
DVPR 47900: 
The Philosophical Career of Vasubandhu 

 
Spring term, 2012 

Swift Hall 403 
Fridays, 1:30-4:20 

 
 
Instructor:  Dan Arnold (d-arnold@uchicago.edu) 
Office hours:  Swift 401A, Tuesdays, 3:00-5:00 (or by arrangement); sign up on the sheet 

kept by Susie McGee in the Martin Marty Center 
 
Objectives of the Course: 
 

In this course we will take some soundings in the huge corpus of the Indian Buddhist 
philosopher Vasubandhu (c. 4th century C.E.), who produced works influentially 
expressing what have been taken as several different schools of Buddhist thought – 
in particular, the Sarvāstivāda and Sautrāntika trends of Abhidharma literature, and 
the Mahāyāna philosophical program of Yogācāra.  Canvassing examples of many of 
Vasubandhu’s major writings, we will particularly consider the sense it makes for all 
of these works to have been written by the same person; we will consider, that is, the 
philosophical  coherence of the diverse body of work that’s generally attributed to 
this one thinker. 

 
Required Readings: 
 

All readings are on reserve at Regenstein Library, most of them available 
electronically through Chalk.  Of the many things it would desirable to own, I’ve just 
had two items made available for purchase at the Seminary Coop: 
 

– Leo Pruden, trans. (from the French translation of Etienne Lamotte), 
Karmasiddhiprakaraṇa:  The  Treatise  on  Action  by  Vasubandhu  (Asian 
Humanities Press, 1987) 

– J. J. Valberg, Dream,  Death,  and  the  Self (Princeton, 2007) 
 
Course Requirements: 
 

In addition to exemplifying regular attendance and spirited participation in 
discussion, students will be required to submit, at the end of the term, either a 
philosophical paper of moderate length (15-25 pages), or  an annotated bibliography 
of works related to some aspect of the philosophical study of Vasubandhu. 

 
 

Tentative Schedule of Topics and Readings 
 
Week 1 (Friday, March 30): 
 

Introduction:  The person(s) of “Vasubandhu,” and the possible philosophical 
integrity of his corpus.  Introductory reading:  Jonathan Gold, “Vasubandhu” 
(Stanford  Encyclopedia  of  Philosophy 
<http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/vasubandhu/index.html>); Junjiro Takakusu, “The 
Life of Vasu-Bandhu by Paramārtha (A.D. 499-569)” (Chalk); Padmanabh Jaini, 
“The Theory of Two Vasubandhus” (Chalk); Rupert Gethin, The  Foundations  of  
Buddhism, chapter 8: “The Abhidharma: The Higher Teaching” (Chalk) 



 
Week 2 (Friday, April 6): 
 

– The Abhidharmakośabhāṣya, chapter 1:  On skandhas, dhātus, and āyatanas.   
 
Editions (for throughout our engagement with the Kośa):  Prahlad Pradhan, ed., 
Abhidharmakośabhāṣyam  of  Vasubandhu (Patna: K. P. Jayaswal Research Institute, 
1975; on reserve).  Also worth using:  Swami Dwarikadas Shastri, ed., 
Ācāryayaśomitrakṛtasphuṭārthavyākhopetam  Ācāryavasubandhuviracitam  
svopajñabhāṣyasahitañ  ca  Abhidharmakośam (Varanasi: Bauddha Bharati, 1998 
[Bauddha Bharati Series, vols. 5-8, printed in two books with continuous pagination]; 
on reserve.) The latter includes, in addition to Vasubandhu’s texts, the 
subcommentary of Yaśomitra (fl. c. 580), the Abhidharmakośasphuṭārthavyākhyā.  
Translation:  Bruce Cameron Hall, “Vasubandhu on ‘Aggregates, Spheres, and 
Components’: Being Chapter One of the ‘Abhidharmakośa,” Harvard Ph.D. 
dissertation, 1983 (on reserve; also downloadable through ProQuest).  (Cf. the 
translations of Pruden, La Vallée Poussin, noted below under “Week 4.”) 

