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Vasubandhu (fourth-fifth century C.E.) is undoubtedly one of the most influential 
Buddhist scholars to have appeared on the Indian sub-continent. His most famous 
works cover topics ranging from Abhidharma (in his monumental text known as 
the Abhidharmakośa, as well as its auto-commentary the Abhidharmakośa- 
bhāsya) to Yogācāra thought (for example, his Tri śikā-vijñaptimātratā). His 
influence was not just restricted to India, he was also highly regarded by 
Mahāyāna scholars and traditions far across Asia. According to traditional 
accounts, Vasubandhu originally adhered to the Vaibhā ika-Sarvāstivādin 
tradition, and later critiqued it from a Sautrāntrika point of view (both of these 
schools are considered Śrāvakayāna traditions from the Mahāyāna perspective). 
It is said that, due to the urging of his elder brother Asa ga (another highly 
influential scholar and founder of the Yogācāra tradition), Vasubandhu later 
abandoned the Śrāvakayāna teachings and fully embraced the Mahāyāna 
tradition of the bodhisattvas.  

Given the significant impact Vasubandhu has had on Buddhist thought, it is no 
surprise that modern scholars have discussed and debated this figure and his 
philosophy extensively. Jonathan Gold’s latest analysis of Vasubandhu, entitled 
Paving the Great Way: Vasubandhu’s Unifying Buddhist Philosophy, is a 
thoughtful and thought-provoking addition to the modern literature on this 
important figure in Buddhist history. With this work, Gold aims to dispel, or at 
least cast serious doubt upon, many presumptions that both modern and 
traditional scholars have held about Vasubandhu and his thought. At the same 
time, Gold interprets Vasubandhu’s thought on Vasubandhu’s own terms, not 
through the narrow lens of doxographical and doctrinal categories that were 
present in later period and were most likely unknown, or at least not widely 
acknowledged, in Vasubandhu’s time.    

Gold rightfully insists upon the importance of considering Vasubandhu’s 
works together instead of looking separately at texts representing distinct 
categories as if they were unrelated or incommensurable. This helps to develop a 
clearer understanding of the consistency of philosophical and conceptual 
schemes that underlie Vasubandhu’s vast and diverse oeuvre. Therefore, even 
when Gold is discussing and analyzing a particular text or area of thought, it is 
consistently embedded within the larger framework of these unifying ideals that 
Gold identifies in Vasubandhu’s works. This enables him to weave together 
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seemingly disparate topics and ideas into a philosophy that is identifiable as 
uniquely belonging to Vasubandhu—an approach which unifies rather than 
separates the various topics Vasubandhu covers. 

In Paving the Great Way, Gold identifies three main ideological tendencies 
that remain fairly consistent throughout Vasubandhu’s works. The first is that 
Vasubandhu adheres to the view that the reality of an entity or phenomenon is 
inextricably linked with its causal efficacy. In other words, something can only 
be said to exist (relatively, that is) if it can produce an effect, i.e. relate with other 
phenomenon. This is why, for Vasubandhu, concepts like “eternal self” or the 
view that all three time frames (past, present, and future) always exist are 
untenable, as such static and permanent entities would be unable to affect, or be 
affected by, other observable phenomena that are impermanent and momentary. 
The second is an emphasis on the primacy of mind or, as Gold defines it, “the 
reduction of subjectivity” (93). This results, for example, in Vasubandhu 
ascribing no substantial reality to things outside of a being’s own conceptual 
construction of it, such as its causality or shape. Thirdly, Vasubandhu frequently 
advocates for a figurative hermeneutics that is open to diverse Buddhist 
scriptural sources. He tends to chastise his opponents for their overly literal 
interpretations of Buddha’s words that they use to support their flawed arguments, 
which suggests to Vasubandhu that they were ignoring the Buddha’s special 
intent (sa dhāya), and in fact they need to interpret it properly. Furthermore, his 
openness to scripture (or his refusal to accept that there exists such a thing as a 
closed Buddhist canon) led him to insist that others should not deny an 
opponent’s argument simply because it is based on a scripture that is not accepted 
by their own tradition. Rather, one should rely on the validity of the scripture’s 
reasoning and whether or not it accords with the statements and intentions of 
sūtra in general.  

