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“the self and the world both have a border and no border.” It falls within the four views, 

which they never surpassed.72 

(2) The definition and the border of the self: From the various conditions such as the form 

body, the formless body, having a border, and having no border, and the different varieties 

of perceptive mind like having thought or no thoughts, etc. the various congruent 

propositions arise. The Dirgha-Agama, Vol. 14 states: 

There are some sramanas and Brahmins who make such a statement, hold such a view, 

and say, “After this life, I will be reborn in the state of having form and having thought; 

this is true and the rest are false.” This is a preliminary view. Because of the views about 

the future, those sramanas and Brahmins formulate the theory of thought and say that 

the world is having thought. It falls within the sixteen views, which they cannot surpass. 

Some say, “After this life, I will be reborn in the state of being formless and having 

thought; this is true and the rest are false.” Some say, “After this life, I will be reborn in 

the state of having form, being formless and having thought; this is true and the rest are 

false.” Some say, “After this life, I will be reborn in the state of neither having form nor 

being formless and having thought; this is true and the rest are false.” Some say, “After 

this life, I will be reborn in the state of having a border and having thought; this is true 

and the rest are false.” Some say, “After this life, I will be reborn in the state of having no 

border and having thought; this is true and the rest are false.” Some say, “After this life, I 

will be reborn in the state of having a border, having no border and having thought; this is 

true and the rest are false.” Some say, “After this life, I will be reborn in the state of 

neither having a border nor having no border and having thought; this is true and the rest 

are false.” Some say, “After this life, I will be reborn in the state of being always happy 

and having thought; this is true and the rest are false.” Some say, “After this life, I will be 

reborn in the state of being always suffering and having thought; this is true and the rest 

are false.” Some say, “After this life, I will be reborn in the state of being happy, being 

suffering and having thought; this is true and the rest are false.” Some say, “After this life, 

I will be reborn in the state of being neither suffering nor happy and having thought; this 

is true and the rest are false.” Some say, “After this life, I will be reborn in the state of 

having one thought; this is true and the rest are false.” Some say, “After this life, I will be 

reborn in the state of having several thoughts; this is true and the rest are false.” Some 

say, “After this life, I will be reborn in the state of having few thoughts; this is true and the 

rest are false.” Some say, “After this life, I will be reborn in the state of having infinite 

thoughts; this is true and the rest are false.” These are the sixteen views. Based on the 

views about the future, all those sramanas and Brahmins formulate the theory of thought 
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and say the world is having thought, which falls within the sixteen views that they can 

never surpass. Only the Buddha can understand that they similarly fall into such wrong 

views.73 

(3) The limit of suffering, happiness, and vexation: Whether the perceptive mind has a 

border or no border is investigated. If the perceptive mind has no border, how can it be 

possible to annihilate the vexations connecting to the perceptive mind? The 

Samyukta-Agama, Vol. 21 states: 

Another Brahmin asked again, “Venerable Ananda! Depending on what can the greed be 

eliminated?” Answered, “Brahmin! The greed can be eliminated depending on desire.” 

Asked again, “Venerable Ananda! Isn’t that it has no border?” Answered, “Brahmin! It is 

not the case that it has no border. In this way, it has a border rather than no border.” 

Asked again, “Venerable Ananda! Why is that it has a border rather than no border?”74 

From the above summarized three categories of propositions, there are a great many and 

extensive congruent propositions in this group. Especially in the second category of propositions 

about “the definition and border of self,” the definition of “self” is studied from the viewpoint of 

worldly people. For lack of the realization of perceiving previous lives, without personal 

experience, people have the wrong views through pure conjecture and imagination, which are 

called “the views about the future.” A different definition of “self” is given in the 

Samyukta-Agama, Sutra 264 (S22:96): 

At that time, there was another bhiksu who was meditating in contemplation, and he thought: “Is 

form permanent, eternal, unchanging, and truly dwelling? Similarly, are sensation, perception, 

formation, and consciousness permanent, eternal, unchanging, and truly dwelling?” The bhiksu 

came out of meditation in the afternoon and went to see the Buddha. After prostrating himself to 

the Buddha, he sat aside and said, “The World-Honored One! I was meditating in contemplation, 

and thought, ‘Is form permanent, eternal, unchanging and, truly dwelling? Similarly, are sensation, 

perception, formation, and consciousness permanent, eternal, unchanging, and truly dwelling?’ 

Now I ask the World-Honored One, ‘Is form permanent, eternal, unchanging, and truly dwelling?’ 

‘Are sensation, perception, formation, and consciousness permanent, eternal, unchanging, and 

truly dwelling?’” At that time, the World-Honored One grasped a small ball of soil and told the 

bhiksu, “Do you see the small ball of soil in my hand?” The bhiksu replied to the Buddha, “I have 

seen it, the World-Honored One!” “Bhiksu! In such a small amount of soil, self is not obtainable. If 

self can be found, it must be the permanent, eternal, unchanging, and truly dwelling dharma.”75 

Before this sutra text, it describes that the dharma of five aggregates can never be permanent, 
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eternal, unchanging, and truly dwelling. The Buddha used the small ball of soil in his hand as a 

metaphor for the dharma of five aggregates said by the bhiksu, explaining that “self is not 

obtainable in such a small amount of soil.” Therefore, the dharma of five aggregates, which is 

arising, ceasing, changing, and unable to dwell for long, can never be “self.” If “self” can be found, 

“self” must be “the permanent, eternal, unchanging, and truly dwelling dharma”; namely, only 

neither-arising-nor-ceasing dharma can be called “self.” Hence, according to 

neither-arising-nor-ceasing Tathagatagarbha, the definition of “self” is given, which is also one of 

the different names for Tathagatagarbha. However, Tathagatagarbha is not self-aware of itself, 

having the nature of no-self. Because Tathagatagarbha is the main part of a sentient being in the 

cycle of births and deaths, it is called “self” in accordance with the habits of sentient beings. 

Therefore, propositions of this group are also about the investigation on “the real existence of 

Tathagatagarbha.” The Samyukta-Agama, Sutra 1307 (S2:26) states: 

Then, Red Horse Deity asked the Buddha, “The World-Honored One! Is there anyone who can pass 

over the border of the world and reach a place without birth, aging, or death?” The Buddha told 

Red Horse Deity, “There is no one who can pass over the border of the world and reach a place 

without birth, aging, or death.” Red Horse Deity said to the Buddha, “How wonderful! The 

World-Honored One speaks the meaning well. Just as the World-Honored One says, ‘there is no 

one who can pass over the border of the world and reach a place without birth, aging, or death.’ 