 
Additional reading (available on Chalk unless otherwise noted):   
 
– Alex Sanderson, “The Sarvāstivāda and its Critics:  Anātmavāda and the Theory 

of Karma” 
– Paul Williams, “On the Abhidharma Ontology” 
– Collett Cox, “Historical Introduction” to Disputed  Dharmas:  Early  Buddhist  

Theories  on  Existence:  An  Annotated  Translation  of  the  Section  on  Factors  
Dissociated  from  Thought  From  Saṅghabhadra’s  Nyāyānusāra 

– Suggested:  Sukomal Chauduri, Analytical  Study  of  the  Abhidharmakośa (on 
reserve) 

 
 
Week 3 (Friday, April 13): 
 

– The Abhidharmakośabhāṣya, chapter 9:  Refutation of persons 
 
The pudgalapratiṣedhaprakaraṇa  (“treatise on the refutation of persons,” also known 
as Abhidharmakośabhāṣya, chapter 9).  Translations:  Matthew Kapstein, 
“Vasubandhu’s Treatise on the Negation of the Person” (on Chalk, where it appears 
as “Vasubandhu and the Nyāya Philosophers on Personal Identity”); compare also 
the translation in two parts by James Duerlinger (“The Critique of the 
Pudgalavādins’ Theory of Persons”) and Charles Goodman (“The Critique of the 
Soul”; these available as one file on Chalk, under Buddhist  Philosophy:  Essential  
Readings).   
 

Additional reading: 
 
– Jonardon Ganeri, “The Imperfect Reality of Persons” (=Concealed  Art  of  the  

Soul, chapter 6; on Chalk) 
– Suggested:  Th. Stcherbatsky, The  Soul  Theory  of  the  Buddhists (on reserve) 
– Suggested:  James Duerlinger, Indian  Buddhist  Theories  of  Persons (on reserve) 

 
 
 
 
 



 
Week 4 (Friday, April 20): 
 

– The Abhidharmakośabhāṣya, chapter 4:  Karma 
 
Vasubandhu on karma:  Abhidharmakośabhāṣya chapter 4.  Translation:  Leo 
Pruden, trans. (from the translation of Louis de La Vallée Poussin), 
Abhidharmakośabhāṣyam, chapter 4 (=vol. II, pp.551-765; Chalk).  (Cf. Louis de La 
Vallée Poussin, trans., L’Abhidharmakośa  de  Vasubandhu; on reserve.) 
 

Additional reading: 
 
– Karin Meyers, “Freedom and Self-Control:  Free Will in South Asian Buddhism” 

(University of Chicago Ph.D. dissertation, 2010; on reserve, or downloadable 
through ProQuest), chapters 3 and 5 

 
 
Week 5 (Friday, April 27): 
 

– The Karmasiddhiprakaraṇa and the Pañcaskandhaka 
 
Towards Yogācāra:  Vasubandhu’s synthesis of Ābhidharmika and Yogācāra 
commitments in the Pañcaskandhaprakaraṇa  (or “Pañcaskandhaka”) and the 
Karmasiddhiprakaraṇa. 
  
Pañcaskandhaka: Edition:  Li Xuezhu and Ernst Steinkellner, eds., Vasubandhu’s  
Pañcaskandhaka (volume No. 4 in the series “Sanskrit Texts from the Tibetan 
Autonomous Region,” jointly published by the China Tibetology Research Center 
[Beijing] and the Austrian Academy of Sciences [Vienna]; on reserve). Translation: 
Stefan Anacker, “A Discussion of the Five Aggregates (Pañcaskandhaka-Prakaraṇa)” 
(from the Tibetan [Tohoku 4059; Peking, 5560]), in Anacker, Seven  Works  of  
Vasubandhu:  The  Buddhist  Psychological  Doctor, pp.49-82 (Chalk) 
 