Gold begins the first chapter with an introduction of Vasubandhu and an 
overview of his ideas. It is followed by a lengthy discussion concerning the 
so-called “two Vasubandhus” theory, originally touted by the Austrian 
Buddhologist Erich Frauwallner (1898−1974) who proposed that there were 
actually two Vasubandhus—one a Yogācārin, and the other a Sautrāntika. 
According to Frauwallner, this would account for the supposed contradictions 
found in his biographies as well as the diversity of ideas attributed to him. Gold 
casts serious doubt upon Frauwallner’s view by revealing that there are actually 
quite a few contradictions in his reasoning, especially in his supposedly objective 
methodology. For Gold, a careful study and comparison of Vasubandhu’s texts 
strongly supports the idea that they had a single author, a point to which Gold 
repeatedly returns throughout the book. 

In the second chapter, Gold begins to review Vasubandhu’s 
Abhidharmakośa-bhāsya. He pays special attention to arguments against the 
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Vaibhā ika-Sarvāstivādin position on the existence of the three time frames 
which Vasubandhu approached from a Sautrāntika position—although Gold 
quickly points out that this likely refers to Vasubandhu’s own thought rather than 
a later Buddhist school sharing the same name (25). Gold focuses on many 
significant ideas within the passages analyzed in this section, such as 
Vasubandhu’s particular concern with the traditional notion of an entity changing 
or becoming active; his condemnation of literalism in scriptural interpretation 
concerning the Buddha’s use of the term “existence”; his disputation over 
assertions that there is a strict distinction between how entities exist and how 
they are experienced; and the moral implications of granting proximate causes as 
inevitable, unmediated results (57). All of these points Gold returns to in later 
chapters in order to connect the dots between Vasubandhu’s different areas of 
thought.  

Gold then continues his investigation of the Abhidharmakośa-bhāsya in the 
third chapter. He begins with an extensive discussion of Vasubandhu’s notion of 
the term “view” (d i) and the existential status of atoms (paramā u)—the latter 
of which Vasubandhu relies on heavily for the doctrine of “no-self.” For Gold, 
this is indicative of Vasubandhu’s “properly Buddhist approach” (59) to causality, 
ontology, and hermeneutics. It is within this chapter that Gold’s thesis really 
begins to become apparent, especially with regard to the explanatory power of 
cause and effect for Vasubandhu, who considers causality to be all that is 
necessary to explain phenomena which appear to be something else. An example 
prominently featured in this book first appears here: a line of ants, when seen 
from afar or upon first glance, may be mistaken for an actual solid line; yet upon 
closer inspection it is realized to in fact be composed of a series of closely related 
or highly similar insects—i.e. individual ants. This metaphor helps to illustrate 
Vasubandhu’s notion of the causality of very similar instances or a related series 
of momentary causes (mental or physical) which are insubstantial in themselves, 
yet produce things that appear substantial to the ignorant, such as the idea of an 
independent “self”. Likewise, Vasubandhu’s conception of “view” emphasizes 
the interrelatedness of appearance itself and its beholder, which for Gold 
represents a form of “causal reduction” (93), i.e., there is no absolute perceiver 
and perceived, it is merely interdependent cause and effect. This idea also relates, 
rather conveniently, to later discussions of Vasubandhu’s Yogācāra thought.  

In the fourth chapter, Gold describes Vasubandhu as representing a 
manipulationist approach in that he acknowledges that causes are human 
constructions that are related to human interests, while at the same time 
acknowledging the (relative) truth of causally derived entities. This claim, for 
Gold, is bound up with Vasubandhu’s epistemological and hermeneutical views 
as well. According to Gold, the “epistemological implications of his 
manipulationism are intrinsic to Vasubandhu’s unique form of scriptural 
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ecumenicism” (113). In short, Vasubandhu is presented as a believer in the utility 
of conventions to depict the appearances of causality, which includes the 
conventions found in the sutras. For the most part, this requires proper 
interpretation of the often figurative language of the Buddha. However, this view 
can also be seen as being committed to the ineffability of ultimate reality which 
no scripture can properly convey. 

