TR. SHARMA

THE CONCEPT OF GOTRA
IN THE UTTARATANTRA OF MAITREYA

The pursuit of philosophy is considered to be useful in moulding
our way of life or view of life. It is considered useful for searching the
underlaying principle guiding our way of life. The purpose of the
Buddhist philosophical thought is in general the social uplift of the
masses at large. Here also the Mahayana Buddhism aims at public
good rather than private good. Considered from this point of view,
this branch of Buddhist religion may be treated from two different
angles viz., a spiritual discipline and cultural activity. These two,
when combined together serve a very useful purpose as far as the
general aspirations of the masses are concerned for their social uplift.
This type of the cultural activity is primarily aimed at raising the mas-
ses to a higher level of consciouness — meaning thereby that even lay
man (prthagjana) may also attain the position of Bodhisattva.

The Uttaratantra of Maitreya fulfils these aspirations. It is a
Mahayana text with Madhyamika bearings in general. This text was
uptil now little known to the scholarly world but this has recently
been edited by H.S. Prasad under the title The Uttaratantra of
Maitreya — which contains a comprehensive introduction, E.M.
Johnston’s Sanskrit text and E. Obermiller’s English translation. The
Uttaratantra.studies the concept of gotra in depth, suggests the way
of removal of the defiling elements and proposes a new interpretation
of the concepts of Tathagatagarbha and Siinyatda. The text is divided



322 ' T. R. Sharma

into five chapters and carries a detailed commentary by Acaryz‘lsaﬂga.
The aim of the present paper is to examine gotra as a substantive
basis of consciousness of the sentient beings, the defiling elements
and the Tathdagatagarbha concepts. The entire paper is solely based
on the commentary of Acal‘yﬁsaﬁga. In the course of our study an.
~attempt will be made to search for a new interpretation of the con-
cepts of the Tathagatagarbha and S’ﬁnya;d in the light of the
Uttaratantra. .o s .

The transition of Buddhist philosophical thought from Hinayana
to Mahayana is basically a major breakthrough in the sense that the
former was more concerned with- the welfare of certain individuals.
only whereas the latter desired the ‘welfare of all. The Yogdacara and
the Madhyamika are the two principal schools of Mahayédna
Buddhism. The Yogdacdara school of philosophiy while denying the rea-
lity of the external objects accepts consciousness as the sole reality.
The Madhyamika school believes in the reflective awareness of things
and teaches sarvadrstisiinyata as an absolute mode of Reality. Both
these schools i.e., Yogacara and the Madhyamika believe in the gotra
(lineage) theory. The Yogdcara treats gotra as something different
from the concept of dlayavijiiana (store house consciousness) whe-
reas the Madhyamika philosophy treats it as par with essence (tathata,
dharmata) of the Ultimate Reality, uniform (ekarasa, samarasa), eter-
nal (nitya), immutable (asamskrta), the Absolute (dharmadhatu), the
metaphysical principle of Absolute (svabhavakéaya, dharmakéaya) of
spiritual nature (cittasvabhava) and total essence of all the dharmas.
It is very important to note here that the concept of gotra theory is of
immense significance in the development of both these important
schools of Mahdyana, since the gotra is the locus of all appearances
or thought constructions. It may be interpreted as a substratum
(asraya or alambana) for all the sentient beings of the world and all
the phenomenal objects of the empirical world.

Though there are frequent references to the gotra theory scattered
in various philosophical works of Buddhism, the Uttaratantra deals
with the gotra concept in a very systematic way. This is attributed to
Maitreya; its other names are Ratnagotravibhaga Mahayanottaratan-
trasastra or simply Ramagotravibhaga. The whole of the text is divi-
ded into five chapters (paricchedas). The first chapter i.e., Tuthagata-
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garbhadhikara is very important because it has an exhaustive com-
mentary by Asanga.

