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Original Purity and the Focus 
of Early Yogacara 

by John P. Keenan 

In understanding the ongoing process of the development of any 
doctrinal system, isolated insights into particular texts or particu­
lar doctrinal themes are not sufficient. No number of monographs 
on dlayavijhdna or trisvabhava suffices, for, although such studies 
do clarify particular themes, no understanding is gained of the 
overall purpose for which these themes were developed. What is 
desired is an overall insight into what the system is trying to 
achieve. In the case of the Yogacara system, the question of its 
basic intent and overall purpose is not easily determined. There 
are, it would appear, two reasons for this situation. The first is that 
the complex of questions regarding the dating, authorship, and 
compilation of the various textual data have not yet received defi­
nite answers in many instances, and yet each of these questions 
bears directly upon the understanding of the lines of doctrinal 
development. A second reason is that the doctrinal focuses of 
some of the basic Yogacara texts appear to differ. 

The intent of this paper is to treat this latter concern. It will 
attempt to describe the basic doctrinal focus of four early Yoga­
cara texts, suggest the intent of their authors, and draw a hypoth­
esis concerning the lines of development of early Yogacara as seen 
in these texts. The texts selected are the Mahdydnasutrdlarnkdra, the 
Samdhinirmocanasutra, the Mahay and bhidhar ma sutra, and the Mad-
fiydntavibhdgasdstra. All four texts were composed before the time 
of the classical formulation of Yogacara by Asanga and Vasu-
bandhu. Although it is not possible to determine with any degree 
of certitude the temporal relationship among these texts, insight 
into their doctrinal emphases would help to identify the overall 
problematic that led the early, pre-Asarigan Yogacarins to develop 
their thinking. 
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The Mahdydnasutrdlamktira,1 which in its basic verses appears 
to be quite early, shows close affinities with tathdgatagarbha 
thought. It affirms the original purity of the mind (cittaprakrtipra-
bhdsvahd) and the adventitious nature of defilement (dganiuka-
sarnklesa). 

When water, after having been stirred up, settles, the regain­
ing of its transparency is not due to something other than the 
removal of dirt. The manner in which the mind is purified is 
similar. It is to be understood that the mind is originally lumi­
nous {prakrtiprabhdsvaram) at all times, but blemished by ad­
ventitious faults. It is not to be thought that apart from this 
mind of dharmata there is any other mind that is originally 
luminous.2 

This passage seems to be in full doctrinal accord with the 
tathdgatagarbha teachings and its content is reflected in many tathd-
galagarbha texts.:* Again, the MahdyaruisutrdUunkdra states: 

Although tathatd is not differentiated in regard to all [sentient 
beings], when it has been purified, it is tathagatahood. There­
fore it is said that all sentient beings are that seed [tadgarbha]:' 

This seems to be a clear affirmation of the basic theme of the 
pure garbha, and the later prose commentary of the Mahdyd7ia.su-
trdlarnkdra explains that it means that all sentient beings are tathd­
gatagarbha/' 

From such passages it appears that the basic focus of the 
Mahayd7iasutrdlamkdra is upon the mind of original purity, the 
pure consciousness that is always present, even under the cover­
ings of defilement, and which enables one to attain purification 
and enlightenment. 

In discussing the ultimate realm, dharmadhdtu, the Mahdydna-
sutrdlamkara laments: 

Indeed there is nothing else in the world, and yet the world is 
unconscious of it. How has this kind of wordly illusion come 
about, whereby one clings to what is not and entirely ignores 
what is?6 

Again, this seems to reflect the tathdgatagarbha theme that 
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only the pure garbha actually exists, while all else is non-existent.7 

The focus of the Mahaydnasutralamkara is then upon the mind 
of original purity, and not upon an analysis of empirical conscious­
ness. Thus, when it comes to an explanation of the trisvabhava 
doctrine, the Mahaydnasutralamkara uses this doctrine to explain 
just how empirical consciousness has devolved from that original 
purity. The emphasis is not upon consciousness as experienced, 
but upon the original purity of that now illusory consciousness. 
The three natures (trisvabhava) are treated as marks of tathatd? 
and the reality envisaged is not the everyday consciousness of 
sentient beings. The three natures are described as follows: 

Reality {tatvam) is that which is always void of duality, that 
which is the basis of confusion, and that which can never be 
verbally expressed, for its beinc is not conceptualizable. It is to 
be known, to be rejected, and to be purified, although it is 
originally undefiled. When purified from klesa, it is like space, 
gold, and water." 

