence. 
In my discussion of hermeneutics, an important focus will be 
making clear the context, rules, and presuppositions concerning 
authority and tradition that the sutra assumes, along with how these 
are used as part of the sutra’s discussion of Buddhist hermeneutics.

This study draws on a wide range of sources. My translation 
and critical edition of the Tibetan texts of the sutra utilize twelve 
different versions, which were also compared with Hsiian-tsang’s 

text and the canonical commentaries. In addition, my exploration 

of the sutra’s philosophy was informed by a number of provocative 
interpretations in the Mind-Only (sems tsam) section of Tsong kha 
pa’s Essence o f the Good Explanations (Legs bshad snying po) and 
Dpal ’byor lhun grub’s Commentary,25 studies of these commen­
taries with contemporary Tibetan scholars of the Dge lugs pa 
school, and conversations with a Rnying ma scholar and with H.H. 
the Dalai Lama on some of the topics discussed in the sutra.26

25 The version of Dpal "byor lhun grub’s text I have consulted is from Se ra Monastery 
(Buxaduar, 1968).
26 The Rnying ma teacher is Khamtul Rinpoche, an unofficial tutor to H.H. the Dalai Lama, 
who instructed me on various aspects of the Rnying ma approach to Buddhist scholarship and 
meditative practice. The studies with him and the conversation with the Dalai Lama took place
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The oral commentaries have been particularly helpful in grap­
pling with the thought of the sutra. As Hans-Georg Gadamer states, 
contact with a tradition can help in bridging the gap between an 
ancient text and a modem interpreter. The Tibetan oral traditions 
are an invaluable resource for contemporary scholars seeking to 
comprehend a Buddhist text, particularly those written in the dis­
tant past, because the Tibetans imported, cultivated, and developed 
a rich oral tradition from India and continued to keep it alive 
through constant debate and re-examination. Although many con­
temporary scholars of Buddhism devalue this tradition and view 
those who take it seriously as a source as somehow less rigorous 

than textual or philological scholars, I suspect that this attitude is 
mainly due to lack of contact with the tradition. Although this is 
not the place to fully develop this idea, my experience with Tibetan 
oral traditions has been that many oral commentaries I have re­
ceived have been as rigorous and tightly argued as any text (and 
much more so than many texts). In addition, discussions with dif­
ferent scholars at different times have led to an impression that 
there is a high level of consistency among various Tibetan teachers 
and that each learns the basic explanations thoroughly, gains a deep 
understanding of their philosophical ramifications through open- 
ended discussion and debate, and then the best put a personal stamp 
on their explanations. Anyone who overlooks this resource ignores 
a valuable means of helping to bridge the gap between ancient texts 
and ideas and the modem interpreter, since one can engage in dia­
logue with a living representative of the tradition to a degree not 
possible with a text.27

In addition to the textual and oral sources mentioned above, my 
study is informed by contemporary philosophical discussions, and 
the presentation of the hermeneutical theories of the sutra brings in

during the summer and fall of 1988, while I was in India under the auspices of a grant from the 
American Institute of Indian Studies.
27 A good discussion of the value of this tradition to scholars can be found in Anne C. 
Klein, Knowing, Naming, and Negation (Ithaca: Snow Lion, 1991), pp. 37-8.
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current issues and interpretive models in an attempt to draw the 
Samdhinirmocana  and its commentaries into conversation with 
modem philosophy and religious studies. Each of these various 
sources has added to my understanding of the Samdhinirmocana, 
and it is hoped that by looking at a range of opinions and ap­
proaches the reader will become acquainted with a number of per­
spectives, each of which reveals something of the meaning and sig­
nificance of the sutra.28

C o m m e n t a r ie s  o n  t h e  S u t r a

The commentaries on the Samdhinirmocana-sutra in the Tibetan 
canon come from a wide variety of cultural and temporal milieux, 
beginning with the Compendium o f Ascertainments (Viniscaya- 
samgrahani) and the Commentary on the Superior Sutra Explaining 
the Thought (Arya-samdhinirmocana-bhasya),29 both of which are 
attributed to Asanga, who lived in India around the third or fourth 
centuries A.D. and who is credited in Tibet with being the main 
founder of the Yogacara school. The other Indian commentary, at­

21 In this study, the term “meaning" will refer to what the author of a text intended to say, 
what sort of thought he/she was trying to convey through the words of a text, and “signifi­
cance" will refer to how this is apprehended at different times, how it becomes related to other
contexts, for instance, alien cultures and later times, where a text that was written for a particu­
lar audience comes to be interpreted in ways that were never intended by the original authors).
An example of this distinction could be, for instance, the difference between a commentary by
a traditional Buddhist author like Wonch’uk or Asaiiga (who begin their works with the as­
sumption that the author of the Samdhinirmocana is a fully enlightened Buddha and whose 
commentaries are attempts to explicate his intention, i.e., the thought of the Buddha) and a cri­
tique of the same sutra according a Marxist or feminist analysis, which might find examples of 
class struggle or class oppression (in the case of a Marxist analysis) or misogyny and denigra­
tion of women (in the case of a feminist analysis), but these implications were probably never 
intended or perceived by the author(s). The latter two types of analyses look at the significance 
of a text, but my main goal in this study wil| be the more mundane task of searching for clues 
about what the authors of the Samdhinirmocana and its commentaries intended to convey with
the words they wrote, to reappropriate their vision of the nature of reality in a way that hope­
fully both accords with their intentions and that is accessible to modem readers. For a discus­
sion of the distinction between meaning and significance, see E.D. Hirsch, The Aims o f Inter­
pretation (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1976), pp. 1-16.
29 Peking #5481, vol. 104, pp. 1-7; Tohoku #3981. Excerpts have been edited and translat­
ed by Lamotte in Samdhinirmocana-sutra: L ’explication des Mystéres. The complete text is 
translated in John Powers, Two Commentaries on the Samdhinirmocana-sutra by Asanga and 
Jñanagarbha, which also contains a complete translation of Jftánagarbha’s commentary.
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tributed to Jňanagarbha, cornes from a period just after the apogee 
of development of Maháyána thought, around the eighth century 
A.D., and is concerned only with the eighth chapter of the sutra. 
Asariga’s commentary is the shortest extant commentary on the su- 
tra (consisting of eleven folios in the Sde dge version) and is not a 
major source of the present study because of its brevity and struc­
ture. It mainly summarizes large sections of text, focusing on par­
ticular issues and terms. It does not attempt to comment on the en­
tire text, and many important ideas and terms are only briefly dis­
cussed (e.g., the sutra’s analysis of the nature of the ultimate). 
Some key terms and analyses are not even mentioned (e.g., the dis­
cussion of cognition-only—mam par rig pa tsam, vijňapti-mátra— 
in the eighth chapter). Since it presents no clear statements on her­
meneutics, its importance for this study is limited to its ideas about 
subsidiary topics.

By contrast, the text attributed to Jňanagarbha (entitled Com­
mentary on Just the Maitreya Chapter from the Superior Sutra Ex­

plaining the Thought, Arya-samdhinirmocana-sutre-arya-maitrey- 
a-kevala-parivarta-bhasya),30 is a thorough and meticulous com­
mentary on the eighth chapter of the sůtra. Like Asanga’s text, 
however^ its relevance to a discussion of hermeneutics is limited, 
since the eighth chapter is primarily concerned with meditation, 
and Jňanagarbha has little to say about the sutra’s hermeneutical 
theories.

The commentary by Wonch’uk (Tibetan: Wen tshegs; Chinese: 
Yiian-ts’e, @ ¡ 1  ) was composed in T ’ang China by a Korean stu­
dent of Hsiian-tsang who wrote in Chinese, but the only complete 
version of this text is in the Tibetan Translations o f Treatises

30 Peking #5535. vol. 109, pp. 196-211; Tohoku #4033. This has been studied and trans- 
laled inlo Japanese by NOZAWA Josho in his Daijo-Bukkyo Yuga-gyD no kenkyu (Studies in 
the Yogacara School o f Mahay ana Buddhism; Kyoto: HSzSkan, 1957). This work contains the 
text o f the “Maitreya” chapter of the Samdhinirmocana-sutra and the Tibetan and Chinese texts 
of JAanagarbha's commentary, along with the discussion of the eighth chapter of the sutra from 
the commentary attributed to Byang chyb rdzu ’phrul.
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(Bstan ’gyur).31 Another commentary, attributed to Byang chub 
rdzu ’phrul in the Sde dge edition of the Tibetan canon,32 may have 
been written in Tibet, as Ernst Steinkellner suggests,33 but it is 
difficult to place it because most of the evidence concerning the 
origin and authorship of this text is circumstantial.

The Extensive Commentary on the Profound Superior Sutra Ex­
plaining the Thought (’Phags pa dgongs pa zab mo nges par ’grel 
p a ’i mdo'i rgya cher ’grel pa, Arya-gambhira-samdhinirmocana- 
sutra-tika) by Wonch’uk (613-696),34 is the largest extant commen­
tary on the Sutra Explaining the Thought.35 Wonch’uk was a monk

31 Four other Chinese commentaries are listed in the Tung yü ch'uan teng mu lu (T 2183, p. 
55.1153a): (1) Chieh shen mi ching shu. by Hsiian-fan (ten chiian)\ (2) Chieh shen mi ching 
shu (T 1828), by Ling-yin (eleven chüan)\ (3) Chieh shen mi ching shu , by Ching-hsing; and
(4) Chieh shen mi shu, by Yüan-hsiao (three chiian). None of these are extant. Another Chinese 
commentary that should be mentioned is Tao-lun’s (ca. 650-730) Yü ch’ieh shih li lun chi, a 
commentary on the Yogäcärabhümi (published as Chieh shen mi ching chu\ Taipei, 1985), 
which comments on the portions of the sütra contained in that work.
32 See A Complete Catalogue o f the Tibetan Buddhist Canons, ed. UI Hakuju et al. (Tokyo, 
1934), p. 670, #4358.
33 Steinkellner, “Who Is Byah chub rdzu ’phrol?”, pp. 236-241.
34 Regarding Wonch’uk’s dates, see NAKAMURA Hajime, Shin Bukkyö Jiten (Tokyo: 
Seishin Shobo, 1961), p. 60. See also the “Enjiki” entry in the Hobogirin catalogue, ed. Paul 
D$mi6ville et al., Paris and Tokyo, 1978. For a more detailed discussion of the transmission 
of this text, see John Powers, “Accidental Immortality: How Wonch’uk Became the Author of 
the Great Chinese Commentary". JIABS #15.1, 1992, pp. 95-103. An outline of his life can 
be found in Ahn Kye-hyon, “Buddhism in the Unified Silla Period” (Assimilation o f Bud­
dhism in Korea, ed. Lewis Lancaster and C.S. Yu; Berkeley: Asian Humanities Press, 1991), 
pp. 10-11 and Oh Hyung-Keun, “The Yogäcära-Vijfiaplimätratä Studies of Silla Monks” (also 
in Assimilation o f Buddhism in Korea), pp. 105-130.
35 This commentary is number 5517 in the Peking edition and number 4016 in the Sde dge. 
All citations in the present study are from the version published by the Karmapa Centre in 
Delhi, entitled Ärya-gambhira-samdhinirmocana-sütra-tikä ('Phags pa dgongs pa zab mo nges 
par ’grel pa’i mdo’i rgya eher ’grelpa\ Delhi: Delhi Karmapae Choedhey, Gyalwae Sungrab 
Partun Khang, 1985, mdo ’grel. vol. ti [118], vol. thi [119], and vol. di [120].

The original Chinese text was in ten chiian. but the only extant version, in the Dai-nihon 
Zokuzökyö , hsü tsang ching ( ^  P  Üc Hong Kong Reprint, 1922, pp. 134.d -
535.a) is missing the first portion of the eighth chiian and all of the tenth chiian of the original 
text. These have been reconstructed from the Tibetan translation of Fa-ch’eng ( j j t  Tibetan: 
Chos grub) by INABA Shoju; Enjiki Gejinmikkyösho Sanitsububan no kanbunyaku (Kyoto: 
HSzökan, 1949. See also Inaba’s Restoration ofYiian-tse's Chieh-shen-mi-ching-shu Through 
Its Tibetan Counterpart (Kyoto: Heirakuji, 1972); reviewed by NAGAO Gadjin, in Suzuki 
Gakujutsu Zaidan Kenkyü Nempö #9, 1972, p. 95. Inaba discusses his methodology in his ar­
ticle, “On Chos-grub’s Translation of the Chieh-shin-mi-ching-shu" (Buddhist Thought and 
Asian Civilization, ed. Leslie Kawamura and Keith Scott; Emeryville, CA: Dharma Press, 
1977, pp. 105-113).
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from Hsin-lo (j|£ | | | )  in Korea who moved to Ch’ang-an ( ? £ ? ) ,  
then the capital of T ’ang China. According to his memorial in­
scription at Hsi-ming ( 0  fJJj) Monastery,36 he was bom a prince 
of the Silla kingdom but renounced his royal heritage to become a 
monk. He traveled to Ch’ang-an, where he became one of the two 
main disciples of Hsiian-tsang (600-664),37 the other being K ’uei- 
chi (3H ^ , 632-682) of Tz’u-en ( ^ 3 )  Monastery.38 Wonch’uk 
later became the abbot of Hsi-ming Monastery.

Wonch’uk’s work is very different from the other commen­
taries on the sutra in terms of style. While the commentaries of 
Jnanagarbha, Asaiiga, and Byang chub rdzu ’phrul all seem mainly 
to expound the author’s thoughts concerning passages and terms, 
Wonch’uk provides a wide range of opinions, and some passages 
report ten or more conflicting explanations. For instance, he fre­
quently cites Asanga Vasubandhu, and Sthiramati, Madhyamika au­
thors such as Nagarjuna and Bhavya, as well as a number of sutras 
and philosophical treatises (sa s tra ). He also cites many opinions of 
scholars whom he does not identify (referred to as “a certain per­
son”— kha cig— in the Tibetan versions).

His commentary is also an unusual work for a traditional schol­
ar in that his citations of opinions and quotations generally refer 
not only to an author, but also often cite the work from which it 
comes, and in many places he indicates the Chinese translation that

36 Written by Sung-fu, entitled Ta-chou Hsi-ming ssu ku ta-te Yiian-ts’e fa-shih fo  she-li Na­
ming ping hsu.
37 For information about his life, see: Stanley Weinstein, Buddhism Under the Tang  (Cam­
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987), pp. 24-31; Kenneth Ch’en, Buddhism in China 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1964), pp. 235-38; and JAN Yiin-hua, A Chronicle o f  
Buddhism in China, 581-960 A.D. (Santiniketan: Visva-Bharati, 1966), pp. 20-21 and 33-4.
38 With respect to K’uei-chi, see: Stanley Weinstein, “A Biographical Study of Tz’u-en”, in 
Monumenta Nipponica #15.1-2, 1959, pp. 119-49; Alan Sponberg, The Vijhaptimâtratâ Bud­
dhism o f the Chinese Monk K'uei-chi (Ph.D. dissertation. University of British Columbia; 
University Microfilms, 1979); Kenneth Ch’en, op. cit., pp. 320-21; and IIDA Shotaro, ‘‘The 
Three Stüpas of Ch’ang-an”, in Papers o f the First International Conference on Korean Studies 
(Soeul: The Academy of Korean Studies, 1980), pp. 486-7.
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he was using.39 This commentary is a massive compendium of Bud­
dhist scholarship, and it contains a wide range of opinions that 
reflects Wonch’uk’s own encyclopedic knowledge of Buddhist lit­

erature.
Wonch’uk’s general approach is to cite a passage and then to 

preface his comments by dividing his explanation into sections.40 
He first places the passage he is discussing in the overall frame­
work of the Samdhinirmocana and then explains its meaning. The 
explanatory portion of his commentary is often drawn from other 
texts, mainly by Yogacara authors, and among these he primarily 
relies on Asanga and Vasubar.dhu. His explanations are often com­
pendia of opinions. He may cite several interpretations, drawn 
from a variety of philosophical schools, and then he often indicates 
that he considers a particular one to be superior to the others.

His citations of Yogacara authors are particularly interesting, 
because they indicate that Wonch’uk considered the Samdhinirmo- 
cana-sutra to be the seminal work of the Yogacara school, and his 
commentary tries to show the harmony between the teachings of 
the sutra and the thought of Asaiiga and Vasubandhu. He attempts 
to place the sutra within the continuum of Yogacara thought and to 
show the connections between the Samdhinirmocana and the 
writings of later Yogacaras. It should be added, however, that his 
sources are not limited to Yogacara texts, for he cites Madhyamika 
writers such as Nagarjuna, Bhavya, Candrakirti, and Santaraksita,

39 In the Chinese lext Wonch’uk even cites the volume number according to the Chinese 
canon of many of his sources, but these are omitted in the Tibetan translation since they would 
be unnecessary to Tibetan readers.
40 This aspect of the structure of Wonch’uk’s text is discussed by Ernst Steinkellner (“Who 
Is Byah chub rdzu ’phrul?’’, p. 235), where he speculates that Wonch’uk’s work may provide a 
key to determining the origin of the practice found among Tibetan authors of beginning texts 
with tables of contents (sa bead) which divide their works into sections. Steinkellner writes:
To my knowledge...nobody so far has a clear idea of where this most successful and influential 
technique of literary analysis originated. In texts from the early period of the second spread of 
the religion it is already present and the question is still unanswered as to whether it is a 
Tibetan invention or a heritage. I myself have always looked for possible Indian models, but in 
vain....But in Yiian-ts’e ’s text from the 7lh century, translated in the early 9th century it is in 
use, fully developed, just as we know it from the much later Tibetan texts, and throughout the 
whole text.
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as well as non-Mahayana texts such as the Great Exposition (Maha- 
vibhasa).

The other extensive commentary on the sutra is entitled Expla­
nation o f the Superior Sutra Explaining the Thought (’Phags pa  
dgongs pa nges par ’grelpa’i mdo’i mam par bshadpa, Arya-sam- 
dhinirmocana-sutrasya-vyakhyana). It is the second-largest extant 
commentary on the Samdhinirmocana-sutra, and it provides ex­
tensive explanations of the entire sutra, especially the tenth chap­
ter.41 It is found in the “Miscellaneous” (sna tshogs) section of the 
Sde dge edition of the Translations o f Treatises (Bstan 'gyur vols. 
cho and jo),42 which is mainly comprised of texts composed by Ti­
betan authors of the eighth and ninth centuries. The name of the 
author is given as “Byang chub rdzu ’phrul” in the Sde dge edition 
of the canon, but no author is mentioned in the Peking edition. As 
Steinkellner has pointed out, Byang chub rdzu ’phrul is an epithet 
of the King Khri Srong lde brtsan, and a number of works are at­
tributed to him in the Tibetan canon.43

41 Àrya-samdhinirmocana-sütrasya-vyûkhyâna ('Phags pa dgongs pa nges par 'grel pa ’i 
mdo'i rnam par bshad pa; Delhi: Delhi Karmapae Choedhey, 1985). The particular focus of 
this work on the tenth chapter has been noted by Steinkellner (“Who Is Byah chub rdzu 
’phnil**, pp. 247-8), who speculates that the stress laid on this particular chapter o f the sutra 
may have been due to the authors interest in the sections devoted to reasoning, which Stein- 
kellner thinks may have proved useful to the scholar-monks who were propagating Buddhism 
in Tibet. See also: (1) Ariane MacDonald, “Une lecture des Pelliot Tibétain 1286,1287, 1038, 
1047, et 1290. Essai sur la formation et l'emploi des mythes politiques dans la religion royale 
de Sron-bcan-sgam-po”, in Études Tibétaines dédiées à la mémoire de Marcelle Lalou (Paris, 
1971), pp. 190-391; (2) R.A. Stein, “Un ensemble sémantique Tibétain: créer et procréer, être 
et devenir, vivre, nourrir et guérir**, in BSOAS #36, 1973, pp. 412-423; (3) Stein, “Saint et 
devin: un titre Tibétain et Chinois des rois Tibétaines**, JA #269, 1981, pp. 231-275; and (4) 
Stein, “Tibetica Antiqua I**, BEFEO #72, 1983, pp. 149-236; (5) H.E. Richardson, A Corpus 
o f  Early Tibetan Inscriptions (London, 1985), p. 40, 11.33ff.
42 In the Peking edition this section is called “Wondrous Treatises’* (ngo tshar bstan bcos), 
and this commentary is found in vois, co and cho.
43 Steinkellner (“Who Is Byah chub rdzu ’phnil**), pp. 238-9. For instance, Bu ston lists the 
author of the Bka' yang dag pa’i is had ma las mdo'i btus pa (a discussion of reasonings found 
in the tenth chapter of the Samdhinirmocana) as Khri srong lde brtsan, and he later refers to the 
author as “Lha btsan po Byang chub rdzu 'phrul** (Steinkellner cites Lokesh Chandra, ed., 
Bstan bsgyur gyi dkar chag, yid bzhin nor bu dbang gi rgyal po 'i phreng ba, in The Collected 
Works o f Bu-ston (New Delhi, 1971, vol. 26, pp. 401-643), number 633.3 and 7).
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Bu ston speculates that the author of this treatise was actually 
the translator (lo tsa ba) Cog ro Klu’i rgyal mtshan,44 and in his 
Catalogue o f Translations o f Treatises (Bstan ’gyur dkar chag) he 
indicates that he thinks that the Byang chub rdzu ’phrul commen­
tary corresponds to another commentary attributed to Khri srong 
lde brtsan in the Lhan dkar catalogue.45 Steinkellner contends that 
it is unlikely that the commentary could have actually been written 
by Khri srong lde brtsan, since it is a text that indicates a high level 
of scholarly erudition on the part of its author. Because of this, it is 
improbable that a king could have acquired the breadth of technical 
knowledge evidenced in this work. For instance, the author of this 
commentary often goes into great detail in providing extensive di­
visions of terms, some of which extend to several levels of sub-di­
visions that in some cases span large sections of text. Steinkellner 
concurs with Bu ston’s assessment that the author was actually the 
translator Cog ro Klu’i rgyal mtshan, and he adds that there would 
be no problem with an accomplished translator’s composing a 
scholarly commentary that demonstrates a wide range of knowl­
edge of Buddhist thought and literature.46

The author’s general approach is to preface his remarks on a 
particular chapter by dividing it into sections and indicating the 
main thrust of each section. He then provides commentaries on in­

44 Steinkellner (p. 238) translates the passage from Bu ston, which is found in NISHIOKA 
Soshu’s edition of Bu ston’s Chos bsgyur dkar chag (“Putun bukkyoshT ; in T&kyD Daigaku 
Bungakubu Bunka Koryü Kenkyü shisetsu Kenkyü Kiyd #4 (1980), pp. 61-92; #5 (1981), pp. 
43-94; #6 (1983), pp. 47-201); see especially #5, p. 55.7-15.
45 See Steinkellner pp. 238-9. The passage in the Catalogue o f  the Bstan ’gyur is from 
Lokesh Chandra’s edition, p. 633.6. Steinkellner speculates that the reason for Bu ston’s equa­
tion of the two texts is that both are said to consist of forty sections (bam po).
46 Bu ston's contention that the author is actually Klu’i rgyal mtshan is also cited by Ser 
shul dge bshes Bio bzang phun tshogs in his commentary on Tsong kha pa’s Legs bshad 
snying po (entitled Drang nges rnam ’byed kyi zin bris zab don gsal b a i  sgron me\ Mysore: 
Sere Byes Monastery, n.d., p. 29b.4), and he concurs with Bu ston’s thought that the author is 
the translator (lo tsa ba) Cog ro Klu’i rgyal mtshan (although Ser shul dge bshes incorrectly 
Cites the work in which Bu ston makes this assertion as the Chos ’byung rather lhan the Chos 
bsgyur dkar chag). If Bu ston’s speculation is conect, this would mean that the probable time 
of composition of this text was during the reign of King Ral pa can (who ruled from 815-838), 
rince according to Tsepon Shakabpa (Tibet: A Political History; New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 1967, p. 49) this was the time of Klu’i rgyal mlshan’s greatest productivity.
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dividual verses, but (unlike Wonch’uk) he does not cite every 
verse, nor does he comment on the entire text; rather, he seems to 
have chosen the passages that interested him and commented on 
those. In addition, he often goes into great detail concerning par­
ticular topics (such as the four analyses discussed in chapter ten of 
the Samdhinirmocana) while other topics mentioned in the sutra 
are either not mentioned or only discussed briefly. Also, unlike 
W onch’uk, he seldom cites other works or authors, and instead 
seems to be giving his own interpretations without reference to the 
opinions of others.

Both of these commentaries have proven to be useful in study­
ing the thought of the Samdhinirmocana-sutra. Their approaches 
and styles are very different, but taken together they complement 
each other, and, each offers insights into the thought of this difficult 
text. Wonch’uk’s commentary is a comprehensive discussion of 
practically every phrase and term of the Samdhinirmocana and is 
significant both for its detailed analyses and for the way that it 
places the sutra in philosophical perspective by relating its thought 
to a wide range of Buddhist sources, particularly works by Yogaca- 
ra writers. Byang chub rdzu ’phrul’s commentary is a masterpiece 
of traditional scholarship and provides incisive and cogent explana­
tions for almost every passage of the sutra. Unlike Wonch’uk’s 
work, quotations from other sources are rare, and most of the opin­
ions appear to reflect the author’s own ideas. Both of these com­
mentaries provide insights into the meaning of difficult and ob­
scure passages, and they are invaluable resources for those who 
wish to explore the thought of the sutra.

OUTLINE OF THE SUTRA

The Samdhinirmocana-sutra consists of ten chapters of unequal 
length, each of which deals with a specific subject or set of sub­
jects, and each of which has a specific person who serves as the 
main interlocutor. With the exception of Subhuti, for whom the 
fourth chapter is named, the interlocutors are high-level Bodhisat-
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tvas. The introduction states that the Bodhisattvas present on the 
occasion of the teaching of the sutra have all “progressed to the ir­
reversible levels” (phyir mi Idog pa'i sa bgrod pa). According to 
Wonch’uk, the “irreversible levels” are the eighth through tenth 
Bodhisattva levels (sa, bhumi), but Byang chub rdzu ’phrul47 states 
that the term only refers to the eighth level. He adds that all of 
these Bodhisattvas have received prophesies that they will attain 
omniscience.

Although the introduction states that there are “innumerable” 
Bodhisattvas in the audience, there are only ten who speak in the 
sutra. These are named at the conclusion of the introduction and 
are referred to by the sutra as “great beings” (sems dpa' chen po, 
mahasattva). The Second Dalai Lama thinks that they have all at­
tained the tenth Bodhisattva level,48 an idea that is echoed by Gung 
thang.49 Wonch’uk, however, after reporting a similar opinion, de­
clares that this is an incorrect idea that is found in the Superior 
Sutra Untying Knots ( ’Phags pa’i tshigs nges par 'grel p a ’i mdo, 
Paramartha’s Chinese translation of the sutra) and the texts of the 
Sarvastivadins.50 He states that according to the author of the Yoga- 
cara-bhumi these “great beings” are fully enlightened in this very 
lifetime.

47 See Wonch’uk, vol. li [1181), P- 195.3; and Arya-samdhi-nirmocono-sutrasyo-vydkhyano 
('Phags pa dgongs pa nges par 'grel pa 'i mdo'i rnam par bshad pa; Delhi: Delhi Karmapae 
Choedhey, 1985; attributed to Byang chub rdzu ’phrnl in the Sde dge edition; no author is 
listed in Peking), vol. cho [205], p. 60.7.
41 This idea is found in Rgyal ba dge ’dun rgya mtsho’s commentary on the difficult points 
of Tsong kha pa’s Essence o f the Good Explanations (entitled Commentary on the Difficult 
Points o f the Differentiation o f the Interpretable and the Definitive from  the Collected Works 
o f the Foremost Holy Omniscient ¡Tsong kha pa}, Lamp Thoroughly Clarifying the Meaning 
o f the Thought; Rje btsun thams cad mkhyen pa'i gsung 'bum las drang nges rnam 'byed kyi 
dka' 'grel dgongs pa ’i don rab tu gsal bar byed pa’i sgron me\ blockprint from the library of 
H.H. the Dalai Lama, n.d.), p. 6a.3.
** Gung thang dkon me hog bstan pa’i sgron me (1762-1823), Beginnings o f a Commentary
on the Difficult Points o f [Tsong kha pa’sJ Differentiation o f the Interpretable and the Defini­
tive, the Quintessence o f The Essence o f  the Good Explanations (Drang nges rnam ' byed kyi 
dka' 'grel rtsom 'phro legs bshad snying po’i yang snying\ Sarnalh: Mongolian Lama Gum 
Deva, 1965), pp. 73.13-74.6.

Wonch’uk, vol. ti (118), pp. 202.1.
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Although there is a disagreement concerning whether or not the 
Bodhisattvas who are the interlocutors of the sutra have already at­
tained enlightenment or are in the penultimate lifetime before at­
taining full enlightenment, Wonch’uk, Byang chub rdzu ’phrul, 
Asariga,51 the Second Dalai Lama, and Gung thang all agree that 
they are at a very high level of attainment. They are at or near the 
completion of their training and have reached an advanced level of 
realization, which indicates that their questions will presumably 
deal with matters of concern to high-level Bodhisattvas. This idea, 
as we shall see, is important to the implicit appeals to authority 
made in the sutra and is part of a pattern found in the text, which 
implies in a number of ways that it is a sutra of definitive meaning, 
taught for advanced practitioners.

Some of the interlocutors of the first seven chapters—Gambhir- 
arthasamdhinirmocana, Vidhivatpariprcchaka, Dharmodgata, Suvi- 
suddhamati, Visalamati, Gunakara, and Paramarthasamudgata—are 
found in other Mahayana sutras.52 The interlocutors of the last three 
chapters— Maitreya, Avalokitesvara, and Manjusrl—are well- 
known figures in the Mahayana Buddhist pantheon. Maitreya is the 
being who will become the next Buddha of the present era and is 
presently residing in the Tusita heaven in preparation for his final 
rebirth as a Buddha. Avalokitesvara is the embodiment of com­
passion in Mahayana mythology, and Manjusri is the embodiment 
of wisdom.

Among the interlocutors of the sutra the only non-Bodhisattva 
is Subhuti, for whom the fourth chapter is named. Since Subhuti is 

said in several texts to be the most advanced of Buddha’s Hearer 
(nyan thos, sravaka) disciples in realization of emptiness, this is

91 See Arya-samdhinirmocana-bhasya. pp. 6.7-8.2, which discusses their exalted spiritual at-
tainments.
52 Gambhlranhasamdhinirmocana, Dharmodgata, and Suvisuddhamati appear in the Avatam- 
saka-sutra. The others play minor roles in other sutras.
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probably the reason for his inclusion among this distinguished as­

sembly.53
The exalted status of the interlocutors serves to establish that 

this is an advanced teaching, and this idea is also confirmed by the 
fact that the setting of the sutra is a celestial palace that fills count­
less worldly realms and that reflects the perfections of the Buddha 
who inhabits it.54 This idea is expanded upon by Asanga’s com­
mentary on the sutra, which states that it is

(1) perfect in terms of color; (2) perfect in terms of shape; (3) perfect in 
terms of measurement; (4) perfect in terms of area; (5) perfect in terms of 
causes; (6) perfect in terms of nature; (7) perfect in terms of its master; (8) 
perfect in terms of servants; (9) perfect in terms of direction; (10) perfect in 
terms of resources; (11) perfect in terms of accomplishing activities; (12) 
perfect in terms of non-harmfulness; (13) perfect in terms of being free of 
opponents; (14) a perfect abode; (15) perfect in terms of the particulars of 
the master’s abode; (16) perfect in terms of vehicle; (17) perfect in terms of 
entrance; and (18) perfect in terms of basis.55

In addition to the praises of the excellent qualities of the palace and 
the exalted attainments of its inhabitants, the idea that this is a 
teaching for advanced practitioners is also indicated by statements 
at the end of the last four chapters in which Buddha concludes the 
discourse by stating that it is a teaching of definitive meaning and 
should be apprehended as such, and he indicates the benefits that 

members of the assembly attain through hearing it.
Thus, in a number of ways the text is presented as a sutra of 

definitive meaning both in terms of its structure and by means of 
statements that it is definitive. The setting of the sutra is particu­

53 See the excellent note provided by Etienne Lamotte in The Teaching o f  Vimalakirti 
(London: Pali Text Society» 1976) pp. 54-5, which gives a brief biography of Subhuti that is 
drawn from a number of sources and indicates several places where he is said to be the greatest 
of Buddha’s disciples in realization of emptiness. Wonch’uk (vol. ti [118], p. 359.5-6) also 
mentions this idea.
54 This is found at the begining of the sutra, ranging from Slog pp. 4-8 (D pp. 2-5). See 
particularly the opening section, which describes in detail the wondrous qualities of the palace. 
All references to the sutra in this study first cite the Stog Palace version (The Tog Palace Edi­
tion o f the Tibetan Kanjur, Leh: Smanrtsis Shesrig Dpemzod, 1975-1978, vol. 63). References 
to the Sde dge version (D) are given after the page in Stog.
55 Bhdsya, p. 5.5.
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larly significant, since it establishes from the beginning that Bud* 
dha’s instruction takes place in an exalted spot, a celestial palace, 
and the text praises the high attainments of the residents of the 
palace, who include the Buddha, an assembly of Hearers, and ad­
vanced Bodhisattvas.56 The implication is that those present on the 
occasion of the teaching of the sutra are Buddhist adepts, and so the 
discourse to follow will be for those of exalted spiritual status. The 
fact that the interlocutors include very advanced Bodhisattvas and 
the most accomplished of Buddha’s Hearer disciples in the realiza­
tion of emptiness also indicates that this is a teaching for advanced 
practitioners, and not for beginners.

This theme continues throughout the text, and there are numer­
ous statements which indicate that the teachings of this sutra are for 
the advanced and not for “children” (byis pa, bala).57 In addition, 
in the first four chapters the main interlocutors discuss the differ­
ences between the understandings of Superiors (’phags pa, aryd) 
and “children”, and they indicate that the teachings of this text are 
in accordance with the understanding of Superiors. For example, in 
the concluding stanzas of the first chapter Buddha tells his 

audience,

Even though the Conqueror taught the profound as not being the 
domain of children, as ineffable and non-dual.

These children, obscured by ignorance, delight in elaborations of 
speech and abide in duality.

Those who do not understand, or understand wrongly, are reborn 
as sheep or oxen.

Having abandoned the speech of the wise, they are reborn here in 
cyclic existence for a very long time.58

The ways in which the sutra seeks to establish its defintiveness will 
be an important concern of the discussion of hermeneutics in the

56 It should be noted that the selling is different in Paramartha’s version: his text indicates 
that the sutra was spoken at the Vulture Peak (Grdhrakuta) in Rajagrha (T 16.71 lb-c).
57 See, for example, chapter one. (beginning on Stog p. 10.2; D p. 6.2). which contrasts the 
awareness of Superiors to that of children.
58 Stog p. 13.5; D p. 9.4. A similar thought can be found in the concluding verses to chap­
ter five.
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fourth section of this study, which will look into some of the rules 
and assumptions underlying the sutra’s theories. The following 
sections of this study examine the hermeneutical thought of the su- 
tra from a number of perspectives in order to draw out both the 
thought of the text and how this relates to Buddhist notions of 
tradition and authority. In my presentation, I have tried to make 
the text of the sutra itself a part of the discussion. In the following 
sections, the sutra is quoted extensively in order to give the reader 
a sense of what it says, how it uses language, and how it seeks to 
persuade its readers of the correctness of its ideas. The quotations 
of the Samdhinirmocana are drawn from my translation of the su­
tra, which is based on the Stog Palace edition of the Tibetan canon. 
I chose this text both for the exceptional clarity of its printing and 
for its style. It has very few errors and in many cases contains 
readings that I considered preferable to those found in the other 
complete Tibetan translation.59 Since, however, the Stog Palace 
text is less readily available than the Sde dge version, for each 
quote I have indicated the corresponding page in that edition so 
that specialists can compare the two.

59 In my article. 'T he  Tibetan Translations of the Samdhinirnwcana-sutra and Bka' ' gyur 
Research'*, 1 argue (hat (he New Translation texts can be divided into two groups: (1) Stog, the 
Them spangs ma edition brought to Japan by Ekai Kawaguchi, and a manuscript in the India 
Office Library in London; and (2) Sde dge, Peking, Lhasa, Co ne. Snar lhang, and the edition 
used by Lamottc in preparing his critical edition. The version of the sutra in the ViniScaya- 
samgrahani also belongs to the second group. Anyone wishing to examine other textual varia­
tions may find a complete listing in iny forthcoming critical edition of the sutra, which ar­
ranges these (wo versions in parallel columns to facilitate comparison. All textual differences 
in the respective groups are listed in this critical edition.
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THE TITLE OF THE SUTRA

One of the initial difficulties confronting anyone wishing to trans­
late the Samdhinirmocana-sutra is the array of differing interpreta­
tions of its title found in Tibetan and Chinese translations and in 
commentaries. The purpose of this section is to discuss the range of 
interpretations of the title, the varioiis ways in which it can be con­
strued, and to indicate some of the problems they raise for transla­
tors. This has important ramifications for our present study, which 
is concerned with the sütra’s discussions of hermeneutics, since I 
intend to argue that the title of the sütra reflects a concern with in­
terpretation.

