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Foreword 

This work consists of a translation from the Sanskrit of the 
ninth chapter of a work entitled A Guide to the Bodhisattva 
Way of Lifel by the Indian scholar and contemplative Shan

tideva.2 This chapter, named "Transcendent Wisdom," sets 
forth the Centrist, or Madhyamika view of Buddhist philoso
phy in the context of other Buddhist and non-Buddhist views. 
From a Western perspective it is philosophical in content; yet 
it has a deftnite religious tone to it, and it also belongs to a 
contemplative discipline that presents empirical means for test

ing its conclusions. 
The translation of this text has been made primarily on the 

basis of a commentary in classical Tibetan by the 14th-century 
Tibetan master Tsongkhapa.3 However, reference has also been 
made to the Sanskrit commentary by Prajnakaramati4 and to 

another Tibetan commentary by a major student of Tsong
khapa.s The text is accompanied by a translation from spo
ken Tibetan of an oral commentary presented by H.H.  the 
Dalai Lama, Tenzin Gyatso, during the summer of 1979 in 

Rikon, Switzerland.6 This commentary was delivered before 
an assembly of roughly a thousand Tibetans and a few score 
Westerners, and it clearly assumes some background in Bud
dhist philosophy on the part of the listeners . The " Transcen-
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dent Wisdom" chapter of Shantideva's classic treatise is known 
among Buddhist scholars as a challenging and profound ex
position of the pinnacle of Buddhist philosophy. Hopefully 
this translation will further elucidate this text for those seek
ing an understanding of the Buddhist Centrist view and its 
relevance to contemporary thought. 
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The Place of Wisdom 
in Spiritual Practice 

1 .  This entire preparation the Sage taught for the sake 
of wisdom. Thus, one wishing to bring an end to 
suffering should develop wisdom. 

"This entire preparation" refers to the first five transcen
dent practices of generosity and so on; 1 or it may refer to 
meditative absorption.2 All of these were taught by Buddha 
Shakyamuni in order to cultivate ultimate wisdom. In order 
for the realization of emptiness to arise in the mind, it is not 
necessary for one to engage in the other transcendent prac
tices as well. According to the view of the author of this text 
and of Chandrakirti and Buddhapalita, Listeners3 and Soli
tary Sages4 overcome spiritual hindrances on their respective 
Paths of Seeing and of Meditation by means of the view of 
emptiness.5 Thus, the practice of transcendent generosity and 
so on is not necessary for the cultivation of that view; nor is 
it necessary for eliminating the afflictive obscurations .6 

What is the nature of wisdom? The view of emptiness en
tailing the integration of meditative quiescence7 and insightS 
acts as the antidote for cognitive obscurations;9 and with that 
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view one experiences the subtle mode of existence of entities.lO 
It is a wisdom that arises from meditation. But such wisdom 

alone is insufficient for overcoming those obscurations. Without 
being combined with a great store of virtue, that wisdom cannot 
be an antidote for the cognitive obscurations.u The major ob
stacles to the attainment of full spiritual awakening are the cog
nitive obscurations. Ultimate wisdom is their direct antidote. 
To cultivate that, this series of practices must be followed, 
thereby accumulating great virtue. Thus it is said: "This en
tire preparation the Sage taught for the'sake of wisdom." Thus, 
one who wishes to bring an end to the suffering of oneself and 
others should develop such wisdom. 

There are no teachings of the Buddha that are not means 
for living crea tures to attain prosperityI2 and true felicity. 13 True 
felicity refers to liberation and omniscience, and to attain ei
ther, the view of emptiness is necessary. To dispel either the 
afflictive obscurations or the cognitive obscurations one must 
cultivate the view of emptiness. Thus, the entire "method" 
element of the Buddha's teachings, not only transcendent 
generosity and so on, was given for the sake of cultivating wis
dom. The Listeners and Solitary Sages must also develop wis
dom with the aid of the method element; wisdom cannot be 
gained without it. Here the term "method" does not refer to 
the spirit of awakening I 4 or to taking upon oneself the respon
sibility for the welfare of others. There are many virtues such 
as concentration that are cultivated with the motivation of aspir
ing to gain one's own release from the cycle of rebirth.IS In 
this way, by following the Three Trainings, 16 mental afflictionsI7 
are eliminated. All those methods were taught for the sake of 
liberation. 



Part One: 
The Methods Needed for Cultivating Wisdom 





1 Introduction to the Two Truths 
that Comprise Reality 

T HE C L A S S IF IC AT ION OF T HE T WO TR UT H S 

2 .  The twofold truth is considered to be conventional and 
ultimate. [ Ultimate] reality is not an object of the in
tellect; the intellect is called "conventional." 

There are many types of wisdom relating to the plurality 
of phenomena 1 and the fundamental nature of reality. We are 
concerned now with the supreme wisdom that acts as the an
tidote for the fundamental cause of the cycle of existence2-
namely, grasping onto true existence-and the instincts3 for 
such grasping, which are cognitive obscurations. Such wis
dom is the view by which one realizes emptiness; one thereby 
knows the fundamental nature of reality. 

We need to understand the essential nature of the broad 
diversity of phenomena. For example, if we are obliged to be 
involved frequently with a man who exhibits a personality that 
is true only on the surface, as well as another basic personal
ity, it is important for us to know both of them. To engage 
in a relationship with this person that does not go awry, we 
must know both aspects of his personality. To know only the 



16  Transcendent Wisdom 

facade that he presents is insufficient; we need to know his 
basic disposition and abilities. Then we can know what to ex
pect from him; and he will not deceive us. 

Likewise, the manifold events in the world are not non-ex
istent; they do exist. They are able to help and hurt us-no 
further criterion for existence is necessary. If we do not un
derstand their fundamental mode of existence, we are liable 
to be deceived, just as in the case of being involved with a 
person whose basic personality we do not know. 

Now phenomena existing as dependently related events4 are 
those that change in dependence upon circumstances and those 
that appear in various ways due to circumstances. All of the 
preceding teachings concern phenomena subject to change. 
They change due to their dependence upon other events.5 If 
events existed independently, they could not change. Since they 
are dependent, they lack an independent nature. Thus, when 

something appears either good or bad, it seems to have that 
as an essential trait; but if we inspect matters more closely, 
we see that it is fundamentally subject to change. Thus, enti
ties have two natures, one essential and the other superficial. 

The physical world around us is impermanent, and in
dividual entities have their own specific natures. Because the 
events that make up this world are dependent upon conditions, 
they lack an independent self-nature. That absence of an in
dependent self-nature is the essential mode of existence of en
tities. Since events have two modes of existence-superficial 
and essential-there exist two types of cognition: one ascer
taining the former nature and the other, the latter nature. 

What is the essential mode of existence?: lack of independ
ence, and lack of existence from the object's own side. The 
absence of intrinsic being is the ultimate mode of existence 
of an entity. The mind that apprehends that ultimate nature, 
which appears in accordance with its reality, cognizes reality 
as it is. It is thus called "ontological understanding."6 That 
reality is empty because it is devoid of the mode of existence 
that is to be refuted; and for that very reason, it is called "emp
tiness." There is no higher truth to be seen. The mind that 
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sees that reality experiences truth as it is. Thus it is called "ul
timate truth," the essential mode of existence. For all other 
truths, their mode of appearance and their essential mode of 
existence are incongruent. Thus, they are called deceptive and 
superficial. 

Now for a single entity we must understand two modes of 
existence. That entity, which is capable of benefiting or harm
ing, has both modes of existence. We should not think of the 
fundamental nature of existence being found elsewhere. Its own 

essential nature is its ultimate mode of existence. Both a su
perficial and ultimate nature are to be found in a single en
tity, and those are the Two Truths. 

The mind that ascertains the essential nature of an object 
is an intelligence that investigates the ultimate. The other mind 
is conventional intelligence, superficial cognition. When the 
text speaks of the need of developing wisdom, it refers to the 
former type of intelligence. In order to realize ultimate truth, 
one needs to distinguish between ultimate and superficial 
truths. 

The text speaks of two objects of knowledge: conventional 
and ultimate truth. Both are to be known. Ultimate truth is 
not directly ascertainable by a dualistic a wareness. When one 
directly apprehends the ultimate nature of an entity, dualistic 
appearances vanish. Thus, the ultimate transcends dualistic 
awareness. Dualistic awareness is polluted by ignorance, so that 
the ultimate cannot appear to it. 

It would be absurd to say that the ultimate is not ascertained 
by any type of awareness at all. When the text says "Reality 
is not an object of the intellect," that intellect refers to dualis
tic a wareness only. The first phrase- "Reality is not an ob
ject of the intellect" -entails a defining characteristic of ulti
mate truth; and the second- "the intellect is called 'conven
tional' " -entails a defining characteristic of conventional truth. 
The objects of dualistic awareness are conventional truths. 
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PEOP LE W HO A SCERT A IN T HE T WO TR UT H S 

3 .  Two types of people are found: the contemplative and 
the common person. The [view of the] contemplative 
person invalidates [that of] the common person. 

There are two types of individuals-contemplatives and com
mon people-i.e. those who engage in philosophical investi
gation and those who do not. Mo reover, among the former there 
are higher and lower levels of investigation. Those who assert 
phenomenal identitylessness are on a higher lever; and those 
who deny it are on a lower level. Among the former are the 
Idealists,' who advocate intrinsic reality, and above all are the 

Centrists.8 
Referring to those common people who do not engage in 

philosophical investigation, the text says that their way of seeing 
and describing the world [involving, for example, belief in a 
personal identity] is invalidated by the experience of those who 
do engage in such investigation. Likewise, the experience of 
those engaged in higher investigations invalidates that of peo
ple on a more simplistic level. 

4. Even [the views of] contemplatives are invalidated by 
[those of] successively higher [contemplatives], due to 

the difference of insight, [which they can acknowledge] 
in terms of a commonly accepted analogy. [ Whatever 
their views, they strive in virtuous acts] for the sake 
of spiritual growth, [leaving conventional reality] im
mune to their analysis. 

As mentioned previously, the views even of contemplatives 
are invalidated by those of other contemplatives at higher levels 

of investigation. These views are invalidated by reasoning. Even 
among the Centrists there are two classes: Svatantrika [ Indepen
dents] and Prasangika [Critics]. And among the Prasangikas 
there are different levels of contemplative insight even given 
the same set of postulates. For a single reality of emptiness 
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there are different ways of  experiencing it: an experience that 
is veiled with a general idea9 and one that is not [e. g. on the 
Path of Seeing]. There are also distinctions in terms of the 
obscurations that successive insights are able to dispel. In each 
case the higher surmounts the lower. 

If more simplistic views are logically annulled by higher ones, 
in order to recognize the refutation of one's own view, there 
must be a common basis of disputation. Here the author speaks 
of analogies that are accepted both by contemplatives and com
mon people. For instance, dreams and hallucinations: When 
people in general remark that a certain experience was like a 
dream, that means that it did indeed occur, but they doubt 
whether it was real or true. 1O 

If as a result of scrutiny, different modes of existence are 
distinguished, does this mean that such spiritual activities as 
selfless giving are pointless? No, such methods of spiritual prac
tice are to be adopted for the sake of spiritual growth, with
out examination or scrutiny.H Whatever appears to people is 
to be accepted conventionally and one practices on that basisP 

5 .  Events are seen and also thought to be real by [com
mon] people, and are not regarded as illusion-like. Here 
is the disagreement between the contemplative and the 
common person. 

If contemplatives and common people are able to agree on 
a common basis of disputation, about what do they disagree? 
When spiritual teachings are given, there are bound to be differ
ent interpretations on many levels according to the subtlety 
and depth of insight of the listeners. For example, Realists as
sert the true existence of the body and mind; whereas Cen
trists assert them as lacking true existence: Even though they 
appear as true, they do not so exist, but are like illusions. Thus, 
on the basis of one teaching, different interpretations are made. 
In this way disagreement arises between contemplatives and 

common people. 
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QU A L M S CONCERNING T HE L ACK OF 
INTR INS IC EX I STENCE 

6. Form and so on, although perceived, are [established] 
by consensus; [their true existence] is not verifiably 
congized. Like the consensus that the impure and so 
on are pure and so forth, [such cognition] is false. 

Q;talm: If it is an error to think of form and so forth as real, 
how can it be that we verifiably perceive them? What further 
criterion beyond verifying perception is needed to establish the 
true existence of entities? 

Response: Such entities are indeed verifIably perceived. How
ever, when we say "verifying cognition",13 this suggests infal
libility. It is a non-deceptive awareness with reference to the 
appearance of a self-defIning object.l4 Realists-those who as
sert true existence-have just this in mind when speaking of 
verifying cognition. They believe that phenomena appear just 
as they exist, and they appear to be truly existent. They call 
a cognition that is non-deceptive with regard to that appear
ance "verifying." 

Now in this [Centrist] context, infallible cognition is ac
knowledged, while denying that there is any such thing as even 
conventional intrinsic existence. Such cognition is said to be 
deceptive with regard to the appearance of phenomena as in
trinsically existent. The Prasangikas, who hold this view, do 
not accept ve rifying cognition with respect to such appearance. 
Thus, they allow that a deceptive awareness may nevertheless 
verify its object. Therefore, phenomena exist by the power of 
consensus, not by their own intrinsic reality.ls 

Such phenomena as form are regarded as misleading, for 
their mode of appearance and their mode of existence are not 
in accord with each other. Common people regard impure ob
jects as pure, for the way those objects appear belies the way 
they actually exist.l6 Although they are thought by consensus 
to be pure, that conviction is false. Likewise, although 
phenomena are not truly existent, they appear as if they were; 
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and thus they are asserted to be misleadingP 

7. In order for common people to enter [gradually into 
an experience of ultimate reality], [real] entities were 
indicated by the Lord. One may object that if ulti
mately they are not momentary, that is contrary to con
ventional reality. 

QJ.talm: The Lord Buddha is recorded in the scriptures as 
saying that all composites are impermanent and all tainted 
thingslS are unsatisfactory. Thus, when the Buddha taught the 
Four Noble Truths, he spoke of sixteen attributes, including 
impermanence. 19 Are those not ultimate truths; are they not 
absolute? 

Response: The Buddha taught these in order for people to 
enter into the experience of emptiness; but ultimately speak
ing, there is no such thing as the impermanence of a pot. Ul
timately, events are npt momentary. Ultimately, the object 
itself does not exist, so it has no properties such as imper
manence. 

QJ.talm: If one takes that position-that ultimately, events 
are not of a momentary nature-does that mean that the con
ventional presentation of phenomena as passing a way moment 
by moment is incorrect? 

8 .  There is no mistake, for [the wise, looking] upon the 
world see reality with the discernment of a contem
plative. Otherwise, the conclusion that the female 
[body] is impure would be invalidated by common 

people. 

Response: No, that is not incorrect. That momentary nature 
is established by conventionally verifying cognition, so we ac
cept that on a conventional basis. All the sixteen attributes of 
the Four Noble Truths are conventionally realized by contem
platives, so we can accept them. 

QJ.talm: Well then, can we not call those sixteen "reality"? 
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Response: Common people mistake things that are essentially 
impermanent as permanent, and impure things as pure. In 
comparison to such attitudes, the contemplative experiences 
reality.20 It is conventional reality. 

Qualm: Since common people and contemplatives have two 
different ways of seeing things, might not the contemplatives ' 
conclusions be invalidated by those of common people? 

Response: No. There is the distinction that the former are 
backed by verifiable knowledge.2 l Otherwise, if the contem
platives ' views could be repudiated simply by general con
sensus, then the conclusion that the female body is impure 
would be invalidated, since ordinary people think of it as pure 
and attractive.22 

9. In [your] reality [real merit is accrued from revering 
a real Buddha]; likewise, [we assert that illusion-like] 
merit [is accrued] from [revering] an illusion-like Vic
tor. If sentient beings are like illusions, having died, 
how can they take birth again? 

QJJ.alm: If you deny true existence, do you still assert that 
one accumulates merit by making offerings to Awakened Be
ings and so on? 

Response: Yes. One engages in illusion-like actions, and 
illusion-like fruits of those actions ensue. For example, Realists, 
who assert true existence, maintain that from real actions, real 
merit is accumulated and real results are experienced. The Cen
trists acknowledge the accumulation of merit and the effects 
of actions-but as not truly existent. 

QJJ.alm: If sentient beings are like illusions, how can they 
take birth again after having died? 

10 .  As long as the complex of conditions [persists], so long 
even illusion functions. Why should a sentient being 
exist [more] truly [than an illusion] by the mere fact 
of its extended duration? 
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Response: An illusion is not truly existent. If an illusion ap
pears as a horse or elephant, it does not exist as such. Although 

it is not real, it appears due to a complex of conditions, and 
it vanishes due to the cessation of that complex of conditions. 
So even an illusion depends upon causes and conditions. One 

cannot establish duration as a criterion for true existence. 

1 1 .  There is no evil in such acts as the slaying of an illu
sory person, for [such an entity] has no mind; but in 
the case of one endowed with an illusory mind, evil 
and merit are produced. 

Qualm: Although sentient beings are like illusions, killing 
is evil. Is it also the case that killing illusory beings is evil? 

Response: Since the being who is "killed" has no mind, no 
evil occursP But illusion-like beings have illusion-like minds, 
so helping or harming them results in merit or evil respectively. 

12 .  An illusory mind is not [originally] produced, for in
cantations and so forth lack such a capability. Diverse 
conditions produce, moreover, a variety of illusions. 
Nowhere is there a single condition that has the abil
ity [to produce] everything. 

Mind is something that must arise from a source similar to 
itself, as will be explained later on.24 There is no way that an 
incantation can freshly create a mind. So in an illusion there 
is no creation of an illusory mind. One may create illusory 
horses and elephants but not an illusory mind. 

From diverse conditions, a variety of illusions arise. Even 
though they are not real, they are produced by various condi
tions. A single condition cannot produce everything. 

1 3 .  If it were the case that while being ultimately eman
cipated, one were [still] to be conventionally subject 
to rebirth, then a Buddha would also be subject to re
birth. In that case, what would be the point of the 
Bodhisattva way of life? 
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In treatises such as Nagarjuna's Sixty Stanzas of Reasoning 
there is reference to ultimate truth, the absence of intrinsic 
existence, as emancipation. The cycle of existence is conven
tional. There are three types of emancipation: natural, residual 
and non-residual.26 The fIrst of those is the mere absence of 
intrinsic existence. Thus, a single individual could abide simul
taneously in the world and in emancipation. In reference to 
this, there is the question as to whether a Buddha is in the 
cycle of existenceP 

14.  If the conditions are not discontinued, even illusions 
do not cease. But due to the cessation of conditions, 
the conventional, too, does not occur. 

