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Yogācāra is an influential school of Buddhist philosophy and psychology that stems from the early Indian Mahāyāna Buddhist tradition. The Yogācāra view is based on the fundamental truth that there is nothing in the realm of human experience that is not interpreted by and dependent upon the mind.


Yogācāra Buddhism was unable to sustain the same level of popularity as other Buddhist schools in India, Tibet, and East Asia, but its teachings on the nature of consciousness profoundly impacted the successive developments of Buddhism. Yogācāra served as the basis for the development of the doctrines of karma and liberation in many other schools.


In this refreshingly accessible study, Tagawa Shun’ei makes sense of Yogācāra’s subtleties and complexities with insight and clarity. He shows us that Yogācāra masters comprehend and express everyday experiences that we all take for granted, yet struggle to explain. Eloquent and approachable, Living Yogācāra deepens the reader’s understanding of the development of Buddhism’s interpretation of the human psyche.


TAGAWA SHUN’EI is the abbot of Kohfukuji in Nara, the head temple of the Hossō school of Japanese Buddhism.


CHARLES MULLER specializes in East Asian Buddhism, working primarily in the areas of Korean Buddhism and East Asian Yogācāra. He presently teaches at the University of Tokyo.





Translator’s Introduction



WHAT IS YOGĀCĀRA?


While Yogācāra Buddhism is fairly well known to specialist researchers in Buddhist studies, it is still basically unknown to ordinary Buddhists in Asian countries, as well as Buddhist practitioners and other nonspecialist students in the West. Why is this the case? First of all, despite the enormous influence of Yogācāra during the formative periods of Mahāyāna Buddhism in India, the school died out there—along with Buddhism in general, toward the end of the first millennium. In Tibet, despite its influence, the school never really existed as a distinct tradition. In East Asia, Yogācāra did exist as a distinct tradition, but for practical purposes, pretty much ceased to wield any major influence after the first millennium of the Common Era.


Despite its eventual disappearance as an independent school, Yogācāra teachings on karma, meditation, cognition, and path theory had a powerful impact on the other Mahāyāna schools that developed during the time of the importation of Yogācāra to Tibet and East Asia, such that much of the technical terminology on which other Mahāyāna schools based their discourse was absorbed from the various strands of Yogācāra.


The lack of the development of a Yogācāra school in Tibet is mainly due to the fact that it was absorbed into newly created indigenous Tibetan doctrinal schools. In East Asia, on the other hand, Yogācāra did exist for some time as an independent sect, known in Chinese as Weishi (consciousness-only) or Faxiang (dharma-characteristic). But the school ended up dying out in the face of various forms of competition with (1) doctrinal schools whose teachings were deemed more resonant with the East Asian worldview, and (2) more popularly oriented schools such as the Pure Land and Meditation (Chan/Seon/Zen) schools that offered a form of teaching and practice much more readily apprehensible to the ordinary lay believer.


Yogācāra’s greatest obstacle in terms of gaining widespread popularity resided in the complexity of its unwieldy system of viewpoints, paths, and categories, explained in difficult technical terminology. It does, indeed, require a fairly significant degree of commitment on the part of the student to attain a level of basic understanding sufficient to read and comprehend a Yogācāra scripture.


There are some, however, who would argue that this perceived difficulty in understanding Yogācāra may also lie to a great extent in the manner of presentation, and I’m sure that this is a view of the matter that the author of the present book, Tagawa Shun’ei, would wholeheartedly endorse. That is to say, despite the seeming unwieldy complexity of the Yogācāra system, what the Yogācāra masters are talking about in many cases are readily recognizable everyday experiences shared by all of us. Many of the points that the Yogācāra masters focused on were things that we all take for granted, but for which, when examined in greater detail, we really have no explanation. And in most cases—I believe we can add—many of these are questions for which researchers in fields such as modern psychology, physiology, chemistry, and physics do not yet have answers.