The Uttaratantra' is a text with Madhyamika leanings. The main
purpose of the Uttaratantra is to explain the concept of gotra, which
is variously translated as family, clan, spiritual lineage, germ, seed,
class, category, mine and matrix. As it has already been pointed out
above, this concept is interpreted as a basic substratum (asraya) of all
the sentient beings. According to this text, it is quite possible that all
the sentient beings can attain the position of a Bodhisattva. The con-
cept of gotra is equal to tathagatagarbha, dharmadhatu, dharmakdya,
dharmata, nihsvabhava and Siinyatd. In the Yogacara Vijianavada
this concept is different from the concept of alayavijiiana or sadaya-
tana. But if we look at the earlier schools of Buddhist philosophy, we
find that there is a constant development in the name of prapti theory
(sarvastivadins) and the bija theory and alayavijiidna are different
theories. They are the substratum (a$raya) of all phenomenal objects
including the sentient beings, on which all the different modes of
appearances, characteristic and the like may be superimposed.
According to Obermiller?, the concept of alayavijidna was replaced

by the idea of gotra. Among the numerous forms of gotra the two are

the most important ones, viz., Prakrtisthagotra and Samuddanitagotra,
(or paripusta or abhisamskrta). When the Samudanitagotra is
removed from all its defiling elements, it becomes prakrtistha gotra,
i.e., it attains a higher level of consciousness.

Coming to gotra itself, the Uttaratantra tight in the beginning
starts with a category of the people, who may not be desirous of
Nirvana, who might have given up all aspiration for freedom, but still
they might be desirous of the phenomenal world (samsara)®. Apart
from this category, the Uttaratantra also talks of four types of people,

1. H.S. PRASAD, The Uttaratantra of Maitreya, Bibliotheca Indo-Buddhica, No.
79, Sri Satguru Publications, Delhi, 1991, p. 2.

9. E. OBERMILLER, The Sublime Science of the Great Vehicle to Salvation Being
a Manual of Buddhist Monism, Ibid., Bd. H.S. Prasad. p. 225.

(Cf. «The conception of a store-consciousness containing the seeds of all the
elements was replaced by him by the idea of Essence of buddhahood, the fundamen-
tal element of Absolute as existing in every living being»).

3. Cf. Asanga on Uttaratantra 1.33, Ibid., p. 96.
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who are incapable of intuiting and realizing the germ of Buddhahood,
They are (i) the worldlings endowed with great desires (icchantika), (ii)
the heretics (firthyas), (iii) the $ravakas and (iv) pratyekabuddhas. The
Uttaratantra also elaborately discusses the four different types of defi-
lements which are associated with the above mentioned category of
people:-In-the-four types-of people there exists four Kinds of 1impedi-
ments to the attainment of the Buddha’s cosmic bodies (dharmakaya).
These impediments are known as (1) pratyayalaksana, (ii) hetulaksana,
(iii) sambhavalaksana and (iv) vibhavalaksana®. When all these four
different types of defilements of the four types of above mentioned peo-
ple are removed, they are able to achieve the S’ubhapa‘mmim‘, the
Atmaparamita, the Sukhaparamita and the Nityaparamita. As it has
been already observed earlier, the main purpose of the Uttaratantra is

to raise the ordinary people’s consciousness to-a-higher degree of con- -

sciousness, by which they may obtain the knowledge of the lathagata.
The Uttaratantra in its epistemological approach tries to enumerate all
such obstructions by which the ordinary people cannot obtain the Germ
of Buddhahood (Tathagatagarbha).

Asanga in his commentary on Uttaratantra raises a number of
issues, which are directly or indirectly related to the defiling elements.
These are big hurdles in obtaining the higher degree of consciousness.
Asanga, while talking of a number of defiling elements, first of all rai-
ses a basic issue of our obsession for the name and form of the pheno-
menon and that is the root cause of all our miseries’. Another source
of moral defilement is the false doctrine and doubt which are prece-
ded by the views maintaining the existence of a real individuality®,
Asanga tries to point to out to our habit of maintaining a particular

e

moksamargapratihatasa aparinirvanagotrakah sattva ye samsdram

evecchanti na nirvanam tan niyatipatita$ cehadharmika eva.

4. Cf. Asanga on Uttaratantra 1.36, p. 100.

asam puna$ ca catasrnam tathagatadharmakiya... bodhisattvanim ime catvarah
paripanthd bhavanti. tad yathd pratyalaksanam hetulaksanam sambhavalaksanam
'vibhivalaksanam iti.