Even illusions are dependent upon conducive conditions. 
If those conditions are not interrupted, neither are the ensu

ing illusions; and if the former cease, so do the latter. Thus, 
as long as the necessary conditions prevail, the cycle of exis
tence, which is like an illusion, persists.28 If those conditions 
cease, not only is there the natural emancipation of ultimate 
truth, even the conventional, momentary [i.e. rising and passing 
with each moment] continuum of the cycle of existence is cut. 
And that cessation is called emancipation. 

For example, just as clouds vanish into an empty sky, so 
are the obscurations extinguished in the sphere of reality.29 In 
that way the afflictive obscurations are dispelled by the in
fluence of conditions, and thus they are eliminated even con
ventionally. That is called liberation. 



2 Critique of the Idealist View 

1 5 .  If even deceptive [cognition] does not exist, by what 
is illusion ascertained? 

Since the Centrists deny the true existence of all entities, 
then the awareness of illusion-like forms and so forth must 
be devoid of an intrinsic identity. So, when an Idealist hears 
that something lacks an intrinsic nature, he [or she] concludes 
that it is utterly non-existent. And thus he [or she] asks: If 
even the cognition of an illusion does not exist, by what is the 
illusion known? The implication is that it would be ascertained 
by nothing at all. To this the Centrist replies: 

16 .  If for you illusion itself does not exist, then what is 
to be ascertained? You may respond that in reality it 
exists otherwise, simply as an expression of the mind. 

Idealist: External objects do not exist. All possible entities 
are of the nature of the subjective mind. They are substances 
of the mind, lacking any other substance. We Idealists take 
as our scriptural source the statement that the three realms 
of existencel are of the nature of the mind. 

Centrist: According to you, if entities existed externally, as 
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they appear to, they would not be illusory. If they do not exist 
externally, despite appearances, they would be devoid of an 
intrinsic nature; and in your view that would make them ut
terly non-existent. In that case, if the illusion itself does not 
exist, then there would be nothing to ascertain. 

Idealist: In reality an entity does not exist externally, as it 
appears. Phenomena, such as form, exist otherwise-as sub
stances of the mind that apprehends them. Thus, they do not 
exist as external objects, nor are they utterly non-existent. 

17 .  If the mind itself is an illusion, then what is seen by 
what? For the Protector of the World has said that the 
mind does not perceive the mind. Just as the blade 
of a sword cannot cut itself, so is it with the mind. 

Centrist: You Idealists maintain that the mind is of the same 
nature as the object that it apprehends. If the subject and ob
ject are identical, how can anything be seen by anything? The 
scriptures also re fute the possibility of something apprehend
ing itself. In the Crown Jewel Discourse2 the Buddha states that 
the mind does not perceive itself. The mind cannot see itself 
just as a blade cannot cut itself. 

1 8 .  You may reply: It is like a lamp illuminating itself. 
A lamp does not illuminate [itself], since darkness does 

not conceal [itself]. 

Idealist: Just as a lamp illuminates the surrounding dark
ness, so does it illuminate itself. There may be the tacit as
sumption that if it cannot illuminate itself, it could not il
luminate anything else. Likewise, just as a wareness perceives 
other objects, SQ does it perceive itself. 

Centrist: It is conventionally inappropriate to say that a lamp 
illuminates itself. Why? Because a lamp does not have the qual

ity of darkness. If darkness is present, it can be dispelled, but 
since this is absent in a lamp, it is meaningless to speak of 
a lamp illuminating itself. This point is discussed at length 
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in Nagarjuna's Fundamental Wisdom.3 

19 .  A blue [thing] does not require another [blue thing] 
for its blueness, as does a clear crystal. So the mind 
is seen sometimes to depend on another, sometimes 
not. 

Idealist: For example, if one were to place a clear crystal on 
a blue base, its blue appearance would be dependent upon some 
other blue substance. Now something like a lapis luzuli gem 
is blue from the very time it is created, so its blueness does 
not depend upon another blue substance. Thus, just as there 
are the two cases of dependence and lack of dependence on 
another object, so are some cognitions dependent upon ob
jects such as form, while others are focussed inward and per
ceive awareness only. 

Centrist: To determine whether forms and so on exist, it is 
indispensable to have a verifying cognition: If something can 
be apprehended by a verifying cognition, it exists; if it can
not, it does not exist. In fact "something that can be ascer
tained by a verifying cognition" is the defInition of something 
having a basis in reality. 4 All [Buddhist schools] agree on this 
point. 

Therefore, if there is no verifying cognition to establish the 
existence of something, one cannot claim that it exists. When 
one claims that there is verifying cognition of something, such 
as an objective form, one cannot prove that that cognition is 
verifying simply on the grounds that it has an object; nor can 
one claim that that object exists simply on the grounds that 
it is apprehended. That would be circular reasoning. The prob
lem arises from the [Realists '] inability to establish the exis
tence of an object and the verifIability of a cognition purely 
on a conventional basis. Thus, to establish the validity of one 
cognition, one would need another verifying cognition to ap
prehend it . . .  and another would be needed to establish its 
verifIability, ad infinitum. This is a fallacious approach. 

Thus, the Idealist speaks of a self-ascertaining, verifying cog-
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nition that apprehends verifying cognitions. That cognition 
establishes the verifIability of cognitions. For example, the vis
ual perception of form is dependent upon another object. But 
another type of awareness apprehends itself and does not de
pend upon another object: The seer and the seen are not 
different. 

20. Such blue [-ness of a blue thing] is not regarded as 
the cause of [its own] blueness, as in the case of the 
non-blueness [of a crystal, where there is causation]. 
What blue would make just blue, itself [made] by 
itself? 

Centrist: The blueness of lapis lazuli is created by other con
ditions; it is not created by itself. 

2 1 .  The statement that a lamp illuminates is made upon 
knowing this with awareness. The statement that the 
mind illuminates is made upon knowing this by what 
awareness? 

Centrist: Upon analysis, a prior awareness does not appre
hend an awareness in the present that has not yet arisen at 
the time of the prior cognition. A later awareness does not ap
prehend an awareness that has arisen and already passed. An 
awareness in the present cannot be both a subject and its own 
object. Thus, according to the system that asserts that the desig
nated objectS is found upon analysis, by means of what cog
nition is awareness said to be clear? 

22 . If nothing observes whether it is illuminating or not, 
to speak about it is foolish, as in the case of the beauty 
of a barren woman's daughter. 

Centrist: We, who recognize the analytic unfmdability of 
sought referents, maintain that there is no cognition that sees 
this; so one cannot state whether it is illuminating or not. It 
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would be like speaking of the beauty of a barren woman's 
daughter-it is nowhere to be found. 

Idealist: It is necessary that awareness illuminate itself, as 
stated above; and this assertion is needed to establish verify
ing cognition. Thus, there is self-cognizing awareness.6 

23.  [Idealist: ] If there is no self-cognizing awareness, how 
is consciousness recalled? 
[Centrist]: Recollection is due to the connection with 
the perception of something else. This is like the poi
son of a rat ['s bite]. 

Idealist: In order for recollection to occur, there must be prior 
experience. Without prior experience, there can be no recollec
tion. There is the twofold classification of "self-experience" 
and "other-experience." If the experience [of one's own con
sciousness] is an other-experience-i.e. an experience of some 
other entity-infinite regress ensues. Therefore, such experience 
must be self-experience [i.e. an awareness of an entity that is 
of the same nature as the awareness itself]. Thus, the experience 
must be one in which there is awareness of itself, otherwise 
recollection could not occur. For example, from a prior per
ception of blue, there later occurs the recollection of the 
object-blue-and the recollection of the subject-"I saw 
blue." Therefore, together with a prior experience of the ob
ject, there was self-cognizing awareness of the subject-the vis
ual perception of blue. In that way there can occur a later 
recollection that "I saw blue." 

Centrist: There is no need to experience something in order 
for it later to be recalled. For example, while one is unaware, 
one might be bitten and thereby poisoned by a rat. Although 
one experiences being bitten, one does not experience the in
vasion of the poison into one's body. Although that is not per
ceived, later, when the effects of the poison are felt, one recalls 
that while unaware, the poison was injected. 

Likewise, due to the perception of blue, one later recalls the 
visual perception of blue; but for that to occur, it was not neces-
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sary for that perception to experience itself. How does that 
recollection arise? Upon experiencing the other object-blue
due to the connection between the subject and object, recollec
tion [of the former] occurs. So there is no need fIrst to ex
perience the subject. 

24.  [Idealist]:  In a different circumstance, [the minds of 
others] are seen, so [the mind must also] illuminate 
itself. 
[Centrist]: A pot is seen due to the application of an 
empowered eye-ointment, but the ointment itself 
would not be seen. 

Idealist: Upon attaining meditative quiescence, it is possi
ble to perceive the minds of other distant people? Thus, it 
must be possible for one's own mind to be perceived by itself. 

Understand the specifIc point being refuted here. This refers 
to the refutation of the [Idealist's theory about] mind perceiving 
itself. For example, one must recall that it is possible to culti
vate meditative quiescence which is focussed upon the mind.8 
This discussion concerns a single awareness perceiving itself. 
The Idealist argument, once again, is that if it is possible to 
observe the minds of other distant beings, there could be no 
flaw in the statement that awareness perceives itself, which is 
right at hand. 

Centrist: The fact that one can see something distant does 
not necessarily imply that one can see something else close 
by. For example, by the use of a special eye-ointment it may 
be possible to observe a buried pot of treasure; but the oint
ment itself would not be seen.9 According to our understand
ing of the analytic unfmdability of sought referents, it is not 
possible for awareness to observe itself. When one analyzes 
former and later moments of awareness and seeks the desig
nated object, it is not to be found. In this way, the Idealist 
presentation falls apart, i.e. it cannot be applied to reality. 

Idealist: Do you Centrists refute the entire presentation of 
cognition, including the experiencing, seeing and hearing of 
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events? If you take the above stance [with regard to self

cognizing awareness] , this invalidates awareness. 

25 .  Here that which is seen, heard and cognized is not 

refuted; rather, the conception [of them] as truly ex

istent, which is the cause of suffering, is here to be 

prevented. 

Centrist: With regard to cognition, if one seeks the desig

nated object, it is not to be found. But [the cognized object] 

is not invalidated or refuted by such reasoning. Although it 

exists, if one seeks it with reasoning [by applying ultimate anal
ysis] , it is not found. It is not truly existent, so when reason
ing seeks a truly existent entity, none is found. But the fact 

that it is not found under such analysis is not because it is 

simply non-existent. 

This form of logical analysis has the purpose of eradicating 
the conception of true existence, which acts as the root of at

tachment and hostility and brings suffering to individuals.l° 

It is reasoning entailing ultimate analysis. If that which is 

denied-an ultimately existent entity-did exist, then things 

would exist by their own mode of existence. I I If that were the 
case, then when applying logical analysis, [truly existent] things 

should present themselves. The function of such analysis is 

to check whether entities exist by their own mode of existence 

or not; so if they do, that should be discovered by such analy

sis. But since such analysis yields a negative result, that reason
ing repudiates ultimate, or true, existence. That is the differ

ence between something not being found by reasoning, and 

something being invalidated by reasoning. 

Here cognition is not repudiated; rather, the conception of 

true existence, which is the cause of suffering, is to be dispelled. 

26. [Idealist]: Illusion is not different from the mind, nei
ther is it regarded as non-different. 

[Centrist]: If it really exists, how can it be non-different 
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[from the mind]? If it is non-different [from the mind], 
it does not exist in reality. 

Idealist: Since external objects12 do not exist, they are not 
substantially distinct from the mind. Nor do they exist as mind. 
Form and so on do not exist as external objects, but they are 
not simply non-existent. They are not of a different nature than 
the mind, nor are they the mind itself. 

Centrist: If external objects truly exist, they would have to 
exist in the manner in which they appear; and in that case, 
they would have to be substantially different from the mind. 
Now, if they are not substantially different, and if manifold 
images13 are truly of the nature of a single cognition, then those 
images would be deceptive. In that case, the cognition would 
not exist in reality. If they are not substantially different, they 
would not truly exist. 

27. [Idealist]: Although illusion is not truly existent, it is 
something observed. 
[Centrist]: Likewise, the mind [although not truly ex
istent] is an observer. 
[Idealist]: Cyclic existence has a basis in reality; other
wise, it would be like space. 

Idealist: Forms and so forth appearing as external objects 
are not truly existent; i.e. they do not exist as external objects. 
They are devoid of such existence, and thus they are like illu
sions. Nevertheless, they are observed. 

Centrist: In the same way, the mind, which is the observer, 
appears to be truly existent, but is not. Thus, it too can be 
regarded as illusion-like. So there is no need to assert the mind 
as truly existent. Although external phenomena appear, they 
are not truly existent; and thus they are considered to be 
illusion-like. In the same manner, the observing mind appears 
but is not truly existent; and it is therefore regarded as illusion
like. Where is the fallacy in such reasoning? 

Idealist: Cyclic existence, forms, imputed entities14 and so 
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on require a truly existent basis for their deceptive appearance. 
T hat is, each has to have a basis in reality. If they lacked such 
a basis, they would be like space. T hus, they would not be 
a source of either benefit or harm. 

28.  Since the dependence on reality is of a non-real [thing], 
could it have any efficiency? T he mind, according to 
you, is reduced to a state of isolation without any ac
companiment. 

Centrist: If cyclic existence and so on, being unreal,tS de
pended upon a real basis of their deceptive appearance, how 
could they have any function? You say that if they did not de
pend upon such a basis, they would not have the function of 
binding or liberating sentient beings; and there could be no 
alteration in that which has such a basis. Since there could 
be no change, there would be no bondage or liberation. 

If there were no external objects, the mind, as you assert 
it, would be isolated in its own self-illuminating self-cognition, 
without the accompaniment of the dualistic, deceptive appear
ance of subject and object. 

29. If the mind were separated from its apprehended ob
ject, then all beings would be Tathagatas. So what good 
is gained by regarding [entities] as mind only? 

Centrist: If the mind were freed of the dualistic appearance 
of subject and object-e.g. in a state of meditative equipoise
then all sentient beings would be Tathagatas [Buddhas] long 
ago. By turning away from the basis of dualistic appearance, 
they would abide in the sphere of reality and would have be
come Tathagatas already. 

If that were the case, what is the point in your setting forth 
the Mind-only view in order to escape the bondage of mental 
distortions? 



3 The Necessity of the Centrist Path 

THE NECESSITY OF REALIZING EMPTINESS 

30. Even if one knows [something] to be like an illusion, 
how does this prevent mental distortions? Lust for an 
illusory woman may arise even in her creator. 

Now the author presents rebuttals of criticisms of the Cen
trist view: 

Objection: You Centrists present the view that all entities are 
like illusions; but by cultivating that understanding, one can
not avert mental distortions. It is evident that a magician may 
feel lust for his own creation of the illusion of a woman. So 
merely recognizing something as an illusion is not enough. 

3 1 .  For that creator, the instincts of mental distortions to
ward objects have not been eliminated. Thus, when 
he sees [the illusory woman], his instinct for [under
standing] emptiness is very weak. 

Rebuttal: The creator of the illusion, upon seeing the attrac
tive appearance of the illusory woman as truly existent, has 
not yet eradicated the instincts of mental distortions. So he 
grasps onto her true existence, and under that influence, mental 
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distortions arise. Although he knows that the illusory woman 
is "empty" of existence as an actual woman, mental distor
tions arise with regard to her attractive appearance. Why? Be
cause he still grasps onto the true existence of the illusory 
woman, and this leads to lust for her. Thus, the understand
ing of the emptiness of the illusory woman has not been deeply 
cultivated. 

32. By building up instincts of [understanding] emptiness, 
the instincts of [grasping onto] reality are eliminated. 
And by cultivating [the realization that] nothing what
ever is [truly existent], [the instinct for grasping onto 
the true existence of emptiness] too, will eventually be 
discarded. 

If one builds up instincts for [understanding] emptiness by 
logically establishing all entities as being empty of true exis
tence, experientially realizes this, and repeatedly enters into 
that experience, then the instincts for [grasping onto] reality 
can be dispelled. 

If one perceives the absence of an intrinsic nature in forms 
and so on, then when such phenomena appear, they can be 
seen as deceptive, or not truly existent. Then when one looks 
upon attractive or unattractive phenomena, and attachment 
or aversion arise, one can actually ascertain that they do not 
truly exist-despite appearances to the contrary. This will 
diminish the occurrence of attachment and aversion, which 
result from the conception of events as existing in the manner 
in which they appear. This false way of apprehending things 
has been with us since beginningless time. 

First one ascertains the lack of an intrinsic nature in forms 
and so on. When one gains an understanding of this empti
ness of such things, one investigates the mode of existence of 
that emptiness. One fmds that it, too, is devoid of intrinsic 
being and exists merely by the power of convention. This is 
the emptiness of emptiness. Emptiness itself is not truly ex
istent. 
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Thus, ftrst one investigates the ultimate nature of things such 
as forms, and by ascertaining their emptiness of intrinsic ex
istence, craving and aversion toward them are decreased. Then 
one investigates the nature of emptiness and discovers it to have 
only conventional existence. As a result, one does not conceive 
of emptiness as being truly existent. Then when emptiness 
is ascertained, apart from cutting away the object of refuta
tion, the mind does not conceive of anything. The mind stops 
with the sheer ascertainment of the absence of intrinsic exis
tence and abides in that experience of emptiness, which is the 
absence of the object of refutation. There is no thought that 
"this is emptiness" or "this is the absence of intrinsic exis
tence. " There is only the awareness of the absence of intrinsic 
existence. 

33.  When something is not apprehended and it is consid
ered as non-existent, then how can this non-entity, 
which has no foundation, remain before the mind? 

When one is investigating an object to determine whether 
or not it is truly existent, one eventually arrives at the conclu
sion that the object does not exist in the way that it appears. 
At that moment, nothing appears before the mind except the 
emptiness that is the absence of the object of refutation. When 
this cognition wanes, one should repeatedly bring to mind the 
arguments for the lack of intrinsic existence and thus reinforce 
the strength of one's investigation. It is important to maintain 
the experience of the sheer emptiness of the object of refuta
tion, i. e. the ascertainment of the absence of intrinsic existence. 

34. When neither a [truly existent] entity nor a [truly ex
istent] non-entity remains before the mind, then since 
there is no other alternative, [the mind, ] being with
out the objective support [of grasping onto true exis
tence], is calmed. 

This stanza refers to the Path of Superior Beings. 1 By repeat-
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edly cultivating the awareness of emptiness, one eventually real
izes that all events are devoid of intrinsic existence. First one 
receives instruction in the appropriate treatises from a spiritual 
mentor. One thereby gains understanding based on the verses 
of the texts. This is understanding due to hearing. Then by 
patient investigation and repeated reflection there arises a sense 
of certainty due to reflection. This entails an understanding 
of the view that all entities are devoid of intrinsic existence. 