Karmasiddhiprakaraṇa:  Edition:  Etienne “Le Traite de l’Acte de Vasubandhu 
(Karma-siddhi-prakaraṇa)” [edition of the Tibetan], Mélanges  chinoise  et  
bouddhiques, vol. 4 (1936): 151-204 (Chalk).  Translation:  Leo Pruden, trans. 
(from Lamotte’s French translation), Karmasiddhiprakaraṇa:  The  Treatise  on  Action  
by  Vasubandhu (Asian Humanities Press, 1987) 
 

Additional reading: 
 
– Robert Kritzer, “Sautrāntika in the Abhidharmakośabhāṣya” (Chalk) 
– Padmanabh Jaini, “The Sautrāntika Theory of Bīja” (Chalk) 
– Paul Williams, Mahāyāna  Buddhism, Chapter 4, “Cittamātra (Mind Only),” 

pp.77-95 (Chalk) 
 

 
Week 6 (Friday, May 4): 
 

– The Vyākhyāyukti 
 
Vasubandhu on scriptural interpretation:  The Vyākhyāyukti (“The Logic of 
Commentary”).  Reading:  Richard Nance, introduction to and translation of 
Vyākhyāyukti, chapter 1 (from Nance’s Speaking  for  Buddhas; Chalk); José Cabezón, 



“Vasubandhu’s Vyākhyāyukti on the Authenticity of the Mahāyāna Sūtras” (Chalk); 
Peter Skilling, “Vasubandhu and the Vyākhyāyukti Literature” (Chalk); Peter 
Verhagen, “Studies in Indo-Tibetan Buddhist Hermeneutics (4): The Vyākhyāyukti  by 
Vasubandhu” (Chalk).  (Edition of Tibetan text – Jong Cheol Lee, ed., The  Tibetan  
Text  of  the  Vyākhyāyukti  of  Vasubandhu,  critically  edited  from  the  Cone,  Derge,  
Narthang  and  Peking  Editions [Tokyo: Sankibo Press, 2001]) – available on request.) 

 
 
Week 7 (Friday, May 11): 
 

– The Viṃśatikā 
 
Vasubandhu’s famous and influential argument for idealism, Part I:  The so-called 
“dream argument” of the Viṃśatikā and its auto-commentary.  Edition: Sylvain 
Lévi, ed., Vijñaptimātratāsiddhi:    Deux  Traités  de  Vasubandhu:    Viṃśatikā  (La  
Vingtaine),  Accompagnée  d'une  explication  en  prose,  et  Triṃśikā  (La  Trentaine),  
avec  le  Commentaire  de  Sthiramati, pp.1-11 (Paris:  Librairie Ancienne Honoré 
Champion, 1925; available on Chalk).  Translations:  We’ll work from mine (to be 
circulated in advance); students are also urged to consult at least one of the many 
other available translations, which include the following (all available on Chalk):  
Stefan Anacker, Seven  Works  of  Vasubandhu,  the  Buddhist  Psychological  Doctor, 
pp.161-175; Thomas Kochumuttom, A  Buddhist  Doctrine  of  Experience:  A  New  
Translation  and  Interpretation  of  the  Works  of  Vasubandhu,  the  Yogācārin, pp.164-
196; Erich Frauwallner, The  Philosophy  of  Buddhism (English translation of 
Frauwallner’s Die  Philosophie  des  Buddhismus), pp.392-411. 
 