5. Cf. Asanga on Uttaratantra 1.8., Ibid., p. 76.

tatra duhkhamillam samasto ya kacid bhavesu namariipabhir nirvrttih,

6. Ibid., p. 76.

kle§amiilam y3 kacit satkayabhinivesapirvika drstivicikitsa ca.



The concept of gotra in the Uttaratantra of Maitreya 325

view point, which turns out to be a wrong view point, when it is
subjected to all sorts of critical questions. This does not stop here but
it constantly grows in us (like a sprout) as a part and parcel of our
character. It is only the power of the sword of the Buddha’s Wisdom
and Commiseration which can cut down this sprout’. Another impor-
tant defilement in our way to raise our level of consciousness to a
higher degree can be understood by our excessive attachment or
obsession for any nomenclature. Owing to excessive attachment
towards the nomenclature, the worldly people (bala), do not obtain
the knowledge of Tathdgata, do not experience Tathagata, do not
directly see Tathagata®. Then realizing the feeble character of these
worldly people, the lord Buddha, through his divine knowledge, free
from every kind of attachment, perceives the Absolute Essence, as it
has its abode in all living beings, and becomes possessed of thoughts
peculiar to the spiritual teacher. Then he thinks of coming to their
rescue knowing fully well that they do not rightly possess the know-
ledge of the Tathagata. Then by giving them the noble path he remo-
ves all the fetters of being excessively attached to the nomenclatures
so that these people (bala) may rightly possess the knowledge of
Tathagata. All these worldly people through the acquisition of the
noble path (@rya-marga) can remove all the bonds caused by the false
conceptions®. Asanga discusses the situation in which all the bonds
caused by the false conceptions have been removed, this situation

7. Ibid. pp. 76-77.

namariipasamgrahitam duhkham abhinirvrttilaksanatvad ankurasthaniyam
veditavyam. tac chettrtve tathagatajfianakarunayoh §aktir
asidrstantenopamita veditavya.

8. Ibid., pp. 91-92.

atha ca punah samjfiagrahavinibaddha bald na jananti na prajananti nanubhvanti
na saksat kurvanti tathagatajfianam.

Cf. also Candrakirti on Madhyamakasastra 1.3 (Prasannapadd), Ed. Dwarkadas
Shastri, Varanasi, 1983, p. 18.

yo hi samjfidyam samijfiam parijanati samjfidbandhanam evasya tad bhavati.

9. Ibid., p. 92.

- yan nv aham esam sattvinam aryena margopade§ena sarvasamjfidkrtabandhana-
panayanam kuryam yathd svayam evaryamargabalddhanena mahatim samjfid-
granthim vinirvartya tathdgatajfianam pratyabhi janiran. te tathagatamirgopadegena
sarvasamjfidkrtabandhan@ni vyapanayanti.
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becomes of help to all living beings!®. When all the bonds caused by
the false conceptions have been removed, even the knowledge of
Tathagata becomes redundant (apramdnam) - this is a stage in which
all the sentient beings transcend both the Sanjfia and Sanjiiin. It may
be pointed out that when one acquires the knowledge of Tathdgata,
the knowledge of Tathagata is not perceived as a separate entity, on
the contrary, when one has got rid of this conception, the Divine Spirit
of the Omniscient appears without hindrance to one’s own transcen-
dental introspection!!.

Uptil now we have talked about a number of defilements which
are hindrances in the way of realizing the Absolute. According to the
Uttaratantra even the S’ﬁnyatddr,s‘_ti is also a great hindrance in the
realization of the Absolute. While talking of those, who have an incli-
nation towards Sinyata, the Ustaratantra enumerates four types of
people who are unable to directly see the Tathagata. It may be obser-
ved that the Uttaratantra, while elaborately dealing with the concept
of gotra, presents a new interpretation of the Tathdgata theory. We
have already said that this Tathagatagarbha is the substratum of the
whole of the phenomena including the sentient beings. It is the foun-
dation (nisraya, ddhara, pratistha), the support and the substratum of
the immutable elements. It is also the foundation, support and substra-
tum of the elements that are produced by causes and conditions,
which are disunited (in their plurality) and are differentiated and sepa-
rated from each other'2. The Uttaratantra in its new interpretation of
the Tathagatagarbha theory associates it with these new concepts i.e.,
(i) eternal (nitya), (ii) bliss (Subha) (iii) unity (atman) and (iv) purity

10. Ibid., p. 92.

apanitesu ca sarvasamjfiakrtabandhanesu tat tathagatajfifnam apramapam
bhavati sarvajagad upajivyam iti. '

11. Ibid., p. 90.

api tu samjfidgrahatah tathagatajiianam na prajiidyate. samjfidggrahavigamat
punah sarvajfigjfianam svayambhiijfiznam asamgatah prabhavati.