These three categories correspond to parikalpita, paratantra, 
and pari?iispanna.urYhe description oi parikalpita as always void of 
duality (dvayena rahitam) emphasizes the illusory nature of empiri­
cal consciousness, which clings to the dichotomy of subject-object. 
The description of paratanlra as the basis of confusion (bhrdntesca 
samnisrayah) identifies the source of the illusions of parikalpita. 
The description of parinispanna points to the originally pure mind, 
which, although undefiled (amalam), must be purified from adven­
titious defilements. Its being is also said to be not conceptualizable 
(yaccdprapancatmakam), which suggests the tathdgatagarbha tenet 
that only the pure garbha actually exists, and also implies that the 
reason why the world is unconscious of it is because it is beyond 
the realm of subject-object concepts. The only function oi paratan-
tra in this explanation is to identify the source of the confusion of 
parikalpita. When one has understood that in fact the duality of 
parikalpita is illusory, then its underlying source, paratanlra, is to be 
rejected. The conversion of the basis (diraya-parivrtti) is then a 
turning around from the illusions of parikalpita to an awareness of 
the original purity of parinispanna that takes place through the 
rejection of paratanlra. Because of the basic focus on original puri­
ty, the trisvabhava doctrine is here employed in order to explain 
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how empirical defilement arises to cloud over that purity. The 
consistent tension is between the pair of parikalpita-paratantra as 
illusion and its source, and the purity of parinispanna. 

Thus, in the Mahdydnasutrdl/imkdra the intent of the author 
appears to be the use of Yogacara doctrines in order to explain 
just how there can be both pure consciousness and empirical de­
filement—for the principal weakness of the tathdgatagarbha tradi­
tion is its failure adequately to treat the causes of defiled con­
sciousness. 

The Sanidhinirmocanasutra*l presents a different focus, for it 
does not admit the doctrine of the original purity of the mind. 
Rather, it focuses upon the seed consciousnes (sarvabijaka, i.e., 
dddna, i.e., dlaya-vijndna) as the basis for karmic defilement. 

The seed consciousness [of sentient beings in the six destinies] 
matures, evolves, becomes unified, grows, and reaches its de­
velopment, because it makes its own two things: the physical 
body with its sense organs and the habitual proclivities {vd-
sand) of discriminately and verbally conceptualizing (pra-
panca) images and names.12 

The initial arising of consciousness results in prapanca, is due 
to the proclivities of prapanca, and does not manifest any purity 
whatsoever. This idea contrasts sharply with the teaching of the 
Mahay ana sutrdlamkdra. The Samdhinirmocana goes on to present an 
analysis of phenomenal consciousness and offers an explanation 
of the relationship between the six sense consciousnesses and the 
base sarvabijaka-vijndna.1* 

In its explanation of the trisvabhdva, the Samdhinirmocana par­
allels the Mahdydnasutrdlamkdra, but the trisvabhdva doctrine is here 
used to explain the characteristics of the dharma (dharma-laksana), 
i.e., consciousness, rather than as a description of tathatd. 

The dharma [of consciousness] is of three kinds: that which 
has been totally imagined {parikalpitalahana), that which arises 
in dependence on others (paratantra- laksana), and that which 
is full perfection {parinispanna-laksana). 

That which has been totally imagined is the discrimina­
tion whereby all dharmas are conventionally held to have their 

10 



own svabhdva, and the verbal expressions that arise conse­
quent upon this discrimination. 

That which arises in dependence on others is the nature 
whereby all dharmas conventionally arise. For, if this exists, 
then that exits. If this arises, then that arises. This includes 
[the dependent co-arising] of ignorance up to [the dependent 
co-arising] of this grand mass of suffering. 

That which is full perfection is the true nature of the 
equality oi dharmas (samatdtathald). It is this tathata which bodhi-
sattvas come to realize because of their zeal (vlrya), and their 
fundamental mental apprehension (aviparlta-cintana). By 
gradual practices until they reach this realization, they finally 
attain full enlightenment (anuttarasamyaksambodhi). 

That which is totally imagined is like the defective vision 
of one who has cataracts in his eyes. That which arises in 
dependence on others is like the imagining of those images, 
such as the appearance of hairs, flies, small particles or patch­
es of different colors before the eyes of one with cataracts. 
Full perfection is like the true, unconfused objects which are 
seen by the sound eye of one who has no cataracts.14 

This passage parallels that of the Mahay dnasutrdlamkdra in that 
the function of paratantra is to account for the delusions of parikal-
pita. Thus the Samdhinirmocanasutra later explains that wisdom 
enables one "to destroy paratantra."™ Although they do agree on 
this point, they seem to do so from differing perspectives. The 
Mahay dnasutralamkdra focuses upon the mind of original purity, 
describes the three natures as the mark of tathata, and sees paratan­
tra as the basis for empirical defilement and confusion. The Samd­
hinirmocanasutra focuses upon the mind of karmic defilement, de­
scribes the three natures as the marks of phenomenal, defiled 
consciousness, and sees paratantra as the basis of that defilement. 