Why is that? The World-honored One! I recollect that, in my past life, I was a non-Buddhist deity, 

named Red Horse, attaining supernatural powers and being away from all desires. Then I thought, 

‘I have such quick heavenly-feet like the strong man and can climb from one Mount Sumeru to 

another Mount Sumeru or cross over from the east sea to the west sea in a moment like shooting 

a sharp arrow through the shadow of a palm tree.’ Then I thought, ‘Having attained such quick 

supernatural power, nowadays I would rather seek the border of the world.’ Having thought in this 

way, I started out immediately. Except for eating food, having a rest, defecating and urinating, and 

with less sleep, I had traveled all the time for nearly a hundred years. Until the end of my life, I still 

could not pass over the border of the world to a place without birth, aging, or death.’ The Buddha 

told Red Horse, “Only in this body with the length of two extended arms, I speak of the world, the 

aggregation of the world, the cessation of the world, and the way to the cessation of the world. 

Red Horse Deity! What is the world? It means the five aggregates. What are the five components? 

Form-aggregate, sensation-aggregate, perception-aggregate, formation-aggregate, and 

consciousness-aggregate are called the world. What is the aggregation of form? It means that 

there is affection, greed, coexistent happiness, and various attachments about the future beings; 

it is called the aggregation of the world. What is the cessation of the world? If one remainderlessly 

eliminates, renounces, frees oneself from, annihilates, has no desire for, extinguishes, and ceases 

to have the affection, greed, coexistent happiness, and various attachments about the future 
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beings, it is called the cessation of the world. What is the way to the cessation of the world? It 

means the eightfold noble path: correct view, correct thought, correct speech, correct deed, 

correct livelihood, correct expedient means, correct remembrance, and correct samadhi; it is 

called the way to the cessation of the world. Red Horse! One knows the world and eliminates the 

world; one knows the aggregation of the world and eliminates the aggregation of the world; one 

knows the cessation of the world and realizes the cessation of the world; one knows the way to 

the cessation of the world and practice the way to the cessation of the world. Red Horse! If a 

bhiksu knows and eliminates the suffering of the world, knows and eliminates the aggregation of 

the world, knows and realizes the cessation of the world, as well as knows and practices the way 

to the cessation of the world, he is said to reach the border of the world and transcend the 

affection for the world.”76 

This sutra actually investigates the proposition about “the world having a border or no 

border.” Red Horse Deity thought that the border of the world is a place without birth, aging, or 

death. With his heavenly feet, Red Horse Deity flew over the world at an extremely high speed, 

trying to reach a place without birth, aging, or death. This is a dream that human beings have had 

since ancient times. People might think that there are immortal potions in the far-off places, or 

there is a paradise where life is eternal and happy. The Buddha said that the border of the world 

cannot be reached by someone who has the heavenly feet; therefore, it is said that the world has no 

border. Because of wrong methods, there is certainly no way of reaching the border of the world. 

The Buddha then defined the world as the five aggregates of a sentient being. If the world of the 

five aggregates is annihilated, the suffering ceases; namely, one reaches the border of the world, 

which is the limit of suffering. 

Concerning the fourth category of propositions about the creation of suffering in the previous 

group, the quoted sutra text states: “Sentient beings have been in the beginningless cycle of births 

and deaths for a very long time, not knowing the original domain of suffering.” Birth, aging, sickness, 

and death are the phenomena of suffering. However, the phenomena of suffering are arising, 

ceasing, and changing without stopping. Human beings die and the five aggregates are annihilated. 

After dying, why is there still a rebirth of next life which again leads to aging, sickness, and death? 

Obviously, birth, aging, sickness, death, and suffering should have the supporting basis so that 

people can transmigrate in the beginningless cycle of births and deaths for a very long time. 

Therefore, “the original domain” of suffering is the main part of transmigration and also a 

different name for Tathagatagarbha. The Samyukta-Agama, Sutra 1307 investigates the border of 

the world where the suffering is annihilated, namely the original domain of suffering; it is also the 

congruent proposition that investigates “the real existence of Tathagatagarbha.” Therefore, 
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propositions of this group and previous group are also the congruent propositions. They all 

investigate the ultimate reality of dharma-realm and its significance to liberation and pure practice, 

so the verse in the Samyukta-Agama, Sutra 1307 states: 

Without traveling to distant places, one reaches the border of the world. Not reaching the border of 

the world, one will not bring an end to the suffering eventually. For this reason, Sakyamuni can 

know the border of the world and skillfully explain the border of the world. He has accomplished 

all the pure practices. For those who can equally perceive the border of the world, it is called the 

practice of sage and saint, reaching the other shore of the world.77 

Concerning the propositions about “the world having a border or no border,” there are a great 

many investigations in the Agama sutras. Therefore, the proposition about “the being with intrinsic 

natures” is by no means ignorantly excluded from discussion. The sutras repeatedly state that 

“Sakyamuni can know the border of the world and skillfully explain the border of the world; he has 

accomplished all the pure practices.” The Buddha surely understood the border of the world and its 

true meaning to liberation and pure practice, which is, nevertheless, not understood by all the 

non-Buddhists and ordinary people. Just as the propositions of previous group, the Dirgha-Agama, 

Vol. 14 states that what the Buddha knows had surpassed all the non-Buddhist ordinary people 

with the views about the past: 

There are sramanas and Brahmins who have the quick-witted wisdom and are good at observing 

things. With the quick-witted observational wisdom of their own, they argue that “the self and the 

world have neither a border nor no border; this is true and the rest are false.” This is the fourth 

view. Because of the views about the past, the sramanas and Brahmins hold the view that “the 

self and the world have a border and no border; this is true and the rest are false.” It falls within 

the four views, which can never be surpassed. Based on the views about the past, those sramanas 

and Brahmins hold the view that “the self and the world have a border and no border.” They all fall 

into the four views, which can never be surpassed. Only the Buddha understands the correct point 

of view and also knows that such insistence and attachment will lead to karmic retribution. What 

Tathagata understands is even more than that. Tathagata is not attached to his knowledge 

although he understands it. Having no attachment, he attains tranquil extinction, knowing the 

annihilation of the aggregation of sensation, the faults of taste-attachment, and the essentials of 

detachment. With the view of equality, he attains remainderless liberation, so he is called 

Tathagata. Because the only remainder is the great dharma which is extremely profound, 

wondrous, and bright, the disciples who are sages or saints truly and equally praise Tathagata.78 

Based on the ample documental evidence mentioned above, it proves that the fourteen 
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questions are not absolutely non-identifiable. “The being with intrinsic natures” is also not 

ignorantly excluded from discussion. On the contrary, the propositions about the fourteen 

questions in each group are extensively discussed in the Agama sutras and also interrelated with 

liberation and pure practice. Hence, they are identifiable and “what is understood is even more than 

that.” The documental evidence in The Agama Sutras proves that the Buddha and his disciples had 

a great many discussions on the propositions of this group, and the Buddha also gave teachings 

which are full of wisdom. This is the documental evidence that all academic researchers should 

not ignore. 