The first example that I often like to take up with my own students is the matter of memory and learning. Even the smallest children inherently know that if they try to do something the first time and don’t succeed, their chances at success at a given task will continue to improve as they keep trying. This means that they know the experience of, let’s say, shooting a basketball into a hoop is retained, and built upon, as a stepping stone for the next attempt. And it must be retained not only conceptually, in the gray matter of one’s brain (if, indeed, that’s where such information is kept), but in the fingers, hands, arms, and legs that work together in the task of taking the shot. But precisely speaking, where are these experiences being accumulated in a way that they are accessible for subsequent retrieval?


Shooting a basketball into a net is one relatively simple event in our lives. In the course of growing from children into adults, we experience, enact, and input a staggeringly vast amount of information into that which we call “memory.” We have input from our parents, siblings, relatives, and friends; then, from our teachers, classmates, books; and nowadays, TV, movies, and the Internet. The amount of information that we are taking in during a single day can be staggering, not to mention it’s compounding in the accumulation of months and years.


We have, of course, been taught since we were very young that items of memory are stored somewhere in the brain. If this is true, then with the brain being made of physical matter, should it not be the case that as we keep adding information, the brain should grow in size in order to contain this? Of course, it does not. But then where is all of this conceptual information being kept—not even to mention information relevant to bodily activity?


The obvious response to this question is that this information is stored somewhere in “the mind.” But if this is the case, where in the mind is this vast amount of information stored? And how do we know that we are not steadily losing information at the same time? And if we are storing it, exactly how do we retrieve it when we need it? For the majority of responses, the answer is “well, we don’t exactly know.”


For the formulators of the Yogācāra school, this kind of answer was not acceptable, and thus they strove through their studies, research, and contemplative techniques to provide some answers, as well as a broad range of related, and even more fundamental, questions.


It must be pointed out at this juncture that the motivation for the Yogācāra researchers was not simply the creation of an early Indian Buddhist equivalent to modern cognitive or behavioral psychology. Asanga, Vasubandhu, and their colleagues were religious thinkers forced—through apparent contradictions and doctrinal complexities inherent in the Buddhist explanation of the nature of the human mind, juxtaposed with the processes that lead to either enlightenment or deeper entrapment in ignorance and suffering—to try to work out some solutions that were rationally apprehensible. In the process of working out such solutions (while inheriting a long-developing tradition of philosophy of the mind provided by previous scholars) they ended up needing to do a very thorough investigation of how, exactly, it is that we know things, and how, exactly, our bodies and minds change and develop. Having to deal with these kinds of issues, they could not but encounter some of the same problems that are met by modern philosophers, psychologists, and even evolutionary biologists. And it is precisely for this reason that Yogācāra studies have come, in modern times, to attract the interests of various intellectuals whose work lies outside the realm of religious faith, who study problems in cognition, human behavior, personality development, and so forth.


In the final analysis, though, the problems dealt with by the Yogācāras are Buddhist problems, through and through, and thus to understand the motivations behind the works of these thinkers, it is probably useful to provide a brief overview of how these problems developed.


NO-SELF



The core problem that is addressed in Buddhist doctrine and practice is that of the mistaken attachment to an imaginary notion of a “self,” “ego,” or “eternal soul.” For according to Buddhism, it is because of the erroneously generated notion of a clearly delimited, enduring, unitary self that all troubles arise, and it is through this that human beings entrap themselves ever deeper in fictions that engender further troubles. Śākyamuni Buddha’s direct discourse on this matter came in the form of the refutation of an eternal self, or soul, called ātman, which early Indian thinkers of his time generally regarded as the basis for the existence of all living beings. In the Indian worldview during the sixth century BCE and afterward, this ātman was understood to be the subject of the cycle of reincarnation, a cycle that only ended in the attainment of an experience of liberation, wherein individual ātmans were dissolved into their source, brahman, the eternal world-soul.


