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Preface


THIS VOLUME OF ESSAYS in Buddhist and Tibetan Studies celebrates the contributions and influence of Matthew Kapstein on the occasion of his seventieth birthday. In the course of a career of teaching at Columbia University (1989–96), the University of Chicago (1986–89, 1996–present), and the École Pratique des Hautes Études in Paris (2002–18), Matthew Kapstein has been a prolific intellectual historian of Tibetan civilization and a philosophically inclined scholar of Indian and Tibetan traditions of thought, and his scholarship and teaching have influenced a generation or two of scholars in religious studies, art history, philosophy, and other disciplines, particularly as they pertain to Indology, Tibetology, and Buddhist studies. The essays included herein were solicited specifically for this volume, and all therefore represent original contributions written particularly by way of honoring Matthew’s considerable role in the intellectual lives of the contributors, all of whom have variously been students, collaborators, and/or colleagues of his.


These disciplinarily various essays in Tibetan and Buddhist studies reflect something of the intellectually wide-ranging character of Matthew’s own scholarship and teaching, which is also reflected in the four different books by Matthew that have lent their titles to this volume’s parts. Part 1 takes its title from The Tibetan Assimilation of Buddhism: Conversion, Contestation, and Memory (Oxford University Press, 2000), an erudite monograph comprising case studies in the historical development of Tibet’s broad domain of religious thought. Part 2 is titled after The Tibetans (Blackwell, 2006), which, despite its concise title, represents a magisterial synthesis comparable in scope and significance to R. A. Stein’s 1962 Civilisation tibétaine. Part 3 takes its name from The Rise of Wisdom Moon, an elegant translation (for the Clay Sanskrit Library, 2009) of a Sanskrit philosophical play by the ­eleventh-century Vedāntin Kṛṣṇamiśra. Part 4 is named after Reason’s Traces: Identity and Interpretation in Indian and Tibetan Buddhist Thought (Wisdom Publications, 2001), a widely appreciated collection of essays that incisively engage a broad range of the sophisticated philosophical traditions of India and Tibet. The thematically and methodologically various contributions to this volume are grouped according to the one among these works by Matthew to which they most nearly correspond; however, it is in the nature of the case, given the breadth of Matthew’s own scholarly work as well as the differing North American and European contexts in which he has influenced so many different students and colleagues, that much of the work herein resists such straightforward characterization. Nonetheless, it is reasonable to hope that everyone who has admired any of Matthew’s work will find in the present volume something of the thematic interests and scholarly virtues that inspired their admiration.


In addition to thanking all of the contributors for their timely provision of scholarly essays befitting Matthew’s influence (and also for their patience with our editorial predilections), the editors would like to thank the two anonymous referees who read the manuscript for Wisdom Publications for their close attention and helpful comments. The editors would also particularly like to thank David Kittelstrom, editor extraordinaire, whose careful and thoughtful work on this volume are typical of a career dedicated to ensuring the consistently high quality of books from Wisdom Publications. The editors would also like, finally, to note the untimely passing of one of the most noted contributors to the volume: the University of Chicago’s Steven Collins, a world-renowned scholar of Pali Buddhism (and long-time colleague to Matthew) who died in February of 2018. Happily for us, Steve had already by then submitted his contribution, well in advance of the original due date for contributors; we are, then, fortunate in being able to include an essay — “What Is Buddhist Wisdom?” — that affords a glimpse of Steve’s last book, which he had finished shortly before his untimely passing, and which is to be posthumously published by Columbia University Press as Civilization, Wisdom, Practices of Self: Theravāda Buddhism Seen Anew. While the present collection of essays is by way of honoring the scholarly contributions of Matthew Kapstein, we would like to dedicate any further merit to the continued flourishing of the clarity of thought typical not only of Matthew but also of Steven Collins; the world is surely much in need of it. As for the proceeds, royalties from this volume will be donated to Karuna-Shechen (karuna-shechen.org), which does important work in a part of the world much loved by Matthew.


A Note on Transliteration and Phonetics


In hopes of ameliorating the alienating effect of Tibetan orthography on non-Tibetanists, select common words have been rendered phonetically throughout this volume: Lhasa, Dergé, thangka, Nyingma, Kadam, Kagyü, Sakya, Geluk, Jonang, Bön, Ü, Tsang, Kham, Amdo, Kangyur, Tengyur, Dalai Lama, Paṇchen Lama, and Karmapa. Within each essay, recurrently used Tibetan names and terms are also rendered phonetically, with Wylie transliteration supplied on the first usage. In the interest of precision for the specialist reader, however, all other Tibetan is rendered in Wylie transliteration, with words capitalized according to initial letter rather than root letter.













By Way of an Introduction: A “Discussion of the Person” Who Is Matthew Kapstein


Dan Arnold


Brief Thoughts, Preliminary to a Discussion of One Person, on Personalism in Indian Buddhist Philosophy


In the “Note Concerning History and Chronology” with which he prefaces his highly regarded Reason’s Traces, Matthew Kapstein says that the “Personalist Controversy” — the Indian Buddhist tradition’s critical engagement, that is, with the Personalist (pudgalavāda) school of thought, which figured centrally in works like the Pali Kathāvatthu and in chapter 9 of Vasubandhu’s Abhidharmakośabhāṣyam — “represents the beginning of formal debate and argument in Buddhist circles, and so is of particular importance for the history of Indian philosophy” (2001, xvii). Given the Indian Buddhist tradition’s orienting concern to elaborate the doctrine that persons are “without selves” (anātmavāda), it stands to reason that the tradition’s great contributions to philosophical thought would centrally involve attention to the idea that while selves do not exist, something must nevertheless be said about persons. The point is arguably reflected in the Buddhist tradition’s many discussions of the two truths, which is an idea that surely originated in response to what was a basically hermeneutical version of this problem: despite all that Buddhist sūtras say by way of claiming that there are no selves, the same sūtras are nevertheless replete with the stories, actions, and teachings of sometimes richly characterized persons.


The avowedly Personalist (pudgalavāda) school represents what would become one of the Indian tradition’s more contentious expressions of debate on these issues. Indeed, this is a school that many contemporary readers are perhaps most apt to know as the target of a sustained attack by Vasubandhu — that of the “Treatise on the Negation of the Person,” which Vasubandhu appended to his Abhidharmakośabhāṣyam (and which many will know in Matthew’s translation; see Kapstein 2001, 347–75). While that text reflects what became a broad consensus among Indian Buddhists to the effect that Personalism was an unorthodox doctrine that was rightly marginalized, the Chinese pilgrim Xuanzang is said to have calculated, at the time of his travels in India in the seventh century, that some 25 percent of the subcontinent’s Buddhists were avowed adherents of Personalist schools. Something of the influence of this supposedly marginal school is arguably evident, as well, in the works of Nāgārjuna and of some of his successor Mādhyamikas. In the course of the 1987 dissertation that gave early expression to his own abiding interest in the philosophical study of personal identity, Matthew himself ventured in this regard that it is compellingly likely that “Nāgārjuna drew heavily on the literature of the Personalist controversy as a major element in his philosophical background.”1 Since that is a thought I have been increasingly apt to entertain in recent years, it seems fitting to begin this introduction to the person who is “Matthew Kapstein” with some brief reflections — in conversation with some prominent Indian Buddhists, and by way of homage to Matthew — on what can reasonably be said, by proponents of the Buddhist no-self doctrine, about just what a “person” might be.


Now, insofar as Personalism came to be widely regarded as unorthodox, contemporary readers are not unreasonably predisposed to accept that anything in the vicinity of Personalist views must, of course, be problematic — predisposed to think that if, according to one’s interpretation, such-and-such a Buddhist thinker turns out to have held what look to be “Personalist” views, that would, ipso facto, be reason to doubt the interpretation. Nevertheless, I have come to think the Personalist trend of thought, which too often is anachronistically reified as a “school” defined in terms of later doxographical consensus, may have had a more influential afterlife than is typically appreciated. I would argue, in particular, that a philosophical case for the reasonableness of Personalism turns out to suggest real affinities with Madhyamaka as that was elaborated by Nāgārjuna and (perhaps even more strikingly) Candrakīrti. On one hermeneutically charitable reading of Personalism, in other words, it turns out that a central insight of Personalism may closely resemble one of Madhyamaka’s guiding impulses — a point that becomes all the more clear if we closely consider Candrakīrti’s recurrent and emphatic use of a formulation that, as Candrakīrti may not himself have been aware, clearly had “Personalist” roots.


Before we get to an exegetical case for that conclusion, though, consider the basic sense it could make for a Mādhyamika to embrace ideas comparable to those affirmed by some Personalists. Nāgārjuna and Candrakīrti, I think it not terribly controversial to say, were chiefly concerned to refute characteristically Ābhidharmika elaborations of the two truths. In particular, they aimed to show that the dharmas theorized in the Abhidharma literature — the supposedly basic existents to which Ābhidharmikas would show persons to be reducible — cannot, in fact, make sense as being “ultimately existent” (paramārthasat). These Mādhyamikas argued, indeed, that the Abhidharma literature’s dharmas are not finally any more real than the conventionally existent (saṃvṛtisat) phenomena they were posited to explain. By arguing as much, Mādhyamikas effectively recommended a recuperation of conventional truth; for if what is “ultimately true” is just that there are no ultimately real existents, it stands to reason that “conventionally real” (saṃvṛtisat) existents are the only kind that remain in play.2


Now consider that persons are arguably the most salient of all those things thought to be conventionally existent. As Wilfrid Sellars says in terms of what he christened the “manifest image” — which may be thought analogous to Buddhists’ “conventional truth,” just as Sellars’s contrasting “scientific image” is analogous to ultimate truth — “there is an important sense in which the primary objects of the manifest image are persons” (Sellars 1991, 9). Pace Sellars, the characteristically Madhyamaka recuperation of conventional truth can, then, be characterized as the recuperation of a personal level of description — which is perhaps not so far from what the Personalists were on about.