7. The two questions about the life and the body being different or 
identical in the fourteen questions 

“The life and the body are identical; the life and the body are different.” These two 

propositions can actually be extended to become four propositions in a way similar to those of 

previous three groups. The Dirgha-Agama, Vol. 17 states: 

The life is the body; this is true and the rest are false. The life is different from the body; this is true 

and the rest are false. The life and the body are neither different nor not-different; this is true and 

the rest are false. There is neither the life nor the body; this is true and the rest are false.79 

The extension of the propositional forms does not violate the meaning of the fourteen 

questions but correctly reflects the general meaning of the fourteen questions, which are 

considered to be the basic propositions. Namely, the countless different varieties of propositions 

about the being are summarized into the basic propositions so that one can undertake the study and 

contemplation. However, while the propositions of each group are discussed, they, as the core, can 

be extended to become the very extensive congruent propositions. The actual content in one of the 

four categories in this group is cited from Agganna Sutta, Vol. 5: 

All bihksus! For all those sramanas and Brahmins who hold such a view and state that “there is 

neither life nor body; this is true and the rest are false,” they do not see self or life in the body, nor 

do they see self or life in other bodies. Therefore, they state that “there is neither life nor body; this 

is true and the rest are false.”80 

The propositions of this group are mainly to define the main part of life (body) and the 

essence of life phenomena (life), to investigate the composition of life and the components of life 

phenomena. Meanwhile, the propositions of this group also investigate the definition of “self” 

from the perspective of the main part of life, and therefore obviously become the congruent 

propositions of each other with those propositions such as “the permanence or impermanence of 
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the world” and “the world having a border or no border,” which also investigate the definition of 

“self.” 

The propositions of this group are to investigate the following questions: Are the 

arising-and-ceasing five aggregates the whole components of life without the need of 

neither-arising-nor-ceasing Tathagatagarbha? Does the life of a sentient being necessarily contain 

parts of other sentient beings’ life? Is the life of a sentient being only part of God or Brahma, to 

which it will return and with which it will become one finally? Or can it be said that life is only a 

phenomenon of matter or energy? These propositions all fall within the investigational range of 

this group and can be briefly summarized as follows: 

(1) The definition of the body: The definition of the body is about the investigation on the 

main part of life from the observable range by worldly people. For example, the physical 

body or matter is considered to be the main part of life, or the name element (the four 

aggregates such as sensation, perception, formation, and consciousness) is considered to 

be the main part of life. The Samyukta-Agama, Sutra 570 states: 

Asked again, “Venerable Sir, what is the view about the body?” Answered, “The Elder, 

those ordinary people who are fool, ignorant, and unlearned see that ‘form is self; form is 

different from self; self is included in form; form is included in self; sensation, perception, 

formation, or consciousness is self; consciousness is different from self; consciousness is 

included in self; self is included in consciousness. The Elder, it is called the view about the 

body.” Asked again, “Venerable Sir, how to attain the state of having no such a view about 

the body?” Answered, “The Elder, the well-instructed noble disciples do not see that form 

is self, nor see that form is different from self, nor see that form is included in self or self 

in form, nor see that sensation, perception, formation, or consciousness is self, nor see 

that consciousness is different from self, nor see that consciousness is included in self or 

self in consciousness. It is said that one attains the state of not having the view about the 

body.”81 

(2) The composition of a human being: How is the life of a sentient being composed? Is it 

monistic, dualistic or pluralistic? What are the components of life? The 

Madhyama-Agama, Vol. 7 states: 

A sentient being actually has six realms, which are the non-affectionate earth realm, 

water realm, fire realm, wind realm, emptiness realm, and consciousness realm. They 

stay together in the same place; there are supporting, cooperation, and aggregation, 

which are combined to become the suffering. It is called the suffering of meeting the 

hateful.82 
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(3) The occurrence of life-root: How does the phenomenon of life occur? Can the 

phenomenon of life occur only by the dharma of form? The Samyukta-Agama, Vol. 21 

states: 

Life, warmness, and consciousness are all abandoned when one is dead; one’s body is 

cast away in the tomb, having no mind just like the lifeless wood or stone.83 

Can the main neither-arising-nor-ceasing part of transmigration be found in the 

arising-and-ceasing physical body or the name element of a sentient being? Obviously, the answer 

is no, because the dharma-natures of arising-and-ceasing dharma and neither-arising-nor-ceasing 

dharma are entirely different. However, sentient beings usually mistakenly consider the physical 

body or the name element to be neither-arising-nor-ceasing dharma, as the main part of 

transmigration. Such a wrong view is called the view about the body. Therefore, only the 

neither-arising-nor-ceasing embryo-entering consciousness is the main part of transmigration. 

Concerning the same proposition, is a human being composed of only the arising-and-ceasing 

dharma? The Buddha held that the sentient being is composed of six realms. In the six realms, the 

five realms such as earth, water, fire, wind, and emptiness are all the dharma of form, while only 

consciousness is the dharma of mind. And yet, the realm of consciousness and the five realms 

must stay together in the same place (they stay together in the same place). In the eight 

consciousnesses, the only one that always stays together with the dharma of form from 

embryo-entering to death is the eighth consciousness Tathagatagarbha. As to human life 

phenomena, one can have his breathing and heart-beat stop and yet is still alive. For example, 

those who have attained the fourth-dhyana or upper levels, with all their breathing and pulse 

stopping, still can leave the state of samadhi without being dead. Nevertheless, they cannot lose 

their body temperature, otherwise they will die. Thus, the body temperature is the last sign of life. 

However, can life phenomena be manifested only depending on the five aggregates? The Buddha 

explained the life phenomena in terms of life, warmness, and consciousness. The life phenomena 

such as life and warmness can be manifested only if there is the embryo-entering consciousness. 

The Samyukta-Agama, Sutra 568 (S41:6) states: 

Asked again, “Venerable Sir, is there any difference between the states of death and 

extinction samadhi? ” Answered, “One loses his life and warmness; his sense-organs are 

all destroyed; his body and life are separate; it is called death. The state of extinction 

samadhi means that one’s bodily, verbal, and mental behaviors cease; he is neither 

losing his life nor away from warmness; all his sense-organs are not destroyed; his body 

and life belong to each other. This is the different appearances between the end of life 

and the state of extinction samadhi.”84 
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In the sutras, the state of death is differentiated from that of extinction samadhi: in the state of 

death, one loses his body temperature and life, and his physical body is destroyed; in the state of 

extinction samadhi, the bodily, verbal, and mental behaviors, including that of mind-consciousness, 

are eliminated, while the body temperature and life still exist. Since the six consciousnesses are 

eliminated in the state of extinction samadhi, the mind-root and Tathagatagarbha still exist, and the 

mental functions of perception and sensation (two of the five all-pervasive mental functions) of the 

min-root are also eliminated; therefore, extinction samadhi is also called the samadhi on the 

cessation of perception and sensation.85 Hence, the consciousness in the life, warmness and, 

consciousness precisely refers to the embryo-entering consciousness, Tathagatagarbha. Thus it is 

understood that the propositions of this group are also centered around “the real existence of 

Tathagatagarbha” to investigate the various propositions about life, and become the congruent 

propositions with those of each aforementioned group.  