While on one level, we can understand the refutation of a self to be directed historically toward early Indian suppositions about an eternal ātman, the object of the deconstruction of selfhood taught in Buddhism is not limited to this particular event in Indian intellectual history—it has basically the same relevance for any culture, in any time. That is, while many of us may not have ever been formally inculcated with specific religious or philosophical doctrine advocating the existence of an “eternal self,” even the most learned scientists and philosophers among us cling to a semiconscious notion, or intuition, of unitary, enduring selfhood. And for good reason, since after all, we all possess a stream of memory that goes back to our earliest childhood, providing a cohesive narrative. We have all been conditioned to identify with our own names and various first and second person pronouns since we first learned to speak. We all feel uncomfortable when disparaged, and feel good when praised. From a Buddhist perspective, this is all because we are deeply attached to an ego that we see as possessing its own inherent identity.


This ātman is always accompanied by the notion of “mine” (technically described in Buddhism as “objects of self”), referring not simply to the things one legally owns, but also to all the perceivable objects within one’s environment. In regard to these objects, we give rise to imbalanced (and logically unsupportable) emotions of like and dislike, which further generate a whole range of afflictive feelings such as pride, jealousy, anger, attachment, and so forth. These not only bring us pain, but further impair the clarity of our thinking. In India, a wide variety of contemplative techniques would come to be developed in various doctrinal and cultural forms of Buddhism, most of which had as their ultimate goal deconstructing, or refuting, the notion of I. The full annihilation of egoistic identification was said to result in liberation, called in Buddhism mokṣa, or nirvāṇa, a state of cessation of afflictive mentation. A key point here is that in order for this experience to occur, it is not sufficient to simply come to intellectually understand the fictional character of the self through a logical, discursive, approach. Intellectual understanding alone is not powerful enough to change (for Buddhists) innumerable lifetimes of habituation of the I-notion. Thus, it was understood that it was necessary to work through the repeated application of meditative techniques aimed toward the dissolution of the notion of self.


IMPERMANENCE AND DEPENDENT ARISING



One basic Buddhist method of demonstrating the untenability of the notion of self is that of taking account of the impermanence (Skt. anitya) of all existence. We know, being educated with twenty-first century science, that all matter is in a continual state of flux. Atoms and molecules are in continuous motion, breaking down and recombining. Śākyamuni intuited this without the benefit of instruments penetrating to the microscopic layer, based entirely on his thorough inference. Following the same rigorous mental inquiry, he also stated that it was not only matter that was impermanent: there was nothing in the material or spiritual realm which could possibly exist without continuously changing. According to him, the notion of ātman as “unchanging” was untenable.


More important than impermanence in the task of refuting the concept of an eternal identity, however, is the Buddhist view of dependent arising. The main reason that Śākyamuni considered such a thing as the centralized entity of a “self” to be an impossibility rose from his view of the way all things arise, subsist, and cease. Śākyamuni explained that living beings do not exist as distinct, self-subsisting entities. Rather, they only come into being as provisional combinations of a vast array of causes and conditions. This mode of existence is called, in Sanskrit, pratītya-samutpāda, which is translated into English as dependent arising. He thus denied the belief in a “higher” or “more real” substance present in living beings as eternal “self” enclosed in body/mind. Rather, he saw living beings as nothing other than a vast conglomeration of complex factors: physical matter and sensory, perceptive, emotional, and psychic forces joined in a marvelous combination.


The more traditional description of dependent arising is that which was taught by Śākyamuni at an early stage in his teaching career, which elaborates the process of the construction of perception and cognition engendering birth and death in an unending cyclical fashion. This is the twelve-limbed model of dependent arising, where in each event occurs with the prior as precondition. The twelve-linked model was used in early Indian Buddhism primarily to deconstruct the notion of a defined, eternal self. Later, the implications of dependent arising, especially as they develop in later forms of Mahāyāna Buddhism, were explained in a broader manner, more akin to the approach of modern physics, which recognizes the lack of border between things at the subatomic level. This means there was a recognition that it was not only sentient beings that do not exist as separate, monolithic entities. All of the myriad objects surrounding us also lack any kind of delimited permanent identity, only existing by virtue of dependence on other factors and conditions. The implications of dependent arising developed to include that we should both not grasp to the notion of an “I” and also not grasp to the objects that surround us. This notion of lack of inherence in the objects around us is represented in the well-known Buddhist concept of emptiness (Skt. śūnyatā).