By way of now exploring this idea (which is sure to be resisted by many students of Madhyamaka), let us start with one of the texts that Matthew himself makes available, in Reason’s Traces, as well exemplifying debates between Buddhists and Brahmanical philosophers on the issue of personal identity: Vasubandhu’s Treatise on the Negation of the Person, to give the title according to Matthew’s translation of Vasubandhu’s aforementioned appendix to his magisterial Abhidharmakośabhāṣyam.3 While Vasubandhu’s text is ostensibly concerned more generally to refute selves, and while it occasioned response from the Nyāya school of Brahmanical philosophy, the text almost immediately launches into the intramural matter of an extended critique of Personalism. Vasubandhu frames this critique with the question of whether the kind of person affirmed by this doctrine exists in either of the two ways admitted by Ābhidharmikas: “This must be examined: do they hold it to be substantial or to be conceptually constructed?”4


While Vasubandhu, like most Ābhidharmikas, had no problem affirming the latter idea (that “persons” are practically useful conceptual constructs), he thought the former idea (that persons are substantially real) cannot be made coherent. In this regard, as Matthew wrote in the dissertation that influentially introduced Derek Parfit’s reductionism to students of Buddhist philosophy, Vasubandhu was much like Parfit, who held that reductionism and non-reductionism “are two mutually exclusive alternatives, and that between them there is no tertium quid” (Kapstein 1987, 95). Vasubandhu held, in other words, that if Personalism’s persons were neither “substantially” real nor “conceptually constructed,” then they just couldn’t be talking about anything at all.


Vasubandhu represents his Personalist interlocutors, however, precisely as eschewing both alternatives and as instead affirming this: “Depending upon the bundles which are inwardly held now, the person is conceptually constructed.”5 It is not immediately obvious how or whether this differs from Vasubandhu’s own view that persons are “conceptually constructed”; a lot will depend on how we understand just what is added by the qualification of this construction as “depending upon the bundles.” If the claim can be understood, however, to express a viable alternative to Vasubandhu’s putatively exhaustive options, it would (as Matthew says in his dissertation) “be troubling for Parfit’s thesis, no less than for that of [the Personalists’] Buddhist opponents.”6 What epitomizes Personalism, on Vasubandhu’s representation thereof, is precisely the view that there is, in fact, a viable tertium quid here: persons do not exist in either of the only two ways Ābhidharmikas had said that anything could exist; rather, they are “conceptually constructed” — as I will translate, they “become manifest” — depending upon the bundles.7


Leaving aside, for the moment, the question of what (if any) sense this makes as an alternative to the options Vasubandhu allows, I would first emphasize that precisely the same formulation — the paradigmatically Personalist claim that persons “become manifest depending upon the bundles” — figures centrally in the writings of the Mādhyamika Candrakīrti, who wrote a century or two after Vasubandhu. Among the several places where Candrakīrti emphatically uses just this formulation is in concluding a celebrated discussion typically represented as advancing his critique of the “person”: the discussion at Madhyamakāvatāra 6.150–63, which riffs on the idea (long familiar to the Buddhist tradition) that the reductionist analysis of persons is helpfully analogized to the similar analysis of chariots.


In this famous discussion, Candrakīrti refutes all of the seven options that he takes to exhaust the possible ways in which chariots and their parts could be related; none of these possibilities, Candrakīrti argues, turns out to be coherent.8 But having argued as much, Candrakīrti then concludes at Madhyamakāvatāra 6.158 that there nonetheless remains something to be said about chariots and their parts: “Even though it is not made intelligible (either ultimately or ordinarily) in any of seven ways, a chariot does — in ordinary terms alone, not subject to rigorous analysis — become manifest relative to its parts.”9 The concluding, italicized phrase renders exactly the expression that Vasubandhu took to express the Personalist claim; the claim, as in Matthew’s translation, that a person “is conceptually constructed depending upon its parts” can also be understood as the claim that a person shows up relative to those.10


Not only, though, does Candrakīrti thus embrace the very statement that Vasubandhu took to typify Personalism, but indeed he says a lot about how just this statement epitomizes (not Personalism but) Madhyamaka. Indeed, anyone whose acquaintance with Madhyamaka is chiefly by way of Candrakīrti’s Madhyamakāvatāra might reasonably suppose that the real target of Vasubandhu’s critique of Personalism was, in fact, Madhyamaka; for the formulation that Vasubandhu perhaps most closely scrutinizes will be eminently familiar to Candrakīrti’s readers as one of his most characteristic turns of phrase.11 While it is perhaps unlikely that Vasubandhu really had Nāgārjuna in his sights, scholars like Tilmann Vetter and Joseph Walser have, like Matthew himself, argued for a historical connection to Personalism on the part of Candrakīrti’s predecessor Nāgārjuna.12 What’s more, their case for that conclusion centers on Nāgārjuna’s characteristic handling not only of the same expression we have so far noted, but also of the Sanskrit word upādāna — a word that turns out to be deeply implicated in the expression at issue.


Basically denoting any act (as on Matthew’s translation) of “acquisition,” the word upādāna will be familiar to students of Buddhism as naming the ninth link in the twelvefold chain of dependent origination. In that context, acquisition (upādāna), itself caused by desire (tṛṣṇā), in turn gives rise to being (bhava), which in turn causes birth. The same word is commonly used in connection with the bundles (skandha), which are often referred to in the tradition specifically as the “acquisitive skandhas” (upādāna-skandhas), which are so called because “they form the causal basis for the future states of the continuum that they constitute” (Kapstein 2001, 25n39). Quintessentially Ābhidharmika categories such as the skandhas, in other words, can be characterized as “what is acquired” (upādāna) in the sense that these are the essentially impersonal kinds of existents and events that uniquely count, in the Abhidharma literature, as ultimately real. These represent, as it were, the “stuff” from which experience emerges — whatever is “taken up” or “acquired” (whether as content or predecessor cause) whenever a moment of experience occurs, thus perpetuating the cycle of saṃsāra.


With just this sense of the word in mind, Nāgārjuna and Candrakīrti alike use upādāna as shorthand for all the impersonal categories (skandhas, dhātus, āyatanas, etc.) said in Abhidharma literature to constitute the ultimately existent entities to which such conventionally real things as persons can be reduced — shorthand for all the kinds of entities, in Sellars’s idiom, that have their place in the “scientific image,” as against the manifest image in terms of which things like “persons” make sense. Similarly, the skandhas (“bundles” or “aggregates”) were shorthand for all Ābhidharmika categories, as in the expression Vasubandhu takes to epitomize Personalism: “relative to the skandhas, a ‘person’ comes into view” (skandhān upādāya pudgalaḥ prajñapyate). But if, with Nāgārjuna and Candrakīrti, we substitute upādāna for skandha, we now have an expression involving two forms of the same verbal root (upa+ā+√dā, “to acquire”): upādāna, and the gerund upādāya, which I have translated as “relative to” (and Matthew as “depending upon”). This gerund was indeed used with that sense, but it is significant that the phrase we now have — upādānam upādāya prajñapyate — literally means persons show up only “having taken up” (upādāya)13 what is there “to be taken” (upādāna, i.e., the impersonal constituents of Abhidharma analysis). In a passage (at Madhyamakāvatāra 6.161–62) widely taken as definitively expressing his view, Candrakīrti shows why this matters:  now the phrase clearly implies reference to a whole “situation” or “event” of acquiring or taking up — and that means that nothing can show up unless there is also (inter alia) a “taker.”


And that, for Candrakīrti, is finally the most salient point about Abhidharma’s categories: none of them makes sense except in the context of some constitutive process — except relative (we might also say) to a particular description, which must itself be presupposed if the categories are to make sense. Consider, then, how Candrakīrti exploits the fact that we now have in play a couple of variations on the same word: For him and the Personalists alike, something centrally at issue is said to make sense only upādānam upādāya (“having taken up what is to be taken up”); and what is most salient about this expression for Candrakīrti is that any reference to an act of “taking up” (upādāna) necessarily presupposes all the component parts of any act (as theorized by the Sanskrit grammarians). Among other things, this means there must be some agent of the act in question — in this case, an “acquirer” or “appropriator” (upādātṛ).


This is just as Candrakīrti says at Madhyamakāvatāra 6.159ac: “The usage common to everyone has it that a chariot is at once a whole, a possessor of its parts, and an agent, also well known to everyone as being the acquirer [of what is acquired].”14 Here, it is striking not only that Candrakīrti thus affirms precisely the kinds of abstractions typically refuted by Buddhists (who will generally have no truck with the idea of real “wholes” that somehow exist over and above their parts), but also that he again says just what Vasubandhu took the Personalists to say. On the Personalists’ account, too, persons are figured as the “appropriators” or “acquirers” (upādātṛ) of the bundles; it is because persons keep grasping at the bundles that they (persons) are bound in saṃsāra. Among the ways, then, in which Vasubandhu’s refutation of Personalism finds expression is as the claim that “there is no acquirer of the bundles” — nor, Vasubandhu adds, anyone “who casts them off.”15 Affirming, against that view, what he takes as “the usage common to everyone,” Candrakīrti seemingly sides with the Personalists, and takes it as philosophically significant that any reference to something “acquired” necessarily presupposes some “acquirer” thereof.


