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This article presents a semantic and philosophical analysis of Dharmakaya—
the most exalted and truth-body of the Buddha. The Trikaya doctrine (Three
Bodies), rooted in Buddhist ontology and developed by Mahayana monks,
aimed to articulate the relationship between the eternal Buddha and the
historical Buddha within Buddhist thought. The study’s central question
concerns the meaning of the term “body” and how Mahayanists philosophical
views on Buddha’s nature shaped the theorization of Dharmakaya,
particularly in relation to Dharma as the Buddha’s teaching. Research data
were collected from library sources and interpreted through a descriptive-
analytical method. Findings suggest that Dharmakaya is equated with the
ultimate, eternal truth of the Buddha and reflects the doctrine that seeing the
Dharma is seeing the Buddha. Only in early Mahayana literature was Tathata
regarded as a point of access to the Tathagata, and Dharmakaya endowed with
philosophical, semantic, and ontological meanings. Thus, Tathata was
identified with Dharmakaya and, due to its all-encompassing presence,
became the Buddha’s “cosmic body”.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The concept of Dharmakaya, as the most sublime and genuine embodiment of the Buddha, is one of the
fundamental teachings that emerged within the Mahayana tradition. Through its transition beyond the
Hinayana doctrines, it evolved into a more intricate synthesis of body and ultimate reality. The threefold
body theory (Trikaya) was developed to address the question of how to establish a relationship between the
terrestrial presence of the historical Buddha and the eternal, transcendent essence of the Buddha.
Mahayanists sought to bridge these two realms by means of a conceptual framework, formulating Tathata,
Dharma, and Dharmakaya within a unified ontological system. Over time, the teaching of Dharmakaya
extended beyond its original meaning as the spoken doctrine of the Buddha and transformed into a cosmic
reality that permeates all beings, constituting the very foundation of existence. In essence, what was initially
regarded as the "body of doctrine™ gradually transcended the boundaries of semantics and acquired an
ontological status within the epistemological system of Mahayana Buddhism. Furthermore, the historical
context of this transformation is significant. The formation of Mahayana arose within particular socio-
religious conditions that necessitated a reconsideration of the Buddha’s identity and position. Additionally,
the expansion of Buddhism into diverse cultural spheres led to the concept of the Buddha’s body and
presence manifesting in various and sometimes conflicting forms. This paper, through a semantic and
philosophical approach, examines this conceptual evolution within the Buddhist tradition and explores the
relationship between doctrine and body within the ontological unity of Dharmakaya. Through this analysis,
a novel reading of the connection between the body and meaning in Buddhism is presented, arguing that
the body is not merely a confined physical entity but a vessel of boundless truth through which the Buddha
manifests and the doctrine attains meaning.

Discussion

The central premise of this paper is that the Buddhist concept of "body" (Kaya) does not solely refer to a
physical, elemental structure but encompasses a broad spectrum of metaphysical, epistemological, and
theological implications. In the Mahayana tradition, the Buddha’s body is categorized into three aspects:
Nirmanakaya (the historical body), Sambhogakaya (the enjoyment body), and Dharmakaya (the body of
truth). While Nirmanakaya refers to the historical Buddha, Siddhartha Gautama, and Sambhogakaya
corresponds to celestial manifestations of the Buddha, Dharmakaya represents the highest existential
dimension of the Buddha, equated with pure truth, eternal essence, and perfect wisdom. In early Buddhist
texts, perceiving Dharma is regarded as equivalent to perceiving the Buddha, as the Buddha's teaching itself
embodies his existence. Within Mahayana doctrines, Tathata—the true nature of all phenomena—is
identified with Dharmakaya. This identification led to the understanding of Dharmakaya not merely as a
doctrine but as a cosmic and ontological substance. Moreover, this paper illustrates that the concept, beyond
its ontological significance, carries epistemological and spiritual dimensions. In specific Mahayana
interpretations, Dharmakaya becomes the body of compassion and wisdom—unlike the material body, it
is imperishable and takes form solely for the salvation of sentient beings. The Buddhist textual emphasis
on the unity of the three bodies is rooted in this perspective. In this sense, Dharmakaya attains a status far
superior to the other two bodies and is recognized as the ultimate source of all temporal and spatial
manifestations of the Buddha. Furthermore, a semiotic analysis of Buddhist texts, particularly in later
interpretations, reveals that attributes such as luminosity, hidden sound, and radiance in Dharmakaya are
not mere metaphors but are treated as ontological realities. This association links Dharmakaya to cosmic
concepts, elevating it from a doctrinal notion to a mystical experiential domain. Within this framework,
ideas such as Tathagatagarbha and Buddhadhatu reinforce the intrinsic and essential dimension of
Dharmakaya, positioning it as the primordial spirit of the Buddha or the hidden Buddhist nature within
existence. Additionally, comparative analyses with other traditions, such as the Christian Trinity and the
Logos concept, indicate that in Mahayana Buddhism, Dharmakaya signifies not only divine presence but
also a model of divine consciousness manifesting in the world. This model intertwines doctrine, body, truth,
and meaning in a profound manner. Moreover, the strategic role of Dharmakaya in linking Indian
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shamanistic traditions with classical Buddhist thought should be acknowledged. By internalizing sacred
concepts and purifying the body from mere materiality, Dharmakaya constructs a spiritual body that serves
as both a mediator between doctrine and truth and a bridge between tradition and religious experience.

Conclusion

The findings of this study suggest that the doctrine of Dharmakaya in Buddhist tradition, particularly within
Mahayana, is not merely a linguistic or doctrinal concept but rather carries deep philosophical, ontological,
and mystical implications. In Mahayana literature, Dharmakaya is perceived not only as the Buddha’s
teachings but also as the Buddha himself, the eternal essence of truth, and the foundation of existence. This
doctrine is interwoven with concepts such as Tathatd, Buddhadhatu, and Tathagatagarbha, providing a
basis for understanding the unity of Buddhas, the timeless nature of truth, and the integration of teaching
and existence. Accordingly, perceiving Dharma is perceiving the Buddha, and Dharmakaya is the ultimate
body of the Buddha, encompassing all things within itself, functioning as a cosmic space where wisdom
and compassion manifest in their purest form. Through a semantic and philosophical examination of
Dharmakaya, it becomes evident that understanding this concept provides a more nuanced comprehension
of the notion of "body" in Buddhist tradition—one that is rooted both in the longstanding body-centered
heritage of Indian rituals and in mystical, epistemological, and ontological dimensions. Dharmakaya
exemplifies this synthesis: a convergence of doctrine and being, of teaching and embodiment, of
compassion and wisdom, and ultimately, of the Buddha and existence itself. Thus, this study offers a novel
approach to understanding the body within a religio-philosophical framework, viewing doctrine as the very
structure of truth rather than a mere linguistic system. In this sense, Dharmakaya serves not only as the
foundation for comprehending the Buddha but also as the core principle of salvation within Mahayana.
Consequently, the doctrine of Dharmakaya is not merely a reflection of metaphysical contemplation but
constitutes one of the essential foundations that imbue religious experience with meaning in the Mahayana
tradition—a body that teaches, manifests, redeems, and simultaneously transcends time and space, residing
in the essence of existence. Dharmakaya is a mirror of truth, in which the Buddha eternally dwells.
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