Following an investigation into texts such as the 
Vimśatikāvijñaptimātratāsiddhi and the Tri śikā-vijñaptimātratā, Gold then 
segues into Chapter Five with an analysis of Vasubandhu’s Yogācāra views. He 
emphasizes how these have changed from Vasubandhu’s earlier views—a 
transition which he claims was “a natural outgrowth” (135) of his views in the 
Abhidharmakośa-bhāsya. According to Gold, within the context of Yogācāra, 
Vasubandhu continues the idea of distinguishing between how things appear, and 
how they are truly caused, as evident in his explication of the Three Nature 
(trisvabhāva) theory. “Imagined nature” (parikalpita) refers to how things 
mistakenly appear in a dualistic fashion; “dependent nature” (paratantra) refers 
to the causal and interrelated nature of appearances and the consciousness to 
whom it appears; “perfected nature” (parini panna) refers to the universal 
emptiness of all phenomena, which is affirmed by the dependent nature of all 
phenomena. 

Chapter Six is somewhat of a non-sequitur: it discusses the ethical 
implications of the ideas that have been discussed in the book. Curiously, 
however, it does not really enhance or involve Gold’s main purpose and focus of 
the book, which is—strictly speaking—demonstrating the unifying conceptual 
schemes underlying Vasubandhu’s various works. The purpose of this chapter 
seems to be to use Vasubandhu’s philosophy as lens through which Gold might 
attempt to resolve the many concerns raised about the efficacy of Buddhism as a 
vessel for responding to modern issues and concerns. That being said, the chapter 
provides an interesting angle from which to analyze and understand 
Vasubandhu’s thought, and thus it is not counterproductive to Gold’s overall 
discussion of Vasubandhu. Furthermore, the chapter does indeed contain very 
interesting and fruitful discussions of Buddhist renunciation, of how to relate to 
modern conceptions of free will and determinism within a classical Buddhist 
context, and of how to understand karmic causality from Vasubandhu’s 
perspective while keeping modern sensibilities in mind.  

Finally, Gold concludes the book by summarizing the main points and how 
they are interrelated, giving particular emphasis to the following: Vasubandhu’s 
theory of the unitary causal line; his idealism as a theory that emphasizes the 
fundamentality of a (karmically, culturally, socially, etc.) conditioned 
consciousness and perception in determining the appearances of objective reality; 
and an interpretation of Vasubandhu’s Three Nature theory that is sensitive to 
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both cultural and self-conditioning. Gold continues addressing modernist 
concerns which were brought up previously, and suggests the potential benefit of 
a serious conversation between Buddhist philosophy and science. 

Paving the Great Way: Vasubandhu’s Unifying Buddhist Philosophy is a 
welcome addition to modern studies of Vasubandhu’s thought—as well as to 
Buddhist Abhidharma and Yogācāra thought in general. It is to be commended 
for its depth, sophistication, and detail. Gold’s greatest triumph, however, might 
be in his demonstration that our inherited doxographical, philosophical, and 
doctrinal categories, convenient though they may seem at first, are often severely 
limited in their ultimate usefulness or accuracy when attempting to understand an 
individual thinker’s own views on their own terms. As Gold points out time and 
time again, many of these categories were likely irrelevant during Vasubandhu’s 
own time. But even supposing that they were relevant, there is still a 
considerable amount of continuity in his thought which allows us to trace its 
development from one position to another. It is therefore crucial to consider 
Vasubandhu’s work without mixing in superfluous influences or superimposing 
artificial categories and distinctions. In other words, it is important to consider 
his brand of philosophy as largely being uniquely his own rather than 
generalizing it as ultimately Vaibhā ika-Sarvāstivādin, Yogācārin, or Mahāyānist. 
As Gold’s study has shown, Vasubandhu himself exhorts his audience to 
understand the conditioned and limited nature of their own perceptions and views, 
which, if taken seriously by the academic, means that modern scholars should 
reflect more carefully upon the appropriateness and finality of their own 
inherited viewpoints and classifications. 
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