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Great Middle Way

Emptiness Endowed with all the Supreme Qualities

Buddha Nature from Shakyamuni to the Shentong Traditions of Tibet
Ten Weeks from April 16 to June 25, 2013 (skipping April 23)

Syllabus

1) Class One: The Sutra Sources on Buddha Nature by Dr. Karl Brunnholzl

Il) Class Two: Indian Sutras and Shastras
A) In Class Reading:

1) The Book of Ones: Luminous, from The Numerical Discourses of the Buddha, Trs.
Bhikkhu Bodhi , excerpt on page 97

2) The Tathagatagarbhasutra, Trs. William Grosnick, from Buddhism in Practice, Ed.
by Donald S. Lopez, 12 pages

3) The Dialogue with Queen Srimaladevi, A Treasury of Mahayana Sutras, Trs. by The
Buddhist Association of the Unites States, excerpt on pp. 377-381

1) Class Three: The Indian Shastras
A) Requested Reading:
1) In Praise of Dharmadhatu, by Nagarjuna, Trs. Karl Brunnholzl, pp. 117-129
2) Matreya’s Uttaratantra Shastra A Treatise on Buddha Nature, Trs. Loden Sherab:
(a) Homage and The Buddha, pp. 21-23 (odd pages only)
(b) Buddha Essence, pp. 29-69 (odd pages only)

IV) Class Four: Definitive versus Provisional Teachings; Tsongkhapa
A) Regquested Reading:

1) Buddhist Hermeneutics, Robert Thurman, excerpt on pp. 25-34

2) The Provisional and Definitive Meaning of the Transmitted Precepts, The Nyingma
School of Tibetan Buddhism, by Dudjom Rinpoche, Trs. Gyurme Dorje and
Matthew Kapstein, pp. 187-190

3) Avoidance of Contradiction with the Elucidation of Intention, Tsongkhapa’s Speech
of Gold in the Essence of True Eloquence, by Robert Thurman, pp. 345-355

V) Class Five: Longchenpa on Buddha Nature
A) Requested Reading:
1) The Spiritual Potential, The Precious Treasury of Philosophical Systems, by
Longchen Rabjam, Trs. Richard Barron, pp. 149-174
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VI) Class Six: Dolpopa’s Shentong Madhyamaka

A) Requested Reading:
1) The Doctrine of the Buddha from Dolpo, The Buddha from Dolpo - A Study of the

Life and Thought of Dolpopa, by Cyrus Stearns, pp. 79-98
2) A General Commentary on the Doctrine, by Dolpopa, Trs. Cyrus Stearns, The
Buddha from Dolpo - A Study of the Life and Thought of Dolpopa, pp. 113-21
B) Additional Sources:
1) A Historical Survey of the Shentong Tradition in Tibet, The Buddha from Dolpo - A
Study of the Life and Thought of Dolpopa, by Cyrus Stearns, pp. 41-55

Vil) Class Seven: Shakya Chogden’s Synthesis
A) Requested Reading:
1) Visions of Unity - The Golden Pandita Shakya Chokden’s New Interpretation of
Yogacara and Madhyamaka, by Yaroslavl Komarovski:
(@) Other Emptiness, pp. 127-136
(b) Primordial Mind and the Question of Existence, pp. 213-220
2) Drop of Nectar of Definitive Meaning, Three Texts on Madhyamaka, Shakya
Chokden, Trs. Yaroslavl Komarovski, pp. 38-41
B) Additional Sources:
1) A Historical Survey of the Shentong Tradition in Tibet: The Zhentong Tradition after
Dolpopa, The Buddha from Dolpo - A Study of the Life and Thought of Dolpopa,
Cyrus Stearns, pp. 55-77

VIII) Class Eight: Karmapa Rangjung Dorje on Buddha Nature; Provisional vs. Definitive
Teachings Revisited
A) Requested Reading:

1) The Treatise on Pointing out the Tathagata Essence, by Rangjung Dorje, the Third
Karmapa, Trs. By Karl Brunnholzl, in Luminous Heart, pp. 353-360

2) Karma Trinlepa's Explanation of the Sugata Heart, Trs. By Karl Brunnholzl, in
Luminous Heart, pp. 313-323

3) Neyartha and Nitartha in Tibet, by Kennard Lipman, pages 87-91

IX) Class Nine: Kongtrul’s Shentong Madhyamaka
A) Requested Reading:
1) Shengtong Madhyamaka, The Treasury of Knowledge: Frameworks of Buddhist
Philosophy, by Jamgon Kongtrul, Trs. Elizabeth Callahan, pp. 249-268
B) Additional Sources:
1) Rangtong and Shentong Madhyamaka, The Rime Philosopy of Jamgon Kongtrul the
Great, by Ringu Tulku, excerpts on pages 214-230
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X) Class Ten: Mipham’s Synthesis
A) Requested Reading:
1) Jamgon Mipham: His Life and Teachings, by Douglas Duckworth
(a) Self- and Other-Emptiness, pp. 116-117
(b) Buddha Nature, pp. 119-122
(c) Unity and Buddha Nature, pp. 143-145
(d) Unconditioned Buddha Nature, pp. 163-167
2) Three Mistakes Regarding Buddha-Nature, Opening the Wisdom Door of the
Rangtong and Shentong Views, Palden Sherab & Tsewang Dongyal Rinpoches, pp.
97-103
B) Additional Sources:
1) Explaining the Mode of Reality of Pure Appearance, Distinguishing the Views and
Philosophies, by Botrul, Trs. Douglass Duckworth, pp. 199-213

XI) Class Eleven: Dudjom’s Great Madhyamaka; Conclusion
A) Requested Reading:
1) The Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddhism, Trs. Dudjom Rinpoche:
(a) The Greater Vehicle: Great Madhyamaka, pp. 169-177
(b) The Superiority of Great Madhyamaka to Mind Only, pp. 178-186
2) Is There Such a Thing as Shentong Madhyamaka, The Center of the Sunlit Sky, Karl
Brunnholzl, pp. 445-457
B) Additional Sources:
1) The Center of the Sunlit Sky, Karl Brunnholzl:
(a) The Treatment of Yogacara and the Rangton-Shentong Controversy in Tibet,
pp. 500-515
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110 s Sutta 52 97

of both, and to realize a superhuman distinction in knowledge
and vision worthy of the noble ones.* For what reason? Because
his mind is limpid.”

47 (7) :
“Bhikkhus, just as sandalwood is declared to be the best of trees
with respect to malleability and wieldiness, so too I do not see
even one other thing that, when developed and cultivated, is so
malleable and wieldy as the mind. A developed and cultivated
mind is malleable and wieldy.” [10] |

48 (8) AR :

“Bhikkhus, I do. not see even one other thing that changes so
quickly as the mind.® It is not easy to glve a simile for how
quickly the mind changes

49 (9) o SR
“Luminous, bhlkkhus, is thlS mmd but itis deflled by adventi-
tious defilements.” _

50 (1 0)
“Luaminous, bhikkhus, is this mmd and 1t is freed from adventi-
tious defllernents

VI. LUMINOUS
51 (1)
“Luminous, bhikkhus, is this mmd but itis defiled by adventi-
tious defilements. The uninstructed worIdlmg does not under-

stand this as it really is; therefore I say that for the uninstructed
worldling there is no development of the mind.”*

52 (2)

“Luminous, bhikkhus, is this mind, and it is freed from adven—
titious defilements. The instructed noble disciple understands
this as it really is; therefore I say that for the instructed noble
disciple there is development of the mind.”*
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Buddhist Hermeneutics 25

same scriptural status as do those that record the actual sayings of the
Buddha. Furthermore, if we note their correspondence with categories of
practice, the “Three Disciplines” (trisiksa) of Morality, Mind, and Wisdom, it
can be seen that in some respects the Abhidharma collection is superior to the
Sutra collection. The latter merely records sermons given in the context of
personal interviews, whereas the former represents the abstract quintessence
of all those sermons. Hence, the prefix “abhi-,” which means “super-,” is
attached to Dharma as “doctrine,” giving “Super-Dharma.” Certainly the
early monastic schools devoted most of their energy to study of the
Abhidharma, considering it the elite teaching of greatest practical value. And
it is the Abhidharma that contains the earliest forms of the hermeneutical
concepts such as we will encounter below /8/.