The full title of the sutra in Sanskrit is “Àrya-samdhi-nirmoca- 
na-sütra”, which has been translated into Tibetan as “’Phags pa 
dgongs pa nges par ‘grel p a ’i mdo". The term “ârya" (Tibetan: 
‘phagspa) means “honorable, respectable, noble...excellent”,1 and 
is often prefixed to the titles of texts in the Tibetan recensions of the 

Buddhist canon.2
The term samdhi derives from the Sanskrit root Vdhâ, “to con­

nect”, “to join”, “to fasten”, “to aim”, “to direct towards” with the 
prefix (upasarga) sam. It was equated by Tibetan and Indian trans­
lators with the term dgongs pa, which means “to think, reflect, 
meditate, consider”, “the act of thinking, reflection, cogitation”, or 
“to purpose, intend”.3 The Great Storehouse o f Tibetan Terms (Bod

1 M. Monier-Williams, A Sanskrit-English Dictionary (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1979), p. 
152.
2 For examples, see UI Hakuju et. al., A Complete Catalogue o f the Tibetan Buddhist 
Canons (Sendai, Japan, 1934), p. 58.
3 Sarat Chandra Das, A Tibetan-English Dictionary (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1970), p. 
275. See also See D. Seyfort Ruegg, “Allusiveness and obliqueness in Buddhist texts”, in 
Dialectes dans les Littératures Indo-Aryennes, ed. Colette Caillai (Paris: Institut de Civilisation 
Indienne, 1989), p. 323.
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rgya tshig mdzod chen mo, a Tibetan-Tibetan-Chinese dictionary) 
states that dgongs pa  is a term that is “an honorific for thinking or 
intention” ibsam bio gtong ba'am sems pa’i zhe sa).4 M. Monier- 
Williams translates samdhi as “junction, connection, combination, 
union with...association, intercourse with...”, and he states that sam 
Vdha means both (1) “to place or hold or put or draw or join or fas­
ten or fix or sew together, unite...to combine, connect with...to 
bring together, reconcile” and (2) “intimate union, compact, agree­
m ent...a promise, vow...intention, design”.5 Franklin Edgerton 
states that it means “union, concord, conciliation”, “intention”, 
“esoteric meaning”, and that sam Vdha means “the ‘real’ meaning 
of a Buddhist text or doctrine”.6

The term nirmocana is a combination of the Sanskrit verbal root 
yfmuc or V rnunc and the prefix nir, and was translated into Tibetan 
as nges par ’grel pa, a combination of the intensifying adverb nges 
par, “certainly, surely, really”7 and the verb ’grel pa, which means 
“to explain, comment upon”, “to put in, arrange”.* According to 
Monier-Williams, nir Vmuc means “to loosen, free from...liber­
ate...to be freed or free one’s self from, get rid o f ’,9 and Edgerton 
states that the compound samdhi-nirmocana means “setting forth, 
unfolding the real truth, fundamental explanation”.10

As the above citations indicate, the terms samdhi and nirmoca­

na have a wide range of possible meanings, and one finds corre­
sponding differences among scholars who have translated and com­
mented on the Samdhinirmocana-sutra. The term samdhi is inter­
preted in a number of ways: (1) the Tibetan translators rendered it 
as dgongs pa in the New Translations,11 which means “thought”,

4 Bod rgya tshig mdzod chen mo (Beijing: Nationalities Publishing House, 1986), p. 459.
5 M. Monier-Williams, A Sanskrit-English Dictionary, p. 1144.
6 Franklin Edgerton, Buddhist Hybrid Sanskrit Dictionary (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 
1979), p. 556.
7 Tibetan-English Dictionary, p. 354.
8 Ibid., p. 300.
9 Sanskrit-English Dictionary, p. 556.
10 Buddhist Hybrid Sanskrit Dictionary, vol. 2, p. 557.
11 I refer to the New Translations in the plural in accordance with the argument in my article, 
“The Tibetan Translations of the Samdhinirmocana-sùtra and Bka' ' gyur Research“, which
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“intention”, “purport”, or “intended meaning”;12 (2) the Chinese 
translators rendered it as both “hidden”, “profound”, “secret” and 
“knot”, “bond”, “connection”. Hstian-tsang translates the title of the 
sütra as “The Sutra Explaining the Profound Secret” (chieh shen mi 

ching, Xfi!  &  $2 ). while Bodhiruci translates it as “Sütra
Unraveling the Profound Secret” (shen mi chieh t’o ching, ^  $5 

j)£ $2). and Paramartha translates it as “Sutra o f the Knots o f the 
Profound' (chieh chieh ching, JjÇ )• Étienne Lamotte follows 
Hsiian-tsang’s rendering, and translates the title as “Explanation o f  
Mysteries” (L’ explication des Mystères), and he cites a variety of 
terms in which samdhi indicates something hidden, mysterious, or 
abstruse.13 He also states that the literal meaning of the title is “sutra 
untying knots” (sùtra détachant les nœuds).14 This is also reflected 
in Wonch’uk’s contention that

4Nirmocana’ is mam par *grel pa ; this means 'explain*. Therefore, in the 
master Par arnart ha’s Tshigs nges par 'grel p a i  mdo’i brjed byang byas 
ba [his translation of the Samdhinirmocana-sütra], nges par ’grel pa 
[means] explain. Tshigs [means] hard and knot. With respect to that, hard 
[means] firm. Knot [means] bond. So just as there are hard and firm 
things and knots and bonds within the joints of wood and of humans, the 
profound thoughts of the teachings within this sutra are also very difficult 
to realize and very difficult to untie; therefore, it cannot be realized and 
understood by ordinary beings and beginning Bodhisattvas, and thus it is 
‘hard and knotty*. Because this sutra unties, it is called 4Tshigs nges par 
* grel p a \  Furthermore— because having included all the very subtle and 
difficult to understand meanings from among all the treatises of the Great 
Vehicle that are contained in this sutra they are explained clearly— this 
sutra is called 4 Untying the Knots* (tshigs nges par ’grel pa).15

In a later discussion of Paramartha’s translation of the title, 
Wonch’uk adds,

In another way, with regard to this sutra, [the term samdhi] is nominally 
designated from an example; therefore it is [translated as] ‘word’ or ‘con-

demonstrates that there are two distinguishable translations of the sütra in the New Translation 
(skad gsar bead) format.
12 See D. Seyfort Ruegg, “Purport, Iinplicature, and Presupposition: Sanskrit Abhipraya and 
Tibetan Dgohs pa/Dgons gti as Hermeneutical Concepts”, 7/P #13, 1985, p. 310.
13 Lamotie, Samdhinirmocana-sütra, pp. 12-13.
14 Ibid., p. 12.
15 W onch’uk, vol. ti (118), p. 72.6. For the Chinese text of this passage, see Chieh shen mi 
ching shu (Taipei: Yuan kuang Buddhist Institute, 1985), pp. 2.2b-3a.
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flection'. So the connection between the meaningful words and things is 
like the interconnection of joints of bones.16

Wonch’uk also states that according to Vasubandhu Indian scholars 
recognized three meanings of the term samdhi: (1) a connection be­
tween two things (dngos po gnyis mtshams sbyar ba); (2) the con­
nections of the joints of bones (rus pa ’i tshigs 'grel pa); or (3) pro­
found paths (lam zab mo).11 He then states that translators rendered 
it according to the individual meanings of the words of the title, and 
so they understood the term samdhi to mean “the correct profound 
thought” (yang dag par na dgongs pa zab mo).

In an earlier section he indicated that in the case of the title of 
the Samdhinirmocana-sutra “samdhi” refers to “statements in a se­
cret manner” (gsang ba'i tshul du gsungs),18 which accords with the 
Chinese translations of Hsuan-tsang and Bodhiruci, who used 
translation equivalents that mean “profound” or “secret”.

Among the commentaries on the sutra, the most extensive ex­
planation of the Sanskrit title is found in the introductory portion of 
the commentary attributed to Byang chub rdzu ’phrul, which indi­
cates that samdhi has connotations of profundity and hiddenness 
and that the text helps one to cut the knots of the afflictive obstruc­
tions (nyon mongs pa’i sgribpa, klesavarana) and the obstructions 
to omniscience (shes bya'i sgrib pa,jheyavarana).

This [title] Arya-samdhinirmocana-sutra ( 'Phags pa dgongs pa nges par 
’grel p a ’i mdo) is designated according to the level of meaning. This 
[sutra] definitely delineates the meaning of the profound thought and in­
direct thought of the Tathagata and cuts all the knots of the afflictive ob­
structions and the obstructions to omniscience. H ere,'Arya-sanidhinirmo- 
cana' is designated as the name of the sutra....With respect to that, 'drya' 
('phags pa) means ‘one who is very distanced from all sinful non-virtu- 
ous qualities.’ 'Samdhi' (dgongspa) [refers to] the profound thought and 
indirect thought of the Tathagata. Also, in one aspect the meaning of the 
words [refers] to the knots of the afflictive obstructions and the obstruc­
tions to omniscience. 'Nirmocana' (nges par 'grelpa) [refers to] definite 
delineation. It refers to 'definite delineation of the profound thought and 
indirect thought of the Tathagata’. Also, in one aspect the meaning of the

16 Wonch’uk, vol. « (118), p. 72.6.
17 Wonch’uk, v o l ./ / (1 18),p. 72.6.
'* Wonch’uk, vo l.//(118), p. 4.6.
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words means to cut completely: this refers to ‘completely cutting all of 
the knots of the afflictive obstructions and the obstructions to omni­
science’. With respect to that, if the meaning of the words is brought to­
gether in a general way: it definitely unravels the profound thought of the 
Tathàgata and it cuts all of the knots of the afflictive obstructions and the 
obstructions to omniscience; hence, it both explains [Buddha’s] thought 
and completely cuts knots.19

This passage reflects two ways in which samdhi can be understood: 
as referring to Buddha’s hidden or intended thought or as a knot. In 
the former case, the title indicates that the sütra explains Buddha’s 
hidden thought, and the second rendering indicates that it is a text 
that aids one in eliminating the knots of the obstructions.

In my translation of the sütra, I have chosen to render the term 
samdhi as “thought” in accordance with the Tibetan translations of 
the sütra, primarily because this accords with the structure of the 
text itself, which consists of a series of questions by disciples of 
Buddha who ask him to explain the “thought” or “intention” 

(dgongs p a f abhipraya) behind his earlier teachings. Throughout 
this sütra he explains his thought, the hidden intention that lay be­
hind the literal reading of the words he uttered in previous teach­
ings. For example, in chapter seven the Bodhisattva Paramartha- 
samudgata says to Buddha,

I am wondering of what the Bhagavan [Buddha] was thinking (ci las 
dgongs te) when he said, ‘All phenomena are without entityness; all phe­
nomena are unproduced, do not cease, are quiescent from the start, and 
are by nature in a state of nirvana.’ I ask the Bhagavan about the meaning 
of his saying, ‘All phenomena are without entityness; all phenomena are 
unproduced, do not cease, are quiescent from the start, and are by nature 
in a state of nirvana.’

Buddha replies,

Paramarthasamudgata...your intention (semspa) in asking the Tathâgata 
about the meaning of this is good. Therefore, Paramarthasamudgata, lis­
ten to my explanation (bshad pa) of my thought with respect to that in 
consideration of which I said, ‘All phenomena are without entityness, all 
phenomena are unproduced, do not cease, are quiescent from the start, 
and are by nature in a state of nirvana.*20

19 Bying chub rdzu *phrul, vol. cho (205), p. 8.2.
20 Stog p. 46.2. Sde dge (D) p. 32.3.
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In this passage, the question and answer indicate that when Buddha 
taught that ‘all phenomena are without entityness’ and so forth he 
was thinking (dgongs te) of something else and that he will now 
explain ibshad pa) his thought. Similar statements can be found in 
other parts of the sutra. For instance:

(1) In chapter eight (Stog p. 94.4; D p. 65.7) Buddha is asked to explain 
(gsungs) what he was thinking of (dgongs te) when he said, “A dirty pot, 
for example, an unclean minor, for example, and an agitated pond, for 
example, are not suitable for viewing the signs of one's own face, and the 
opposites of those are suitable”.

(2) In chapter nine (Stog p. 138.4; D p. 95.7) Buddha is asked about the 
thought (dgongs pa) behind his statement, “Both the Hearer Vehicle and 
the Great Vehicle are one vehicle".

(3) In chapter ten (Stog p. 157.4; D p. 109.1) Buddha is asked what he 
was thinking of (ci las dgongs) when he said, “Due to the power of the 
blessings of Tathagatas the marvelous bodies of humans in the Desire 
Realm...[appear]".

As these passages indicate, in the Samdhinirmocana-sutra Buddha 
is presented with questions concerning certain teachings that he has 
given in the past which are either conceptually difficult or contra­
dictory with teachings that were presented at other times, and he is 
asked to explain what he was thinking of when he gave them. For 
this reason, I have chosen to translate samdhi as “thought” in pref­
erence to its other possible meanings.

This meaning is reflected in the use of dgongs pa  in the Tibetan 
translations, whose authors apparently chose this rendering in order 
to reflect a meaning that resonates with the structure of the text. The 
Chinese translations, however, equated samdhi with terms like 
“profound” or “secret”, “hidden”, etc., which reflect another possi­
ble way of rendering this term. In addition, as Hakamaya has 
noted,21 the possible meaning of samdhi as “connection”, “knot”,

11 HAKAMAYA Noriaki, “The Old and New Translations of the Samdhinirmocana-sutra: 
Some Noies on the History of the Early Tibetan Translations”, KDBK , #42, 1984, p. 188. See 
also: (I) his discussions in KDBR, #17, 1986, pp. 1>17 and KDBK, #45,1987, pp. 1-35 and (2) 
HARADA Saloni,44Analysis of the Tun-huang Manuscripts of the sGom rim dang po”, Report 
o f the Japanese Association fo r  Tibetan Studies, #28, 1982, pp. 4-8, which points out that the 
name of Bodhisattva Zab mo’i dond bar mtshams ma las par ’grel pa in Stein Tib. #194, p. 
46a.3-4 corresponds with Don zab dgongs pa nges par ’grel pa in the new translation (Sde dge, 
vol. ngu, p. 3a.3, Lamotte, p. 34,1.12).
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etc. is seen in the Old Translation fragment of the sutra found in the 
caves of Tun-huang and now stored in the India Office Library, in 
which the name of the Bodhisattva Gambhirarthasamdhinirmocana 
(who appears in the first chapter of the sutra) is rendered as “Zab 
mo’i dond bar mtsams ma las par ’greld pa”.22 Ruegg also mentions 
that in a Tun-huang manuscript of Kamalasila’s Bhavanakrama the 
title of the sutra is given as “Bar mtshams ma las par 'grel pa”, 
which indicates that the translator of this text understood the title as 
referring to untying knots, rather than explaining [Buddha’s] 
thought.23 Also, as we have seen, Paramartha’s Chinese translation 
renders samdhi as “knot” (chieh: |j[)).

As Ruegg notes, however, even in cases where samdhi is ren­
dered by terms that can connote “connection” or “knot” (such as the 
Tibetan terms mtshams sbyor, bar mtshams, bar mtsams, and 
tshigs), it is not absolutely certain that these do indicate these mean­
ings, because

this meaning may nevertheless have a semantic reference, just as English 
‘in connexion with’ can mean ‘with reference to, having in mind, in­
tending’.24

The only conclusion that can reasonably be drawn from all these 
conflicting interpretations and translations is that the term samdhi 
has been viewed in a number of ways by Buddhist translators and 
commentators in India, China, and Tibet and that there are a number 
of plausible ways of understanding what it means in a given con­
text. As I have indicated, my translation is guided by the context of

22 Stein #194, p. 46a. See my forthcoming critical edition of the sutra, which contains an 
edited version of both this text and Stein #683 (which has been correctly identified by Haka- 
maya as belonging to the Samdhinirmocana), excerpt one. The page numbers are out of se­
quence in these texts, but de la Vallée Poussin has provided a table containing the correct order 
(Catalogue o f the Tibetan Manuscripts from Tun-huang in the India Office Library ; Oxford, 
1962, pp. 69-70). In my edited version the pages of Stein #194 and #683 are arranged in accor­
dance with the order of the New Translation texts, and references to the corresponding pages in 
my critical edition of these texts are noted.
23 See Ruegg, “Allusiveness and obliqueness”, p. 308. The Tun-huang manuscript to which he 
refers is Stein #648, pp. 127a and 133a. The text of this can be found in my critical edition of 
the Samdhinirmocana, excerpt seven.
24 Ruegg, “Allusiveness and obliqueness”, p. 309.
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the content of the sutra, which is explicitly concerned with explain­
ing the thought or intention of Buddha.

THE TERM “NIRMOCANA”

As with the term samdhi, there are differing opinions among the 
translators and commentators concerning how nirmocana should be 
interpreted. All of the Chinese translations mentioned above use 
the term chieh ), which Soothill and Hodous indicate means “to 
unloose, let go, release, untie, disentangle, explain, expound”.25 
Bodhiruci’s translation of the title as “Sutra Unraveling the Pro­
found Secret” and Lamotte’s contention that the title literally means 
“Sutra Untying Knots" reflect the literal meaning of the term, which 
is derived from the root V muc or ■jmunc, meaning “to liberate”, “to 
free”, “to release”, “to unravel”, “to untie”. These connotations are 
reflected in the passage from Byang chub rdzu ’phrul’s commentary 
cited above, in which he states that this sutra helps one to cut the 
bonds of the afflictive obstructions and the obstructions to omni­
science. They are also reflected in Jnanagarbha’s discussion of the 
title, which contains a similar statement:

Samdhinirmocana means ‘cutting the knots of the afflictive obstructions 
and the obstructions to omniscience’ through definitely freeing (nges par 
dkrol bas) the profound thought [of Buddha]. It is a ‘sutra’ because it is 
simply a complete statement of what is definite.26

Bodhiruci’s translation and the commentaries of Byang chub rdzu 
’phrul and Jnanagarbha reflect the literal meaning of nirmocana, 
which means “to liberate”, “to free”, “to unbind”, “to untie”, and 

they also reflect the fact that in the Samdhinirmocana-sutra Buddha 
unties the conceptual knots created by his earlier contradictory or 
abstruse statements and, as Jnanagarbha and Byang chub rdzu 
’phrul state, this helps the people in his audience to free themselves 
from the knots of afflictions.

23 William Edward Soothill and Lewis Hodous. A Dictionary o f Chinese Buddhist Terms 
(Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass. 1937). p. 412b.
26 Jnanagarbha. Arya-maitreya-kevala-parivarta-bhdsya (’Phags pa dgongs pa nges par 'grei 
pa 'i mdo las 'phags pa byams pa'i te'u nyi tshe'i bshad pa\ Tohoku #4033, Olani University 
Press, sems tsam vol. 2 (W)), p. 3 18b.5.
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The Tibetan and Indian scholars who translated the sutra into 
Tibetan, however, translated nirmocana as nges par 'grel pa , which 
means “to explain, comment upon“.27 Equating nirmocana with 
nges par 'grel pa is a case of a “meaning translation”, and it appar­

ently reflects the fact that throughout the sutra Buddha is asked to 
explain the thought behind his earlier teachings, as is indicated by 
the fact that he uses verbs that mean “to explain”, “to teach”, or “to 
expound” to describe what he is doing. For example:

(1) When asked in chapter seven why he taught the idea of one vehicle 
(theg pa gcig, ekaydna) Buddha states that the path of purification is the 
same in all three vehicles (i.e., the Hearer vehicle, the Solitary Realizer 
vehicle, and the Bodhisattva vehicle), and he concludes (Stog p. 54.6; D 
p. 38.3), “Thinking of that, I explain that there is one vehicle“ (*di la 
dgongs nas ngas theg pa gcig tu bshad kyi).

(2) Later in the same chapter (Stog p. 56.1; D p. 39.2) he says that his 
doctrine was/‘explained with an intention [behind it]“ (bsam pa rnam par 
dag pas bshad pa),

(3) At the conclusion of the chapter (Stog p. 72.1; D p. 50.4), Param- 
arthasamudgata asks, “Bhagavan, what is the name of this teaching in this 
form [of explanation] of doctrine that explains [your] thought?“ (bcom 
Idan ’das dgongs pa nges par ’grel pa 'i chos kyi rnam grangs fdi la nges 
par bstan pa ’d i’i ming ci lags); this formula also occurs at the conclu­
sions of chapters eight, nine, and ten.

(4) In chapter ten (Stog p. 152.3; D p. 105.3), Manjusri asks Buddha to 
summarize his teachings: “Bhagavan, please teach the quintessential 
meanings (gzung kyi don bstan du gsof) by which Bodhisattvas enter into 
the indirect thought of the profound doctrines spoken by the Tathagata“ 
(de bzhin gshegs pas gsungs pa 'i chos zab mo rnams kyi Idem por dgongs 
pa la yang dag par ’jug par ’gyur zhing),28 to which Buddha replies: 
“Listen, Manjusri, and I will explain to you all of the quintessential mean­
ings (gzungs kyi don ma lus par khyod la bshad do)% in order that 
Bodhisattvas may enter into that which 1 have said in indirect speech“ 
(byang chub sems dpa rnams ngas Idem po ngag du gsungs pa la ’jug  
par by a baij)hyir).

27 See, for example, Sarat Chandra Das, A Tibeian-English Dictionary, p. 300.
28 For discussions of Idem por dgongs pa and related teims, see: ( 1 ) Étienne Lamotte, tr.. La 
Somme du Grand Véhicule d'Asahga (Louvain, 1973), notes p. 23; (2) Walpola Rahula, tr.. La 
Compendium de la Super-Doctrine d'Asahga (Paris, 1971), section II.2; (3) David S. Ruegg, 
“An Indian Source for the Tibetan Hermeneutical Term Dgohs Gii ‘Intentional Ground”*, JIP 
#16,1988, pp. 1-4; (4) Ruegg, “Purport, Implicature, and Presupposition“, JIP #13, 1985, pp. 
309-325; and (5) Ruegg, “Alhisiveness and obliqueness“ , especially pp. 299-317.
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As these examples indicate, throughout the sutra Buddha and his 
interlocutors describe what he is doing as “explaining” or “teach­
ing”, and his interlocutors ask him to explain “of what he was think­
ing”.29 Both Buddha and his interlocutors also imply that there is a 
deeper or hidden meaning behind many of his utterances, which 
they assume he can and will explicate. As with my choice of the 
word “thought” to translate samdhi, my decision to translate nirmo- 
cana as “explaining” in accordance with the Tibetan translation of 
nges par 'grel pa is based on the structure of the text itself, in which 
Buddha “explains” his thought to his audience.

This meaning is also reflected in other Indian texts associated 
with Yogacara, for instance: (1) the Mahdydnasutrdlamkdra (verse

29 It should be noted also that the sutra contains many more statements in which Buddha 
states that he is “explaining” (bshad pa) his thought or “leaching” (bstan pa). for instance:

(1) Buddha's statement in chapter two (Stog p. 15.7; D p. 10.4), “I am completely en­
lightened with respect to the ultimate, which has a character completely transcending all 
argumentation, and having completely realized it I also have explained and clarified it [for 
others], and I have opened it up, revealed it, and taught it" (ngas ni don dam pa nog ge 
thams cad las yang dag par 'das pa’i mis ha n nyid mngon par rdzogs par sangs rgyas te / 
mngon par rdzogs par Sangs rgyas nas kyang bshad cing gsal bar byas / rnam par phye / 
gdags pa byas / rab tu bstan to).

(2) In chapter five, after being asked about the meaning of the secrets of mind, sen­
tience, and consciousness, Buddha answers (Stog p. 34.7; D p. 23.6), “Vi&lamati, I will 
explain (bshad) to you the secrets of mind, sentience, and consciousness".

(3) At the beginning of chapter six (Stog p. 40.2; D p. 27.4), Buddha says, “Gunakara, I 
will explain (bshad) to you the character of phenomena”.

(4) In chapter eight (Slog p. 92.7; D p. 65.2), Buddha is asked, “What are exalted wis­
doms that know doctrines and that know meanings of Bodhisatlvas who cultivate calming 
and insight?”, to which he replies “Maitreya, I teach (bstan mod kyi) enumerations of 
exalted wisdom and insight extensively, but I will explain it briefly” (mdor bstan to).

(5) Later in the chapter (Slog p. 97.6; D p. 68.3), Buddha is asked to teach about 
emptiness, and he agrees to the request by answering, “Maitreya...I will fully explain to 
you the character of emptiness” (byams pa..khyod la stong pa'i mtshan nyid rdzogs par 
bshad kyis).

(6) In chapter nine (Stog p. 128.4; D p. 88.7), Buddha stales, “ [I] will explain to you 
(khyod la bshad) — collectively and specifically — the purities of the perfections”.

(7) On Stog p. 137.2 (D p. 95.1), Buddha states, “I thoroughly explain (rab bshad) that 
the stale of having abandoned all assumptions of bad states that are like something existing 
in the marrow...is the Buddha ground”.

Of course, it is not surprising that Buddha states that he is “explaining” or “teaching”, and one 
Could undoubtedly find any number of examples in other sutras that contain similar statements. 
The passages cited above do, however, serve to corroborate the idea that this is a text in which 
Buddha explains his thought, and that it is also a text in which he unravels the conceptual knots 
Ihftt his earlier teachings had created for some of his followers.



38 CHAPTER TWO

20.1), which indicates that the ability to figure out “how to explain 
the meaning of [Buddha’s] profound thought” (gambhirârthasam- 
dhinirmoksa, dgongs pa zab mo nges par ’grel pa) is a mark of 
Bodhisattvas;30 and (2) the Bodhisattvabhümi, which discusses five 
“topics of explanation of the meaning of [Buddha’s] profound 
thought by a Bodhisattva” (bodhisattvasya gambhïrârtha-samdhi- 
nirmocanatâyâ adhisthâni). These are: (1) [explaining] the pro­
found, brilliantly profound sutras spoken by the Tathàgata, associ­
ated with [teachings about] emptiness and dependent arising due to 
particular conditions; (2) understanding the faults [taught] in the 
vinaya and understanding how to remove the faults; (3) non-mis- 
taken presentation of the characteristics of phenomena; (4) the 
names and divisions of hidden intentional doctrines; and (5) the 
qualities, meanings, etymologies, and divisions of all phenomena.31

This division accords with my contention that the term samdhi- 
nirmocana refers to explaining the hidden thought or intention be­
hind Buddha’s teachings, because in all of these cases Bodhisattvas 
explain the underlying thought of Buddha’s teachings and termi­
nology, and they explicate the purport, hidden assumptions, and 
underlying structures of these teachings. A similar idea is found in 
Ruegg’s discussions of this and related terms, as when he writes,

the term samdhi in the sense of ‘indirect allusion’ is found also in the title 
of the Samdhinirmocanasütra, meaning literally ‘Resolution of the inten­
tion [of the Buddha]’....In this Sutra. Buddha is shown referring to per­
sons who may not understand his deep intentional/allusive utterances 
(dgoris te bíad pa = samdha(ya) vacana or °bhdsyal), and who are at­
tached only to the wording.32

As indicated above, my translation of the title as “Sutra Explaining 
the Thought” in accordance with the interpretive Tibetan translation 
of “Dgongs pa nges par 'grel pa ’i mdo" is based on a consideration 
of the internal structure of the text, because throughout the Samdhi- 
nirmocana Buddha is asked to explain of what he was thinking. My

30 See Sylvain Lévi, Mohâyâna-sütrâlamkâra (Paris: Bibliothèque de l’École des Hautes 
Études. 1911.Tome II). p. 287.
31 WOGIHARA Unrai, éd., Bodhisattvabhümi (Tokyo: Seigo Kenkyükai, 1936), p. 303.
32 Ruegg, “Allusiveness and obliqueness“, p. 308.
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translation is also guided by several pertinent discussions in com­
mentaries on the sutra, for instance Wonch’uk’s gloss of nges par 
9grel pa with mam par bshad pay33 “to explain, to declare, prove, 
enunciate”34 and Byang chub rdzu ’phrul’s statement that the title 
implies both that it cuts the knots of the obstructions and explains 
Buddha’s thought.

Because it definitely frees the profound thought of the Tathagata and be­
cause it cuts all of the knots of the afflictive obstructions and the obstruc­
tions to omniscience, it both explains [Buddha's] thought and cuts all 
knots.35

This meaning is also reflected in Wonch’uk’s statement that

because in this sutra the meaning of the very profound and hidden 
thought of all of the three vehicles which is difficult to unravel is revealed 
and clearly indicated, it is called * [Sutra] Explaining the Profound 
Thought' ,36

That the term nirmocana in the title can mean “explain” or “teach” 
is also seen in:

(1) Byang chub rdzu 'phrul's comment that the phrase, “ ...this form 
[of explanation] of doctrine that explains [Buddha's] thought'' (dgongs pa 
nges par 'grel pa 'i chos kyi mam grangs 'di\ cited in example 5 above) 
“refers to the general presentation of the body of this sutra that teaches 
the definitive meaning“ (nges p d i  don bstan pa i mdo sde 'di'i lus mam  
par gzhag pa);37

(2) Edgerton's statement that the compound samdhinirmocana means 
“setting forth, unfolding the real truth, fundamental explanation**;38

(3) Lamotte's translation of nirmocana as “explanation** (explication).

In choosing “explaining” over other possible equivalents I have 
followed the Tibetan translation, which appears to have been based 

on a consideration of the format of the sutra. The choice of m am  
par 9grel pay “to explain, to comment upon” instead of m am  par 
bkrol pa , “to liberate, unravel, free” indicates that the Tibetan trans­
lators decided to use a term that reflected the modus operandi of the

33 Wonch’uk, vol. // (118). p. 73.2; see also p. 212.1.
34 Sarai Chandra Das, A Tibetan-English Dictionary, p. 1252.
33 Byang chub rdzu ’phrul, vol. cho (205), p. 8.2.
36 Wonch’uk, vol. ti (118), p. 4.7.
37 Byang chub rdzu ’phrul, vol. cho (205), p. 268.6. A similar passage is found on p. 462.4.
31 Buddhist Hybrid Sanskrit Dictionary, vol. 2, p. 557.
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text itself, which consists of questions about Buddha’s thought and 
his explanations. While it is true that many of these explanations 
could also be seen as attempts to “unravel” conceptual knots or 
“free” his listeners from the bonds of the afflictive obstructions and 
the obstructions to omniscience, the fact that when Buddha is ques­
tioned about the thought behind his earlier teachings he responds by 
offering to “explain” himself indicates that the Tibetan translation 
reflects an important aspect of the architecture of the text. In the 
Samdhinirmocana-sutra  we find a number of explanations that 
attempt to show ways to reconcile apparent contradictions in Bud­
dha’s earlier teachings and to define his thought, and the translation 
“Sutra Explaining the Thought” was chosen in order to indicate 
something of the format of the text and what it attempts to do, given 
that no single translation into English (or Tibetan) can reflect the 
dual meaning perceived by the commentators.



CHAPTER THREE

THE CONCEPT OF THE ULTIMATE

Throughout Buddhist literature, particularly in Mahayana texts, 
there are frequent references to the “ultimate” (Tibetan: don dam 
pa; Sanskrit: paramartha), a term that expresses the final nature of 
all phenomena. Mahayana texts equate it with emptiness (stong pa 
nyid, iunyata), reality-limit (yang dag p a’i mtha’, bhuta-koti), the 
selflessness of phenomena (chos kyi bdag med, dharma-nairatmya), 
the thoroughly established character (yongs su grub p a ’i mtshan 
nyid, parinispanna-laksana), and other terms expressive of ultimate 
reality, but seldom attempt to provide descriptions of it. An impor­
tant exception is the Samdhinirmocana-sutra, which has an ex­
tended discussion of the ultimate in the first four chapters of the text 
which attempts to characterize it in both positive and negative terms 
and which also provides a series of analogies that indicate ways in 
which the ultimate may be understood conceptually. The purpose of 
the present section is to outline the ways in which the ultimate is 
characterized in the sutra, the analogies it provides, and the concep­
tual difficulties these create when considered together. The discus­
sion of the ultimate is important to our examination of the sutra’s 
theories of hermeneutics because, as I argue in Chapter 4, the su­
tra’s presentation of the differences between interpretable and 
definitive teachings in the seventh chapter is founded on the under­
standing of the ultimate outlined in the first four chapters. One of 
the interpretive models the sutra provides for distinguishing inter­
pretable and definitive teachings is the theory of the “three charac­
ters” (mtshan nyid gsum, trilaksana): the imputational character 
(kun brtags p a ’i mtshan nyid, parikalpita-laksana), the other-de­

pendent character (gzhan gyi dbang gi mtshan nyid, paratantra-lak- 
sana), and the thoroughly established character (yongs su grub p a ’i
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mtshan nyid, parinispanna-laksana). As we saw above, the third 
character is equated with the ultimate, and the presentation of the 
three characters in the sixth and seventh chapters appears to be 
based on the discussion of the ultimate in the first four chapters, and 
so an excursus on the sutra’s explication of the ultimate is a neces­
sary step on the way to understanding its hermeneutical theories.

The first four chapters of the sutra concentrate on the nature of 
the ultimate, and each focuses on a particular aspect of it. The first 

chapter begins with a statement that the ultimate is “ineffable and of 
a non-dual character” (brjod du med pa / gnyis su med pa 'i mtshan 
nyid, anabhilapya-advaya-laksana).1 This idea is developed through 
a comparison of the character of the compounded (’dus byas, sam- 
skrta) and the uncompounded {’dus ma byas, asamskrta).2 Accord­
ing to the Bodhisattva Gambhirarthasamdhinirmocana, these two 
terms include all phenomena, but he states that the terms “com­
pounded” and “uncompounded” are merely conventional designa­
tions used by Buddhas and Superiors {’phags pa, arya) in order to 
express their understanding of reality. He adds that these are only 
conventional expressions and that in reality the compounded is not 
compounded and the uncompounded is not uncompounded.

O son of good lineage, the so-called *all phenomena’ are of just two 
kinds, compounded and uncompounded. Concerning these, the com­
pounded is not compounded, nor is the uncompounded uncompounded. 
The uncompounded is not uncompounded, nor is it compounded....The 
so-called ’compounded’ is a term designated by the Teacher [i.e., Bud­
dha]. This term, imputed by the Teacher, is a conventional expression 
arisen from mental construction. That which is a conventional expression

1 Stog p. 8.3 (D p. 5.3).
2 These two terms, compounded ( 'du byas, samskrta) and uncompounded ('du ma byas, 
asamskrta), constitute a common division that includes all phenomena. “Compounded” refers 
to phenomena that arise in dependence upon causes and conditions. The term literally means 
“put together” or "made”, and its opposite term, uncompounded, refers to whatever is not pro­
duced in dependence upon causes and conditions. According to Asanga's Abhidharma-samuc- 
caya (1.11), everything that is subject to arising (utpada), extinction (vyaya), and abiding and 
change (sthityanyathatva) is the compounded.

W onch'uk (vol. ti [118], p. 217.5) states that the "compounded" is so called because it is 
produced from the accumulation of many conditions. Quoting die Mahavibhasa (Bye brag tu 
bshad pa chen po), he states: "Whatever phenomena subsist in terms of the activity of ag­
gregation by causes and conditions and are related with such are compounded." Those that do 
not are uncompounded.
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arisen from mental construction is a non-established conventional expres­
sion of various mental constructions. Therefore, it is not uncompound­
ed....Because of their Superior’s exalted wisdom and Superior’s vision, 
Superiors perfectly realize the inexpressible, and because they are com­
pletely and perfectly enlightened with respect to the inexpressible reality, 
they nominally designate the ‘compounded’.3

This passage indicates that the common division of phenomena into 
the two categories of “compounded” and “uncompounded” is mere­
ly a conventional one and is a nominal designation based on mental 
conventions. Gambhirarthasamdhinirmocana adds that although Su­
periors completely understand the inexpressible reality, they use 
such conventionalities in order to communicate with ordinary 
beings who “have childish natures, obscured natures, and natures of 
disordered wisdom”,4 because such beings require conceptual 
designations.

The perception of ordinary beings is compared to that of the 
audience of a magic show in which a magician chants a special 
mantra that causes a pile of sticks and pebbles to appear as a herd of 
elephants, an army, jewels, etc. The audience of such a show is said 
to be completely convinced of the reality of the illusion, while other 
beings with superior faculties are able to perceive it but know it to 
be false.5

For example, a skilled magician or his skillful student, located at a cross­
ing of four great roads, having gathered grasses, leaves, twigs, pebbles, 
and stones, displays various aspects of magical activities, such as: a herd 
of elephants, cavalry, chariots, and infantry; collections of gems, pearls, 
vaidurya,6 conch-shells, crystal and coral; collections of wealth, grain, 
treasuries and granaries.

When those sentient beings— who have childish natures, obscured 
natures, and natures of disordered wisdom, who do not realize that these 
are grasses, leaves, twigs, pebbles, and stones— see and hear those, they

3 Stog p. 8.6; D p. 5.5.
4 Stog p. 11.1; D p. 8.6.
5 This analogy is found in chapter one. beginning on Slog p. 10.6 (D p. 7.1). For a discussion
of this analogy, see NAGAO Gadjin. “The Buddhist World-View as Elucidated in the Three- 
Nature Theory and its Similes”, EB #16, 1983, pp. 1-18.
6 Vaidurya, according to Chandra Das (A Tibeian-English Dictionary, Delhi: Motilal Ba-
narsidass, 1970, p. 877), can refer to three different types of lapis-lazuli: (1) a yellow lapis-laz- 
uli called a mahjuri\ (2) a green lapis-lazuli called a sugata; and (3) a white lapis-lazuli called a 
sunya.
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think this: ‘This herd of elephants which is an appearance exists; the herd 
of horses which is an appearance, and cavalry, chariots, infantry, wealth, 
pearls, gems, conch-shells, crystal, coral, grain, treasuries, and granaries 
[all] exist.’

Having thought this, they emphatically apprehend and manifestly con­
ceive in accordance with how they see and hear. They also subsequently 
impute conventional designations: T h is is true; the other is false.* Later, 
these must be closely examined by them.

When other sentient beings— who do not have childish or obscured 
natures and who have natures endowed with wisdom, who realize that 
these are grasses, twigs, pebbles, and stones— see and hear these, they 
think this: These which appear in this way are not herds of elephants, 
and these which appear in this way are not herds of horses, cavalry, 
chariots, infantry, wealth, pearls, gems, conch-shells, crystals, coral, 
grain, treasuries, granaries, and storehouses, and that with respect to 
which there arises a discrimination of a herd of elephants and a discrimi­
nation of the attributes of a herd of elephants and those with respect to 
which there arises discrimination of the attributes of collections of wealth, 
grain, treasuries, and storehouses are creations of magic.*

Having thought: T hese deceive the eye,* they do not emphatically 
apprehend or manifestly conceive in accordance with how they see and 
hear, and thereupon they do not subsequently impute conventional desig­
nations: T h is  is true, the other is false.* It is like this: They subsequently 
impute conventional designations in accordance with objects. Later it is 
not necessary that these [beings] closely examine those [conventional 
designations].

The people in the latter group are likened to Superiors, who see the 
mistaken appearances that other beings perceive when they look at 
phenomena, but Superiors know them to be false and so do not as­
sent to the illusion. Because they are able to perceive the true nature 
of phenomena along with their false appearances, they create desig­
nations of “compounded” and “uncompounded” in order to indicate 
the differences between their perceptions and those of ordinary 
beings, to signal that what these ordinary beings perceive as reality 
is actually false. Even while making such distinctions, however, the 
Superiors know that ultimately these designations of “compounded” 
and “uncompounded” only operate on the level of conventionalities 
and do not express the true nature of reality.

When those sentient beings— who do not have childish natures, who see 
the truth, who have attained the supramundane wisdom of Superiors, who 
directly cognize the inexpressible reality of all phenomena— see and hear 
these compounded and uncompounded things, they think: These com­
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pounded and uncompounded things which appear are non-existent Those 
with regard to which the discrimination of compounded and uncom­
pounded and the discrimination of attributes of compounded and uncom­
pounded operate are compositional signs that arise from mental construc­
tion, like a magician’s illusions. These obscure the mind’....In  that way, 
Superiors completely realize things as inexpressible by way of a Superi­
or’s exalted wisdom and a Superior’s vision, and because they completely 
realize the ineffable reality they nominally designate [the terms] ‘com­
pounded’ and ‘uncompounded’.

Wonch’uk8 compares the magician to the basis-consciousness (kun 
gzhi mam par shes pa, âlaya-vijnâna), which has created things that 
are unreal since beginningless time. The sticks and stones that serve 
as the basis for the illusions are compared to the seeds (sa bon, bija) 
that reside in the basis-consciousness, and the jewels and so forth 
that the audience perceives are the results of those seeds. The per­
ceptions of ordinary beings are controlled by their predispositions, 
and so they are unable to perceive reality as it is, just like the audi­
ence at the magic show which is affected by the power of the ma­
gician’s mantra and is unable to see beyond the illusion. Until the 
point of Buddhahood, one’s perceptions are influenced by the seeds 
deposited in the basis-consciousness and one’s objects of experi­
ence are determined by them. A Buddha, by contrast, stands outside 
of the illusion but is able to perceive how ordinary beings appre­
hend reality. A Buddha’s own perception, however, is free from the 
influence of predispositions, which enables him/her simultaneously 
to perceive the true nature of things and how they appear to others.

THE ULTIMATE TRANSCENDS ALL ARGUMENTATION

The second chapter continues the discussion of the ultimate, stating 
that it is “a character that completely transcends all argumenta­
tion”,9 which seems to mean that those who argue about the ulti­
mate and devise philosophical systems that attempt to categorize it 
are necessarily mistaken. In this chapter, “argumentation” (rtog ge, 
tarka) refers to intellectual gamesmanship and hair-splitting scho­

7 Slog p. 13.2; D p .7.6.
8 Wonch’uk vol. ti (118). p. 238.3.
9 This begins on Stog p. 15.1 (D p. 10.3).
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lastic quibbling, which enmesh people in disputation and prevent 
them from perceiving the ultimate.