In these two early texts one can detect a Yogacara dilemma. If 
the mind is originally pure, then how is one to account for empiri­
cal defilement? If the mind is not itself pure, then, being defiled, 
how can one ever attain purification?15 

It would appear from the extant fragments that the Mahdydn-
dbhidharmasutra17 attempted to deal with this dilemma. In what is 
perhaps one of the most famous passages of Yogacara, it writes: 

The beginningless realm is the common support of all dhar-
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mas. Because of this, there exist all the destinies and the access 
to nirvana.™ 

This passage appears to be an attempt to account for both 
defiled empirical existence (gatih sarvd) and for the possibility of 
nirvana (nirvdnddhigamo'pi ca). Later Yogacarins offer different in­
terpretations of this text. Asanga's Mahdydnasamgrahas'dstra,19 As-
vabhava's Mahay dnasamgrahopanibandha,2" and Dharmapala's Vij-
naptimdtratdsiddhisdstra21 all interpret anddikdliko dhdtuh to be 
dlayavijndna. The Ratnagotravibhdgasdstra cites it and interprets the 
beginningless realm to be tathagatagarbha. Paramartha's transla­
tion of Vasubandhu's Mahdydnasamgrahabhdsya, along with the oth­
er three Chinese translations of this text, gives the interpretation 
of anddikdliko dhdtuh as dlaya, but then it alone appends the tathaga­
tagarbha interpretation.22 

These explanations all represent later forms of doctrinal de­
velopment, and it would be anachronistic to follow such interpre­
tations rigidly. Rather, it would seem appropriate to interpret the 
passage in the light of the problematic current at the time of the 
composition of the Mahdydndbhidharmasutra and the Samdhinirmo-
canasutra. Thus, the anddikdliko dhdtuh of the Mahdydndbhidharma­
sutra can perhaps best be understood as an attempt to amalgamate 
the focus upon original purity and the focus upon karmically de­
filed consciousness into a broader synthesis that might enable one 
to explain both adequately. 

But what precisely are we to understand by this beginningless 
realm? It would seem that it indicates consciousness as both pure 
and defiled. In another passage, the Mahaydndbhidharma says: 

There are three dharmas: that which consists in the defiled 
aspect {samkleiabhaga), that which consists in the pure aspect 
(yyavaddnabhdga), and that which consists in both at the same 
time (tadubhayabhdga).2* 

The text of the Mahdydnasamgrahasdstra, which quotes this 
passage, goes on to identify these with, respectively, parikalpita, 
parinispanna, and paratantra.2* Thus, paratantra is not only the 
underlying cause for samsaric defilement, but also includes a pure 
aspect. 

Although paratantric consciousness does result in the defile-
12 



ment of parikalpita, insight into its nature as dependent on others 
implies awareness that there are no essences (svablidva) to be 
grasped nor any essence that can grasp {grdhyagrdhaka). One and 
the same consciousness, which, being dependent on others, has no 
essence that could be pure or impure, gives rise to both the defile­
ments of all the destinies and to the access to nirvdria. Thus anddi-
kdliko dhdtuh is neither a pure mind oi' tathdgatagarbha nor a basical­
ly defiled dlayavijndna. Rather, it is dependency co-arisen 
phenomenal consciousness as including both. 

The Madhydntavibhdgaidstra also appears to predate Asaiiga, 
at least in its verse sections.25 It explains the trisvabhdva as follows: 

As for the three natures, one is eternally non-existent. [The 
second] does exist, but is not reality. [The third], since it is 
reality, both exists and does not exist. This is the explanation 
of the three natures.20 

The second nature, paratantra, is here accorded some degree 
of validity and plays a pivotal role in the development of trisvab­
hdva thinking, for, although it is denied reality, it does exist and is 
not simply to be rejected, as in the Mahdydnasutrdlamkdra. The 
Madhydntavibhdga further describes paratantra as unreal imagining 
(abhutaparikalpa): 

Unreal imagining exists, but in it duality [of subject-object] 
does not exist. However, in this [unreal imagining] emptiness 
exists, and moreover in that [emptiness] this [unreal imagin­
ing] exists.27 

Thus, paratantra is the source of the duality and illusion of 
parikalpita. It is not to be entirely negated, though, for it does 
indeed exist, and within paratantric consciousness one can discov­
er emptiness, i.e., the absence of duality. Here again the Madhydn­
tavibhdga is attempting to synthesize the two emphases, on the 
originally pure mind and on empirical consciousness. 

If defilement did not exist, then all bodily beings would then 
be [already] delivered. If purification did not exist, then right 
practice would be without result. Neither defilement nor un-
defilement exists. Neither purity nor impurity exists, because 
mind is [originally] luminous, and its defilement is adventi­
tious.28 
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It would thus appear that the Madhydntavibhdga does admit 
the notion of the original luminoisty and purity of the mind, but 
only after reworking it in the c:ontext of the Irisvabhdva. The origi­
nal luminosity of the mind does not mean that it has an impure or 
a pure nature, for both are svabhdvas that result from dualistic 
imagining and therefore do not exist. But, since the unreal imag­
ining o{ par at antra does exist in emptiness, once the dichotomy of 
parikalpita has been understood and rejected, then the original 
luminosity and purity of the mind becomes manifest. 