Concerning the propositions of this group about whether the Buddha “all knows and sees it,” 

the Samyukta-Agama, Sutra 962 (M. 72) states: 

“Monastic Vacchagotta! If one holds such views that “the world is impermanent, or permanent 

and impermanent, or neither permanent nor impermanent; the world has a border, or has no 

border, or has a border and no border, or neither has a border nor has no border; the life is the 

body, or the life is different from the body; Tathagata has an afterlife, or has no afterlife, or has an 

afterlife and no afterlife, or neither has an afterlife nor has no afterlife,” all of these are 

topsy-turvy views and worry, sorrow, vexation, and suffering will arise.” Monastic Vacchagotta 

asked the Buddha, “Gautama! What is your view on that?” The Buddha told monastic Vacchagotta, 

“Tathagata has understood all those views. Monastic Vacchagotta! What Tathagata sees is that I 

see the noble truth of suffering, the noble truth of suffering accumulation, the noble truth of 

suffering cessation, and the noble truth of the path to suffering cessation. Having understood and 

seen it in this way, the fetters of all views, all sensations, all arising, all views about self and 

self-belongings, and self-arrogance are eliminated, and one attains such a liberation state of 

tranquility, coolness and reality.”86 
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order of extinction samadhi. 
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In the sutra, Vacchagotta asked the Buddha what he thought of the fourteen questions. The 

Buddha answered, “Tathagata has understood all those views.” It explains that the Buddha fully 

understood the answers to the fourteen questions, and his understanding of the fourteen questions 

is equivalent to the correct understanding and realization of Four Noble Truths. Hence, the 

investigation on the fourteen questions is obviously not unidentifiable, but closely related to the 

identification about the fruits of the Way, and therefore, it is definitely identifiable. If one has a 

correct understanding of Four Noble Truths, he will know that one should eliminate the fetters of 

all views, all sensations, all views about self and self-belongings, and self-arrogance, and that the 

final remainderless nirvana is such a liberation state of tranquility, coolness, and reality. The Buddha 

especially emphasized that it is a state in which Tathagatagarbha tranquilly, coolly and truly exists 

alone, rather than a nihilistic state after all dharmas are annihilated. Hence, the state in which 

Tathagatagarbha exists alone is precisely that of remainderless nirvana in liberation way. 

Therefore, only if one has a correct understanding of the proposition about “the real existence 

of Tathagatagarbha” can one be capable of investigating and answering the fourteen questions, and 

can actually realize the identification about the fruits of the Way, so it is identifiable. If one does 

not have a basic understanding of the proposition about “the real existence of Tathagatagarbha,” 

one is incapable of investigating the fourteen questions, so they can only be answered as 

non-identification. 

8. The significance of the putting-aside identification in the fourteen 
questions 

According to the above investigations on the identification about the rules, the identification 

about the fruits of the Way is precisely the identification about the liberation of the noble disciples. 

If there were no identification about the fruits of the Way, it would mean that the practitioners 

were prophesied by the Buddha to be in the cycle of births and deaths with no possibility of being 

liberated. Based on this understanding, for those non-Buddhists who presented the fourteen 

questions, the answer of “non-identification” (putting-aside identification) was actually to inform 

that such questioning could not lead to the liberation from births and deaths and was unable to 

make them free from the present status of transmigration. The Dirgha-Agama, Vol. 17 states: 

The Buddha told the Brahmacarin, “Some Brahmacarins said, ‘Why did you hear Sramana 

Gautama firmly identify every word of what he had said?’ It was their faults for making this 

statement. Why is that? The dharmas that I have said are identified as either definite or indefinite. 

Why is it called indefinite identification? For example, I have also talked about the permanence of 

the self and the world, or even the neither ending nor non-ending of Tathagata, which are 

identified as indefinite. The reason (why it is so) is that it is neither in accordance with the correct 
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meaning nor in accordance with the dharma. Initially, the pure practice is not having no desire, not 

non-activeness, not tranquil extinction, not cessation, not true enlightenment, not sramana, or not 

nirvana. For this reason, Brahmacarin, although I have made those statements, I will identify them 

as indefinite. Why is it called definite identification? I identify the truths about the suffering, the 

aggregation of suffering, the cessation of suffering, and the way to the cessation of suffering. Why 

is that? It is because that they are in accordance with the dharma and the correct meaning. It is 

the first part of the pure practice. Although it is identified as indefinite or non-identification, 

Brahmacarin, perhaps there are sramanas and Brahmins who stay somewhere in the world and 

they are attaining the states of having no desire, non-activeness, tranquil extinction, cessation, 

true enlightenment, sramana, and nirvana. Hence, I identify them as definite.”87 

The identification about the fruits of the Way is definite. The pure practitioners know the 

contents and range of all arising-and-ceasing dharmas and are willing to annihilate all of them. 

This is the personal realization of sound-hearer first-fruition, in which the self-view is eliminated. 

Accordingly, it is in accordance with the dharma-nature of returning-to-extinction as well as the 

doctrines of liberation. It is the most important start of the pure practice and also the beginning of 

breaking through one-thought ignorance. From the perspective of Liberation-Way, one will not 

backslide from the break-through of one-thought ignorance. The first-fruition practitioners will 

definitely attain the ultimate liberation after seven times coming to and fro between the human and 

heavenly worlds. For those fourteen questions, “to identify them as indefinite” means that they are, 

though, still incapable of being liberated without backsliding, there is always a possibility that they 

might be liberated in the future. Only if the questioners are willing to follow and study the 

instructions of the Buddha and his disciples, is it possible for them to be liberated. Therefore, it is 

called “indefinite identification.” This is the extremely compassionate identification, another 

implication of non-identification answered by the Buddha. 