Now, Candrakīrti’s point in affirming this is not, of course, to affirm that “acquirers” (or “wholes,” “agents,” etc.) are ultimately existent; indeed, Candrakīrti’s is quite the converse point: while of course “acquirers” and the like are just conventionally existent, the basic constituents (dharmas) to which Ābhidharmikas would reduce these are not, it turns out, any more real than those. And chief among the reasons for this is that Ābhidharmika categories invariably turn out themselves to be intelligible only relative to the very things they were posited to explain. Candrakīrti says as much in commenting on Madhyamakāvatāra 6.159ac:




Insofar as they mistakenly understand the meaning of scripture, some mistakenly explain everyone’s settled convention like this: “Only collections of parts exist, but wholes do not exist in any way at all, since they are not apprehended over and above the parts. Likewise, only parts exist, but not part-possessors; only actions exist, but not actors; only what is appropriated exists, not the appropriators thereof — and this because in each case the latter is not apprehended over and above the former.” This reasoning entails, however, that parts themselves do not exist, either.16





The very idea of parts, in other words, is intelligible only relative to some “whole.” That means, however, that any reductionist analysis that aims to show the complete unreality of the latter unwittingly renders the former unintelligible as well.


For Candrakīrti, the right conclusion to draw from this can be expressed (as here in concluding Madhyamakāvatāra 6.159) as an exhortation that epitomizes his understanding of Madhyamaka: “Do not annihilate the convention that is familiar to everyone!”17 Only by maintaining conventional usage, Candrakīrti argues, can we make any sense at all of either chariots or their parts.18 His arguments to this effect clearly amount to a development of the generally Mahāyāna idea that not only persons but also Abhidharma’s dharmas are “selfless.”19 That familiar idea is to be understood, on Candrakīrti’s account, as meaning that putatively ultimate dharmas can no more withstand ultimate scrutiny than persons can. Abhidharma’s explanatory categories are themselves intelligible only as conventionally existent, and nothing at all, therefore, is “ultimately” existent.


Now, the Personalists, as against this, are often taken to have affirmed the ultimate reality of persons. If that’s right, Candrakīrti clearly would part company with them, and Madhyamaka’s affinities with Personalism might come to seem more misleading than illuminating. Here, though, I would follow Amber Carpenter in suggesting that Personalists may not, in fact, have held that persons are ultimately existent. To be sure, the Personalists characteristically affirmed that persons are avaktavya, or “inexpressible” — a characterization, redolent of the mystifying idea of “ineffability,” that is surely apt to be understood as suggesting something like “ultimacy.” In a philosophically sensitive reconstruction of the case for Personalism, though, Amber Carpenter (2015) has cogently argued that what the Personalists meant in calling persons “inexpressible” is only that the status of persons cannot be expressed in the terms allowed by Ābhidharmikas.


As is suggested (we saw) by Vasubandhu’s initial response to his Personalist interlocutor, anything at all that one can refer to must, according to the terms allowed in Abhidharma, be either “substantially” or “conceptually” existent; as logically contradictory alternatives, these (Vasubandhu thinks) exhaust the possibilities. Against that idea, the Personalists can be understood to have recognized that while persons (as all Buddhists agree) are not, of course, substantially existent, Abhidharma’s austere alternatives make it impossible to allow that the category of persons is nonetheless uniquely basic. Persons, on this reading, are not ultimately existent, but that cannot coherently be understood as an eliminative claim; for it turns out a complete account of the Buddhist path cannot be made intelligible without reference to persons.


What makes Personalism a reasonable position, Carpenter argues, is attention to the problem of how or whether Ābhidharmikas could be entitled to an idea that figures centrally in their account, in light of the no-self doctrine, of the problems of personal identity: the idea, in particular, that the basic constituents to which persons can be reduced (i.e., Abhidharma’s dharmas) occur in discrete causal series or “continua” (santāna). Ābhidharmikas appealed to the idea of continua in order to make sense of phenomena like memory; the reason, for example, why I remember only “my” experiences and not “yours” is that only some of the past’s innumerable causally efficacious events are in the same continuum that constitutes “me.” However, the idea that we can identify discrete causal series arguably begs the questions most centrally at issue in theorizing personal identity. The problem generally has to do with whether Buddhist reductionists, for whom really existent wholes can never be found over and above the parts that constitute them, can justifiably help themselves to the idea of discrete continua of causally related events. After all, how is a continuum any different, conceptually, from a whole? From the Personalists’ perspective, the specific problem is that it seems we can individuate any such continuum only with reference to precisely the personal level of description that the reductionist aims to explain away; it is only as a person that any series of causes can so much as come into view as an identifiable continuum. As Carpenter puts it, Personalism was thus motivated by “the fact that the ultraminimalist Buddhist view inevitably presumes the individuation of person-constituting aggregates and person-constituting streams” (2015, 16). In fact, Candrakīrti can here make common cause with the Personalists; for his own critique of Abhidharma’s appeal to continua likewise charges Ābhidharmikas with begging the question and might, to that extent, be enlisted as part of a case for Personalism.20


If, then, we eschew the reflexive tendency to dismiss the idea on account of the received view of Personalism as manifestly unorthodox, it seems there is good reason to think that Personalist insights may, perhaps unbeknownst to Candrakīrti himself, have figured importantly in Candrakīrti’s characteristic understanding of Madhyamaka.21 And, if we appreciate that Candrakīrti’s Madhyamaka thus represents a way to argue for the ineliminable character of a personal level of description, we may, after all, be on the trail of something like a viable tertium quid between the alternatives that (as Matthew convincingly shows) Vasubandhu and Derek Parfit similarly took to be exhaustive. On my reading, Candrakīrti’s viable alternative consists in recognizing that characteristically Ābhidharmika analyses do indeed show the self-theories (ātmavāda) of Brahmanical schools to be incoherent, but that Abhidharma’s reductionist analyses likewise run aground on their pretension to have arrived at an ultimately true alternative. Claims to that effect — to the effect, that is, that Abhidharma has identified mind-independently real existents that ultimately explain “merely conventional” phenomena, which can in contrast be recognized as having a deficient status — can never be sustained, just because any explanation proposed as ultimately true will inexorably be shot through with our own explanatory interests and conceptual capacities. That is precisely to say, however, that there is no truth that is altogether independent of conventional truth; the conventionally real world in which persons make sense is, to that extent, as “real” as anything can be. Conventional truth is, indeed, an ineliminable condition of the possibility of our recognizing what is ultimately true,22 which is just that there is nothing any more real than all this; “there is no difference at all between saṃsāra and nirvāṇa.”23


Matthew Kapstein: A “Pudgalavāda”


Whatever one decides about how best to understand Madhyamaka in light of all this, it is clear at least that all of the Buddhist positions scouted above — the Personalists’ idea that reference to causal continua turns out to run proxy for reference to persons; Vasubandhu’s challenge to explain the existential status of this “person” that is supposedly distinct from a “self”; and Candrakīrti’s thought that Abhidharma’s putatively basic existents turn out to be no more real than the conventional existents they were supposed to explain — are variously wrestling with a problem that philosopher David Wiggins has identified in making a case for sortalism. It is apt, in this regard, to invoke a time-honored Buddhist trope: just like different moments of flame in the continued burning of a lamp, different moments in the career of any continuant — a moment as the infant child Matthew Kapstein, for example, as compared with a moment as the adult and accomplished scholar of that name — are “neither the same as nor different from” one another. Wiggins’s sortalism is motivated by the recognition that a locution like this makes sense only given some answer to the question: “same what?”24 Following Wiggins, I suggest that the “personalist controversy” — which represents, as Matthew put it, “the beginning of formal debate and argument in Buddhist circles” — reflects the significance of Wiggins’s insight. Even for proponents of the no-self doctrine, the time-honored Buddhist trope can only mean “neither the same nor a different person.” That it is hard to do away with all reference to persons was clearly a point of interest to Buddhist philosophers.


There is, of course, much more to be said about all this. Here, however, I have sketched something of the Indian Buddhist tradition’s philosophically rich discourse on the category of the person by way of introducing a different sort of pudgalavāda: a “discussion” (vāda), in particular, of the person (pudgala) whom we honor with this volume. That person, whose scholarly achievements were recognized with his 2018 induction into the National Academy of Arts and Sciences (his fellow inductees included the likes of Tom Hanks, Barack Obama, and Ta-Nehisi Coates), is neither the same as nor different from the Matthew Tom Kapstein who was born in New York City on December 15, 1949.
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Matthew Kapstein, circa 1967. 
Drawing by bandmate Chris Cheney.


As a young New Yorker, Matthew Kapstein attended first the Horace Mann School and then the Elisabeth Irwin High School. As a teenager in New York in the 1960s, Matthew the younger was much invested in the Greenwich Village music scene, involved at least one band including Matthew. His high school friends included renowned musician Nick Katzman, and two of Woody Guthrie’s children were classmates. Young Matthew’s mother, a senior editor at Seventeen magazine,25 once sought her son’s teenaged perspective on the best band for her to book to perform at a media event; at his cheeky recommendation, she booked The Fugs. (Those who do not immediately appreciate how amusing this recommendation was are encouraged to have a listen to The Fugs First Album.) To this day, few things get the vastly erudite Professor Kapstein as excited as discussing music by the likes of Reverend Gary Davis and Mississippi John Hurt, whose playing was much in the air in the New York of his youth.