Dharmodgata, the main interlocutor of this chapter, begins by 
describing a debate that he witnessed between proponents of various 
non-Buddhist systems, each of whom thought that his/her system 
accurately described the ultimate. These people are described as 
being involved in petty wrangling and as being overly attached to 
their mistaken systems. Byang chub rdzu ’phrul states that they are 
unable to understand the ultimate due to five faults: “(1) the fault of 
thorough searching (kun tu tshol ba’i nyes pa); (2) the fault of exag­
gerated pride (mngon pa’i nga rgyal gyi nyes pa); (3) the fault of 
exaggerated adherence (mngon par zhen pa’i nyes pa); (4) the fault 
of imputation (’dogs pa ’i nyes pa); and (5) the fault of disputation 
(rtsodpa’i nyes pa)”.10 Wonch’uk states that their faulty views arise 
from mistakenly adhering to the view of true personhood ('jig  
tshogs la Ita ba, satkaya-drsti),n  which leads them to other wrong 
views and causes them mistakenly to argue with their opponents on 
the basis of these wrong views.12

Their understandings are contrasted with the perceptions of 
Buddhas, who truly understand the ultimate. Buddhas know the ul­
timate to be beyond the realm of what can be described by words, 
something that cannot be argued about without missing its true na­
ture, and because of this they are able to lead others to an under­
standing of it.13

10 Byang chub rdzu 'phrul, vol. cho (205), p. 89.5
11 The lerm “due personhood" (translated into Tibetan as “ the transitory collection", ‘jig  
tshogs: Sanskrit: satkâya) refers to the constantly changing, impermanent collection of aggre­
gates {phung po, skandha) that constitute the psychophysical personality and on the basis of 
which we designate *T” and "mine".
12 W onch'uk (vol. ti [118], p. 276.3) comments: "Because those different [groups] were dif­
ferently minded in terms of various kinds of views that arise from the root of the view of true 
personhood. each was discordant with the other.” He adds that because of their discordance 
they did not have the teachings of the four noble truths in any way.
12 See for instance Stog pp. 15-16 (D p. 10), where Buddha states that he is completely en­
lightened with respect to the ultimate, and so he is able to reveal and teach it to others.
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Dharmodgata states that the debate he witnessed took place in a 
distant world in which teachers of non-Buddhist systems had gath­
ered to discuss the ultimate.

They were considering, weighing, closely thinking about, and seeking the 
ultimate character of phenomena, but not having realized it, those whose 
minds had become different, who had two-pointed minds,14 who had 
minds that were not in accord, who were debating and quarreling, dis­
puted with each other, agitated each other, harmed each other, were ma­
levolent toward each other, and rejected each other.

When I had seen them thus in a diverse state, Bhagavan, I thought: 
4 Alas! Tathagatas arise in the world and, due to their arising, the individ­
ual realization and actualization of an ultimate like this—which has a 
character completely transcending all argumentation— is indeed marvel­
ous and astonishing*.15

Buddha agrees with this assessment ofLhis understanding and then 
proceeds to give a number of descriptions, each of which indicates a 
different facet of the understanding of the ultimate, and each of 
which is designed to lead his audience to understand something of 
its nature. Each description appears to be a different way of looking 
at the ultimate through contrasting it with what is not ultimate. He 
states that:

(1) “The ultimate is known by Superiors individually by themselves,16 
whereas the objects known mutually by ordinary beings [belong to] the 
realm of argumentation”.

(2) “The ultimate [belongs to] the signless realm, whereas argumenta­
tion [belongs to] the realm of signs**.

(3) “The ultimate is ineffable, whereas argumentation [belongs to] the 
realm of expression**.

(4) “The ultimate is completely devoid of all conventions, whereas ar­
gumentation [belongs to] the realm of conventions”.17

14 The phrase “two-pointed mind” (bio gros.. .gnyis can, vimati) refers to a mind that moves in 
two directions because of doubt (the tshom, vicikitsa). See Árya-samdhinirmocana-bhasya, p. 
10.7.
15 Stog p. 15.2; D p. 9.7.
16 Wonch’uk (vol. ti [118], p. 278.4) states that this means that: “Due to observing the object 
of suchness by way of a Superior's non-conceptual exalted wisdom, they manifestly realize 
their own internal nature”.
17 Wonch’uk (vol. ti [118], p. 290.6), in commenting on this passage, quotes Paramártha's 
translation of the sütra. the Tshig nges par ’grel pa' i mdo:

Moreover, Dharmodgata. I explain that suchness is a complete elimination of four types of 
things, all: (1) seeing (mihong ba)\ (2) hearing (thos pa): (3) differentiation of distinctions
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(5) “The ultímate is completely devoid of all dispute, whereas argu­
mentation [belongs to] the realm of dispute.’’18

After each of these descriptions of the ultimate, Buddha concludes 
that “whatever has a character completely transcending all 
argumentation is the ultimate.” This theme repeats throughout the 
chapter, and it raises interesting questions concerning the sutra’s 
opinion of the value of Buddhist philosophy. Although the sútra 
itself contains arguments for or against philosophical positions and 
refutes what it characterizes as wrong views, it exhibits a strong 
mistrust of discursive reasoning and argumentation. We are told 
repeatedly that the ultimate completely transcends all argumentation 
and that it is only realized by those whose understandings have also 
transcended the sphere of argumentation. If this is the case, it would 
seem that many prominent figures of Indian Buddhism who are 
revered for their great wisdom would fall short of the sutra’s 
standards. Asañga, for instance, wrote systematic philosophical 
texts that contained philosophical reasonings and arguments, and he 
wrote on the principles and rules of debate.19 Vasubandhu was 
renowned as a debater, and his biographies contain stories of his 
prowess in argumentation.20 He wrote a treatise on logic (the

(bye brag phyed pa); and (4) consciousnesses (rnam par shes pa). But conceptuality and 
analysis arise within observing these four things.

Byang chub rdzu ’phrul (vol. cho [205], p. 91.6) states:

[This passage] indicates that due to the faults of positing—in dependence upon conven­
tions such as seeing and so forth—that living beings and so forth exist, one does not under­
stand the ultimate. [The phrase,] ‘in dependence upon conventions such as seeing and so 
forth’ indicates that in dependence upon conventions of seeing, hearing, differentiating dis­
tinctions, and consciousness one posits selves, sentient beings, souls, and persons and so 
forth as existent due to apprehending [them] as enjoyers and agents. Also, due to positing 
[them] as selves, one does not understand the ultimate; therefore, this is the fault of posit­
ing [such a theory].

11 These five phrases are found on Stog pp. 16.2-17.4 (D p. 10.4-11.4).
19 See, for instance, Alex Wayman, “The Rules of Debate According to Asanga", in JAOS 
#78, Jan.-March, 1958, pp. 29-40 (which discusses a section of the Yogdcdra-bhumi that is 
concerned with the norms and conduct of scholastic debate), and Giuseppe Tucci, Pre-Digndga 
Buddhist Texts on Logic Fr&m Chinese Sources (Baroda: Gaekwad Oriental Series, XLIX, 
1929), which discusses logical treatises attributed to Asahga, Vasubandhu, and other writers.
20 This aspect of Vasubandhu’s work is discussed by Stefan Anacker in Vasubandhu: Three 
Aspects (Ph.D. dissertation. University of Wisconsin, 1969), pp. 41-47, where he examines 
Vasubandhu’s Vddavidhi, a text on logic (which A nxker translates on pp. 87-98). Bu ston
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Vâdavidhi), and although there are a number of passages in his 
works where he denigrates arguers, he utilizes the tools and 
methods of debate and philosophical reasoning.2* Since the sütra 
seems to be saying that people who engage in argumentation cannot 
realize the ultimate, does this mean that even these luminaries of 
Buddhist philosophy were unable to know it?

At first glance it may seem to be saying this, but upon closer 
examination of the text the situation is less clear. The sütra doés not 
say that all people who engage in argumentation are unable to real­
ize the ultimate, and the fact that it singles out certain groups could 
indicate that some people who engage in argumentation could un-

(History o f Buddhism, tr. E. Obermiller, Heidelberg, 1931, pp. 136-147) and Târanâlha {History 
o f Buddhism in India, tr. Lama Chimpa and Alaka Chattopadhyaya; Simla, 1970, pp. 149-150 
and 162-175 ) report stories of his debaling prowess. A good biography is provided by Anacker 
(pp. 9-33), which includes some stories of his debaling skills.
21 Some examples of his altitudes toward arguers {tarkika, rtog ge pa) can be found in: (1) the 
Karmasiddhiprakarana (Étienne Lamotte, “Le Traité de l'Acte de Vasubandhu CKarmasiddhi- 
prakarana)“, MCB #4, 1935-36, p. 197), where he states: “You arguers do not understand in 
accordance with the meaning of scripture** {rtog ge pa khyod rnams kyis lung gi don j i  Ita ba 
bzhin ma rtogs pas)\ and (2) the concluding remarks of the Madhyànta-vibhùga (V.31; in 
Stefan Anacker, Seven Works o f Vasubandhu [Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1984], p. 462), 
where he stales that the treatise is called “Differentiation o f the Middle and Extremes'* {madh­
yânta-vibhâga) “because it is not of the sphere of activity of argumentation and because it can­
not be distinguished by disputants** {tarkasyâgocaratvât paravâdibhirabhedyatvâcca).

In the conclusion of the Vimiatikà (V.22; in Seven Works o f Vasubandhu, p. 421), how­
ever, he seems to be saying (hat he himself is an arguer. “But it is not possible for people like 
me to consider [cognition-only: Skt. vijnapti-mâtratâ) in all of its aspects because it is not of 
the sphere of activity of argumentation** {sarvaprakârà tu sa mâdrSaUcintayitum na iakyate / 
tarkâvisayatvât).

In his commentary on this last passage, Vinltadeva {Prakarana-viméatikâ-tlkâ, Rab tu 
byedpa nyi shu pa 'i 'grel bshad\ Peking #5566, vol. 113, p. 324.5.5,Otani Sde dge, sems tsam 
vol. 14, p. 195a.5) states that this means that the ultimate is an object of activity of Buddhas, 
which may be a way of explaining why Vasubandhu, a renowned Buddhist master, admits that 
he is unable to know cognition-only. If it can only be perceived by Buddhas, this could be a 
reason why Vasubandhu (despite being an advanced practitioner) is not able to realize it. 
Vinltadeva states:

It is only an object of activity of the Buddhas, the Bhagavans... People like me, who do not 
perceive suchness, who are not free from the nets of conceptuality, are unable to imagine 
all the aspects of that cognition-only. If you think, ‘Why is this,* [the root text] says, ‘Be­
cause it is not an object of argumentation.* Thus, the ultimate is not an object of concep­
tual thought. ‘Imagination* [refers to] argumentation. Therefore, it [i.e., the ultimate] can­
not be imagined. Since cognition-only is the ultimate, how could it become an object of 
argumentation? If one were to think, ‘Since those who do not perceive thusness are not 
able to imagine all the aspects, for whom are these objects of activity in all aspects,’ [the 
root text] says, ‘They arc objects of activity of Buddhas*.
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derstand the ultimate. In addition, the text states that Buddhas and 
Superiors present their understandings to ordinary beings in terms 
of conventional expressions in order to be able to communicate with 
them in ways that they can understand. For instance, in chapter one 

it is said that “Superiors nominally impute ‘compounded phenome­
na’ and ‘uncompounded phenomena’ because they have completely 
and thoroughly realized the fact that things are inexpressible, and 
they are completely and thoroughly enlightened with respect to the 
inexpressible reality”,22 which seems to indicate that because they 
have realized the ultimate they are able to use conventional expres­
sions that teach their listeners something about it. Moreover, it ap­

pears that the sütra is saying that it is precisely because of the fact 
that they understand the ultimate that they can designate terms that 
accurately express something of the nature of reality.

The discussion of the ultimate in chapter two also leaves open 
the possibility that some people who engage in argumentation may 
still be able to understand the ultimate. For instance, in the sutra 
Buddha uses arguments to establish positions and to convince his 
audience, and he also states that Superiors are able to use conven­
tional expressions to teach others about their understandings. More­
over, when he contrasts the understandings of Superiors and ordi­
nary beings, the main distinction seems to be that the former are 
able to use conventional expressions to describe something of their 
non-conceptual understanding of the ultimate, whereas the latter are 
so caught up in conventionalities that they are unable to understand 
the ultimate, which completely transcends conventional expres­
sions. Thus, when Buddha states that the ultimate is “known by 
Superiors individually by themselves, whereas the objects known 
mutually by ordinary beings [belong to] the realm of argumenta­
tion”23 and that the ultimate is ineffable, while argumentation

22 Stog p. 9.4; D p. 6.2.
23 Stog p. 16.2; D p. 10.5. A similar idea can be found in Asanga’s Abhidharmasamuccaya 
(Peking vol. 112, p. 241.1.8; Gtani Sde dge, sems tsam vol 12, p. 53b.7):



THE ULTIMATE 51

“belongs to the realm of expression”, these statements could be in­
terpreted to mean that anyone who uses conventional expressions 
does not understand the ultimate, but Buddha himself is obviously 
using conventional expressions in this text to teach his understand­
ing of the ultimate and to lead his audience toward full realization 
of it, and so it is difficult to imagine, that the sutra is trying to indi­
cate that anyone who uses conventional expressions does not un­
derstand the ultimate. Rather, a more plausible conclusion is that it 
is saying that those whose understanding is limited only to conven­
tions are unable to understand the ultimate, while those who under­
stand the ultimate and become Superiors are able to use conven­
tional expressions to speak of their understandings. Superiors can 
use arguments to establish their positions, but they are still aware of 
the limitations of conventional language and know that words are 
inadequate to convey the full existential reality of understanding of 
the ultimate.

This appears to be the import of a series of analogies that are 
provided near the end of the chapter. Buddha states that people who 
have only known hot and bitter tastes throughout their lives would 
be unable to imagine how something sweet would taste24 and that 
people who have only known discursiveness would be unable to

Why is the ultimate so called? Because it is the sphere of activity of the supreme exalted 
wisdom of Superiors (c/7 phyir don dam pa zhes bya zhe na / 'phags p a l  ye shes dam p a l  
spyod yul yin p a l  phyir ro).

See also Asvabhâva’s Mahâyânasamgrahopanibandhana (p. 282a.8; reported in Étienne 
Lamotte, La Somme du Grand Véhicule d'Asahga [Louvain, 1973], pp. 120-1): “The ultimate 
[is so called] because it is an object of attainment by supreme exalted wisdom“ (don dam pa ni 
ye shes mchog gis I hob par bya b a l  phyir ro).
24 This passage is found on Slog p. 17.4 (D p. 11.4). Wonch’uk (vol. ti [118], p. 307.2) ex­
plains this analogy as follows:

Just as those persons who always only partake of bitter tastes are unable to understand, in­
fer, or imagine the taste of honey, so also householders abide in cyclic existence for a long 
time and always partake of the taste of worldly agitation and coarse sufferings. Therefore, 
they are unable to understand, infer, or imagine the very auspicious taste of pure behavior, 
the bliss of thorough emergence [from the household life]. Therefore, (he Yogâcùra-bhùmi 
explains, ‘When, out of correct faith, one thoroughly emerges from the home to the home­
less [life], because of being released from the various forms of obstructors that are the af­
flictions of friends and relatives, the misfortunes that reside in a household, and great suf­
ferings, this is the biiss of definite emergence.’
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imagine the non-discursive understanding of Superiors. The clue 
here lies in the fact that while ordinary beings who are involved 
only in argumentation and discursive thought are said to be unable 
to imagine or relate to those who have transcended these, the oppo­
site does not seem to be the case. Superiors seem to be able to 
understand the discursive thoughts of ordinary beings and are able 
to use conventional expressions to teach them something of the 
ultimate in terms that they can understand. The difference between 
the Superiors who use conventional expressions and arguments and 
ordinary beings is that the former group has directly experienced a 
reality that transcends conventionalities, while the latter is unable 
even to imagine such a reality. Superiors’ teachings are based on 
their exalted understanding, whereas ordinary beings argue and 
create philosophical systems on the basis of a limited and partial un­
derstanding. According to Asañga, their inability to imagine the 
nature of the ultimate is a result of the power of previous argumen­
tation, engaging in inference, and their fixed beliefs. He states that 
these beings “are unable to investigate, infer, or imagine” the non- 
discursive understanding of Superiors “due to the power of argu­
mentation, the power of inference, and the power of belief’.23 Be­
cause they accustom themselves to fruitless disputation about the 
ultimate, they become involved in debate, acrimony, and anger, and 

thus they are unable to enter into actual understanding of the ulti­
mate, which can only be understood through renouncing argumenta­
tion and cultivating the non-conceptual understanding gained by 
Superiors through meditation. The sütra states that

because of involvement with discursiveness and manifestly delighting in 
discursiveness for a long time, [beings are] unable to investigate, infer, or 
imagine the ihtemal, non-discursive happiness of Superiors.

Byang chub rdzu ’phrul thinks that this

indicates that due to the faults of dispute—in which there is attachment 
and anger with respect to one’s own and others’ positions which are 
posited |n a mutually discordant way— one does not understand the

25 Bhàsya p. 11.3.
u  Slog p. 17.7; Dp. 11.6.
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ultimate. [The phrase,] ‘mutually discordant positings’ [indicates that] 
one disputes due to positing discordant tenet systems and textual systems 
through the power of exaggerated adherence to doctrines, attachment to 
one's own position, and anger toward the positions of others on this basis. 
One who is attached to positions and who disputes due to exaggerated ad­
herence to doctrines does not understand the ultimate; therefore, just these 
are the faults of argumentation....Argumentation arises with respect to 
discordances [caused by] non-realization or wrong realization, but be­
cause this [i.e., realization of the ultimate] is the opposite of that [i.e., 
argumentation,] all disputation is completely eliminated.27

This commentary does not state that argumentation per se is bad, 
but rather that argumentation based on anger and exaggerated ad­
herence to a particular philosophical position is to be avoided be­
cause it interferes with realization of the ultimate. This leaves open 
the possibility that someone who has realized the ultimate could 
engage in debate with others provided that his/her actions were not 
based on anger or acrimony, although it also seems to be a warning 
against the possible pitfalls of such activity.

Buddha sums up the discussion of the second chapter with the 
following verse;

The signless realm that is individually [known by Superiors]
Is ineffable and is completely devoid of conventions.
The ultimate reality is free from dispute.
It is a character completely transcending argumentation.28

THE ULTIMATE TRANSCENDS SAMENESS AND DIFFERENCE

Chapter three develops the idea that the ultimate transcends argu­
mentation, and it indicates that even some Bodhisattvas are guilty of 
not being able to see the ultimate forest for the trees of convention­
alities. It opens with a statement by the Bodhisattva Suvisuddhamati 
that the ultimate is “profound and subtle, having a character com­
pletely transcending sameness and difference”.29 He relates a story 
of a group of beginning Bodhisattvas whom he saw arguing about 
whether the character of the compounded and the character of the 
ultimate are different or non-different. He states that some Bodhi-

27 Byang chub rdzu 'phml, vol. cho (205), p. 92.2.
n  Slog p. 18.4; D p. 12.3.
”  Slog p. 18.6; D p. 12.4.
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sattvas held that they are different, and some held that they are non- 
different, and others were simply confused, having no idea which 
group was correct and which was mistaken. Buddha indicates that 
both groups are mistaken, since the character of the ultimate and the 

character of the compounded are neither different nor non-different.

Because even all these children of good lineage in this way do not realize 
the subtle ultimate having a character completely transcending com­
pounded things, as well as difference and non-difference, they are child­
ish, foolish, unclear, unskilled, and are not properly oriented.3”

Asariga elaborates on this by saying that they understand what is 
unimportant but do not realize what is important because they rea­
son by way of faulty reasonings that lack correct consequences.

In the third [chapter], Bodhisattvas who abide in the level of engagement 
through belief31 mentally consider the ultimate improperly, having be­
come obscured by the two obscurations: (1) obscuration with respect to 
imputations; and (2) obscuration with respect to reasonings. Obscuration 
with respect to imputations is a result of being estranged from sutras of 
definitive meaning. Obscuration with respect to reasonings is a result of 
not directly understanding the branches of reasons (g tan  tshigs, hetu) and 
so forth.32

Buddha then outlines a series of correct reasonings which show that 
either position (that the nature of the ultimate and the nature of the 
compounded are different or that they are non-different) results in 
contradiction.33 In the first reasoning, Buddha indicates that if the 
ultimate and the compounded were non-different, then even ordi-

30 Slog p. 19.1; D p. 13.4.
31 The “ level of engagement through belief” (mos pas spyod pa 'i sa. adhimukticarya-bhumi) 
refers the first two Buddhist paths, the path of accumulation (tshogs lam, sambhara-marga) 
and the path of preparation (sbyor lam, prayoga-mdrga), in which one's practice is motivated 
by desire to emulate the exalted states of beings in the higher levels.
32 Bhasya p. 11.3. Byang chub rdzu 'phrul (vol. cho (205], p. 98.5) has a similar comment: he 
states that even though they are at the level of engagement through belief they are unable to 
understand the ultimate due to two types of obscurations: “(1) obscuration with respect to im­
putations (gdags pa la shin lu rmongs pa)\ and (2) obscuration with respect to reasoning (rigs 
pa la shin tu rmongs pa).”
33 These reasonings are also discussed by 'Jam dbyangs bzhad pa (1648-1721) and Ngag 
dbang dpal Idan (b. 1797) in their presentations of the two truths. See Guy Newland, The Two 
Truths in the Madhyamika Philosophy o f the Ge-luk-ba Order o f Tibetan Buddhism (Ph.D. dis­
sertation, University of Virginia, 1990), pp. 82-89 and Donald S. Lopez, A Study o f Svatantrika 
(Ithaca: Snow Lion, 1987), pp. 213-217.
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nary beings would perceive the ultimate, since they perceive the 
compounded. If this were the case, then they would not be ordinary 
beings (since they would understand the ultimate, which is only 
done by Superiors). Buddha adds that they would also attain nirvana 
and the highest enlightenment, and so there would be no need to 
engage in meditation or religious practice, since all ordinary beings 
would have already attained the primary goals of such practice.

Suvišuddhamati, if the character of the compounded and the character of 
the ultimate were not different, then even all ordinary beings would see 
the truth, and while [still] ordinary beings they would attain the highest 
achievement and would attain blissful nirvana. Moreover, they would 
have manifestly and completely realized unsurpassed, perfect enlighten­
ment.34

In the second reasoning Buddha shows that the character of the 
compounded and the character of the ultimate are also not different. 
If they were different, then the realization of a Superior who has un­
derstood the ultimate would not eliminate false ideas concerning the 
compounded, because realization of the ultimate would have as its 
referent something different from the compounded. The ultimate 
would be different from compounded phenomena, and so the ulti­
mate nature of an object could have nothing to do with the object 
itself. This would mean that if one were to understand the ultimate 
character of a particular object, one would still not understand the 
final nature of the object, since these would be different factualities. 
If this were possible, there would be no way to reach enlightenment, 
since realization of the ultimate would not eliminate mistaken ap­
prehension of false conventionalities, because the two would be of 
different entities.

If the character of the compounded and the character of the ultimate were 
different, then even seers of truth would not become separated from char­
acterizations of the compounded. Since they would not háve separated 
from the signs of the compounded, even seers of truth would not be com­
pletely released from the bondage of characterizations...seers of truth 
would not have attained the highest achievement, would not have attained

34 Stogp.20.5;Dp. 13.7.
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blissful nirvana, and also would not have manifestly and completely real­
ized unsurpassed, perfect enlightenment.35

Buddha indicates that these conclusions are unacceptable. Ordinary 
beings are not seers of truth, and seers of truth are free from the 
bonds of mistaken conceptualizations. Thus, both those who think 
that the compounded and the ultimate are different and those who 
think they are the same are mistaken, since either position leads to 
unacceptable consequences. The upshot of this argument seems to 
be that any statement one makes concerning the ultimate will be un­
able to characterize it accurately. Although logically it would seem 
that the ultimate and the compounded must be either the same or 
different (since these two states of affairs are mutually exclusive), 
the sútra warns us not to imagine that either of these extremes 
expresses the relation between the ultimate and the compounded. 
Instead, the sútra seems to be advising readers to beware of choos­
ing one position at the expense of the other. Also, it seems that the 

true relation of the two is not something that can be properly ex­
pressed in words, since the sútra never attempts to resolve the ap­
parent conflict between its statements that the ultimate and the 
compounded are not different and that they are not non-different. 
The conclusion of this section seems to be that any attempt verbally 
to express the relation of the two or to form a conception of it will 
err on the side of one extreme or the other because “the ultimate, 

which has a character completely transcending difference and non- 
difference, is subtle...profound...and difficult to understand”.36 It 
must be sought through meditation that moves beyond such limiting 
and distorting categories and perceives the ultimate as it is, free 
from conceptions about its nature.

The sútra draws out other undesirable consequences that would 
result from holding either that the ultimate and the compounded are 
different or that they are non-different. Buddha states that if they 
were not different, then the ultimate would not be different from the 
afflicted character of the compounded.

35 Slog p. 20.7; D p. 14.1.
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If the character of the compounded and the character of the ultimate were 
not different, then it is the case that just as the character of the compound­
ed is included in the afflicted character, so also the character of the ulti­
mate would be included in the afflicted character.37

On the other hand, if they were different, then the ultimate could not 
be the general character (spyi'i mtshan nyid, samanya-laksana) of 
compounded phenomena. This implies that the ultimate is a quality 
or property that is found in compounded phenomena, which is 
borne out by Buddha’s statement, “the ultimate character does not 
differ in all characters of compounded things”.38 He adds that the 
ultimate is the “mere absence of se lf’ (bdag med pa tsam, nairat- 
myamatra) and the “mere absence of inherent nature” (rang bzhin 
med pa tsam, nihsvabhavamatra) of compounded phenomena,39 and 
he concludes that

if the character of the compounded and the character of the ultimate were 
different, then just the mere absence of self and just the mere absence of 
inherent nature of compounded phenomena would not be the ultimate 
character [of those phenomena], and the afflicted character and the puri­
fied character would also become simultaneously different characters... .It 
is also the case that the characters of compounded phenomena differ and 
do not not differ, and so yogis also search for an ultimate beyond all 
compounded things as they are seen, as they are heard, as they are differ­
entiated, and as they are known, and the ultimate is distinguished by be­
ing the selflessness of compounded things. The afflicted character and the 
purified character also are not simultaneously different characters. There­
fore, the character of the compounded and the character of the ultimate 
are not suitable as being either ‘non-different’ or ‘different’.40

This passage indicates that the ultimate is a characteristic of com­

pounded phenomena, a property or trait that pervades all of them. 
This property is said to be their selflessness and absence of inherent 
nature, which in Mahayana Buddhist thought is the final nature of 
phenomena. The idea that the ultimate is a quality or characteristic 

of compounded phenomena is developed through a series of analo­
gies that Buddha uses to indicate the relation between the ultimate

36 Slog p. 26.3; D p. 17.6.
37 Stog p. 22.5; D p. 15.2.
31 Stog p. 23.7; D p. 16.1.
39 Stog p. 24.1; D p. 16.2.
*° Stog p. 24.1; D p. 16.2.
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and the compounded. In each of these the ultimate is compared to a 
quality or characteristic of something, a property that is essential to 
it but which can be discussed separately from the thing it character­
izes, although the two cannot be separated in fact.

In the first analogy, the relation between the ultimate and the 
compounded is compared to the relation between a conch and its 
white color. As Wonch’uk states,41 in this analogy the conch is an 
example illustrating the character of compounded phenomena (’du 
byed rnams kyi mtshan nyid kyi dper), and whiteness is compared to 
the ultimate truth (don dam pa’i dben pa) “because it pervades all 
the nature of the form [of the conch)”. He adds that “the ultimate 
and conventionalities exist in mutual dependence”.42 This implies 
that there is a necessary connection between the two and that nei­
ther could exist without the other, just as neither the conch nor its 
whiteness could exist independently of the other. The white color of 
the conch is not different from the conch, since it is a quality that 
pervades it. On the other hand, it is also not exactly the same as it, 
since they can be differentiated by thought and can be discussed 
separately. Since they are intimately related, however, one could not 
be eliminated without eliminating the other. (If one were to color 
the conch black, for instance, one would not eliminate the white­

ness, but would only obscure it.) One cannot eliminate the white­
ness, since it pervades the whole conch, but that does not mean that 
the whiteness is the conch, since there are other aspects of the conch 
that are not its color, such as its shape, texture, taste, etc., and these 
cannot be equated with the white color of the conch.

This analogy is extended to several other relationships, and the 
point of these examples is to show that the ultimate and the com­
pounded are intimately related (but are not completely the same) 
and that realization of the actual relation of these two and under­
standing of the nature of the ultimate is the means to attain libera­
tion and to eliminate the bonds of assumptions of bad states (gnas

41 Wonch’uk vol. li (118). p. 347.3.
42 On p. 352.1.
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ngan len gyi beings pa, dausthulya-bandhana).43 Buddha concludes 
this discussion with the statement,

Similarly, Suvisuddhamati, it is not easy to designate the character of the 
compounded and the character of the ultimate as being either different 
characters or non-different characters.44

A T i b e t a n  in t e r p r e t a t io n  o f  t h e  r e l a t i o n  b e t w e e n  t h e

t w o  T r u t h s

According to Gung thang, the main idea of this chapter is that the 
two truths are different isolates (Idog pa tha dad), within being one 
entity (ngo bo gcig).AS This means that they can be separated by 
thought, like a conch and its white color, but they are one entity. 
The example of the conch and its color is also cited by ’Jam 
dbyangs bzhad pa46 in a discussion of the relation between the two 
truths, the conventional truth (kun rdzob bden pa, samvrti-satya) 
and the ultimate truth (don dam bden pa, paramartha-satya). Ac­
cording to the Dge lugs pa tradition, the relationship is one of same­
ness of entity and difference of isolates. ’Jam dbyangs bzhad pa 
cites passages from this section of the Samdhinirmocana-sutra, and 
he states that the two truths must be seen as being related within 
being of one nature, like a conch and its white color.

An “isolate” (Idog pa) is something that can be isolated or dif­

ferentiated by thought and discussed separately from the thing it 
characterizes, as in the case of the whiteness of a conch and the 
conch of which it is a quality.47 They cannot be separated in fact, 
since they are mutually dependent. The whiteness of the conch, for 
example, could not exist apart from the conch, nor could the conch 
exist without its color.

43 The passage in ihe sutra ranges from Slog pp. 21-22 (D p.,14).
44 Stog p. 26.2; D p. 17.4.
45 Gung thang dkon mchog bstan pa'i sgron me (1762-1823), Bstan bcos legs bshad snying po 
las sems isam skor gyi mchan ’ greI rtsom 'phro mam rig gzhung brgya’i snang ba (Lhasa: 
Gung thang gsung 'bumy n.d., vol. kha)y pp. 8-9.
46 ’Jam dbyangs bzhad pa, Dbu ma chen mo (Buxaduar: Gomang, 1967), pp. 525ff. This ref­
erence is from a draft translation of the text by Guy Newland, which he kindly lent to me.
47 See, for example, Jeffrey Hopkins, Meditation on Emptiness (London: Wisdom. 1983), pp. 
347-9 and 413-5.
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Although the idea that the relation between compounded phe­
nomena and the ultimate is one of sameness of entity and difference 
of isolates is an ingenious solution to the conceptual conflict of the 
sutra’s statements that they are neither different nor non-different, I 
suspect that this solution might be too neat and that it undermines 
something of the intent of the text. It does show a way to reconcile 
the apparent contradiction involved in stating that the two are nei­
ther different nor non-different, and it does not contradict the words 
of the sutra, but if the author(s) had wanted to present such a neat 
solution there would be no reason not to. Instead, the text stresses 
that the ultimate is difficult to discuss, difficult to realize, and that it 
cannot be grasped by conceptual thought or accurately described by 
words.

The sutra seems to avoid any attempt at resolution of the con­
ceptual difficulties created by its conflicting statements except by 
offering analogies, and instead it urges us to look beyond words and 
conceptions in order to realize the ultimate. The Dge lugs pa formu­
lation of the relation between the ultimate and compounded phe­
nomena fixes it in a conceptually apprehendable and verbally ex­
pressible way, but the Samdhinirmocana-sutra presents conceptual 
antinomies as problems that cannot be resolved conceptually. The 
intent of this procedure seems to be to forestall attempts to concep­
tualize the nature of the ultimate, to prevent people from thinking 
that they have understood the ultimate through formulating philo­
sophical ideas about it. The text even warns that some Bodhisattvas 
imagine that they know the ultimate through conceptual systems 
and that they argue with others on the basis of limited understand­
ing. Buddha says of such Bodhisattvas,

Because even all these children of good lineage in this way do not realize 
the subtle ultimate having a character completely transcending com­
pounded things, as well as difference and non-difference, thev are child­
ish, foolish, unclear, unskilled, and are not properly oriented.4®

48 Stog p. 20.2; D p. 13.5.
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The ultimate, Buddha concludes, can only be known through non- 
conceptual insight, and I suspect that part of the intent of the sütra is 
to warn its readers against facile explanations concerning the ulti­
mate by presenting apparently contradictory statements that cannot 
be resolved conceptually and that might lead people beyond at­
tempts to discuss it and toward direct realization of it.

T h e  U l t i m a t e  is  E v e r y w h e r e  o f  O n e  T a s t e

The fourth chapter continues the discussion of the ultimate by ex­
plaining how it is “a character that is everywhere of one taste” 
(thams cad du ro gcig pa 'i mtshan nyid).49 It is compared to space 
Cnam mkha’, dkdsa), which pervades everything and is undifferenti­
ated in all compounded things. As with the statement in the previous 
chapter that “the ultimate character does not differ in all characters 
of compounded things”, this indicates that the ultimate is a quality 
of compounded phenomena, a trait that characterizes all of them, al­
though it is subtle and difficult to perceive.

Buddha then indicates that the ultimate has an important func­
tion in the context of religious practice, because it is “an object of 
observation for purification” (jrnam par dag p a ’i dmigs pa, visud- 
dhalambana).50 He equates it with thusness (de bzhin nyid, tathatd) 
and the selflessness of phenomena (chos kyi bdag med, dharma- 
nairatmya), and he adds that it is an object of observation that leads 

to advanced states of spiritual attainment.

Subhúti, monks who practice yoga, having completely realized thusness, 
the ultimate, the selflessness of phenomena of one aggregate, do not 
[have to] seek individually for thusness, the ultimate, the selflessness of 
phenomena in those [phenomena] which are other than that....Those 
[monks who practice yoga] understand and realize the ultimate, whose 
character is everywhere of one taste, through just relying on the exalted 
wisdom that is non-dual with the scope of thusness, and not in another 
way. Therefore, Subhúti, you should know by this form [of explanation] 
also that that which has a character that is everywhere of one taste is the 
ultimate.51

49 Stog p. 30.2; D p. 20.3.
50 Stog p. 30.6; D p. 21.1.
51 Stog p. 31.2; D p. 21.5.
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Unfortunately, the sutra does not elaborate on how the ultimate 
functions as an object of observation for purification, nor does it 
clearly delineate what an object of observation for purification is. 
The term appears again in chapter seven, where it is stated that only 
the ultimate is an object of observation for purification and that the 
ultimate is the thoroughly established character (yongs su grub pa! i 
mtshan nyid, parinispanna-laksana),52 but this passage also gives 
no further clues concerning how an object of observation for purifi­
cation functions.

The commentaries, however, do provide some indications con­
cerning what it means to say that the ultimate is an object of obser­
vation for purification. Byang chub rdzu ’phrul, for example, states 
not only that the ultimate is to be equated with suchness and the 
selflessness of phenomena, but also that it is something which leads 
to enlightenment and serves to counteract exaggerated pride (mngon 
p a 'i nga rgyal, abhimana), which the sutra indicates is an obstacle 
that interferes with correct understanding. Byang chub rdzu ’phrul 
comments that

due to correctly knowing suchness, the ultimate, the selflessness of phe­
nomena, which is a character that is everywhere of one taste, one per­
ceives it...B ecause Superiors [know] the other-dependent character by 
way of a Superior’s knowledge and perception, that which completely

32 See Slog p. 48.4 (D p. 33.7). A statement that the ultimate should be equated with the thor­
oughly established nature is also found in Vasubandhu’s Madhyánta-vibhága-bhásya (chapter 
III.10; Stefan Anacker, Seven Works ofVasubandhu, p. 441; Otani Sde dge, sems tsam vol. 2, 
p. 12a.6): “You should know that the ultimate truth is just the thoroughly established nature0 
{paramárthasatyamekasmátparinispannádcva svabhávádveditavyam; don dam pa 'i bden pa ni 
yongs su grub pa ’i ngo bo nyid gcig pur rig par byďo).

This section of the Madhyánta-vibhága-bhásya is concerned with the functions of the ulti­
mate, the thoroughly established nature, in meditative practice. This presentation concurs with 
how it is presented in the Samdhinirmocana, i.e., as an object of observation that, when taken 
to mind in meditation, can lead to exalted spiritual stales and to enlightenment. In the same sec­
tion Vasubandhu also states that

the ultimate is known through three things; object, attainment, and achievement (<artha- 
práptiprapattyá hi paramárthastridhá mat ah). ...It is an ultimate object because suchness 
serves as an object of an ultimate wisdom. It is an ultimate attainment because its [attain­
ment] is nirvana, which serves as the ultimate aim. It is the ultimate achievement because 
its [achievement] is the path, which serves as the ultimate object (arthaparamárthastathatá 
paramasya jfiánasyartha iti krtvá / práptiparamártham nirvánám paramo ' rtha iti krtvá / 
pratipatliparamartho márgah paramo ’syártah iti krtvá).
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enlightens, which is perceived as being inexpressible, is thoroughly estab­
lished suchness, the ultimate, the selflessness of phenomena, and it has a 
character that is everywhere of one taste. Therefore, it is an antidote to 
exaggerated pride in terms of apprehended objects, this ultimate that has a 
character which is everywhere of one taste.53

In his commentary on Tsong kha pa’s Essence o f the Good Expla­
nations (Legs bshad snying po ), Dpal ’byor lhun grub explains that 
the term “object of observation for purification“ refers to the ulti­
mate, which does not have either production or disintegration.54 Cit­
ing Vasubandhu’s commentary on the Differentiation o f the Middle 

and the Extremes (Madhyanta-vibhaga), he comments that

that suchness which is the object of the exalted wisdom purifying the two 
obstructions [i.e., the afflictive obstructions and the obstructions to omni­
science] is the thoroughly established character and is an object of obser­
vation for purification.55

In an oral commentary on this section of Dpal ’byor lhun grub’s 
text, Geshe Palden Dragpa stated:

The only thing that is a true ultimate is that which is taken as the object of 
a path that will purify obstructions. Since other-dependent natures (gzhan 
gyi dbang gi ngo bo nyid, paratantra-svabhava) do not have that quality 
of being an object of observation for a path of purification, they lack the 
entity of the ultimate....The true object of observation must be something 
that—through observing it again and again— will purify the afflictions. 
That is not true with other-dependent natures. Because emptiness has this 
effect of purifying obstructions, it is the main object of meditation.

W onch’uk’s commentary contains a similar idea. He states that 

“through the power of observing this object one also attains mental 
purification’’, and he adds that according to the Bstan bcos mam par 
bshad pa 'i tshig le*ur byas pa an object of observation for purifica­
tion has three aspects: (1) it is permanently changeless (rtag tu 
rnam par rgyur ba med)\ (2) it is a nature of virtue and happiness 
(dge dang bde ba'i ngo bo nyid)\ and (3) it manifestly accomplishes

53 Byang chub rdzu ’phrul, vol. cho (205), p. 112.5.
54 Legs bshad snying po 'i dka' 'grel bstan pa'i sgron me (Delhi: Rong iha mchog spml mam 
pa gnyis, 1968), p. 47.2-5.
55 Dpal "byor lhun grub, p. 48.1. See also the discussions of this term in the Madhydnta-vibha- 
ga (ed. YAMAGUCHI Susumu; Nagoya: Hajinkaku, 1934), pp. 11.22-12.6, 46.9-15, and 
113.18-22.



everything (thams cad mngon par ' grub par 9gyur).56 He adds that a 
commentary on this text contends that

because the ultimate truth is free from sameness and difference, you 
should know that it is an object of observation for purification. Why is 
this? Because through the power of observing this object one obtains 
mental purification.57

According to these sources, the ultimate is an “object of observation 
for purification” in the sense that when one meditates on it it serves 
to purify the mind by removing obstructions. According to the sutra, 
it is a quality that pervades all phenomena and is “everywhere of 
one taste”, which seems to mean that it is something that is of an 
undifferentiable nature in all phenomena. It is compared to space, 
which is the same everywhere, lacks distinctions, and is all-perva­
sive. It is also something that is unchanging, that is neither created 
nor destroyed, a quality that permanently characterizes all com­
pounded phenomena.