Now in order to gain perfect certainty of the view, it is prob
ably necessary to have the support of meditative concentra
tion.2 When the mind has little 'stability-or capacity of single
pointed concentration-it is unlikely that one could profoundly 
ascertain the absence of an intrinsic nature of all entities for 
longer than a fleeting instant. So one needs the aid of concen
tration. With that, one eventually gains understanding due to 
meditation, focussed on emptiness; and it is stable. 

This is discussed in explanations of the Path of Preparation.3 
D uring the four successive stages of the Path of Preparation, 
dualistic appearance becomes increasingly subtle. Finally, at 
the initial moment of realization of emptiness on the Path of 
Seeing, all dualistic appearances, even the most subtle, are com
pletely gone. Then, like water pouring into water, there oc
curs an experience with no sense of a distinction between sub
ject and object. 

By cultivating that realization, there fInally occurs the 
diamond-like concentration4 on the Path of Meditation. That 
acts as the direct remedy for cognitive obscurations, and om
niscient wisdom arises. As long as one is not yet fully awakened, 
when non-conceptual, meditative realization of emptiness oc
curs, all conceptual elaborations are pacifIed. But dualistic ap
pearance returns when one arises from meditation. However, 
once omniscient wisdom arises, all conceptual elaborations van
ish, and they never recur. Then the attributes of the full frui
tion of the path of awakening arise. 

35 .  Just as a wish-fulfIlling gem and a wish-granting tree 
satis fy all desires, in the same way the image of the 
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Victor is considered [to fulfill all desires, motivated] 
by the [needs of] disciples and the vows [of the 
Awakened One]. 

U pon full awakening, the mind is not moved the tiniest bit 
by conceptions of motivation and effort . However, by the force 
of the merit of disciples and the Awakened Being's own previ
ous altruistic prayers, the body of a Victor appears instantly 
to disciples in pure and impure realms.5 The body appears ef
fortlessly, by the power of prayer. 

36. If an alchemist dies after producing a pillar, even if 
a long time had passed since his death, it would still 
neutralize poisons and so on. 

For example, even if a long time has passed since the death 
of a brahmin who prepared a medicinal pillar, by the power 
of his previous prayers, if one worships at that pillar, poisons 
and so forth will be neutralized.6 

37. Likewise, the "pillar" of the Victor's [body] is created 
in accordance with the Bodhisattva's deeds; and 
though the Bodhisattva has passed away, he [or she] 
still accomplishes all necessary works. 

Also when the pillar [i. e. body] of the Victor is produced, 
in accordance with the Bodhisattva's actions, all deeds are per
formed even though the Bodhisattva has passed away. These 
are done effortlessly. 

38 .  If [an Awakened Being has] no [conceptual] mind, how 
could worshiping [such a person] be fruitful? Because 
it is written that [the value is] equal whether [the 
Awakened Being] is present or passed away. 

Since conceptualizing has vanished from the mind of a 
Tathagata, how could it be helpful to worship such a being? 
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It is beneficial because it is said there is just as much value 
in worshiping a Buddha while he [or she] is present on earth 
as there is in worshiping the relics of such a being after he 
[or she] has passed into Nirvana. 

39. Whether [that worship exists] conventionally or in real
ity, the scriptures [state that] there is a fruitful effect. 
It is, for example, like the fruitfulness of worshiping 
a truly existent Buddha. 

Centrist: I maintain that the merit that accrues from wor
shiping an Awakened Being exists merely conventionally. You 
assert that it is truly existent. Either way, we agree that there 
is benefit in worshiping a Buddha who has passed into Nir
vana. For example, you Realists believe that it is fruitful to 
worship a truly existent Buddha. I believe that illusion- like 
merits are accrued from the worship of an illusion- like Bud
dha. But we agree that such worship is fruitful? 

40. Liberation is gained from seeing [the Four Noble] 
Truths, so what is the point of perceiving emptiness? 
The scriptures state that there is no spiritual awaken
ing without this path. 

Shantideva declared previously that it is necessary to stop 
grasping onto true existence and to realize emptiness. Here 
is an objection: 

In order to become omniscient, one must realize emptiness, 
. but such realization is not needed simply to gain liberation 

from cyclic existence. By cultivating the path of wisdom of 
the Four Noble Truths, with their sixteen attributes, it is pos
sible to dispel the mental afflictions that are brought on by 
grasping onto a self- sufficient, substantial personal identity. 
By subduing such afflictions one can attain liberation, so there 
is no need to meditate on emptiness. 

Moreover, the view of emptiness that is included among the 
sixteen attributes of the Four Noble Truths is declared to be 



40 Transcendent Wisdom 

the liberating path of wisdom. The other attributes are said 
to be preparatory paths. Thus, by meditating on the empti
ness and identitylessness that are included among the sixteen 
attributes,s one can attain liberation. So what is the point of 
meditating on emptiness [as it is set forth in the preceding 
verses]? 

Rebuttal: In many of the defInitive discourses of the Bud
dha, it is said that if one grasps onto reality, lacking the view 
of emptiness, there is no liberation. All the stages of awaken
ing, from the stage of Stream Entry to becoming an Arhat,9 
require realization of emptiness. Those sutras state that peo
ple wishing to follow the spiritual paths of Listeners, Solitary 
Sages and Bodhisattvas should all train in transcendent wis
dom. Thus, all three states of awakening are impossible with
out such realization. 

41 . Now it may be argued [by Hinayanists] that the Ma
hayana [scriptures] are not established [as the Buddha's 
teachings. In that case, ] on what grounds is your own 
[Hinayana] canon so established? 
[Hinayanist]: Because it is granted authenticity by both 
of us. 
[Rebuttal]: Then yours was not authenticated from the 
start . 

Objection: The scriptures cited above are Mahayana sources, 
but it is doubtful whether those discourses are Buddha's words. 
So you cannot prove your point by citing sutras whose authen
ticity is in question. 

Rebuttal: If you deny that the Mahayana sutras are Buddha's 
words, how do you so establish your Hinayana canon? 10 

Objection: The authenticity of our canon is not in doubt, 
for both the Hinayanists and the Mahayanists agree on this. 
You Mahayanists believe that your canon is authentic, whereas 
we do not; but our canon is fIrmly established beyond question. 

Rebuttal: In that case, at the time you were born-when you 
did not yet believe in the Hinayana canon-it was not authen-
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42 . You should acknowledge that the grounds for your be
lief in that [Hinayana canon] also apply to the Ma
hayana. On the other hand, if something were true 
because two parties assert it, then the Vedas and so 
on would also be the truth. 

The criteria for establishing certain teachings as being the 
Buddha's words are (1)  the guidance contained in them is per
mitted in the Vinaya, (2) they relate to the Sutras and (3) they 
relate to and are not incompatible with the Abhidharma . Those 
criteria are satisfied for the Mahayana canon. I f  one assumes 
the authenticity of the Hinayana canon simply on the grounds 
that two parties-the Hinayanists and the Mahayanists-agree 
on this, then the Vedas would also be the truth. 

43 . [Objection]: Mahayana [is to be rejected since its 
authentic ity] is contested. 
[Rebuttal]: Then since [the validity of the entire 
Hinayana canon] is contested by non-Buddhists, and 
certain other [Hinayana] scriptures are contested by 
your own and other [Hinayana orders], reject them 
[too]. 

One might take the position that the Mahayana canon should 
be rejected since it is contested by Hinayanists. But that is a 
poor reason. The validity of the Hinayana canon as a whole 
is accepted by some and rejected by others. Moreover, non
Buddhistsl l do not believe in the Buddhist scriptures. So the 
validity of the Hinayana canon is also contested. Disagreement 
also occurs among Hinayana schools. 

Thus, the contention that the Mahayana scriptures are not 
the Buddha's words is not only a contemporary issue. Argu
ments for the authenticity of the Mahayana are found in Shan
tideva 's writings, in Nagarjuna's Jewel Garland12 and in 
Maitreya 's Ornament for the Sutras,1 3 The fact that its authen-
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ticity has been contested is quite understandable. In the Ma
hayana sutras many extraordinary mysteries are discussed which 
the minds of ordinary beings like ourselves cannot fathom. 
When one fails to comprehend such explanations, one tends 
to doubt their validity. 

Nevertheless, if only the Hinayana and not the Mahayana 
sutl-as were Buddha's teachings, then Buddhist spirituality 
would be impoverished by the absence of the latter. Moreover, 
if the Mahayana canon were not the Buddha's teachings, then 
one could ask whether it is possible to attain omniscience, or 
the state of Buddhahood, by means of the thirty-seven ele
ments of the Hinayana path.14 Even the Hinayana scriptures 
acknowledge the different spiritual paths of a Listener, a Soli
tary Sage and of a Bodhisattva. 1 S  How does one proceed on 
the Bodhisattva path? How is the awakening of a Buddha ex
perienced? It would be exceedingly difficult to set out on that 
path solely on the basis of the Hinayana scriptures, without 
the Mahayana. 

Most importantly, one cannot attain the Nirvana [of Buddha
hood] solely on the basis of the Hinayana treatises, nor can 
one realize emptiness. Without realization of emptiness, Nir
vana cannot be attained, in which case the "Truth of Cessa
tion" is reduced to mere talk. Thus, if the authenticity of the 
Mahayana is not established, it is virtually impossible to grant 
the authenticity of the Hinayana. 

Now it is well known in Buddhist tradition that historically 
three compilations of the Buddha' s teachings occurred. On 
the fIrst occasion, the three "baskets" of the Buddha's 
teachingsl6 were assembled, and there is no reference to a Ma
hayana compilation. In the celebrated, early historical accounts 
there is no mention of the Mahayana, and this gives rise to 
questions. But I do not think this is problematic. 

The widely celebrated teachings that the historical Buddha 
gave in India are the Hinayana discourses. But apart from 
those, I believe he gave Mahayana teachings to a small num
ber of beings who were pure in actionP For example, it is 
unlikely that Vultures Peak in India was massive during the 



The Necessity of the Centrist Path 43 

time of the Buddha, whereas now it is quite small. It was prob
ably the same size then. However, in the Mahayana sutras there 
are accounts of the Buddha teaching on Vultures Peak in the 
midst of thousands of Arhats and hundreds of thousands of 
Bodhisattvas. It would seem that there would not be room for 
such an assembly. Let alone the gods in the congregation, who 
have subtler bodies, there is not sufficient space on that little 
hill to accomodate even that number of human beings. So I 
do not think they were all assembled on that hill as we per
ceive it. 

When the Buddha gave Mahayana teachings there, they were 
heard by disciples who were pure in action; and to them that 
site appeared broad and vast. The Buddha did not offer Ma
hayana teachings to the general public; they would not have 
been of benefit. His most public, or celebrated, discourses were 
given in the presence of such Listeners as Shariputra and 
Maudgalyayana. In the circle of his disciples who were pure 
in action were Maitreya,  Manjushri and so on-Bodhisattvas 
who appeared in the form of gods. To such disciples the Bud
dha appeared to teach in the presence of these beings as well 
as Listener disciples. 

Now to the smallest number of disciples of extraordinarily 
pure action the Buddha gave tantric teachings. 1 8  To some such 
disciples he generated a mandala with himself as the deity 
within it, engaging in meditative concentration on the non
duality of the profound and the vivid reality; 19 but the chief 
deity in the mandala appeared in the form of the Buddha as 
a monk. Then the even subtler mysteries were taught to dis
ciples of even greater purity who, by practicing higher forms 
of method and wisdom, gained realization of non-dual ulti
mate and phenomenal reality. For such disciples there were 
no obstructions to the Buddha casting off the form of a monk 
and appearing as a richly adorned deity or as a World Mon
arch.20 For them it was very meaningful for the Buddha to 
appear in such guises. 

It is not possible for gross consciousness to transform into 
omniscient wisdom; only a subtle mind can be so transformed. 
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To fu.cilitate this the Buddha revealed practices to focus the mind 
on the channels, energies and drops of the subtle human anat
omy.2 1 These were given only to those disciples of the utmost 
purity. 

Thus, to disciples of increasing purity, ability and rarity the 
Buddha gave more private guidance in the subtle mysteries. 
It appears that such teachings are included in the Mahayana 
sutras. There is no certainty, however, ' that all of the tantras 
were taught while the historical Buddha was alive. To an ex
tremely small number of pure disciples the Buddha could ap
pear today. They could encounter Vajradhara, the King of the 
Tantras, and he could reveal tantras and quintessential guidance 
to them. This is possible even though more than twenty-five 
hundred years have gone by since the historical Buddha passed 
away. There is no possibility, after the Buddha's death, of ad
ditions being made to his public discourses. But I think that 
teachings to disciples of pure action do not necessarily have 
to be given during the historical Buddha's lifetime. That is 
my opinion. 

Nowadays there are people who object to the terms "Ma
hayana" and " Hinayana." They regard the latter term, mean
ing "Lesser Vehicle; ' as pejorative, or disparaging, and declare 
this to be a source of discord among Buddhists. This is some
thing to be considered. The distinction of "Great Vehicle" 
and "Lesser Vehicle" was not made to demonstrate contempt 
for the latter. Followers of the Mahayana should study and prac
tice the Hinayana teachings. The distinction between the two 
Vehicles is made in terms of their differing presentations of 
( 1 )  the basis of spiritual practice, (2) the extent of the motiva
tion and practice along the spiritual path and (3) the degrees 
of awakening due to differing levels of purity and realization. 
Thus, the terms were not created out of disrespect or sectari
anism. Basically there is nothing wrong with these labels, 
though they have become somewhat uncomfortable to use. For 
this reason there are people who think we should dispense with 
them. 

We did not create these two terms. They are found in the 
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great Buddhist treatises of classical India, and the Buddha him
self used them frequently, as recorded in the Mahayana sutras. 
If this dual classification is deemed fallacious, it is not we to
day who are in error; it rather implies that the Buddhist clas
sics are at fault and that the Buddha was sectarian. So I do 
not think there is any point in dispensing with these terms. 

Some people suggest that we use the terms "Listener Vehi
cle," "Solitary Sage Vehicle" and "Bodhisattva Vehicle." Those 
are found in the Hinayana scriptures and they are in accord 
with the Mahayana. Thus, one could simply not use the former 
two terms and use these three instead, without condemning 
the former. 

44. You might insist that the root of the teachings is the 
monastic community. But it is implausible that those 
monks [ were Arhats]. For those whose minds are sub
ject to grasping [ onto true existence], Nirvana is im
plausible. 

Now begins a logical argument for the authenticity of the 
Mahayana. Without the view of emptiness as it is revealed in 
the Mahayana sutras, it is impossible to attain any of the three 
states of awakening. If one takes the position that the root of 
the teachings is the monks who are Arhats, Shantideva replies: 
If those monks do not assert emptiness, they could not be 
Arhats. Why? Because if one lacks realization of emptiness, 
mental distortions cannot be eliminated; and if they are not 
eliminated, one cannot become an Arhat. Thus, the root of 
the teachings could not be monk Arhats. 

In short, if the mind is still subject to grasping onto true 
existence, Nirvana cannot be attained. 

45 . You may say that by eliminating mental distortions, 
they would immediately be liberated. But for them the 
effectiveness of tainted action is still in evidence, even 
without mental distortions [ as explained in the 
Abhidharma]. 
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Vaibhashi1uz: Those monks would indeed be Arhats, for by 
meditating on the sixteen attributes of the Four Noble Truths 
as explained in the Abhidharma treatises, the mental distor
tions can be eliminated. And by eliminating them, liberation 
is gained.22 

Centrist: That is incorrect. You maintain that the subtle state 
of mind that grasps onto the intrinsic nature of entities is in 
accord with reality. You fundamentally assume that all enti
ties are truly existent. You believe that it is realistic to appre
hend phenomena according to the way they appear-viz. as 
truly existent. You explain mental distortions such as attach
ment and hostility in terms of those that are produced by grasp
ing onto a self-sufficient, substantial self. Those are far grosser 
mental distortions [than those resulting from grasping onto true 
existence]. Merely eliminating the gross mental distortions ex
plained in the Abhidharma entails a temporary eradication of 
active distortions. That is insufficient for becoming an Arhat. 

Because those gross distortions are isolated from certain con
ditions, they do not arise. However, subtle attachment and 
hostility resulting from subtle grasping onto true existence are 
not even temporarily suppressed. They are active, and as a re
sult, tainted action is accumulated by that degree of craving 
and grasping. That power of tainted action is seen b oth by 
reasoning and on the basis of scriptural authority. 

There are a few people in Burma nowadays who are regarded 
as Arhats. Now I am not able to gauge their level of realiza
tion, but my opinion is that they have temporarily suppressed 
the active mental distortions that are explained in the Abhi
dharma. As a result, gross attachment and hostility do not arise, 
and for that reason they are widely regarded as Arhats. If they 
have realized subtle emptiness, they could indeed be actual 
Arhats. If not, they would be Arhats as described in the Abhi
dharma. But in terms of the [Centrist] system that considers 
grasping onto true existence as a mental distortion, they would 
not be Arhats. 

46. You may object that as long as craving, which clings 
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[to existence] is absent, [liberation] is certain. Although 
that craving is not afflicted [by grasping onto an in
dependent self] , why could it not be similar to con
fusion? 

You [Vaibhashikas] maintain that craving, which grasps onto 
the aggregates of the body and mind, has been eliminated. 
However, although craving, as it is described in the Abhi
dharma, does not appear, the subtle craving that results from 
grasping onto true existence has not been eliminated. It, too, 
is a mental affliction. 

Ac cording to your [Vaibhashika] system there is a twofold 
classification of confusion: one is a mental distortion and the 
other is not. Likewise, there is a form of craving that you do 
not recognize as being a mental distortion. 

47. Craving arises from feeling, and feeling is found in 
those [people you regard as Arhats]. They remain with 
a mind subject to grasping [onto the true existence] 
of some things. 

If feelings occur in which one grasps onto true existence, 
craving will arise. Briefly  stated: As long as one grasps onto 
the true existence of objects, the mental distortion of craving 
will continue to arise. 

48 . In a mind lacking [realization of] emptiness, the fet
ters arise again, just as in the case of non-conscious 
meditative equipoise. Thus, one should meditate on 
emptiness. 

As long as one lacks realization of emptiness, the active oc
currence of mental distortions, or fetters, may be temporarily 
suspended; but when the appropriate conditions are eventu
ally encountered, they will arise again. As a result of non
conscious meditative equipoise,23 gross mental distortions tem
porarily do not manifest; but they recur when contributing 
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circumstances are met. Likewise, as long as one has not elimi
nated subtle grasping onto true existence [by realizing subtle 
emptiness], even though gross distortions are temporarily sus
pended, they will arise again when the appropriate conditions 
are met. Thus, one should definitely meditate on emptiness. 