The fourteen questions are the many different views of non-Buddhism. However, these views 

are contradictory to each other and not convincing. The Samyukta-Agama, Sutra 968 states: 

The Elder (Anathapindika) replied, “Why don’t each of you express your own view respectively? And 

then, it would also not be hard for me to talk about my view.” At that time, a non-Buddhist said, 

“The Elder! I see that all the world is permanent; this is true, and the rest are false.” Again 

someone said, “The Elder! I see that all the world is impermanent; this is true, and the rest are 

false.” Again someone said, “The Elder! The world is permanent and impermanent; this is true, 

and the rest are false.” Again someone said, “The Elder! The world is neither permanent nor 

impermanent; this is true, and the rest are false.” Again someone said, “The Elder! The world has a 

border; this is true, and the rest are false.” Again someone said, “The Elder! The world has no 

                                                 
87 Taisho Tripitaka, Vol. 1, p.111. 
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border; this is true, and the rest are false.” Again someone said, “The world has a border and has 

no border.” Again someone said, “The world neither has a border nor has no border.” Again 

someone said, “The life is precisely the body.” Again someone said, “The life is different from the 

body.” Again someone said, “Tathagata is being after death.” Again someone said, “Tathagata is 

nothingness after death.” Again someone said, “Tathagata is being and nothingness after death.” 

Again someone said, “Tathagata is neither being nor nothingness after death; this is true, and the 

rest are false.” All the non-Buddhists told the Elder, “We have already talked about our views 

respectively. You should also talk about your view.”88 

The fourteen questions are the different views expressed by different non-Buddhists, who also 

took them as the truths; however, they were tolerant toward each other and gathered together to 

have discussions with each other. After careful examinations, the non-Buddhists found that their 

views were contradictory to each other and could not coexist, so they were motivated for further 

study. On the other hand, because the Buddha and his disciples correctly knew the fact that 

“Tathagatagarbha truly exists,” all these propositions could coexist and have answers. Not only are 

they not contradictory to each other but they also reveal the extremely profound and wondrous 

doctrines. The reason why the fourteen questions contain contradictions is that the proposers or the 

questioners themselves could not correctly understand the contents and range of 

arising-and-ceasing dharma in the ultimate reality of dharma-realm, or mistook 

arising-and-ceasing dharma for neither-arising-nor-ceasing dharma, or wrongly thought that 

neither-arising-nor-ceasing Tathagatagarbha can never exist; hence, all the various false views 

(eternalism and nihilism) arose, and they will definitely be in the cycle of births and deaths, being 

away from liberation. The compassionate Buddha would not identify definitely that the ordinary 

foolish non-Buddhists would continue to be in the cycle of births and deaths, being away from 

liberation; He only gave the answer of “non-identification,” inspiring the ordinary foolish 

non-Buddhists to investigate the contents and range of all arising-and-ceasing dharmas, to seek the 

theory of liberation, and personally realize the state of eliminating the self-view first. Only such 

sequential practices are in accordance with the dharma as well as the correct meaning, and are the 

first part of pure practice. This is the true meaning of Arrow Metaphor Sutra. The Dirgha-Agama, 

Vol.12 states: 

Perhaps, there are some sramanas and Brahmins who make such a statement and hold such a 

view that “this world permanently exists; this is true, and the rest are false,” or even say that 

“infinite thoughts are the self; this is true, and the rest are false.” Those sramanas and Brahmins 

again make such a statement and hold such a view that “this is true, and the rest are false.” You 

should tell them, “You did make such a statement, and why is that ‘this world permanently exists; 

this is true, and the rest are false’ so? The Buddha does not agree on such a statement. Why? 

                                                 
88 Taisho Tripitaka, Vol. 2, p.248-249. 
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There are fetters in each of all views respectively. The fetters refer to their way of thinking: ‘I make 

logical inferences; among all the sramanas and the Brahmins, I am without equal, not to mention 

that no one can surpass me.’ All these false views are nothing but words. It is inappropriate to 

have discussions with them. So is the statement that ‘the infinite thoughts are the self. ’”89 

The Buddha said that the questioners of the fourteen questions have their own fetters, which 

are precisely what it is meant by: “I make logical inferences; among all the sramanas and the 

Brahmins, I am without equal, not to mention that no one can surpass me.” It means: The questioners 

had their most serious faults that they reasoned and conjectured based on their logic (I make logical 

inferences) rather than followed the spirit of actual realization. They were also full of 

self-arrogance and thought that their views obtained by contemplation and reasoning were most 

exceptional in the world and no one could surpass them. Such an arrogant attitude, which is 

self-centered, neither scientific nor rational, is a very coarse fetter of self-view, and they are not 

qualified to have discussions with the Buddha or his disciples about the proposition “the being with 

intrinsic natures” in the fourteen questions and the core proposition “the real existence of 

Tathagatagarbha” (it is inappropriate to have discussions with them). The Madhyama-Agama, Vol. 

29 states: 

Because what people say have four categories, one should observe if a virtuous man is the one 

with whom you can have a talk or not. If this virtuous man does not give a consistent answer to the 

consistent argument, nor give different answers to the differentiating argument, nor counter with 

a question to the questioning argument, nor put aside the putting-aside argument, such a virtuous 

man is not the one with whom you should have a talk or have discussions. If this virtuous man 

gives a consistent answer to the consistent argument, or gives different answers to the 

differentiating argument, or counters with a question to the questioning argument, or put aside 

the putting-aside argument, such a virtuous man is the one with whom you can have a talk or have 

discussions.90 

It is possible to have no discussions with someone about all the four identification arguments91 

and one could not get the answers from the Buddha and his disciples; it is not true that only the 

putting-aside identification (i.e. the putting-aside identification argument) is not discussed. Based 

on the same reasoning, it is also possible to have discussions with someone about the four 

identification arguments; even the discussion about the putting-aside identification is also possible. 

The key point is on the attitude and knowledge of the questioners. If the questioners are arrogant, 

                                                 
89 Taisho Tripitaka, Vol. 1, p.76. 
90 Taisho Tripitaka, Vol. 1, p.609. 
91 Here the four arguments (the consistent argument, the differentiating argument, the questioning argument and the 

putting-aside argument) are basically the same as the four identification arguments (the definite identification argument, 
the differentiating identification argument, the counter-question identification argument and the putting-aside 
identification argument) cited from Dirgha-Agama in the second chapter of this paper; the only difference is in the 
terminology of translation. 
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without scientific spirit, lacking in rationality to seek truth, or ignorant of the proposition about 

“the real existence of Tathagatagarbha” in Buddhism, it is inappropriate to have discussions with 

them about all the four arguments, even if the questioners have gained great worldly fame or high 

positions. If the questioners are sincere, full of no-self scientific spirit and rationality to seek truth, 

it is appropriate to have discussions with them about all the four arguments. For example, monastic 

Vacchagotta asked about the fourteen questions and received the answer of “non-identification” 

from the Buddha, indicating that it is inappropriate to have discussions with Vacchagotta 

(Samyukta-Agama, Sutras 957-968). Later on, Vacchagotta knew that Sandha-katyayana could 

answer the fourteen questions only through the study of “slightly more than three years,” and 

Vacchagotta determined to have further study (Sutra 959). After the nurturing of no-self education 

in the sangha, it was still inappropriate to have discussions with him (Sutras 960-963). Once 