In permanent, permanent time and in everlasting, everlasting time,58 
whether Tathagatas appear or do not appear, the element of the reality of 
phenomena only thoroughly abides, and [it is] not otherwise.59
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56 Wonch’uk vol. ti (118), p. 406.2.
57 Wonch’uk vol. ti (118), p. 406.2.
58 Tsong kha pa (Legs bshad snying po\ Samalh: Pleasure of Elegant Sayings Printing Press, 
1973, p. 17.10) reports that Wonch’uk states that these terms {nag pa nag pa ’i dus, nityakdla 
and ther zug ther zug gi dus, idivatakala) imply respectively a backwards looking orientation 
and a forward looking oriention. Tsong kha pa (p. 17.18) also states that W onch’uk glosses 
“permanent, permanent time” as “former, former time” (snga ma snga ma’i dus) and that “ever­
lasting, everlasting time” is glossed as “ later, later lime” (phyi ma phyi ma’i dus), but these 
glosses are not found in any of the four places (vol. ti [118], pp. 416,512, 525, and 567) where 
W onch’uk mentions the terms nag pa nag pa ’i dus and ther zug ther zug gi dus, with the 
exception of p. 525.6, where Wonch’uk says that someone else’s (kha cig) opinion equates ther 
zug ther zug with phyi ma phyi ma, but he does not claim this position as his own.

On p. 416.5 Wonch’uk states: ‘T he suchness that is of one taste is (1) without oneness in 
the past from the beginning; therefore [the sutra says,] ‘permanent, permanent time’. It is (2) 
without oneness in the future; therefore [the sutra says,] ‘everlasting, everlasting time’”. On p. 
567.6, in a discussion of the uncompounded {’dus ma byas, asamskrta) he states: “Because it 
abides as the reality of phenomena in permanent, permanent lime and in everlasting, everlast­
ing time, it is uncompounded”.
59 Slog p. 33.2; D p. 22.6.
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CONCLUDING REMARKS

When we add these statements to those of the previous sections, we 
can see that although the sütra began by warning us that the ultimate 
is ineffable and cannot be expressed in words it has made a number 
of statements about it, each of which is supposed to tell us some­
thing of its nature and functions. It is a quality of phenomena that is 
imperceptible to ordinary beings but which is known directly by 
Superiors through their exalted wisdom and vision. It is also all- 
pervasive and omnipresent, since it is said to characterize all com­
pounded phenomena. It is permanent and changeless. It has no dis­
tinctions or differentiations, an idea that is also expressed in posi­
tive terms by the statement that it is “everywhere of one taste”. It is 
non-dual and completely transcends any attempts to characterize, 
describe, or discuss it, and it is not something about which we can 
legitimately argue. It eludes any attempt to categorize it through 
verbal or conventional designations, and those who attempt to dis­
cuss or debate its nature tend to miss the reality of the ultimate.

Its main importance for religious practice, however, lies not in 
its elusiveness and resistance to categorization, but its function as an 
“object of observation for purification”. If it were merely a quality 
that could only be perceived by Superiors but not by ordinary 
beings it would probably be of interest primarily as a sort of 
anomaly, something that is seen by one group but not by another. 
The ultimate, however, is an object of observation that when medi­
tated on leads to the state of a Superior and the realizations associ­
ated with that state. Thus, through cultivating understanding of the 
ultimate one can transform oneself from an ordinary being into a 
Superior, can eliminate afflictions, and can progress toward com­
plete enlightenment. This is what the sütra seems to be urging its 
readers to do. If we discuss the ultimate, categorize it, argue about 
it, and construct philosophical systems around it, we will direct our 
attention away from meditating on it. If, on the other hand, we take 
it as an object of observation in meditation, this can lead to ad­
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vanced states of realization and can initiate a process of meditative 
training that culminates in the attainment of Buddhahood.

The presentation of the ultimate in the sutra contrasts sharply 
with some discussions of it by contemporary scholars, especially 
those who see its equivalent term, the thoroughly established char­
acter, as a state of awareness, a perfected level of understanding in 
which false imputational characters no longer operate. An examina­
tion of the literature discussing the ultimate in relation to Yogacara 
(and the thoroughly established character in relation to the three na­
tures [trisvabhava] theory)60 indicates that this is a prevalent notion 
in contemporary Buddhist scholarship. An example of this idea can 
be found in John Keenan’s article, “Buddhist Yogacara Philosophy 
as Ancilla Theologiae”, where he states that the thoroughly estab­
lished character (which the Samdhinirmocana-sutra equates with 
the ultimate) is

awakening both to the true suchness of all things in the silence of ultimate 
meaning and also to the dependent co-arising of all human constructs and 
notions in terms of the other-dependent pattern.61

According to Keenan’s presentation, the thoroughly established 
character is not a quality that pervades all phenomena and that is 
their true nature (as it is said to be in the Samdhinirmocana-sutra), 
but instead is a state of awareness that is attained when one elimi­
nates imputations (kun brtags, parikalpa). This is certainly not the 
way that it is presented in the sutra, and I know of no Yogacara 
treatise that presents the thoroughly established character as a state 
of awareness rather than as a quality that is found in all phenomena.

Keenan’s presentation is similar to the model advocated by 
Gadjin Nagao, who contends that the thoroughly established charac­
ter is something that is “consummated” or “perfected” by the con­
templative practice of Buddhist meditators. He thinks that the 
Yogacara idea of the three characters is based on a “principle of 
convertibility” in that when the imputational character (kun brtags

60 This division is also referred lo as the “three characters“ (mtshan nyid gsum, trilaksana).
61 Japanese Religions #15.5,1988, p. 37.
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p a ’i mtshan nyid, parikalpita-iaksana) which is falsely attributed to 
the other-dependent character (gzhan gyi dbang gi mtshan nyid, 
paratantra-laksana) is eliminated through meditative practice, this 
results in the conversion and perfection of the other-dependent char­
acter. Through this process it is transformed into the “consummat­
ed” or “perfected” nature (his translation of yongs su grub pa’i 
mtshan nyid, parinispanna-laksana) In his article, “The Buddhist 
World-View as Elucidated in the Three-Nature Theory and Its Simi­
les”, he writes that the term

parinispanna or “consummated” means perfect, real, and existent; and 
connotes ‘reality’, ‘truth’, ‘real existence’, or ‘the absolute’. It does not 
mean that this reality exists in an ontological sense or that it is to be per­
ceived epistemologically. It is a reality completely perfected or “con­
summated” by a practitioner through arduous practice.62

Like Keenan, Nagao thinks that the ultimate is not a quality of phe­
nomena that is their ultimate nature (as the Samdhinirmocana-sutra 
contends), but rather is something brought about by a religious 
practitioner. This corresponds to the understanding of the three 
characters that Alan Sponberg terms the “pivotal model”, because in 
this conception the other-dependent is the basis for the false cre­
ation of imputations. According to this idea, it is the basis that is 
transformed or converted into the “consummated” nature.63 In his 
article, “The Logic of Convertibility”, Nagao argues that

[t]he world is considered to be constituted of these three natures that are 
also called three “characteristics” (laksana). The world, however, must 
remain at all times one and the same; therefore, the fact that the world is 
constituted of three natures does not mean that there are three worlds or

«  The Eastern Buddhist #16.1983. p. 2.
61 Alan Sponberg, “The Trisvabhava Doctrine in India and China: A Study of Three Exeget- 
ical Models”, Bukkyb Bunka Kenkyu-jo Kiyo, #21, 1982, pp. 97-119. Unlike Nagao. Sponberg 
does not attribute this model to the Samdhinirmocana. but he does indicate that it is the model
found in "classical Yogacara" and cites the Mahoydna-samgraha as an example of a text that 
upholds it (see pp. 99-101). His analysis of this model is similar to that of Keenan when he 
writes.

Notice carefully the axial position of the Dependent in this analysis. This pivotal role of 
the Dependent is the most distinctive feature of the trisvabhava doctrine in Classical Yoga­
cara. The Dependent can be mistaken to be something totally Imaginary; or, it can be 
understood in its true or Consummate nature (p. 100).
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three different realities side by side; it means that there is a world that is 
convertible from one nature to another.64

He goes on to state that the world always remains the same, but the 
world a particular person inhabits depends on whether or not that 

person has converted or perfected the other-dependent into the 
“consummated”. As will be more fully developed in the next sec­
tion, the Samdhinirmocana presents the three characters as aspects 
in terms of which phenomena may be viewed, not as alternative 
modes of constructing reality, which seems to be Nagao’s notion, 
since he thinks that “there needs to be a conversion of the imagined 
nature of the world into the consummated nature”.65 A similar idea 
is seen in his statement, “the three natures are thus not lateral in 
their relationship but are convertible realities”.66 This is particularly 
clear when he writes,

It is again this one and the same world that is characterized as “other- 
dependent’’.... It is in this world of dependent origination that we make 
our continual rounds of birth and death and it is therein that we become 
liberated from samsara. Hell, and likewise the heaven, too, are to be 
found in this world, not elsewhere. It is the world itself that converts. 
Thus, the three-nature theory accounts for the structure of this world and 
sets forth the ground on which these conversions occur.67

The discussion of the three characters in the next section will con­
sider the ontological and epistemological status of the imputational 
character and the other-dependent character in detail, but since the 
present section is mainly concerned with the ultimate, a term that in 
the Samdhinirmocana-sutra is equivalent to parinispanna, my com­
ments will focus on that particular character.

As we have seen, the sutra describes the ultimate as a quality of 
phenomena that characterizes all compounded things. It is said to be 
equivalent to the' absence of self in phenomena, and in the sixth and 
seventh chapters we are told that the thoroughly established charac­
ter is the non-existence of the imputations that are imputed to other-

64 “The Logic of Convertibility”, in Madhyamika and Yogacara (Albany: SUNY Press, 1991), 
p. 131.
65 Ibid., p. 131.
66 Ibid., p. 135.
67 Ibid., p. 131.
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dependent phenomena. In none of these descriptions is there any 
inkling that the thoroughly established character is something that is 
the result of a process of conversion of the other-dependent charac­
ter. In addition, Nagao’s contention that it does not exist in an onto­
logical sense appears to contradict the sutra’s statements that it is a 
quality that pervades all phenomena at all times and that is their true 
nature. According to Nagao, it is not a quality of things that is pre­
sent at all times, but rather a state of awareness that is reached by 
advanced practitioners. In his view, they “transform” the ordinary 
world and “consummate” it through their meditative practice, and 

so

[t]he sages and enlightened ones also live in this one, unchanging world. 
But, because they are enlightened and are free of all false imagination and 
attachment, for them, the world is no longer imagined and contaminated; 
it is pure and “consummated**. The world in which they live their lives 
differs in no way from our world. For them, too, summer is hot and win­
ter is cold; willows are green and flowers are red. Due to their deep in­
sight and detachment, however, only the pure and real world is mani­
fested to them; the imagined world does not appear. It is in this sense that 
the one, unchanging world is referred to as possessing a “consummated” 
nature. It is “consummated** in the sense that it has assumed a nature of 
perfection owing to the long, assiduous training of the enlightened sages. 
In other words, the consummated world is established anew by them.68

I have quoted Nagao at length in order to demonstrate the extent to 
which his model differs from that presented in the Samdhinirmoca- 
na. It should also be noted that Nagao’s ideas have influenced other 
recent studies, such as Stephen Kaplan’s “A Holographic Alterna­
tive to a Traditional Yogacara Simile”, in which he cites Nagao’s 
principle of convertibility with approval and agrees with his assess­
ment that in the three natures schema paratantra is converted into

M Ibid., p. 4. It should be noted that although Nagao’s interpretation appears to be at variance 
with that found in the Samdhinirmocana (and, as I will argue below, with other Yogacara 
presentations of these ideas), it is fully in line with Ur* Zen idea of how one transforms one's 
understanding of the world through practice. This observation is significant because Nagao 
Indicates that his presentation accords with Zen unders. ndings of how the world remains the 
lame but is perceived differently by those who are enlightened (see “The Buddhist World- 
View", p. 4 note 2). I suspect that his concept owes more to Zen than to Yogacara.
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parinispanna.69 Another example of a presentation that assumes this 
model can be found in Ian Harris’ work, The Continuity o f Madhya- 
maka and Yogacara in Indian Mahdydna Buddhism , in which he 
states that

paratantra has a pivotal role in the theory. It can be externalised through 
imaginative activity as the imagined nature (parikalpitasvabhdva), while 
in its pristine condition it is necessarily uncontaminated. In this circum­
stance it is referred to as the accomplished nature (parinispannasva- 
bhava). The accomplished nature of course represents a level of knowl­
edge in which independent existence of self and other are precluded and 
there is perfect union of knower and known, epistemology and ontol­
ogy.70

Oddly enough, he backs up this statement with a quotation from the 
Trimsikd which is at variance with his thesis but that accords with 
the presentation of the Samdhinirmocana,

The thoroughly established character is the perpetual absence of the for­
mer [i.e., the imputational] in the latter [i.e., the other-dependent].71

I have attempted to establish that the convertibility model is preva­
lent in contemporary discussions of the three natures doctrine, but a 
question remains as to where the scholars cited above got this idea. 
As the discussion of the ultimate in the earlier sections of this 
chapter reveals, there is no sense in the Samdhinirmocana that the 

ultimate (or its equivalent term the thoroughly established charac­
ter) is either a state of awareness or the result of meditative training. 
This is very clear in the sutra’s statement that

in permanent, permanent time and in everlasting, everlasting time, 
whether Tathagatas appear or do not appear, the element of the reality of 
phenomena only thoroughly abides, and [it is] not otherwise.72

69 Stephen Kaplan. “A Holographic Aliemative to a Traditional Yogacara Simile”, in JIABS, 
pp. 56-78. See also his earlier article,"Paratantra and Parikalpita as Epistemological Concepts 
in Yogäcara Buddhism and Holographic Psychology”, in Nathan Katz, ed., Buddhist and 
Western Psychology (Boulder Prajftä Press, 1983), especially pp. 218-20.
70 Ian Charles Harris, The Continuity o f Madhyamaka and Yogäcara in Indian Mahdydna 
Buddhism (Leiden; E.J. Brill, 1991), p. 147.
71 The Sanskrit passage (Trimiikd 21b) reads: nispannas tasya pürvena sadd rahitatä tu yd\ 
quoted by Harris, p. 147. My translation differs slightly from Harris’. See also Harris, p. 107, 
where he expresses a similar thought
72 Stog p. 33.2; D p. 22.6.
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This summarizes an important aspect of how the ultimate and the 
thoroughly established character are presented in the sutra: these 
terms refer to a quality or aspect of phenomena that is independent 
of human activity. It is permanently and always the final nature of 
phenomena and it is not “consummated” or “perfected” by the ac­
tions of Tathagatas or of any other beings. It is simply the true na­
ture of reality.

Although he cites the Samdhinirmocana-sutra near the begin­
ning of his article, “The Buddhist World-View as Elucidated in the 
Three-Nature Theory” as one of the “main sources” used in his 
study,73 Nagao’s view of the relation of the thoroughly established 
character and compounded phenomena appears to be fundament ally 
at variance with that presented in the sutra. While the sutra states 
that it is the eternal, unchanging reality that pervades all phenomena 
and that it has nothing to do with the actions or realizations of indi­
vidual beings, Nagao thinks that it is something that is brought 
about through the efforts of meditators. In his view, it appears that if 
there were no enlightened sages there would be no thoroughly 
established character, since for him it is something that must be 
“consummated” through the effort of religious practitioners.

The Samdhinirmocana-sutra, as we have seen, rejects this view: 
according to the sutra, it is an “object of observation for purifica­
tion”, something that exists permanently at all times, the ultimate 
reality that pervades all phenomena, and so it is something that 
meditators can take as their meditative object in order to eliminate 
obstructions. If it were something that is brought about through 
individual effort, as Nagao contends, it could not serve this func­
tion, since it would be the end result of meditative practice, rather 
than an object that facilitates it.

I can see no way of reconciling the two positions. For Nagao 
and others who accept his model (or variations on the model), the 
ultimate (the thoroughly established character) is something brought 
about through meditative training, a state of mind that allows en­

75 "The Buddhist World-View", p. 1 note I.
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lightened sages to perceive the world in a “consummated” aspect, 
while for the sutra it is an ineffable, permanent quality of phenom­
ena that is in no way dependent on individual effort for its actualiza­
tion. It is simply the true nature of phenomena, and because of this 
it can serve as an object of observation for purification that one can 
use to bring about advanced levels of realization. Moreover, since 
the thoroughly established character, the ultimate, is also equated 
with the selflessness of phenomena, it is difficult to imagine how 
the sutra’s presentation of the ultimate could be reconciled with 
Nagao’s interpretation, since in Mahayana Buddhist philosophy the 
selflessness of phenomena is a quality that characterizes all 
phenomena at all times and is not something that is brought about 
through meditative training. Rather, meditative training enables 
sages to perceive the true nature of phenomena directly, to under­
stand that they lack self and that this is their final nature.

It would also be difficult to reconcile the sutra’s discussion of 
the ultimate and that of Nagao in light of the analogies presented in 
the third chapter of the Samdhinirmocana illustrating the relation 
between the ultimate and compounded phenomena. In these analo­
gies, the ultimate is compared to the whiteness of a conch, the yel­
lowness of gold, the melodiousness of a musical instrument, etc. In 
all of these analogies, the ultimate is compared to a quality that is 
present in a thing and is not something that is brought about through 
individual effort. No effort is required to make a conch white, or 
gold yellow: these qualities are present in conchs and gold, just as, 
according to the sutra, the ultimate is always present in all com­
pounded phenomena. There is no need for sages to “consummate” 
or “perfect” it through their meditative practice, since, according to 
the sutra, it is just what it is in “permanent, permanent time” and in 
“everlasting, everlasting time”. In other words, the ultimate charac­

ter of phenomena is a quality that is present in them at all times, 
something that is not brought about or transformed through personal 
effort.
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Although it is clear that Nagao’s model is at variance with that 
of the Samdhinirmocana , it seems unlikely that a scholar of his 
stature would simply make up such a model without some basis. 
After researching statements about the three natures in Yogacara 
treatises, my conclusion is that most Indian texts that I have seen 
are in accord with the presentation found in the sütra (and that many 
are ambiguous enough to be read in more than one way), but it is 
worth mentioning a passage in the Mahay ana samgr aha that may 
support Nagao’s hypothesis, one that he discusses in “The Buddhist 
World-View”. The statement occurs in a passage which discusses 
analogies that explain the three natures in which Asañga states,

What example is there for this subject [the three natures]? The example of 
auriferous clay (káñcanagarbha mrttika). Thus, in the auriferous clay, 
one ascertains three things: the earth element (prthividhatu), the earth 
(prthivi), and the gold (káñcana). In the earth element, the earth which is 
not found there is perceived, while the gold which is found there is not 
perceived. When one burns the earth element with fire, the earth does not 
appear, while the gold does appear. The earth element, when it appears as 
earth, has a false appearance; when it appears as gold, it has a true ap­
pearance. Consequently, the earth element enters into two parts at once 
[participates at once in the earth and the gold]. In the same way, when 
one has not burned perception (vijñapti) with the ftre of intuitive wisdom 
(nirvikalpakajñdna), the false imaginary nature (abhütaparikalpitasva- 
bhdva) contained in this perception appears, while the true absolute na­
ture (bhütaparinispannasvabháva) does not appear. When one burns per­
ception with the fire of intuitive wisdom, the true absolute nature con­
tained in this perception appears, while the false imaginary nature does 
not appear. Consequently, the dependent nature which is composed of the 
false imaginations of perception enters into the two parts at once 
[participates at once in defilement and purity] and is similar to the earth 
element in auriferous clay.74

In this example, we see a real basis (auriferous clay) that is trans­
formed through the action of purifying it of dross elements, after 

which the pure gold ore shines forth with its innate lustre. This is 
comparable to Nagao’s model, except for the fact that in the anal­
ogy the dross elements that are eliminated are real and not imagined.

74 Étienne Lamoue, La Somme du Grand Véhicule dA sahga , pp. 125-126. The translation is 
my rendering of Lamotte’s French translation. I have eliminated many of Lamotte’s recon­
structions of Sanskrit terms in order to make the passage more readable.
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As with Nagao’s model, one thing is converted into another thing, 
and the latter is the result of purifying it of adventitious elements 
that keep its luminous potential from being realized. This analogy is 
mentioned by Nagao in “The Buddhist World-View”, where he 

concludes that its purport is that just as gold is purified through 
wisdom, so enlightened sages purify paratantra through meditation, 
and thus

when burned away by the fire of non-discriminative wisdom, the one 
world is transformed into the consummated world of the enlightened 
ones, and the consummated nature is fully manifested.75

While it is clearly plausible to draw such a conclusion from this 
analogy, it should be noted that there are other analogies in the 
Mahayanasamgraha that oppose Nagao’s ideas, such as the analogy 
in Chapter III.8 in which Asariga uses the classical image of the 
rope perceived as a snake.76 In this analogy, a person in a dimly lit 
room looks at a coiled rope and mistakenly thinks that it is a snake. 
Upon re-examining this perception, the rope is revealed for what it 
is, and the snake-cognition disappears.

In the analogy, the rope is compared to the other-dependent 
character, the basis on which the mistaken idea of a snake is im­
puted. The non-existence of the snake that is imputed is the thor­
oughly established character. Asariga’s conclusion is significant for 
our present discussion: he indicates that the rope itself is not a real 
thing, but is merely a composite of various qualities, such as color, 
odor, and tangibility.

One enters that [i.e., cognition-only] in the same way [that one identifies] 
a rope which in the darkness seems to be a snake. Since it does not exist, 
the snake seen in the rope is an illusion (bhranti). Those who recognize 
that it does not exist reject the notion of a snake (sarpabuddhi) and adhere 
to the notion of a rope (rajjubuddhi). But the rope itself, if one reduces it 
to its subtle elements, is an illusion, because its specific characteristics are 
color, odor, flavor, and tangibility.

75 Nagao, “The Buddhist World-View", p. 10.
76 Lamotte. La Sonune du Grand Véhicule d'Asahga, pp. 163-164. As with my translation of 
the previous passage from this text, I have eliminated many of Lamotle’s reconstructions of 
Sanskrit terms in order to make the passage more readable.
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Thus, when one denies all reality to the six kinds of mental utterances 
which appear as words or things—just as one rejects the notion of snake 
[through the notion of rope]—one should also abolish, through the notion 
of absolute nature (parinispannasvabhdvabuddhi), the notion of Nothing* 
but-cognition (vijnaptimatratabuddhi) [subjacent to the mental utter­
ances], just as one rejects the notion of the rope through the notion of 
color, etc.

This is quite different from Nagao’s contention that

[o]nly when attachment and false imagination are removed is the one un­
changing world thoroughly purified and consummated as the pure world; 
that is to say, the imagined nature has been changed or converted into the 
consummated nature. 7

Although this analogy appears to contradict Nagao’s model, he cites 
it in support of his theories and interprets it as implying that a real 
thing (the rope) is the basis upon which one perceives both the illu­
sion of the snake and the reality of the rope, which is the hemp from 
which it is made.

In this simile, the ‘snake’ is, of course, to be equated with the imagined 
nature, the ‘rope’ with the other-dependent nature, and the ‘hemp’ with 
the consummated nature. Both ‘snake’ and ‘rope’ are negated to reach the 
final, substantial reality, ‘hemp’.78

Not only is this interpretation not mentioned in the Mahdyanasam- 
graha, but at no point does Asaga intimate that the hemp from 
which the rope is made should be equated with the thoroughly es­
tablished character. Nor is there any indication in this passage or 
anywhere else in the text that the thoroughly established character is 
a “substantial reality”. On the contrary, Asanga appears to be using 
this analogy to deny the very notion of substance. He uses the anal­
ogy to indicate that the rope is merely a nominally designated entity 
that is a creation of thought, not that the hemp from which it is 
made is a real substantial entity that is found when one eliminates 
the idea of rope. The hemp is just as much a creation of the mind as 
the rope and is no more real. The notion of “hemp” is just as much 
an abstraction as the idea of a “rope”, and one’s mental creation of

77 “The Buddhist World-View”, p. 5.
71 “The Buddhist World-View”, p. 9.
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this idea is based on a composite of elements, such as the way it 
appears, smells, feels, etc.

To return to our discussion of N arao’s ideas in relation to the 
Samdhinirmocana: as we have seen, jiere is a pronounced differ­
ence between his understanding of the thoroughly established char­
acter and the presentation found in the sutra. It is significant that 
although he mentions the sutra as a source, he seldom cites it in 
support of his theories. Rather, his argument seems to be based on a 
particular reading of a few analogies in other Yogacara texts, at 
least one of which, as we have seen, could be read as being concor­
dant with his model.

Our discussion of Nagao’s ideas has taken us into a number of 
issues not directly raised by the Sutra Explaining the Thought, but it 
has been useful in outlining some of the issues that are at stake in its 
presentations of the ultimate and the three natures. Since the topic 
of the three natures as presented in the sixth and seventh chapters of 
the sutra is based on the presentation of the ultimate in the first four 
chapters, our discussion hopefully provides a useful transition to the 
discussion of the three natures in the following section. In order 
definitively to evaluate Nagao’s theories, it would be necessary to 
examine a wide range of literature to see how exactly the three 
natures are presented, but such a study clearly exceeds the limits of 
the present work. The main goal of the preceding discussion has 
been to demonstrate the discrepancies between Nagao’s interpreta­
tions and the presentation of the Sutra Explaining the Thought in 
order to make clear exactly where the sutra stands. The concept of 

the ultimate is one that still requires a great deal of study before 
definite conclusions can be reached concerning what it means in 
Buddhist literature. It may be that there are other texts which con­
tain presentations concordant with Nagao’s, but since the present 
study is limited to the Samdhinirmocana-sutra a wider examination 
of other sources exceeds my self-imposed limitations. It is hoped 
that others will go beyond what has been presented here to consider 
other works and that future studies will add to our understanding of
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this concept, a concept that is crucial to understanding the ontology, 
epistemology, and meditation theory of Mahayana Buddhism.



HERMENEUTICS AND TRADITION

In recent years a number of studies discussing “Buddhist hermeneu­
tics” have appeared in journals and books, but with a few notable 
exceptions (such as John Maraldo’s “Hermeneutics and Historicity 
in the Study of Buddhism”),1 most have not seriously discussed the 
propriety of using the term hermeneutics in relation to Buddhist 
philosophy. This seems to me to be a major oversight, since I know 
of no term in any Asian language that exactly corresponds to the 
Western term “hermeneutics”. This does not mean, of course, that 
hermeneutical concerns are not found in Buddhist thought, but 
rather that we should be wary of uncritically appropriating Western 
terminology without first considering whether or not this is justifi­
able. Since in this section I propose to discuss the hermeneutical 
theories of the Samdhinirmocana-sútra, it will be useful to begin 
with a short excursus on how I understand the term “hermeneutics” 
and why I think that it is legitimate to use it in conjunction with a 
discussion of the Samdhinirmocana.

The etymology of the term hermeneutics is connected with 
Hermes, the messenger of the Greek gods and the intermediary be­
tween the gods and humanity. His task was to translate the wishes 
and commands of the gods into the language of humans, a task that 
required him to be conversant both with the language and idioms 
of humans. His intermediary position required him to know how to 
translate, convey, and explicate the messages sent from the gods to 

human beings. He had to understand for himself the intentions 
behind the gods’ pronouncements and commands and how these 
could best be conveyed to humans, who neither spoke the gods’

CHAPTER FOUR

1 John C. Maraldo, “Hermeneutics and Historicity in the Study of Buddhism“, EB #19.1, 
1986, especially pp. 21-6.
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language nor shared their worldview. It is significant that in Greek 
mythology Hermes is considered to be the inventor of language and 
writing (the principal tools by means of which we apprehend 
meaning and communicate it to others), because the discipline of 
hermeneutics is concerned with uncovering and explicating the 
meaning of utterances. As Paul Ricoeur states,

The hermeneutical problem was first raised within the limits of exegesis, 
that is, within the framework of a discipline which proposes to understand 
a text—to understand it beginning with its intention, on the basis of what it 
attempts to say.2

The modem usage of the term hermeneutics derives from the 
Greek verb hermeneuó, which means “to interpret or explain” and 
the Greek noun hermeneia, which means “interpretation” or “ex­
planation”.3 In both the classical Greek usage and in its modem 
meanings, hermeneutics is concerned with interpretation of the 
meaning of utterances (whether verbal, non-verbal, or written), and 
from very early times a distinction has been made between actual 
commentary and exegesis and the rules, methods, and theories 
governing them, which fall within the domain of hermeneutics. In 
Western thought, the term hermeneutics has strong connections 
with biblical interpretation, the discipline of articulating rules and 

methodologies for determining the meanings of scriptural state­
ments and transmitting those meanings to readers of scripture.

According to Richard Palmer, the earliest example of this usage 
of the term occurs in the title of a book by J.C. Dannhauer that 
presents principles for interpretation of Christian scriptures, enti­
tled Hermenéutica sacra sive methodus exponendarum sacrarum 
litterarum, published in 1654.4 Palmer notes that until fairly re­
cently the term hermeneutics has been primarily connected with 
biblical exegesis, but since the time of Schleiermacher (1768-1834)

2 Paul Ricoeur, "Existence and Hermeneutics", in The Conflict o f  Interpretations, ed. Don 
Ihde (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1974), p. 3.
3 See Henry George Liddell and Robert Scott, A Greek-English Lexicon, 9th ed. (1940), I, 
p. 690.
4 Richard E. Palmer, Hermeneutics (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1969), p. 34.
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its range has been extended to the point where it is now viewed by 

many philosophers as being

fundamental to all the humanities—all those disciplines occupied with the 
interpretation of the works of man. It is more than merely interdisciplinary, 
for its principles comprise a theoretical foundation for the humanities.5

Palmer distinguishes six divisions within the field of hermeneutics: 
(1) principles of biblical exegesis; (2) general philological method­
ology; (3) the science of linguistic understanding; (4) the method­

ological foundations of the human sciences (Geisteswissenschaften);
(5) phenomenology of existence and existential understanding; and
(6) systems of interpretation whose purpose is to determine the 
meanings behind myths and symbols.6 He admits that there may be 
more divisions than this and that there is considerable overlapping 
and mutual influence between the various groups, but he thinks that 
each category represents a distinguishable trend in hermeneutics.

The first group, in Palmer’s view, is primarily concerned with 
the rules and methods proper to interpretation of scripture, with 
developing viable and consistent standards to enable students of 
scripture to get at the meaning of sacred texts. The second group 
consists of biblical scholars who are concerned with philological 
questions related to Bible study. They propose to treat the Bible as 
literature and to use the same tools of study and exegesis that are 
used on other texts. As Spinoza expressed this approach, “The 
norm of biblical exegesis can only be the light of reason common 
to all”.7 According to Spinoza and other proponents of Rational­
ism, the Bible contains universal rational and moral truths, and the 

task of exegesis is to find the truths intended by the writers of 
scriptures and translate them in ways acceptable to enlightened 
reason.

The third group, represented primarily by Schleiermacher and 
his disciples, “reconceived hermeneutics as a ‘science’ or ‘art’ of

5 Ibid.. p. 10.
6 Ibid.. p. 33.
7 Tractatus theologico-politicus (1670), chapter 7; cited in Palmer, p. 38.
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understanding”.8 For them, hermeneutics is concerned with deter­
mining and articulating the conditions that make understanding 
itself possible. The fourth group is represented by Wilhelm Dilthey 
(1833-1911), who championed the idea that hermeneutics properly 
understood can serve as the methodological foundation for all the 
human sciences and who wanted to find the principles underlying 
human understanding. Through this program, he hoped to deter­
mine the basic structures of understanding common to all the 
human sciences. The fifth group, represented by Martin Heidegger 
(1889-1976) and Hans-Georg Gadamer (b. 1900), sees understand­
ing and interpretation as fundamental modes of human existence 
and proposes a phenomenological investigation of the ontological 
dimensions of understanding. In Heidegger’s terminology, his pur­
pose was to uncover how Dasein (literally, “Being-there”, or hu­
man being) comes to understand itself, to find the processes of 
understanding and interpretation through which man can come to 
know the structure of his own being. The sixth division of herme­
neutics is represented by Paul Ricoeur, who defines hermeneutics 
as a discipline primarily concerned with textual exegesis. He states, 
“We mean by hermeneutics the theory of rules that govern an exe­
gesis, that is to say, an interpretation of a particular text or collec­
tion of signs susceptible of being considered as a text”.9

In each of these cases, hermeneutics is conceived as being the 
rules and methodologies used in interpretation, rather than the act 
of interpretation itself. This distinction has also been noted by 
Maraldo, who distinguishes between textual exegesis and discus­
sions of methods and rules for interpretation.

In all Western developments of the term, hermeneutics is a highly reflective 
and self-conscious discipline that focuses on methods and principles of in­
terpretation as opposed to interpretation or exegesis itself. In the modern 
sense of the term, an interpretive scheme or strategy is not “hermeneutical”

* Palmer, p. 40.
* Paul Ricoeur. De Vinterprétation, p. 18. translated by Palmer, p. 43.
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unless it reflects an awareness of the problems of authorship, historical 
distance, and the historical position of the interpreter.10

This is an important distinction, and it will be used in the present 
section, which will be mainly concerned with the principles of in­
terpretation outlined in the Sutra Explaining the Thought and their 
ramifications for Buddhist philosophy. Another important concern 
of this chapter will be to examine the similarities and differences 
between Western approaches to hermeneutics and the theories pre­
sented in the sutra and its commentaries. The aim of this study will 
be to look into the principles of interpretation as outlined in the 

sutra in an attempt to determine how these compare with some 
Western formulations as well as their ramifications for the study 
and exegesis of Buddhist literature and for human understanding.

The first goal of this section will be to justify appropriating the 
term “hermeneutics” to describe an important focus of the sutra. I 
will then outline the hermeneutical issues the text faces, how it pro­
poses to resolve them, and how its resolutions were further expli­
cated by some of the scholars who commented on the sutra. 
Throughout this section, I will also attempt to show the connec­
tions between the thought of the first seven chapters of the sutra 
and to indicate how the discussion of theories of interpretation in 
the seventh chapter is built upon the analysis of the nature of the 
ultimate (don dam pa, paramartha) in the first four chapters. Some 
other important concerns of this chapter will be to show the com­

10 John C. Maraldo, “Hermeneutics and Historicity in the Study of Buddhism“, pp. 23-4. See 
also: (1) Maraldo, p. 26; (2) Ernst Steinkellner, “Remarks on Tantristic Hermeneutics”, in L. 
Ligeui, ed., Proceedings o f ¡he 1976 Csoma de Koros Symposium (Budapest, 1978, Biblio­
teca Orientalia Hungarica no. 23), pp. 445-458; and (3) Michael M. Broido, “Killing, Lying, 
Stealing, and Adultery: A Problem of Interpretation in the Tantras”, in Donald S. Lopez, ed., 
Buddhist Hermeneutics (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 1988), p. 82. On p. 83, 
Broido makes a statement that provides a good cautionary note for scholars trying to explicate 
“Buddhist hermeneutics”:

This important distinction cannot perhaps be made completely hard-and-fast, but it is es­
sential that we nevertheless try to keep it in mind; for otherwise there will be nothing to 
prevent the study of Buddhist hermeneutics from becoming the study of absolutely any­
thing within Buddhism. It is not difficult to see that this confusion is rampant in much 
work on Buddhist hermeneutics.
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plex interrelationship between reason and authority in the sütra and 
its commentaries and to analyze how implicit norms of tradition 
and notions of authority influence the thought of the text.

THE CASE OF THE SÜTRA EXPLAINING THE THOUGHT

The purpose of the foregoing discussion of hermeneutics was to set 
the stage for discussing the hermeneutical theory of the Sùtra  
Explaining the Thought. One problem immediately presents itself: 
since the term hermeneutics has its roots in Greek mythology and 
was later appropriated by Western philosophy to include such non- 
Buddhist tasks as exegesis of the Bible and the methodological 
foundations of the Geisteswissenschaften, what possible connection 
could this have with Buddhist philosophy? Or, to express the ques­
tion another way, what term or terms in Buddhist philosophy cor­
respond closely enough with the term hermeneutics to justify ap­
propriating it for Buddhist studies?

As mentioned above, in this study a distinction will be drawn 
between texts that present rules for interpretation and others that 
simply interpret without explicating the theories in terms of which 
interpretations are formulated. All texts probably contain either 
explicit or implicit interpretations, but for our present purposes the 
focus will be on Buddhist texts that attempt to establish rules and 
methodologies in terms of which scriptures may be explicated. As 
Robert Thurman has pointed out, questions concerning interpreta­
tion are of crucial importance in Buddhism, since the Buddhist 
canon contains a huge number of texts that are considered by the 
tradition to have been spoken by Buddha, although these often con­
tain contradictory and apparently incompatible doctrines.11 When 
Buddhism spread to other countries, the size and scope of the Bud­
dhist canon made it necessary for Buddhist scholars to devise sys­

11 Sec Robert Thurman, "Buddhist Hermeneutics”, JAAR, X I.VI.l, 1978, pp. 19-21. See 
also £tienne Lamotte, “The Assessment of Textual Interpretation in Buddhism” (in Buddhist 
Hermeneutics), pp. 16-17 for a discussion of the problems that the perceived self-contradictions 
o f Buddha presented for Buddhist exegesis and hermeneutics.
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tems in terms of which the differences could be reconciled that 
would allow them to distinguish consistently which texts and 
teachings would be normative for their particular traditions and 
which would be held to be of “interpretable meaning” (drang ba’i 
don, neyartha).

In Tibet, one of the most influential texts that explicate rules 
for interpretation is Tsong kha pa’s Essence o f the Good Explana­

tions (Legs bshad snying po), which is one of the main sources for 
the present study. The first part of this text, entitled “Mind-Only” 
(sems tsam, citta-mdtra) outlines the rules for interpretation in the 
Mind-Only (or Yogacara) school and is based on the Sü tra  
Explaining the Thought and on some of the main treatises of 
Asañga, Vasubandhu, and their commentators. In the first part of 
this text, Tsong kha pa cites passages from the sütra and from 
Yogacara treatises and evaluates various interpretation theories in 
Buddhist literature in order to formulate ground rules for inter­
pretation according to the Yogacara tradition. This text spawned a 
number of commentaries in Tibet that attempted to draw out the 
implications of Tsong kha pa’s thought, and the process continues 
today in Tibetan monastic universities. A part of the curriculum 
studied in these monastic universities is called “The Interpretable 
and the Definitive" (drang nges), which is partly concerned with 
explicating the rules that govern interpretation of scriptures, and 
students in these universities are still debating the ramifications of 
Tsong kha pa’s text. Since Tsong kha pa’s work and part of the 
study based on it are concerned with explicating rules that govern 

interpretation of Buddhist scriptures, a plausible comparison can be 
made between this subject and Western biblical hermeneutics, since 
both are concerned with rules for interpreting the scriptures of their 

respective traditions.
In Indian literature, however, it is more difficult to find terms 

that correspond to Western usages of the term hermeneutics. One 

of the few examples of an Indian term that has some of the conno­
tations of this word is the term “explaining the thought” (samdhi-
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nirmocana) as it is used in the Samdhinirmocana-sutra, in which 
Buddha not only explains what he was thinking of when he made 
some of his earlier statements, but also expounds general rules for 
determining the meaning of other scriptural statements and how to 
understand the thought behind them.

