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Two Models for the Theory of Three Natures
in the Mahayanasiuitralamkara

Keng, Ching *
Abstract

This paper begins with a criticial review of the scholarly
discussions of the Theory of Three Natures (trisvabhava-nirdesa) in
the Mahayanasutralamkara. I then give a brief introduction to the two
different models for the Theory of Three Natures, i.e., the single-layer
vs. the double-layer model. With the distinction in mind, I carefully
examine the verses in the Mahayanasutralamkara and conclude that the
sixth chapter implicitly supports the single-layer model whereas the
eleventh chapter explicitly endorses the double-layer model. A similar
situation, as I have argued, also appears in the Madhyantavibhaga
(verses only): there the first chapter supports the singled-layer model
but the third chapter maintains the double-layer one.

Different from other scholars’ opinions, I argue that even the
double-layer model does not necessarily entail that the dependent
nautre is ultimately pure and hence needs not be eliminated. In fact, |
argue that throughout the whole Mahayanasiitralamkara (verses only)
and the Mahayanasutralamkara-bhasya the notion of “ultimately pure
dependent nature” is nowhere found. Finally, based on the two clues—

1.e., there are two different models for the Three of Three Natures
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and that the Mahayanasamgraha is inconsistent when quoting from
Mahayanasutralamkara—, 1 suggest that our current version of the
Mahdayanasitrdlamkara (verses only) should be viewed as a multi-

layered text, consisting of older and newer strata.

Keywords: Mahayanasitralamkara, Theory of Three Natures, single-

layer model, double-layer model, Madhydntavibhaga