Vacchagotta had a correct understanding of the proposition about “the real existence of 

Tathagatagarbha,” it is appropriate to have discussions with him and he received the Buddha’s 

teachings with the number one identification of fourth-fruition. The Samyukta-Agama, Sutra 964 

states: 

Then, monastic Vacchagotta came to see the Buddha. After exchanging greetings with the 

World-Honored One, he sat aside and asked the Buddha, “Gautama! I would like to ask some 

questions. Would you have time to explain things to me?” At that time, the World-Honored One 

dwelt in silence. Monastic Vacchagotta asked for the second and the third times, and the Buddha 

also dwelt in silence for the second and the third times. Then, monastic Vacchagotta asked the 

Buddha, “I have followed Gautama in good compliance. Now I have questions and why do you sit 

in silence?” At that time, the World-Honored One thought, “Monastic Vacchagotta has been frank 

in attitude for long, neither flattering nor deceiving people. Sometimes he asked questions only 

because he did not understand, but not to disturb others. Now I will give him the teachings of 

abhidharma and abhivinaya.” Having thought in this way, the Buddha told monastic Vacchagotta, 

“You may ask questions whatever you like. I will explain to you.” Vacchagotta asked the Buddha, 

“Gautama, do you have the good dharma?” The Buddha answered, “Yes.” Vacchagotta asked the 

Buddha, “Please explain the good and evil dharmas to me.” The Buddha told monastic 

Vacchagotta, “Now I will briefly speak the good and evil dharmas to you. Listen and contemplate 

carefully!”92 

Vacchagotta “had been frank in attitude for long, neither flattering nor deceiving people; 

sometimes he asked questions only because he did not understand, but not to disturb others.” It 

means that Vacchagotta was ignorant of the real existence of Tathagatagarbha, which is the basis 

for the law of causality, when he asked about the fourteen questions before. After the nurturing of 

no-self in the sangha, he had been straightforward, honest, and upright, having no desire for 
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worldly fame and wealth; he would not flatter anyone with false views and was willing to pursue 

the true facts of dharma-realm, so the Buddha gave him the teachings of abhidharma and 

abhivinaya. Abhidharma and abhivinaya belong to the four identification arguments. Only those 

who believe in the law of causality are qualified to have discussions about the four identification 

arguments, and the prerequisite for the belief in the law of causality is to believe that the real 

existence of neither-arising-nor-ceasing Tathagatagarbha is the true facts of dharma-realm. Owing 

to the belief in the real existence of Tathagatagarbha, which is the basis for causality, Vacchagotta 

kindly asked the Buddha about the good and evil dharmas as well as the identification about 

karmic retribution: Those who do good deeds gain the good rebirths in the human and heavenly 

realms; those who do evil deeds gain the rebirths in the three evil paths; even the identification 

about the fruits of the Way was also mentioned. This shows that the basic propositions of ethics 

about the good and evil karmic retribution as well as the establishment of identification about the 

fruits of the Way are also directed toward “the real existence of Tathagatagarbha.” Concerning the 

discussions about the basic propositions of ethics, they are not the core subject of this paper and 

we will leave them to the further study in the future. 

The understanding of the congruent proposition about the fourteen questions indeed requires 

the mature roots and a learning process, just as the learning experience of monastic Vacchagotta. 

Thus it is known that the understanding of the core proposition about “the being with intrinsic 

natures” from the fourteen questions is completely the same as that of the congruent propositions 

about the four arithmetic operations of natural numbers by young children aforesaid in previous 

section; both of them cannot be fully understood until all roots become mature and a learning 

process is finished. What does it mean by mature roots before the study of the fourteen questions? 

It means the five roots (five spiritual faculties) in the thirty-seven aspects of the path to 

enlightenment: faith, diligence, memory, meditative concentration, and wisdom, which are the 

mature roots that one should possess before the study of the fourteen questions. For example, to 

possess the faith root is to have accomplished the four objects of the unfailing faith. One fully 

possesses the unfailing faith in the purity of Buddha, dharma, monks, and vinaya, having faith in 

the purity of the Buddha and his disciples, and therefore, he receives the instructions of the 

Buddha and his disciples, advancing toward liberation, so it is identifiable. If one cannot fully 

possess the four objects of the unfailing faith, unwilling to believe in the non-defiled purity of the 

Buddha and his disciples, he is surely unwilling to receive the instructions; hence, the Buddha and 

his disciples could only give the answer of non-identification lest sentient beings might slander the 

truth of dharma-realm due to ignorance, leading to the karmic retribution of three evil paths. This 

is the compassionate manifestation of the Buddha and his disciples, and it is the putting-aside 

identification. Similarly, the rest four of the five roots should also become mature in order to be 

capable of study. Fully possessing the five roots and through the study in the sangha, one practices, 
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as he can, the four states of mindfulness, the four proper lines of exertion, the four steps towards 

supernatural power, the five powers, the seven enlightenment-factors, and the eightfold noble path. 

According to the different depth of sequential practices, one has a correct understanding of the 

fourteen questions and attains the fruition of Liberation-Way or actually realizes the ultimate 

reality of dharma-realm, achieving the practice and realization of the Buddha dharma. Therefore, 

the non-identification answer to the fourteen questions represents that one’s five roots for studying 

Buddhism are not mature at all. One is just as ignorant as the young children, and it is 

inappropriate to have discussions with him. It will be a real start of learning Buddhism toward 

liberation only if one is away from the childish ignorance and arrogance. Concerning the discourse 

on this part, further discussion is omitted because of page limitation and we will leave it to the 

future study. 

From the first non-identification (putting-aside identification) answer received by Vacchagotta 

to the later identifiable answer (identification about the fruits of the Way), it can be understood: If 

the questioners of the fourteen questions are only to imagine and conjecture the ultimate reality of 

dharma-realm with an attitude that “I make logical inferences,” it is definitely inappropriate to have 

discussions with them about the proposition “the being with intrinsic natures” derived from the 

fourteen questions, so it is unidentifiable. If the questioners correctly understand the core 

proposition about “the real existence of Tathagatagarbha,” not arrogant and neither flattering nor 

deceiving people due to the belief in the law of causality, sincerely seeking the ultimate reality of 

dharma-realm with the positivist spirit, they meet the requirements of studying the fourteen 

questions, so it is identifiable. For this reason, whether the fourteen questions are identifiable or 

unidentifiable depends on the heavy or light fetters of the questioners themselves. In Buddhism, 

the proposition about “the being with intrinsic natures” is fully discussed and understood, rather 

than ignorantly excluded from discussion. 