After graduating from high school, the young Matthew Kapstein began his undergraduate studies at the University of Wisconsin in Madison, where Richard Robinson had not long before established North America’s first doctoral program in Buddhist studies — a storied program that produced a couple of generations’ worth of the field’s preeminent scholars. In the event, Matthew would spend only a year at Wisconsin (the academic year 1968–69), but it befits the scholar he would eventually become that Matthew should thus have begun his studies in Sanskrit and Buddhist studies at a school that would surely have an honored place in any pilgrimage of North American Buddhist sites.


In search, perhaps, of a more vibrant music scene, Matthew transferred to the University of California at Berkeley, where he was a student from 1971–73. At Berkeley, he continued his studies in Sanskrit with Robert ­Goldman — the acknowledgments to Goldman’s widely used Sanskrit primer, Devavāṇīpraveśikā, thank Matthew for having “corrected the copy and [written] out, in a clear and elegant hand, all the devanāgarī for the first working text” (Goldman 1980, xviii) — and in Buddhist studies with Lewis Lancaster (and, later, Padmanabh Jaini). Matthew’s cohort at Berkeley included such other future Buddhologists as Rob Kritzer and Janet Gyatso, who at that time were graduate students there. Clearly, the continuum of mental events conveniently designated as “Matthew Kapstein” continued to be infused with such vāsanās as could ripen into distinguished work in Buddhist studies.


As one can learn from the title page of his 1987 doctoral dissertation, ­Matthew’s Berkeley bachelor’s degree is dated 1981; for while he had completed his undergraduate studies at Berkeley in the early 1970s, Matthew felt no compelling need to finalize the necessary administrative niceties until he decided to embark on his doctoral studies in 1981. In between, Matthew finished out his twenties mostly in Nepal. There, he cultivated astonishing breadth and depth of knowledge regarding pretty much all aspects of Tibetan civilization. Supporting himself as a book importer and translator, Matthew lived mostly in the Solukhumbu region of Nepal, where he studied from 1974 to 1976 at the Serlo Monastery (in Junbesi) under Khenpo Sangyé Tenzin (1924–90), the renowned Sherpa scholar who had founded Serlo in 1959.26 During the years he spent living among Tibetan scholars, Matthew also studied with the Sixteenth Karmapa Rangjung Rikpai Dorjé (1927–81), Dilgo Khyentsé Rinpoché (1910–92), Kalu Rinpoché (1905–89), and Deshung Rinpoché (1906–87), and also with Düdjom Rinpoché Jikdral Yeshé Dorjé (1904–87), whose monumental Rnying ma’i bstan pa’i rnam bzhag, published in 1991 as The Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddhism: Its Fundamentals and History, was edited and translated by Gyurme Dorje in collaboration with Matthew.27 Somewhere, there is surely a rich photographic record of the Nepal years; photography is among Matthew’s countless interests, and his more recent photographic work in Nepal and Tibet in the 1990s and 2000s can be seen in a number of places.28
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Matthew Kapstein, second from left, at Serlo Monastery in Nepal in 1975. 
Photo courtesy of Tulku Pema Tharchin. See also plate 1.


By the time he technically completed his BA and began his doctoral studies in 1981, Matthew — at this point in his early thirties, and neither the same person who eagerly followed the Greenwich Village music scene circa 1967 nor yet the distinguished fellow of the National Academy of Arts and Sciences whom we now honor — had already developed unexcelled knowledge of Tibetan civilization and also of the Indian Buddhist traditions to which it was heir. When he decided, then, to begin preparing for a career as a scholar, Matthew saw little point in pursuing a PhD in Buddhist studies. Strikingly, the man known to many readers of the present book chiefly as director of Tibetan studies at the École Pratique des Hautes Études earned his PhD not in Tibetology but in a department of Western philosophy29 — that of Brown University, where he studied with the likes of Roderick Chisholm, Philip Quinn, Ernest Sosa, and James Van Cleve (all of them, among contemporary philosophers, names to conjure with).


At Brown, thirty-something Matthew did keep a foot in the world of Indology; he worked with A. L. Basham (who was for a time a visiting professor there), and Robert Thurman (at that time a professor at Amherst College) was an outside reader of his dissertation. Matthew’s studies were chiefly focused, though, on the curriculum of a first-rate philosophy department — one that was, much to its credit, eminently open to the kind of comparative work Matthew aimed to pursue. Matthew’s state-of-the-art philosophical education is abundantly evident in the aforementioned dissertation, from which my preliminary reflections on Buddhist personalism took their bearings: “Self and Personal Identity in Indian Buddhist Scholasticism: A Philosophical Investigation.” Addressed to “those who have come to question whether the modern philosophical problem of personal identity is the product only of the unique cultural-historical situation of the post-Cartesian West, or whether it reflects more general human reflection on the human condition” (1987, vii), Matthew’s dissertation represents an important milestone; exemplary of the kind of philosophically sophisticated work in Buddhist studies that has only in recent decades begun to flourish, it makes accessible to philosophers something of the richness and rigor of several streams of Indian philosophy (chiefly, Abhi­dharma and Yogācāra, but also the work of Naiyāyika critics of Buddhist philosophers), even as it represents a philosophical contribution to the study of personal identity in its own right. The category of the person, then, has long been of interest to this noted scholar of Buddhist studies.30
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Matthew receiving his doctorate degree at Brown University. 
Photo courtesy of Christine Mollier


As a newly minted PhD, Matthew’s first academic position was at the University of Chicago, where he was appointed in the Department of South Asian Languages & Civilizations from 1986 to 1989. It was at Chicago that I first met Matthew, when, as a prospective student scouting graduate programs in the winter of 1989, I conversed with him one winter day in Foster Hall. I instead ended up attending Columbia (the weather having been much nicer in New York City when I visited there a week later) — where, as it turned out, I would study for a few years with Matthew, who had left Chicago just a few months after I met him there for a position in Columbia’s Religion Department, wherein he taught from 1989 to 1996. (Among the classes I had with Matthew at Columbia was one on the problem of evil as that figures in philosophy of religion. The class was called, simply, “Evil”; Matthew said it ought to have had a lab practicum.) In 1996, Matthew returned to the University of Chicago, where he has been associated with the Divinity School ever since. Having fallen in love, though, with French Sinologist Christine Mollier, ­Matthew remained a regular member of the Divinity School faculty for only a decade or so; in 2002, he assumed a position on the faculty of the École Pratique des Hautes Études in Paris, marrying Christine in 2006. For most of the years since then, his continued involvement in Chicago has been as an annual visitor under the aegis of the Numata Foundation’s visiting professorships in Buddhist studies. In Paris, meanwhile, he has, among other things, directed a research team in Tibetan studies at the Centre de Recherche sur les Civilisations de l’Asie Orientale.31 Matthew has bridged these worlds through such collaborative ventures as his presently ongoing project on Tibetan manuscript studies, which was advanced by a 2015 workshop (involving a number of contributors to the present volume) at the University of Chicago Paris Center. It is in Paris and/or in Chicago that Matthew has taught or otherwise worked with most of the contributors to the present volume.32


As fascinatingly circuitous as his intellectual trajectory has been, it doesn’t seem quite sufficient to explain the astonishing breadth and depth of Matthew’s knowledge and erudition, which are abundantly evident in an extraordinary facility with languages as well as in a deep and humble respect for the historical traditions of learning that it has been his life’s work to engage. There seems little point in enumerating the languages in which Matthew comfortably moves (not just Tibetan and Sanskrit, but Hindi, Nepali, Chinese, German, Hebrew . . .); he will probably have learned another by the time one gets to the end of the list. His deep involvement in Parisian academic life has been facilitated by his love of France and his ability to live and teach in French — strengths that have informed his ongoing efforts at reviving the distinguished tradition of French Tibetology typified by the likes of R. A. Stein and Jacques Bacot (whose work Matthew greatly admires). As those who have studied with him in North America and Europe well know, Matthew has, in this regard, always encouraged his students to respect and learn from the achievements of past scholars. Many will have heard him express deeply informed admiration for, say, Stcherbatsky’s dated and eccentric but brilliant Buddhist Logic, and it seems Matthew is always ready with a touching anecdote or a penetrating insight about, say, the personal life of Sylvain Lévi — or, for that matter, about the sartorial elegance of Arnold Toynbee, or the vicissitudes of the German edition of Freud’s works, or the Tibetan-language textbooks used by Tibetan high-school students in India and in China’s Tibet Autonomous Region.
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His Holiness the Dalai Lama meeting with Matthew in Dharamsala, India,1985. 
Photo courtesy of Christine Mollier


Matthew’s intellectually generous recognition of the scholarly achievements of others is reflected, as well, in the decade he spent as editor of SUNY Press’s long-distinguished (though now regrettably defunct) series in Buddhist studies, for which he midwifed such widely respected and varied books as Georges Dreyfus’s Recognizing Reality (1997), John Makransky’s Buddhahood Embodied (1997), Matthieu Ricard’s Life of Shabkar (1994), and Cyrus Stearns’s Buddha from Dolpo (1999). A few vectors in Matthew’s life trajectory interestingly come together in one such volume: Richard Kohn’s Lord of the Dance (2001), the posthumous publication of which was overseen by Matthew. This was fitting given Matthew’s own role in the book’s genesis; Kohn’s initial orientation to Nepal’s Solukhumbu region, where he would research the Mani Rimdu festival, was provided by Matthew, whom Kohn met in New York before undertaking his own travels to Nepal (whence Matthew had just returned) in 1978.