In sum, the first Reliance alerts us to the fact that Buddha’s Dharma
claims to stand on its own philosophical cogency, not requiring a personal
authoritarianism for its legitimation. We are reminded of the famous
goldsmith verse: “O monks—Sages accept my teachings after a thorough
examination and not from (mere) devotion; just like a goldsmith accepts gold
only after burning, cutting, and polishing” /9/.

IV. Rely on the Meaning, Not the Letter

The three disciplines exactly correspond to the three collections,
constituting the “realizational” or “practical Dharma” (adhigamadharmay),
while the latter constitute the “verbal Dharma” (@gamadharma). The point is
that the essence of the teachings lies in the practice of them. This is a point that
is generally understood about Buddhism, at least conceptually, and we need
not elaborate here. Important to note in this regard, however, is that again in
the threefold classification, it is wisdom (prajfia), here in its Abhidharmic
meaning of analytic discernment of realities (dharmapravicaya), that is
preeminent, not either meditation or ethical behavior, although all are of
course needed in combination. And, in our special context, it is wisdom that is
reached via the practice of hermeneutics. Finally, note that wisdom, presented
as the culmination of the intellectual enterprise, as the perfection of analytic
reason, the ultimate refinement of discriminative awareness, is considered a
practice, considered to be experiential and realizational (adhigamadharma).
Thus, there is no dichotomy between intellect and experience, the rational and
the mystical, and so forth. Enlightenment as wisdom is perfected as the
culmination of the most refined rational inquiry, not at the cost of reason.

V. Rely on Definitive Meaning, Not Interpretable Meaning

This brings us to the main subject: for, granted the meaning is more
important than the mere letter, how is the meaning to be decided? What kind
of meaning is to be accepted? Here we are in the realm of hermeneutical
strategies.

The obvious and most simplistic approach to this question of
interpretability and definitiveness is found in the Hinayana Abhidharma
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26 Robert A. F. Thurman

tradition, where “definitive meaning” (nitartha) is defined as “meaning
acceptable as literally expressed” (yatharutavasena jfiatavyartham), and
“interpretable meaning” (neyartha) as “meaning acceptable after interpreta-
tion” (niddharetva grahitavyartham) (Poussin, V, 246, n.2). Thus the two can
be aligned merely with explicit and implicit teaching, i.e., teachings wherein a
teacher directly states his point, and those in which a teacher hints at his point,
perhaps because his disciple is not ready for the explicit statement, or perhaps
because the impact will be greater when indirectly approached. This
interpretation of the two categories has been prevalent in Western scholarship
to date, and most Buddhologists translate the terms simply as “implicit” and
“explicit” meanings. Indeed, in the Abhidharma context these terms will do,
but we shall see how they will fare in the Mahayana context. A final point
about this type of scheme is that it has no historical dimension. That s to say,
a Buddha might switch from interpretable meaning statement to definitive
meaning statement in the same discourse, depending upon the context, and
thus one would not necessarily consider the entire discourse to be
interpretable in meaning or vice versa. This is a general characteristic of
hermeneutical strategies that depend upon content rather than context.

The next strategy we will consider is set forth in the Samdhinirmocana
Siitra, a Mahayana Scripture, believed by Mahayanists to record the actual
words of the Buddha. This Scripture was highly regarded by Asanga, one of
the greatest Buddhist philosophers, known as the “hero” (maharatha) of the
expansive stage of the path (that emphasizing love and compassion
[maitrikaruna]), and he founded the hermeneutical strategy of the
Vijfianavada school upon it. The strategy is that known as the Three Wheels
of the Dharma (a Buddha’s teaching is metaphorically called a “turning of the
wheel of Dharma”) and, in the Scripture’s words, runs as follows:

First of all, in the Deer Park at Rshipatana in Varanasi for the
sake of those involved in the disciple vehicle, the Lord turned a
wonderful, amazing wheel of Dharma, such as had never before been
turned in the world by men or gods, and he showed the (sixteen)
aspects of the Four Holy Truths. Yet even that wheel of Dharma
turned by the Lord was surpassable, provisory, interpretable in
meaning, and subject to dispute. Then the Lord, for the sake of those
involved in the Mahayana turned a second wheel of Dharma even
more wonderful and amazing, by proclaiming voidness, starting from
the fact of the unreality, uncreatedness, ceaselessness, primordial
peace, and natural liberation of all things. Nevertheless, even this
wheel of Dharma was surpassable, provisory, interpretable, and
subject to dispute. Finally, the Lord, for the sake of those involved in
all vehicles turned the third wheel of Dharma, by showing the fine
discrimination (of things), addressing the fact of the unreality,
uncreatedness, ceaselessness, primordial peace, and natural liberation
of all things. And this turning of the wheel of Dharma by the Lord was
unsurpassed, not provisory, definitive in meaning, and left no room
for dispute. (Lamotte: 85, 206)
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Of course, the “first wheel” here is the Hinayana teaching, teaching the
truth of suffering of samsara and the truth of its cessation in nirvana and so
on. It presupposes the truth-status of things, both mundane and
transcendental, and hence is suitable for the realistically minded. The “second
wheel” is the Prajfiaparamita or “Transcendent Wisdom” type of Mahayana
teaching, teaching the fundamental truthlessness of persons and things, which
is called their absolute emptiness. It aims to free its disciples from attachments
and ignorance, but can be dangerous if taken too literally and interpreted
nihilistically. Therefore, the “third wheel” is the supreme one, being the
teaching of the Sarndhinirmocana itself, known as the “subtly discriminative”
type of Mahayana teaching.

What are the “fine distinctions” drawn in the third wheel that make it
“subtly discriminative”?

At stake primarily is the interpretation of the frequent statements of the
Buddha in the Mahayana scriptures to the effect that all things are empty,
often phrased as straight negations, i.e., “there is no form, no feeling, no
Buddha, no enlightenment, no non-enlightenment . . .” and so forth. The
Madhyamikas supply the qualifier “ultimately” in all contexts other than the
100,000-Line Prajfiaparamita, where the qualifier is in the text. But for the
Vijfianavadins, Buddha considered this insufficient, and hence devised a
scheme known as the “three natures” (¢trilaksana). Things have three natures,
a mentally constructed (parikalpita) nature, a relative (paratantra) nature,
and a perfect, or absolute (parinispanna) nature. When all things are said to be
empty of intrinsic substance, this only applies to them in their mentally
constructed nature—they continue to exist as relative things, and their
ineffable relativity devoid of conceptual differentiation is their absolute
nature. Thus, the insertion of the relative category between the conceptual
(parikalpita) and the absolute (parinispanna) insulates the practitioner
against nihilism.