Thus, in parallel to the Mahayd?idbhidharmasutra, the Madhydn-
tavibhdgasdstra appears to be attempting a synthesis of the doctrine 
of original purity within a more empirically oriented emphasis 
upon defiled consciousness. 

The overarching hypothesis that the preceding passages seem 
to suggest is that early Yogacara thinkers are indeed concerned 
with the question of the purity or impurity of consciousness, and 
this in turn would imply that they developed their thinking in the 
same doctrinal circles that gave rise to the tathdgatagarbha tradi­
tion. 

Yogacara is frequently and correctly described as having de­
veloped as a resurrection of theoretical thinking in the context of 
prajndpdramitd, i.e., sunyatd. 

In its methodology, the Vijnanavada was really a successor to 
the Abhidharma Buddhism, but it was the Abhidharma based 
upon the Sunyatavada of the Prajna-para-mita, and hence de­
serves to be called "mahayana-abhi-dharma," as shown in the 
title of one scripture.29 

Although such is clearly the case, one should also be aware of 
the possibility of a very close relationship between Yogacara and 
the tathdgatagarbha doctrine. The earliest tathdgatagarbha sutras be­
gan to appear shortly after the time of Nagarjuna (ca. 150 - ca. 
250), and thus were contemporaneous with or shortly before the 
above Yogacara texts. The tathdgatagarbha tradition offered an 
alternative to what was perceived as the overly negative tone of the 
Madhyamika and the prajndpdramitd literature.10 It would thus be 
natural to assume some kind of connection between tathdgata­
garbha and Yogacara.11 

The fact that the five works traditionally attributed to Mai-
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treya,y2 the putative founder of Yogacara, include the Ratnagotra-
vibhdgasdstra, as well as the Mahdydnasutrdlamkdra, shows that this 
tradition regarded Yogacara and tathdgatagarbha as coming from 
the same source. Furthermore, the presence in the Ratnagotravib-
hdga of the famous quotation on the anddikdliko dhdtuh from the 
Mahdydndbhidharmasutra suggests that the author of the Ratnago-
traviblmga regarded the Mahdydndbhidharmasutra as being at least 
consistent with tathdgatagarbha themes.5* It does seem clear that in 
some instances the Ratnagotravibhdga is dependent on the Ma­
hdydnasutrdlamkdra. William Grosnick convincingly argues that the 
Ratnagotravibhdga 's understanding of buddhadhdtu as the nondua-
lity of subject and object can be traced to the Mahdydnasutrdlam­
kdra™ and Takasaki Jikido holds that the triydna teaching of the 
Ratnagotravibhdga is directly dependent upon the Mahdydnasutrd­
lamkdra^ Although this directly shows only the dependence of the 
Ratnagotravibhdga on the Mahdydnasutrdlamkdra, it also suggests 
that this Yogacara work was well received within tathdgatagarbha 
circles and was perceived as being consistent with tathdgatagarbha 
themes. 

This does not mean that tathdgatagarbha is to be reckoned as a 
defined academic school in contrast to Madhyamika and Yoga­
cara. As Takasaki has pointed out,:i(i such an evaluation was a 
peculiarity of Chinese Buddhism and is not found in either India 
or Tibet. This is further borne out by the complete lack of polemic 
against tathdgatagarbha teachings in Yogacara works. Thus, while 
tathdgatagarbha and Yogacara did exist at the same time in India, 
they were not rival systems. 

'The reason for this seems to be that the tathdgatagarbha tradi­
tion did not function on a theoretical, academic level at all, but was 
rather presented as a practical, religious teaching, expressed in 
poetic images and metaphors and aimed at the encouragement of 
practice. In none of the extant tathdgatagarbha texts is there a 
consistent development of that technical language necessary to a 
theoretical endeavor.57 

The foregoing textual data seem to suggest that the initial, 
pre-Asaiigan Yogacara thinkers represent a theoretical develop­
ment from within the same circles that produced the tathdgata­
garbha teaching. They appear to have taken their initial insights 
from the notion of the pure mind, as in the Mahdydnasutrdlamkdra. 
The exigency for theoretical development demanded a more em-
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pirical approach to the analysis of consciousness, as is given in the 
Samdhinirmocana. The Mahdyanabhidharmasutra and the Madhyanta-
vibhdga then attempt to synthesize both purity and defilement by 
stressing the basic Yogacara tenet of the paratantric nature of the 
mind.™ 

NOTES 
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