12.Ibid., p. 141.

tasmad bhagvams tathagatagarbho nisraya adharah pratistha sambaddhanam
avinirbhaganam amukta jfidnanim asamskrtandm dharmipam, asambaddhanim api
bhagavan vinirbhagadharmanam muktajfidnanam samskrtanam dharmanam niéraya
adharah pratisthd tathagatagarbha iti. ‘ '
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(sukha). As already pointed out, there are four different types of peo-
ple who are unable to realize the Absolute (Tathagatagarbha) because
all of them are hampered by some error or the other. The Uttaratantra
describes these four types of people as: (i) ordinary worldly beings
(prthagjana), (ii) the Sravakas (iii) the Pratyekabuddhas and (iv) the
bodhisattvas, who have recently entered the vehicle. The Essence of
Buddha (Tathagaragarha) is not accessible to those' who have fallen
into the error of maintaining the existence of real individuals, to those
whose mind deviates from the principle of nothingness (Sinyata)®.
The fault of the ordinary worldly beings is that they have fallen into
the error of maintaining the existence of real individuals. Next to
these, even the Sravakas and the Pratyekabuddhas have also fallen a
prey to a misconception. In a nutshell, what the Uttaratantra wants to
convey in this discussion is like this: the Sravakas and the

Pratyekabuddhas misunderstand the Tathdgatagarbha as non-eternal

(anitya), non-bliss (dukha), non-atman, (anatman) and non-auspi-
cious (aSubha). In their misunderstanding of the concept of
Tathagatagarbha they are endowed with an error (cf. viparyasa, chan-
ge), viparyaya (contrariety) whereas as a matter of fact, according to
the Uttaratantra Tathagatagarbha should be rightly understood as
eternal (nitya), bliss (sukha) atman (atman), and auspicious (Subha). 1t
may be pointed out that in this whole discussion the term
Tathagatagarbha is accompanied by the above said four adjectives,
i.e., nitya, sukha, atman and §ubha. The Uttaratantra further observes
in this connection that the Essence, what is characterized as the
Absolute Eternity, Bliss, Unity and Purity is not accessible to any of
the Sravakas and the Pratyekabuddhas, since they find pleasure in
venturing on the path that is not favourable to the attainment of the
Cosmic Body'.

‘In the present context, first of all, it must be observed that in the
Uttaratantra the concept of Tathagatagarbha has been associated

13. Ibid., p. 142.

agocaro 'yam bhagavams tathagatagarbhah satkayadrstipatitanam viparyasabhi-
ratanam §inyataviksiptacittanam iti.

14. Ibid., p. 142.
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with the positive aspect of life i.e., eternal (nitya), bliss (sukha),
atman (arman) and auspicious (Subha). Seemingly it appears that it is
a radical departure from the earlier notions of the term
Tathagatagarbha, though the scholars like Takasaki'® maintain that
the spiritual discipline based on the Tathagatagarbha, there is an enti-
rely new and Tater development of Mahayana Buddhism. Seen from
this point of view of the Siinyata of the Madhyamikas it appears that
the whole exercise on their part of the dialectics in the form of a
reflective awareness leads a person to a stumbling block — a point
from which there is no return and which in itself is an and. A study of
the Madhyamika literature reveals that a sort of negative attitude
towards life is contained in its philosophical ideas. That type of the
negative attitude has relegated the religious and ethical ideas to a
secondary position. Moreover, this type of attitude in no way helps to
develop a view of life or a world view.