The following diagram illustrates the relation of the three natures with
the Madhyamika two reality theory. Using this hermeneutical scheme, the
disciple of the third wheel can follow exactly what is said and attain the
highest goal, without any hermeneutical dilemma, free of the dangers of naive
realism or nihilism, and thus this teaching is definitive in meaning.

superficial (samvrti), mentally constructed (parikalpita)
conventional (vyavaharika) nature (laksana)

reality (satya)
/ relative nature
\ (paratantra laksana)
profound (sarnvrta),

ultimate (paramarthika) perfect (parinispanna)
reality (satya) nature (laksana)
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28 Robert A. F. Thurman

It is noteworthy that this scheme of the Sarndhinirmocana, fundamental
in the Vijfianavada school, is both historical (as relating to Buddha’s
biography) and philosophical, as relating to the content of the teaching. It
seems to present a rather logical progression from the elementary to the
advanced. Tsong Khapa (Thurman, 1978: 102ff.) points out that it treats the
interpretability of the first two wheels differently, since the first wheel is
plainly misleading as it stands, as things are not intrinsically real as they
appear, and hence the mode of interpretation involved must justify its
teachings as purely pedagogic techniques. Thus, in teaching that wheel, the
Buddha expounds the analysis of the elements of internal and external reality
in order to convey the message of personal selflessness, leaving intact for the
time the hearer’s false notions concerning the truth-status of such objects. On
the other hand, the second wheel is much closer to the definitive teaching,
since it does not actually presume upon any naive realism about external
objects, but only falls short of definitiveness by failing to demonstrate
explicitly precisely how things are empty. However, once the distinctions
brought out in the third wheel are understood, the second wheel can be
understood in the light of its intention, and it has great value in practice once
one is safe from the danger of a nihilistic extremism. As Tsong Khapa says:
“Thus (this Vijianavada system) states the Mother Scripture (i.e.,
Prajriaparamita) to be interpretable not because its meaning is the
indiscriminate ultimate unreality of all things, but rather because it requires
further explanation, as it is not fit to be literally accepted, hence is not
definitive as it is” (Thurman, 1978: 104).

While this system is far more elaborate than the Hinayana hermeneutic
given above, the literal acceptability or unacceptability of a Scripture still
seems to be the basic criterion for its interpretability or definitiveness. Indeed,
the Vijfianavada thinkers did still invoke scriptural authority for the
establishment of literally definitive Scriptures. They give three types of
literally definitive Scriptures, those that so establish themselves, those that are
so established by another Scripture, and those established both by themselves
and by others, exemplified by the Lankavatara and the Samdhinirmocana, by
the 8000-Line Prajiiaparamita, and by the 18,000-Line Prajfiaparamita,
respectively (Thurman, 1978: 109).

There are two main criticisms of this Vijfianavada hermeneutic. First,
mere literal acceptability is an inadequate criterion of definitiveness, since
there are varieties of interpretability, some involving symbolism, some
involving intention, some involving context, some merely involving restoring
abbreviated expressions, and so forth. Hence the criterion is too rigid and
simplistic to cope with the intricacies of the teachings. Second, for all its
claims to fine analytic discrimination, three nature theory and all, this
hermeneutical strategy is still itself scripturally justified—it is after all the
scheme set forth in the Samdhinirmocana Scripture. No abstract rational rule
or criterion to distinguish between scriptural claims is disclosed, and hence the
obvious circularity of invoking a Scripture’s own claim of definitiveness as
proof of its own definitiveness. The great Madhyamikas, especially
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Buddhist Hermeneutics 29

Candrakirti and Tsong Khapa, level these criticisms at the Vijfianavada
hermeneutic, before setting forth their own strategies. But before we take
these up, we should consider briefly the Chinese tradition.

Although Leon Hurvitz makes no mention of the fact in his important
study of Chih I, our first Chinese hermeneutician, the Sarndhinirmocana was
well known in China before his time, having been translated during the fifth
century both by Gunabhadra and by Bodhiruci (Nanjio: 49, 68). It is almost
certain that the ten schools mentioned by Chih I as preceding him in
elaborating hermeneutical strategies were influenced by this Scripture, as
their main categories, “sign-doctrine” and “signless doctrine” correspond
precisely to the Sarndhinirmocana characterization of the first two wheels
respectively. However, according to Hurvitz the Lankavatara and the
Mahaparinirvana were the most important scriptural sources for the Chinese
hermeneuticians, which discipline they called “doctrinal analysis” (Hurvitz:
214ff.). Most important for Chih I was the parable of the five stages of milk in
the Mahaparinirvana:

It is just as from a cow one extracts milk, from milk one extracts
cream, from cream butter, from butter clarified butter, and from
clarified butter the essence of clarified butter. The essence is the best of
these. If anyone take it, his ailments shall all be cleared away, and all
medicines that are shall enter his system. Good Sir! The Buddha is also
like this. From the Buddha are extracted the twelve kinds of scriptures,
from them are extracted the (Mahayana) sutras, from the (Mahayana)
sutras are extracted the Expansive (Vaipulya) Scriptures, from the
Expansive Scriptures is extracted the PrajAiaparamita, and from the
Prajriaparamita is extracted the Mahaparinirvana. (Hurvitz: 217)

We note immediately that Chih I’s doctrine of the five periods follows this
scriptural theme almost exactly, with the differences that Chih I reverses the
order of numbers one and two, taking the general “sutras” as the Garland
(Avatamsaka) Scripture, and that he includes the Lotus Scripture in the final
category, which he takes to be supreme, as teaching the eternality of
Buddhahood, the universality of Buddha-nature, and the happiness and bliss
of nirvana. Of course, the Garland Scripture, according to Chih I, has already
conveyed this message from the moment of the Buddha’s enlightenment, but
only a very few were able to realize its meaning at that time.

Now, although this scheme, like the three wheels of Dharma theory of the
Samdhinirmocana, is historical in using the Buddha’s biography as
framework, Chih I’s analysis of it is somewhat more sophisticated. First, while
each period is dominated by the teaching it is associated with, the other
teachings may be given to some disciples during any of the periods, as the
Buddha’s capacities are ever adaptable to the pedagogical necessities. Second,
Chih I coordinates the context-classification to a methodological
classification, known as the “Four Methods of Conversion,” which consist of
1) the sudden teaching, which corresponds to the first period of the Garland
Scripture, which conveys instantaneous enlightenment to those with the
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30 Robert A. F. Thurman

necessary ability, 2) the gradual teaching, corresponding to the second
through fourth periods, giving the stages of progress of Hinayana and
Mahayana disciples, 3) the secret indeterminate teaching, which is Buddha’s
method of teaching a number of different disciples different teachings
simultaneously without knowing each other, and 4) the express indeterminate
teaching, which is Buddha’s method of doingthe same to different disciples in
the same assembly. The two latter methods are practiced in the first four
periods. Finally, Chih I also coordinates the historical context and the
methodological scheme with a content-scheme, known as the “Four
Principles of Conversion,” namely, 1) the storehouse teaching, or the
Hinayana, 2) the Pervasive (Transitional) teaching, including the
Maiadhyamika and general analytic counteractive to Hinayana notions, 3) the
Separate (Discriminate) teaching, which consists of the Vijfianavada, and 4)
the Round teaching, which consists of the teaching of the ultimate nonduality
of the world of common experience with the ultimate reality, the Dharma-
body, the containment of infinity in an atom, of eternity in an instant, and so
on. We may again note here that the first three Principles correspond quite
precisely to the three wheels of Dharma of the Samdhinirmocana.

This latter classification of Chih I is further refined by Fa Tsang, who pays
less heed to the historical approach, although he does not contest it. He puts
the last four of Chih I's categories into his first three, adds a new one whichisa
scriptureless, meditational school, later identified with Ch’an or Zen, and
places his own beloved Garland Scripture with its miraculous view of reality
at the very top. Fa Tsang was one of the greatest philosophers of all of Chinese
philosophy, and his elaboraiton of a hermeneutic is extremely refined and
detailed, dealing as it does with most of the major problems of the tradition.
These schemes can perhaps best be conveyed in the following diagram (Fig.
A).