The far-ranging character of Matthew’s interests is amply reflected both in his prolific scholarship and in his teaching, and is but partially reflected in the wide range of offerings included in the present volume. Nevertheless, the following essays well attest to the influence of Matthew’s abiding attention to such diverse subjects as the thought of Vasubandhu and other Ābhidharmikas (consider the essays by Brennan, Gold, Kachru, Kumagai); art history, particularly in connection with ritual theory (see the essays of Davidson, Debreczeny, Heller); hermeneutics (Collins, Harter, Nance); manuscriptology and textual analysis (Phuntsho, van der Kuijp); the study of religious experience and of transformative “technologies of the self”33 (Deroche, Dreyfus, Meyers); the intellectual history of the Jonangpas (Mathes, Sheehy) and of other Tibetan and Indian sects or lineages (Achard, Ducher, Ehrhard, Eltschinger, Forgues, Ramble); and the career of Tibetan Buddhist traditions in such profoundly different contexts as seventeenth-century Bhutan (Deleplanque) and twentieth-century China and Taiwan (Jagou).


With this volume’s contributions in mind, then, consider now how significantly all of the foregoing concerns figure in the work of the one person (as both the Personalists and Candrakīrti make it unproblematic to say) who is Matthew Kapstein. In the probing historical essays of The Tibetan Assimilation of Buddhism (2000), for example, Matthew’s engagement with seminal Tibetan texts such as the Sba bzhed makes vividly available a sense of Tibet’s indigenous historiography, even as he ranges over Chinese, Greek, Nestorian Christian, and Manichaean influences thereon. All the while, the book exhibits historiographical sensibilities keenly informed by R. G. Colling­wood’s recognition that the historian “re-enacts the past in his mind: but in this re-enactment it does not become a present or an actuality. The actuality is the actual thought of the historian that reenacts it.”34 In The Tibetans (2006), Matthew has given us what has justly been called “the best single overview of Tibetan cultural history currently available”35 — a book “so comprehensive, well informed, beautifully written and majestically sensitive”36 as to clearly supersede such magisterial syntheses as R. A. Stein’s Civilisation Tibétaine (1962), even as Matthew frames his by judiciously interrogating the very idea of any such synthesis: “‘Tibet’ is not now and never has been a monolithic entity, and the Tibetan people, far from being homogeneous, are diverse in terms of life-style, language, religion, and indeed most areas of culture.” Despite this, he says, “we can still speak sensibly, if tentatively, of a Tibetan civilizational sphere, focusing upon that which has at least the appearance of greatest universality within it” (Kapstein 2006, xii). Not to be overlooked, when it comes to Matthew’s considerable contributions to the study of Tibetan intellectual history, is his role in making available the Collected Works (gsung ’bum) of the fourteenth-century Jonangpa scholar Dölpopa Sherab Gyaltsen. Long known to history chiefly as the target of withering attacks by influential Gelukpa critics, Dölpopa’s Collected Works were recovered (and acquired for the US Library of Congress) by Matthew in the course of studies in Sichuan province in 1990.37 At the same time, Matthew is one of the rare Tibetanists who is also a crack Sanskritist, as evident in his elegant translation, for the regrettably defunct Clay Sanskrit Library, of Kṛṣṇamiśra’s Prabodhacandrodaya, whose title Matthew renders as The Rise of Wisdom Moon (2009).
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Matthew in Tibet, near Lhasa, 2004. 
Photo courtesy of Christine Mollier


The foregoing and many other works represent the scholarship of a perceptive and vastly learned historian of civilizations and of religions. And yet, Matthew also remains every bit a philosopher. The many dissertations he has supervised at the University of Chicago were chiefly in the Divinity School’s Philosophy of Religions program, in which Matthew’s Reason’s Traces is widely revered as a model of philosophically engaged work that is at once ambitious and rigorous. That book, which incorporates large parts of Matthew’s 1987 dissertation, comprises such gems as “Mereological Considerations in Vasubandhu’s ‘Proof of Idealism,’”38 which is widely regarded as one of the best philosophical studies of Vasubandhu’s hugely influential Viṃśikā. The same book also includes an introduction, entitled “What Is ‘Buddhist Philosophy’?,” that stands as an exemplary reflection on what it means to engage the works of culturally and temporally remote thinkers in light of the fact that all thinking is, necessarily, at once constrained and enabled by one’s location in some historical tradition(s). So far as I am aware, it is this essay that influentially introduced the thought of Pierre Hadot to scholars of Buddhist studies, for whom it is now familiar to apply to Buddhist thought the conception (invoking the title of Hadot 1995) of Philosophy as a Way of Life.39 Matthew’s philosophical work invariably reflects, in general, a hermeneutically sensitive appreciation of the fact that any scholarly “realization” — any instance of adhi­gama, or of something’s “coming through” to us — necessarily depends on āgama, which Matthew nicely distinguishes as “what comes down to us.”40


As he has effected such deep soundings in the history of human thought across many centuries and several civilizations, skillfully adopting a wide range of disciplinary approaches as he engages all manner of material and literary expressions thereof, Matthew Kapstein has all along done work that is singularly and above all distinguished by its sheer humaneness. I have long thought this most poignantly reflected in the passage with which he concludes the aforementioned study of Vasubandhu’s Viṃśikā: “When we begin to appreciate Vasubandhu’s insights from the vantage point of our own philosophical understanding, what is most human about us leaps through centuries, rushes across continents, and greets what is most human in what had formerly been alien. We meet Vasubandhu face-to-face, incline towards one another, and commune in our perennial capacity to puzzle over what is real” (2001, 197). These beautiful sentences give eloquent expression to an all-too-rare intellectual selflessness — a humane intellectual generosity that recognizes in the achievements of others a condition of the possibility of one’s “own” understanding.


Like all of us, of course, the person whose work and teaching this volume now honors — Matthew Kapstein, Tibetologist and Sanskritist, historian and philosopher, professor and fellow of the National Academy of Arts and ­Sciences — is selfless in another sense, too. Though it be distinguished, his name denotes nothing at all like an enduring self. To that extent, the Matthew whom we now honor is neither the same as nor different from any or all of the other things he has been — teenage musician, student at a Sherpa monastery, connoisseur of Himalayan art, blues enthusiast, historian, philosopher, photographer, littérateur. As the Indian Buddhist tradition’s Personalists understood, however — and as the Mādhyamika Candrakīrti’s recuperation of conventional truth (in perhaps unwitting testament to the influence of the Personalists) makes it reasonable for Buddhists to say — it is nonetheless true that we honor an extraordinary person. Relative to the bundles — and relative, as well, to the life worlds and intellectual achievements of scholars and saints spanning countless centuries and several civilizations — the person who is Matthew Kapstein has become vividly manifest. With this volume of essays, we express — inadequately, no doubt, but nevertheless genuinely — our deep appreciation for this person’s having come into view for all of us.
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1. Kapstein 1987, 100, where he cites Conze (1967, 130ff.) and Murti (1955, 205ff.) as having recognized some of the relevant affinities. For his overall engagement with pudgalavāda (including his consideration of Nāgārjuna’s manifest affinities thereto), see Kapstein 1987, 88–114. On Nāgārjuna vis-à-vis pudgalavāda, see also Vetter 1982, Vetter 1992, and Walser 2005, 245–53 (and passim). On Xuanzang’s calculation, see Williams et al. 2012, 92. On Pudgalavāda more generally, see Cousins 1994 and Priestley 1999. For sensitive reflections on the supposedly unorthodox (but not “heretical”) nature of Pudgalavāda, see Carpenter 2015, 5.


2. I here allude to a formulation of Mādhyamika understandings of ultimate truth that is widely attributed to Mark Siderits; for a closer consideration of that (in particular, of the difference it makes whether the expression is interpreted in the semantic terms favored by Siderits), see Arnold 2012, 231–33.


3. Matthew’s translation of this, the only chapter in Vasubandhu’s Abhidharmakośabhāṣyam that consists entirely of prose, is included in Reason’s Traces, chapter 14: “Vasubandhu and the Nyāya Philosophers on Personal Identity” (Kapstein 2001, 347–91). The same chapter includes translated selections from, inter alia, Vātsyāyana and Uddyotakara on Nyāya Sūtra 1.1.10. Curiously, Duerlinger’s 2003 translation and study of Vasubandhu’s text seems to reflect no awareness of Matthew’s translation.


4. Kapstein 2001, 351; Vasubandhu’s Sanskrit is available in the edition of Pradhan (1975, 461): vicāryaṃ tāvad etat: kiṃ te dravyata icchanty, āhosvit prajñaptitaḥ.


5. Kapstein 2001, 351, and Pradhan 1975, 461: nâiva hi dravyato ’sti, nâpi prajñaptitaḥ; kiṃ tarhi, ādhyātmikān upāttān varttamānān skandhān upādāya pudgalaḥ prajñapyate.


6. Kapstein 1987, 95. Well appreciating the comparative philosophical implications here, Matthew thus concludes that “with the elimination of the Personalists’ attempt to go through the horns of the dilemma, Indian scholastic philosophy during the first half of the first millennium . . . was left with two viable alternatives: the soul-theories of the Brahmanical pluralist schools and the logical constructivism of the Buddhist Abhidharmists; i.e., the choices available to classical Indian thinkers were essentially similar to those offered by Parfit.”