RIGHT VIEW



The juxtaposition of the mistaken way of seeing oneself and things—as inherently existent, delimited entities—with the correct way of seeing things—as impermanent and dependently arisen—indicates that the most fundamental problem of human beings is that of their mistakenly habituated mode of knowing things. Thus, in Western philosophical parlance, the Buddhist problem is primarily an epistemological one, a problem that we have with our way of knowing things. Hence the investigations, research, and contemplations undertaken by the Yogācāras were centered on uncovering, demonstrating, and correcting these sorts of errors.


The Yogācāra masters can be said to have simply been carrying out a deep and elaborate extension of the basic eightfold Buddhist path, which the Buddha is said to have taught during his first sermon as the method for extricating ourselves from affliction and delusion. The first of the eight items listed in this path is that of Right View, which means, simply stated, the seeing of things as they truly are, the obvious implication being that those who are trapped in an existence marked by suffering are not seeing things as they truly are. Rather, their view of themselves and their world is colored and distorted by a range of mental obstructions: prejudices, attachments, assumptions, and inaccurate perceptions and conceptions of things, which are produced from the mistaken imputation of selfhood in persons and things.


KARMA



Once we have a basic understanding of the notion of selflessness, we can see that logical problems must arise for Buddhist thinkers once they attempt to integrate this with the important Buddhist notions of karma and transmigration. Karma, according to Buddhism, is the universal law of cause and effect, which can be compared, to some extent, to Einstein’s law of the conservation of energy. This is to say that there is no action anywhere in the universe that does not have a corresponding reaction. There is no cause that does not have some kind of effect. However, whereas Einstein’s theory was primarily directed at clarifying the function of matter and energy at the level of measurable physics, the Buddhist understanding of flawless binding of cause and effect extends into the mental realm, where all actions, speech, and thoughts are understood to possess their own qualities, or values, which engender some kind of negative, positive, or neutral/indeterminate moral effect. The moral quality of one’s activities in the present moment brings about the creation of the being (oneself )who is being continually recreated in the ensuing second, minute, year—and in the case of Buddhism—lifetime. The existence of this law of karma provides the main rationale for the aspect of Buddhist practice that deals with morality.


At first glance, one might well ask what is so special about the insight that causes and effects are inextricably bound to each other. Is it not obvious? Well, it may be obvious within the limits of the measurable sensory realm. But it is certainly not obvious within the mental/spiritual sphere. There are some story writers whose works appear in books and film who regularly portray people living out their lives treating others unfairly with no apparent retribution to be seen, while others who live out their days engaged in activities characterized by generous caring are met with continuous misfortune. What guarantee is there of recompense for the deeds, words, and thoughts that one carries out? And if karma is indeed accurately transferred, if we will indeed be held accountable for all of our rights and wrongs and in-betweens, by what kind of process can this be explained? This is one problem.


The second problem associated with karma is that of transmigration. If it is supposed to be the case that beings are reborn in circumstances dictated by the quality of their prior actions, and if there is no “I,” how can the process of rebirth be posited? Exactly who, or what, is being reborn? And if there is rebirth, how is individuated karma transmitted between lifetimes?



EXPLAINING THE DOCTRINE: ABHIDHARMA



Given the flourishing state of competing philosophical schools in India during the rise and development of Buddhism, Buddhist thinkers could not but be compelled to attempt to offer logically supportable answers for the problems raised above. In response to these sorts of questions, there arose a range of philosophical sects, whose doctrinal inquiries came to be known broadly in India as Abhidharma (“about the dharma”). Abhidharma became a large and diverse scholarly project that endeavored to conceptualize a theoretical background to explain the phenomena of incessant coursing through cyclic existence, along with the escape therefrom.