In general, the Chinese tradition was essentially extremely Scripture-
oriented, as relatively few of the myriad Indian scientific treatises (§astra) were
translated into Chinese. Thus, while the hermeneutical strategies were
extremely refined in some respects, they still based themselves finally on a
particular Scripture, Chih I on the Lotus, Fa Tsang on the Garland, others on
the Pure Land. Their hermeneutics’ main thrust was to place their favorite
Scripture at the apex of a doctrinal pyramid. In contrast, of course, was the
Ch’an school, which eschewed the whole enterprise, purporting to cast aside
all Scriptures ultimately, although this is perhaps one of the most important
of all hermeneutical strategies, certainly eminently rational. But I will return
to this in a final section.

Now for the final hermeneutical strategies we proceed to those of the
Madhyamikas of India and Tibet, which are the most content-oriented
perhaps, although they too depart from a scriptural basis, though one with a
difference.

In the Aksayamatinirdesa Scripture there is the following famous passage:

Which scriptures are definitive in meaning? And which interpretable?
Those teaching superficial realities are interpretable, and those
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teaching ultimate realities are definitive in meaning. Those teaching
various words and letters are interpretable, while those teaching the
profound, the hard to see, and the hard to understand are definitive.
Those introducing the path are interpretable. Those introducing the
fruit are definitive. Those scriptures that teach as if there were a lord in
the lordless, using such expressions as “ego,” “living being,” “life,”
“soul,” “creature,” “person,” “human,” “man,” “agent,”
“experiencer,” etc., are interpretable. And those scriptures that teach
the doors of liberation, the emptiness of things, their signlessness,
wishlessness, inactivity, birthlessness, creationlessness,
beginninglessness, lifelessness, personlessness, and lordlessness, and
so on, are definitive in meaning. You should rely on the latter, not the
former. (Thurman, 1978: 111) /10/

Here we note a new hermeneutical strategy whose essence is the
alignment of the categories of interpretable and definitive with the
epistemological and ontological categories relative/absolute,
superficial/ultimate, i.e., the two realities (satya dvaya) of Buddhist
philosophy /11/. This is a departure from the equation of the Vijfianavada,
namely, interpretable/definitive = implicit/explicit, since now a non-explicit
teaching that concerns itself with the ultimate reality is definitive in meaning,
whether or not it requires some verbal interpretation due to its indirectness,
figurativeness, or laconicness. On the other hand, a completely explicit
statement that concerns itself with some superficial, mundane state of affairs
is interpretable in meaning, even if it can be understood literally asit is, since it
fails to communicate the ultimate condition of said state of affairs. For
example, a statement such as “there is no Buddha,” which often occurs in the
Transcendent Wisdom Scriptures, is definitive in meaning, since its meaning,
i.e., that in terms of ultimate reality there is no such relative thing as even a
Buddha, concerns the ultimate condition of a Buddha, even though it requires
the verbal interpretation of supplying the phrase “in the ultimate,” since it
does not mean that there is no such thing as a Buddha in the relative,
superficial, conventional and mundane realm. Indeed such statements are
often made by the Buddha himself, and obviously on the relative level he is
making the statement, and thus is there, as it were. Further, as an example of
the second type, the statement “the sprout is born from the seed” is
interpretable in meaning, even though it is true on the relative, conventional
level, since it fails to communicate the ultimate condition of the sprout and the
seed, neither of which exist ultimately, while the sentence seems to assume
that they do indeed have objective existence.

The philosophically minded will here object that there appears to be a
lack of parity at work in the analysis of the statements. After all, the latter
statement can be interpreted by supplying the qualification “conventionally”
(just as we have supplied the qualification “ultimately” in the first case), which
would then make the statement definitive in meaning, while the former
statement could be said to be assuming the “reality” of a Buddha in the course
of denying it. The mistake that gives rise to this objection is the idea that there
is indeed parity between the two realities, i.e., the relative, and the ultimate.
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However, the ultimate takes precedence over the relative, not intrinsically or
ontologically, as it were, since the “two” realities are in fact merely presented
as a conceptual dichotomy, but epistemologically, since the mind’s
orientation toward the absolute is more beneficial and liberating than is its
orientation toward the relative, which after all includes suffering and
ignorance, and so on. Thus, the statement “there is no Buddha” contains the
negation of the truth-status of a Buddha, among all other relative things, and
points to his ultimate status which is truthlessness, or realitylessness, or
emptiness. The directionality of our cognition here is correct, does not need
further correction, even though a word might be supplied here and there, since
it aims at the absolute, as it were, aimed by an absolute negation. On the other
hand, the statement “the sprout is born from the seed” confirms our habitual
unconscious assumption of the intrinsic reality of sprout, seed, birth, etc., and
brings us no closer to the ultimate, and hence the directionality of our
cognition is wrong, we are confirmed in our “naive realism” about persons
and things, i.e., our habitual clinging to their objective substantiality, and
although the interpretive correction with the supplied qualification
“conventionally” may give us pause by having us think “ah, that means not
ultimately,” this is secondary and the statement remains interpretable
according to this strategy.

Thus, in this system, “interpretation” involved in “interpretable
meaning” does not mean any sort of trivial verbal interpretation or
qualification, but only that type of interpretation that brings out the ultimate
relevance, meaning, reality of things. And the only type of verbal statement
that does not require such interpretation is that which is absolutely negative,
an absolute negation in the logical sense of only negating its negandum
without establishing or implying anything else. Therefore, to apply this
scheme to the three wheels of Dharma, the middle wheel of Dharma, that of
the Prajriaparamita, is seen to be the most definitive, although the third and
even the first contain some statements that can be accepted as definitive. Such
flexibility is there because on this interpretation, the subject matter, the
concern, superficial or ultimate, is all-important.

Of course, not all Madhyamikas were agreed among themselves on the
precise ramifications of this principle. Of the two main sub-schools, the
Svatantrika and the Prasangika /12/, the former drew back from the
rigorously critical position of the latter and attempted to syncretize the
Madhyamika system with the Vijfianavada system. Thus Santaraksita and
Kamala$ila took the interesting position that in a strong sense both the second
and third wheels of Dharma were definitive in meaning (Thurman, 1978:
150ff.). Indeed, according to the latter, it is the Samdhinirmocana
interpretation of the Prajfiaparamita message of pure negation that renders
the Prajiaparamita definitive in meaning. For, he reasons, the
Prajiiaparamita negations are often laconic, failing to mention the
qualification “ultimately,” and the Samdhinirmocana type of interpretation
through the three nature theory enables us to remember the constant need to
assume the qualifier “ultimately” as understood. Thus, a nihilistic skepticism,
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or “repudiation” (apavada), is avoided by negating the literalness of
negations, and a naive realism, or “presumption” (samaropa), is avoided by
negating the truth-status of the relative. On this latter point, he differs from
the Vijfianavadins, who believe the relative nature to be ultimately real, as
distinct from the constructed nature, which is unreal. The type of reality
involved here is called by the Vijfianavadins “intrinsic identifiability”
(svalaksanasiddhatvam), and is distinguished from “objective reality”
(svarapasiddhatvam). Kamalasila reorganizes somewhat these different types
of reality-status, by denying the ultimacy of the relative and perfect natures,
i.e., seeing the relative/absolute formula as a conceptual, mentally
constructed dichotomy, while affirming the intrinsic identifiability of both of
them on the conventional level, as he thinks this necessary to avoid the
extremism of repudiation (apavada), or nihilistic skepticism. Thus, not only
does he use the Sarndhinirmocana to interpret the Prajfiaparamitain order to
discover the latter’s definitiveness (i.e., not to prove its interpretability as did
the Vijfianavada), but he also uses subtle logical reasoning to interpret the
Samdhinirmocana itself, taking the emptiness of mentally constructed things
(parikalpitalaksana), defined as “nature-unreality” (laksananihsvabhava), to
mean that the relative and the perfect lack ultimacy, instead of to mean that
the relative and the perfect gain their ultimacy when distinguished from the
ultimately unreal mentally constructed, which is how the Vijfianavada takes
it, and is what is explicitly said in the Sarndhinirmocana itself. In essence, the
Svatantrika tactic is to reconcile the Vijfianavada with the Madhyamika by
accepting the three nature theory as conventionally, not ultimately, valid.

