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"Yogacara Buddhism Transmitted or Transformed? Paramartha (499-569 CE) 
and His Chinese Interpreters" 

Abstract 

This dissertation argues that the Yogacara Buddhism transmitted by the Indian 

translator Paramartha (Ch. Zhendi MM) underwent a significant transformation due to 

the influence of his later Chinese interpreters, a phenomenon to which previous scholars 

failed to paid enough attention. 

I begin with showing two contrary interpretations of Paramartha's notion of jiexing 

M '14. The traditional interpretation glossesjiexing in terms of "original awakening" 

(benjue ^ H ) in the Awakening of Faith and hence betrays its strong tie to that text. In 

contrast, a contrary interpretation of jiexing is preserved in a Dunhuang fragment TaishS 

No. 2805 (henceforth abbreviated as T2805). 

The crucial part of this dissertation consists in demonstrating that T2805 and the 

Awakening of Faith represent two competing lineages of the interpreters of Paramartha. 

The first clue is that modern scholars have voiced objection to the traditional attribution 

of the Awakening of Faith to Paramartha. In addition, I discovered that striking 

similarities exist between T2805 and Paramartha's corpus with respect to terminology, 

style of phrasing, and doctrine. I further draw attention to the historical testimonies about 

two different doctrinal views held by Paramartha's interpreters. Therefore, I argue that 

there were two lineages in the name of Paramartha's disciples around 590 CE: the 

indirect lineage interpreted Paramartha through the lens of the Awakening of Faith; and 

the direct lineage—represented by T2805—preserved Paramartha's original teachings but 
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died out prematurely. Later Chinese Buddhist tradition mistakenly regards the indirect 

lineage as Paramartha's true heir and attributes the Awakening of Faith to Paramartha. 

This implies that Paramartha may have agreed with Xuanzang 2T5c (600-664) much 

more than scholars used to assume. For example, Xuanzang's characterization of the the 

notion of "aboriginal uncontaminated seeds" looks very similar to how Paramartha 

depicts jiexing. It also implies that we should distinguish the strong sense of the notion of 

"tathagatagarbha" in the Awakening of Faith from its weak sense. The fact that even 

Vasubandhu endorses the weak sense of "tathagatagarbha" strongly challenges the 

received wisdom that Yogacara and Tathagatagarbha were two distinct and antagonistic 

trends of thought in India. 
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0. Introduction 

0.1 Yogacara and Tathagatagarbha as Two Competing Traditions 

This dissertation argues that our current understanding of an important Indian 

scholarly monk and translator in China named Paramartha (Zhendi MW', 499-569 CE) is 

fundamentally distorted. I argue that the traditional image of Paramartha, to which many 

modern scholars still subscribe, is a product of later Chinese reinterpretations of his work 

through the lens of the Awakening of Faith. More importantly, by establishing the close 

relation between a long-lost fragment and Paramartha, I try to recover the authentic 

teachings of Paramartha, which have been lost since only a few decades after his death. 

Finally, I elucidate how my refutation of the traditional image of Paramartha helps us 

better understand the development of Buddhist thought both in China and in India. 

This chapter aims at a general introduction to the whole dissertation. It consists of 

four parts: first, some general background information about the Buddhist intellectual 

context in India and in China where Paramartha was located; second, a summary of the 

traditional image of Paramartha, which is the main target of this dissertation; third, a 

review of previous scholarship on Paramartha while at the same time pinpointing three 

dubious assumptions that mislead previous scholars; and fourth, an outline of chapters. 

1 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

PREVIE
W



Yogacara Tradition1 (Acquired Gnosis) v.s. Tathagatagarbha Tradition (Inherent 

Gnosis)2 

Among the world's religious traditions, Buddhism occupies a special position as it 

emphasizes neither faith in God nor the merits accumulated, but rather stresses the 

attainment of gnosis (jnana), i.e., a pure cognitive state that perceives the world as it 

really is.3 The shared thesis for various Buddhist traditions is that once a sentient being 

comes to realize what there is in reality, then she would naturally be freed from suffering 

and other forms of bondage, as all these are merely derivatives of her initial ignorance. 

The differences among various Buddhist traditions lie in the different ways they propose 

to solve the problem of how to obtain this gnosis. 

1 Here I am using the term "tradition" in a somewhat vague sense, meaning something like "doctrinal 
trends." The Yogacara tradition might not have been a body of organized people or a distinct lineage in its 
primitive phase, but it appears that some time between Vasubandhu and the time when Xuanzang traveled 
to India (ca. 629-645), it became a more organized scholastic group: Kuiji reported that there were ten 
foremost masters composing commentaries on Vasubandhu's Trimsika before Xuanzang. In contrast, we 
know so little about the Tathagatagarbha tradition that we do not even know in what sense it was indeed a 
separate tradition from other scholastic traditions such as Yogacara and Madhyamaka. Given the limitation 
our current knowledge of Indian Buddhism, it is very difficult to determine how texts were circulated and 
teachings were spread in ancient India. Silk's erudite article "The Yogacara Bhiksu" only shows us that, in 
order to trace the origin of the Yogacara-vijnanavada school, "we probably cannot look to an analysis of the 
term Yogacara for help" (Silk 2000: 314). 

2 Toward the end of this dissertation, I shall point out that Vasubandhu has incorporated the 
Tathagatagarbha notion. It is worth further exploring whether Vasubandhu and people afterwards also 
adopted the model of "inherent gnosis" (or better, whether Vasubandhu and people afterwards regarded the 
non-discriminating cognition as unconditioned) as a result. Hence the contrast I propose here between 
Yogacara and Tathagatagarbha may not be an accurate depiction of the development of the Yogacara 
tradition after Vasubandhu. 

3 Thanks to Professor Leonard van der Kuijp, who rightly pointed out that the Sanskrit term here should be 
jnana instead of prajna. 
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