49. You may say that those utterances that correspond to 
the sutras are acknowledged as the Buddha's words. 
Why then do you not approve of the Mahayana, most 
of which is similar to [your] revered sutras? 

It is said that the three verses beginning with this one were 
not composed by Shantideva, for their placing in the text is 
inappropriate and they denigrate Mahakashyapa.24 If they did 
belong in the text, they should appear at the end of the argu
ments for the authenticity of the Mahayana [L e. following vs. 
44]. 

In any case, the point of this verse is that since most of the 
Mahayana sutras are similar to the Hinayana sutras, the former 
should also be acknowledged as the Buddha's teachings. 

50. If the entire [Mahayana canon] is corrupt because of 
one exception, since one [Mahayana] sutra is compara
ble to [the Hinayana canon], why are they not all spo
ken by the Victor? 

If one concludes that all the Mahayana sutras are corrupt 
on the grounds that one of them does not meet the criteria 
for being Buddha's words, then one could equally claim that 
all are authentic on the grounds that one of them meets those 
criteria. 

5 1 .  This is a doctrine whose depths were not fathomed 
even by Mahakashyapa. Who then would refuse to ac
cept it simply because you fail to understand it? 

In terms of common appearances, Mahakashyapa and others 



The Necessity of the Centrist Path 49 

did not fathom the Mahayana sutras. So who would say that 

they are not to be accepted simply because you do not under
stand them? 

52.  [T he Bodhisattvas'] presence in the cycle of existence 
for the sake of those suffering due to confusion is 
brought about by [their] freedom from attachment and 

fear. T his is the result of [realizing] emptiness. 

A person who has realized emptiness does not remain in the 
cycle of existence due to attachment, or the power of mental 
distortions and actions conditioned by them. Nor 

"
does he [or 

she] fall to the extreme of seeking annihilation due to fear of 
the cycle of existence. How can one eternally serve the needs 
of sentient beings? T his, says the author, comes as a result 
of realizing emptiness. 

One needs to integrate the spirit of awakening and the prac
tice of wisdom, viz. the realization of emptiness. In this way, 
due to wisdom one does not abide in the cycle of existence, 
and due to compassion one does not abide in tranquility [Le. 
Nirvana]. With those two qualities, it is said, it is possible to 
serve the needs of sentient beings forever. T his seems to im
ply that great compassion is also a fruit of realizing emptiness. 

53 .  T hus, since no refutation can be produced with re
gard to emptiness, there is no doubt that realization 
of emptiness is to be cultivated. 

54. T he antidote to the darkness of afflictive obscurations 
and cognitive obscurations is [the realization of] emp
tiness. Why do those [who desire to attain] omniscience 
not swiftly cultivate it? 

55 .  Let fear appropriately arise toward something that 
produces suffering; but since [realization of] empti
ness pacifies suffering, why should it be dreaded? 
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As explained above, grasping onto true existence acts as the 
basis for the occurrence of attachment and hostility. One may 
fear such grasping, which produces suffering; but it is inap
propriate to dread [the realization of] emptiness, which is the 
antidote for such grasping and which pacifies suffering. 

56. If there were some entity called "I," there could be 
fear due to anything. But if there is no such thing as 
even the self, whose fear will there be? 

I f  there were an "I" that existed by its own independent 
nature, then at times of fear one would grasp onto that self, 
and attachment and hostility would arise. When ordinary peo
ple experience fear, there is attachment to the self, thinking, 
"Poor me!". But if there is no such self, who is there to ex
perience fear? 



Part Two: 
Identitylessness 





4 Personal I dentitylessness 

REFU TATION OF AN INTRINSIC "I" 

Now begins an explanation of personal identitylessness. 1 Up 
to this point we have presented emptiness as it is discussed 
in the Centrist treatises. It was shown that this is the most 
profound theory of emptiness. Idealists assert phenomenal 
identitylessness,2 but they regard this merely as the absence 
of external objects. They explain phenomenal identitylessness 
as follows: "Form does not exist by its own identity as the 
basis of the concept of form. But such an approach is insuffi
cient for ascertaining subtle emptiness, viz. the lack of intrin
sic existence. Thus, the Idealists' way of asserting emptiness 
is refuted. 

Then Shantideva argues that the realization of emptiness is 
indispensable, regardless of one's spiritual "vehicle," be it that 
of the Listeners, Solitary Sages or Bodhisattvas. Such insight 
is said to be like the mother of spiritual awakening. 

Then in terms of actually meditating on emptiness, the two
fold distinction of personal and phenomenal identitylessness 
is made with regard to the types of entities [whose ultimate 
nature is emptiness]. There is no difference in subtlety be
tween these two types of emptiness. The discussion of per-
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sonal identitylessness comes fIrst because emptiness is easier 
to ascertain with regard to the person [than to other 
phenomena] . 

When one says there is no self3 of a person, the basis of 
that attribute [of identitylessness] is the person, and the point 
is that a person has no intrinsic self. In order to ascertain that 
identitylessness, one must recognize the identity, or self, in 
question. If its appearance is not clear to the mind, using scrip
ture and reasoning, one will not be able to realize its non
existence.4 

While dreaming, all kinds of things may come to mind, but 
these are nothing more than appearances. Likewise, a magi
cian may create a variety of illusory appearances, but they do 
not exist objectively. Likewise, oneself, others, the cycle of ex
istence, and liberation-in short, all entities-exist merely by 
the power of mind and convention. In no way do they exist 
independently from the side of the basis of designation.5 While 
actually existing by the power of mind and convention, their 
mode of appearance is otherwise: D ue to our habituation to 
ignorance since time without beginning, whatever good or bad 
things that appear to our six types of consciousness6 do not 
at all seem to exist by the power of subjective convention. 
Everything appears to exist from the side of its basis of impu
tation. That mode of existence that accords with such a de
ceptive manner of appearance is the subtle object of refuta
tion. Thus, it is to be totally repudiated by means of scripture 
and reasoning. 

Whatever good or bad things appear to us seem to exist from 
the side of those objects. How do they exist? If they exist from 
the side of the object, then, contemplating the basis of impu
tation, which lies out there at fInger-point, we should see 
whether it is the object in question or not. Let us take for ex
ample a physical object and examine its shape, color and so 
on to see if that object is to be found anywhere among those 
attributes. If we do so, we fInd nothing that is the object in 
question. If we take a person as an example, and inspect the 
individual aggregates that are the bases of designation of a per-
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son, we fmd that none of  them is  the person. In that way we 

recognize that the imputed object7 is not to be found upon 
investigation. 

T hen if we contemplate how things appear to the mind, we 
see that they seem to exist from the side of the object, with
out dependence upon anything else. But when they are sought 
analytically, they are not found. T hey do exist, for they can 
help or harm us. But when pondering the manner in which 
they exist, we find no basis for the assumption that they exist 
from the side of the object. T hus, they exist by the power of 
subjective convention, by the power of designation. 

When pondering the nature of existence, we find that enti
ties are not found upon seeking them analytically. So they ex
ist by means of conventional, conceptual designation. T hey 
do undeniably exist. But as long as they do not exist indepen
dently, from their own side, they must exist by the power of 
subjective convention. T here is no alternative. An entity ex
ists due to its being designated upon something that is not it. 

First we need to understand that. T hen we should see how 
things appear to the mind. In this way we should alternate 
between engaging in the above analysis and inspecting the man
ner in which events appear. If we integrate these two ap
proaches, eventually whatever appears to the mind will be 
recognized as seeming to exist not due to convention, but to 
exist from the side of the object. T his mode of appearance, 
entailing the thing to be refuted, will be dearly ascertained. 
T hen when we apply reasoning to refute the true existence that 
accords with that mode of appearance, it will be helpful. 

Whatever events appear to us now seem to exist from the 
side of the object, as if there is something out there to which 
we can point a fmger. When we say, "T his exists, that ex
ists; ' pointing a fmger here and there, it appears that those 
things exist from their own side without dependence upon any
thing else. T hey seem to exist independently. When we say 
"identitylessness," the "identity "  in question is something 
existing in that way. T he term " intrinsic nature" has the same 
meaning, as does "independent existence" and "true exis-
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tence. " Since that is non-existent, all entities lack true exis
tence, they do not exist by their own intrinsic nature, or exist 
independently. They are identityless.8 

As it says in Nagarjuna' s Jewel Garland, there undeniably 
exists a person, a self, who engages in actions, experiences their 
results, who is the agent in the cycle of existence and in liber
ation. There is an "I" that exists in dependence upon the body 
and mind. If one investigates how the self exists, not being 
uncritically satisfied with the mere appearance of the self, one 
looks to the aggregates that are the basis upon which it is im
puted. One checks whether the person is to be found in the 
"earth element" [the solid components of the body], the 
"water element" [the liquid components] and so on. U pon 
inspection, the self is not in evidence in the elements of earth, 
water, fire, air or space, or in all of them together. Nowhere 
among any of the physical constituents is the self identified. 
Moreover, there is no self that is of a nature distinct from the 
aggregates; for if there were, it would be unrelated to them. 
One could not say "my aggregates" [e. g. "my body and 
mind" ]. 

Yet the self does indeed exist; and its location must be the 
mental and physical aggregates. It could not exist apart from 
them. However, not any one of those aggregates, nor the as
sembly of all of them, nor the continuum that they have in 
common, nor the individual continuum of any one of them 
can be identified as being the self. 

Some great thinkers, such as Bhavaviveka, identify mental 
consciousness as the "I. " But if one logically analyzes this and 
applies the word "I" to the mind, this would yield an expres
sion equivalent to "the mind' s mind" when saying "my 
mind. " This mistakenly equates the actor and the action. Thus, 
consciousness cannot be identified as the self. In short, noth
ing whatever among the four physical elements, space or con
sciousness is found to be the self. Nothing is so identified by 
the Awakened Beings or by oneself, nor will the self be found 
in the future. 

Nevertheless, the self exists, and its location could be no-
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where but the aggregates of the person. But when those ag
gregates are individually examined, nothing is identified as the 
self. Thus, the self can only be something merely conceptu
ally designated upon the mental and physical aggregates. And 
yet, when it appears to the mind, it does not seem to be a mere 
conceptual designation upon the aggregates; rather it appears 
to exist objectively. 

57 .  The teeth, hair and nails are not I, nor am I bone, 
blood, mucus, phlegm, pus or lymph. 

58 .  Bodily oil is not I, nor is sweat, fat or the entrails ei
ther. The cavity of the entrails is not I, nor is excre
ment or urine. 

59 . Flesh is not I, nor are the sinews, warmth nor air. The 
bodily cavities are not I, nor is any one of the six types 
of consciousness. 

If the self truly exists in the manner in which it appears, 
then it should be identifIable as one inspects the components 
of a person one by one. Following the above verses, no part 
of the body, including the four elements and space, nor the 
six types of consciousness can be identifIed as the self. This 
implies that the self that experiences joy and sorrow and that 
appears to the mind as if it existed independently does not 
exist at all. This is ascertained by engaging in such analysis. 

REFU TATION OF THE SAMKHYA THEORY OF SELF 

60. If the awareness of sound [were the permanent self] , 
sound would always be apprehended. In the absence 
of an object of awareness, what, do you say, would be 
known by what awareness? 

In early times there were several non-Buddhist philosophi
cal systems in India, including the Samkhya,  Jaina, Vedanta 
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and so on. I do not know if all of them still exist. Among them, 
the Samkhya system is one of the most profound. Here is a 
critique of the Samkhya theory of the self.9 

Centrist: If a person, who is asserted to be awareness, and 
who experiences sound and so forth, is declared to be perma
nent [in the sense of being immutable] and partless, the per
son would have to apprehend sound at all times, even when 
there is no sound to be heard. Thus, it is incorrect to assert 
a permanent awareness, for [if there were ever awareness of 
sound, ] it would have to be heard all the time. On the other 
hand, if there were no object of cognition, in this case sound, 
what is cognized so that you can even speak of cognition? If 
nothing is cognized, there can be no cognition. 

61 . If you assert that awareness exists in the absence [of 
an object of cognition], then it would follow that a piece 
of wood could be awareness. Thus, it is certain that 
without an object of awareness present, there is no 
awareness. 

Centrist: If, even in the absence of sound, the awareness of 
sound could still exist-implying the existence of awareness 
with no object-a piece of wood could also be awareness. Thus, 
there can be no awareness of sound if no sound is present. 

62 . If that very [awareness] cognizes visual form, why does 
it not hear sound as well? If you reply that this sound 
is not nearby, then awareness of that would also not 
exist. 

Centrist: Since awareness of sound is associated with sound, 
in the absence of the latter, the former cannot be posited. But 
according to the Samkhya system, a person is awareness and 
is permanent; thus, if a person ever heard sound, there could 
be no time when sound was not heard. So when a person cog
nizes visual form, while there is no sound present, there would 
also have to be awareness of sound. 
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Samkhya: In such a case, due to the absence of sound, there 
would be no awareness of sound. 

Centrist: That, however, repudiates your assertion that the 
awareness of sound has a permanent nature. If it exists at one 
time and not at another, there is no way to assert that a [per
manent] person [identified with that awareness] exists. 

63 . How can something that is the substance of the ap
prehending of sound be a cognition of visual form? 
A single [person] may be regarded as either a father 
or as a son, but this is not in terms of reality, (only 
relativistically) . 

Centrist: It is not possible that something that is the sub
stance of apprehending sound could also be the substance of 
apprehending visual form. Those two substances could not be 
the same. 

Samkhya: With regard to "perturbation" l O  and "sub
stance," 1 I -when a single person apprehends visual form, he 
lacks the perturbation of sound but still has the substance of 
sound. So even when he sees form, there is no contradiction 
in asserting that he is a subject who apprehends sound. This 
is like regarding the same person as either a father [of his chil
dren] or a son [of his father], depending on the perspective. 

Centrist: One may designate a single person as a father or 
as a son, but this is purely a matter of convention. This is not 
possible if one presumes to speak of intrinsic reality [as it is 
defined in the Samkhya or any other system]. 

64. For neither sattva, rajas nor tamas is either the son 
or the father. Moreover, the substance of [visual per
ception] is not seen to entail cognition of sound. 

Samkhya: "Sattva" 1 2  refers to "joy, " "rajas" 13  to "suffer
ing," and "tamas" 14 refers to "confusion." 1 5  These three 
universal constituents1 6  in equilibrium constitute the primal 
substance of the cosmosP That is the substance18  of phenom-
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ena, and it is regarded as ultimate truth. 1 9  This ultimate sub
stance is never seen in the world of phenomena, and phenom
ena that are seen are regarded as illusion-like and deceptive. 
Thus, the primal substance in the case of the son is not the 
son, nor in the case of the father is it the father.20 

Moreover, the substance of the cognition of visual form is 
not seen to be the substance of the cognition of sound, i. e. 
they are not seen to be identical. 

65 . But if [the cognition of visual form is the cognition 
of sound] in another form, like an actor, then it is not 
permanent. If [the cognition of form] is another cog
nition, then that singularity is unprecedented. 

Centrist: If one substance takes on different forms, then it 
is incorrect to say that it is permanent [in the sense of "un
changing " ]. A permanent substance that is identical with some
thing whose form changes is unprecedented. There could not 
be a truly existent substance that takes a variety of forms. Such 
an entity would have to be unreal. 

66. If you claim that the other mode [of cognition] does 
not truly exist, then say what its natural form is. If 
you reply, "Consciousness itself," then it entails the 
[unwanted] consequence that all conscious beings are 
identical. 

Centrist: If you say that another mode [of a certain cogni
tion] does not truly exist in the manner in which it appears, 
but exists as a single substance, tell us what that intrinsic na
ture, or substance, is. If you claim that consciousness itself 
is truly existent, then it would follow that all beings are one. 
Since all beings with different continua would have such a na
ture, it would follow that they would all be identical. 

67. That which has volition and that which lacks it would 
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be the same, because their very being is equivalent. 
If a specific entity is deceptive, what corresponding 
basis does it have? 

Centrist: If multiple entities are alike in all respects due to 
a single similarity, then things that have and do not have voli
tion would be the same, for they are alike in their very being. 
If specific, distinct perturbations, such as visual cognition and 
audial cognition, are false, or deceptive, since they are simi
lar, what is their corresponding, truly existent primal substance? 

REFUTATION OF THE NYAYA THEORY OF THE SELF 

68.  That which is not conscious is not I, because it lacks 
consciousness, just like a cloth and so on. If you 
counter that it is conscious since it is conjoined with 
consciousness, then it would follow that the non
conscious entity would vanish. 

Naiyayika: We deny the existence of a self that is of the na
ture of awareness. Rather, in a person's being there is an im
mutable, partless, pervasive material entity that lacks volition 
but nevertheless experiences the world and engages in action. 
That entity is the self.22 

Centrist: An unconscious material substance is not an ex
periencing self because it lacks consciousness, just like a pot 
and so on. 

Naiyayika: Although the self is an unconscious material en
tity, since it is endowed with consciousness, it is aware of 
things. 

Centrist: Then when that consciousness becomes of the na
ture of the self, the previously unconscious self would change. 
In that case it could not be immutable. 

69. Moreover, if the self is not subject to change, then what 
is the use of its consciousness? Thus, lacking con
sciousness and being separate from activity, space could 
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be regarded as the self. 

Centrist: If the self is immutable, partless and pervasive, what 
effect could consciousness have on that material entity? More
over, since you assert that the self is of a material nature, de
void of consciousness and divorced from activity, you may as 
well declare that space is the self. 

REBU TTAL OF ARGUM ENTS AGAINST 
ID ENTITY LESSNESS 

70. One might say that in the absence of a self there would 
be no proper relationship between an action and its 
result. If the agent vanishes upon having performed 
an action, who will [ experience] this result? 

The author previously argues that there does not exist a self 
that conforms to the way it is conceived when we grasp onto 
true existence. :fie then repudiates the speculative, non
Buddhist concept of the self as being permanent, partless and 
independent.23 Now he presents an objection to the Centrist 
theory of the self. 

Objection: If the self does not exist, then there is no way 
to assert any relationship between action and its result. Why? 
Because the time of engaging in an action and the time of ex
periencing its result are distinct. If one has committed a deed 
as a human being, it is possible to experience its results later 
in a non-human existence. Thus, if a self who has the same 
being is not acknowledged for those two existences, since they 
have different bodies and different minds [which are depen
dent on each body], there would be no relation between an 
action and its fruition. 