Candrakirti, the greatest of the Prasangika philosophers, was dissatisfied
with any such attempt of the Svatantrikas. He considered the
Aksayamatinirdesa statement to mean just what it said, that only statements
concerning the ultimate are definitive, and that all statements concerning any
aspect of the superficial, conventional, social, relative reality are
interpretable. Thus, the whole interpretive scheme of the three natures is
unacceptable to him and is itself interpretable, and he will not allow any
intrinsic identifiability in the relative at all. But the full impact of his
hermeneutic will be explained under the final heading below.

VI. Rely on (Non-conceptual) Wisdom, Not on (Dualistic) Consciousness

The fourth step of the Buddhist hermeneutical movement serves as a
reminder of the unswerving dedication to practice of the Buddhist teaching.
Thus, even after having discerned the definitive meaning of the Scriptures as
consisting of an absolute negation of the truth-status, intrinsic reality,
selfhood, etc., of all things, relative and absolute, having discerned it with a
critical consciousness that is properly called “intellectual wisdom”
(cintamayiprajfia), one still has not concluded the hermeneutical enterprise.
In fact, it cannot be concluded until enlightenment is attained, until
intellectual wisdom concerning the ultimate has been combined with one-
pointed concentration, which combination leads to the holy knowledge of the
space-like equipoise (@kasavatsamahitajiiana), the meditative wisdom
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5 The Provisional and Definitive
Meaning of the Transmitted
Precepts

[922.6-95b.6] When these teachings are allocated between the provi-
sional meaning (drang-don) and the definitive meaning (nges-don), the
three successive promulgations of the doctrinal wheel have the same
common purpose, that is, to purify the stains covering the single nucleus
of the tathagata. They differ only in the greatness of their means which
respectively purify the gross, subtle and very subtle stains that suddenly
arise to obscure it. Thus, by teachings such as impermanence, the first
promulgation arouses the mind from samsara and causes it to approach
nirvana. In the second, the three approaches to liberation become an
antidote to attachment to superficial characteristics, which include the
mundane view of self; and the third intends that the extensive way of
the sugatas be comprehended through the topics of that irreversible
promulgation. This is extensively mentioned in passages such as the
following from the Sutra of the Dialogue with King Dharanisvara
(Dharanisvarapariprechasitra, T 147):

Son of the enlightened family, it is in the same way as, for
example, a skilled jeweller, who knows well how gems are
refined, takes an impure stone from a species of precious
gemstones and, after wetting it in dirty salt water, has it
cleaned with goats’ hair, and similarly after then wetting it
in a beverage has it cleaned with a woollen cloth, and after-
wards, in the very same way, wets it in a herbal solution
and has it cleaned with fine clean linen; when it is well
refined, the stainless gem is said to be “a great gemstone of
the species beryl”. Likewise, when a sentient being has first
been induced to enter the Vinaya by the disturbing topics
such as suffering and impermanence, and has then been
made to realise the way of the tathagatas by means of
the three approaches to liberation, he subsequently is
made to enter the objective range of the tathagatas by the
topics of the irreversible promiadgdfion. To enter in this
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way and realise reality is to become an unsurpassed object of
offering.

Thus, the three successive [promulgations] of transmitted precepts are
classified into those of provisional meaning and those of definitive
meaning. It says in the Siarra which Decisively Reveals the Intention
(Sandhinirmocanasiitra, T 106):

The first promulgation of the doctrinal wheel by the Tran-
scendent Lord, through which the four sublime truths were
taught to those who enter the vehicle of the pious attendants,
is surpassed, circumstantial, of provisional meaning and con-
tinues to be a basis for debate. Then, beginning with the
Transcendent Lord’s teaching that things have no essence,
the second promulgation of the doctrinal wheel which teaches
emptiness to those who correctly enter the greater vehicle is
surpassed, circumstantial, of provisional meaning and con-
tinues to be a basis for debate. And then, beginning with
the Transcendent Lord’s teaching that things have no es-
sence, the third promulgation of the wheel of the exceedingly
wondrous and amazing doctrine, which is well distinguished,
was revealed to those correctly entering the entire vehicle.
That promulgation of the doctrinal wheel is unsurpassed,
not circumstantial, of definitive meaning and does not be-
come a basis for debate.

The allocation of provisional and definitive meaning is determined in
ways such as these.

The intermediate promulgation has accordingly been allocated pro-
visional meaning because in this turning of the doctrinal wheel the
enlightened attributes of ultimate reality, such as the powers of the
sugatas, are mostly revealed to be empty of their own essence (rang-
stong), though they are not actually empty of their own essence, and
because it does not teach that these attributes are well distinguished
and without inherent contradiction. For such reasons it is said to be
surpassed and so on. Definitive meaning, on the other hand, is allocated
to the third promulgation because [therein] things of relative appearance
are empty of their own essence and the ultimate reality is empty of
extraneous entities, so that the nature of these [attributes] is qualitatively
well distinguished and then revealed. .

If there are those who say that definitive meaning is contained in the
intermediate promulgation because it teaches the transcendental perfec-
tion of discriminative awareness, but that the final promulgation has
an intention of provisional meaning because it teaches the contrary,
then they have not made an accurate examination. The attributes, such
as uncreated and unceasing ofig#fidfquiescence, which are terms relating
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to the transcendental perfection of discriminative awareness, are most
extensively revealed in the final promulgation and very profoundly
revealed in the vehicle of indestructible reality.

However, there is no distinction in the essence of the transcendental
perfection of discriminative awareness, which is said to be distinguished
as surpassed or unsurpassed depending on whether it is unclearly,
clearly or very clearly revealed; for all the limitless [attributes] which
are revealed by names such as the nucleus of the sugata, the expanse
of reality, the mind of inner radiance, the naturally pure enlightened
family, the genuine goal and the emptiness which is the essential nature
devoid of substantiality, are identical in the naturally present, non-dual
pristine cognition. This same [pristine cognition] is the transcendental
perfection of discriminative awareness. Therefore the master Dignaga
[in his Epitome of the Transcendental Perfection of Discriminative Aware-
ness, v.1] has said:

Being the transcendental perfection of
Discriminative awareness,

This non-dual pristine cognition is the Tathagata.
Since it possesses the meaning

Which is to be accomplished,

This term applies to the central texts and path.!®!

The final transmitted precepts are conclusively proven to be the
definitive meaning by all [scriptural] transmissions and [logical] reason-
ing. The Conqueror himself made the classification of provisional and
definitive meaning, and moreover, in his own words said:

A monk who is called Asanga

Learned in the meaning of these treatises,

Will differentiate in many categories

The siitras of provisional and definitive meaning.

The final [transmitted precepts] were accordingly allocated conclusive
definitive meaning by this sublime [Asanga], whom the Conqueror had
Prophetically declared would differentiate the provisonal and definitive
meanings.