As we saw in the discussion of the meaning of the title in 
chapter two, the Samdhinirmocana-sutra is a text in which Buddha 
is asked to explain what he was thinking of when he made certain 
statements. In the sutra Buddha is confronted with a number of 
problematic teachings he had given previously and asked to make 
clear his underlying intention. Throughout most of the text, he dis­
cusses various matters of doctrine and responds to questions on 
specific points, but the most important section for the discussion of 
hermeneutics in the sutra occurs in the seventh chapter, in which he 
provides general rules for interpreting some of his earlier state­
ments. Since, as we have seen, hermeneutics is mainly concerned 
with articulating rules for interpretation, it seems to me that this 
term accurately describes an important focus of this chapter, which, 
among other things, sets forth principles for interpreting the 
thought behind certain of Buddha’s statements.

The occasion for Buddha’s outlining of these rules is a series of 
questions presented to him by the Bodhisattva Paramarthasamud- 

gata, who asks:

The Bhagavan [Buddha] spoke, in many ways, of the own-character (rang 
gi mtshan nyid, svalaksana) of the [five] aggregates...the [six] sense 
spheres, dependent arising, and the [four] sustenances...the own-character 
of the [four] truths...the constituents...the [four] mindful establishments... 
the [four] thorough abandonings, the [four] bases of magical emanations, 
the [five] powers, the [five] forces, and the [seven] branches of enlighten­
m ent...

The Bhagavan also said that all phenomena are without entityness and 
that all phenomena are not produced, do not cease, are quiescent from the 
start, and are by nature in a state of nirvana.

Therefore, I am wondering of what the Bhagavan was thinking when he 
said, ‘All phenomena are without entityness; all phenomena are unpro­
duced, do not cease, are quiescent from the start, and are by nature in a state 
of nirvana.’ I ask the Bhagavan about the meaning of his saying, ‘All phe­
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nomena arc without entityness; all phenomena are unproduced, do not 
cease, are quiescent from the start, and are by nature in a state of nirvána.’12

The format of this question indicates that there is a discrepancy 
between Buddha’s teachings on the aggregates and so forth and his 
subsequent statements which indicated that “all phenomena are 
without entityness; all phenomena are unproduced, do not cease, 
are quiescent from the start, and are by nature in a state of 
nirvana”. The sutra unfortunately does not spell out exactly what 
this discrepancy is, nor does it explicitly state that there is a contra­
diction between the two sets of teachings, but the format of 
Paramarthasamudgata’s question, “I am wondering of what the 
Bhagavan was thinking when he said...” indicates that the two sets 
of teachings are in conflict and that there is a need for Buddha to 
explain the thought (dgongs pa, abhipraya) behind them.13 Thus, 
after quoting this passage in his commentary, Wonch’uk states that 
Paramarthasamudgata’s question implies that

because earlier Buddha spoke of the thirteen original types of phenom­
ena— the aggregates, the sense spheres, the constituents, etc.— as existent 
by way of their own entityness and later spoke of all phenomena as unpro­
duced by way of their own entityness, as unceasing, etc., the two teachings:
(1) speaking of [the thirteen types of phenomena] as naturally existent; and
(2) later speaking of [all phenomena] as without entityness are mutually 
contradictory. Therefore, the meaning of [Paramarthasamudgata’s question] 
is, ‘[I] do not understand of what the Bhagavan was thinking in speaking 
of non-entityness and so forth.’14

!2 Stog p. 45.1; Sdc dge edition (D) p. 31.3.
13 For a detailed discussion of the term dgongs pa , which I render as “thought”, see David S. 
Ruegg (who favors “ intention, intended meaning, purport”). “Purport. Irnplicature. and Pre­
supposition: Sanskrit Abhipiâya and Tibetan Dgons pa/Dgons gzi as Hermeneutical Concepts”, 
JIP  # 13. 1985, pp. 309-325. See also his meticulously researched and tightly argued article, 
“Allusiveness and Obliqueness in Buddhist Texts: samdhâ, samdhi, samdhyd and abhisam- 
dhi", in Dialectes dans les Littératures Indo-Aryennes, ed. Colette Caillat (Paris: Institut de 
Civilisation Indienne. 1989) and “An Indian Source for the Tibetan Hermeneutical Term Dgohs 
g ii ‘Intentional Ground*”, JIP  #16, 1988, pp. 1-4. These terms are also discussed by Étienne 
Lamoue. “The Assessment of Textual Interpretation in Buddhism”, p. 20. See also his note 
40, p. 26, for a short bibliography of discussions of these terms.
14 Wonch’uk, vol. ti (118) p. 552.4.
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A similar idea is expressed in the Essence o f the Good Explana­

tions when Tsong kha pa quotes Paramarthasamudgata’s question 
and states his intent in asking it in a paraphrase which makes clear 
that the sütra implies that there is a contradiction between the two 
sets of teachings being discussed:

This asks the following question: If the statements in some sutras that all 
phenomena are without entityness etc., and the statements in some sutras 
that the aggregates and so forth have an own-character, etc., were left as 
they are verbally, they would be contradictory. However, since [the Bud­
dha] must be without contradiction, of what were you [Buddha] thinking 
when you spoke of non-entityness, etc.?15

15 The Essence o f the Good Explanations (Legs bshad snying po\ Samath: Pleasure of Elegant 
Sayings Printing Press. 1979), p. 5.9. See also Donald Lopez (“On the Interpretation of the 
Mah&y&na Sutras“, in Buddhist Hermeneutics, p. 57), who states that the sutra teaches that in 
the discourses mentioned by Paramarthasamudgata Buddha described the aggregates etc. as 
being “established by way of their own character“. This statement is not, however, found in the 
sOtra; rather, Lopez conflates a later Dge lugs pa interpretation of the passages in question with 
the actual words of the sutra. An examination of the seventh chapter reveals that the only 
places where this expression (i.e., “established by way of [a thing’s] own character) is used in 
this part of the Samdhinirmocana arc two sections in which Buddha asserts that imputations 
“do not exist by way of their own character” (see Stog pp. 47.6 and 49.4).

This is an example of a failure on Lopez' part to distinguish between what the sutra itself 
says and what later Dge lugs pa exegetes interpreted it as implying. Another example can be 
found on p. 60, where he states that Buddha tells Paramarthasamudgata that he taught the third 
wheel because some trainees of the second wheel had misinterpreted his intention and fallen to 
an extreme of nihilism. In fact, in the sutra it is Paramarthasamudgata who presents to Buddha 
the new vocabulary of the three wheels and indicates why each of the wheels was taught, and at 
no time does he state that some trainees of the second wheel fell to an extreme of nihilism. At 
no time in the seventh chapter does Buddha use the vocabulary of the three wheels. In addi­
tion, the idea that the sutra contends that some second wheel trainees fell to an extreme of ni­
hilism due to misunderstanding Buddha's finai thought is also a Dge lugs pa interpretation of 
the purport of the sutra’s teachings, but Lopez fails to indicate that his source is not the sutra 
but a particular sectarian interpretation of it. Lopez’ article, although it contains some excellent 
insights Into the importance of the Samdhinirmocana for Buddhist hermeneutics, must be read 
with great care because of such oversights. He seldom gives any indication that he understands 
the differences between the readings of Tibetan Dge lugs pa interpreters and what the sutra ac­
tually says, and since the Dge lugs pas interpreted the sutra for their own purposes as part of a 
hierarchical schema of Buddhist teachings which placed Prasangika-Madhyamaka at the top, 
great caution should be excercised by anyone who uses Dge lugs pa sources in interpreting this 
text.

A good study of the differences between the words of the sutra and Dge lugs pa interpreta­
tions (along with detailed analyses of the motivations behind particular interpretations) can be 
found in Jeffrey Hopkins’ forthcoming Reflections on Reality. When reading Dge lugs pa 
materials that comment on the Samdhinirmocana-sutra and YogAcara treatises, it is particularly 
important to be aware that an implicit assumption of Dge lugs literature is that the sutra and
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Both the phrasing of the question in the sütra and Tsong kha pa’s 
paraphrase of it indicate that there was a perceived conflict between 
the two sets of teachings and that Paramartnasamudgata is asking 
Buddha to outline a way to reconcile them. The perception of 
conflict between different sets of doctrines within a religious tradi­
tion is often the occasion for doctrinal and terminological innova­
tion that attempts to explain away the apparent contradictions and 
reconcile one set of teachings with the other. As Robert Carroll 

writes, “dissonance gives rise to hermeneutics.”16 Moreover, cog­
nitive psychology has shown that when such contradictions occur 
with regard to things to which an individual is deeply committed 
(such as religion), the experience of dissonance can be especially 
traumatic and will motivate people to find ways to reconcile or 
alleviate the contradiction. As Robert Wicklund and Jack Brehm 
express this, “When a person holds two cognitions that are in a dis­
sonant relationship, the amount of dissonance he experiences is a 
direct function of how important those cognitions are to him.”17 In 
some cases where the perception of dissonance is strong enough, 
this may cause people to re-evaluate and even reject cognitions that 
are seen as conflicting with other strongly held convictions and in 

other cases may lead to a rejection of the authority upon which the 
original cognition was based.

In this passage, however, there is no apparent perceived need to 
reject the authority of Buddha’s words just because some of his

the thinkers of the school that it inspired (e.g., Asanga and Vasubandhu) all spoke with one 
voice and shared a philosophical system that was in agreement in all important respects. They 
also assume that the system of Prasahgika-Madhyamaka is the supreme Buddhist philosophical 
system and interpret other schools in light of this assumption. (Tsong kha pa and his followers 
even think that Asanga, being an advanced Buddhist practitioner, actually embraced Pr&sahgi- 
ka-Madhyamaka, but wrote from a Yogacara point of view for the benefit of Buddhists who 
lacked the mental capacity to understand PrSsangika.) Given these assumptions, which require 
Dge lugs pa exegetes to overlook differences in thought, style, etc. among different texts and 
authors, it is important to weigh their interpretations carefully and make clear the distinctions 
between their words and those of the texts they are considering.
16 Robert P. Carroll, When Prophecy Failed (New York: Seabury, 1979), p. 124.
17 Robert A. Wicklund and Jack W. Brehm, Perspectives on Cognitive Dissonance (New 
Jersey: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, 1976), p. 2.
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teachings are in conflict. Rather, Paramarthasamudgata is asking 
Buddha to provide explanations that will show a way to reconcile 
the doctrinal conflicts broyght about by the teachings concerning 
non-entityness, etc., which appear to contradict his teachings on the 
aggregates, etc. This process of conflicts between old doctrines and 
paradigms and new paradigms and resolutions operates in all living 
religions, in which changing historical circumstances and new 
paradigms (such as the teachings on non-entityness) lead to cogni­
tive conflicts. Unless these conflicts prove fatal to the religion, new 
paradigms and resolutions will be formulated to reduce the disso­
nance, but these often contain problems of their own, which in turn 
lead to further developments in religious paradigms and doctrines. 
Throughout this process of adaptation and innovation, the members 
of a religion will also strive to remain faithful to their tradition, 
and the dialectic of adaptation and continuity governs the process 
of development of religious organizations. As George Lindbeck 
describes this process, “Anomalies accumulate, old categories fail, 
and with luck or skill...new concepts are found that better serve to 
account for the data. If they are not found, the consequences can be 
intellectually and religiously traumatic.”18 All religious traditions 
undergo change, but at the same time struggle to retain their iden­
tity, and disagreements about which adjustments are appropriate are 
part of the hermeneutical process. According to Gadamer,

[t]he hermeneutical problem only emerges clearly when there is no power­
ful tradition present to absorb one's own attitude into itself and when one is 
aware of confronting an alien tradition to which he has never belonged or 
one he no longer unquestioningly accepts.19

Although Gadamer’s statement of the problem is perhaps too 
strong for this situation (since there is no evidence that the tradition 
itself is being called into question, but only that conflicting doc­
trines are being reconciled), it does hint at the problem that the

11 George Lindbeck, The Nature o f Doctrine (Philadelphia: Westminster Press. 1984), p. 8.
19 HansOeorg Gadamer, Philosophical Hermeneutics, tr. David E. Linge (Berkeley: Univers­
ity of California Press, 1976), p. 46.
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sütra is addressing, that of a perceived cognitive dissonance be­
tween two sets of teachings that was apparently strong enough to 
prompt the question raised by Paramarthasamudgata and to require 
new hermeneutical strategies and innovations in vocabulary to 
alleviate the problem. The tone of the questioning indicates, how­
ever, that the text was written at a time when traditional authority 
was still decisive, and there is no perceived need to reject the au­
thority of Buddha because some of his teachings are in conflict.

Innovations in vocabulary are often attempts to reconcile ap­
parent conflicts through proposing new terminology that either 
provides greater precision in making doctrinal distinctions or that 
enables sets of conflicting doctrines to be reconciled by means of 
the new terminology. The solution proposed by the Sütra Explain­
ing the Thought does both by introducing the vocabulary of the 
three “non-entitynesses” (ngo bo nyid med pa, nihsvabhava) of 
phenomena and the three “characters” (mtshan nyid, laksana) of 
phenomena and stating that when Buddha gave his earlier teachings 
he was thinking of these.

Paramarthasamudgata, thinking of three types of non-entityness of [phe­
nomena]— the non-existence of an entityness in terms of character, the non­
existence of an entityness in terms of production, and an ultimate non- 
entityness— I taught, ‘All phenomena are without entityness.’20

He expands on this statement by equating each of these non-entity­
nesses with one of the three characters of phenomena.

Paramarthasamudgata, if you ask, ‘What is the non-entityness in terms of 
character of phenomena’, [1 reply,] ‘It is the imputational character.’ Why? 
It is thus: that [imputational character] is a character posited by nominal 
terminology and does not subsist by way of its own character. Therefore, it 
is said to be ‘without entityness in terms of character.’

Paramarthasamudgata, if you ask, ‘What is the non-entityness in terms 
of production of phenomena,’ [I reply,] ‘It is that which is the other-depen­
dent nature of phenomena.’ Why? It is thus: Those [other-dependent phe­
nomena] arise through the force of other conditions and not by themselves; 
therefore, they are said to be ‘without entityness in terms of production.’

20 Stog p. 47.3; D p. 32.7.
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“Paramarthasamudgata, if you ask, ‘What is the ultimate non-entityness 
of phenomena,’ [I reply,] ‘Those dependently arisen phenomena that are 
without entityness due to being without entityness in terms of production 
are [also without entityness due to being] without the entityness of the 
ultimate.’ Why? Paramarthasamudgata, I teach that that which is the object 
of observation for purification in phenomena is the ‘ultimate’, and since the 
other-dependent character is not the object of observation for purification, it 
is said to be ‘without the entityness of the ultimate.’

[Moreover,] Paramarthasamudgata, that which is the thoroughly estab­
lished character of phenomena is also called the ‘ultimate non-entityness.’ 
Why? Paramarthasamudgata, that which in phenomena is the selflessness 
of phenomena is called their ‘non-entityness’. It is the ultimate, and since 
the ultimate is distinguished by [being] the non-entityness of all phenom­
ena, it is called the ‘ultimate non-entityness’.21

The use of the term “character” to describe each of these non-enti- 
tynesses is reminiscent of the use of the same term to describe the 
ultimate (don dam pa, paramartha) in relation to compounded phe­
nomena ( ’dus byas, samskrta) in the discussion of the ultimate in 
the first four chapters of the sutra. In these chapters, the ultimate is 
described as being a characteristic or quality of phenomena, and so 
it is not surprising that in the seventh chapter the ultimate (which is 
equated with the thoroughly established character and the self­
lessness of phenomena) is again described in this way. In the above 
quoted passage, Buddha also describes two other characters of phe­
nomena, the imputational character (kun brtags pa 'i mtshan nyid, 
parikalpita-laksana) and the other-dependent character (gzhan gyi 

dbang gi mtshan nyid, paratantra-laksana), and he indicates that, 
like the ultimate, these are aspects in terms of which phenomena 
can be viewed and which are characteristics of compounded things. 
As Stephen Kaplan has noted, these are not ontological realities, 
but rather aspects of phenomena in terms of which things can be 
experienced.

The Yogacara doctrine of the three svabhavas is not intended to divide the 
world into three distinct and separate ontological domains. Rather, the three

21 Stog p. 47.4; D p. 33.1.
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nature doctrine is intended to indicate that there is only one world and it can 
be known—experienced— in three ways.22

The ultimate is described in the sutra as being a quality of phenom­
ena that can be conceptually distinguished from the things that it 
characterizes and that can be discussed separately (like a conch and 
its white color) although they cannot be separated ontologically. 
This does not seem to be true of the case of the relation between 
imputational characters described in the sutra and compounded 
phenomena, however, since the sutra’s discussion of imputational 
characters describes them as being completely unreal, like a sky- 
flower, and as being merely posited by terms and thought.23 The

22 Stephen Kaplan. “A Holographic Alternative to a Traditional Yogacara Simile: Analysis of 
Vasubandhu's Trisvabháva Doctrine”, EB #23, 1990, p. 59.
23 I qualify my discussion of imputational natures with the phrase “as described in the sutra” 
on the basis of an important point made by Tsong kha pa, which is that the sútra hints that not 
all imputations are non-existent. Tsong kha pa divides imputations into two types, existent 
and non-existent, and Jeffrey Hopkins points out that if there were no existent imputations this 
would contradict the sútra's statement on Stog p. 59.2 that some beings develop a view of 
nihilism that causes them mistakenly to think that all phenomena do not exist, and this leads 
them to deprecate each of the three characters of phenomena, including the imputational charac­
ter. If some imputations did not exist it would be impossible to deprecate imputations, since a 
person who viewed them as non-existent would be correct. According to Tsong kha pa {Legs 
bshad snying po , Samath ed., p. 13.11), when the sutra compares imputations to sky-flowers 
(which are completely non-existent), this “ is an example of their merely being imputed by 
thought and is not an example of their not occuring among objects of knowledge”. It should 
not be taken to mean that they are completely non-existent like sky-flowers. Hopkins points 
out that space, for example (which is defined in the sütra as “a mere absence of the entityness 
of forms” that “pervades everywhere”), is an imputation that exists, and the sütra's references to 
it treat it as such. Moreover, it must belong to the class of imputations, since it is described as 
being uncompounded (and so it cannot be an other-powered nature, since these are compounded 
in the sense of being produced by other causes and conditions), but it is not a thoroughly es­
tablished nature (since the sutra states that a thoroughly established nature must be an object of 
observation for purification, and space is not). Since it is described as pervading everywhere, it 
must exist, since it is incomprehensible that something that is all-pervasive is also non-exis­
ten t For a discussion of Buddhist understandings of the term “space”, see Thomas E. Wood, 
Mind Only: A Philosophical and Doctrinal Analysis o f the Vijñánavada (Honolulu: University 
of Hawaii Press, 1991), p. 246 n. 17.

To return to our previous point, however, the descriptions of imputations in the sútra char­
acterize them as non-existent, but the sütra's statement thal a view which treats all imputations 
as completely non-existent is mistaken indicates that it agrees with Tsong kha pa’s point that 
there are some that do exist, although it does not elaborate on this. Nor does it indicate any 
examples of existent imputations. For this reason, I have chosen to limit the extension of the 
discussion of imputations to those specifically mentioned in the sutra in order to leave open 
the possibility that some imputations are not completely non-existent.
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overall impression that the sutra gives is that the imputational char­
acters it describes are conceptual overlays falsely attributed to 
things, like the hairs and so forth seen by people with faulty vision 
or the yellow hue that colors the perceptions of people with jaun­
dice. In the verses at the end of chapter six, imputational characters 
are described as being “phenomena that have a non-existent charac­
ter”, and Byang chub rdzu ’phrul asserts that they are “utterly non­
existent in terms of both truths”.24

Although they are perceived, the state of affairs that they indi­
cate is merely a deception caused by misconceptions, and so, while 
the ultimate is described as being an essential and inseparable qual­
ity of a thing (like the color of a conch), there would seem to be no 
reason that the imputational characters described in the sutra could 
not be eliminated without changing the ontological status of the 
things to which they are attributed (as, for instance, if the condition 
that causes a person with jaundice to see things as yellow is re­
moved, that person will no longer perceive them as having a yel­
low hue, but the elimination of the false conception of yellowness 
will not eliminate the objects that one had previously perceived as 
being yellow). Buddha describes the relation between the three 
characters as follows:

The imputational character is to be viewed as being like the faults of 
clouded vision that exist in the eye of a person who has clouded vision. It 
is like this: For example, the other-dependent character is to be viewed as 
being like the signs of clouded vision of that very [being], which appear as: 
the signs of a hair-net, or flies, or sesame seeds; or an appearance of either 
a sign of blue, a sign of yellow, a sign of red, or a sign of white....When 
the eyes of just that very being become purified and faults of clouded 
vision that have formed in the eyes do not exist, the thoroughly established 
character is to be viewed as being like the object of operation which is the 
natural object of operation of that person’s eyes.25

This passage indicates that the imputational character as described 
in the sutra is something falsely or mistakenly attributed to other-

14 Stog p. 44.5; D p. 30.7; Byang chub rdzu 'phrul. vol. cho (205), p. 213.5.
23 S iogp. 41.1; D p . 28.2.
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dependent phenomena, but that when one views the thoroughly 
established character imputations no longer appear. The sutra ex­
plains that this is because the thoroughly established character is an 
“object of observation for purification”, which according to the 
sutra means that it is an object that when meditated on serves to 
eliminate obstructions. In the context of the discussion of the three 
characters, this means that when one takes the thoroughly estab­
lished character as one’s object of observation, this can serve to 
eliminate the false views of imputations. Buddha continues,26

That which is the non-establishment— of the objects of activity of concep­
tuality, that is to say, the foundations of imputational characters and those 
which have the signs of compounded phenomena— as that imputational 
character, that which is just the absence of entityness of only that [imputa­
tional] nature, that which is the absence of a self of phenomena, which is 
suchness, the object of observation for purification, is the thoroughly estab­
lished character.

In other words, the thoroughly established character, the ultimate 
truth, is an absence of a quality that is attributed to other-dependent 
characters. This quality, the imputational character, is a conceptual 
overlay that people mistakenly attribute to other-dependent phe­
nomena, although in reality they do not possess this quality. More­
over, the attribution of the imputational character is not merely er­

roneous; it is also psychically and spiritually harmful and is an ob­
struction that prevents progress on the Buddhist path.

Buddha then elaborates on his earlier discussion of imputational 
characters as being “non-entitynesses in terms of character” by 
stating that when he spoke of all phenomena as being unproduced, 
unceasing, and quiescent from the start it was in consideration of 
the fact that imputational characters do not exist by way of their 
own character, and so they cannot be said to be produced. Since 
they are not produced, they cannot cease, and so they are also 

“quiescent from the start”. He adds that the ultimate is also unpro­
duced and so forth because it does not arise in dependence upon

26 Stog p. 64.3; D p. 45.7.
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causes and conditions, is not compounded, and is just the absence 
of a self of phenomena. The selflessness of phenomena is always 
the true nature of phenomena, never changes into something else, is 
devoid of all obstructions, and so it also is quiescent from the start 
and by nature in a state of nirvana. Thus, Buddha tells 
Paramarthasamudgata,27

Thinking of the ultimate non-entityness that is distinguished by [being] the 
selflessness of phenomena, I taught, ‘AH phenomena are unproduced, un­
ceasing, quiescent from the start, and by nature in a state of nirvána.’ Why? 
It is thus: the reality, the uncompoundedness, the freedom from ail obstruc­
tions in phenomena, which is the ultimate non-entityness and which is dis­
tinguished by [being] the selflessness of phenomena, abides in permanent, 
permanent time and everlasting, everlasting time. That which abides in per­
manent, permanent time and everlasting, everlasting time, due to [being] 
just that reality, is uncompounded. Because it is uncompounded, it is not 
produced. It is unceasing. Because it is devoid of all obstructions, it is qui­
escent from the start. That is by nature in a state of nirvana. Therefore, also 
thinking of the ultimate non-entityness that is distinguished by [being] the 
selflessness of phenomena, I taught, ‘AH phenomena are unproduced, un­
ceasing, are quiescent from the start, and are by nature in a state of 
nirvana.’

These passages indicate the outlines of how Buddha explains the 
thought behind his statements that all phenomena are unproduced 
and so forth. He states that when he made these pronounčements he 
was thinking of specific aspects of phenomena, and his remarks 
were made with reference to these, although he did not explicitly 
make this point. Thus, although he made sweeping statements that 
“all phenomena are unproduced, do not cease, are quiescent from 
the stan, and are by nature in a state of nirvna”, he was thinking 
of specific ways in which phenomena are unproduced and so forth. 
The vocabulary innovations of the three characters and three non- 

entitynesses indicate the thought behind his earlier statements and 
provide models in terms of which the contradictions implicit in 
them can be reconciled.

17 Slog p. 49.6; D p. 34.7.
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Thus, Buddha indicates that when he declared that all phenom­
ena are unproduced he was thinking that the imputational charac­
ters described in the sutra are unproduced in the sense that they are 
without entityness in terms of character and are like a sky-flower 

(which is completely non-existent), and so they cannot be said to 
be produced. Other-dependent phenomena are unproduced in the 
sense that they are not produced by their own power, but require 
other causes and conditions for their production. The thoroughly 
established character is unproduced in the sense that it is uncom­
pounded and is just the selflessness of phenomena, which does not 
come into being due to causes and conditions and is always the 
final nature of phenomena. Looked at in these ways, these three 

characters are said to be “unproduced”, and if they are unproduced 
they must also be unceasing (since they are not produced in the 
first place), and so they can also be said to be “quiescent from the 
start” and “by nature in a state of nirvana”. Byang chub rdzu ’phrul 
comments that

the imputational character is a character that is posited in the manner of 
names and terminology but is not posited by way of its own character; 
therefore, since it is utterly non-existent in terms of both truths, it is a non- 
entityness due to being a non-entityness in terms of character. The other- 
dependent character is produced by the power of other conditions but is not 
[produced] by way of its nature; therefore—since it exists merely [like] a 
magician’s illusions in terms of conventional truths— it is a non-entityness 
due to being a non-entityness in terms of production, and— since it does 
not have ultimate non-entityness because it is not an object of observation 
for purification— it is not an ultimate non-entityness because it is not an 
ultimate truth; thus, it is a non-entityness. Also, the thoroughly established 
character is the ultimate, and the ultimate is distinguished by being the non 
entityness of all phenomena, and— because it is both the ultimate truth and 
a non-entityness—it is a non-entityness due to being the ultimate non-enti­
tyness.28

Paramarthasamudgata expands on Buddha’s answer by stating that 
Buddha had a thought behind his earlier teachings and that when he 
spoke of the non-entityness in terms of character of phenomena he

28 Byang chub rdzu ‘phrul. vol. cho (205 ). p. 213.5.
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was referring to imputational characters, which are merely imputed 
by names and terminology and have no real mode of subsistence. 
When he said that phenomena lack entityness in terms of produc­
tion he was speaking of other-dependent characters, which serve as 
the bases of imputations. These lack entityness in terms of produç- 
tion in the sense that they depend upon other causes and conditions 
for their production and are not produced autonomously.

The vocabulary innovations of the three non-entitynesses and 
the three characters allow the Sutra Explaining the Thought to rec­
oncile the apparent conflict of Buddha’s earlier statements and to 
provide an exegetical model by means of which one can posit the 
thought behind them. As Paramarthasamudgata explains it,

I offer the meaning of what the Bhagavan said as follows: Those which are 
posited by nominal terminology—to the objects of activity of conceptuality, 
that is to say, the foundations of imputational characters and those which 
have the signs of compounded phenomena—as the character of entities 
[such as] ‘form aggregate* or attributes [such as ‘the production of form*] 
and that which is posited through nominal terminology as the character of 
entities or the character of attributes [such as] ‘the production of the form 
aggregate,* ‘the cessation [of the form aggregate],’ ‘the abandonment and 
knowledge [of the form aggregate]* are imputational characters. In depen­
dence upon those, the Bhagavan designated the non-entityness, in terms of 
character, of phenomena.

Those which are the objects of activity of conceptuality, that is to say, 
the foundations of imputational characters and those which have the signs 
of compounded phenomena, are other-dependent characters. In dependence 
upon those, the Bhagavan designated the non-entityness, in terms of pro­
duction, of phenomena, and, in addition, [designated] the non-entityness in 
terms of the ultimate....

That which is the non-establishment—of the objects of activity of con­
ceptuality, that is to say, the foundations of imputational characters and 
those which have the signs of compounded phenomena— as that imputa­
tional character, that which is just the absence of entityness of only that 
[imputational] nature, that which is the absence of a self of phenomena, 
which is suchness, the object of observation for purification, is the thor­
oughly established character. In dependence upon that, the Bhagavan, in 
addition, designated the ultimate non-entityness of phenomena.

Just as this is applied to the form aggregate, so this should be applied 
similarly to the remaining aggregates. Just as this is applied to the aggre­
gates, so this should be applied similarly to each of the sense spheres that 
are the twelve sense spheres. This should be applied similarly to each of the 
limbs of existence that are the twelve limbs of existence. This should be
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applied similarly to each of the sustenances that are the four sustenances. 
This should be applied similarly to each of the constituents that are the six 
constituents and the eighteen constituents.29

As a strategy for interpreting Buddha’s teachings, this has a wide 
range of application, since the aggregates, sense-spheres, and so 
forth include all phenomena. As a framework for interpreting cog­
nitive experience, it also has wide-ranging applications. In laying 
out the terminology of the three non-entitynesses and the three 
characters, the Samdhinirmocana-sutra has provided a way to rec­
oncile apparently contradictory statements, and it also provides 
what could be called an “epistemological hermeneutic” that could 
apply to a broad spectrum of cognitive phenomena. I use the term 
“epistemological hermeneutic” to describe this model because it 
outlines a framework for interpreting the presuppositions, veracity 
(truth value, reliability, validity), and nature of knowledge and a 
way of categorizing cognitive experience. For example, the sutra’s 
categorization of imputational characters as false conceptions 
superimposed on other-dependent phenomena is a description of a 
particular way of perceiving and relating to our surroundings, one 
that is determined by false conceptions of reality that influence 
how and what we experience. The sutra itself implicitly makes this 
connection, which indicates that its teachings have ramifications 
beyond the limited goal of reconciling the two sets of teachings 

mentioned above.
Thus, the sutra’s statements that imputational characters are 

attributed to other-dependent phenomena in terms of names and 
conceptions is a description of how most people view reality, and 
when one’s understanding is structured in terms of mistaken con­
ceptual imputations one could be said to be apprehending reality on 
the level of the mistaken imputational characters described in the 
sutra. Such apprehension is erroneous, misunderstands the true na­
ture of the objects of one’s experience, and involves attributing to

29 Slog p. 63.6; D p. 44.3.
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objects qualities that they lack. Wonch’uk makes this point when 

he writes,

Why is it called ‘imputational’? Because conceptual mental consciousness, 
having immeasurable aspects, just gives rise to error, it is termed ‘imputa­
tional’. Because while [phenomena] do not truly have their own character it 
merely conceptually apprehends [them] in that way, it is [called] ‘im- 
putational’.30

As a description of a particular way of experiencing, this indicates 
that when one’s perceptions operate on the level of imputational 
characters, one engages in superimposing qualities onto phenomena 
that they do not possess. When, however, one understands com­
pounded phenomena as being produced in dependence upon causes 
and conditions, one apprehends them in terms of the other-depen­
dent character, which refers to a phenomenon’s being produced by 
causes and conditions. As Buddha describes this character in chap­
ter six of the sutra.

The other-dependent character of phenomena... is just the dependent arising 
of phenomena. It is thus: Because this exists, that arises; because this is 
produced, that is produced.31

A person who understands compounded phenomena in terms of the 
other-dependent character perceives them as being produced by 
other causes and conditions and does not imagine that they are pro­
duced by way of their own nature. This represents a significant ad­
vance in understanding and indicates that one has eliminated some 
of the false conceptions in terms of which one previously perceived 
things.32

30 Wonch'uk, vol. ti (118), p. 496.4.
31 Slog p. 40.5; D p. 27.6.
32 This conception of the other-dependent character is at odds with the presentation of the 
three natures in Ian Charles Harris’ work. The Continuity o f Madhyamaka and Yogdcara in 
Indian Mahayana Buddhism (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1991. p. 106), in which he contends that the 
other-dependent is so named in the Samdhinirmocana because “the first characteristic [i.e., the 
imputational] is dependent upon it and it acts as the support for the imagined characteristic". 
As we have seen, the sutra clearly indicates that it is called “other-dependent” because it de­
pends on other cause and conditions, not because something other depends on it.
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The next decisive advance in understanding comes when one 
perceives the non-existence of imputational characters that were 
previously superimposed onto other-dependent phenomena. At this 
point, one perceives objects in a manner that is free from certain 
types of mistaken imputations. One overcomes the afflictions that 
resulted from previous misunderstanding of the true nature of phe­
nomena through taking to mind the thoroughly established charac­
ter, which is said to be the ultimate non-entityness and an object of 
observation for purification of obstructions.

In its presentation of the level of understanding attained by 
those who perceive phenomena in terms of the thoroughly estab­
lished character, the sutra describes the broad outlines of the sort of 
realization that can free sentient beings from the illusions which 
mire them in ignorance and delusion. When we perceive the non­
existence of the imputational characters that were superimposed 
onto other-dependent phenomena, then we can perceive objects in 
terms of the ultimate truth, because the fact that phenomena are 
utterly devoid of imputational characters is the ultimate truth. One 

who perceives the absence of imputational characters that are 
imputed to other-dependent phenomena knows the ultimate.

The applicability of the three characters schema to cognitive 
experience indicates the range of the hermeneutical theory of the 
Sutra Explaining the Thought. The intent of the discussions of 
strategies of interpretation presented in the text is not simply to 
provide guidelines for interpreting certain texts and teachings, but 
to suggest new ways of viewing the world which, if properly 
understood, can radically transform one’s consciousness and over­
turn deeply rooted misconceptions about the nature of reality. This 
attitude accords with Ricoeur’s idea that the world is the ultimate 
referent of a text,33 since the aim of Buddhist teachings is to bring 
about the elimination of one’s illusions and misconceptions about

33 Paul Ricoeur, Interpretation Theory (Fort Worth: Texas Christian University Press, 1976), 
pp. 36-7.
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the world and to replace them with understanding that accords with 
reality. This focus has been noted with respect to Buddhist herme­
neutics by Etienne Lamotte, who states that sound hermeneutics in 
Buddhism is based not on theoretical understanding, but on direct 
knowledge of reality.34 This is certainly true of the Sutra Explain­
ing the Thought, which stresses the importance of direct personal 
understanding and the soteriological benefits gained by those who 

contemplate its teachings.
The hermeneutical principles outlined in the Sutra Explaining 

the Thought are not merely guidelines for textual exegesis; rather, 
the goal of Buddhist doctrine is to present guidelines for re-inter­
preting all of one’s experience, to reorient one’s perceptions and 
understandings in such a way that one is no longer confused and 
deluded by false appearances and mistaken conceptions. In this 
sense, the referents of Buddhist teachings are the world and one’s 
perceptions of it.

Of course, the same claim could be made for many (or perhaps 
most) religious texts, but I think that the distinctive feature of the 
Samdhinirmocana-sutra  is its presentation of a comprehensive 
worldview in terms of which Buddhist practitioners are to interpret 
all aspects of their experience and reorient their attitudes and per­
ceptions. Other Buddhist texts, such as the corpus of texts that out­
line the rules of monastic discipline, also provide guidelines for 
changing one’s lifestyle and reorienting one’s thinking, but the 
Satndhinirmocana proposes a model for fundamental and compre­
hensive restructuring of the worldviews and cognitions of the 
trainees of the sutra that if fully actualized will profoundly influ­
ence every aspect of cognitive experience. This attitude is reflected 
in the sutra in Buddha’s explanations of the cognitive and existen­
tial ramifications of his teachings on the three non-entitynesses and 
the three characters:

14 £tienne Lamoue, “The Assessment of Textual Interpretation in Buddhism", in Buddhist 
Hermeneutics, p. 23.
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The Tathagata teaches them doctrines stemming from non-entitynesses in 
terms of character and ultimate non-entitynesses in order that [those beings] 
become averse toward all compounded phenomena, become separated from 
desire, become completely released, pass beyond the afflictions that are the 
afflictive emotions, pass beyond the afflictions that are actions, and so that 
they pass beyond the afflictions that are lifetimes. Because, hearing these 
doctrines, they do not conceive other-dependent characters to be the impu- 
tational character, they believe and understand non-entitynesses in terms of 
production [that is to say, other-dependent phenomena] to be without the 
entity of character and without the entity of the ultimate, whereupon they 
realize, just as it is, [the other-dependent nature]....On this basis, they 
develop aversion toward all compounded phenomena, become completely 
free from desire, become completely released, and become released from 
the afflictive afflictions, the afflictions that are actions, and the afflictions 
that are lifetimes. With respect to that, Paramarthasamudgata, through just 
this path and through just this procedure, even sentient beings who have 
the lineage of the Hearer vehicle attain the unsurpassed accomplishment 
and blissful nirvana. Through just this path and through just this procedure, 
sentient beings who have the lineage of the Solitary Realizer vehicle and 
those who have the lineage of the Tathagata vehicle attain the unsurpassed 
accomplishment and blissful nirvana.35

As this passage indicates, Buddha’s intention in presenting the 
terminological innovations of the three non-entitynesses and the 
three characters is not only to provide an exegetical schema 
through which contradictions in his earlier statements can be rec­
onciled, but also to facilitate a reorientation of the perceptions of 
sentient beings whose understanding of reality is mistaken. The ul­
timate aim expressed in this passage is a soteriological one, involv­
ing first overcoming misconceptions, desires, and afflictions 
through eliminating the wrong views that give rise to them and 
then leading those who follow this training to a transformation of 
the way they view reality that culminates in the attainment of 

nirvana.

35 Slog p. 53.3; D p. 37.3.
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THE THREE WHEELS OF DOCTRINE

The discussion of the thought behind Buddha’s conflicting teach­
ings is further developed by Paramarthasamudgata in a section near 
the end of the seventh chapter where he characterizes the doctrinal 
differences in Buddha’s teachings in terms of “wheels of doctrine” 
(chos kyi ’khor lo, dharma-cakra). In what appears to be a summary 
of the discussion of the doctrinal conflicts caused by Buddha’s 
teachings asserting the non-entityness and so forth of phenomena 
and the resolutions proposed by the vocabulary innovations of the 
three characters and the three non-entitynesses, he indicates that 
Buddha has given specific teachings to certain groups of trainees, 
and he implies that each group was presented with teachings that 
conform to its level of understanding. The first wheel of doctrine 
that he describes consists of teachings spoken at the Deer Park in 
Samath, which were given to Hearers (nyan thos, sravaka) and 
which were primarily articulated in terms of the four noble truths.

Initially, in the area of Varanasi in the Deer Park [called] ‘Sage’s Alight­
ing’, the Bhagavan turned a wheel of doctrine for those who were en­
gaged in the Hearer vehicle, fantastic and marvelous, which none— god 
or human—had turned in a similar fashion in the world, through teaching 
the aspects of the four noble truths.!

Paramarthasamudgata states that this wheel of doctrine “is surpass- 
able, provides an opportunity [for refutation], is of interpretable 
meaning, and serves as a basis for dispute.”2 The description of 
these teachings indicates that they include Buddha’s teachings con­
cerning the aggregates and so forth and that they were presented for 
a particular group for a particular purpose. An underlying assump­
tion behind this description is that Buddha taught them such doc-

1 Slog p. 69.4; D p. 48.5.
2 Slog p. 69.6: D p. 48.7.
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trines for their own benefit, although they did not represent his final 
thought and thus were of interpretable meaning.