7. The word bundle is Kapstein’s favored translation for the word skandha, which is more familiarly translated as “aggregate.” On my preference for translating “become manifest,” see note 10 below.


8. The possibilities are given at verse 6.151: “A chariot, for example, is not admitted as distinct from its parts, nor as indistinct, nor as possessing them. It is not in its parts, nor are the parts in it; it is not a mere collection of them either, nor is it their arrangement.” (I have translated from Li 2014, 22–23: svāṅgebhya iṣṭo na ratho yathânyo, na câpy ananyo na ca nāma tadvān / nâṅgeṣu nâṅgāny api tatra nâpi, saṃghātamātraṃ na ca sanniveśaḥ //.) In his dissertation, Matthew briefly summarizes Candrakīrti’s arguments in this regard (Kapstein 1987, 159–63) but prescinds from considering what Candrakīrti affirms in the wake of his critical onslaught — and it is in Candrakīrti’s positive proposal that the expression we are considering figures.


9. Translated from Li 2014, 23: na tattvato nâiva ca lokataś ca, sa saptadhā yady api yāti siddhim / svāṅgāny upādāya vinā vicāraṃ, prajñapyate lokata eva câiṣa //.


10. Like many who follow the Tibetan translation of the term prajñapyate (Tibetan, ’dogs pa), Matthew translates this as “is conceptually constructed.” This suggests, however, that Candrakīrti is making a basically idealist claim — one to the effect that (as on David Burton’s reading of Madhyamaka), “if the mind’s activity of conceptual construction did not occur, there would be no entities” (Burton 1999, 68). I take it, however, that as derived from the causative stem of pra-jñā (“to know”), the term prajñapyate is better rendered as denoting any case of something’s being “made known” — of anything’s “coming into view” or “becoming manifest.” The term applies, then, to anything at all that shows up for us. To be sure, it will be chief among Candrakīrti’s points that what shows up for us inexorably implicates our conceptual “taking” of things. Lest such mental activity be thought a privileged factor, however, he will also emphasize that how we “take” things is itself dependent, in turn, on what is there to be taken. There is, to that extent, more to the world than conceptual constructions thereof, even if it is only through such constructions that any of it is available to us.


11. That Vasubandhu might really have been targeting Madhyamaka was once suggested to me by Dan Lusthaus, in conversation many years ago. Notwithstanding the plausibility of the suggestion, Vasubandhu explicitly names the target of his critique as the Vātsīputrīyas, one of a couple of schools taken to have upheld pudgalavāda, and the commentarial tradition is unanimous in taking Vasubandhu to be concerned with pudgalavāda.


12. See note 1, above.


13. This form will be familiar to those who have read much in the interpretive literature on Nāgārjuna’s Mūlamadhyamakakārikā, and particularly to those who have obsessed over Mūlamadhyamakakārikā 24.18. That verse’s much-discussed phrase upādāya prajñapti corresponds exactly to Candrakīrti’s phrase (also used by Vasubandhu’s Personalists), which differs from Mūlamadhyamakakārikā 24.18 only in using the finite verbal form prajñapyate. Of the considerable body of literature that might be cited on the verbal form upādāya as it figures in these much-discussed phrases, I would particularly recommend Salvini 2011.


14. Madhyamakāvatāra 6.159ac, translated from the Sanskrit as given in Li 2014, 23: aṅgī sa evâvayavī sa kartā, rathaḥ sa evêti jane niruktiḥ / siddho ’py upādātṛtayā janānāṃ.


15. Kapstein 2001, 362, and Pradhan 1975, 468: tasmān nâsti skandhānāṃ kaścid upādātā, nâpi nikṣiptā.


16. Translated from La Vallée Poussin 1970, 278, lines 9–18.


17. Li 2014, 23: mā saṃvṛtiṃ nāśaya lokasiddhām.


18. Nāgārjuna makes much the same point, I think, in one of the many verses in which he likewise rings the changes on the word upādāna in clearly pudgalavāda ways: “The self is not other than what is appropriated, nor is it the case that it just is what is appropriated, nor does it exist without what is appropriated. Nor, however, are we entitled to the judgment that it does not exist” (Mūlamadhyamakakārikā 27.18: evaṃ nânya upādānān na côpādānam eva sa / ātmā nâsty anupādāna nâpi nâsty eva niścayaḥ). This is among the passages quoted by Murti (1955, 206) in the discussion Matthew cites as relevant to his thoughts on Nāgārjuna’s indebtedness to pudgalavāda (see note12, above).


19. It is regularly said in Mahāyāna texts that while the traditions of Buddhism that they disparage as Hīnayāna taught only pudgalanairātmya (the “selflessness of persons”), Mahāyāna additionally teaches dharmanairātmya (the “selflessness of [Abhidharma’s] dharmas”).


20. Candrakīrti critiques the idea of discrete continua at Madhyamakāvatāra 6.15 and again at 6.59–61. At 6.15, he first introduces the idea of continua as meant to circumvent a problem he has shown with regard to the idea that causation consists in the arising of anything from something “other” — the problem, i.e., that the property of being other applies not only to what one seeks to identify as a “cause,” but also to everything else in the world that is not the “effect” in question. Regarding this, the Ābhidharmika can rejoin that a “cause” is not just anything that is other than the effect; it is, rather, something “other” that is nevertheless within the same continuum of events. Candrakīrti lengthily argues at Madhyamakāvatāra 6.59–61, though, that if the problem is to specify which of the innumerable “other” things is sufficiently closely related to some existent to count as its cause, it is no help to say that it’s the one in the same continuum. After all, the continua here invoked are likewise “different” from one another, and so one now has the problem of specifying, without begging the question, which continuum is the right one. Quoting Madhyamakāvatāra 6.61, Matthew aptly comments in his dissertation (Kapstein 1987, 203) that Candrakīrti thus saw the idea of a continuum as “another effort, in reaction to the Buddha’s rejection of the persisting self, to reintroduce such a thing through the back door, as it were.”


21. For contrasting thoughts on what distinguishes Madhyamaka from Pudgalavāda, see, inter alia, Garfield 2015, 110.


22. So Mūlamadhyamakakārikā 24.8–10.


23. Mūlamadhyamakakārikā 25.19.


24. So Wiggins: “Sortalism is the position which insists . . . that, where it is asked whether x and y are the same, it has to be asked what are they — what kind of thing is x and what kind of thing is y?” (2016, x).


25. See http://tinyurl.com/yxultsdx.


26. On Gser lo Monastery and Mkhan po Sangs rgyas bstan ’dzin, see now Berg 2017.


27. See Dudjom Rinpoche 1991.


28. See, for example, Kapstein 2016, which publishes photographs taken in connection with the work Matthew published as “A Pilgrimage of Rebirth Reborn” (Kapstein 1998). See, as well, https://www.himalayanart.org/pages/Kapstein/kapstein.html. Some of Matthew’s photos from Nepal were exhibited in the University of Chicago’s Foster Hall in 1997.


29. With a tip of the hat to Garfield and Van Norden 2016.


30. One might, in this regard, easily get a feel for this enduring preoccupation on Matthew’s part by considering Kapstein 1986, which represents a seminal effort at putting Buddhist reductionists in conversation with Derek Parfit. Matthew recently revisited the 1986 essay in memory of Steve Collins, whose untimely passing in February 2018 is much lamented by contributors to the present volume; see Kapstein 2018.


31. Among the projects of the formidable team of scholars he has directed is one concerning “les manuscrits sanscrits dans les régions tibétaines de la Chine” — an arena in which Matthew himself has made notable contributions. Other projects have concerned the history of Bhutan and studies in Bön and Tibet’s other ancient indigenous traditions.


32. Having taken my own circuitous route back to Chicago, I was advised by Matthew on the dissertation I completed there in 2002.


33. This will be familiar to many as an expression of Foucault’s (1988), but I first came across the idea by way of Matthew’s appropriation of it in his contribution to a volume whose index I prepared (Kapstein 1996).


34. Collingwood 1994, 444. Collingwood’s Idea of History has long been a touchstone for Matthew’s thinking, which clearly bears the imprint of Collingwood’s conception of historical thought as eminently interpretive; one will have to look elsewhere for naively positivistic historical work.


35. Huber 2009, 972.


36. Adams 2007, 153–54.


37. See Kapstein 1992.


38. Kapstein 2001, 181–204.


39. See Kapstein 2001, 7–15. See, too, the essay by Deroche in the present volume.


40. As Matthew says, then, of this pair of terms that figures centrally in structuring (inter alia) Vasubandhu’s Abhidharmakośabhāṣyam, “the transmitted doctrine [āgama] is that which comes down to us, while realization is that which comes through [adhigama] when the transmission is rightly understood.” (2001, 335) On whether or not it is apt to borrow the term adhigama for reference to scholarly (rather than spiritual) realization, see Jonathan Gold’s essay in this volume.









PART 1
THE TIBETAN ASSIMILATION OF BUDDHISM
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The Ten Virtues and the Tibetan Assimilation of Buddhism


Sam van Schaik1


ONE OF THE most impressive features of Matthew Kapstein’s work is its range. Among other topics, he has written on history, ritual, philosophy, and codicology, all with equal fluency. I have been lucky enough to work with him on the early manuscripts and history of Tibetan Buddhism, where our interests have often coincided. Even before this, my own work was influenced and informed by his masterful book The Tibetan Assimilation of Buddhism, published in 2000. In this work covering a huge range of topics, Matthew looked at the evidence of the earliest Tibetan manuscripts, those found in the Dunhuang library cave in Chinese Central Asia.