There are, on the other hand, no authoritative passages declaring
the intermediate [transmitted precepts] to have definitive meaning and
the fina] [transmitted precepts] provisional meaning. Indeed, even if
the proponents of the Vijilanavada could have composed these final
transmitted precepts as such, they would have mistaken the correct
Sequence revealed by the above simile of the refinement of gemstones
and by other similes which refer to the medical treatment of ill-health
and the study of letters.® There would be no need even for the definitive
Order made by the Conqueror himself and the sublime [Asanga], and
there would be limitless other such fatA%€. ¥h addition, after first teaching

N,

N



190 Fundamentals: Vehicles of Dialectics

the provisional meaning and intermediately the definitive meaning to
those who require training, the provisional meaning would then be
repeated, so that one would be obliged to consider just what is the
Buddha’s intention vis-@-vis the teaching. It should be known that by
proceeding in this way, there would be all kinds of unbearable evils,
such as allocating the conclusive definitive meaning to philosophical
systems which propound substantial existence, slandering the buddhas
and great bodhisattvas as holders of a relative teaching, and abandoning
this doctrine of the nucleus.

Furthermore, since the three vehicles have reference to the definitive
meaning gathered in the final promulgation, the definitive meaning is
conclusively proven. This is extensively mentioned in passages such as
the following from the Sitra of the Irreversible Wheel (Avaivartacakra-
satra, T 240):

Then, in reverence to the Transcendent Lord, the great
bodhisattva Madhuranirghosa arose from his lotus posture
and asked, “Transcendent Lord, what is the dimension of
this world system of Patient Endurance?”

He replied, “Son of the enlightened family, in the western
direction of this world system there is a world system which
outnumbers the sands of the River Ganges.”

Then he asked, “Transcendent Lord, in that world system
which Transcendent Lord teaches the doctrine?”

“He is called the Tathagata Sakyamuni.”

“What manner of doctrine does he teach?”

“He begins from the three vehicles.”

“What are the three vehicles?”

“He reveals the doctrine beginning with the three vehicles,
which are the vehicle of the pious attendants, the vehicle of
the self-centred buddhas and the greater vehicle.”

“Do these conform to the doctrine revealed by the Trans-
cendent Lord Buddha?”

“Son of the enlightened family, the doctrines revealed by
the [different] Transcendent Lord Buddhas do conform.”

“Just in what respect do the doctrines revealed by the
Transcendent Lord Buddhas conform?”

And he replied, “The doctrines revealed by the Transcen-
dent Lord Buddhas conform to the irreversible promulga-
tion.”
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KENNARD LIPMAN

NITARTHA, NEYARTHA, AND TATHAGATAGARBHA
IN TIBET*

D. S. Ruegg, in his La Théorie du Tathdgatagarbha et du Gotra and other
works,! has mentioned the need for further study of the various Tibetan
exegetical traditions involved in the controversies surrounding the tathagata-
garbha doctrine. He has relied extensively on the exegesis developed by dGe-
lugs-pa scholars. This paper is an initial attempt to address this need voiced by
Ruegg, by presenting the views of a bKa™-brgyud-pa and two rNying-ma-pa
scholars. In particular, the focus will be on elucidating how they applied.the
interpretive devices of nitdrtha (nges-don, certain, definitive meaning) and
neyartha (drang-don, indirect meaning which is to be established) to texts
dealing with the tathdagatagarbha.? One of the basic philosophical problems
the Tibetans faced in this regard was the relationship between the concepts
of $anyatd and tathagatagarbha emphasized in the second and third *““turnings
of the wheel of Dharma” (dharmacakra-pravartana) respectively.

Padma dkar-po (1527—-1592), the great ‘Brug-pa bka-brgyud scholar, in
his Chos-khor rim-pa gsum-gi dogs-gcod, criticized the majority of previous
scholars who, *“ . . . took the Prajnidparamitasutras as the basis for the second
‘turning’ spoken of in the Sammdhinirmocanasiutra, while taking the Samdhinir-
mocanasitra and others as the [basis for the] third ‘turning’.”3 On the basis
of this erroneous notion, according to Padma-dkar-po, those who thought of
themselves as rang-stong-pas (those who took $iinya as a reflexive concept)*
held the second ‘turning’ to be nitartha and the third neyartha, while those
calling themselves gzhan-stong-pas (those who took $uanya as primarily non-
reflexive, denoting an ontological region devoid of relativity)® put forward
the reverse interpretation, i.e., the second ‘turning’ was neyartha and the third
nitartha. This error, said Padma dkar-po, was based on a more fundamental
presupposition: that each ‘turning’ must be based on a unique set of texts. For
him both the second and third ‘turnings’ were based “‘primarily” (gzso-bo) on
the Prajnapdramitdsitras: the second ‘turning’, which is neydrtha, was in
accord with the Cittamdtra doctrine, which can be summed up in the theory
of the trinihsvabhava. The third, which is nitartha, was in accord with the
Madhyamaka teaching, as set forth in such $astras as the Mialamadhyamikakarik
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and the Ratnagotravibhaga, and as embodied in the siztras which teach the
tathdgatagarbha (snying-po'i mdo).

In support of his position, Padma dkar-po shows, for example, that the
Samdhinirmocanasitra teaches both Cittamatra and Mddhyamaka doctrines,
and thus cannot be made the basis for claiming that the third ‘turning’ is
strictly a Cittamdtra teaching of certain, definitive meaning. Furthermore, he
held that the Cittamadtra teaching on the subject is in contradiction with the
tathagatagarbha doctrine of the snying-po’i mdo, which teach that there is
but one gotra (rigs, spiritual lineage or affinity).® Thus, despite his reversal of
the usual order of the ‘turnings’, and his cautions on equating ‘turnings’
unequivocally with basic texts (which enable him, however, to account for
Cittamdtra interpretations of the Prajridpdramitasitras, as well as to bring
Samdhinirmocanasutra V1I, 30 7 into accord with a Madhyamaka interpreta-
tion), Padma dkar-po’s presentation remains quite orthodox by Tibetan
standards.

Two rNying-ma-pa leaders of the nineteenth-century non-sectarian (ris-
med) movement of Eastern Tibet, Kong-sprul blos-gros mtha’-yas (1813 —
1899), in his so-called ‘Indo-Tibetan Encyclopedia’ (Shes-bya kun-khyab)
and his commentary on the Ratnagotravibhaga; and Mi-pham rgya-mtsho
(1846—1912), in his commentary on the same work and in his bDe-gshegs
snying-po i stong-thun chen-mo senge nga-ro, presented similar views. Basical-
ly, they both held that the second and third ‘turnings’ were nitdrtha, although
the third was nonetheless “higher” (lhag-pa) or “‘ultimate” (mthar-thug).
Kong-sprul’s presentation, however, had been strongly influenced by the
gzhan-stong-pa approach,® while the influence of the »Dzogs-chen philosophy
of Klong-chen rab-’byams-pa (1308—1364) was clearly evident in Mi-pham.

Kong-sprul states, in his Shes-bya kun-khyab, that the second ‘turning’, as
explicated by the Madhyamaka, is of “‘definitive meaning which is con-
textually dependent or conditional” (gnas-skabs kyi nges-don), in that it
focuses on opinionatedness (Ita-ba, drsti) so as to cut off ingrained “semantic
structurning” (spros-pa, prapanica) whose sense-relations always operate in
extremes (mtha’, anta).® The third ‘turning’, as explicated by what he calls
the Yogdcdra (ral-"byor spyod-pa) or Yogacara-Madhyamaka (rnal-"byor
spyod-pa’i dbu-ma), is of “‘ultimately definitive meaning” (mthar-thug-gi nges-
don), in that it clearly sets forth “pristine cognitiveness itself as a unique
experience, the presence of Being which is absolutely real” (don-dam-pa’i
gnas-lugs so-so rang-rig-pa’i ye-shes nyid).!® This Yogdcara trend of thought,
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in Kong-sprul’s usage, which began with Asariga and Vasubandhu, is to

be distinguished from the Cittamadtra (Vijnaptimatra) trend initiated by
these two Indian masters, as well as from the later Svdrantrika-Yogacdra-
Madhyamika. For exsmple, in the introduction to his commentary on the
Uttaratantrasdstra, Kong-sprul states that Vasubandhu’s commentary on the
Prajnaparamita, the gnod-’joms, as well as his commentary on the Dharma-
dharmata-vibhaga, belonged to the “siddhanta of the Madhyamaka which

is of definitive meaning” (nges-don dbu-ma’i grub-mtha’), but that this
exegetical lineage did not survive.!!