Additional reading:   
 
– J. J. Valberg, Dream,  Death,  and  the  Self (Princeton University Press, 2007), 

pp.27-149. 
– B. K. Matilal, Perception:    An  Essay  on  Classical  Indian  Theories  of  Knowledge, 

Chapter 7: “What Do We See?” (Chalk) 
– Chakravarthi Ram-Prasad, Advaita  Epistemology  and  Metaphysics, pp.38-79 

(“Śaṅkara, Vasubandhu, and the idealist use of dreaming”; Chalk) 
– Bruce Cameron Hall, “The Meaning of Vijñapti  in Vasubandhu’s Concept of 

Mind” (Chalk) 
 
 
Week 8 (Friday, May 18): 
 

– The Viṃśatikā, continued; the Trisvabhāvanirdeśa 
 
I.  Vasubandhu’s famous and influential argument for idealism, Part II:  The real 
argument.  Reading:  In addition to continuing with the Viṃśatikā, consider: 
Matthew Kapstein, “Mereological Considerations in Vasubandhu’s ‘Proof of 
Idealism,’” in Reason’s  Traces, pp.181-204 (Chalk); Claus Oetke, “Doctrine and 
Argument in Vijñānavāda-Buddhism” (Chalk); and, if you can, Lambert 
Schmithausen, On  the  Problem  of  the  External  World  in  the  Ch’eng wei shih lun 
(Tokyo: The International Institute for Buddhist Studies, 2005; on reserve) 
 
II.  An elaboration of Vasubandhu’s constructive proposal, in the form of a Yogācāra 
catechism: Vasubandhu’s Trisvabhāvanirdeśa.  Edition (with French translation): 
Louis de La Vallée Poussin, “Le petit traité de Vasubandhu-Nagarjuna sur les trois 
natures,” Mélanges  chinois  et  bouddhiques 2 (1932-33): 147-161 (Chalk).  



Translations: Jay Garfield, “Vasubandhu’s Treatise  on  the  Three  Natures: A 
Translation [from  Tibetan!] and Commentary,” from Empty  Words, pp.128-151; 
(Chalk); compare Fernando Tola and Carmen Dragonetti, “The Trisvabhāva-kārikā 
of Vasubandhu” (Chalk) 
 

Additional reading: 
 
– Alan Sponberg, “The Trisvabhāva  Doctrine in India and China:  A Study of 

Three Exegetical Models” (Chalk) 
– Mario D’Amato, “Three Natures, Three Stages: An Interpretation of the 

Yogācāra Trisvabhāva-Theory” (Chalk) 
– Jonathan Gold, “No Outside, No Inside: Duality, Reality and Vasubandhu’s 

Illusory Elephant” (Chalk) 
 

 
(NO CLASS, May 25, June 1; one make-up session to be scheduled) 
 

– The Triṃśikā 
 
If we’re able to arrange another session, we will, by way of further attention to 
Vasubandhu’s constructive proposal, read some selections from the Triṃśikā (with 
the commentary of Sthiramati).  Editions:  Sylvain Lévi, ed., Vijñaptimātratāsiddhi:    
Deux  Traités  de  Vasubandhu, pp.13-45 (Chalk); Hartmut Buescher, Sthiramati’s  
Triṃśikāvijñaptibhāṣya (Wien: Verlag der Österreichischen Akademie der 
Wissenschaften, 2007; on reserve). Translations:  Mine (with the help of a draft 
translation from Paul Griffiths), to be circulated in advance. Compare Sylvain Lévi, 
“La Trentaine,” in his Matériaux  pour  l'Etude  du  Système  Vijnaptimātra, pp.61-123 
(Chalk); Thomas Kochumuttom, A  Buddhist  Doctrine  of  Experience, pp.127-163 
(translation of kārikās only, with Kochumuttom’s own commentary; Chalk).  
Additionally, everyone is urged to try browsing in La Vallée Poussin, trans., 
Vijñaptimātratāsiddhi:  La  Siddhi  de  Hiuan-tsang  (Paris:  Librairie Orientaliste Paul 
Geuthner, 1925-28; 2 vols., published as continuously paginated fascicles of 
Buddhica:    Documents  et  Travaux  Pour  L'Etude  du  Bouddhisme,  Publiés  sous  la  
Direction  de  Jean  Przyluski,  vols.1-2; on reserve). 

 
 

Papers due Friday, June 8! 
 