The composite of the body and mind at the time of per
forming an action vanishes. When the effect of that action is 
experienced, another composite of body and mind has formed. 
So when the fruition of the act is experienced, whose fruition 
is it? 
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7 1 .  Since we both agree that an action and its fruition have 
different bases, and that the self who perfonns the ac
tion does not function at the time [of its fruition], is 
it not pointless to dispute this issue? 

Response: The person at the time of perfonning an act and 
the person at the time of experiencing its result exist at differ
ent times and are of different natures. We both agree on this 
point. Neither of us believes that the self that experiences the 
effect is the self that engaged in the action. So there is no point 
in debating this issue. 

72 . It is not possible that the very possessor of the cause 
can be seen to be "endowed with the effect. " Rather, 
agent and experience are designated depending on their 
oneness of continuum. 

At the very time that a cause is created it is impossible for 
there to be an experience of the effect of that cause. The "self " 
is designated upon a continuum of consciousness. In this way 
one can say, "In a previous life I committed an action, and 
now I am experiencing its result. " 

The self that existed yesterday and the self today are differ
ent. Yesterday 's self has passed, and today 's self has newly 
arisen, but they are of the same continuum. Thus it is correct 
to say, "Today I experience the results of what I did yesterday. " 

73 . The past or future mind is not the "I," for it is not 
found. Moreover, the present mind is not the self; [for 
if it were, ] upon its passing, the self, too, would not 
exist. 

If the self is designated upon the continuum of conscious
ness, one might well ask if consciousness itself is the self. The 
answer is in the negative. The past and future mind is not the 
self because it does not exist. When speaking of the past, fu-
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ture and present, the past has ceased and the future is yet to 
come. Roughly speaking, i. e. in terms of convention, it is pos
sible to talk of the three times. But more precisely, if one dis
tinguishes the past and future with regard to individual earlier 
and later moments, the former belong to the past and the lat
ter to the future. The present is not to be found.24 Thus, the 
present mind is not the self, for as soon as it had passed, the 
self would become non-existent. 

74. When the trunk of a banana tree is cut into pieces, 
there is nothing left over. Just so, the "I" is not [found 
to be] really existent, when sought after analytically. 

As it says in the Jewel Garland, if one cuts apart the trunk 
of a banana tree, which has no core, it is found to have no 
essence. Likewise, if one seeks the self, no entity can be found 
that is the self. 

75 .  You might ask: If no sentient being is found, towards 
whom would one feel compassion? For practical pur
poses [one feels compassion for beings] who are im
puted by acknowledged delusion. 

Objection: Now when one seeks the designated object, the 
self is not to be found. The terms "self," "person" and "in
dividual" are equivalent, and the entity so designated is not 
to be identified. One cultivates compassion by reflecting, "Peo
ple wish to be free of suffering, yet they are in pain. Might 
they be free of misery! " But if the person for whom one feels 
compassion is not to be found, to whom is the compassion 
directed? 

Response: As it states in the Jewel Garland, due to ignorance 
as the cause, tainted actions are performed and beneficial and 
detrimental results follow. That ignorance is not to be denied, 
for it yields both benefit and harm. Sentient beings are not 
identifiable by analysis, but without such examination they 
evidently engage in actions and experience their pleasant and 
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painful results. One must acknowledge the explanation of the 
effects that ensue from ignorance. However, one does not as
sert them as truly [i. e. intrinsically] existent. They exist merely 
by the force of convention, without examination or analysis. 
The "delusion" that is referred to above does not refer to grasp
ing onto true existence. Rather, it refers to delusion as it is 
popularly conceived, entailing no examination or analysis. 

There do exist sentient beings, who give help and inflict pain. 
When saying that they exist only conventionally, the meaning 
is that they are not found under analysis; so they do not ulti
mately, or truly, exist. That which does exist does so by the 
force of convention, as a name; and it is deceptive, like an il
lusion. Its existence is established by deceptive but neverthe
less verifying cognition.25 

There is no way to establish the existence of anything un
less one refrains from [ultimate] examination and analysis. 
However, it is necessary to draw a distinction between a per
son who appears in a dream and one who is encountered when 
one is awake. They are similar insofar as both are not truly 
existent. But if the former is designated as a person, this is 
repudiated by other conventional cognitions. If the latter is 
designated as a person, this is not contradicted by such cog
nitions, nor is it repudiated by ultimate analysis. Thus, such 
a being exists conventionally as a person. 

If something is not repudiated by other conventional cog
nitions, nor by ultimate analysis, it may be asserted to exist. 
But there is nothing that exists on its own. There is no such 
mode of existence. 

76. You may ask: If there is no sentient being, whose is 
the goal? We grant that such desire [for liberation, etc. ]  
is indeed delusive. Still, in order to eradicate suffer
ing, effective delusion, whose result [is understand
ing of the ultimate] is not prevented. 

Objection: If sentient beings do not exist, who is it that at
tains the fruition of the spiritual path-full awakening? And 
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while on the path, for whom does one cultivate compassion? 
Response: Sentient beings do exist. It is for them that com

passion is felt, and compassion is cultivated by existent peo
ple. Whatever is designated by delusion [as it was described 
above] is to be acknowledged. D ue to cultivating compassion 
while on the spiritual path, the fruition of full awakening is 
attained. Who attains awakening? That, too, is to be estab
lished conventionally, without [ultimate] examination or anal
ysis. In order to pacify the suffering of oneself and others, im
pure appearances that arise due to ignorance are not to be 
rejected. 

77. Grasping onto the "I," which is a cause of suffering, 
is strengthened due to delusion about the self. You may 
think that you cannot get rid of it, [but for this, ] medi
tation on selflessness is ideal. 

The mental affliction of grasping onto the "I" is a cause 
of suffering.26 One may doubt that there is any way to over
come that affliction; but it is indeed possible, and for this, 
meditation on identitylessness is ideal. 



5 Phenomenal I dentitylessness 

THE FOUR APPLICATIONS OF MINDFULNESS 

Mindfulness of the body 
In the explanation of phenomenal identitylessness, the author 
discusses the four applications of mindfulness on (1) the body, 
(2) the feelings, (3) the mind and (4) other phenomena. Those 
four subjects are brought under examination and are estab
lished as not truly existent. Thus, the conventional nature of 
those four is not investigated; rather, mindfulness is applied 
to their ultimate mode of existence. 

78.  The body is not the feet, the calves, nor the thighs; 
nor is it the hips, the abdomen, the back, the chest 
or the arms. 

79 . It is not the hands, the sides of the torso, the armpits 
or the shoulders; nor is the neck or head the body. 
So what here is the body? 

If the self is imputed in dependence upon the body and 
mind, what then is the nature of the body? We say " my body" 
and "human body," and such designations are made upon the 
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collection of the feet, head, hands and so on. If one asks 
whether any individual component such as the head or a hand 
is the body, the answer must be " no." For if each part were 
the body, then a person would have many bodies. If quite a 
few of the parts are missing, it seems that there is not a body, 
but if only one is missing, the body still seems to be there. 
This is a matter of convention. If it seems inappropriate to 
make the designation of " body," it appears that there is no 
body; but if the designation is made, then there is a body. This 
is not determined by some presumably objective reality. 

In terms of the author's analysis, the feet and so on are the 
parts, and a single human body is that which has those com
ponents . The "whole," the body, is imputed in dependence 
upon its parts . None of those parts can be identified as being 
the body. 

80. If this body occurs partially in all [of the parts] , and 
the parts occur in [all] the parts, where then can this 
[body as a whole] stand itself? 

Hypothesis: The body, as the whole, is distinct from its in
dividual parts, and it pervades all of them part by part. 

Response: You may assert that the body as the whole exists 
in each of its components, but this suggests that the body it
self is not composed of parts. Where then does it exist? 

8 1 .  If the body were itself wholly located everywhere 
among the hands and so on, there would be just as 
many bodies as there are hands, etc. 

If the whole body were located in each of the parts, there 
would be as many whole bodies as there are parts of the body, 
including the hands and so forth. 

82 . As the body does not [intrinsically] exist in the interior 
or on the exterior [of its parts] , how can it exist among 
the hands and so on? As it is not distinct from [each 
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of its parts, including] the hands, etc. , how can it ex
ist at all? 

When one seeks the imputed object, the body itself is not 
found either inside or on the surface of the parts. Since no 
independent, truly existent body is found, how can it exist 
among those parts? As the body is not of a different nature 
from its parts, then that designated object is not to be found. 

83 .  While the body does not [intrinsically] exist, due to 
delusion there occurs a cognition of [an intrinsically 
existent] body among the hands and so on. This is like 
apprehending a pillar as being a person due to a cer
tain configuration. 

Thus, although there is no intrinsically existent body, on 
the basis of the components, including the hands and so on, 
a self-defIning body appears to the mind. This is like looking 
on a pillar in the shape of a human and mistaking it for a 
human. 

84. As long as there is the complex of conditions, the body 
[appears] as if it were a man. Likewise, as long as the 
hands and so on are present, the body is seen there. 

On the basis of the assembly of the parts of the body one 
says "my body," "a good body" and "a poor body." In such 
cases the body seems clearly to exist from its own side. In fact 
the body is no more than a name which is designated on a 
certain basis, but it seems quite different from that. 

85 .  Likewise, what would a hand be, [other] than an as
semblage of fmgers, or a [fmger other] than a config
uration of joints, or a joint [other than] its own separate 
partS?2 

Previously there was an analysis of the body as a whole, and 
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now the author discusses its components [e.g .  the hands] , the 
parts of those components [e.g. the fingers] and so on. "Hand" 
is imputed upon the conflguration of the flngers, the palm and 
so on, but the hand does not exist among those individual parts. 
And there is no hand existing independently of those separate 
parts . Likewise, "fmger" is designated upon a conflguration 
of joints, and the joints, too, have their own separate parts . 

86. Those parts, too, [exist only] due to the different atoms, 
and even the atoms [exist only] due to the divisions 
of their directional facets. Since those directional facets 
have no [intrinsic] parts, they are [like] space. Thus, 
the atom does not [intrinsically] exist . 

One can likewise divide a joint into its most basic compo
nents, atoms; 3 and it, too, is not found among them. Once 
again the whole is designated in dependence on those compo
nents, but it is not found to exist independently.4 

An atom can be analytically divided into its directional 
components-its eastern quadrant, etc. It, too, is not found 
among those separate parts. If one analytically tries to break 
down the directional facets into something else, one fmds noth
ing .at all. Or one can analyze them [into smaller directional 
facets] and come to the same conclusion that they have no in
trinsic parts. In short, nothing can exist that is devoid of parts 
or attributes . When one investigates in that way, even atoms 
are not to be found.5 

87. What discerning person would be attached to form, 
which is thus like a dream? Therefore, if the body does 
not [truly] exist, who is a [real] man and who a [real] 
woman? 

Thus, it is inappropriate for an intelligent person to be at
tached to form, which is dream-like. The terms "man" and 
" woman" are designated on the basis of the differences be
tween male and female bodies. Since the bodies that are the 
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bases of those imputations are not found under analysis, how 
could a man or woman intrinsically exist? 

Mindfulness of the feelings 

88 .  If suffering exists in reality, why does it not prevent 
joyful experiences? If happiness [truly] exists, why do 
savory things and so on not brighten up the pain of 
grief and so on? 

If the feelings6 that we experience existed independently [i.e. 
truly existed] , they would not depend on other circumstances. 
If that were the case, why would suffering not prevent joy? 
A person who experienced suffering could never feel happy. 
Moreover, if happiness were a self-defIning entity, then on oc
casions of grief and so on, why would sensual sources of pleas
ure [e.g.  food and drink] not bring one happiness? 

89. You may say [such pleasure] is not experienced due 
to its being overridden by intense [suffering] . How then 
can something that is not experienced be a feeling? 

Hypothesis: At times of grief there may be pleasure as well, 
but it is overridden by the more intense misery. 

Response: Feeling is by defInition of the nature of experience. 
So if something is not experienced, the term "feeling" can
not be applied to it . 

90. You may maintain that there is subtle unhappiness 
[when there is great delight] ; and while gross misery 
is removed, you may believe that [subtle discontent] 
is simply another pleasure. If that were the case, then 
even that subtle [ satisfaction] would be [joy] . 

Hypothesis: When intense joy arises, even while there is subtle 
dissatisfaction, what feeling does that joy displace, such that 
it can be called "intense joy"? Does it not displace gross un-
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happiness? It removes gross misery, b'lt subtle discontent re
mains . So that misery is not unexperienced; it is simply sub
tle. Moreover, that subtle dissatisfaction is actually a subtle 
form of pleasure, distinct from the intense joy. 

Response: Since that subtle form of pleasure is a type of hap
piness, it cannot be classified as suffering. Even subtle pleas
ure is a form of happiness .  

9 1 .  If you hold that suffering is not produced in the face 
of incompatible conditions, does this not imply that 
a "feeling" is a conceptual designation? 

Hypothesis: When there is the experience of intense joy, which 
is incompatible with suffering, the latter is not produced. 

Response: In this case you err in conceiving of feeling as be
ing self-defIning. The feelings of joy and sorrow do not exist 
from their own side. Although they exist as conceptual impu
tations, you cling to them as existing from their own side. Feel
ings do not exist by their own intrinsic nature; rather, they 
are identifIed on the basis of contributing circumstances. 

92 . Therefore, this analysis is cultivated as an antidote for 
that [false conception of intrinsic existence] . The 
meditative absorption that arises from the fIeld of dis
criminative investigation is the food of the contem
plative. 

Feelings do not truly exist; they are not found when sought 
through analysis; they do not exist independently, but exist 
by the power of convention. Thus, the means for overcoming 
the misconception of the true existence of feelings is medita
tion on their lack of such existence. This entails analyzing the 
mode of existence of feelings . 

Such investigation is an aid to meditative absorption and leads 
to the integration of meditative quiescence and insight. That 
increases the physical vitality of the contemplative7 and en
hances the power of his [or her] spiritual practice. Thus it is 
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called the nourishment of the contemplative. 

93 . If there is an interval of space between the sense or
gans and sensory objects, where is the contact between 
the two? If there were no interval, they would become 
one; in which case, what could contact what? 

Now the author refutes the true existence of feelings. We 
speak of feelings as being conditioned by contact with an ob
ject. An object is experienced by means of the combined in
teraction of the object, the sensory organ and consciousness .  
By that process feelings arise. So here the author analyzes con
tact to see whether it is truly existent or not. 

If there were a spatial interval between the material parti
cles that make up a sensory organ and those of the sensed ob
ject, where would the contact between them take place? If there 
were no such interval between the elementary particles of the 
sense organ and the object, they would indivisibly occupy the 
same space. In that case they would become one. If particles 
had exactly the same location, they would not be distinct, so 
one could not speak of any contact between them.s 

94. There is no interpenetration of two atoms, for there 
is no empty space [in them] and they are of the same 
size. If there is no penetration, no intermingling oc
curs; and if there is no intermingling, there is no con
tact between them. 

One cannot speak of any interpenetration of atoms, since 
atoms contain no empty space and are of the same dimensions.9 
Moreover, if atoms do not penetrate one another, there could 
be no intermingling of them, and thus there would be no con
tact among them.lO 

95 . If they are partless, how is contact between them ever 
supposed to be justified? If contact between partless 
particles has been observed, please demonstrate it . 
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If at the subtlest level there is no space between atoms, they 
would be identical . If there is actual contact between atoms 
and if there is contact between them without their having any 
parts or attributes, this should be demonstrated. 

96. Contact [by atoms] with immaterial consciousness is 
implausible; nor [is there contact among the atoms in
volved] in the conjunction [of sense organ and object] , 
since they are not real, etc. 

Here is an analysis of consciousness . The theory under in
spection posits the production of cognition conditioned by (1)  
the sensed object as the objective condition ,1 1 (2) the sense 
organ as the dominant condition,1 2 and (3) the preceding in
stant of consciousness as the immediate conditionP Since the 
third condition, consciousness, is immaterial, one cannot say 
that there is contact with it .I4 Moreover, there can be no true 
contact with a macroscopic collection of particles, for such a 
collection does not truly exist . This point was analyzed previ
ously in the discussion of the parts of the body.I S 

97. Thus, if contact is not [truly] existent, how is feeling 
possible? What is the point of exertion? Who could 
be harmed by what? 

For contact to take place, there must be the "contacter" and 
the " contacted." But if one seeks those imputed objects among 
the sensory object, sense organ and consciousness, no truly 
existent objects are found. Thus, contact does not intrinsically 
exist . Feeling arises in dependence upon contact, and if the 
cause does not truly exist, neither does the effect. So, whence 
could truly existent feelings arise? 

Desiring to experience pleasant feelings and to avoid un
pleasant feelings, people exert great effort towards those ends. 
But what is the point? What unpleasant feeling could harm 
what person? If one seeks the imputed object, one fmds no 
harmful feeling nor any harmed owner of that feeling. 
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98 . If any [truly existent] experiencer [of feeling] or [truly 
existent] feeling is not found, and one has recognized 
this situation, why do you not turn away from craving? 

When a contemplative applies Centrist analysis in search of 
imputed objects, he [or she] discovers that no experienced ob
ject or experiencing self is to be found. In the face of such 
analysis, no feelings or experiencer of feelings exists .  If one 
refrains from investigation and analysis, one can speak of an 
experiencer of feelings since one is endowed with feeling; and 
one can speak of feelings, since they are experienced. That 
is valid in a purely conventional sense. 

But in a true, objective sense, if one were to speak of an 
experiencer who has feeling, one would be dealing with two 
entities: ( 1 )  the person who experiences and (2) apart from 
that, the experience itself. Then, as explained in Nagarjuna's 
Fundamental Wisdom, if the two are separate, there could be 
action without the agent of the action, and an agent unrelated 
to any action. That is impossible. Or [if one denies that they 
are separate, then] the action that enables us to speak of an 
agent would be identical with that agent. That, too, is a fallacy. 

One discovers that no intrinsically existent feeling or ex
periencer is to be found. Now the mental affliction of craving 
arises due to mistakenly grasping onto the independent exis
tence of objects . Thus, the confusion of grasping onto true 
existence is the basis of attachment and hostility. Once one 
has ascertained the non-existence of the object of such delu
sion, craving vanishes . 

Subtle attachment and hostility are conjoined with the con
fusion of subtly grasping onto true existence. That conjunc
tion is difficult to understand. For the most part, Buddhist 
philosophical systems from the Svatantrika on down claim that 
such cognition is objectively appropriate.16 In fact, they seem 
to assert as appropriate the mere awareness of a pleasant ob
ject as being pleasant. So, while the Prasangika system regards 
as a mental affliction the subtle grasping onto true existence, 
which lies at the root of attachment and hostility, Buddhist 



76 Transcendent Wisdom 

systems from the Svatantrika down to the Vaibhashika seem 
to maintain that such grasping is appropriate. 