Lastly, both Nagarjuna and Vasubandhu cited the same example, “the son of an infertile 

female or a eunuch,” to describe the contradiction in the propositions about the fourteen questions, 

which actually reflects the questioner’s ignorance about the functions of arising-and-ceasing 

dharma. It is because to give rise to arising-and-ceasing dharma is the function of 

neither-arising-nor-ceasing dharma but not the function of arising-and-ceasing dharma. It means 

that arising-and-ceasing dharma definitely arises from neither-arising-nor-ceasing dharma; 

arising-and-ceasing dharma is unable to give rise to arising-and-ceasing dharma. An infertile 

female or a eunuch is exactly a metaphor for arising-and-ceasing dharma that has no function of 

creating things. The ordinary non-Buddhists wrongly thought that the aggregation of 

arising-and-ceasing dharma could give rise to arising-and-ceasing dharma, without the need of the 

existence of neither-arising-nor-ceasing dharma. The fourteen questions were raised because of 

misunderstanding, and the answer to the fourteen questions can never be correctly understood, so 
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the answer was put aside with non-identification. Both Nagarjuna and Vasubandhu used “the son 

of an infertile female or a eunuch” as a metaphor to correctly describe the questioners’ error in the 

recognition of the basic functions of arising-and-ceasing dharma and neither-arising-nor-ceasing 

dharma. Because the discourse on this part is already out of the range of this paper, we will leave it 

to the further study in the future. 

9. Conclusion 

In the nine or twelve divisions of the Buddhist sutras, the real existence of everlasting dharma 

is an absolute prerequisite for the establishment of Prophesy Sutra; this everlasting dharma is 

precisely “the being with intrinsic natures.” In The Agama Sutras, a great many terms are used to 

refer to the everlasting dharma, “the being with intrinsic natures”; Tathagatagarbha, the 

embryo-entering consciousness, original domain, etc. are the commonly and frequently used terms 

for the everlasting dharma. This paper also discusses the dharma-nature of “the being with intrinsic 

natures,” and thinks that it should not be included in the arising-and-ceasing conditioned dharma 

itself, but belongs to the everlasting dharma Tathagatagarbha. Moreover, the dharma-nature of “the 

being with intrinsic natures” not only includes the existence of “the nature of dependent-arising 

(idappaccayata)” as the truth and the real nature, but also should at least include the existence of 

“the nature of returning-to-extinction” so that the preaching of Prophesy Sutra can be established. 

Therefore, in The Agama Sutras, “the being with intrinsic natures,” Tathagatagarbha, is taken as the 

core doctrine to support the accomplishment of the transmigration and return-to-extinction in 

conditioned dharma. There is ample documental evidence of discussing “the being with intrinsic 

natures” in The Agama Sutras, which should not be ignored by all those scholars who cite the 

Theravada and Northern documents for reference. 

This paper classifies the fourteen questions into four groups of propositions for investigation, 

and it is found that the fourteen questions are actually the basic propositions that investigate 

philosophically the first being. Each of the four groups of propositions in the fourteen questions 

can be extended to become the very extensive congruent propositions, while the four groups of 

propositions are also interrelated to become the congruent propositions of each other. The fourteen 

basic propositions can be extended to become the very extensive congruent propositions, which 

cover all the propositions that are investigated by all philosophies and religions, and yet all point 

to the core proposition “the real existence of Tathagatagarbha.” In such a way, they are interrelated 

to each other in each group and also among different groups. Just as “the real existence of 

Tathagatagarbha” is taken as the most core proposition, it is then extended to become the four 

groups of propositions about the fourteen questions; as the center, the fourteen questions are 

further extended and interconnected to become a huge proposition network, covering all the 
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propositions about the being. The Dirgha-Agama, Vol. 14 states: 

Based on the views about the past and the future, all the sramanas and Brahmins made their 

statements according to what they had seen. They all fall into the sixty-two views. According to 

what they had seen, they made their statements; they all depend on the sixty-two views and fall 

within the sixty-two views, which can never be surpassed. Just as a skillful fisherman, he put a fine 

mesh net over a small pond. It is known that all the water creatures in the pond are trapped in the 

net. There is no escape, and they can never get away from the net. So are the sramanas and 

Brahmins. Based on the views about the past and the future, they made various statements, which 

all fall into the sixty-two views that they can never surpass.93 

The Buddha summarized all the non-Buddhist false views into the sixty-two views. The 

sixty-two views are referred to as a large net and none of the non-Buddhist views can escape from 

this large net. Just as a skillful fisherman who catches all the water creatures with a very fine mesh 

net, and none of them can ever escape from this fine mesh net. The Buddha means: If the 

sixty-two views are referred to as a large fishing net, the fourteen questions are precisely the large 

ropes of this large fishing net. The four groups of propositions about the fourteen questions are 

referred to as the outlines, which can summarize and cover all the propositions about the being. 

This is why the fourteen questions are especially raised for study in The Agama Sutras, which also 

serve to highlight the importance of the propositions about the fourteen questions. Almost each of 

The Agama Sutras is centered around the core proposition about “the real existence of 

Tathagatagarbha” to conduct the investigation and covers all the propositions about the being. 

Completely ignoring such a large amount of investigations on the propositions about the being and 

violating the documental evidence, Chung-Hwa Buddhist Studies claims: “The academia notices 

that the World-Honored One put aside and did not comment on the topic of ‘the being with intrinsic 

natures.’” It really violates the precious models of objectivity, justice, and truth-seeking in the 

academia. One possible explanation is that Chung-Hwa Buddhist Studies is extremely unfamiliar 

with the propositions about the being so as to ignore the very extensive propositions about the 

being in The Agama Sutras. 

All the investigations on the fourteen questions point to the only proposition about “the real 

existence of Tathagatagarbha.” It means that the proposition about “the real existence of 

Tathagatagarbha” covers the propositions about the fourteen questions and more extensively those 

about the sixty-two views, including all the propositions that investigate the ultimate reality of 

dharma-realm, namely all the propositions that are studied in all religions and philosophies. Such a 

finding reminds us of a passage from The Lotus Sutra: “Only because of the sole great purpose, all 

Buddhas and the World-Honored Ones came to the world.”94  “The sole great purpose” can be 
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interpreted as: The main and only purpose of the Buddha’s appearance in the human world is to 

tell all sentient beings that “Tathagatagarbha really exists.” This is an awe-inspiring conclusion. 

For those scholars who are interested in this topic, it deserves further study in the future. 