Mi-pham rgya-mtsho’s major concern was to show the harmony, or more
precisely, the unity (zung-jug, yuganaddha), of the $iinyata teaching of the
second ‘turning’ and the rathdgatagarbha teaching of the third. This he
accomplished through the 7Dzogs-chen conceptions of the facticity and
actuality of Being (ngo-bo, rang-bzhin).1? The facticity of the tathdgata-
garbha is ‘open’ (stong-pa, $iinya), while its actuality is the intrinsic possession
(ve-ldan) of Buddha-capabilities (yon-tan, guna) of the Buddhakdya and its
corresponding cognitiveness (sku dang ye-shes).'* Mi-pham’s approach will
become clear by considering his commentary on Uttaratantra 1, 155,'* which
states that the dhdtu (khams, spiritual make-up), which is a synonym for
tathdgatagarbha, is ““devoid of” ($iinya, stong-pa) incidental obscurations,
but not “devoid of ’ (aSinya, mi-stong-pa) Buddha-capabilities. The first two
padas refer to facticity and the second two to actuality, according to Mi-
pham, and in view of this interpretation one can put concisely Mi-pham’s
objection to both the usual rang-stong-pa and gzhan-stong-pa approaches.
The gzhan-stong-pas err in regarding the facticity of the tathdgatagarbha as
being something ontically ultimate (bden-grub) and not devoid of Buddha-
capabilities (mi-stong); while the rang-stong-pas err when they regard the
actuality, as well as facticity, of the tathdgatagarbha, as ‘“void” (stong). For
Mi-pham, however, the actuality of the tathagatagarbha is the luminous
presence (gsal-ba) in utter spontaneity (lhun-grub) of intrinsic Buddha-
capabilities; this spontaneous presence, however, should not be confused
with something eternally present-at-hand (rtag-pa, nitya). For example,
Mi-pham criticizes the position (that of the dGe-lugs-pa?) that $tinyata as the
mere ‘“‘non-existence in truth of the citta’ (sems bden-grub med) can serve
as the basic cause-factor (rgyu, hetu) of Buddhahood.!s This position leads,
for Mi-pham, to a contradiction of the principle of the unity of facticity, as
open, and actuality, as luminous, mentioned above, in that it entails $anyata
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without its inseparable, spontaneously present, luminous actuality: the
intrinsic Buddha-capabilities. In their anxiousness to avoid having the tathdga-
tagarbha construed as the dharmakdya existing in-truth (bden-grub) at the
level of ground, the dGe-lugs-pa may have risked throwing the baby out
with the bath-water.16 Several generations before rGyal-tshab and mKhas-
grub-rje, the two chief disciples of Tsong-kha-pa who gave the dGe-lugs-pa
interpretation its definitive form, Klong-chen rab "byams-pa had already
pointed out some of the pitfalls in such an interpretation, while also retaining
some similarities with it, thus not incurring the faults of the Jo-nang-pa and
Bu-ston interpretations which the dGe-lugs-pa would criticize.!”
Klong-chen-pa’s approach is nicely summed up in the following quotation
from his autocommentary on the Sems-nyid ngal-gso: '8

‘At the time of the status of a sentient being, although the non-thematicness of experi-
ence (sems-kyi chos-nyid) possesses the complete capabilities of the dharmakdya through
its modality of openness and the capabilities of the ripakdya through its modality of
presence, since it has been obscured by impurities on account of which it does not shine
forth directly, it is called ‘spiritual affinity’ or ‘existential make-up’ (rigs, khams).
Although, at the time of status of a Buddha, it is free from all impurities, it is called
‘Enlightenment’ (byang-chub), merely from the presence or absence in its completeness
of the potency (nus-pa) of experience-as-such (sems-nyid) in its facticity, one cannot
claim that the capabilities which are at first non-existent at the time of the status of a
sentient being, are afterwards newly produced, since (experience-as-such) does not
change into some other status.’

Although the rNying-ma-pas and the dGe-lugs-pas agree that the tathdgata-
garbha doctrine is a Madhyamaka teaching of the third ‘turning’ which is of
certain meaning, there is a source of contention here in the proper interpreta-
tion of the Madhyamaka understanding of $anyata. In this regard, Mi-pham,
Kong-sprul, and Klong-chen-pa often warned against a negativistic (phyang-
chad) interpretation of $unyata taught in the second ‘turning’ as a mere
‘absolute negation’ (med-dgag, prasajya-pratisedha). Such a negativistic
interpretation creates problems in dealing with the tathagatagarbha doctrine
of the third ‘turning’. According to Mi-pham, !° the second ‘turning’ has
merely emphasized facticity as ‘open’, and the third has emphasized actuality
as intrinsic possession of Buddha-capabilities. Problems only arise due to a
one-sided emphasis on either facet, resulting in either negativism or sub-
stantialistic ontologizing. For Mi-pham the third ‘turning’ is only “higher”
(thag-pa) in regard to its pointing out the inseparability of facticity and
actuality in regard to the tathdgatagarbha doctrine. It is difficult at this time
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to properly assess the rNying-ma-pa critique, as they do not mention their
opponents by name, as, for instance, Go-ram-pa bsod-nams senge (1429—
148) did on this matter of ‘negativism’.2°

Another problem in assessing the rNying-ma-pa contribution is that, while
the dGe-lugs-pa, for example, base their interpretation of $unyatd on the texts
primarily by Nagarjuna and Candrakirti which explicate the siitras of the
second ‘turning’, the rNying-ma-pa range farther afield, to include what
they call the Yogdcdra-Madhyamaka trend, as indicated above, on up to the
Mantraydna doctrine of the rDzogs-chen.?! The dGe-lugs-pa, on the other
hand, did not mix tantra into their sitra discourse. This issue is particularly
relevant here, in that a major source of contention on the issue of tathdgata-
garbha interpretation, the Jo-nang-pas, were generally regarded by their
opponents as being unreproachable as Tantric yogins, who nevertheless erred
in the way in which they brought their realization (sgrub) into the realm of
philosophical explication (bshad). While this may have been true of the Jo-
nang-pas, further research is needed to determine whether the rNying-ma-pas,
some of whom have been gzhan-stong-pas (like Kong-sprul) and some of
whom have not (like Mi-pham), were liable to similar criticisms.

In conclusion, I would venture that philosophical problems concerning the
tathagatagarbha doctrine will continue for contemporary scholars, as they did
for the Buddhist tradition itself, as long as an undue emphasis is placed on
the ‘negative’ aspect of $inyatd, which is both a ‘being-devoid-of” and an
‘openness’.22 Several scholars have remarked (May and Conze, for example)
that the main thrust of the Madhyamaka is ontological and not epistemologi-
cal, but they did not bring out the nature of this ontology.?* The Madhya-
maka is certainly a critique of ontologies which tend to absolutize particular
existents or beings. But this critique does not leave us with a collection of
emptied-out phenomena (internal and external) — but rather fulfilled, in the
open and luminous clearing of Being (-as-such) and its working “in” and
“through” us as tathdgatagarbha.

University of Calgary, Canada

NOTES

* This is an amended and annotated version of a paper delivered at the 188th annual
meeting of the American Oriental Society, Toronto, April, 1978.
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! See Ruegg, D. S., La Théorie du Tathagatagarbha et du Gotra (Paris, 1969), pp. 55—
66; Le Traité sur le Tathagathagarbha de Bu-ston (Paris, 1973), Introduction; ‘On the
dGe lugs pa Theory of the Tathigatagarbha’, in Pratidanam (La Haye, 1968), pp. 500—
509.