Now gross attachment and hostility resulting from the mis
taken sense of a self-sufficient, substantial personal identity 
fundamentally arise from grasping onto true existence. If, us
ing logical analysis, one refutes the object of such grasping, 
such that grasping onto true existence does not arise, then the 
mental distortions that are produced by that confusion are 
averted. 

As Chandrakirti states in his Clear WOrds,17 that which acts 
as an antidote to confusion acts as an antidote to all mental 
distortions . On the contrary, specific antidotes to attachment, 
anger and pride do not remedy all distortions. But the anti
dote to the confusion of grasping onto true existence acts as 
a remedy for all mental afflictions. 

99. That which is seen and that which is touched are of 
a dream-like and illusion-like nature. Because feeling 
arises together with the mind, it is not [ultimately] per
ceived. 

There is nothing whatever that has a true mode of existence. 
Nevertheless, this does not suggest that a person who ex
periences feelings and the feelings themselves-pleasant and 
unpleasant-are utterly non-existent. They do exist, but in an 
untrue fashion. Thus, the things that we see and touch have 
a dream-like and illusion-like quality. 

In the second line the author refutes the true existence of 
the mind that experiences feelings. Since feelings arise in con
junction with the mind, feelings are not perceived by the mind 
that is simultaneous with them. There must be a causal rela
tionship between the experienced object and the experienc
. ing subject. If two entities are substantially distinct and exist 
simultaneously, there could be neither a causal relationship 
nor an identity relationship18  between them. 

For this reason the author denies that either [intrinsic] rela
tionship could hold for the feelings and the awareness that is 
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simultaneous with them. Two mental events that arise in con
junction with each other are not able to apprehend one an
other. This holds true for all states of awareness. Thus, feel
ings are not observed by the awareness that arises in conjunction 
with them and that exists simultaneously with them. 

100.  With two events arising sequentially, [the former] may 
be recalled but not experienced [by the latter]. Feel
ing does not experience its own nature, nor is it [truly] 
experienced by anything else. 

A feeling is not observed by an awareness that exists prior 
to it, nor is it seen by a later cognition that exists after the 
feeling has ceased. It is incorrect to say that something ob
serves itself, as this was established in the refutation of self
cognition. If one posits that one thing is experienced by some
thing else [that is intrinsically different], this results in infInite 
regress. 19  Thus, in terms of true existence, experience cannot 
be posited at all. 

101 . There is not any [intrinsic] experiencer [of a feeling], 
and in reality there is no feeling. I t  being the case that 
this composite is identityless, who then is hurt by this 
[kind of unreal feeling]? 

Since the experIencer of a feeling does not truly exist, feel
ing also does not exist in reality. So what harm can be inflicted 
upon this aggregate that is devoid of an identity or intrinsic 
nature? 

While the psycho-physical aggregates of a person lack an 
intrinsic identity or self, we fail to recognize this and mistakenly 
become attached to those aggregates. But if we analytically seek 
the imputed object [the self] , that fallacy is dispelled. How 
then could that [non-existent, intrinsic self] be harmed? 

Grasping onto true existence is what makes us vulnerable 
to harm. Since there is no basis for such grasping, how can 
harm be inflicted [upon that non-existent basis]? 
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Mindfulness of the Mind 

102 .  Mentality is not located among the sense organs, nor 
in form and so on, nor in between them. The mind 
is also not found inside [the person] , nor outside, nor 
anywhere else. 

Awareness is not located among the sense organs, nor among 
the outer sensory objects such as visual form, nor in between 
them. Some non-Buddhists believe that awareness exists in the 
interior of a person, while others think that it exists in the 
extremities of the body such as the hands.20 But the mind does 
not exist in either of those places, nor is it found elsewhere. 

103 .  It is not [truly] in the body, nor somewhere else; it 
is not [truly] mixed [with the body] nor is it anywhere 
apart. It is not [truly] anything at all, so sentient be
ings are fully liberated. 

The mind does not intrinsically exist in the nature of the 
body, nor elsewhere, nor as a mixture with the body, nor on 
its own apart from the body. If the imputed object, the mind, 
is sought, one discovers that it does not exist independently. 
Thus, sentient beings are by nature liberated. 

The foregoing discussion concerns mental awareness .  Now 
the author goes on to analyze sensory awareness .  

104.  If awareness exists prior to the object of awareness, 
perceiving what, does it arise? If awareness is simul
taneous with the object of awareness, perceiving what, 
does it arise? 

If sensory perceptions, such as visual awareness, exist prior 
to their respective objects, in dependence upon what do they 
arise? Visual awareness, for example, has to arise in depen
dence upon form as the objective condition for its occurrence. 
So if visual awareness precedes its object, in dependence upon 
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what does it occur?21  
If awareness and its object arise simultaneously, the same 

problem arises; for something that acts as the objective con
dition for the production of a cognition must precede that cog
nition. Causal relationships are necessarily sequential .22 

105a. Moreover, were it to occur after its object, whence 
would awareness [truly] arise? 

If awareness arises after its object has ceased, in dependence 
upon what would that awareness occur? 

Mindfulness of Phenomena 

105b.Thus, the [intrinsic] arising of all things is not 
ascertained. 

Thus, when seeking the imputed object in terms of any en
tity whatever, one discovers that everything lacks independent 
existence. Everything exists in a relational way, purely by the 
power of convention. 

Refutation of Objections 

106.  If that is so, conventional truth does not exist; so how 
could there be the two truths? On the other hand, 
because of another being's conventional truth, [con
ventional reality remains after one's own imaginative 
construction ceases] . If that is so, how is a being ever 
liberated? 

Objection: You Centrists claim that no imputed object is 
found under analysis, and that emptiness itself does not ex
ist . Upon seeking imputed objects, you conclude that there 
is no form, sound, smell, taste, tactile object nor mental ob
ject, and that there is no truth of suffering, truth of the source 
of suffering, truth of cessation or truth of the path. You say 
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that everything does not exist . 
You seem to maintain that all conventional realities that are 

involved in causal relationships are mere apparitions appear
ing to deluded minds, since they have no intrinsic existence. 
But if they are not intrinsically existent, they do not exist at 
all . In that case, how can there be the two truths? Ultimate 
truth would be out of the question, for it must be established 
on the basis of something that exists .  But if that basis does 
not exist, it has no ultimate nature. Thus, relative and ulti
mate truth could not be posited. 

If, according to you, everything that is posited consists purely 
of apparitions appearing to confused minds, then Nirvana 
would be impossible. Indeed, worldly judgements of " good" 
and "bad" would not hold up. Moreover, a cosmic primal sub
stance, God, the Three Jewels of the Buddha, Dharma and 
Sangha23 would all have the same status :  If one of them ex
ists, they all exist. For a confused mind such a primal sub
stance may exist, God may exist, the horns of a rabbit may 
also exist . To a mind that conceives of rabbit horns, they ex
ist. In short, if you say that something exists simply because 
it seems to be real to a deluded mind, nothing could be de
nied existence. 

In that case "true" and "untrue," "good" and "evil," con
ventionally "existent" and "non-existent" all lose their mean
ings. One could no longer speak of false views, such as deny
ing something which does exist and asserting something which 
does not exist. Thus, by undermining the distinction between 
"good" and "evil," there could be no liberation by means of 
correctly avoiding evil and adopting virtue. Moreover, libera
tion itself would be nothing more than an apparition of a 
deluded mind. 

107. That construct [of one's liberation] in another's mind 
[would reify one's ultimate liberation; but it does not 
emerge] from one's own conventional reality. [And 
another's delusion cannot make something conven
tionally real, since] if something is [relatively] deter-
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mined after [realizing emptiness], it [conventionally] 
exists; if not, it is not [even] a conventional reality. 

The objection is that if something is said to exist merely be
cause it is conceived by a deluded mind that grasps onto true 
existence, it would not be able to render help nor inflict harm. 
It would simply be an illusion. 

Response: One cannot claim that something exists s imply 
because it is conceived by a deluded mind.24 So according to 
our [Centrist] system, that is not the criterion of conventional 
existence. When speaking of a "conventional truth," its truth 
is determined not by objective reality but by the mind. Ob
jective reality cannot be the criterion for truth, for truth is of 
the mind.25 

The [conventional] truths of the mind can be established 
only by the confusion26 of grasping onto true existence. So 
when one speaks of "conventional truth," that is true for the 
mind that grasps onto true existence. However, the mind that 
establishes conventional reality must not be deludedP It must 
be verifying.28 It may be deluded with regard to its apparent 
object, but it must not be mistaken29 with regard to its chief 
object.3o 

When establishing our own [Prasangika] conventional real
ity, a cosmic primal substance and God do not exist even con
ventionally. Likewise, in terms of other Buddhist views, we 
Centrists do not grant even conventional existence to the "foun
dation consciousness"3 1 or "self-cognition" that are posited 
by the Idealist system. We regard things like jugs as conven
tionally existent. Both [entities and non-entities] are mere con
ceptual designations and neither exists from its own side. In 
that sense they are alike; but there is a distinction as to whether 
or not they are conventionally able to render help or inflict 
harm and whether or not they are established by a verifying 
cognition. That cognition is indeed deluded insofar as it is 
deluded with respect to the appearance of true existence. But 
apart from that, there is a distinction between being mistaken 
or unmistaken with respect to its chief object; and that is what 
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determines whether it is a verifying cognition. 
The criterion for conventional existence is the presence of 

a mind that is unmistaken with respect to its chief object. While 
ascertaining emptiness, one does not establish the existence 
of other entities . But upon rising from such meditative equi
poise, if something appears clearly to the mind; if its conven
tional existence is not repudiated by any other conventional 
knowledge; if it is able to yield benefit or harm; and if it is 
established by verifying cognition-then it exists. If not, it does 
not exist even conventionally.32 

108. The "conceptual mind" and the "conceived object" 
are mutually interdependent. All analysis is ex
perienced in dependence upon, and in accordance 
with, common sense. 

Subjective conceptual cognition and conceived objects are 
mutually interdependent. Action depends on an agent of ac
tion, and the agent depends on action. For example, a tailor 
is identified on the basis of his [of her] activity of tailoring; 
and since there are tailors, the activity of tailoring occurs. This 
is not to say that the agent and the action are causally related, 
but they are mutually dependent. 

In order to establish the ultimate mode of existence of some 
entity, one must first determine that the entity in question ex
ists . On that basis one inquires into its mode of existence. 

109. Investigating the analysis of a subject of inquiry leads 
to infinite regress, for that analysis would also be sub
ject to investigation. 

Here is the question of infinite regress :  
Objection: You Centrists first analyze some subject like a jug; 

then you investigate the ultimate nature of the jug. In this way 
you enter into an infinite regress of analysis . 

1 10. Upon analyzing a subject of inquiry, [one sees that] 
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there is no [intrinsic] basis for that investigation. Since 
there is no basis, [that analyzing mind] does not [in
trinsically] arise, and that is called [natural] "Nirvana." 

Upon analyzing a subject such as a jug, one ascertains the 
intrinsic emptiness of the jug. That awareness apprehends the 
simple negation33 that is the mere absence of the true exis
tence of that subject. It cognizes only that emptiness .  It ap
prehends no other entity; it does not identify "this" as op
posed to "that." As long as that mode of cognition lasts, the 
subject, or basis, whose lack of true existence was investigated, 
is not ascertained by the mind. 

Upon establishing the lack of intrinsic existence of entities 
of form and so on, if one further proceeds to analyze that ul
timate reality34 of the lack of intrinsic existence, one ascer
tains the lack of true existence of ultimate reality. In this case 
the subject of analysis is emptiness, and one ascertains the ul
timate reality of the ultimate reality of forms and so on. Thus, 
one speaks of the emptiness of emptiness .  





Part Three: 
Refutation of True Existence 





6 Refutation of Others'  Conceptions 
of Tme Existence 

1 1 1 . According to some, both [awareness and its object] 
are truly existent; but that is completely untenable. 
If the object [truly] exists by the power of the aware
ness of it, what then is the justification for the [true] 
existence of awareness? 

Realists assert that both awareness and its object are truly 
existent; but that view is completely untenable. If the object 
is truly existent on account of the true existence of awareness, 
what grounds are there for maintaining the true existence of 
awareness? 1 

1 12 .  Moreover, if awareness [truly] exists by the power of 
the object of awareness, what is the justification for 
the [true] existence of that object? Thus, as they ex
ist by the power of each other, neither would be [truly] 
existent. 

Moreover, if awareness is established on account of a truly 
existent object of awareness, what are the grounds for assert-
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ing the latter? It is appropriate to posit their mutually depen
dent existence. But if one is not satisfied with that and insists 
on an intrinsic basis for their existence, then inconsistencies 
are inevitable. 

Thus, if verifying cognition and its object exist in mutual 
dependence-establishing each in relation to the other-neither 
would be truly existent. They would both exist as mere con
ventions in a relational sense; they would not exist by their 
own intrinsic natures. 

1 1 3 .  Without a father there can be no son, for where would 
the son come from? But in the absence of a son there 
is no father. Similarly, both [awareness and its object] 
are not [truly] existent. 

A father and child exist relative to one another. Without a 
child, a father cannot be posited. It is strange: Until a child 
is [physically] conceived, a man is not a father, for he cannot 
be labelled as such. Thus, "father" is posited in relation to 
a child, and before a child is conceived there is no father. Once 
a child is conceived, there is a father. And yet one says that 
a child is sired by its father. The man whose seed goes to help 
produce a child is not a father prior to conception, but in refer
ence to the child that will be produced later on, one can speak 
of the father who sired the child. If one analytically seeks out 
the father on his own, his existence cannot be posited. Thus, 
the two are established relative to one another.2 

1 14. Since a sprout arises from a seed, the [true existence 
of] the seed is thereby revealed. Since awareness arises 
from an object of knowledge, why is its [true] exis
tence not ascertained? 

Realist: One can infer the true existence of a seed by the 
faet that it produces a sprout.3 Likewise, why can one not realize 
the true existence of an object of knowledge, since awareness 
arises in dependence on it?4 
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1 1 5 .  The existence of a seed is understood because of a 
cognition that is different from the sprout. But whence 
comes an ascertainment of the [true] existence of 
awareness simply because an object of knowledge is 
apprehended? 

Centrist: By ascertaining the causal relationship, one can know 
that a seed preceded a sprout. And one can know that an ob
ject of knowledge exists since it acts as a causal, objective con
dition for the arising of the resultant awareness of it . While 
apprehending an object of knowledge, by what verifying cog
nition is the awareness of that object ascertained? 



7 Proofs of the Absence of 
True Existence 

THE "DIAMOND-SPLINTERS " ARGUMENT 

1 16 .  People do indeed perceptually observe all [kinds of] 
causes . The individual parts of a lotus, including its 
stalk and so on, are produced by various causal 
conditions . 

Now the author establishes the lack of intrinsic existence 
of causes . First he makes a point of denying the absence of 
causality. For example, the individual parts of a lotus are 
produced by a variety of individual causes. 

1 17 .  What makes the various causes?-a previous variety 
of causes . What makes a cause able to produce an ef
fect?-the power of previous causes. 

What accounts for the variety of causes? They too occur in 
reliance upon causal conditions. The ability of distinct causes 
to produce various distinct results is due to the power of each 
one's preceding cause.1 
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1 18 .  If  you assert that Ishvara is the cause of living beings, 
by all means let us know: Who [or what] is Ishvara? 
You may reply: "the elements." That may be, but 
then why even trouble yourself with a mere name? 

As mentioned before, the qualities of our environment and 
of sentient beings arise from causes, specifically by the power 
of individuals '  actions. The ability of good and bad causes to 
produce good and bad results is due to the individual preced
ing conditions for those causes . 

Objection: That is not right. Is there not a God who is the 
cause of creation and destruction? Was the world not created 
by Ishvara?2 

Response: If you assert that God is the elements of Nature, 
we agree with you. There is no fault in maintaining that liv
ing beings and the environment arise from the elements. But 
there is no point in giving those elements the further name 
of "God." 

1 19 .  Furthermore, the earth element and so on are mani
fold, impermanent, inert and not divine; they are 
stepped upon and are impure. That is not God. 

Moreover, Ishvara is thought to be a unity, with absolute 
power and immutable permanence. The earth element and so 
on are many, impermanent, lacking a conscious ability to move 
the elements, etc. and are not divine. They [e.g. earth and 
water] are stepped upon and are impure. Thus, they cannot 
be a sacred God. 

120. Space is not the Mighty Lord, for it is inert; nor is 
the self, for it has already been refuted. If the being 
of the Creator is inconceivable, whatever is there to 
say of that which is beyond thought? 

Empty space cannot be regarded as God, the Creator, for 
it is inert, being incapable of giving help or harm. Space is 



92 Transcendent Wisdom 

divorced from any kind of action, and thus it is not God. A 
[pennanent] self, or soul, is not God, for its existence has al
ready been repudiated. It may be argued that God is incon
ceivable by ordinary people, but that is of no help. 

12 1 .  What does Ishvara desire to create? The soul? Is not 
the nature of the soul, earth and so on, and the Lord 
immutable? Awareness is due to an object of aware
ness, without beginning. 

What is it that Ishvara creates? The soul? Do you not main
tain that the soul, the atoms that make up the four elements, 
and Ishvara are immutable? [If Ishvara is a Creator and the 
rest are creations,] this undermines your assertion of 
immutability. 

According to our view,3 sentient beings and our environment 
are produced by our own actions. Tracing the source of ac
tions leads one to the mind. Thus, the source is awareness. 
This is not to say that the world is of the nature of conscious
ness. Actions are brought forth by wholesome and unwhole
some states of awareness, and on this basis the world of 
phenomena is established. 

Now awareness arises, taking on the image of its object, and 
it is the mere cognition of that object. Thus, conventionally 
speaking, awareness arises from its object. If one seeks that 
imputed object [awareness] , it is not found. But without such 
analysis, one can posit consciousness simply in terms of ap
pearances and conclude that it arises from its object. 

Each specific state of awareness arises in dependence upon 
its own object, but fundamental consciousness is without be
ginning. From beginningless time it exists as simple aware
ness, or cognition, in an ongoing continuum.4 

122 .  And joy and sorrow are due to action; so tell us: What 
is created [by Ishvara] ? If the cause is without begin
ning, how could its effect have a beginning? 



Proofs of the Absence of True Existence 93 

Specifically, joy and sorrow occur as a result of actions that 
are committed with wholesome and unwholesome states of 
mind. According to our view, the production, transformation 
and destruction of all natural phenomena can be understood 
without resort to the hypothesis of a Creator God.5 Moreover, 
if you believe that God is an immutable, eternal cause having 
no beginning, how could there be a beginning to the effects 
of that cause?6 

123 .  Why would they not always be produced, for Ishvara 
does not depend upon anything else? Since there is 
nothing that is not created by Him, upon what would 
He possibly depend? 