As far as the meaning and scope Sinyara is concerned there is a
lot of literature in the Madhyamika philosophy. Here we are going to
examine, as to what are the views of the Uttaratantra with regard to
Sanyata. The Uttaratantra maintains that there is no difference
between those who believe in the substantiality of the individuality
(pudgaladrstayah) and those who are heretics!s. According to
Uttaratantra, there are certain sentient beings, who take pride in bol-
ding Sinyata as view point (drsti). They think it to be. an absolute
principle. According to these even the medium of salvation is also

tatra viparyasabhiratd ucyante §ravakapratyekabuddhah. kasmat. te’pi hi nitye
tathagatagarbhe saty uttaribhavayitavye tat nityasamjfiabhavanaviparyenanitya-
samjfidbhavanabhiratah. sukhe tathdgatagarbhe saty uttaribhavayitavye tat
sukhasamjniabhavanaviparyena duhkhasamjfiabhavanabhiratah. dtmani tathagata-
garbhe saty uttaribhavayitavye tad atmasamjfidbhavanaviparyendnitmasamjfiabha-
vanabhi ratah. Subhe tathdgatagarbhe saty uttaribhavayitavye tat §ubhasamijfiabha-
vandviparyena$ubha samjfidbhavanabhiratah. evam anena parydyena sarva$ravaka-
pratyekabuddhanam api dharmakayapraptividhuramargabhiratvad agocarah sa para-
manityasukhatmasubhalaksano dhatur ity uktam,

. 15. Taxkasaxy, JiKipo, A Sudy on the Ratnagotravibhaga (Uttaratantra). Being a
Treatise on the Tathagatagarbha Theory of Mahdayana Buddhism, Rome, 1966, pp.
32-33 (quoted by Prasad, H.S. Ibid., p. 6).

16. Asanga on Uttaratantra 1.33. Ibid., p. 96.
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regarded as Sinyata. Here Asanga maintains that the substantiality of
the individuality is a great blunder as great as the Sumeru mountain.
However, those, who proudly cling to the conception of the Sianyata
as a absolute principle are committing a greater error'’. The
Uttaratantra also observes that these are certain Bodhisattvas, who
have recently entered the vehicle, their mind is deviating from the
Siinyata'. Such people are deprived of the essence of Buddha in
respect to Universal Relativity. It must be noted that the concept of
Sianyata has been grossly misunderstood right from the earliest days
of Buddhism because it is said that there are some, according to
whom, Sinyatd is to be recognized and contemplated as a separate
reality, differing from matter and other elements'®.

We find that the Uttaratantra right from the beginning has been
talking about the concept of gotra, the Tathdgatagarbha theory and
Sanyatd. Here a question arises: what is the relation between them?
From the study of the Uttaratantra it appears that they are two sides
of the same coin. We have seen earlier in this paper that when all the
defilements are removed; one reaches the stage of a Bodhisattva. This
shows that when this stage arrives, the level of consciousness, i.e. the
gotra reaches the higher degree of consciousness of a Bodhisattva. As
far as the relation between Tathdgatagarbha and Sinyata is concer-
ned, the Uttaratantra observes that the knowledge Tathagatagarbha
is the same as the knowledge of Sanyata®.

We have studied the concept of gotra, defilements and the.

17. Ibid., p. 96.

§finyatadrstaya$ cabhimanika yesam iha tad vimoksamukhe’pi §linyatdyam
madyamananam Snyata eva drstir bhavati yan adhikrtydha, varam khalu kasyapa
sumerumatra pudgaladrstir na tu evabhimanikasya §anyatadrstir iti.

Cf. also Lankavatarasitra, Anityataparivarta for a similar observation.

varam khalu sumerumitripudgaladrstir na tu eva nasti astitvibhiménikasya
¢tinyatadrstih. Ed. Vaidya, P.L. Darbhanga, 1963, p. 59.

18. Ibid., p. 143.

tatra §inyatdviksiptacittd ucayante navayanasamprasthitabodhisattvas tathagata-
garbhaéﬁnyatﬁrthanayavipranastﬁh.

19. Ibid., p. 143.

ye va punah ¢tinyatopalambhena §iinyatayam pratisaranti §Ginyatd nama
ripadivyatirekena ka$ cid bhavo'sti.