2 On nitartha and neydrtha, see Lamotte, E., ‘La critique d’interpretation dans le
bouddhisme’, Annuaire de lInstitute de philologie et d’histoire orientales et slaves
(Bruxelles), IX (1949), 341—-361; Ruegg, La Théorie, p. 55ff. Kajiyama puts it nicely

in discussing nitdrtha and neydrtha as the third of the four “reliances™ (rfon-pa, prati-
sarana), i.e., rely, “ . . . on a satra teaching explicitly what it aims at (nitartha), but not
on a siitra the teaching of which implies a hidden intention (neydrtha) . . . ” (Kajiyama,
Y., ‘Later Madhyamikas on Epistemology and Meditation’, in Kiyota, M., ed., Mahdyina
Buddhist Meditation [Honolulu, 1978], pp. 116—17.) Still, this represents only the
formal aspect of the distinction, which is also a doctrinal one: neydrtha relates to the
samyrti, nitartha to the paramdrtha.

3 PK, p. 336.

4 By ‘reflexive’ here we mean that siinye does not indicate that one entity is ‘devoid of’
another, that something is absent in a given locus. Sinyatd indeeed means nihsvabhavatd,
although it is just this negative which is a source of contention, as we shall see, even
though all rang-stong-pas in Tibet agreed it was a case of med-dgag (prasajya-pratisedha),
non-implicative negation. To take svabhdva as the nature, or essence, of an entity, and
then to negate this ‘nature’ and call this the understanding of Siinyata, is to remain
within the limits of a purely conceptual analysis, however valuable this may be.

5 The gzhan-stong-pa, making use of the Yogacara theory of the trisvabhdva, held the
parinispanna to be devoid of both the parikalpita and the paratantra. This was attacked
by the rang-stong-pa as being in contradiction with the Indian doctrine; however, on this
point see Ruegg, D. S.; ‘The Uses of the Four Positions of the Catuskoti and the Problem
of the Description of Reality in Mahayana Buddhism’, JIP, § (1977), p. 67, n. 126. Cf.
also notes 16 and 22 below.

6 PK,p. 338.

7 See Lamotte, E., trans., Samdhinirmocanasiitra (Paris, 1935), pp. 85, 206—7. This is
the definitive statement of that si¢ra on the three ‘turnings’.

8 Cf. his presentation of the development of the Madhyamaka in Tibet in Encyc., I,
451, 7-459, 1. Kong-sprul’s major works on gzhan-stong, however, are to be found in
his Thun-mong ma-yin-pa’i mdzod, which has yet to be republished. See Gene Smith’s
Introduction to Encyc., p. 69.

9 Encyc., Part I11, f. 24, 3.

10 Eneye., Part 111, f. 24, 3—4. On prapanca, see May, Jacques, Candrakirti Prasannapadd
Madhyamakavrtti (Paris, 1959), p. 175, n. 562; and Bhikkhu Nanananda’s Concept and
Redlity in Early Buddhist Thought (Kandy, 1971). Madhyamaka-kariki XVIII, 5 is
central to an understanding of praparica, where it is said to found vikalpa, dichotomous
conceptualization; as well as Candrakirti’s commentary on XVIII, 9, which glosses
praparica as vék (Vaidya ed., p. 159). There, he tells us that the reason for this is that
praparica conjures up, proliferates (praparicayati, spro-bar byed-pa) meanings (artha,
don). Such hints have suggested ‘semantic structuring’ to us, but a contemporary poet,
George Quasha, seem to have captured it best as “the linguistic unconscious of easy
conceptualization.” On sense-relations in modern semantics, see John Lyons’ excellent
survey, Semantics 1 (Cambridge, 1977), chapter 9.

11 RG, f. 7b, 4-6.
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12 On ngo-bo and rang-bzhin, see Guenther, H. V., Kindly Bent to Ease. Us, Part One:
Mind (Emeryville, Calif., 1975), pp. 223—4; Kindly Bent to Ease Us, Part Three: Won-
derment (Emeryville, Calif., 1976), pp. 5ff.; and Tibetan Buddhism in Western Perspective
(Emeryville, Calif., 1977), pp. 119, 124--5, 156,176, 212.

13 This idea appears throughout the DS, first occurring on ff. 564, 4—565, 1.

4 RGM, f. 433, 6ff.; DS, f. 576, 6ff. The difference between the usage of sinya here
and in the Prajndpdramita literature (and the works of Nagirjuna, Candrakirti, etc.,
which are said to explicate it), lies in what Tibetan scholasticism called the stong-gzhi,
‘“the basis for (the understanding) of $iznya.” In the Uttaratantrasastra, the stong-gzhi

is the khams (dhatu), while in the Prajridparamita it is any dharma, or entity, in its
ontical givenness or ‘nature’.

15 DS, f. 568, 1ff.

16 See Ruegg’s article mentioned in note 1 for a concise statement of their approach.

17 See the treatment of tathdgatagarbha in his Theg-pa mtha’~dag gi don gsal-bar byed-pa
grub-pa’i mtha’ rin-po-che’i mdzod (Gangtok, Sikkim, n.d.), p. 161, 4ff. and the follow-
ing note.

18 yDzogs-pa chen-po sems-nyid ngal-gso’i ‘grel-pa shing-rta chen-po (Gangtok, Sikkim,
n.d.), p. 312, 4—6. Klong chen-pa’s most extensive treatment of the tathagatagarbha is
to be found in this work, p. 310 ff., by way of commentary on the verse numbered
“BlIc” in Guenther’s translation, p. 65 (Kindly Bent, Part One). Klong-chen-pa makes
the same distinction which the dGe-lugs-pa were later to emphasize in criticizing the
theories of Bu-ston and the Jo-nang-pa, i.e., we speak of tathdgatagarbha or gotra as long
as one is bound up with the adventitious klesa, but when these have been removed, we
can speak of tathdgata. Cf. also Kindly Bent, Part One, pp. 52—3.

19 RGM, f. 381, 4ff.

20 T8, p. 2ff. Here Tsong-kha-pa is placed under the chad-mtha’ la dbu-ma smra-ba
(“Nihilistic Madhyamika™).

21 In his controversial commentary on the Madhyamakalamkara of Santaraksita, for
example, Mi-pham explicitly links the philosophical perspective (Ita-ba, drsti) of Candra-
kirti with the rDzogs-chen:

The intent of Candrakirti (is) the profound perspective in which the
deceptiveness of conventionality subsides in the continuum of Being
(dbyings-su yal-ba), because all presence is pure in exactly its own place
(rang-sar). (This) is similar to the setting forth of the initially pure (ka-dag)
in the works of the rDzogs chen.

(Collected Writings of ‘Jam-mgon 'Ju Mi-pham rgya-mtsho, Vol. 12 [Gangtok, 1976],

f. 46, 3-4.)

22 1t is interesting to note that the gzhan-stong-pa seized on the difference between
these two aspects, relegating the rang-stong (Siinya as ‘being-devoid-of”) to the samvrti
and the gzhan-stong (Siinya as an ontological region) to the paramartha. See TS, pp. 1-2.
23 This is closely related to the understanding of praparica discussed in note 10, for
prapanca clearly has an ontological function. Not only do we *have’ and ‘use’ language,
but we have been “‘habituated to samsara since beginningless time” because of prapanca,
as Candrakirti tells us in his commentary to Madhyamakakdrika XVIII, 5 (Vaidya ed.,

p. 150).
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Gangtok, 1973.
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of Tibetan Buddhism, Vol. 13, comp. by Bsod-nams rgya-mtsho, Tokyo,
1969.
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