Since Ishvara is believed to be immutable, if He produces 
something, it should be produced always . So why are all the 
effects of Ishvara not created simultaneously at all times? If 
there is nothing else that is not produced by Ishvara, He could 
not be influenced by any other conditions that might arise. 
He would be responsible for everything that occurs. 

124. On the other hand, if [Creation] were dependent 
[upon conditions] , the complete collection [of those 
causal circumstances] would be the cause, and not Ish
vara. If the complete conditions were assembled, [Ish
vara] would be powerless not to create; and if they 
were absent, there would be no creation. 

If creation and destruction are dependent upon a collection 
of causal conditions, the totality of those conditions would be 
the cause, and not a God who is independent of and unin
fluenced by events . If the causal conditions were assembled, 
Ishvara would be powerless not to create the resultant 
phenomena; and if they were not assembled, those phenomena 
would not be produced. 

125 .  If Ishvara acts without desiring to, it would follow that 
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He is dominated by something else. Even if [He acts] 
with the desire [ to act] , He would be dominated by 
desire. In that case, what of [your concept of] divinity? 

If, when causal conditions are assembled, Ishvara is forced 
to create against His will, He would not be Lord of all Crea
tion. Rather, He would be dominated by something else. Even 
if His actions were preceded by willful intention, He would 
not be independent and His actions would not be effortlessly 
spontaneous. Rather, He would be dependent upon His desires. 
Now desires are impermanent. They arise prior to action and 
cease upon the completion of the desired action. Thus, the 
belief in an immutable God is repudiated. 

126. Moreover, those who claim that permanent atoms [are 
the source of Creation] have already been refuted. The 
Samkhyas assert a primal substance as the permanent 
cause of the world. 

Here is a reference to a Vaisheshika assertion, namely that 
permanent atoms are the creators of the various worlds . This 
was already refuted implicitly in the repudiation of partless 
atoms? 

Next is a reference to a Samkhya view. A belief here is that 
a single, permanent, cosmic primal substance, endowed with 
five attributes, is the Creator. According to this view, all natural 
phenomena included among the three types of perturbations 
[of this substance] are subject to creation and destruction. 

127.  (They further) argue that the universal constituents 
of "sattva," "rajas" and "tamas" in a state of equi
librium are the primal substance of the cosmos; and 
the universe is said to be due to their disequilibrium. 

When the three universal constituents of sattva, rajas and 
tamas are in equilibrium, they are called "the primal sub
stance," "absolute reality," or "the ultimate nature." If they 
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are in disequilibrium, perturbations occur [which manifest as 
the universe]. 

128 .  It is unreasonable that one [panless] entity should have 
three natures, so that [primal substance] does not ex
ist. Likewise, the universal constituents are not [truly] 
found, for each one of those has three parts as well. 

If the primal cosmic substance is posited as a partless unity, 
it is contradictory to maintain that it has the three natures of 
sattva, rajas and tamas. T hus, a primal substance that exists 
as an equilibrium state of the three universal constituents does 
not exist. It is inconsistent to claim on the one hand that it 
is a truly existent unity with no parts, and then on the other 
that its nature is the equilibrium state of three constituents. 

Likewise, the theory of the three universal constituents does 
not hold up, for each of them is not a truly existent unity since 
each of them is a composite of all three constituents. T hus, 
one speaks of the "rajas element," the "tamas element," and 
the "sattva element " of the activity constituent and so on.8 

129. And if the universal constituents do not [truly] exist, 
the [true] existence of sound and so forth is fur-fetched. 
It is also impossible for there to exist joy and so on 
in mindless things such as cloth. 

T he theory of a primal substance and truly existent univer
sal constituents is faulty. T hus, the corresponding assertion 
that sound and so forth arise from them as manifestations of 
them is utterly implausible. 

Moreover, it is impossible that mindless material objects such 
as cloth and more generally the five sense objects9 are sub
stantially identical with joy, suffering and equanimity. 

130 .  You may claim that things are of the nature of the 
causes [of happiness, etc.], but have things not already 
been analyzed? [You believe that the universal con-
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stituents of] joy and so on are the causes, but such 
things as woven cloth are not due to them. 

Things such as cloth are not of the nature of joy and so on. 
While you may say that the nature of the cause of cloth, etc. 
is truly existent, that subject has already been analyzed.1O Ac
cording to your system, the cause of such things as cloth is 
the primal substance, in which joy and so on are in equilibrium. 
But woven cloth and so forth do not arise from that. 

1 3 1 .  Even though pleasure, etc. may result from cloth, etc. ,  
when those [causes] are absent, pleasure is no more. 
Thus, the permanence of pleasure, etc. is never ascer
tained. 

You may say that such things as woven cloth give rise to 
pleasure, etc. We refute the production of woven cloth, etc. 
in terms of repudiating its basis of manifestation.1 1 If you claim 
that pleasure, etc. are due to such things as woven cloth, we 
retort: Since woven cloth, etc. no longer exist, the resultant 
pleasure, etc. no longer exist either. Thus, the permanence of 
pleasure is never observed by means of verifying cognition. 

132 .  If truly existent pleasure is observable, why is the ex
perience of it not apprehended? If [you say that] it 
becomes subtle, how can it be gross and [then] subtle? 

If observable pleasure is a permanent, real entity, when 
suffering is experienced, why is joy not experienced as well? 
If joy is permanent, it should remain continually with no fluc
tuations. If it becomes subtle at times of strong suffering, then 
you must agree that it fluctuates from gross to subtle. But how 
can it be subtle sometimes and gross at other times, since you 
claim that it is immutably permanent? 

133 .  It might be subtle after leaving its gross phase, but 
then its grossness and subtlety would be imperma-
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nent. Why then do you not accept all things as im
permanent in the same way? 

If there is fluctuation, such that it is subtle after being gross, 
it must be acknowledged that it is impermanent. Why then 
do you not assert that all things such as pleasure and so on 
are impermanent? 

1 34. Its grossness is not something separate from pleasure, 
so the impermanence of pleasure is evident. You may 
believe that the unreal does not arise, for it has no 
existence whatever. Still, [the problem of] the crea
tion of a non-existent manifestation remains for you, 
even against your will . 

If its grossness is not substantially different from joy, joy 
is obviously impermanent, for it fluctuates from grossness to 
subtlety. 

Next the author refutes the Samkhya belief in "self
creation." 1 2 

Samkyha : Any effect that is fundamentally non-existent at 
the time of its cause cannot arise. It must exist in order to 
arise. Thus, it cannot be utterly non-existent at the time of 
its cause; rather it exists potentially, but not manifestly. Then 
it arises into its manifest natureP The manifest entity does 
not exist at the time of its cause, but its potentiality does exist . 

1 35 .  If the effect is present in the cause, to eat food would 
be to eat excrement; and with the price of cloth one 
may as well buy cotton-seeds and wear them. 

Centrist: If the substance of the effect is present in the cause, 
as you believe, then when one eats food one would be eating 
excrement; for the latter would be present in the former. 

1 36 .  You may claim that worldly people do not see this 
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due to their confusion. But even for those who know 
reality that is the situation. 

Samkhya: The effect is indeed present in the cause, but due 
to confusion, worldly people do not see this . 

Centrist: Your teachers, such as the sage Kapila, who you 
believe directly know the nature of reality, would, according 
to you, realize that an effect is present at the time of its cause. 

1 37 .  You maintain that knowledge of that exists in worldly 
people, too; so why do they not see it? If you counter 
that their cognition is not verifying, then their per
ception of manifest things is also unreal . 

If the Samkhya belief that the effect is present in the cause 
is true, then worldly people should see this as well.14 If worldly 
perception is not verifying, then such awareness of specific 
things in the world is not true. 

138 .  If verifying cognition is not [ultimately] verifying, then 
indeed that which is known is deceptive. In reality 
the emptiness of phenomena is logically invalid. 

Now the author responds to a criticism of the Centrist view: 
Samkhya: Even according to your Centrist system, all states 

of awareness are deluded apart from a Superior's non
conceptual, meditative realization. So types of cognition that 
you call verifying are not ultimately verifying; even they are 
false. The verifying cognition that is the criterion for estab
lishing the existence of entities exists only by the power of con
vention. It is not verifying due to any objective truth. Thus, 
objects that are known by that deluded " verifying" cognition 
must be false. In that case, the verifying cognition that iden
tifies emptiness is false; and thus emptiness, too, must be de
ceptive. Then there is no point in meditating on emptiness .  

1 39.  Not having experienced any [true] thing as conceived, 
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its non-existence is not perceived [as a true thing ei
ther] . Therefore, when an existent thing is false, in
deed, its non-existence is clearly false [as well] . 

Centrist: If the appearance of true existence, which is falsely 
imputed by ignorance, is not found, one does not apprehend 
its unreality. Thus, by repudiating this false entity, the de
ceptive nature of its unreality is clear. Even emptiness exists 
by the force of convention. If one analyzes it in relation to the 
object that is empty of an intrinsic nature, that emptiness is 
found to be devoid of true existence. 

In short, every possible entity, without exception, lacks an 
intrinsic nature. If there were anything at all that was not empty 
of intrinsic existence, emptiness might be truly existent. But 
since everything is empty, it is impossible that emptiness is 
not itself empty. 

Further, Fundamental Wisdom states that if one realizes the 
meaning of emptiness, this invalidates conceptual grasping to 
true existence; and attachment and hostility can thereby be 
dispelled. This acts as a remedy for suffering and discontent. 
However, conceiving of emptiness as being truly existent is said 
to be an incurable view. This is a very striking statement. 

Thus, even emptiness exists simply by the force of conven
tion. It does not truly exist . It does not exist in an ultimate 
sense. What is meant then when emptiness is said to be ulti
mate truth? The word "ultimate" is used in different ways. 
As explained in Maitreya's treatise The Distinction between the 
Center and ExtremesfS there are ultimate objects, ultimate cog
nitions and ultimate proofs.  The word "ultimate" may be ap
plied to objects and subjects. When the two truths are explained 
in Fundamental Wisdom, the word "ultimate" refers to an 
object-emptiness.  That is common in teachings of the Sutra 
tradition. In the Tantra tradition there are many instances when 
the same word is used in reference to the subjective mind. The 
"clear light" 16 state of awareness is frequently given the ap
pellation "ultimate." Thus, one must be careful to recognize 
the context in which the word is used. Does it occur in expla-
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nations of the tantric stage of completion, or in the stage of 
development,1 7 in the context of the lower classes of tantra, 
or in sutra contexts that bear no reference to tantra? If one 
fails to recognize such distinctions, one is liable to become 
confused. 

Thus, there is much to be understood from the term as it 
is used in The Distinction between the Center and Extremes. 
Moreover, in the Svatantrika system there are references to a 
"simulated ultimate" 18  and an "ultimate." Even though emp
tiness is one entity, when it is experienced together with du
alistic appearance, it is called a "simulated ultimate." When 
it is experienced without any dualistic appearance whatever, 
emptiness is called " ultimate." Although emptiness is a sin
gle entity, this distinction is made in terms of the way it ap
pears to the mind. The word "ultimate" is also applied to the 
mind. 

A further twofold distinction in the usage of this term is 
made: (1)  All possible entities are deceptive and are not truly 
or ultimately existent. The true existence that is refuted in that 
statement is called "ultimate." Thus, emptiness, too, is de
ceptive and not ultimately existent. It exists by the force of 
convention, not by its own intrinsic reality. (2) Now empti
ness is also called "ultimate truth." To the ultimate mind19 
that seeks the fundamental mode of existence of, say, a pot, 
its mode of existence appears. That mind does not fmd a pot, 
but the mode of existence of a pot. Since that mode of exis
tence [i.e. the emptiness of an intrinsic nature of the pot] ex
ists for that mind-since it is true for that mind-it is called 
"ultimate truth." 

Thus, there is nothing whatever that is ultimate in the fIrst 
sense, but in the second case the word "ultimate" is applied 
to something that does exist : a state of awareness that explores 
the fundamental mode of existence of entities. There are enti
ties that are seen to exist by that mind, but they do not truly 
exist. If they were truly existent, they would exist by their own 
nature; and they should be apprehended by a mind that tries 
to determine whether or not they exist. If a pot were truly ex-
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istent, it should be found by an ultimate mind that seeks the 
fundamental mode of existence of a pot. 

The Buddha said that Nirvana is also emptiness. If there 
were something beyond Nirvana, it would be empty as well, 
in the sense that it would have no intrinsic nature. The fmest 
entity-Nirvana-is emptiness .  It was not newly created by 
the Buddha, nor by the minds of sentient beings. It has no 
intrinsic nature, but exists in a relative sense. 

When we speak of emptiness, it may seem to be relatively 
impotent, for the entity that is empty [e.g.  a pot] is more po
tent. We experience joy and sorrow due to the good and bad 
qualities of such entities; but there is no distinction of "good" 
and "bad" in terms of emptiness .  It is strange: The mere ab
sence of an intrinsic nature of an entity is emptiness, so emp
tiness seems sort of impotent. It depends upon that entity, 
so it does not exist on its own. It does not exist "apart from 
elaborations."2o There are many kinds of elaborations: dualistic 
elaborations, elaborations of subjects, conventional elaborations 
and so on. Since emptiness does not exist apart from the elabo
ration of the subject that is empty, emptiness does not exist 
on its own. The simple negation that is emptiness exists by 
the negation of true existence, so of course it is deceptive [in 
the sense of not being absolute] .2 1 

140. Thus, upon the death of a son in a dream, the thought 
" he does not exist" obstructs the arising of the 
thought of his existence; and they are [both] deceptive. 

Objection: What benefit is there in a deceptive, verifying cog
nition dispelling deceptive suffering? 

Response: As it states in Fundamental Wisdom, everything 
is comprised of elaborations of elaborations, like deceptive il
lusions; but they are able to give benefit and inflict harm. 

141 . Therefore, such analysis reveals that there is nothing 
that is not due to a cause; and nothing is contained 
in either its single or combined causal conditions . 
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There is nothing that is produced without a cause, and noth
ing exists independently in either its individual or combined 
causal conditions . 

142 .  An entity does not come from something else, it does 
not remain, nor does it depart. What is the differ
ence between an illusion and that which is really fabri
cated by deluded people? 

An effect is not present in any one of its causes nor in all 
of them together; it does not intrinsically remain upon hav
ing been produced; and upon its cessation, it does not go any
where else. 

The confusion of grasping onto true existence falsely im
putes true existence upon entities; but whether that imputa
tion is upon the causes, nature or effects of an entity, in fact 
they all exist only by the power of convention. However, things 
do not appear to exist merely by convention but rather from 
their own side. Thus, objects do not exist in the way they ap
pear, and in that sense they are like illusions . 

THE INTERDEPENDENCE ARGUMENT 

143 . You should deeply investigate whatever is created by 
an illusion and whatever is created by causes: Whence 
does it come and where does it go? 

The point of this argument is that nothing is intrinsically 
created, abides or ceases. All phenomena are like illusions; they 
exist in a dependent fashion; and there is nothing that is 
independent. 

144.  One thing is seen by its juxtaposition with something 
else, but not if that other thing is missing. If some
thing is artificially created, like a reflection, how can 
it be reality? 
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An effect is observed if it is in proximity to its causes, but 
if those causes do not exist, neither does the effect. Thus, it 
does not exist independently; its own existence is dependent 
upon something else. Since an effect depends upon its causal 
conditions, it does not exist on its own. Moreover, it exists in 
dependence upon its own components . There is nothing that 
exists on its own, independently of its parts or attributes; and 
upon analyzing the individual parts, no whole is to be found. 

The basis of a designation and the object designated upon 
that basis are never identical, and the object is never found 
among the components of its basis of designation. Since the 
object does not exist from its own side, it exists simply by the 
power of conceptualization, or convention. 

There is nothing that exists independently, by its own in
trinsic identity, so everything is imputed, artificially created 
and reflection-like. How then can anything exist in reality? This 
is the "interdependence argument" :  Since things exist in reli
ance upon causal conditions, in dependence upon other things, 
how can they be truly existent, for they are like reflections? 

THE ARGUMENT CONCERNING THE ARISING AND 
CESSATION OF ENTITIES AND NON-ENTITIES 

145 . If something truly exists, what does it need with a 
cause? Moreover, if something is non-existent, what 
does it need with a cause? 

In general, existent things are produced, and non-existent 
things are not. However, in stating that entities are produced, 
if one means that they exist not simply by the power of con
vention, but by their own power, they would exist indepen
dently, without reliance upon other conditions . If something 
existed in that way, it would have no need for a cause, for it 
would already exist by its own power. 

Moreover, if the phenomenon produced by its own power 
is non-existent-not non-existent merely due to an absence of 
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contributing conditions-what good would causes do for it? 

146. If something does not exist, there can be no change 
in it, even by a million causes . How could its state 
exist? What else could enter into a state of existence? 

Even a million causes are not able to make something [in
trinsically] non-existent become [intrinsically] existent. If the 
state of non-existence is transfo�ed into a state of existence, 
it must do so either by shedding or not shedding its non
existence. In the latter case, since existence and non-existence 
are mutually exclusive, how could its state be existent? This 
would be impossible. In the former case, apart from an exis
tent and a non-existent, what else could become existent? There 
is no other possibility. 

147. If something does not exist when it is non-existent, 
when does it become existent? And, by means of a 
not [yet] produced existence, a non-existent [state] will 
not be escaped. 

When something is non-existent, it does not exist; so when 
does it become existent? The author thus refutes the existence 
of something that has not shed its non-existence. Moreover, 
if something is not produced, it does not depart from non
existence. 

148. If something does not escape non-existence, it is im
possible for its existence to emerge. And a [truly] ex
istent entity cannot become non-existent, for it would 
follow [absurdly] that it is of a dual nature. 

Since the two states of existence and non-existence are mutu
ally exclusive, if something does not depart from non-existence, 
it cannot become an existent, nor can a [truly] existent entity 
become non-existent. Why? Because it would follow that one 
entity would have two mutually exclusive natures, and that 
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149.  In that way, never is there any [true] cessation or [true] 
existence; and therefore this entire universe is un
produced and unceased. 

Thus, there is no intrinsic cessation due to the vanishing 
of causal conditions, nor is there any intrinsic reality that ex
ists prior to cessation. Therefore, the entire universe, which 
arises and passes simply by the power of convention, is de
void of intrinsic production, duration and cessation. 

1 50 .  States of living are likes dreams, on analysis coreless 
like a plantain tree. In reality, there is no distinction 
between those who are and are not emancipated. 