The second wheel of doctrine consists of teachings given to 
Maháyánists in which Buddha taught that phenomena lack entity- 
ness, are unproduced, do not cease, are quiescent from the start, and 
are by nature in a state of nirvana. These teachings are not correct 
on the literal level, however, and need to be explained in terms of 
the three types of non-entityness of phenomena.

During the second period, based on the absence of entity ness of phenom­
ena and based on the absence of production, the absence of cessation, 
quiescence from the start, and [the fact that phenomena] are by nature in a 
state of nirvana, the Bhagavan turned a second wheel of doctrine, for 
those engaged in the Great Vehicle, very fantastic and marvelous, in an 
elaborative way. Furthermore, that wheel of doctrine turned by the Bha­
gavan is surpassable, provides an opportunity [for refutation], is of inter­
pretable meaning, and serves as a basis for dispute.3

This passage indicates that the second wheel consists of Buddha's 
statements that all phenomena lack entityness, production, etc., 
which were the source of the doctrinal conflicts discussed above. 
These teachings appeared to contradict his earlier teachings regard­
ing the aggregates, etc., teachings that were spoken with reference 
to “aspects of the four noble truths”. As Bio bzang dkon mchog ex­
plains the doctrinal conflict,

The middle turning of the wheel indicated [in the Samdhinirmocana-sü- 
tra]— the Maháyána sütras on the profound, the perfection of wisdom—is 
not literal because, thinking of the non-entityness of the first of the three 
natures— imputations, other-dependent natures, and thoroughly estab­
lished natures— and thinking of the non-entityness in terms of production 
of the second [i.e., other-dependent natures], and thinking of the ultimacy 
and non-entityness of the third [i.e., thoroughly established natures, Bud­
dha] said that all phenomena lack entityness. Therefore [the middle 
wheel] is not suitable to be literal because in that case [Buddha] would 
have spoken deprecadngly of all three natures.4

Since the teachings presented in the second wheel were not accept­
able on the literal level, Buddha turns a third “wheel of doctrine” in

3 Stog p. 69.7; D p. 48.7.
4 Bio bzang dkon mchog (in his Grub mtha' risa ba’i tshig tik shel dkar me long, a word 
commentary on 'Jam dbyangs bzhad pa's Great Exposition o f Tenets; Grub mtha’ chen mo; 
Delhi: Chophel Legden, 1978), p. 123.2; tr. Jeffrey Hopkins, unpublished manuscript, p. 207.
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the Sütra Explaining the Thought in which he introduces new vo­
cabulary and doctrines (for example, the three characters and the 
three wheels) that provide the keys to understanding the thought 
behind his earlier teachings for those of his followers who had been 
confused by his second wheel teachings and who saw them as being 
in conflict with the teachings of the first wheel.

During the third period, based on the absence of entityness of phenomena 
and based on the absence of production, the absence of cessation, quies­
cence from the start, and [the fact that phenomena] are by nature in a state 
of nirvana, the Bhagavan turned a third wheel of doctrine for those who 
are engaged in all vehicles, extremely fantastic and marvelous, through 
the distinctiveness of thorough differentiation. This wheel of doctrine is 
unsurpassable, does not provide an opportunity [for refutation], is of 
definitive meaning, and does not serve as a basis for dispute.5

According to these passages, both the second and third wheels are 
“based on the absence of entityness of phenomena and based on 
their absence of production” and so forth, which indicates that the 
focus of both is the same set of teachings, but the second wheel is 
described as being of interpretable meaning, while the third wheel is 
of definitive meaning. The third wheel is described by Paramartha- 
samudgata as the wheel in which Buddha teaches “through the dis­
tinctiveness of thorough differentiation” because in this wheel 
Buddha explains what he was thinking of when he gave the teach­
ings of the middle wheel. He differentiates the three non-entity- 

nesses and indicates that the first two wheels are of interpretable 
meaning while the third is of definitive meaning.6 Dpal ’byor Ihun 
grub comments that third wheel teachings are “unsurpassable” (bla 
na ma mchis pa, anuttara) because there are no sútras of definitive 
meaning that are superior to them. They “do not provide an oppor­
tunity [for refutation]” (skabs ma mchis pa, anavakasa) because 
there is no opportunity for opponents validly to dispute them in

5 Stogp. 70.3; D p .49.2.
6 It should be noted that this distinction between interpretable and definitive teachings is not 
unique to the Samdhinirmocana-sutra and is found at least as early as Ahguttara 1.60. For a 
discussion of these terms, see £tienne Lamotte, “The Assessment of Textual Interpretation in 
Buddhism", p. 17 and David S. Ruegg, “AJlusiveness and Obliqueness in Buddhist Texts", 
especially pp. 297-9.



terms of the literal readings of the teachings. They are of “definitive 
meaning” (nges pa’i don, nitartha) because they “need not be inter­
preted as something else and are definitive as that meaning” (’d i'i 
don gzhan du drang mi dgos shing don der nges p a ’o).1 Tsong kha 
pa comments that the statement that the third wheel does not 
involve controversy

should be taken as [meaning] that since the [sutra] indicates the existence 
or non-existence of entityness, there is no place for controversy when 
scholars analyze whether the meaning of the sutra is or is not delineated 
in that way.®

W onch’uk9 states that the first wheel includes doctrines in which 
Buddha “thoroughly teaches the causes and effects of cyclic exis­
tence and nirvana in the Deer Park for those inclined toward the 
Hearer vehicle; this is ‘the wheel of doctrine of the four truths’.” 
The second wheel includes “teachings of the superior Perfection of 
Wisdom [Sutras] to sixteen congregations at the Vulture Peak and 
so forth to those who are inclined toward the Bodhisattva vehicle; 
this is the wheel of doctrine of absence of character” (mtshan nyid 
m edpa’i chos kyi 'khor lo). The teachings of the third wheel, how­
ever, are those teachings that are for “those inclined toward all 
vehicles”.

Because in this sutra the meaning of the very profound and hidden 
thought of all of the three vehicles which is difficult to unravel is revealed 
and clearly indicated, it is called '[Sutra] Explaining the Profound 
Thought'}0

These third wheel teachings, according to Wonch’uk, are taught 
both in pure lands such as Padmagarbha (padma'i snyingpo) and in 
impure places. The main example of such teachings is the Sutra 
Explaining the Thought, and Wonch’uk states that such teachings 
are called “the Mahayana wheel of doctrine of definitive meaning” 
(nges pa'i don theg pa chen po'i chos kyi 'khor lo). He adds that the
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1 Legs bshad snying po 'i ilka' 'grel bsian pa 'i sgron me (Buxaduan Sera Monastery, 1968), 
p. 31.5.
8 Legs bshad snying po, Samath ed., p. 27.4.
9 Wonch’uk, vol. (i (118), p. 4.2.
10 Wonch'uk, vol. li (118), p. 4.7.
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teachings of this vehicle “are the thought of the teachings of
Tathagatas.”11 In his discussion of the sutra’s statements concerning
the three wheels in the seventh chapter, he states:

Those teachings of the four truths are teachings spoken in the first 
[period]. Those teachings of absence of character are teachings of the 
second period. Those complete and perfect teachings of reasonings of 
existence or non-existence—stemming from the three types of entityness, 
the three types of non-entityness, and so forth— are teachings of the third 
period....The first wheel teaches that [phenomena] are existent while 
holding back [the doctrine of] emptiness; the second wheel teaches that 
[phenomena] are empty while holding back [the doctrine of] existence, 
but the third wheel completely teaches reasonings of emptiness and exis­
tence; therefore, it is said to be of ‘definitive meaning’.12

The third wheel is said in the sutra to be beneficial for sentient 
beings who listen to these teachings and copy, memorize, and recite 
them and is said to produce spiritual benefits for all lineages of 
Buddhists, i.e., those of the Hearer, Solitary Realizer, and Bodhisat- 
tva vehicles. According to Dpal ’byor lhun grub, this wheel is 
taught “for the sake of taking care of trainees of the three lin­
eages'*,13 an idea that is also expressed in the concluding statement 
of the seventh chapter of the sutra, which contains an outline of the 
benefits received by those who were present when this chapter of 
the Sutra Explaining the Thought was taught.

When this teaching of the ultimate, the definitive meaning, was set forth,
600.000 beings generated the unsurpassed, completely perfect mind of 
enlightenment; 300,000 Hearers [attained] the eye of doctrine that, with 
respect to phenomena, is undefiled and free from stains; 150,000 Hearers 
released their minds from contaminations in terms of non-attachment;
75.000 Bodhisattvas attained the forbearance of the doctrine of non-pro­
duction.14

This passage indicates that part of the sutra’s claim to authoritative­
ness is based on the sensibleness and efficacy of its teachings. 
Through outlining the spiritual advances made by those in the audi­
ence who heard the teachings of the Samdhinirmocana, it indicates

11 Wonch’uk, vol. ti (118), p. 4.5.
12 Wonch’uk, vol. thi (119), p. 142.6.
13 Dpal ’byor lhun grub. Legs bshad snying po’i dka' 'grel bstan pa'i sgrort me, p. 30.3.
14 Slog p. 72.3; Dp. 50.6.
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that people reading this sutra should listen to and contemplate the 
teachings it presents because of the spiritual benefits to be derived 
from them.

The implicit claims of authoritativeness in the sütra also derive 
from a number of other sources. Throughout the text there are both 
implicit and explicit claims made by the sütra about its definitive­
ness. Beginning with the introduction, this is presented as a text for 
advanced practitioners, and the place where it is taught is described 
as being a vast celestial palace that reflects the supreme state of 
realization of the Buddha. In addition, the residents of the palace 
and the audience of the sütra are described as being very advanced 
practitioners, and the interlocutors (except for Subhüti) are Bodhi- 
sattvas who have attained a high level of understanding. (Subhüti is 
presumably a member of this august assembly because of being 
recognized in Pali literature as the most advanced of Buddha’s 
Hearer disciples in understanding of emptiness).

The authority of the Buddha and his teaching abilities are also 
important elements of the sútra’s implicit arguments for its authori­
tativeness. When the first two wheels are described, the audience is 
told that these wheels were taught for particular congregations, and 
behind this statement is the Maháyána Buddhist doctrine of “skill in 
means” (thabs la mkhas pa, upaya-kauéalya, an idea that is dis­
cussed in the ninth chapter of the sütra), which holds that Buddha 
teaches each individual or group what will be most beneficial.15 In 
addition, the Mahayana tradition in general views Buddha as omni­
scient (an idea that is discussed in the tenth chapter of the sütra), 

and so he is able to know precisely the nature of the predispositions 
of each individual and group and adapt his teachings accordingly. 
Thus, given the statements indicating that Buddha’s teachings of 
interpretable meaning in the first two wheels were concordant with 
the spiritual needs and predispositions of their respective audiences, 
the assembly present at the teaching of the Samdhinirmocana ap­
parently should conclude that, since Buddha teaches everyone what

15 For a discussion of (his idea in relation lo Buddhist hermeneutics, see £tienne Lamotte, 
“The Assessment of Textual Interpretation in Buddhism“, p. 21.
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is most beneficial, they should know that the doctrines they are 
hearing are ideally suited to them.

In general, Buddhism asks for a level of assent directly propor­
tioned to the evidence, and the implicit arguments of the text give 
Buddhists in the audience (and those who belong to traditions that 
hold the Samdhinirmocana to be authoritative) a number of reasons 
to accept it as definitive. The text is taught by Buddha, and the ap­
peal of the sütra is mainly based on his personal authority, but there 
are also implicit appeals based on the sensibleness of the sütra’s 
teachings. Although throughout the text Buddha simply declares the 
definitiveness of his teachings without arguing against rivál view­
points (including rival viewpoints that he himself had presented on 
other occasions), there is also an undercurrent of thought in the text 
that indicates that those in the audience will be convinced not only 
by the authority of the Buddha who is presenting the teachings but 
by their apparent persuasiveness. When the teachings of the first 
two wheels are said to be “surpassable”, of “interpretable meaning” 
and to serve as a “basis for dispute”, whereas the third wheel is “un­
surpassable”, of “definitive meaning” and does not serve as a “basis 
for dispute”, this indicates that the audience should find the third 
wheel teachings more compelling and convincing than those of the 
other two wheels. The sense of the reasonableness of the teachings 
of the sütra is also fostered by the presentation of analogies through­
out the text, which demonstrate the superiority of the sütra’s dis­
cussion of the ultimate in the first four chapters and its presentation 
of interpretable and definitive teachings in the seventh chapter.

The implicit claim of the sütra’s multi-faceted arguments for its 

own definitiveness—which is based on the personal authority of 
Buddha, the reasonableness of its doctrines, the persuasiveness of 
its analogies, as well as the sütra’s own claims of definitiveness— 
requires the assumptions that this is a teaching given by the 
supreme authority for Buddhists and that these teachings can effec­
tively reconcile the conceptual difficulties that arose from his earlier 
teachings and will advance the spiritual progress of those who em­
brace the worldview outlined in the sütra. Thus, the congregation
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that is listening to these new teachings (and later traditions that 
accept them as authoritative) have good reasons in a traditional con­
text for confidence in the teachings of the third wheel.

The qualification “in a traditional context’’ is an important one, 
since in Buddhism community, tradition, and authority are impor­
tant. Each interpretive community (such as the Yogacara school, 
which takes the Samdhinirmocana as authoritative) chooses which 
texts, persons, interpretations, and strategies are authoritative, and 
belonging to a particular inteipretive community involves at least in 
part accepting this framework as normative. Operating within a tra­
ditional context determines the sort of evidence on which one relies. 
If, for instance, one is a biblical fundamentalist, one will view the 
doctrine of virgin birth as being definitive, even though virginity 
and pregnancy are incompatible states of affairs. If the primary au­
thority is Buddha, then whatever he says will appear to a devout 
traditional Buddhist as possessing a high degree of authority. Given 
such an attitude, Buddhists will seek for interpretational schemas 
that accord with this assumption, and whatever momentary doubts 
they may entertain will be seen as being merely due to their own 
imperfections in understanding.

This attitude is expressed in a passage in the seventh chapter in 
which the reactions of various types of beings to the sutra’s teach­
ings are described. Some are criticized for thinking that the doc­
trines of the Samdhinirmocana are demonic in origin because they 
conflict with the teachings with which they are familiar, while oth­
ers are praised for accepting the new pronouncements with simple 
faith because they know that the sutra’s teachings are given by 
Buddha, and his teachings must be beneficial and authoritative, 
even if people of limited understanding cannot fathom how this can 
be so.

When those sentient beings...who are honest and have an honest nature, 
who are unable to remove conceptuality, who do not abide in holding 
their own view to be supreme hear this doctrine, although they do not un­
derstand, just as it is, this which I explained with a thought behind it, they 
develop belief and experience faith with respect to this doctrine. They 
believe: ‘These sutras are taught by the Tathagata, and are profound, bril-
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liantly profound, possessing [the doctrine of] emptiness, difficult to per­
ceive, difficult to understand, unanalyzable, not an object of activity of ar­
gumentation, known by the wise who finely analyze and by the dis­
cerning.’

Apprehending that they do not understand the meaning of those sütras 
and what they teach, they say: ‘The enlightenment of the Bhagavan is 
profound; the reality of phenomena is also profound; therefore, the Tathá- 
gata alone knows; we do not understand. The doctrine that is taught by 
the Tathágatas works on sentient beings by way of their various beliefs. 
Our understanding and perception are merely [like] cowprints [compared 
to that of the Tathágatas], whereas the Tathágata’s knowledge and per­
ception are infinite.’16

In other words, they understand that since these teachings (which 
appear to conflict with what they have previously heard) are taught 
by Buddha, they are authoritative, even if they are unable to com­
prehend them. They know that if they are unable to see the harmony 
of thought in Buddha’s contradictory statements, this is because 
their understanding is limited. Because of their attitude of reverence 
for the teachings and the Teacher, Buddha states that “on this basis, 
they advance by way of the collection of merit and advance by way 
of the collection of wisdom, and they also ripen their continuums, 
which were not [previously] ripened.”17

This passage presents an appeal to tradition and to the authority 
of Buddha and is apparently meant to convince people who might 
doubt the veracity of the teachings presented in the sutra. Those 
Buddhists who are convinced that the teachings of the Samdhinir- 
mocana are indeed spoken by Buddha will have strong reasons for 
accepting them as authoritative. A traditional Buddhist (or a tradi­
tionalist of any religion) will tend to accept even very questionable 
doctrines as being highly probable if they are supported by the 
evidence of the authority of the founder of the tradition. Based on 
such authority, Buddhists can accept Buddha’s teachings as being 
highly probable even if they see no way that they can be true and 
even if they appear to contradict other teachings. Thus, a traditional 
Buddhist can accept as true such apparently contradictory proposi­

14 Stog p. 57.5; D p. 39.7.
17 Stog p. 58.1; Dp. 40.6.
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tions as: (1) Buddha is omniscient; (2) Buddha’s teachings express 
the truth; and (3) Buddha’s teachings often contradict each other.

As the sütra indicates, recognition of doctrinal conflict does not 
necessarily lead to rejecting of tradition. As John Skorupski states,

The traditional thinker is, precisely, traditional: this is not directly a mat­
ter of being unwilling to reject one’s own theories; but of unwillingness to 
reject traditionally handed-down ones—of piety for what actually, al­
legedly, or presumably has always existed.18

Thus, given a basic presupposition of the authoritativeness of Bud­
dha’s teachings, a traditional Buddhist who hears the teachings of 
the sütra would be very reasonable in accepting its doctrines as 
definitive. Especially if he/she belongs to an interpretive commu­
nity that accepts the sütra as normative, this is the most reasonable 
conclusion that a traditional thinker could draw. The traditional 
Buddhist (and traditionalists of all types) accepts cognitive princi­
ples that in effect limit the range of possible criticism of apparently 
contradictory doctrines. In order legitimately to accept or reject par­
ticular teachings attributed to a Buddha, one would presumably 
need to have actualized for oneself the state of a Buddha. Until this 
point, the most reasonable response is that of those beings who ac­
cept what Buddha says because he says it.19 They can reasonably 
accept his statements on his authority, even though they might not 
be able to articulate how apparent conflicts that arise from his 
teachings might be reconciled. For the audience of the Sutra Ex­
plaining the Thought, the question of whether or not the doctrines 
presented by Buddha in this sütra really represent his final thought 

would seem to be irrelevant given the context: since Buddhists be­
lieve that Buddha adapts himself to each audience and only tells 
them what will be most beneficial to them, the members of the au­

18 John Skorupski, Symbol and Theory (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1976), p. 
204.
19 This has been noted by Paul J. Griffiths (On Being Mindless; La Salle: Open Court, 1986, 
p. 77), who writes of the Samdhinirmocana-sutra, 'Texts of this kind do not provide analytical 
philosophical discussion since they are intended to present the word of the Buddha to his 
faithful hearers.”
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dience should reasonably conclude that what they are hearing is the 
ideal teaching for them.20

This should not, however, be taken as indicating that I think that 
Buddhist traditionalists are irrational or anti-rational. On the con­
trary, I would contend that, given the cultural and religious assump­
tions under which they operate, they are being very reasonable |n 
accepting Buddha’s teachings on his authority. In a similar fashion, 
when a research chemist describes the intricacies of chemical reac­
tions I accept his/her authority on such matters simply because I 
have good reasons to believe that a highly trained chemist has an 
understanding of chemistry surpassing my own, and not because I 
can personally explain how he/she is right. I assume that a chemist’s 
opinions will be based on experimental evidence, but I have no 
means of either proving or falsifying the chemist’s assertions. In a 
similar manner, Buddha’s assertions are convincing and authorita­
tive for Buddhists because of the total cognitive and hermeneutical 
matrix within which they operate. It should be noted, however, that 
accepting Buddha as an authority does not preclude innovation, but 
rather sets the standards in terms of which innovation takes place, 
and within the limits and norms of their traditions Buddhist scholars 
will attempt to “posit the thought” of Buddha in ways that both 
remain faithful to the tradition and accord with reason and empirical 
evidence. As Richard Bernstein, quoting Alasdair MacIntyre, states,

It is a false dichotomy to oppose tradition and reason, or even tradition 
and revolution, for 'it is traditions which are the bearers of reason, and 
traditions at certain periods actually require and need revolutions for their 
continuance.’21

In other words, traditions are not to be viewed as ossified and rigid 
systems that are resistant to change and innovations, but rather as

20 It is worth noting that this distinction between different types of followers corresponds at 
least partially the the distinction drawn by Nathan Katz between "text-based” and “adept- 
based” hermeneutical schemas (see “Prasahga and Deconstmction: Tibetan Buddhist Herme­
neutics and the Yana Controversy”, PEW , #34.4,1984, pp. 185-6).
21 Richard J. Bernstein, Beyond Objectivism and Relativism: Science, Hermeneutics, and 
P raxis (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1983), p. 77. The passage from 
MacIntyre is in his "Epistemological Crises, Dramatic Narrative and the Philosophy of Sci­
ence", in Monist #60 (1977), p. 461.
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continually changing organisms that require innovations in doctrine 
and practice to retain their vitality. Doctrines are modified, inter­
preted, or discarded to the extent that they contradict compelling 
evidence or prove unfruitful for new or different questions that 
come to interest members of the tradition, and this process of inno­
vation and reinterpretation is a sign that the tradition remains vital 
and relevant for its adherents. Throughout this process of change 
and adaptation, however, they seek to retain a sense of continuity 
with the foundational principles of the tradition, despite the fact that 
these principles may be interpreted and applied in very different 
ways by various interpretive communities and at different times.

l a m o t t e  a n d  r u e g g  o n  Bu d d h is t  H e r m e n e u t ic s

The process outlined above is at odds with the presentations of 
Buddhist hermeneutics of Étienne Lamotte and David S. Ruegg, 
both of whom posit very different procedures for Buddhist thinkers 
seeking to understand their textual tradition. Lamotte stresses the 
importance of reasoning for Buddhist thinkers seeking to decide 
what can legitimately be considered the “word of the Buddha”. 
Lamotte pays little attention to the role of tradition, custom, and 
Buddhist notions of authority in this process.

[i]n order that a text be accepted as the “word of the Buddha” it is not 
sufficient to call upon the authority of the Buddha himself, upon a reli­
gious community (samgha) which has been formally established, or upon 
one of several particularly learned elders; the text in question must also 
be found in the sútra (sHtra ’vatarati), appear in the vinaya (vinaye sam- 
driyate), and not contradict the nature of things (dharmatam ca na vilo- 
mayati). In other words, adherence to the doctrine cannot be dependent on 
human authority, however respectable, since experience shows that 
human evidence is contradictory and changeable; adherence should be 
based on personal reasoning (yukti), on what one has oneself known (jña­
ta), seen (drsta), and grasped (vidita).22

In the section following this, Lamotte notes that faith in a master’s 
word may be necessary for beginners, but he stresses that ultimately 
one must use one’s own reasoning in order to arrive at the truth. De­
spite this qualification, Lamotte’s statement appears to be at vari­

n  Étienne Lamotte, “The Assessment of Textual Interpretation in Buddhism“, p. 13.
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ance with the thought of the Samdhinirmocana, which places a high 
value on faith and praises those who accept its teachings on the 
basis of Buddha’s authority. In addition, as we have noted, although 
it presents itself as a sutra of definitive meaning and indicates that 
the audience for whom it was taught consists of advanced practi­
tioners, it contains no instructions to seek the truth through individ­
ual reasoning; rather, Buddha spells out the definitive teaching, not 
as a subject for open debate, but as a fmal statement for his audience 

to follow. The sutra does attempt to convince its audience through 
the presentation of persuasive analogies, arguments, and vocabulary 
innovations that reconcile conflicts in Buddha’s earlier teachings, 
but at no point does it advise them to question or debate its presen­
tation.

Nor does Buddha advise his audience to look to other texts, 
such as vinaya texts, to corroborate his teachings in the Samdhinir­

mocana; rather, the sutra indicates in a number of ways that its 
presentations are sufficient as guides for interpretation of Buddhist 
doctrine. Other texts are only mentioned obliquely, and even then 
only as parts of a hierarchical schema the internal logic and rela­
tions of which are determined by the presentations of the Samdhi­
nirmocana. Moreover, the sutra indicates at the end of the last four 
chapters that people in the audience attained advanced states of 
spiritual realization as a result of hearing its teachings, which im­
plies that those following the definitive statements of the Samdhi­
nirmocana can achieve their spiritual goals through practicing its 
teachings. Most importantly for our present argument, at no point 
does Buddha urge his audience to use independent reasoning and 
analysis to examine the veracity or effectiveness of his teachings. 
The text assumes that the personal authority of the Buddha is suf­
ficient to establish its truth claims.

It should be noted that Lamotte’s analysis does accord with 
statements found in a number of Buddhist texts that stress the im­
portance of reasoning, but his article is an example of a type of 
Buddhology that views Buddhism in one-sidedly rationalistic terms. 
It is true that there are many Buddhist admonitions to seek the truth
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through reasoning, but there are at least as many that praise faith or 
that are based on traditional Buddhist notions of tradition and au­
thority. Nor are these considerations mutually exclusive: in many 
Buddhist texts they are found together and no attempt is made to 
reconcile them. An example is Tsong kha pa’s Essence o f the Good 
Explanations, a text which from the beginning stresses the impor­
tance of reasoning and which states that Buddha’s words must be 
examined by “stainless reasoning”.

In the opening section, Tsong kha pa advises Buddhists to seek 
Buddha’s thought through reasoning and to follow the interpreta­
tions of the great “openers of the chariot ways” (shing rta srol 
'byed) Nagaijuna and Asanga. Buddhists ought to rely on them be­
cause they used stainless reasoning to settle the difficult points of 
Buddha’s words and because they were predicted by Buddha. In 
other words, despite the rationalistic bias found in Tsong kha pa’s 
work, part of his argument is based on Buddhist notions of tradition 
and authority. Tsong kha pa’s argument is based both on the con­
tention that Asanga and Nagaijuna used stainless reasoning and the 
idea that because they were prophesied by Buddha their analyses are 
trustworthy. It is also important to note that for Tsong kha pa there 
is no conflict between these two aspects of his argument, since for 
him it is obviously reasonable to accept the validity of the interpre­
tations of the openers of the chariot ways precisely because Buddha, 
the supreme authority, predicted that they would correctly interpret 
his words.

In the traditional context in which Tsong kha pa wrote and 
thought, appeal to the authority of Buddha and Buddhist luminaries 
is not seen as being in conflict with reasoning; in fact, it appears 
that Tsong kha pa (and other traditional Buddhist thinkers) consid­
ered such appeals to be very much in accord with reasoning and 
rationality. Reasoning takes place within a context, and all traditions 
(including contemporary science, humanities, etc.) reason within 
implicit or explicit rules, guidelines, and paradigms. This is also the 
case with Buddhist reasoning, which operates within frameworks 
generally accepted by its adherents.
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In my opinion, too much of Buddhist studies has focused solely 
on the rationalism found in Buddhist philosophy, and in order to 
gain a more balanced view of Buddhist thought it is important to 
look at the role that tradition played (and continues to play) in the 
philosophy of Buddhist thinkers. Buddhist rationalism (and proba­
bly any sort of rationalism) functions within particular traditional 
contexts and utilizes the rules of particular traditions. Moreover, 
Buddhist exegetes generally rely on the texts accepted by their re­
spective traditions and defend their analyses through arguments that 
rely on Buddhist notions of tradition and authority. Divorcing them 
from the cultural and religious contexts in which they lived neces­
sarily gives a one-sided view of people who were situated in tradi­
tional Buddhist societies, working with Buddhist texts, who implic­
itly accepted the authority of the Buddha (and important figures in 
their respective traditions), and who were consciously attempting to 
present accurate renderings of Buddha’s thought, rather than inno­
vative statements of their own individual reasoning processes.

Another sort of rationalistic bias is evident in David S. Ruegg’s 
generally excellent “Purport, Implicature, and Presupposition”,1 
which presents a detailed analysis of the terms dgongs pa (which he 
translates as “intention, intended meaning, purport”) and dgongs 
gzhi (which he translates as “intentional ground”) in relation to 
Buddhist hermeneutics. While most of this article contains an in­

sightful analysis of these terms, it also contains some statements 
that overemphasize the role of individual reasoning and analysis 
and overlook the powerful role of tradition and authority in Bud­
dhist hermeneutics. On page 311, for example, he indicates that 
Buddhist exegetes search for “the real purport of Buddha’s teach­
ing” by searching through and analyzing “the whole of the Bud­
dha’s Word (buddhavacana), i.e., the entire canonical corpus”. On 
page 313 he returns to this topic and states that the specific trainees

1 David Seyfort Ruegg, ‘‘Purport, Implicature, and Presupposition: Sanskrit AbhiprHya and 
Tibetan Dgohs gii as Hermeneutical Concepts”, JtP  #13,1985, pp. 309-325.
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of particular texts are not expected to be able to grasp Buddha’s 
hidden meaning but that

the competent exegete, who has at his disposal the corpus of the Buddha’s 
teachings (together, eventually, with the oral and/or written commentarial 
tradition), is able to discover—to ‘calculate’ as it were—the dgons g ii by 
means of the systematical interpretation of the corpus.2

This implies that people of lesser capacity, who rely on the literal 
reading of Buddha’s teachings, only follow the teachings that were 
taught for them, but “competent exegetes” search through the 
canon, analyze the teachings of sutras and commentaries, consider 
oral explanations, and then come to personal understanding of Bud­
dha’s intention as a result of this process of reasoning and analysis. 
While this is a plausible and reasonable scenario, when one looks at 
the history of Buddhist exegesis it is difficult to find any Buddhist 
scholar whose interpretational method exactly matches Ruegg’s 
model. The reason for this is that Ruegg downplays the role of 
tradition and notions of authority in Buddhist hermeneutics. The 
vast majority of Buddhist thinkers have been (and still are) self­
consciously members of traditions and have to a greater or lesser 
extent followed the exegetical paradigms of their respective 
traditions, and even those who created new schools or devised new 
hermeneutical strategies generally did so on the basis of a particular 
text (or sometimes a small group of texts), and not through a com­
prehensive analysis of the entire Buddhist canon.

To fully develop this topic would require a separate (and rather 
lengthy) study, but a few examples should suffice for our present 
purposes. The exegetes of the Yogacara school, beginning with 
Asanga and Vasubandhu, explicated and argued for an understand­
ing of Buddha’s final teaching that was based on their readings of 
the Samdhinirmocana-sutra, certain statements in Perfection of 
Wisdom Sutras, and passages in other texts that appeared to support 
their views, but none of these philosophers meticulously searched 
through the entire Buddhist canon, uncommitted to the textual and

2 See also his "Allusiveness and Obliqueness in Buddhist Texts'*, p. 300, which contains a 
similar statement.
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oral traditions that had been handed down to them, and devised a 
system of exegesis based solely on independent reasoning. It is even 
difficult to imagine the interpretations of such a person being 
accepted as valid by other Buddhists, since Buddhist scholars are 
required to justify themselves by demonstrating a concordance be­
tween their systems and Buddhist texts and doctrines that are ac­
cepted as normative by the audiences for whom they write.

Even Tsong kha pa, a scholar whose knowledge of Indian and 
Tibetan literature was vast, indicates throughout his works the par­
ticular texts on which he is relying in a given context. His Essence 
o f the Good Explanations, for example, is divided into two parts 
(one of which is concerned with the Mind-Only system, and the 
other with Madhyamaka), and at the very beginning of the text he 
indicates that his analysis (and those of the two systems he proposes 
to study) is based on a study of the texts mainly relied on by the 
adherents of the respective schools studied in the two sections.

Other examples of Buddhist exegetes relying on particular texts 
can be found throughout Buddhist literature, perhaps most strikingly 
in several East Asian classification schemes (e.g., those of the Pure 
Land, T ’ien-t’ai, Shingon, and Nichiren traditions), each of which 
relies on a particular text (or a group of related texts) that enabled 
exegetes in their respective traditions to make sense of the confu­
sion of the Buddhist canon and to create a coherent system of exe­
gesis.3 A classic example of this approach is Chih-i’s decision to 
rely on the Lotus Sutra (Saddharma-pundarika-sutra) after having a 

dream in which he was in a huge library filled with Buddhist texts. 
He had been given the task of sorting through these texts and classi­
fying them, but due to the overwhelming profusion of Buddhist lit­
erature he was unable to do so until he came across a copy of the 
Lotus Sutra, which enabled him to understand the rest of the Bud­
dhist canon through relying on its teachings. Other prominent East 
Asian examples would include Nichiren’s classification of Buddhist

3 Descriptions of such systems can be found in the articles of David W. Chappell, Peter N. 
Gregory, Robert E. Bus well, Thomas Kasulis, and Roger T. Corless in Buddhist Hermeneutics.
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teachings on the basis of the Lotus Sutra and Hua-yen’s classifica­
tion scheme, which was based on its reading of the Avatamsaka- 
sutra.

Many similar examples could be presented, and there might be 

some counter-examples of independent Buddhist thinkers who de­
monstrably created new systems without relying on textual, oral, or 
exegetical traditions (although I am not aware of any), but the main 
point for our present purposes is that Buddhist thinkers (including 
the founders of important philosophical schools and scholars re­
nowned in Buddhist literature as great philosophers and meditators) 
generally follow traditional norms, interpretations, values, etc. 
(even while putting their distinctive stamp on them and often modi­
fying them or challenging entrenched interpretations). This is not to 
say that I disagree with Lamotte and Ruegg in emphasizing the sig­
nificance of reasoning in Buddhist philosophy: on the contrary, they 
are quite correct in emphasizing its importance for Buddhists, but it 
is also important to understand that this reasoning functioned with­
in, and was strongly influenced by, Buddhist traditions. As noted in 
the quote cited earlier by Skorupski, their reasoning is governed by 
the rules accepted as normative by their traditions, and their argu­
ments would not be perceived as valid if they did not so conform. 
Any analysis of Buddhist thought that overlooks or downplays this 
important factor misses an important part of the equation in Bud­
dhist hermeneutics.

Pa r a m a r t h a s a m u d g a t a ’s a n a l o g ie s

During an extensive monologue in which he presents his under­
standing of Buddha’s instructions for Buddha’s approval, Param- 

arthasamudgata offers a series of analogies to help the audience of 
the Samdhinirmocana understand the relation between teachings of 
definitive meaning and those of interpretable meaning. In presenting 
the first analogy, he states,

Bhagavan, it is like this: For example, dried ginger is placed in all medici­
nal powder preparations and all medicinal elixir preparations. Similarly, 
this teaching of definitive meaning, stemming from non-entitynesses of



THE THREE WHEELS OF DOCTRINE 121

phenomena, and stemming from the non-production, non-cessation, qui­
escence from the start, and being by nature in a state of nirvana of phe­
nomena, is placed in all sutras which are of interpretable meaning by the 
Bhagavan.4

Wonch’uk comments that “this is because when dried ginger is put 
in medicinal powders, they become potent....If one puts these 
words of non-entityness and so forth in all sútras of interpretable 
meaning, then one will understand the thoughts of those sütras.”s 
This appears to mean that teachings of definitive meaning are 
placed within discourses mainly containing interpretable teachings 
and that the presence of the definitive teachings enhances these dis­
courses and makes them more potent. It also seems to imply that 
Buddha slips in definitive teachings when presenting interpretable 
doctrines because this enhances the effectiveness of his discourses.

The second analogy presents an alternative way of looking at 
the relation between interpretable and definitive teachings, accord­
ing to which the latter are present in all sutras of interpretable 
meaning, but since Buddha wishes the special trainees of these sü- 
tras to understand them according to their interpretable meaning he 
teaches in such a way that they will not even notice the definitive 
teachings that form the backdrop of interpretable statements.

Bhagavan, it is like this: For example, the basis for the drawing of a pic­
ture [e.g., the canvas] is of one flavor in all of the picture, whether [its 
features] are blue, yellow, red, or white. It brings out whatever is drawn 
in the picture. Similarly, this teaching of definitive meaning by the Tatha- 
gata, stemming from non-entitynesses of phenomena through to [phenom­
ena being] by nature in a state of nirvána, is of one taste in all sutras of 
interpretable meaning. It brings out [whatever is taught in] those [sutras] 
of interpretable meaning.6

Wonch’uk comments: “For example, the basis on which the paint­

ing is drawn—the blue, yellow, etc.—completely pervades all the 
work of the various aspects of the picture and is of one taste in 
terms of the sameness of the blue, yellow, etc.’’7 In other words, the

4 Stog p. 67.4; D p. 47.3.
5 Wonch’uk vol. fW (119), p. 107.5.
6 Stog p. 67.6; D p. 47.4.
7 Wonch’uk vol. thi (119). p. 108.2.
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color of the backdrop of a picture (whether this is a canvas, a wall, a 
pot, etc.) permeates the whole picture. What this example seems to 
indicate is that Buddha’s definitive teachings are the basis of his in­
terpretable teachings and permeate them, even if they are not 
noticed. Without the definitive teachings, however, the interpretable 
teachings (which Buddha gives for the benefit of those beings who 
are not ready for the definitive teachings) would have no basis, just 
as a painting needs a canvas, a wall, etc. upon which an artist 

sketches the details of the painting and then colors them in. 
Similarly, Buddha’s definitive teachings pervade all siitras of inter­
pretable meaning and are of one taste in all such siitras in that they 
are effectively invisible to those who merely look at the surface fea­
tures of the teachings. Those who look beyond the surface, how­
ever, understand that all of the interpretable teachings are based on 
definitive teachings and that without the latter the former would be 
unsupportable.

In the next analogy, Paramarthasamudgata likens definitive 
teachings to an ingredient added to a recipe that enhances its flavor.

Bhagavan, it is like this: For example, adding butter to various types of 
cooked meat and various types of cooked grain is very satisfying. Simi­
larly, when this teaching of definitive meaning by the Tathagata, stem­
ming from non-entitynesses of phenomena through to (phenomena being] 
by nature in a state of nirvana, is added to all types of sutras of inter­
pretable meaning, it is very satisfying and supremely satisfying.®

In the fourth and final analogy, Paramarthasamudgata compares 
definitive teachings to space (nam m kha', ákása), which is om­
nipresent and omnipervasive.