This paper thinks that whether the discussion about the fourteen questions is unidentifiable or 

identifiable depends on the attitude and knowledge of the questioner. If the questioner does not 

have the positivist spirit, only by personal conjecture and imagination, it is inappropriate to have 

discussions with him because, in Buddhism, he is as ignorant as a young child; from the 

perspective of actual realization of liberation from births and deaths, it is not helpful at all; 

therefore, it is unidentifiable. On the other hand, if the questioner is full of positivist spirit, with 

the no-self scientific attitude, expressing his views based totally on the true facts of dharma-realm 

that “Tathagatagarbha really exists,” and accordingly follows the law of causality that good or evil 

deeds lead to good or evil retribution, in Buddhist terminology, his roots gradually become mature, 

and it is appropriate to have discussions with him. Through the teaching from the sangha with 

correct dharma, he will possibly obtain the identification about the fruits of the Way, so it is 

identifiable. However, concerning the non-identification mentioned in the sutras, or called 

putting-aside identification, it is also one of the four categories of identification, referring the 

Buddha’s answer to those inappropriate questions as “not to answer,” which is also an answering 

way. However, one cannot think that the Buddha “excluded those questions from discussion” simply 

because his answer is “not to answer.” 

This paper also thinks that the proposition about “the being with intrinsic natures” derived from 

the fourteen questions, namely the proposition about “the real existence of Tathagatagarbha,” is 

not excluded from discussion; on the contrary, it is the most important core proposition in the 

whole Agama Sutras, the only way for the Buddhists to the actual realization of liberation and the 

ultimate reality of dharma-realm. Therefore, this paper thinks that it is inappropriate for 

Chung-Hwa Buddhist Studies to claim that “the academia notices that the World-Honored One put 

aside and did not comment on the topic of ‘the being with intrinsic natures’; those are ‘the fourteen 

avyakatas (non-identification),’” and to consider this claim to be the general consensus of the 

Buddhist academia, and again to take this claim as the criterion for paper review. As cited in 

preface, Takakusu Junjiro expresses his view about the fourteen questions and thinks the metaphor 

in Arrow Metaphor Sutra is to “advise the truth-seeker not to waste time on the profound questions 

that ordinary people are still unable to understand; instead, he should become a disciple of the 

Buddha first.” The first sentence is wrong, because it is not necessarily wasting time to investigate 

the fourteen questions; it depends on the attitude, conditions and capability of the questioners. The 

second sentence is correct, because taking refuge in the Buddha and receiving his teachings is the 

quickest way of learning. “Perhaps, he might find the answer after some time,” which is very close 

to the meaning of the sutras. The many sutra texts cited in this paper also support this viewpoint. 
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However, the claim by Chung-Hwa Buddhist Studies is only just contrary to this. 

Concerning the same documental evidence in the original sutra, Chung-Hwa Buddhist Studies 

only notices the term “non-identification” answered by the Buddha and takes it as the only 

documental evidence. Therefore, they mistakenly infer that “it is excluded from discussion” and 

consider it to be the general consensus of the academia, totally ignoring the same documental 

evidence which records the statements of the Buddha and his disciples about the fourteen 

questions: “It is not that I neither know nor see it. In fact, I all know and see it.” “Such liberated 

bhiksus all know the ending of Tathagata, the non-ending of Tathagata, the ending and non-ending of 

Tathagata, and the neither ending nor non-ending of Tathagata.” “Only Tathagata understands the 

correct point of view. […] What Tathagata understands is even more than that.” “Sakyamuni can know 

the border of the world and skillfully explain the border of the world.” “Tathagata has understood all 

those views.” There is even more documental evidence in the sutras.95 In such a way to adopt only 

a little and fragmented documental evidence, abandoning other ample documental evidence of 

equal effectiveness, to adopt the views of a few scholars and consider them to be the general 

consensus, it is the wrong methodology that is quoting out of context and takes the part for the 

whole. It definitely leads to the wrong and invalid conclusion. It definitely violates the true facts 

and can never be the general consensus of the academia. Therefore, this paper thinks that, while 

adopting the documental evidence in doing Buddhist academic research, one should strictly follow 

the principle of equal effectiveness for documental evidence to truthfully, objectively, impartially, 

and completely adopt the documental evidence. Being free of any prejudices and adhering to the 

scientific spirit of no-self is actually a prerequisite for the correct understanding of the sutras and 

the correct conclusion. Hopefully the academia can place emphasis on this principle and have 

further discussions. 

Moreover, in methodology, “the obligation of comparative reading” is mandatory if the contents 

of two different versions are contradictory to each other, or the statement of the sutra content is 

illogical, and it is necessary to do comparative reading with another version, or even the third or 

fourth version to confirm the true meaning of the sutra, and therefore one takes it as the research 

subject. However, all of the above situations do not happen in the contents of the Buddha’s 

teachings, whatever in the Northern Agama divisions or the Theravada Nikaya. The difference 

between the Theravada and Northern sutras is mainly in the layout, order, terminology, or 

metaphors, while the interpretative connotations of the Theravada and Northern sutras are entirely 

consistent. Therefore, for the academic researchers, especially those who apply the research 

method of hermeneutics, it is unreasonable to request the author to fulfill “the obligation of 

                                                 
95 In this paper, because of page limitation, only one sutra text is cited in each group of propositions as the proof that the 

Buddha or his disciples all knew the answer to the proposition of that group. In fact, there are more sutra texts that can 
provide the proof, and we will leave them to those scholars who are interested in this topic for further study. 
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comparative reading.” 

Concerning the recognition of “dharma-nature existing permanently,” not only the permanent 

existence of “the nature of dependent-arising” but also the permanent existence of “the nature of 

returning-to-extinction” should be at least included so that there are the dharma-natures of 

“arising” and “ceasing” in conditioned dharma. The aggregation of the cause and conditions leads 

to “arising,” and the disappearance of the cause and conditions leads to “ceasing.” If there were 

only “the nature of dependent-arising” yet without “the nature of returning-to-extinction,” the 

world would be fully occupied and unable to operate. The Buddha identified that the noble 

disciples could enter nirvana, which is exactly based on the permanently existing dharma-nature of 

“returning-to-extinction.” The reason why dharma-nature can permanently exist is that it depends 

on the neither-arising-nor-ceasing essence, the permanently existing Tathagatagarbha. Citing the 

door sill and the Indra’s post as examples, the Buddha was telling us that “the dharma of 

Tathagatagarbha essence permanently exists and is unmoving.” All the arising-and-ceasing 

conditioned dharmas must depend on the permanently existing Tathagatagarbha essence to show 

that dharma-nature permanently exists. Thus, the real existence of Tathagatagarbha is truly “the 

truth and the real nature; it applies to all dharma-realms; it is true at all times.” 

Lastly, the author sincerely hopes that this paper will lead Chung-Hwa Buddhist Studies or the 

other Buddhist academia into deeper discussion. Based on the virtues of the academia such as 

truth-seeking, rationality, objectivity, no-self, truthfulness, and justice, and with repeated and open 

arguments, we can make the truth become clearer through debate, and the true facts will definitely 

be revealed. The academia will surely be able to reach the general consensus that conforms to 

practice and theory, and then many Buddhists in the whole Buddhist world can gain the correct 

benefit of the dharma. 