SIX CONSCIOUSNESSES



One of the things for which the Abhidharma tradition is noted is their investigation into the problems of causation and rebirth within the matrix of individuated consciousness. Over time, they developed elaborate schemes for explanation of these phenomena, built upon extensive technical terminology. One of the major products of their work was the articulation of a well-defined “map” of human consciousness, which they divided into six regions, according to distinct cognitive functions. This set of six is well understandable from the perspective of modern psychology and physiology, since its first five regions are none other than our five senses, with the sixth being the mind, broadly defined. The principal activity of the mind was understood to be thinking, which is carried out primarily through concepts—linguistic constructs and mental images. The faculty of mind, as it was understood by Abhidharmists, had as its principal objects (1) the perceptions received from the five sense consciousnesses, (2) language, and (3) images—both those apprehended in the present and those retained in the memory. This model was apparently satisfactory as a theoretical basis for a certain period of time. But it also presented new logical problems that required more thoroughgoing treatment. We can say that it is in response to some of these problems that the school known as Yogācāra was born.



YOGĀCĀRA AND ITS VARIOUS PROJECTS



The school known as Yogācāra began to take form in the fourth century CE as both a result of continued aims at refining the theories of the mind developed by the Abhidharmists, as well as in response to certain philosophical positions found in the discourse of the competing Madhyamaka (Middle Way) school, which had carried out the most rigorous articulations of the notion of emptiness. The word Yogācāra is comprised of the two components yoga and ācāra. Yoga in this case refers to meditative analysis, and ācāra means “practice.” Thus we can understand that this school arose as a system of meditative practices aimed at the attainment of liberation. The underlying motivation of the school, then, is salvific—alleviating living beings from their suffering. In the process of this work, however, Yogācāra masters also sought to articulate as comprehensive and rational an account as possible for the psychological/spiritual processes involved in the attainment of liberation.


The principal founders of the Yogācāra school are traditionally listed as Maitreyanātha, Asanga, and Vasubandhu. While concrete biographical details on the first figure are vague, the latter two, brothers who lived in India during the late fourth and early fifth centuries, are thought by scholars to be the authors of many of the most important formative texts of the tradition. The Yogācāra school later received important influences from such figures as Dignāga (c. 480–540) and Sthiramati (seventh century) before it declined in popularity in India during the eighth century and made its move to Tibet and East Asia.


THE EIGHT CONSCIOUSNESSES



Above we introduced the scheme of six consciousnesses, taken as a model for sensory and cognitive operation by early Buddhists. While this model of the five sense consciousnesses together with the sixth thinking consciousness might suffice for explaining the function of everyday waking awareness and thought in this life, there are a number of problems that present themselves. One of the more significant problems is the fact that Buddhism accepts as a basic principle the doctrine of transmigration (reincarnation), and declares, furthermore, that transmigration operates strictly by means of the flawless principle of karma. Yet we can readily see that when the body passes away, the senses will also pass away, meaning that the mental consciousness will also lose its sources of input and place of residence. Upon dying, it cannot but be the case that all six of these consciousnesses are going to disappear. In the absence of a transcendent, enduring self or ātman, what would be there to continue into existence into another lifetime?


Leaving aside for the moment the question of the cyclical existence of a distinct living being, how is it that we are able to maintain continued awareness of anything at all? Obviously the continuity of our mental experience is not occurring by virtue of the total, unbroken, conscious, holding-in-awareness of all thoughts and experiences through which we have passed. That would be impossible—an incredible overload of our faculties would come about almost immediately. Yet when a thought, or a sensory or emotive experience, leaves us, we are somehow able to recall it in the future, despite the fact that we do not continue to maintain it at the fore of our conscious awareness. And not only are we able to let things disappear from our consciousness and recall them again later on; we are able to accumulate distinctive forms of knowledge, as well as physical and mental skills, and are able to continue to build on these, as when we learn how to play tennis, or learn a foreign language, or calculus. Where are these batches of information, and these abilities all being put away? And how are we able to retrieve them when the need arises?


Further, assuming that the sensory and perceptual faculties of human beings all function in pretty much the same way, we can take note of the fact that a vegetable patch is seen in a radically different way by a farmer than it is by a city-dwelling office worker. The perceptions of the farmer are being deeply colored by his prior experience. But where, in this case, is the coloration coming from? Where is it being stored?