Bhagavan, it is like this: For example, space is everywhere of one taste 
and also does not obstruct any activities. Similarly, this definitive teach­
ing by the Tathagata, stemming from non-entitynesses of phenomena 
through to [phenomena being] by nature in a state of nirvana, is of one 
taste in all sutras of interpretable meaning. It also does not obstruct any 
effort with regard to the Hearer vehicle, the Solitary Realizer vehicle, or 
the Great vehicle.9

• Slog p. 68.2; D p. 47.6.
9 Slog p .68.5; Dp. 48.1.
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The upshot of this seems to be that definitive teachings pervade dis­
courses in which interpretable teachings are taught. The comparison 
with space is interesting: in Buddhist philosophy, space is defined 
as being a mere absence of obstructive contact, that is, it is a quality 
of phenomena that is characterized by absence. Definitive teachings, 
however, are presumably not characterized by their absence, but 
rather by their subtlety. The analogy implies that they are present in 
all of Buddha’s teachings, but are overlooked by people whose lim­
ited spiritual development causes them to focus only on inter­
pretable teachings. Wonch’uk adds that the purport of the analogy is 
that Buddha’s definitive teachings are found in sütras of in­
terpretable meaning and are of one taste in them. They are so subtly 
woven into the fabric of these sütras that they are indistinguishable 
from the interpretable teachings except to those of advanced 
insight.10 He adds that they pervade all sütras of interpretable mean­
ing, have the one taste which is non-entityness, and they do not 
obstruct any seeking in the three vehicles.11 This refers to a subse­
quent statement by Paramarthasamudgata that the sütra’s teachings 
are beneficial and appropriate for all types of Buddhist practitioners 
because in the Samdhinirmocana “the Bhagavan turned a third 
wheel of doctrine for those who are engaged in ail vehicles”.12

In these examples, Paramarthasamudgata has offered Buddha 
four different ways of looking at the relation between what Buddha 

said on the literal level in his interpretable teachings and the defini­

10 Wonch'uk vol. thi (119). p. 109.2. Compare ihis wiih Wittgenstein's statement (Philo- 
sophical Investigations, tr. G.E.M. Anscombe; New York: Macmillan, 1953, part I, p. 129) that 
“(he aspects of things that are most important for us are hidden because of their simplicity and 
familiarity. (One is unable to notice something because it is always before one’s eyes.) The real 
foundations of his inquiry do not strike a man at all.”
11 See also the discussion of these examples in the commentary attributed to Byang chub rdzu 
’phrul, vol. cho (205), pp. 262-4. These examples are also mentioned briefly in the Arya- 
samdhinirmocana-bhasya, attributed to Asanga, who states that Paramarthasamudgata’s 
presentation of these analogies indicates his advanced spiritual attainment (Sde dge edition, p. 
15.4).
12 Stog p. 70.2; D p. 49.3. According to Dpal ’byor lhun grub (p. 30.3), this means that this 
wheel is taught “for the sake of taking care of trainees of the three lineages” (Hearers, Solitary 
Realizers, and Bodhisattvas). In other words, third wheel teachings are appropriate and 
beneficial for all types of Buddhists.
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tive teachings that were his actual thought. In the first instance, the 
definitive teaching is compared to an essential ingredient in a 
medicinal preparation, without which the whole preparation will 
lack efficacy. In the second example, the definitive teaching is com­
pared to the basis of a picture, which may not even be noticed by 
people looking at the picture, but which is essential as the back­
ground upon which the lines and colors of the painting are placed. 
In the third example, the definitive teaching is compared to an im­
portant ingredient that is added to a recipe and enhances it. In the 
final example, the definitive teaching is compared to space, which is 
all-pervasive and which is subtle, imperceptible, and generally not 
even noticed, but is essential for the movement of physical bodies. 
In the same way, the definitive teaching is said to be subtle, difficult 
to perceive, and so forth, but it is the essence of the explanations 
given by Buddha in the first two wheels, even when this was not 
noticed by his audience. Presumably the definitive teachings to 
which Paramarthasamudgata refers are those found in the Samdhi­
nirmocana-sutra or doctrines that are compatible with those of the 
siitra.

The logic of Paramarthasamudgata’s comments leads to this 
conclusion, because the sutra is presented as an explication of Bud­
dha’s final thought and as a delineation of rules for distinguishing 

interpretable from definitive teachings. Thus, the sütra’s teachings 
(particularly those in the seventh chapter relating to differentiation 
of interpretable and definitive teachings) become the yardstick by 
which other types of Buddhist teachings are to be evaluated. Those 
which accord with the doctrines of the third wheel as presented in 
the Sam dhinirm ocana  presumably should be considered to be 
definitive, while those which are either classified as belonging to 
the first two wheels or that are antithetical to the thought of the 
sútra are of interpretable meaning and are only appropriate to cer­
tain trainees less advanced than those of the Samdhinirmocana. 
These require explanation and interpretation in order to reconcile 
them with Buddha’s final thought.
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W h a t  a r e  T h ir d  W h e e l  T e a c h i n g s ?

The three wheels schema shows the interrelationship between con­
tinuity and change in the thought of the sutra. It indicates that al­
though Buddha taught doctrines that were contradictory on the lit­
eral level there was an underlying thought behind them in terms of 
which they can be reconciled. Thus, although the sutra is reinter­
preting Buddha’s teachings in terms of new vocabulary and doc­
trines, it is also concerned to show how these are in accord with 
Buddhist tradition. It indicates that there is an underlying inter­
relationship between the wheels, in that second wheel teachings 
refer to and contradict first wheel teachings, and third wheel teach­

ings specify what Buddha was thinking of when he taught the sec­
ond wheel.

In the third wheel, according to Wonch’uk, Buddha thoroughly 
explains the thought behind his earlier teachings of entityness and 
non-entityness, and “because of thoroughly indicating entityness 
and non-entityness, this is a turning of the wheel of correct doctrine 
through such thorough differentiation.”13 Dpal ’byor lhun grub ex­
presses a similar thought when he says:

The Teacher— at the third time, in Vaiiali, for the sake of taking care of 
those having all three lineages, the special trainees of [this wheel], stem­
ming from the subject matter of non-entityness and so forth— differenti­
ated well the particulars of true establishment and non-true establishment 
with respect to the three, imputations, other-dependent phenomena, and 
thoroughly established phenomena in the third [wheel of doctrine], the 
wheel of doctrine of good differentiation.14

In a discussion of this passage of Dpal ’byor lhun grub’s text, Geshe 
Palden Dragpa (oral commentary) stated:

Although Paramarthasamudgata asks Buddha explicitly about the thought 
behind his teaching of the middle wheel, this carries over to the thought 
behind his teaching of the first wheel. Therefore, Paramarthasamudgata is 
implicitly asking about Buddha's thought in his teaching of the first 
wheel.

13 Wonch’uk, vol. ihi (119), p. 137.1.
14 Dpal 'byor lhun grub, p. 30.3.
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In other words, in the third wheel Buddha’s purpose is to clarify the 

thought behind his earlier statements and to present an exegetical 
framework that will allow his followers to categorize certain of his 
teachings. The model that he presents is a contextually based inter- 
pretational scheme. According to this model, the teachings he gave 
to Hearers that were mainly concerned with the four noble truths 
were valid and beneficial for that audience, but were not of defini­
tive meaning and did not represent his final thought. The teachings 
that he gave to Mahayanists in which he made blanket statements 
that “all phenomena lack entityness” etc. were also of interpretable 
meaning. The explanations of the Sutra Explaining the Thought in­
dicate how to reconcile them with his final thought on the literal 
level. The teachings of the third wheel have the same subject matter 
as those of the second wheel (non-entityness, non-production, etc.), 
but they are definitive, because they do not require interpretation in 
order to reconcile them with Buddha’s thought. The sutra’s state­
ment that these teachings are unsurpassable, do not provide an op­
portunity for refutation, are of definitive meaning, and that they do 
not serve as a basis for dispute indicates that according to the 
system of the Sutra Explaining the Thought those doctrines that are 
correct as they stand are definitive, while those that require interpre­
tation are interpretable This is the conclusion reached by Tsong kha 
pa, who indicates that he thinks that the internal logic of the sutra 
suggests that teachings which are literally acceptable are definitive, 
while those that are not are interpretable. Stated as a general prin­
ciple, this entails that

the differentiation of interpretable and definitive scriptures that are set
forth stemming from the ultimate derives from whether there is or is not
damage by reasoning to the literal reading.15

This principle was further developed and refined by Tsong kha pa’s 
followers. As Dkon mchog ’jigs med dbang po expresses it:

[Proponents of this system] designate a scripture whose explicit teachings
cannot be accepted literally as a sutra requiring interpretation. They des­

15 Legs bshad snying po, Samath ed., p. 86.18.
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ignate any scripture whose explicit teaching can be accepted literally as 
definitive.38

Following Tsong kha pa’s analysis in his Essence o f the Good Ex­

planations, Dge lugs pa scholars assert that the division of the three 
wheels of doctrine is made according to subject matter and that the 
determining factor is how selflessness is presented in each of the 
wheels. As Jeffrey Hopkins expresses this principle,

The first turning is comprised of doctrines that set forth the selflessness of 
persons but do not refute that phenomena are established by way of their 
own character as bases of names and conceptions. The second is com­
prised of those that on the literal level set forth the non-true existence of 
all phenomena, without distinguishing that some do and others do not 
truly exist. The third is comprised of those that clearly discriminate the 
true existence of emptinesss and impermanent phenomena and the non- 
true existence of imaginary phenomena.39

In the first six chapters, the sutra presents a particular worldview 
based on its presentation of selflessness that is correlated with a 
particular way of orienting oneself cognitively. This provides the 
basis for the innovations of vocabulary and doctrine in the seventh 
chapter. The presentation of the worldview in the seventh chapter is 
informed by and based on the discussions of the previous six chap­
ters. The doctrines of the three characters and three non-entityness- 
es, for example, are informed by the discussion of the ultimate in 
the first four chapters and the discussion of the three characters in 
the sixth chapter. The discussion of how sentient beings are to 
transform their cognitions of reality presupposes the presentation of 
consciousness in the fifth chapter, in which the basis-consciousness 
(kun gzhi rnam par shes pa, alaya-vijhana) is described as “flowing 
like a river” that is constantly changing due to the presence of new 
predispositions that result from particular cognitive behaviors. The 

sutra’s delineation of how consciousness is to be transformed in

38 Geshe Lhundup Sopa and Jeffrey Hopkins, Practice and Theory o f Tibetan Buddhism (New 
York: Grove Press, 1976), p. 121.
39 Meditation on Emptiness (London: Wisdom, 1983), p. 426. For a discussion of the dangers 
of focusing only on the literal reading of Buddha’s words, see Etienne Lamotte, “The Assess­
ment of Textual Interpretation in Buddhism”, p. 22, where he states that in Buddhism grasping 
texts literally does not lead to comprehension of the dharma and is equal to scorning of the 
dharma.
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light of the worldview presented in the seventh chapter presupposes 
the idea of a constantly changing continuum of consciousness that is 
altered in accordance with the cognitive seeds deposited in it.18

The worldview also presupposes and incorporates the presenta­
tion of the ultimate that was discussed in the previous chapter. 
When, for instance, Paramarthasamudgata states that the thoroughly 
established character is the ultimate, an object of observation for 
purification, and the selflessness of phenomena, he is fully in ac­
cord with the descriptions of the ultimate in the first four chapters. 
Moreover, these descriptions constitute the basis upon which the 
worldview is outlined in the seventh chapter, and this in turn is the 
foundation of the discussion of interpretable and definitive scrip­
tures. This is indicated by the concluding colophon of the seventh 
chapter, which characterizes the preceding discussion as “this teach­
ing of the ultimate, the definitive meaning”. Although the sutra does 
not explicitly make this connection, I think that it implies that third

18 As mentioned near the beginning of this study. Étienne Lamotie thnks that the Samdhinir- 
mocana-sutra as it exists today is a composite work that is made up of various different texts 
from different times. He bases his theory on the stylistic differences between the chapters» such 
as the fact that the first four chapters are considerably shorter than the last four and the fact that 
each chapter discusses a distinct theme and/or set of doctrines. I think» however» that the sütra 
nevertheless has an internal coherence in its thought» and it seems to me that if key doctrinal 
points were repeated throughout the text this would be evidence of poor writing and editing 
rather than an argument for the idea that it is a unitary work. Moreover» the minor stylistic dif­
ferences that the text exhibits are» in my opinion, much less striking than the underlying coher­
ence of thought, and I think that if one views the sütra as a whole and as a philosophical work 
which attempts to present a coherent worldview based on the presentation of the ultimate, a 
picture of strong underlying unity emerges. The text Fust describes the setting of the discourse, 
then lays out the foundations of the later discussion through its delineation of the nature of the 
ultimate and similes illustrating its nature, then it describes the nature of consciousness, which 
is significant for its later discussion in that it provides a basis for understanding how the mind 
may be reoriented in terms of the new worldview presented in the sutra. The sixth chapter lays 
the groundwork for the discussions of the seventh chapter by describing the three characters. 
Building upon this, the seventh chapter lays out a worldview based on the discussion of the 
ultimate, the three characters, the three non-entitynesses, and the three wheels. The eighth and 
ninth chapters draw out the implications of this discussion in terms of how it is to be applied in 
the context of meditative practice, and finally the tenth chapter outlines the nature of Buddha- 
hood, which appears to be the result of successfully following the path outlined in the Samdhi- 
nirmocana. This internal coherence does not, however, disprove the possibility that the sütra 
might have been composed in stages. I wish merely to point out that Lamotte’s evidence does 
not establish his case and that his argument for its gradual formation is not proven on the basis 
of the inconsistencies that he sees in the internal structure of the text.
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wheel teachings are the doctrines and vocabulary innovations of the 
Samdhinirmocana  that differentiate Buddha’s interpretable and 
definitive teachings and that accord with the worldview of the 
sutra’s presentation of selflessness. This worldview is presented to a 
particular audience that perceives Buddha’s teachings concerning 
non-entityness and so forth as contradicting his first wheel teach­
ings.

The Samdhinirmocana  outlines a worldview that allows the 
members of the audience to reconcile the cognitive conflicts of the 
first two wheels, and the worldview provides guidelines for textual 
analysis that both show how what is taught in the first two wheels is 
not literally acceptable and how to posit the thought behind those 
teachings. The worldview incorporates and builds upon the discus­
sions of the ultimate, the analysis of consciousness, and the delinea­
tion of the three characters in the first six chapters. The presentation 
of selflessness in the seventh chapter—which shows both the prob­
lems with the first two wheels and how to posit Buddha’s thought— 
serves as the basis for the hermeneutical method of the sütra. 
According to this method of differentiating the wheels, they are dis­
tinguished by the presentations of selflessness implied by each, and 
not by other criteria, such as the time or place at which they were 
presented.

Robert Thurman, however, contends that the division of Bud­
dha’s teachings into the three wheels is a chronological one and that 
the three wheels refer to periods in Buddha’s life. According to 
Thurman, “ ...this scheme of the Samdhinirmocana...is both histori­
cal (as relating to Buddha’s biography) and philosophical, as relat­
ing to the content of the teaching.”19 This is a plausible conclusion, 
since some of the language used in the sütra and the commentaries 
might suggest this (for example, the fact that the discussion of the 
first wheel is introduced with the words, “initially, in the area of 
Varanasi...” and the second wheel is introduced with the words,

19 Robert Thurman, "Buddhist Hermeneutics", JAAR, 1978, p. 28. Donald Lopez ("On the 
Interpretation of the Mahayana Sutras", in Buddhist Hermeneutics, p. 57) expresses the same 
idea when he writes, “Paramanhasamudgata offers a chronology of the Buddha's teaching**.
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“during the second period...”)» but I think that the internal logic of 
the sütra indicates that Thurman’s statement is problematic, since 
no Maháyána text that I have seen suggests that Buddha taught 
Hinayána doctrines for a certain period and then switched to teach­
ing exclusively Maháyána doctrines. Rather, Buddhist texts gener­
ally contend that he adapted his teachings to each individual and 
group he encountered, giving each what would be most beneficial. 
In Maháyána literature, Buddha is portrayed as a skillful teacher 
who encountered different types of students during his life and was 
able to present each student or group of students the teachings that 
would be most helpful. As Nágáijuna’s Ratnávali explains this,

Just as grammarians 
Begin with reading the alphabet 
So the Buddha teaches doctrines 
That students can bear.
To some, he teaches doctrines 
For reversal of sins.
To some, for the sake of achieving of merit;
Tosome, doctrines based on duality;
To some, [he teaches doctrines] based on non-duality.
To some, the profound, frightening to the fearful.
Having an essence of emptiness and compassion,
The means of achieving enlightenment.20

In the Sütra Explaining the Thought, the same principle applies, and 
Buddha indicates that for those who will benefit from first wheel 
teachings he teaches the four truths and related doctrines, while for 
those who would most benefit from second wheel teachings he 
teaches that all phenomena lack entityness, etc. For those who re­
quire the explanations of the third wheel, he differentiates his inter­
pretable and definitive teachings with reference to the previous two 
wheels. To say that the three wheels refer to periods of Buddha’s 
life does not appear to accord with the thought of the sütra, since 
there is no indication in the Sütra Explaining the Thought that Bud­
dha only encountered first wheel trainees during the first part of his 
teaching career, second wheel trainees during the second part, and

20 Ratnavait, chapter four, verses 94-97, ed. Michael Hahn, Nagarjuna's Ratnavali (Bonn, 
1982), pp. 129-131.
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third wheel trainees during the third part. Tsong kha pa rejects the 
idea that the division of the three wheels is based on chronology 
when he contends that

the three stages of wheels [of doctrine] mentioned in the Sutra Explaining 
the Thought are posited, not by way of the assemblies of [Buddha’s] cir­
cle or by way of periods in the teacher’s life and so forth, but by way of 
the subjects of expression.43

Mkhas grub elaborates on this by adding,

Furthermore, those are in terms of the mode of settling the meaning of 
selflessness—an explanation that mostly does not refute true existence, an 
explanation that all phenomena are without true existence, and a good dif­
ferentiation of true existence with respect to the three natures. [The dif­
ferentiation of] three wheels is done in terms of the fact that they respec­
tively teach such.44

According to Tsong kha pa and Mkhas grub, it is incorrect to say 
that the division of the three wheels is based either on periods of 
Buddha’s life or on which persons were present in the audience of 
particular teachings. Rather, the basis for the division is how thé 
meaning of selflessness is settled in each of the wheels. According 
to Tsong kha pa, in the first wheel Buddha implicitly spoke of the 
selflessness of persons, but the teachings of this wheel gave his 
audience the impression that the aggregates and so forth were ulti­
mately truly established. In the second wheel, he refuted this idea 
and declared that all phenomena without qualification lack such true 
establishment. In the third wheel, he individually differentiated 
which phenomena are established by way of their own character and 
which are not. According to Tsong kha pa,

Initially, at Varanasi he spoke of the selflessness of persons; [thus] there 
is one cycle in which the true establishment of the phenomena of the ag­
gregates and so forth, except for a few, is not refuted and true existence is 
mentioned frequently. Then, there is one cycle in which, without [clearly] 
making distinctions, true establishment is refqted [on the literal level] 
with respect to all of the phenomena of the aggregates and so forth. Then 
there arose one cycle in which, with respect to those, he individually dif-

43 Legs bshad snying po , Samath ed., p. 87.11.
44 From Mkhas grub's Stong thun chen mo, in The Collected Works o f the Lord Mkhas-grub 
rje dge legs dpal bzah po , vol. I, p. 179; translated by Jeffrey Hopkins, unpublished manu­
script, ch. 4, p. 2.
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ferentiated the mode of the first nature [the imputational nature] as being 
not established by way of its own character and the other two as being 
established by way of their own character. Therefore, [the wheels of doc­
trine that are the bases for differentiation of the intetpretable and the 
definitive in the “Questions of Paramirthasamudgata Chapter" and in the 
texts commenting on its thought] are taken in terms of these [modes of 
teaching subject matter]; other sutras that teach in a way other than those 
modes of teaching are not in any sensible way bases of this [school’s] 
analysis of the interpretable and the definitive.23

Tsong kha pa’s use of the term “cycles” (skor) has important rami­
fications for my argument. It implies that the three wheels are inter­
related sets of doctrines that Buddha began teaching at different 
times. The sutra’s statements that the wheels of doctrine were 
taught during successive “periods” probably only indicates that he 
began teaching the second wheel after the first, and later began 
teaching the third after the second had been articulated. This, I 
think, is the most reasonable conclusion, since, as stated above, 
there is no indication in traditional biographies of Buddha or in the 
Samdhinirmocana that he only encountered first wheel trainees dur­
ing the first part of his life, second wheel trainees during the second 
part, and third wheel trainees during the third part. In addition, the 

statement that he taught the three wheels during successive periods 
is probably based on the fact that each of the three wheels refers to 
and requires the previous wheel(s) in order to be intelligible.

Thus, the discussion of the three wheels of doctrine in the sev­
enth chapter of the sutra is based on the presentation of the previous 
two wheels, the description of the ultimate in the first four chapters, 
and on the statements concerning the three characters in the sixth 

chapter. The teachings of the third wheel should be viewed as the 

result of a dialectical process. The teachings of the first wheel pre­
sent an implicit thesis, which is opposed by the anti-thesis of the 
second wheel. The third wheel is a new thesis that attempts to rec­
oncile the apparent conflicts between the first two wheels, but it 
could not have intelligibly been formulated without them.

25 Legs bshad snying po, Samalh ed., p. 87.15.
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The meaning of third wheel doctrines is highly contextual. 
Taken alone, they are unspecifiable, and they depend upon the per­
spectives of the first two wheels for self-definition. In this sense, the 
doctrines of the three wheels are internally related and mutually 
constitutive, rather than disjunctively opposed. Moreover, the mean­
ings of third wheel doctrines are constituted by the contextual ma­
trix in which they occur. An attempt to separate them from their 
context would result in unintelligibility. The dialectical relationships 
between the three wheels determine the meaning and extension of 
the third wheel: it comes into being as a result of a dialectical 
process in which second wheel teachings oppose the implicit 
assumptions insinuated by the first wheel, resulting in cognitive 
conflicts that the third wheel attempts to overcome through its new 
synthesis, a worldview that incorporates the sütra’s presentation of 
the ultimate, the doctrines of the three characters, the three non- 
entitynesses, and the three wheels. These new doctrines, in con­
junction with its presentation of the ultimate, are intended to 
reconcile the cognitive conflicts between the first two wheels and to 
outline a schema through which their harmony with Buddha’s 
thought can be seen, but the meanings of third wheel teachings are 
constituted through a dialectical interrelationship in which the doc­
trines of the three wheels mutually constitute each other. The mean­
ing of the third wheel teachings is a function of the correlation of 
the elements of the dialectical and contextual field of which they are 
integral members.

Furthermore, the identities of the wheels are mutually estab­
lished: first and second wheel teachings acquire new identities 
through the articulation of the third wheel. Before the formulation 
of the three wheels schema in the Sutra Explaining the Thought, 
they are simply teachings of Buddha among others, but when the 
sútra singles out certain sets of teachings and identifies them as be­
longing to a specific “wheel of doctrine” they appear in a new light. 
Similarly, the second wheel and third wheel only achieve their 
identities through their dialectical relationship to the other wheels. 
The conclusion of this argument is that the three wheels are taught
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in successive “cycles” in the sense that the second is formulated in 
opposition to the implicit assumptions fostered by the first, and the 
third is taught in order to reconcile the conceptual difficulties that 
the second wheel caused for some Buddhists.

Underlying the sutra’s discussion of how to differentiate inter- 
pretable and definitive teachings is a set of implied foundationalist 
principles, for example, the assumption that behind the contradic­
tions there is a “thought” that can and should be recognized and 
articulated. Buddha presents each of his teachings for a particular 
purpose, and the task of Buddhist exegetes is to uncover it and to 
represent it accurately. Thus, when the sutra claims that Buddha had 
a “thought” behind his earlier contradictory teachings, that he pre­
sented them for a particular “purpose”, and when he agrees to ex­
plain “of what he was thinking” when he taught the first two 
wheels, the implication is that the meaning of Buddha’s teachings is 
determined by and founded upon his thought. The sutra provides 
guidelines that will allow his followers to understand what this 
thought is.

Its assumptions that Buddha’s thought determines what his 
teachings mean and that explicating this thought is essential to cor­
rect understanding accords with E.D. Hirsch’s statement that “all 

valid interpretation...is founded on the re-cognition of what an au­
thor meant.”24 Of course, both Hirsch and Buddhist exegetes are 
aware that differences of opinion occur among qualified inter­
preters, but this does not mean that the re-cognition of the author’s 
meaning is impossible, although it is sometimes very difficult.25 
The sutra attempts to overcome the difficulties presented by con­
flicting teachings by outlining interpretive models that will allow 
exegetes who base themselves on the Sutra Explaining the Thought 
to locate the underlying purpose behind the teachings.

Tsong kha pa develops this point in the introduction to his 
Essence o f the Good Explanations. He states that Buddha presents

24 E.D. Hirsch, Validity in Interpretation (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1967), p. 126.
25 This idea is discussed by Hirsch in Validity in Interpretation, pp. 75-76.
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many different teachings and reasonings that enable trainees to 
understand suchness, but, since these are sometimes in conflict, 
people must leam to differentiate which scriptures are interpretable 
and which are definitive. Unless one successfully differentiates the 
interpretable and the definitive, one will be unable to attain libera­
tion. However, one cannot simply rely on Buddha’s statements con­
cerning which teachings are interpretable and which are definitive, 
because Buddha has given different groups of trainees conflicting 
guidelines for differentiation. The conclusion Tsong kha pa draws is 
that

one must seek [Buddha’s] thought, following the [two] great openers of 
the chariot-ways [Nagarjuna and Asañga], who were prophesied as differ­
entiating the interpretable and the definitive in [Buddha’s] scriptures and 
who commented on the thought of the interpretable and the definitive 
and, moreover, settled it well through reasoning....26

The bases for interpretation, according to Tsong kha pa, are both 
tradition and reasoning. If one belongs to an interpretive community 
that accepts the Samdhinirmocana and the system of Asañga, then 
one should have confidence both in the authoritativeness of the 
Samdhinirmocana and in the reasonings set forth by Asañga that 
draw out its meaning. According to Tsong kha pa, this confidence is 
justified on the basis of tradition, which holds that Buddha prophe­
sied Asañga’s birth and declared that he would validly interpret and 
present his thought. The final authority for Tsong kha pa, however, 
is reasoning, and he states that

in the end, the differentiation [between the interpretable and the defini­
tive] must be made just by stainless reasoning, because if a speaker as­
serts a tenet contradicting reason, [that person] is not suitable to be a valid 
being and because the suchness of things also has reasoned proofs which 
are establishments by way of [logical] correctness.27

This statement, in my opinion, accords with the overall thrust of the 
discussion of interpretable and definitive scriptures in the Samdhi­
nirmocana. Although, as stated earlier, throughout the sutra Buddha 
simply declares how the audience should understand and interpret

16 Legs bshad snying po. Samath cd., p. 3.5.
17 Ibid.. p. 3.10.
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his teachings, there is also an implicit appeal to reason, and the text 
indicates that the audience should find the vocabulary innovations, 
new doctrines, and analogies of the sütra persuasive. Moreover, 
since these principles are apparently meant to be applied to future 
exegetical situations, they imply a set of principles that can function 
as models and paradigms in terms of which one can formulate rea­
sonings that will allow one to make distinctions between inter­
pretable and definitive scriptures. In the final analysis, then, the ap­
peal of the sutra is multi-faceted: the text implies that its teachings 
should be accepted on the basis of the authority of the Buddha, the 
authority of tradition, and the persuasiveness of its presentation.

This probably does not mean, however, that every Buddhist is 
expected to differentiate interpretable and definitive scriptures in­
dividually. In Buddhism, this differentiation is done primarily in re­
liance upon scriptures accepted as authoritative by one’s tradition 
and upon great exegetes whose interpretations are accepted by the 
tradition as normative, such as Nagarjuna and Asañga. The inter­
pretive community to which one belongs will determine one’s 
hermeneutical orientation to a large extent. Tradition determines the 
scriptures and exegetes an individual will follow, and until one 
directly cognizes emptiness for oneself it is generally assumed that 
one will defer to such authorities. The point of differentiating the 
interpretable and definitive in texts like the Sütra Explaining the 
Thought seems to be that such differentiation provides a guide for 

people to follow until they are able to understand the ultimate them­
selves and then to formulate informed interpretations.

This is not, however, a rejection of critical thought, but rather is 
based upon a recognition that others have greater expertise in these 
matters and should be deferred to. As mentioned earlier, this is simi­
lar to the attitude most people without specialized knowledge in 
chemistry exhibit toward those who are accomplished in that field. 
Just as I will defer to the opinions expressed by a highly trained 
chemist with regard to his/her field of expertise, Buddhists who 
have not directly cognized emptiness would be expected by the 
tradition to defer to authorities such as Buddha and the great Bud­
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dhist exegetes. It should also be noted that although the texts and 
scholars that one uses as bases for interpretation are those that hap­
pen to be normative for the tradition to which one belongs, still 

most exegetes formulate reasonings based on their normative 
sources that attempt to demonstrate that their particular tradition’s 
vision is superior to others and is the most persuasive for interpre­
tation. In conclusion, then, the presentation of hermeneutical mod­
els in the Sutra Explaining the Thought and their elaboration by 
later exegetes exhibit a number of interrelated perspectives that ap­
peal to authority, tradition, reasoning, and persuasion, and in order 
to understand the hermeneutical system of the sùtra these must all 
be taken into account.



CHAPTER SIX

INTENTION AND MOTIVATION

In the previous sections we have seen a number of discussions of 
Buddha’s thought in relation to his literal teachings. In addition, we 
have also considered a number of strategies that have been proposed 
by the sutra and by Buddhist exegetes to provide models and rules 
in terms of which this thought may be discovered and explicated. 
Such ideas undoubtedly set off alarm bells for many people familiar 
with important trends in contemporary hermeneutics which hold 
that the author’s intention is forever unknown and in principle un­
knowable (or more extreme formulations of this idea which propose 
to do away completely with the institution of the author). Since the 
time of Heidegger, the idea that the author is remote in time, lan­
guage, worldview, horizon, etc. has been an important factor in dis­
cussions of hermeneutics, and any attempt to study Buddhist herme­
neutics ought to consider this in relation to Buddhism.

Gadamer, a student of Heidegger whose classic Truth and 
Method revolutionized attitudes about the role of the author, con­
tends that readers who are separated from an author by temporal, 
cultural, personal, and linguistic differences can never experience 
the world as the author did and that a written text assumes a sepa­
rate identity from its author and ought to be encountered through an 
open dialogue, rather than through the lens of preconceived and 
distorting methodologies. The use of a method pre-structures inter­
pretation, since the method one uses determines what one will find. 
Gadamer contends that anyone seeking to understand a text must 
perform an act of “projecting” in which he/she initially posits an 
idea of the text’s meaning, which is then confronted with the text
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itself, and the new understanding that emerges is again subjected to 
conversation, in an ongoing process of dialogue.

A person who is trying to understand a text is always performing an act of 
projecting. He projects before himself a meaning for the text as a whole 
as soon as some initial meaning emerges in the text. Again, the latter 
emerges only because he is reading the text with particular expectations 
in regard to a certain meaning. The working out of this fore-project, 
which is constantly revised in terms of what emerges as he penetrates into 
the meaning, is understanding what is there.1

As Gadamer describes it, the process of understanding is always 
dialectical and involves a conversation between an interpreter and 
the object of interpretation (whether this be a text, work of art, or 
verbal utterance) which begins with a set of pre-judgments (voru- 
teile) on the part of the interpreter (including pre-judgments that are 
cultural, linguistic, philosophical, or methodological) that influence 
all stages of interpretation. Moreover, in confronting the object to 
be interpreted, these pre-judgments are tested, modified, and trans­
formed through the process of dialogue.

Thus, according to Gadamer, there is no such thing as “presup- 
positionless” interpretation; the interpreter is always already 
involved in the hermeneutical process and can never step outside of 
his/her horizon of understanding and encounter a text from an ob­
jectively neutral standpoint. One’s own present standpoint is already 
a factor in any process of understanding. For Gadamer, speaking of 
an “objectively valid interpretation” is naive, because it assumes the 
possibility of finding a standpoint outside history from which an 
interpreter can examine a text apart from his/her pre-understand­
ings. This idea is mistaken, according to Gadamer, because every 
interpreter is profoundly influenced by the attitudes of his/her time, 
culture, language, etc. There is no presuppositionless interpretation, 
because although an interpreter may become aware of particular 
biases and pre-judgments, he/she can never become free from 
his/her own facticity, from the ontological condition of having a

1 Hans-Georg Gadamer, Truth and Method (London: Sheed and Ward, 1973), p. 236.
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finite temporal horizon within which whatever he/she understands 
assumes meaning.

Just as there is no presuppositionless interpretation, there is no 
non-positional subject, and so there is no such thing as a non-posi- 
tional understanding. All understanding is always already posi­
tional. Meaning is thus a matter of relationship and context. It is not 
fixed and determinate, but rather is always related to a perspective 
and is open to future re-understanding.

For Gadamer, interpretation requires that one move beyond the 
text in order to draw out what it did not and could not say. It is not 
necessary that one understand an author better than he/she under­
stood himself/herself (as Schleiermacher contends), but it is neces­
sary that one understand differently than the author understood. A 
text is presented to us in a fixed form, but the interpreter’s task is to 
bring it out of this form, to allow it to speak to the present age, and 
to engage in a conversation with it. Gadamer sees all texts as in­
complete statements that are open toward the future. Their meanings 
change over time. In speaking of scriptural interpretation, he 
assumes that all understanding is finite and historically conditioned 
and that linguistic expressions always fall short of what they awak­
en in and communicate to their interpreters.

If by the meaning of a text we understand the mens auctoris, that is, the 
‘actual’ horizon of understanding of the original Christian writers, then 
we do the New Testament authors a false honor. Their honor should be 
precisely in the fact that they proclaim something that surpasses their own 
horizon of understanding.... Nowhere does understanding mean the mere 
recovery of what the author ‘meant’....The mens auctoris does not limit 
the horizon of understanding in which the interpreter has to move, indeed, 
in which he is necessarily moved, if, instead of merely repeat-ng, he 
really wants to understand.2

The task of the interpreter, then, is not faithfully and accurately to 

reconstruct the thought processes and intentions of an author, but

2 Hans-Georg Gadamer, Philosophical Hermeneutics, p. 210. See also Richard Palmer, Her- 
meneutics, p. 185, who states that, “only with the passage of lime can we grasp 'what it is that 
the text says’: only gradually docs its true historical significance emerge and begin to address 
us in the present.” Hermeneutics involves an attempt to span the distance between a text from 
the past and one’s present situation. Thus, it is not enough to show what it meant in its own 
context: if it means anything at all, it must mean something in one’s present context.
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rather to enter into an open dialogue with a text and foster an 
encounter between his/her horizon and the horizon of meaning 
opened up by the text. This merging of horizons (horizontver- 
schmelzung) is the primary hermeneutical activity. It involves re­
maining open to new possibilities of meaning that may be revealed 
by the text, since the meaning of a text is never fixed or settled, but 
remains open for re-interpretation by other people. Gadamer states 
that the meaning of a text is only revealed over time, and there is 
never a point where one can confidently state that the meaning of a 
text has been fully understood and explicated.

Every time will have to understand a text handed down to it in its own 
way, for it is subject to the whole of the tradition in which it has a mate­
rial interest and in which it seeks to understand itself. The real meaning of 
a text as it addresses the interpreter does not just depend on the occasional 
factors which characterize the author and his original public. For it is also 
always co-determined by the historical situation of the interpreter and 
thus by the whole of the objective course of history....The meaning of a 
text surpasses its author not occasionally, but always. Thus understanding 
is not a reproductive procedure, but rather always also a productive 
one....It suffices to say that one understands differently when one under­
stands at all.3

A text does not simply set forth a fixed statement of meaning for all 
time, but rather is open to new forms of disclosure of meaning at 

different times and places and “gives ever new answers to the per­
son who questions it and poses ever new questions to him who an­
swers it.”4 One does not simply explicate a determinate meaning in 
a static text; rather, the act of understanding leads one to greater 

self-understanding through the process of dialogue, and this in turn 
opens up new horizons of meaning. In this process, one does not 
seek to just understand what the text actually said, but rather to re­
formulate the existential questions with which the text is concerned 
in terms of their present relevance.

This formulation of the hermeneutical process has had a pro­
found effect on Western understandings of hermeneutics, but, as we 
have seen, is foreign to Buddhist hermeneutics, which is founded on

3 Wahrheit und Methode, p. 280; quoted in Philosophical Hermeneutics, p. xxv.
4 Philosophical Hermeneutics, p. 57.
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the assumption that the author of a scriptural text like the Sutra Ex­
plaining the Thought had an intention (or set of intentions) that can 
in principle be realized and explicated by competent exegetes.5 This 
assumption, which Gadamer labeled the “romantic endeavor”, is 
central to Buddhist commentarial literature, and it is also clearly 
found in scriptures like the Sutra Explaining the Thought, which 
assumes throughout that Buddha had a hidden intention when he 
made conflicting statements and that this intention can (and indeed 
must) be discovered by his followers, even those who are separated 
from him in time, language, etc. It is of crucial importance for Bud­
dhists to discover this thought, since Buddha’s words were all spo­
ken with a particular intention, and his followers believe that they 
too can approach the truth through personally understanding his 
thought.

This intention also has a soteriological dimension, since Bud­
dhists believe that Buddha teaches each person or group whatever 
will be most beneficial, and he does so with the intention of bring­
ing his followers progressively closer to a state of enlightenment. 
Since there is a difference in understanding between Buddha and 
his followers, he uses various devices and strategies to lead them 
toward direct understanding of reality. In the Sutra Explaining the 
Thought, for example, he presents philosophical arguments, inno­
vations in vocabulary, and analogies to lead his followers toward a 
conceptual understanding, and eventually this should result in a 
direct, intuitive experience of truth. An underlying premise of Bud­
dhist philosophy and meditation theory is that Buddha has actual­
ized a potential that is present in all sentient beings, and all beings 
(particularly human beings) share the capacity to progress in under­
standing and eventually attain the state of Buddhahood. Understand­
ing can occur because there is some correspondence between our

5 This has been noted by a number of people who have written on Buddhist hermeneutics, for 
instance Michael Broido (“Killing, Lying, Stealing, and Adultery: A Problem of Interpretation 
in the Tantras**, in Buddhist Hermeneutics, p. 87), who notes that Buddhist hermeneutics is 
based on the idea that one can in fact explicate an authors intention.
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own inner experience and the experience and teaching of Buddha. 
As Donald Lopez expresses this,

If the goal of Mahayana philosophy is to bring oneself and others to the 
experience of enlightenment, which is nothing more or less than a repeti­
tion of the experience of the Buddha, then the attempt to establish the in­
tent of the author, the goal of what Gadamer terms the romantic endeavor, 
has strong soteriological overtones for the Buddhist.6

As Lopez notes, the methodology of Buddhist exegetes has been 
(and continues to be) much closer to that of Schleiermacher than 
Gadamer. Like Schleiermacher, Buddhist exegetes have tradition­
ally believed that despite the gulf between themselves and Buddha, 
his enlightenment experiences are always present possibilities for 
anyone who follows the path he explicated. Like Schleiermacher, 
Buddhist philosophers and mystics (the two groups are not, of 
course, mutually exclusive) proposed to understand a text by under­
standing the mental processes of the author. In Buddhist hermeneu­
tics, one re-experiences to some degree the thought processes of the 
author through the medium of the text and through oral and written 
commentarial traditions. The intuitive understanding of emptiness, 
for example (or the attainment of complete enlightenment), is not 
dependent on, or conditioned by, a particular place, time, language, 
etc. Buddha has perceived ultimate truth, this truth is the same at all 
times and for all beings, and so despite the historical gulf separating 
Buddha and the present time, his contemporary followers believe 
that they can in all relevant respects come to the same direct experi­

ence of reality that he attained 2,500 years ago.
This does not mean, however, that I accept the notion that Bud­

dhism is ahistorical or that, because of its emphasis on the timeless­
ness of truth, Buddhism ignores history. On the contrary, as has 
been noted by Maraldo, Buddhist texts often demonstrate an acute 
awareness of history and of historical processes, although this his­
torical consciousness sometimes differs from some contemporary 
notions of history.7 The Samdhinirmocana-sutra, for example, is a

6 Donald S. Lopez, “Introduction", in Buddhist Hermeneutics, p. 7.
7 John Maraldo, "Hermeneutics and Historicity", pp. 29-30.
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text that is clearly conscious of history and that sees itself as not 
only situated historically but as potentially influencing the future 
course of Buddhist discourse. The three wheels schema reflects an 
understanding of historical development in Buddhist doctrine and, 
as we have seen, could not intelligibly have been formulated prior 
to the discourses in which the first two wheels of doctrine were 
taught.

The Sutra Explaining the Thought implicitly contains an under­
standing of the history of Buddhist doctrine in which its new state­
ments are presented as being part of a dialectical process and as 
influencing the course of future developments. Even though its 
statements are presented as coming from the timeless perspective of 
a fully enlightened being, they are clearly expected to have an im­
pact on the history of those who receive them. Those belonging to 
traditions that accepted the sutra as normative are to understand the 
teaching of this text as a part of a historical process that began with 
the pronouncements identified in the sutra as belonging to the “first 
wheel”. These are challenged and undermined by the subsequent 
statements of the “second wheel”. The third wheel projects toward 
the future in its resolution of the conflicts.