20. Ibid., p. 144.

tathagatagarbhajiianam eva tathdgatanam §tnyatdjfianam.
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Tathagatagarbha theory as they are expounded in the Uttaratantra.
From the study of all these three, it is quite apparent that we may con-
clude that the gotra is the basis or the substratum of the whole of the
phenomenal world including the sentient beings. As far as the sentient
beings are concerned, the gotra can be said to be their substantive
basis-of-consciousness, ‘with which all of them are endowed. By their
constant efforts in the removal of various types of the defilements, all
the sentient beings are able to achieve the highest goal of life, i.e. the
state of Bodhisattva. This is a higher type of consciousness which is
achieved by them. The Uttaratantra also observes that the knowledge
of Tathagatagarbha and the knowledge of Sinyata is the same. This
makes it very clear that Tathagatagarbha and Stinyata are treated as
equal in the Uttaratantra. Herein comes the greatest contribution
made by this text where the concept-of -Tathagatagarbha has been
associated with positive aspects of life i.e. eternity (nitya), bliss
(sukha), atman (atman) and auspicious (Subha)?'. As a matter of fact,
the earlier discussion on the concept of Sinyata had lead the schola-
stic world of today nowhere. The debate has been ‘going on for the last
S0 many years without finding out any positive aspect connected with
it in any manner, which may be either useful for our spiritual discipli-
ne of for our cultural activity. The Uttaratantra rightly observes in
this connection that all the sentient beings are unknowingly engrossed
in this misconception (viparyasa, viparyaya)*. This is supported even
by the Buddha when he says that all the worldly people are quite
ignorant or unaware of the positive sides of these concepts. These
have normally been accepted as such on their face value uptil now in
the scholarly field of Buddhism; the real position is just the opposite,
when they are interpreted in the light of Uttaratantra for the positive

21. Cf. Asanga on Uttaratantra 1.153., p. 142,

nitye tathagatagarbhe...sukhe tathdgatagarbhe... dtmani tathigatagarbhe ...
Subhe tathagatagarbhe.

22. An early reference in the Uttaratantra itself where Buddha having perceived
the fundamental elements of the living beings obscured by the defilements inspires them.

Cf. Asanga on Uttaratantra 1.2, Ibid., p.74. .

evam eva kulaputra tathagato’py aparisudham sattvadhatum viditvanityaduh-
khénatma asubhodvegakathaya samsarabhiratan sattvan udvejayati:
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sides of life, which have been enumerated above. It is a matter of
. great satisfaction that the hitherto grossly misunderstood concept of
Siinyata, can also be interpreted in the like manner because the
Uttaratantra treats both Tathagatagarbha and Siinyata as equals.
Thus the Madhyamika interpretation of Siinyata of the negative attitu-
de and its subsequent position of not leading to anywhere must be
given a new orientation in the light of the fresh material supplied in
the Uttaratantra. Moreover, there is a very interesting observation
made by Asanga in his commentary with relation to the Biksus, who
might not have been able to fully grasp the true spirit of the early
Buddhism because they were admonished for making a mess of
everything by repeatedly saying that everything is non-eternal, pain-
ful, non-ego and inauspicious®. They were asked to rightly under-
stand the true spirit of the early Buddhism by giving up the miscon-
ception or error (viparyasa). They were asked to interpret these often
quoted concepts like non-eternal (anitya), misery (duhkha), anatman
(andtman) and non-auspicious (asubha), as eternal (nitya) bliss
(sukha), atman (atman) and auspicious (Subha) respectively in accor-
dance with the Siitra giving up the misconception?. This in itself is
sufficient evidence to prove that some of these major concepts of
early Buddhism were misunderstood even by the Biksus. It may be
finally concluded that thus the Uttaratantra has made a very signifi-
cant contribution to knowledge by providing fresh material on these
important concepts of early Buddhism.

23. Cf. Asanga on Uttaratantra, 1.153. p. 143.

evam eva biksavo yusmabhih sarvam anityam sarvam duhkham sarvam
andtmakam sarvam a$ubham iti sarvagrahanena bhavitabhavitam bahulikrtabahulikrtam
dharmatattvam ajanadbhis tat sarvam ghatitam nirarthakam.

24. Ibid., p. 143.

yad yad biksavo yusmabhih sarvam anityam sarvam dubkham sarvam anatmakam
sarvam aSubham iti sarvagrahanena bhavitabhavitam bahulikrtabahulikrtam tatra
tatraiva nityasukha§ubhatmakani santi iti vistarena paramadharmatattvavyavasthénam
drabhya viparyasbhitanirde$o yathasiitram anugantavyah,
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