Drawing on his extensive knowledge of previous scholarship on the Dunhuang manuscripts, Matthew was able to make some important statements about how the conversion of Tibet to Buddhism was carried out during the imperial period. In particular, he identified what he called the “emphatic propagation of the karma-saṃsāra cosmology” as the main feature of this conversion project:




The Dunhuang Tibetan documents provide striking evidence of the active promotion of the Buddhist teachings of karma and saṃsāra among the Tibetans during the last centuries of the first millenium. The implication of the texts concerned seems to be that these doctrines were to some extent still contested or were at least felt in some ways to be problematic. Though emphatic propagation of the karma-saṃsāra cosmology would always remain a prominent dimension of Tibetan Buddhist doctrinal instruction, in both its popular and scholastic facets, later Tibetan historians mostly seem to have forgotten that the conceptions of karma and saṃsāra were once controversial.2





In my own work on the Tibetan Buddhist manuscripts from Dunhuang, I have returned to these words again and again, finding them confirmed in new ways. This paper is a small gift in return, a discussion of a group of manuscripts on the ten Buddhist virtues that is clearly part of the project to instill the karma-saṃsāra cosmology in the Tibetan empire.


According to traditional Tibetan histories, one of the key features in the conversion of Tibet to Buddhism is a text called the Sūtra of the Ten Virtues (Dge ba bcu’i mdo), often abbreviated to the Ten Virtues. This text plays a key role in the narrative of how the seventh-century emperor Songtsen Gampo (Srong btsan sgam po, r. 605?–49) formulated Tibet’s law code, as well as in the stories of the conversion of the eighth-century emperor Tri Songdetsen (Khri Srong lde btsan, r. 742–ca. 800) to Buddhism. For example, one of the earliest Tibetan histories of Buddhism, composed by Bsod nams rtse mo, states that Songtsen Gampo “formulated the laws based on the Ten Virtues.”3 The semi-mythical narrative of the arrival of Buddhism in Tibet during the imperial period contained in the Maṇi Bka’ ’bum has a similar statement: “Then in order to lead Tibet to the dharma, [Songtsen Gampo] made the laws based on the Sūtra of the Ten Virtues.”4


Slightly more details are given in another early historical narrative, the Testimony of Ba (Sba/Dba’ bzhed). Here, we are told how the Ten Virtues was brought to Tibet by Thon mi Saṃbhota, who had been sent to India to develop a Tibetan alphabet:




[Songtsen Gampo] gave an order and dispatched Thon mi Saṃbhota to bring back books containing the dharma and writing system of India. He returned, having found the Ratnameghasūtra and the Ten Virtues, bringing with him Kaṃśadatta, an Indian man of letters.5





And as in the other stories, the text of the Ten Virtues then forms the basis of the Tibetan system of law:




Having conferred with the four close attendants who were learning to read and write, and having considered it for four months, the emperor devised a legal system with fundamentals derived from the Ten Virtues and had it written down.6





In some versions of the Testimony of Ba, the Sūtra of the Ten Virtues also plays a role in the Buddhist education of Tri Songdetsen, as suggested by the Korean Chan monk Reverend Kim:7




First the king should read the Sūtra of the Ten Virtues, and from that he will develop faith and understand correct activity. Next he should read the Vajracchedikā, in order to understand the correct view and develop great faith. Next he should read the Śālistamba in order to understand the fusion of activity and view, which will result in his faith in the dharma.8





The text also features in later histories of Buddhism that draw on these foundational works. Thus it is surprising that the Sūtra of the Ten Virtues did not survive to be included in the Tibetan Buddhist canon. We might wonder whether it actually existed, or was another semi-mythical element of these early narratives, an idealized text as an emblem of the teaching of the ten virtues. Clues that some such text did exist are found in two imperial library catalogues, the Ldan dkar ma and ’Phang thang ma. These works list a text under the name the Extracted Sūtra of the Ten Virtues (Dge ba bcu dang blang ba’i mdo).9 This is an odd title, suggesting that the text in question was taken (blang ba) from a larger text. As we will see, this is one mystery that we can probably solve.


The text of the Ten Virtues itself seems not to have survived in Tibet’s received tradition; I have not found the text in any canonical or extra-­canonical collections. However, there are several manuscripts containing texts on the ten virtues that were preserved in the Dunhuang library cave. Among these, the most common is simply called the Ten Virtues (Dge ba bcu), of which five copies survive.10 Another text, surviving only in one manuscript copy, has a longer descriptive title, Sūtra of the Ten Virtues, Derived from the Ārya Daśabhūmika (’Phags pa sa bcu pa gnyis kyi nang nas dge ba bcu ’byung ba’i mdo).11 As the title suggests, this is an extract from the Daśabhūmika Sūtra (hereafter referred to as the Derived Sūtra).12 Given the similarity of this title to the one found in the imperial catalogues, the two texts might in fact be the same.


The language and orthography of the manuscripts containing the Ten Virtues tends to conform less to the translation standards established in the early ninth century, suggesting that it was translated or composed before that time.13 The Derived Sūtra, on the other hand, is clearly extracted from the version of the Daśabhūmika Sūtra that is found in the Tibetan canon, dating from after the reforms in translation terminology.


Some of the manuscript copies of the Ten Virtues also give an impression of antiquity. The scroll IOL Tib J 606 is written in a semi-cursive style similar to that seen in official documents from the imperial period.14 The pecha folio Pelliot tibétain 968 has the same dimensions as the folios used for the copying of the Perfection of Wisdom Sūtra for the Tibetan emperor Tri Tsukde­tsen (Khri Gtsug lde btsan, r. 815–41). While the paper might have been used in later years, the writing style is also comparable with the scribal style that was used in these sūtras.15 Some other manuscripts of the Ten Virtues — IOL Tib J 660, Pelliot tibétain 971 — may have been written in the mid-ninth ­century as well.16 By contrast, the single manuscript of the Derived Sūtra shows a style that is only seen in later manuscripts, probably from the latter part of the tenth century.17


THE TEN NONVIRTUES IN THE DUNHUANG TEXTS AND THE MAHĚVYUTPATTI
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* The order of these two is reversed in the Ten Virtues


† These forms are also found in the canonical Daśabhūmika Sūtra.
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Detail of the scroll IOL Tib J 606. 
© The British Library Board


As for the text of The Ten Virtues, it is not presented as a sūtra and reads more like a treatise, though no author is mentioned in any of the colophons. The colophon in IOL Tib J 606 simply calls the text the Ten Virtues (Dge ba bcu), while the colophon in Pelliot tibétain 4, probably a later copy, calls it An Extended Treatise on the Ten Virtues (Dge ba bcu rgyas par bcad). The discussion of the ten virtues in the text is fairly standard; it offers a description of the ten negative actions to avoid, subdividing some of these actions in more specific categories.


Some of the descriptions of the negative actions are culturally interesting. For example, the discussion on killing mentions hunting:




“Killing because of desire” means killing due to desire for meat and hide, or for horn and wool, and so on.18





The discussion of lying mentions sharp practices used by merchants:




“Stealing by trickery” means things like making weights and measures, disputing and rejecting the payment, then making new ones, selling the goods elsewhere, and making a profit.19





The discussion of sexual misconduct mentions three kinds of “protected” women with whom it is improper to have sex:




Of these, “protected by dharma” means that the dharma prohibits sleeping with one’s mother, sister, or with animals. “Protected by the king” means that it is not permissible to have sex with the wife of a ruler. “Protected by the parents” means that for a male or female relative, or anyone in a similar role to have sexual relations with children, is totally improper and not permitted.20





The discussion of lying includes those who lie about their spiritual achievements in order to claim the status of a teacher; such people are said to include the bon po and the bon mo. Something called “necessary lying” is also mentioned and is defined as lying because one’s life and position are endangered (srog srid la bab). This is an Old Tibetan legal term, which appears in a number of early inscriptions, including the Zhol pillar.21 These and other features of the text suggest that it was composed, or possibly translated from an unknown source, during the Tibetan imperial period, before the standardization of translation terminology in the early ninth century.22


This brief codicological and orthographic survey of Ten Virtues does suggest that the text was in circulation during the Tibetan imperial period. I will conclude this paper by looking at some further supporting evidence for the composition and circulation of a text on the ten Buddhist virtues during the Tibetan imperial period.


In the extended edict by Tri Songdetsen on establishing Buddhism in Tibet, it is said:




If one behaves well through body, speech, and mind, that is virtue; if one behaves badly, that is sin . . . What is virtue? Primarily, it is the ten virtues. What is nonvirtue? Primarily, it is the ten nonvirtues.23





Compare the opening words of the Ten Virtues:




It is said: “If one acts well, that is ten virtues; if one acts badly, that is the ten nonvirtues.” What then are the ten nonvirtues?24





The source of this quote that opens the Ten Virtues is not specified, and it may not be from any specific text. It is not, however, dissimilar to Tri Songdetsen’s edict. This edict also contains a reference to a text supposedly composed to give the correct interpretation of the dharma for the Tibetans:




A council was held about how the right path should not be altered and how it could be spread wider. Thus an excellent summary of the dharma was made.25





I am not suggesting that this is a reference to the composition of the Ten Virtues itself, but it does indicate that brief summaries (mdo) of the key points of the dharma were written during Tri Songdetsen’s time as part of his project to install Buddhism as the religion of his state. Given the evidence that we have reviewed above for the existence of the text of the Ten Virtues in the imperial period, the text seems to be one of the outcomes of this aspiration.