The sutra implies a process in which Buddha first taught a set of 
doctrines (which are now being identified as constituting a related 
group of teachings). Later, in a new cycle of teachings, he began to 
undermine and challenge the implicit assumptions that some of his 
followers had developed. Now in the Samdhinirmocana he is setting 
in motion another cycle of teachings that clarify the intended 
meaning of his previous utterances, and these are intended to alter 
the subsequent history of interpretation. Thus, for Buddhist exegetes 
the gulf that Gadamer sees between an author from the distant past 
and an interpreter of a later time is not felt. Rather, the goal of Bud­
dhist hermeneuticians is closer to Hirsch’s contention that “the in­
terpreter’s aim is to posit the author’s horizon and carefully exclude 
his own accidental associations”.8 The interpretations, attitudes, and

* E.D. Hirsch, Validity in Interpretation, p. 222.
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pre-understandings of Buddhist exegetes may (and do) reflect dif­
ferences of history, language, culture, etc., but Buddhist hermeneu­
tics presents this as a difficulty requiring caution on the part of the 
interpreter and not as an insuperable barrier that makes re-cognition 
of Buddha’s thought impossible. Finding Buddha’s meaning is dif­
ficult, and the gulf in understanding between Buddha and an unen­
lightened exegete makes it necessary that he/she initially identify 
and then rely on sutras of definitive meaning, but it is assumed that 
through this process one may in fact bridge the temporal distance 
separating Buddha from one’s own time, culture, etc. A good de­
scription of this attitude can be found in Hirsch’s statement that

the root problem of interpretation is always the same— to guess what the 
author meant. Even though we can never be certain that our interpretative 
guesses are correct, we know that they can be correct and that the goal of 
interpretation as a discipline is constantly to increase the probability that 
they are conecL9

Buddhist thinkers, of course, believe that at advanced stages of spir­
itual development a person does know Buddha’s thought with cer­
tainty. In the context of the level of experience of ordinary beings, 
however, Buddhist thought in general is aware of the historical dis­
tance between the Buddha and a given time period or culture, but 
this is not seen as a reason to think that one can never find Buddha’s 
final thought. It is seen as constituting a good reason to exercise 
caution with respect to which authorities one will follow and to 

constantly examine one’s conclusions through reasoning in accord­
ance with one’s tradition. Buddhists who lived after the time of 
Buddha understood that there were differences between the time of 
Buddha and their own times (as is evidenced by various formula­
tions of the idea that the doctrine has undergone a continual process 
of degeneration since his death), but there is always a sense that the 
distance can be bridged by relying on sutras of definitive meaning 
and engaging in meditative training in accordance with their 
teachings.

9 Ibid., p. 206.
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Gadamer contends that “every encounter with tradition that 
takes place within historical consciousness involves the experience 
of the tension between the text and the present”,10 which accurately 
reflects a concern of Buddhist hermeneutics. Unlike Gadamer, how­
ever, Buddhist exegetes think that this gap is not an unbridgeable 
one and that through following proper exegetical principles (that is, 
the principles accepted by their respective traditions) and through 
practicing meditation in accordance with Buddha’s instructions they 
can re-cognize Buddha’s meaning and re-create in their own minds 
his understanding of reality. In order to do this, as we have seen, it 
is of crucial importance initially to identify which of Buddha’s 
teachings are definitive and to use these as a guide in understanding 
the thought behind his interpretable teachings. Through this process 
one’s understanding deepens to the point where one is able to move 
beyond the mere verbal meaning of Buddhas’s utterances and pro­
gressively penetrate their deeper purport. This process, if success­
ful, eventually enables one personally and intuitively to re-create 
the enlightenment experience of Buddha through a profound 
existential transformation.

It should be stressed that although Buddhist hermeneutics is 
closer to the thought of Schleiermacher than that of Gadamer, it is 
difficult to imagine a Buddhist embracing the idea advanced by 
Schleiermacher that the task of the interpreter is “to understand the 
text as well as and then even better than its author”.11 Since Bud­
dhists believe that a Buddha has reached the pinnacle of un­
derstanding and enlightenment, the goal of his followers is faithfully 
to recreate in their own consciousnesses his enlightened perception 
of reality, not to surpass him in terms of understanding the import 
of his teachings. Buddha is thought to be omniscient and prescient, 
and he is not bound by history or time. His words express his under­
standing as well as the limitations of language allow, and they serve

10 Truth and Method, p. 236.
,l See the edition of Schleiermacher’s hermeneutical writings translated by James Duke and 
Jack Forstman in F.D.E. Schleiermacher, Hermeneutics: The Handwritten Manuscripts 
(Missoula, MT: Scholars Press, 1977), p. 150.
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as guides for others to follow in their quest for enlightenment. Since 
enlightenment is timeless, these teachings are relevant for anyone at 
any time, and the state of Buddhahood for Buddhists is not a unique 
and unrepeatable event that occurred thousands of years ago, but 
rather an enduring possibility in the contemporary world.

POLITICAL DIMENSIONS

Our study thus far has been mainly descriptive: the primary concern 

has been to look at the hermeneutical theories of the sutra and to 
speculate on how these are linked with, and influenced by, Buddhist 
notions of tradition and authority. In the present section, I propose 
to step back from the text a bit to look at the political intentions 
behind the vocabulary innovations of the Samdhinirmocana. The 
focus of this analysis is to examine the possible intended conse­
quences of the sútra’s doctrines and the motivations of the persons 
who formulated and explicated these vocabulary innovations, i.e., 
what sort of practical results they were trying to achieve. It is also 
concerned with the context in which the text was produced, because 
this can provide important clues regarding how and why certain 
doctrines were formulated. As George Bond has noted, “contexts 
generate texts”, and one of the primary concerns for anyone seeking 
to understand the thought of the Samdhinirmocana  must be the 
context in which it was written.12

12 See George D. Bond, “The Gradual Path as a Hermeneutical Approach to the DhammcT, in 
Buddhist Hermeneutics, p. 3 0 .1 should mention that although the initial idea of considering the 
sutra in terms of functionality and power relations was partially motivated by my reading of 
Michel Foucault, my analysis is rather different than the ones I have read in Foucault’s works. I 
am primarily concerned with how the doctrines of the sútra might have affected power relations 
within Buddhist philosophy, and not with, for example, the effects of power and coercion on 
individuals who are at a disadvantage in power relations or how social institutions afTect the in­
dividuals over whom they have power (which are important concerns of Foucault’s). My goal 
is to show how political concerns might have influenced the text and what effects the sütra had 
on power relations, and not to analyze Indian Buddhist society, monastic structures, etc. in 
terms of their power relations. Nor will I be concerned with actual manifestations and excer- 
cises of power. The focus of this essay is primarily speculative and theoretical in that it is 
mainly concerned with trying to understand what sort of practical ends the vocabulary innova­
tions of the sutra were attempting to bring about.

My analysis is inspired by a recent project which required reading a wide range of con­
temporary feminist philosophy, particularly philosophy of language. Feminist thinkers have 
often noted how certain terms reflect power relations and how the development of new termi­
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At the outset, it should be noted that a good deal of this analysis 
is necessarily speculative, since there is much that is unknown about 
the early formative period of Maháyána literature (the period from 
which I assume the Samdhinirmocana dates), and most of our in­
formation must be drawn from sectarian textual sources. Neverthe­
less, these provide some interesting clues about reasons behind the 
formulations of the sutra’s distinctive doctrines, such as the three 
wheels of doctrine and the three non-entitynesses, and what effect 
these doctrines had on successive generations of thinkers.

Taking these as our beginning point, it is instructive to consider 
what sort of political motivations might have prompted the vocabu­
lary innovations of the three wheels and the three non-entitynesses. 
As we have seen, these doctrines refer to certain types of Buddhist 
literature, primarily texts that were important to Hlnayana schools 
and the Perfection of Wisdom Sutras (which were central to the 
Madhyamaka school). The doctrines of the three wheels and three 
non-entitynesses not only provided a hermeneutical model in terms 
of which people following the Samdhinirmocana could reconcile 
certain of Buddha’s teachings that had created cognitive conflicts 
among his followers, but they also gave certain people (those who 
belonged to traditions that accepted the Samdhinirmocana as nor­
mative) a measure of control over the texts in which they were pro­
pounded. This control had a political dimension, since these were 
texts that were important to schools that propounded rival doctrines. 
By creating terminology that influenced other Buddhist thinkers, the 
author(s) of the sútra altered the course of future debate on subjects 
that were central to the school that developed from the Samdhinir- 
mocana-siitra, i.e., the Yogacára, and altered power relations by in­
fluencing the terms of understanding of key doctrines in other 
schools of thought. In other words, the author(s) of the sútra created 
new paradigms (concepts, models, terms) that redirected future de­
bate and thought.

nology can influence and alter these relations. My contention in the present section is that the 
vocabulary innovations of the Samdhinirmocana reflect a concern with these facts and are an 
attempt to alter power relations through the coining of new vocabulary.



INTENTION AND MOTIVATION 149

Buddhist hermeneutics was never divorced from such political 
concerns, as is evidenced by Buddhism’s extensive polemical and 
sectarian literature, and part of the work of Buddhist exegetes was 
(and still is) concerned with who had the authority to influence or 
legislate how a text (or group of texts) should be interpreted. In 
order to determine this, Buddhist thinkers resorted to arguments 
based on reasoning, tradition, authority, and scripture, and their 
work often resulted in shifting power relations between schools, in­
dividuals, and texts. The more successfully a Buddhist thinker 
argued a particular position within the rules, confines, and contexts 
of traditional Buddhism, the more authority he and his followers 
gained, and one result of this was often a greater control over the 
interpretation of rivals’ texts and doctrines. Furthermore, the fact 
that certain authors and texts are studied by successive generations 
and by contemporary scholars reflects the fact that some thinkers 
are better at influencing power relationships than others.13 Those 
who are studied by later generations are those who formulate com­
pelling new paradigms and vocabulary and who write at a time in 
which these influence others. Buddhist literature is full of texts by 
authors whose writings never had a major influence, and Buddhist 
history is undoubtedly peopled with many great mystics and philo­
sophers who either never wrote or whose writings never had an 
impact and were lost or forgotten.

Within the society of monastic Buddhism in India, power 
resided with those who were accepted as having authority, those 
who were in control of dominant and persuasive ideologies, and 
those who were at the forefront of important movements. The pri­
mary authority was of course the Buddha, but by the time of the 
Samdhinirmocana Buddha was mainly a symbol that was appropri­
ated for sectarian purposes and interpreted according to the inter­
ests, concerns, and goals of individual groups. Those groups who 
were in dominant positions sought to defend their authority by 
demonstrating their affinity with Buddha and his teachings, and

13 1 owe this particular thought to Professor Deane Curtin, Dept, of Philosophy, Gustavus 
Adolphus College, who was kind enough to help me talk out some of these ideas.
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groups attempting to create a shift in the power balance had to 
demonstrate (within the accepted rules of discourse) that their doc­
trines were closer to the thought of the founder than those of their 
rivals.

The Samdhinirmocana is an example of a successful attempt to 
alter power relations. (The Buddhist canon is full of unsuccessful 
attempts: texts that proposed new doctrines and vocabulary, but 
never succeeded in gaining a following or having a major influ­
ence.) Its new doctrines and vocabulary had an important impact on 
future discussions of Buddhist philosophy and forced members of 
rival schools to respond to its evaluations of the relative positions of 
their respective doctrines and texts.

In addition, because the Samdhinirmocana had the authority of 
a sütra, later schools had to deal with the hierarchical model that it 
propounded, which placed key Hinayána doctrines at the bottom of 
Buddhist teaching, placed key passages of the Perfection of Wis­

dom Sutras above those, and placed the third wheel (as represented 
by the Samdhinirmocana and as inherited by its followers) at the 
top. The three non-entitynesses provided an exegetical model 

through which one could reconcile conflicting statements attributed 
to the Buddha by positing the intentions behind his statements, and 
this in turn allowed the traditions following the sütra to influence 
the interpretation of certain texts. Thus, the doctrine of the three 
wheels at least partially had the effect of placing the teachings of 
the sütra and the tradition following from it at the top of the hierar­
chy and, more importantly, forced rival schools to debate on its 
terms and in terms of its vocabulary in order to defend their doctri­

nal positions.
The same could of course be said of most, if not all, Buddhist 

texts (and is probably true of many or most originators of paradigm 
shifts and vocabulary innovations). In attempting to formulate more 
consistent, persuasive, or popular doctrines, the authors of texts are 
trying to convince people of the superiority of their views and doc­
trines, and in so doing they gain power due to increases in numbers 
of followers, recognition by other scholars and philosophers, diffu­
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sion of their ideas and doctrines, and enhanced status and prestige 
within Buddhist monastic society.14 In some cases, there would also 
be more material rewards, such as royal favor, fame, and increased 
patronage. These are important motivators that are generally over­
looked in contemporary Buddhist studies, which often implicitly as­
sume that the authors of Buddhist texts were austere, other-worldly 
scholar-monks ensconced in their monasteries and aloof from 
worldly concerns and politics.

In fact, even a cursory study of Buddhist literature reveals that 
many Buddhist thinkers were very involved in politics, both within 
the monasteries and in the larger society, and that Buddhist texts are 
often written in order to alter power relations within the Buddhist 
community. For example, as Graeme MacQueen has pointed out, 
many early Mahayána texts contain strongly sectarian statements 
that were obviously designed to establish the validity of their doc­
trines against the opposition of Hinayana opponents.15 (Indeed, the 
coining of the names “Mahayána” and “Hinayana” is clearly an at­
tempt to alter power relations within Buddhism by characterizing 
one’s own group as superior to a rival group.) A similar concern can 
be seen in the vocabulary innovations of the Samdhinirmocana , 
which place the texts and doctrines of competing schools of thought 
in a hierarchical relationship. In such relationships,, one’s own texts 
and doctrines serve as the standards by which others’ texts and doc­
trines are to be evaluated.

It is important to note that words are not only tools that are used 
to express thoughts, develop arguments, and persuade others; they

14 The same is of course true within contemporary interpretive communities, such as the 
community of academics, which holds shared notions of rationality, rules of debate, and power 
relations between groups. These power relations are influenced by the development of powerful 
new models, vocabularies, and methodologies, and much of contemporary academic activity 
could be analyzed in terms of various attempts to influence power relations. A good example 
would be the growing influence of “political correctness**, a movement which regularly gives 
rise to new vocabulary that challenges (and that seeks to undermine) existing power relation­
ships and structures that its adherents view as oppressive. Its adherents also often use their vo­
cabulary innovations as weapons to be wielded against people who oppose their ideas and 
agendas.
13 See Graeme MacQueen, “Inspired Speech in Early Mahayána Buddhism**, Religion #11, 
1981, pp. 303-19 and #12,1982, pp. 49-65.
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can also function as weapons to undermine the positions of others, 
to force them to debate on one’s own terms, and in some cases to 
force one’s opponents into silence. This is true both in ancient India 
and in contemporary Western society. Groups with particular aims 
and agendas often use new terminology to defeat opponents, to alter 
power relations in their favor, or to force others to debate on their 
terms.

Power relations within the Buddhist community were influ­
enced by success in debate, by numbers of followers, the personal 
fame of great teachers, and a number of other factors. A text like the 
Samdhinirmocana that successfully developed and explicated doc­
trinal innovations like the three wheels and the three non-entity- 
nesses altered the political landscape by calling into question the 
value of the doctrines, texts, practices, and teachers of other 
schools.

This is not to say that Buddhist scholars were cynical, power- 
hungry politicians; on the contrary, most probably saw their thought 
and writing as being concerned with truth and as aiming at the ben­
efit of other sentient beings. In addition, most probably sincerely 
thought that their respective positions were superior to those of rival 
schools and sought to defend them for these reasons, but they also 
were not immune to political realities, and they often used political 
maneuvers in their thought in order to establish their positions. In 
addition, Buddhist history contains numerous examples of Buddhist 
monks using political and military force to suppress rival schools 
and their doctrines.16

16 Fully developing this idea would require a separate study, but an excellent example would 
be the suppression of the Jo nang pa school in Tibet by the Dge lugs pa sect, which took over 
the main monastary of the Jo nang pas, had their texts destroyed, and forced Jo nang monks to 
convert to Dge lugs pa. Some striking examples can be found in Japan, where monasteries of­
ten had soldier-monks whose duty was to defend the monastery against attacks, and sometimes 
to attack and conquer the monasteries of rival schools. One could also point to the history of 
the Nichircn school, which, beginning with its founder, has been very concerned with gaining 
political power. Nichiren himself wrote several letters to people in power (including the Em­
peror) urging them to suppress other schools (particularly Pure Land schools) with military 
force and to make his own sect the only school of Buddhism in Japan.



INTENTION AND MOTIVATION 153

I want to stress, however, that the presence of rivalries between 
schools and attempts to alter power relations through the creation of 
new terminology are often not negative phenomena. On the con­
trary, such tensions and rivalries often spur creativity and innova­
tion, breathing new vitality into traditions that have become com­
placent. The creation of a powerful new model often causes those 
whose models it attempts to displace to reformulate their ideas and 
remake their respective traditions in ways that make them more re­
sistant to the new criticisms and that also indicate new directions for 
growth. The positive effects of rivalry and opposition are often 
overlooked by contemporary philosophers, many of whom view 
them as wholly destructive.

This is true, for example, of Michel Foucault, particularly in his 
earlier writings. As Kyle Pasewark has noted, Foucault tends to 
view power conflicts in terms of a “zero-sum game” in which one 
side wins everything and the other loses and is dominated.17 In fact, 
the situation is far more nuanced than this, and such conflicts are 
often signs of vitality, change, and innovation. Pasewark also notes 
that in his later writings Foucault came to realize that power can 
also have a productive dimension, and I think that this is particularly 
true of cases where rival groups are not trying to conquer each other 
through force of arms but rather to restructure the balance of power 
in their favor through written and oral debate. This can be seen both 
in the language of the terminological innovations of the Sutra  
Explaining the Thought and in the answers put forward by other 
groups whose positions were challenged by them.

In religious groups, competition is often a sign of vitality, while 
absence of competition can be a sign of complacency, rather than a 
sign of ecumenical good will. It often motivates great thinkers to 
produce some of their most notable works, and religious texts are

17 Pasewark develops (his idea in an insightful analysis of the importance of Foucault’s ideas 
for theology, entitled A Theology o f Power (Ph.D. dissertation. University of Chicago, 1991; 
this has been published by Fortress Press under the title A Theology o f Power: Being beyond 
Domination (Minneapolis, MN: Augsburg Fortress, 1992). Professor Pasewark was kind 
enough to lend me a draft copy of his book, which was very helpful in this study, particularly in 
terms of understanding the differences between Foucault’s concerns and my own.
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often written in order to argue in favor of the doctrines and practices 
of particular groups and against the doctrines and practices of com­
petitors. As Jay Newman notes, when competition

promotes fanaticism, animosity, persecution, and painful division, it is 
plainly disastrous for a denomination. But if carried on in the spirit of tol­
erance, it can be a boon to a denomination, preventing the communal 
faith from becoming stagnant, reviving the religious spirit of the weary, 
and giving the disaffected a new tie to the community of believers. The 
fact is that no religious denomination can survive, grow, and spiritually 
prosper if it is wholly incapable of accommodating some degree of theo­
logical diversity; it will be forever losing its members to sects, new de­
nominations, and older and livelier denominations, and it will become in­
creasingly irrelevant to a world that refuses to stand still. And where there 
is theological diversity, there will eventually be theological competition, 
for no individual or group is willing to be wise all alone.18

Religious thinkers who are convinced of the correctness of their 
doctrines and those of their own groups are seldom willing to re­
main silent in this belief. The motives for this can be political and 
self-serving, altruistic, or a combination of both. If one is convinced 
that the beliefs and practices of rival groups are mistaken and dan­
gerous, one will likely feel compelled to oppose them, since if one 
is successful this will be beneficial for those who are rescued from 
the wrong ideas and for one’s own group, which promotes and up­
holds what is most correct and most beneficial for religious practi­
tioners. Such competition can have positive effects on one’s rivals, 
also, since it can spur them to develop innovative and compelling 
vocabulary to combat the threat. It also might inspire them to reform 
their conduct in order to demonstrate the superiority of their group. 
In the same way that high-level competition often brings out the 
best in athletes, religious competition (when it avoids degenerating 
to the use of force) can lead to innovation, doctrinal development, 
religious reforms, and changes that allow religious traditions to 
adapt themselves to changing social and religious circumstances.

An example of such development is the model of the three 
wheels, which provided a paradigm in terms of which Buddhists

18 Jay Newman, Competition in Religious Life (Waterloo. Ontario: Wilfrid Laurier University 
Press. 1989. p. 166.
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could reconcile conflicts in Buddha’s teachings. By indicating doc­
trinal conflicts in terms of a hierarchical schema that placed tenets 
of rival schools in inferior positions, it made explicit a set of 
conflicts that were present in teachings attributed to Buddha and 
posited a model in terms of which they might be reconciled. Some 
members of other groups, particularly people later labeled Madhya- 
mikas, perceived this as containing an implicit threat to their own 
interpretations and traditions, and so they answered with counter­
attacks that often adopted the new vocabulary but reinterpreted it. 
This process of debate and the often ingenious ways that people of 
various groups attempted to restructure power relationships by 
formulating new doctrines (within the confines of generally accept­
ed notions of authority and tradition) indicated that these traditions 
remained vital and relevant to their adherents. It is important to 
remember that the political dimensions of their doctrinal innova­
tions did not necessarily indicate a degeneration into internecine 
warfare.

The doctrines of the three wheels and the three non-entitynesses 
are good examples of ideas with political overtones. The three 
wheels doctrine clearly implies that other Buddhist texts should be 
read in light of the Samdhinirmocana. The sutfa established a new 
range of possibilities for discourse, debate, and exegesis that either 
operated within the rules it explicated or that were at least com­

pelled to take them into account. By placing itself in the position of 
doctrinal yardstick, the text forced later thinkers who were opposed 
to its formulations to use its vocabulary while presenting rival 
viewpoints. A good example can be found in Tsong kha pa’s 
Essence o f the Good Explanations, which holds that the supreme 
Buddhist philosophical system is Prasarigika-Madhyamaka, but 
which attempts to use the vocabulary and doctrines of the Samdhi­

nirmocana against themselves.
Tsong kha pa concedes that the sutra states that the third wheel 

(as represented by the Samdhinirmocana) is said by Buddha to be of 
definitive meaning, unsurpassable, etc., and that the other wheels 
are placed below the third wheel, but he tries to argue for the
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supremacy of the second wheel by making a distinction between 
types of trainees. He states that the intended audience of the second 
wheel takes the doctrines of the Perfection of Wisdom Sutras con­
cerning non-entityness etc. literally (as Buddha indicates in the 
Samdhinirmocana),19 but Tsong kha pa argues that there are other 
trainees, who he calls the “special trainees” (ched du bya ba’i gdul 
bya), who hear Buddha’s second wheel teachings and understand 
the thought behind them without needing to have him spell it out for 
them. Dpal ’byor lhun grub comments that this indicates that

the special trainees of this middle [wheel], without depending on com­
mentaries on the thought of these siitras of the middle wheel— such as 
that of, for instance, the Sutra Explaining the Thought—realize complete-, 
ly the thought of the sütras of the middle wheel and do not conceive them 
to be literal, and so the trainees of this middle [wheel] have greatly sharp­
er faculties than the trainees of the Sutra Explaining the Thought.20

The trainees of the third wheel, Tsong kha pa and Dpal ’byor lhun 
grub argue, are not as advanced as these special second wheel train­
ees (who are characterized by Dpal ’byor lhun grub as being Bodhi- 
sattvas of sharp faculties: byang chub sems dpa' dbang po rnon po), 
since the latter do not require the explicit distinctions of the sütra. 
Thus, according to Tsong kha pa and Dpal ’byor lhun grub, the 
trainees of the third wheel operate only on a verbal level and need 
to have Buddha’s doctrines and intentions spelled out for them, 
whereas the “special trainees” of the second wheel are able to grasp 
Buddha’s thought immediately without needing such special help. 
Tsong kha pa and Dpal ’byor lhun grub conclude from this that the 
second wheel is actually superior to the third, since it is really 
aimed at superior practitioners. They cleverly use the terminology 
and internal logic of the sütra against themselves in order to argue 
for a rival position, but the significant thing for our present discus­
sion is that they were forced to use the terminology and distinctive 
doctrines of the Samdhinirmocana in order to advance a system

19 Legs bshad snying po. Samalh ed„ p. 85.1.
20 Dpal 'byor lhun grub, p. 30.1.
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(i.e., Prásañgika-Madhyamaka) that they saw as being superior to 
the system of the sütra and in opposition to its pronouncements.

Similar presentations can be seen in a number of post-Samdhi- 
nirmocana Madhyamaka thinkers, such as Candraklrti and Bhavya, 
who argued against Yogacára doctiines and figures but, because of 
the prestige of the sütra and the continuing vitality of its vocabulary 
innovations and seminal doctrines, were often forced to argue on 
terms set by the sütra and its exponents by using the terminology 
and language of their opponents. This fact is mentioned by Luis 
Gómez in his discussion of Buddhist hermeneutics in the E n ­
cyclopedia o f Religions, in which he notes that there were alterna­
tive formulations of the three wheels that were at variance with the 
presentation of the Sam dhinirm ocana, but that “the scriptural 
weight of the Samdhinirmocana was such that the scholastics could 
not ignore its clear statement”.21 He mentions Tsong kha pa as an 
example of a scholar who puts forth doctrines that are at variance 
with the sütra and who “goes through the most subtle arguments to 
show that the sü tra 's ordering of the turnings does not imply a 
privileged position for the doctrine of mind-only”.22 Even though 
Tsong kha pa saw Madhyamaka doctrines as being superior to those 
presented in the Samdhinirmocana, he was not able to ignore the 
sütra and felt compelled to argue on its terms and using its vocabu­
lary in order to justify his own position.23

How did the authors) of the sütra accomplish this? A number 
of factors contributed to the philosophical and political success of

21 Luis O. Gómez, “Exegesis and Hermeneutics”, in Encyclopedia o f  Religion, ed. Mircea 
Eliade (New York: Macmillan, 1987), p. 537. For examples of alternative restatements of the 
three wheels, see Kennard Lipman, “Nitártha, Neyartha, and Tathagatagarbha in Tibet”, JIP  
#8, 1980, pp. 87-8 and Ian Charles Harris, The Continuity o f  Madhyamaka and Yogacdra in 
Mahdyana Buddhism (Leiden: E J . Brill, 1991), p. 70.
22 Gómez, p. 538.
23 In the Essence o f the Good Explanations, he also has a section devoted to Madhyamaka 
hermeneutics, which is based on the Aksayamati-nirdeia-sütra, but the significant point for our 
present discussion is the fact that he devotes half of his study of Buddhist hermeneutics to a 
discussion of the Mind-Only system. Apparently the sütra’s doctrines were influential enough 
that he felt compelled to explain away the problem of Buddha telling the audience of the Sam­
dhinirmocana that second wheel doctrines (which are the basis of Madhyamaka) are of pro­
visional meaning.
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the sütra and its doctrinal innovations: firstly, the fact that it was 
written as a sütra ensured that the text and its doctrines would be 
immune to fundamental criticisms to the extent that the Samdhinir- 
mocana was accepted as the word of Buddha. Any teaching that is 
widely accepted as originating from Buddha assumes a measure of 
authority due to this association. An example of this authority is the 
vinaya literature, the coercive force of which derives from Buddha. 
It tells Buddhist monks how to live, where to live, what company 
they can keep, what to eat, etc., and in traditional Buddhist monastic 
society the vinaya has provided the primary body of rules that 
regulate power relations and everyday life. Since Buddhists tradi­
tionally view Buddha as an “authoritative being” ipramana-bhuta), 
any statement he made (or that some people think he made) as­
sumes a potent prescriptive and coercive power.24

Since Buddha is the supreme authority for Buddhists, all of his 
teachings are proper for their respective audiences and beneficial to 
sentient beings, and so no teaching of Buddha can be conclusively 
rejected. There are a number of Buddhist texts, such as the Samdhi- 
nirmocana, that go so far as to state that people who reject new 
doctrines and texts that they have not previously heard often do so 
under the influence of Mara, the Buddhist Satan.25 Maháyana litera­
ture in particular contains many such statements, and so Buddhists 
are cautioned through these to be receptive to new doctrines. Even 
in the Pali canon, which is generally more conservative in such mat-

24 A parallel process is outlined by Erich Frau wall ner with respect to the development of the 
Páli canon (The Earliest Vinaya and the Beginnings o f Buddhist Literature; Rome: Serie Orién­
tale Roma, vol. VIII, 1956). He contends (p. 63) that the story of a “First Council” in which 
500 Arhats gathered to recount their recollections of Buddha's word is a fiction created by 
some of his followers to give the force of Buddha’s authority to a particular edition of the 
canon. He compares the creation of this story to the attribution of Hindu texts to famous 
authorities of the pasL* “When the Upanisads place a text in the mouth of a famous teacher, this 
has the purpose of placing it under his authority”. Frauwallner contends that the story of the 
First Council was created by some Buddhists “in order to place their own holy tradition under a 
common authority, to which recourse could be made through a list of teachers on the Vedic 
model”. See also Hermann Oldenberg’s introduction to the Vinaya Pitaku (London: Luzac & 
Co., 1964), vol. I, p. xi, which also questions the authenticity of the story of the First Council.
25 See, for example, Graeme MacQueen, “Inspired Speech in Early MahaySna Buddhism”, 
which provides several examples of early Mahayana texts that use this argument to undermine 
the counterattacks of their opponents.
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ters, there is a statement in Anguttara-nikâya IV. 163 that “whatever 
is well spoken is the word of the Buddha’’,26 which is often taken to 
mean that anything not fundamentally at variance with Buddhist 

doctrine and practice can legitimately be adopted.
Since the Samdhinirmocana is written as a sütra and accepted as 

such by Mahâyâna Buddhists, even those who disagreed with it had 
to deal with it as a scripture that derived its normative status from 
the supreme authority for Buddhists. In the Buddhist power 
hierarchy, the figure of the Buddha resides at the top position, and 
so by invoking his authority, the author(s) of the sütra assured that 
even those who disagreed with its doctrines would be unable simply 
to reject them as mistaken or as being the product of shoddy think­

ing. The figure of the Buddha is a powerful shared symbol in the 
system of discourse in which the sütra situates itself, and his author­
ity renders the sütra immune from much of the polemical infighting 
that developed between rival schools.

In addition, as noted above, the sütra itself has a number of in­
ternal devices that establish its high status: it is set in a celestial 
palace inhabited by the Buddha and very advanced disciples, and all 
of the interlocutors of the sütra (with the exception of Subhüti) are 
very advanced Bodhisattvas, which implies that their questions re­
flect their high level of realization. In addition, the sütra frequently 
declares that its doctrines are in accord with the perceptions of 

Superiors (’phags pa, dry a) and are not correctly understood by 
“ordinary beings” (so so’i skye bo, prthag-jana). This implies that 
anyone who does not understand and accept the sütra’s statements 
demonstrates personal deficiencies in terms of understanding and 
spiritual attainment and not deficiencies on the part of the sütra or 
its author. Furthermore, at the end of the last four chapters, the sütra

36 This passage and its implications for Buddhist exegesis are discussed by George Bond in 
The Word o f the Buddha (Columbo: M.D. Gunasena, 1982), p. 30ff. He notes that this idea is 
not confined to this single instance but is also found in one of Asoka’s edicts (see Bond's note 
37, which refers to P.H.L. Eggermont and J. Hoflizer eds.. The Moral Edicts o f King Asoka; 
Leiden: E J . Brill, 1962, p. 38). For another classical source of this idea, see the Adhyaiaya- 
samcodana-sutra, in which Buddha states, “Maitreya, whatever is well spoken is the word of 
the Buddha" (yat kirn cin maitreya subhdsitam tad buddhavacanam).
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declares that it is a teaching of definitive meaning (nges pa 'i don, 
nitartha) and should be accepted as such by those who hear and 
read it.

When taken together, these features make it difficult for anyone 
simply to dismiss the text or to characterize it as a teaching for peo­
ple of dull faculties. The followers of the sutra were thus able to 
claim a privileged position for their doctrines and their interpreta­
tions of others’ texts because of the status of the purported author of 
the sütra, the internal logic of its doctrinal statements, and its own 
statements about its status. In other words, the persuasive doctrinal 
innovations and internal statements of its advanced status are on 
some level intended to alter power relationships within Buddhist 
society by characterizing the doctrines of rival schools as provi­
sional and requiring interpretation on the terms stated in the Sam- 
dhinirmocana and by unequivocally indicating that it is a teaching 
for advanced practitioners, which ensured that it would have to be 
confronted directly by opponents rather than being dismissed. This 
in turn gave followers of the Samdhinirmocana a measure of control 
over their opponents’ texts and some influence over their inter­
pretation.



CHAPTER SEVEN

CONCLUSION

The previous chapters have attempted to look at the distinctive doc­
trines and philosophical ramifications of the Sutra Explaining the 
Thought in terms of a number of perspectives, including textual and 
philological analysis, consideration of traditional commentaries 
from India, Tibet, and China, and through the application of some 
contemporary interpretive models, such as discussions of herme­
neutics, cognitive dissonance theory, and an analysis of the political 
dimension of its doctrines. Each of these is an attempt to understand 
a facet of the thought and significance of this important text, and 
each hopefully provides a cogent perspective through which its 
meaning and significance may be understood.

I view this procedure as a philosophical equivalent of Clifford 
Geertz’ idea of “thick description” in anthropology. Geertz’ ap­
proach involves providing as much detail and information as possi­
ble in order to give a holistic picture of the object of study. My ap­
proach is similar: in providing a number of alternative approaches 
and interpretations, it is hoped that the multifaceted thought of the 
sutra will be drawn out and that its ramifications will be opened up 
to modem readers.

It is important to note that this study is by no means a complete 
analysis of the doctrines of the Sutra Explaining the Thought or of 
its impact on Buddhist thought. Our analysis has focused primarily 
on the first seven chapters, and within that has been mainly con­
cerned with the sutra’s presentation of Buddhist hermeneutics and 
its influence on Buddhist thought. The seminal statements of ideal­
ism in the eighth chapter of the sutra, its presentations of medita­

tion, the Bodhisattva path, the nature of buddhahood, and the appli­
cation of reasoning processes (which are important concerns of the



1 6 2 CHAPTER SEVEN

last four chapters) have been either barely mentioned or bypassed. 
These are all important parts of the thought of the sutra, but all fall 
outside the scope of the present study. They are another story for 
another time, and hopefully this story will eventually be told, per­
haps in a later work.

I suspect that if there is anything original in this work, it lies in 
the fact that it has utilized interpretive models not normally found in 
Buddhist studies, such as cognitive dissonance theory and contem­
porary studies of the connection between tradition and rationality. It 
is worthwhile in Buddhist studies to attempt to reconstruct the con­
text in which particular doctrines were formulated, since the context 
of an utterance or doctrine is of crucial importance in determining 
its meaning and application. Buddhist doctrines operate within the 
context of a functioning system of shared symbols and assumptions, 
and a contemporary interpreter should seek to understand and ex­
plicate this context. Buddhist teachings are meaningful to Buddhists 
primarily insofar as they are perceived as saying something signifi­
cant about human existence, and this is what Buddhists try to find in 
them. Buddhist philosophers and meditators are generally not pri­
marily concerned with learning about other topics (e.g., history, ge­
ography, etc.) that are not perceived as being relevant to this sote- 
riological orientation. Rather, Buddhist texts are considered to be 
important insofar as they reveal something about human existence 
and how human beings can realize their highest potential through 
attaining the state of Buddhahood.

I have argued that all rationality functions within a tradition of 
shared assumptions and methods and that Buddhist thought is no 
exception to this rule. Buddhist thinkers attempted to justify their 
ideas through recourse to tradition and accepted notions of author­
ity, and their reasoning processes cannot intelligibly be lifted from 
their context and studied in isolation. It is important to note that the 
Buddhist thinkers considered in this study were Buddhist monks, 
people who received initiation into the Buddhist samgha, who at­
tempted to live according to the rules of the vinaya, and whose 
thought processes were powerfully conditioned by these factors.



CONCLUSION 163

Much of contemporary Buddhist studies, it seems to me, im­
plicitly assumes that their philosophies can legitimately be studied 
apart from the social and cultural context in which they lived and 
worked. This, I contend, is a fundamentally misguided notion: the 
robes worn by Buddhist monks are not just fashion statements, nor 
are their monastic vows simply words uttered in isolation from their 
lives and philosophies. In order to understand traditional thinkers or 
texts, it is necessary to attempt to reconstruct as much as possible 
the rules of thought and discourse in which they operated.

In addition to such considerations, this study has attempted to 
provide a speculative overview of the way in which the Samdhinir- 
mocana attempted to influence power relations and some examples 
of how it succeeded in doing so. This aspect of the study has impli­
cations for contemporary philosophical studies as well, since it 
seems probable that much of the history of philosophy in any cul­
ture reflects changing power relations. In contemporary hermeneu­
tics, for example, the “philosophical hermeneutics” of Gadamer can 
be viewed as a powerful challenge to the tradition of Schleier- 
macher, whose idea of faithfully reproducing the intention of an au­
thor had profoundly influenced interpretation theory and practice. 
Gadamer’s successful formulation of new vocabulary and doctrines 

changed existing power relations. It put those who followed Schlei- 
ermacher on the defensive, and the writings of E.D. Hirsch and oth­
ers can be seen as attempts to change the balance of power in their 
direction. These in turn are answered by broadsides from other fac­
tions, and the status of a particular person or school within the 

world of contemporary thought changes as a result of perceptions of 
the persuasiveness of a particular thinker or text.

Moreover, within contemporary society there are any number of 
groups (e.g., women’s rights groups, advocates of various formula­
tions of civil rights, etc.) who are creating new vocabulary innova­
tions in attempts to alter existing power relations in their favor. 
These groups implicitly or explicitly realize that language and ter­
minology can be extremely powerful and that changes in vocabulary
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can both reflect and influence the relative prestige, vitality, and 
power of individuals or collectives.

Such concerns, of course, are nothing new, and politics and con­
cern with power relations tend to become operative in any group of 
people, no matter how small. Even in Buddhist monasteries, which 
are institutions devoted to the pursuit of enlightenment, politics and 
power are matters of concern, and Buddhist thinkers are often aware 
of and influenced by such concerns, whether consciously or uncon­
sciously. I wish to stress that I am not attempting to categorize Bud­

dhist philosophers as avaricious and corrupt politicians venally 
seeking temporal power; rather, my intent is to point out that politi­
cal concerns can be seen in their thought and that the success or 
failure of particular texts and schools is connected with historical 
and political circumstances. A study of Buddhist literature that ig­
nores the political dimension ignores an important factor in the 
equation, a factor without which the picture becomes incomplete.

The analogy in the seventh chapter in which Paramarthasamud- 
gata compares the relation between Buddha’s interpretable and de­
finitive teachings to the relation between a picture and the basis on 
which it is drawn is appropriate here. The internal logic of influen­
tial Buddhist texts like the Samdhinirmocana often reflects power 
relations, and a study of a seminal text like this sútra (which is con­
cerned with influencing and altering power relations) that ignores 
this dimension is like a painting without a basis. Buddhist thinkers 
in general undoubtedly do not view themselves as politicians trying 
to manipulate and alter power relations, but rather as faithful inter­
preters concerned with explicating the truth contained in Buddha’s 
words. Despite this qualification, however, they do often use politi­
cal maneuvers to advance their own doctrines and schools. Success­
ful creators of new vocabulary and writers of commentaries are 
those who know their intended audience and what will have an 
effect on it. Different interpreters will notice different things, em­
phasize certain details, and formulate distinctive vocabulary and 
doctrines. Those who are successful are those who have an impact 
on subsequent thought and power relations. Their texts restructure
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the rules of debate for successive generations of thinkers and their 
traditions are able to influence the interpretation of texts of their 
own schools and sometimes those of rival factions.
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