Our definition of what comprises the mind gets more complicated when we attempt to reconcile it with basic Buddhist doctrines. It also was becoming more complicated for the Abhidharmists who were trying to offer a rational and coherent explanation of the mind and human being in the context of Buddhist dependent arising, suffering, and release from suffering. What they began to conclude was that the mind had to have at least two very distinct regions: (1) an active, manifest region that included thinking, feeling of emotion, reception and integration of sensory contact, and (2) a subliminal, subconscious aspect that had the capacity for storage and maintenance of continuity of karma, in terms of both the day-to-day experiences of the present lifetime, and the continuity of a distinct flow of apparent individuality between lifetimes. Thus an additional consciousness came to be established, a sort of root consciousness (mūla-vijñāna), or adhering consciousness (ādāna-vijñāna), which served as the source of continuity on which the other consciousnesses could rest.


At this point in the inquiry, we are historically beginning to move from the end of the Abhidharma approach to the problem to the birth of theories that would be seen as belonging to the Yogācāra school. After a period of time, the Yogācāra thinkers saw the need to further distinguish the base consciousness into two aspects. One aspect, which was called the manas (which means “mind” in a broad sense), was seen to play the role of a sort of preconscious tendency to assume the existence of an actual self, construing the base consciousness to be an ātman. This consciousness was numbered as the seventh, after the sixth thinking consciousness. Since it was the source of attachment to the notion of a self, it was also seen to be the origin of all selfish views and tendencies, thus, it was also termed “defiled consciousness” (Skt. kliṣṭa-vijñāna).


The remaining region of consciousness, which came to be seen as the ultimate ground of existence, was understood to be the locus of the storage and reproduction of karma and the consciousness that continued to exist after death and form the basis for the new being in the next life. It was numbered as the eighth consciousness, and called the ālaya-vijñāna, or “store consciousness.” The resulting scheme was that of the five sense consciousnesses, the sixth, thinking consciousness (mano-vijñāna), the seventh consciousness, called manas, and the eighth, ālaya-vijñāna.


OTHER EPISTEMOLOGICAL AND SOTERIOLOGICAL ISSUES



The elaboration of the minds of sentient beings into this system of eight consciousnesses represents only one portion of the topics covered by the Yogācāra thinkers. At a more epistemological level, their concerns lay in basic problems of how cognition is possible, and how cognition bifurcates into correct and incorrect modes of activity. Numerous Yogācāra writers engaged in hair splitting analyses of the processes of cognition. Again, the lack of a distinctively delimitable “I,” along with an awareness of the dependently arisen character of all things, could not but call into question commonsense reified notions of subject and object. Thus, great effort was made at trying to precisely articulate the relationship of sentient beings with their surrounding environment.


Along the way to understanding the processes leading to liberation—or, conversely, further enmeshment in ignorance and suffering—the Yogācāra thinkers also dedicated much energy to trying to understand and explain the processes of karmic causation, and how these could be concentrated in their function within separately identifiable human beings. While the scope of their interests was broad, they went to great lengths to tie all of these problems into one cohesive system.


TRANSMISSION INTO EAST ASIA



Buddhism began to trickle into China during the first and second centuries CE, and eventually began to flow rapidly into the entire East Asian region. Giving the basic weight to Buddhism as a new tradition in East Asia were the voluminous translations of Buddhist scriptural texts from Sanskrit into Chinese. At the earliest period of the transmission of Buddhism into East Asia, Yogācāra proper had not yet been born (although its Abhidharmic predecessors were hard at work). But as Yogācāra developed, its texts were also translated into Chinese, and these naturally attracted the attention of Chinese masters of the Buddhist doctrine.


Some central Yogācāra texts were translated in the fifth and sixth centuries by Paramārtha (499–569) and his contemporaries, but many among this earlier set of texts were apparently incomplete, and thus it took a fair amount of time before the Yogācāra corpus was accurately and adequately understood in East Asia. During the Sui and Tang periods, a Chinese Buddhist scholar named Xuanzang (600–664) was deeply interested in Yogācāra, and became increasingly disturbed with both the quality and quantity of the translated Yogācāra materials that were available in China. He eventually became so consumed with the matter of their rectification that he ignored an imperial edict against foreign travel and left for a seventeen-year cultural exchange in the West, most of which was spent in India.