Another link between the Tibetan imperium and the Ten Virtues can be found in a Chinese manuscript from Dunhuang.26 This scroll contains a copy of a text called Dasheng jing zuanyao yi 大乘經纂要義, or Summary of the Essential Points of the Mahāyāna Sūtras.27 The following colophon, also in Chinese, comes at the end of the text:




壬寅六月大蕃國有  讃譛菩印信，并此十善經本，傳流諸州，流行讀誦，後八月十六日寫畢記


In the sixth month of the water-tiger year, a letter sealed with the Tibetan emperor’s seal of Great Tibet, with a copy of the Sūtra of Ten Virtues, was sent to every prefecture to be circulated and recited. On the sixteenth day of the following eighth month, this copy was made.





As Daishun Ueyama pointed out, this water-tiger year can only be the year 822. Therefore, the emperor who is mentioned here must be Tri Tsukdetsen.28 On the face of it, this looks like a striking confirmation of the promotion of the text of the Ten Virtues by the Tibetan imperium.29 And this seems to be supported by the fact that we have at least five copies of the Ten Virtues, some of which appear to date to the imperial period.


Unfortunately it is not quite that simple. While the above-quoted colophon mentions a Sūtra of Ten Virtues (Shi shan jing 十善經), this is not the text of which it is the colophon, since it comes after a Chinese text called the Summary of the Essential Points of the Mahāyāna Sūtras.30 The Chinese text does have a section on the ten virtues, so perhaps in this case the Chinese Summary of the Essential Points of the Mahāyāna Sūtras was copied by a Chinese scribe living in Dunhuang instead of the Tibetan Ten Virtues, to fulfill the emperor’s order.31


It is a rare thing in the study of early Tibet to be able to link the traditional narratives about a text with contemporaneous evidence of the circulation of that text, and rarer still to have manuscript examples of the text itself available to us. So while the content of the Ten Virtues is nothing out of the ordinary, the way that it brings together these different strands of historiography is really quite extraordinary. We probably have to remain skeptical about the claim in the traditional histories that the text of the Ten Virtues formed the basis for Tibetan lawmaking in the reign of Songtsen Gampo. Nevertheless, the very fact that this became the accepted narrative was an important factor in the way Tibetans came to understand their legal system.32 The number of copies of the Ten Virtues among the Tibetan Dunhuang collections, and their antiquity, is interesting enough; taken together with Tri Songdetsen’s statement about writing a summary of the dharma, and Tri Tsukdetsen’s order to have the Sūtra of the Ten Virtues copied and circulated throughout the empire, we can really begin to see how this text (and others like it) were part of the project to embed the karma-saṃsāra cosmology in Tibetan culture.
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2. Kapstein 2000, 34.


3. Dge ba bcu las brtsams te khrim bcas / (Sa skya bka’ ’bum 2:343.2).


4. Dge ba bcu’i mdo la brten nas khrims bcas te / (Ma ṇi bka’ ’bum 1:188b).


5. Rgya gar gi chos dang yi ge’i dpe len par thon mi gsam po ra la bka’ stsal te btang nas / yig mkhan rgya gar gyi li byin zhes bgyi ba zhig kyang khrid de mchis/ chos dkon mchog sprin dang dge ba bcu btsal nas mchi te/ (Dba’ bzhed MS, fol. 1v–2r). The manuscript of the Dba’ bzhed contains an interlinear note listing some other texts as well.


6. Zha bring nang pa yi ge bslabs bzhi dang mol te / btsan pos dgongs nas zla ba bzhi’i bar du bka’ khrims dge ba bcu las gzhi blangs mdzad de yi ge bris so / (Dba’ bzhed MS, f.2r).


7. In the Testimony of Ba, Reverend Kim (Gyim hwa shang) gives advice to Tri Songdetsen’s emissaries on the eve of their journey to China to investigate Buddhism there; see Wangdu and Diemberger 2000, 48–49. Some of Kim’s Chan teachings were translated into Tibetan and survived; see van Schaik 2015, 13–14 and 51–52.


8. Dang po dge ba bcu’i mdo bklags/ de la rgyal po dad pa skyes/ spyod pa dag par go de nas rdo rje gcod pa bklags/ de lta ba dag par go dad pa cher skyes/ de nas sa lu ljang pa bklags/ lta spyod zung ’brel du go nas chos la yid ches (Sba bzhed, p.15.)


9. This is number 266 in the Ldan dkar ma, where it is in the section on sūtras translated from the Chinese. In the ’Phang thang ma (fol. 21), the title is ’Phags pa dge ba bcu dang du blang ba’i mdo and occurs in the section on texts taken from rare, old manuscripts; see Lalou 1953 and Dkar chag ’phang thang ma.


10. The five manuscripts that contain the text called the Ten Virtues are IOL Tib J 606 and 660; Pelliot tibétain 4/7, 968, and 971. Some of these are fragmentary and missing titles and colophons but clearly contain the same text as the more complete copies. There are a number of other manuscripts with different texts on the ten virtues, but because all of these are fragmentary, it is not clear whether they come from texts on the ten virtues specifically or whether the ten virtues appear as part of a broader topic. These are Pelliot tibétain 969, 972, 973, and 974.


11. This manuscript is Pelliot tibétain 970. I am not sure of the meaning of gnyis in this colophon. Stein (1986, 183n35) seems to have missed the derivation from the Daśabhūmika sūtra. Stein (1986, 183n35) also seems to suggest that Pelliot tibétain 971, 972, 973 and 974 contain the same text, but this is not the case.


12. Daśabhūmikasūtra, Dergé bka’ ’gyur, 36:187b–190b.


13. Scherrer-Schaub 2002, 313–16.


14. On the style of the imperial-period official manuscripts, see van Schaik 2013, 123–24 and 130.


15. The folio is 20 x 70 cm, placing it in the type II category of Perfection of Wisdom manuscripts, as discussed in Iwao 2012. These were probably made locally in Dunhuang itself.


16. One of the complete versions, Pelliot tibétain 4, part of a compendium in a concertina format manuscript, is probably from the tenth century.


17. The style is similar to that of the scribe responsible for several manuscripts containing mahāyoga tantric texts; see van Schaik and Dalton 2004.


18. De la ’dod chags gyis gsod ces bya ba ni / sha lpags dang / ru rgyus la stsogs pa ’dod pa’i phyir gsod pa’o /. This passage contains the archaic term ru rgyus, which also appears in Old Tibetan Chronicle (Pelliot tibétain 1287, l.415).


19. De la sgyus brku zhes bya ba ni / bye srang bco zhing / shags dang rtsis dor dang / khe spogs gsar byed la stsogs pa byed pa’o /.


20. De la chos gyis bsrung zhes bya ba ni / ma dang bu sring dang / byol song la chos gyis myi nyal ba’o / / rgyal pos bsrung zhes bya ba ni / myi dbang ba’i bud myed la byi ba byed du myi gnang ba’o / / pha mas bsrung zhes bya ba ni / bu tsa phos mos gang yang ’dra ste / log shig tu g.yem tu myi gnang ba’o /.


21. See Coblin 1991, 316.


22. Other archaic terms in the text include lha dpal for phan yon — see Stein 1984, 263; lce mchin, an archaic term meaning “eloquence” that also appears in Pelliot tibétain 1283; g.yog bran, a term for servants or bondsmen that appears in Pelliot tibétain 1071, 1072, and 1283.


23. Lus dang ngag dang yid gsum nas legs par spyad to cog ni dge ba ’gyur / nyes pa spyad to cog ni sdig par ’gyur / . . . dge ba gang zhe na dge ba bcu la bstsogs pa’o / mi dge ba gang zhe na / mi dge bcu la bstsogs pa’o / (text from Richardson 1998, 97).


24. Legs par byas na dge ba bcu / nyes par spyad na myi dge ba bcu zhes bya’o // myi dge ba bcu gang zhe na /.


25. De lam legs par ni ji ltar mi ’gyur ched ni ji ltar che zhe na/ chos kyi mdo ni legs su bgyi bas / (text from Richardson 1998, 98).


26. Or.8210/S.3966.


27. Another scroll, Or.8210/S.553, contains the earlier part of the same text. The sūtra is also found in Pelliot chinois 2298. The canonical reference is Taishō 85.2817.1183a–1184a.


28. See Ueyama 1990, 314–23.


29. Thanks to an imperial-period Sino-Tibetan glossary from Dunhuang, we can confirm that shi shan 十善 was considered equivalent to dge ba bcu. This appears in Pelliot tibétain 1257, 7a, l.7, column 3. See Apple and Apple 2017, 132.


30. A detailed summary of this text is given in Ueyama 1990, 320–31.


31. There is no Sutra of Ten Virtues (Shishan jing 十善經) in the Chinese Buddhist canon, though there are similarly titled texts: Shishanye dao jing 十善業道經 (Taishō 15.600) and Shou shishanjie jing 受十善戒經 (Taishō 24.1486). Neither seems to be related to the Tibetan text of the Ten Virtues or the text derived from the Daśabhūmika. Stein 1986, 183n35, references two Dunhuang manuscripts containing the Shou shishanjie jing: S.5175.2 and S.2565.2, though in fact this is only one manuscript: Or.8210/S.2565 (the second text); the number 5175 is the reference number for the same manuscript used by Lionel Giles in his catalogue of Chinese Buddhist manuscripts from Dunhuang (Giles 1957).


32. See Pirie 2013 and Charles Ramble’s paper in this volume.
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