The story of Xuanzang’s famous trip to India is well known from a variety of perspectives in East Asian cultural history. When he returned to Chang’an in 645, he brought back with him wagonloads of scriptures and treatises representing all sorts of Buddhist traditions, and the subsequent translation of these texts made a profound effect on the entire East Asian Buddhist tradition. But for Xuanzang personally, the real treasures in the corpus were the Yogācāra texts, most important of which were such works as the Saṃdhinirmocana-sūtra, the Yogācārabhūmi-śāstra, and the Mahāyānasaṃgrāha. Xuanzang, who spent a great deal of his time in India mastering the language and the Yogācāra system, translated these with a precision and mastery unequalled in the East Asian tradition of scriptural translation. Based on his new translations, the understanding of the Yogācāra system in East Asia was dramatically transformed.


The Indian Yogācāra texts that were translated by Xuanzang and his assistants were instrumental in directing the subsequent flow of this doctrinal system in East Asia. But in terms of the influence of a single Yogācāra text on the East Asian tradition, there was none equal to that of the Cheng weishi lun [CWSL], composed by Xuanzang and his disciples as an attempt to systematize the main points of the Yogācāra teachings into a single work. While certain parts of the CWSL drift from the doctrinal positions put forth in the Yogācārabhūmi and other texts, the CWSL ended up becoming the de facto definitive text for the Yogācāra tradition as it would develop in East Asia. In Japan, for instance, works on Yogācāra composed by Japanese masters usually took the CWSL as their base text.


In applying a name to the school in East Asia, there was no strong attempt made to maintain the original Sanskrit rubric of Yogācāra, and the main figures of the tradition tended to define it in terms of one of its central, yet difficult to grasp tenets: “consciousness-only” (Ch. wei shi)—which paid attention to the central epistemological problem taken up by the school, that nothing in the world can be apprehended apart from one’s complex of cognitive processes. The formal name that became attached to the school later on, however, interestingly enough, was originally applied with disparaging intent by members of a rival school. The masters of Huayan Buddhism, one of the major doctrinal rivals of the Consciousness-only school in the early Tang period, had characterized their own system as one which paid attention to the inner nature of phenomena (in Chinese, fa xing). In trying to characterize the Weishi school as one which was absorbed in the superficial manifestations of things, they called it the school that pays attention to the “characteristics of phenomena,” in Chinese fa xiang. The name Faxiang ended up sticking, and the tradition was transmitted to Korea and Japan with this label. Later, it came to be simply taken as the orthodox name for the tradition, without pejorative connotations.


As noted earlier, the Faxiang school in China would eventually die out, submitting first to the competition with the native Chinese doctrinal systems of Tiantai and Huayan, and finally to the more popular practice oriented schools of Pure Land and Chan. But while it died out as a formal school, the remaining schools would end up relying greatly on the concepts and schema that had been developed by Yogācāra, in creating their own doctrinal explanations of such phenomena as karma, rebirth, and the course to liberation.


Yogācāra thought had a deep influence on Korea, where it was assimilated together with other East Asian doctrinal teachings, but it did not endure long in Korea as a distinct school. In Japan, Hossō (the Japanese reading of the Chinese word Faxiang) became one of the major early schools in Nara and Heian period Buddhism, with the Kōfukuji Temple in Nara as its headquarters. Hossō was an active and distinct tradition in Japan long after its influence had waned in China and Korea, with Hossō scholar monks participating in major doctrinal debates with Pure Land and Tendai opponents into the Kamakura period. Eventually, however, the Hossō tradition would end up losing influence in Japan to the Tendai, Nichiren, Zen, and Pure Land schools that advocated the One Vehicle position (discussed in detail in chapter 9 of this book) in regard to the attainment of liberation. Despite its loss of broad influence, the school does still exist, based at the Kōfukuji Temple in Nara, led by the energetic author of this book.
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