Like a dream, if one analyzes states of living, they are seen 
to be devoid of an intrinsic essence, like a plantain tree.22 Like
wise, liberation and cyclic existence are devoid of an intrinsic 
nature, and in terms of ultimate reality there is no distinction 
between them. 



8 Encouragement to Strive to 

Realize Emptiness 

1 5 1 .  Thus, among empty phenomena, what could there 
be to gain or lose? Who will be honored or despised 
by whom? 

In summary, an individual-e.g. oneself-who abides in the 
cycle of existence, the dangers and suffering of this cycle, in
cluding mental distortions, and the attainment of Nirvana
in short, all entities-are empty of an intrinsic nature. Thus, 
what is to be attained, and what is to be lost? When one ana
lyzes praise and blame, they are found to be not truly existent. 

1 52 .  Whence come joy and sorrow, and what is pleasant 
and unpleasant? When it is analytically sought in real
ity, what craving is there, and what does it crave? 

In terms of friends and enemies, why should one be dis
pleased with those who are unfriendly and why be pleased with 
those who are friendly? If one seeks in terms of ultimate real
ity, who is it that craves, what is craved and what is the act 
of craving? None of the three members of that triad intrinsi-
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cally exist .1 

1 53 .  Upon investigation, what is this world of living be
ings, and who really will die here? Who will there be, 
and who was there? Who is a relative, and who is a 
friend of whom? 

1 54.  Let those who are like me apprehend everything as 
being like space. Due to the causes of strife, those 
desiring their own happiness are provoked to anger, 
and due to the causes of merriment they rejoice. 

All phenomena are like space, and if they are investigated, 
one fmds that they are not self-sufficient but lack an intrinsic 
identity. Initial understanding of emptiness will not immedi
ately attenuate one's attachment and hostility; but by frequently 
familiarizing oneself with that understanding, one gradually 
approaches an actual realization of emptiness. In that proc
ess, dualistic appearance gradually fades away, culminating in 
a direct, non-conceptual realization of ultimate reality. That 
acts as a direct remedy for speculative mental distortions? but 
many other distortions are eliminated only upon the Path of 
Meditation. 

So it is difficult. Simply knowing the meaning of emptiness 
does not suddenly free one from mental distortions. Rather, 
by repeatedly ascertaining emptiness, distortions can gradu
ally be dispelled. 

1 5 5 .  [Driven by disturbing] troubles and disappointments, 
they cut and stab one another and thus eke out an 
existence in great hardship by means of evil deeds. 

Next the author writes of the disadvantages of not realizing 
emptiness .  People who do not realize emptiness are enraged 
by sources of conflict and delighted by sources of joy. When 
their desires are not met, they experience misery; and to avoid 
that they exert themselves, argue with one another, and cut 
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and stab each other. By such various evil deeds they make a 
living in great hardship. 

1 56.  Having repeatedly entered fortunate states of existence 
and experienced delightful joys, the dead fall to mis
erable destinations in which there is protracted, vio
lent anguish. 

Even in this life, due to attachment and hostility, there is 
little joy but great hardship. In the hereafter most people wan
der in miserable states of existence. Even when in a fortunate 
state of existence, they do not investigate the root of the cycle 
of existence or meditate on emptiness; and as a result they de
scend again to miserable destinations . There they experience 
protracted, violent suffering. 

1 57 .  There are many abysses in the world, and no such 
[understanding of] reality is to be found there. [Ig
norance and understanding of reality] are mutually 
incompatible, and in cyclic existence there is no such 
[understanding of] reality. 

There are many abodes of suffering, and in the many abysses 
of the cycle of existence there is ignorance of the nature of 
reality. Thus, one is bound to this cycle by the fetters of craving. 

Grasping onto true existence is incompatible with experienc
ing the nature of reality, and thus in this cycle of existence 
people do not ascertain reality. 

1 58 .  And there are boundless oceans of incomparable, vio
lent suffering. Thus, there is feebleness and short 
lifespan as well. 

In this cycle of existence manifold types of suffering and dis
content are to be experienced, and one has little ability to en
gage in wholesome activity. 
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1 59 .  There, too, [they seek] long life and health by means 
of their occupations, with hunger, exhaustion, wear
iness, sleep and calamities, and with meaningless as
sociation with childish people. 

160.  Thus, life passes by swiftly and in vain, with very little 
opportunity for discrimination [between good and 
bad] . Where is there a way to prevent habitual 
distraction? 

16 1 . There, too, Mara tries to cause beings to fall to deep
ly wretched states; and due to a multitude of false 
paths, doubt is difficult to overcome. 

People let their time pass in distractions, and the wisdom 
of investigating the nature of phenomena is exceedingly rare. 
Even if there is some modest inclination toward spirituality, 
due to habituation with distraction, it does not tend to be 
sustained, nor go very deep. It is difficult to remedy that 
habituation. 

Furthermore, much harm is wrought by Mara3 and other 
such entities, which obstruct people's spiritual practice. In this 
world there are a great many false paths that lead to suffering. 
For instance, there are extreme views such as nihilism; and 
there is agnosticism, which is difficult to transcend. 

162 .  It is difficult to obtain leisure4 again, and the presence 
of a Buddha is extremely hard to fmd. It is difficult 
to restrain the flood of mental distortions. Alas, suffer
ing continues uninterruptedly! 

163.  Alas for those in intense grief, for those adrift in a 
flood of suffering, for those in terrible situations who, 
nonetheless, fail to recognize their own miserable state! 

While abiding in limitless suffering, people do not recog
nize their own state of existence, their own discontent. Rather, 
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they mistake suffering for happiness . They are worthy of our 
sympathy. 

164. Some people repeatedly perform ritual ablutions fol
lowed by entering fIre. Although they dwell in a state 
of misery, they think they are in a fme condition. 

165 .  For those who pretend that there is no aging or death 
terrible calamities are encountered and they are slain 
by them. 

Those who pretend to be carefree, acting as if they were 
Liberated Beings who had overcome aging and death, are fIrst 
slain by impermanence, then fall to miserable destinations. 

166 .  With the rain of my joy that springs forth from the 
clouds of virtue, when might I be able to soothe those 
who are tormented by the fIres of misery? 

167 .  By having gathered the store of merit and by not seiz
ing upon conventional truths, when might I manifesdy 
demonstrate emptiness to those who have fastened on 
false views? 

May I realize the basis, path and fruition of spiritual prac
tice without grasping onto true existence, but recognizing their 
mere conventional existence. May I accumulate virtue with a 
motivation of compassion. With a unifIcation of my practice 
of wisdom [viz. realization of emptiness] and my practice of 
virtue, motivated by compassion for sentient beings, may I 
become fully awakened. May I reveal emptiness to those limit
less sentient beings who are afflicted by grasping unquestion
ingly onto true existence. Thus, a Bodhisattva prays that any 
ability resulting from meditation on emptiness may be used 
only to bring about the welfare of others . 



Notes 

Foreword 

1 Sanskrit: Bodhisattvacaryavatiira . 

2Madhyamika philosophy traces back to the Buddha's own 
teachings. This philosophical view was ftrst systematized by 
the Indian sage Nagarjuna several centuries after the Buddha's 
death. Thus, Shantideva, living in the eighth century of the 
Christian era, was dealing with a philosophical system that had 
already been studied and practiced for over a millennium in 
the rich intellectual and spiritual environment of classical India. 

3Tibetan: sPyod Jug shes rab le'u 'i tikka blo gsal ba. The chap
ter titles and other headings within Book II are based chiefly 
on Tsongkhapa's outline in the above commentary. 

4Sanskrit: Paiijikii . 

SsPyod Jug mam bshad rgyal sras Jug ngogs by rGyal tshab dar 
rna rin chen. 
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61 attended that series of discourses and have here translated 
the commentary to Shantideva's ninth chapter from recordings. 

The Place of Wisdom in Spiritual Practice 

IThe fIrst fIve transcendent practices are generosity, moral dis
cipline, patience, enthusiasm and meditative absorption. The 
sixth is transcendent wisdom. 

2Skt. : dhyana, Tib. : bsam gtan. Throughout the text, when 
two terms are cited in a footnote, the fIrst, as in this case, will 
be in Sanskrit and the second in Tibetan. If only one term 
is cited, it will be in Tibetan. 

3sravaka, nyan thos. 

4pratyekabuddha, rang rgyal. 

SPor a concise explanation of the Listeners and Solitary Sages 
see H.H.  the Dalai Lama's Opening the Eye of New Awareness 
(Wisdom Pub. , London, 1985) pp. 85-90. Listeners, Solitary 
Sages and Bodhisattvas attain their respective degrees of 
spiritual awakening by developing along their fIve respective 
paths. These are the: (1 )  Path of Accumulation, (2) Path of 
Preparation, (3) Path of Seeing, (4) Path of Meditation and 
(5) Path of No Training. A person suited for the Listener's 
Vehicle, for example, attains the Listener's Path of Accumu
lation upon achieving effortless, pure renunciation. The Path 
of Preparation is reached upon completing the Path of Accumu
lation and experiencing integrated meditative quiescence and 
insight into the nature of emptiness.  Such realization is mixed 
with the general idea of emptiness .  The Path of Seeing is 
reached upon gaining direct realization of emptiness free of 
the veil of even the most subtle conceptualization. The Path 
of Meditation entails repeated insight into ultimate truth, 
thereby dispelling all mental distortions. The Listener's Path 
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of No Training is reached when that process of mental purifi
cation is complete: The mind is now completely free of men
tal distortions together with the "seeds" for their arisal . The 
Five Paths of Solitary Sages and Bodhisattvas differ from those 
of Listeners, and they culminate in higher degrees of awaken
ing. For further explanation of those three sets of the Five Paths 
see Geshey Ngawang Dhargyey's Tibetan Tradition of Mental 
Development (Library of Tibetan Works and Archives, Dharm
sala, India, 1974) pp. 1 83-20 1 .  

6klesa�a, nyon mongs pa'i sgrib pa. These obscurations 
include primarily confusion, craving and hostility. 

7samatha, zhi gnas . 

8vipasyana, lhag mthong. 

9jfieyavarana, shes bya'i sgrib pa. These include, for example, 
the instincts of mental afflictions and the appearance of things 
as being truly existent. 

lOFor an explanation of meditative quiescence and insight based 
on the scriptures of Theravada Buddhism, see Amadeo Sole
Leris's Tranquility and Insight (Shambhala Publications, Boston, 
1986) and Henepola Gunaratana's The Path of Serenity and In
sight (South Asia Books, Columbia, Missouri, 1985) . A Cen
trist explanation of these two facets of Buddhist practice is given 
in Jeffrey Hopkins ' Meditation on Emptiness (Wisdom Publi
cations, London, 1983) pp. 67- 1 10 .  

I lBy engaging in wholesome activities of the body, speech and 
mind one accumulates a "store of virtue." Such behavior places 
beneficial imprints upon the mind, and these are an indispens
able aid to spiritual awakening. Buddhist practice continually 
emphasizes the balance between the cultivation of wisdom and 
involvement in altruistic activity motivated by compassion. Fur
ther reference to the two types of obscurations is given in Medi-
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tation on Emptiness, p. 300. 

12abhyudaya, mngon mtho. This refers to birth in the fortunate 
realms of existence as a human being, a demigod or a god. 

13nihsreyasa, nges legs. 

14bodhicitta, byang chub sems. This spirit of awakening en
tails the aspiration to achieve the full spiritual awakening of 
a Buddha in order to be of benefit to all sentient beings. Fur
ther explanation can be found in Jeffrey Hopkins' The Tantric 
Distinction (Wisdom Publications, London, 1984) pp. 58-74. 

l SFor an explanation of the Buddhist concept of cyclic exis
tence see Meditative States in Tibetan Buddhism by Lati Rin
bochay, Denma Locho Rinbochay, Leah Zahler and Jeffrey 
Hopkins (Wisdom Publications, London, 1983) pp. 23-47. 
Liberation from this cyclic existence is called "Nirvana." 

16The Three Trainings are in moral discipline, concentration 
and wisdom. See Opening the Eye of New Awareness, pp. 53-84. 

17kleSa, nyon mongs. I have translated this important term both 
as mental distortion and mental affliction, so they are used syn
onymously. The first translation brings out the fact that klesas 
distort our experience of reality and thereby lead us into suffer
ing. The second translation emphasizes that they are mala
dies of the mind, suggesting both that they are a source of 
pain and that the afflicted mind can be healed. 

Introduction to the Two Truths That Comprise Reality 

IThroughout this text the term "phenomenon" will be used 
synonymously with " entity," rather than as an antonym to 
" noumenon.' ' 
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2The cycle of existence is the condition of being repeatedly 
subject to birth, aging, sickness and death due to the power 
of mental afflictions and the actions that are tainted by them. 

3vasana, bag chags. 

4pratltyasamutpada, rten cing 'breI bar 'byung ba. 

SThe Sanskrit term dharma is translated in this work in three 
ways-entity, phenomenon and event -so those terms should 
be regarded as synonymous. 

6ji Ita ba'i shes rab. This is contrasted with "phenomenologi
cal understanding" (ji snyed pa'i shes rab) , which concerns 
the manifold events of conventional reality. 

7In this translation the term "Idealist" is used only with refer
ence to the Buddhist idealist school known as VijiUmavada (Tib. 
sems tsam pa) . 

8The term "Centrist" here refers only to the Madhyamika 
school (Tib. dbu ma pa) of Buddhist philosophy. 

9don spyi. 

lO'fhe same analogy may also be interpreted in different ways 
by contemplatives having different levels of insight. For ex
ample, both Idealists as well as Centrists assert that the phys
ical world is dream-like. Idealists interpret this as meaning that 
while the world appears to the senses as if it exists externally, 
independent of the mind, in fact all phenomena are of the na
ture of consciousness . The Prasangikas, in contrast, assert 
phenomena as dream-like on the grounds that they appear to 
be truly existent, whereas they are actually devoid of inherent 
existence. Both interpretations accept the dream analogy due 
to the lack of accord between the way phenomena appear and 
the way they exist . 
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l lIf one applies ultimate analysis to the recipient of one's 
generosity, no person is to be found. This same negative result 
occurs if such investigation is applied to the giver and the act 
of giving. This conclusion, however, should not prevent one 
from acts of generosity. When engaging in such service, one 
regards the giver, the act of giving and the recipient in terms 
of conventional reality, without applying ultimate analysis to 
them. 

1 2According to the Prasangika view, to posit the existence of 
something, three criteria must be fulfilled: (1)  Its existence 
must be accepted in terms of conventional cognition, (2) It 
must not be invalidated by conventional cognition and (3) It 
must also not be invalidated by the type of cognition that in
vestigates ultimate truth. Note that all three criteria concern 
cognition; none touch on any determining factor from the side 
of the object. This view is scripturally based upon the Bud
dha's statement: "Those things that the public asserts as ex
istent, I too assert as existent. Those things that the public 
deems non-existent, I too deem non-existent." 

13pram3.Qa, tshad mao For an explanation of the two major types 
of verifying cognition, perceptual and inferential, see F. Th. 
Stcherbatsky's Buddhist Logic (Dover Publications, New York, 
1962) Vol. I, pp. 146- 1 80, 231 -274. 

14rang mtshan. 

1 5An entity does not exist by its own intrinsic being, but in 
dependence upon conceptual designation. In this sense it ex
ists by the power of consensus; but, as the author points out, 
the mere fact that a certain group of people believe in the ex
istence of something does not necessarily mean that it exists. 
For example, during the nineteenth century, there was wide
spread belief among physicists in the existence of absolute space 
and time. Although there was, roughly speaking, a consensus, 
that belief was erroneous. 
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A cognition may be mistaken with respect to the appear
ance of its object while not mistaken with respect to the ob
ject itself. For further reference to this point see the footnote 
25 to verse 75 .  

16An "impure object" commonly cited in Buddhist literature 
is the human body. Sexual attraction toward the human body 
entails viewing it as something "pure" and desirable, and this 
appearance is enhanced by the use of perfume, jewelry and 
attractive garments.  When the mind is dominated by lust, one 
focuses on the exterior of the desired body and associates it 
with desirable qualities. The contemplative whose mind is free 
of sensual craving sees that the body is "impure" as this term 
is normally used; for the outer skin is a container for such sub
stances as blood, fat, bone, phlegm, sweat, excrement and 
urine. The deluded mind of a lustful person ignores the pres
ence of these impure components of the body and falsely 
regards it as pure. 

1 7To sum up, a community of people may agree as to the exis
tence of certain entities and their ultimate mode of existence 
and yet be wrong. The fallacy of such beliefs is due to the 
fact that they are invalidated by verifying cognition; it is not 
because they fail to correspond to some independent, abso
lute reality. A central challenge of Buddhist mental training 
is to recognize the difference between deceptive and verifying 
cognition and to cultivate the latter. This is the purpose of the 
threefold training in moral discipline, concentration and 
wisdom. 

1 8"Tainted things" include those things that arise under the 
influence of mental distortions and the actions that ensue from 
such distortions. 

19The Four Noble Truths, together with their sixteen attrib
utes, are discussed in Tibetan Tradition of Mental Development, 
pp. 20-38.  
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2O'fo the untrained mind, the phenomena around us seem fairly 
static; only their gross impermanence is seen. The awareness 
of a contemplative, on the other hand, is refmed to the point 
that the very subtle, moment-by-moment arising and passing 
of phenomena is ascertained. This subtle impermanence is an 
important facet of conventional reality. 

2 IThe mind of a contemplative is refmed by means of a for
midable training in stabilizing and clarifying awareness through 
the practice of meditative quiescence. It is then further devel
oped with methods for the cultivation of insight. In this way 
veriftable knowledge is gained concerning both conventional 
and ultimate reality, and this invalidates the unfounded assump
tions of common people. 

22Thus, the Centrist theory states very plainly that truth is 
not established by "majority rule." The insights of the en
lightened few may invalidate the consensus of the masses . 
When Shantideva fIrst orally presented this treatise, he did so 
before a congregation of monks; so it was appropriate for him 
to refer to the impurity of the female body as . an antidote to 
lust. Were such a teacher to speak before an assembly of nuns, 
the reference would quite possibly be to the impurity of the 
male body. 

23In committing a deed, four processes occur: (1)  the inten
tion, (2) the preparation, (3) the enactment and (4) the cul
mination of the act. In "killing" a mindless illusion of a per
son, the fIrst two of those stages may occur, but not the latter 
two. Clearly the actual deed of killing and the resultant death 
of one's victim cannot occur, for no person exists in the illu
sion. Thus, the evil of slaying another person does not occur, 
but there is still the evil of the intent and the preparation. 

24This subject is discussed in the commentary to verse 96. Ac
cording to Buddhist contemplative science, the mind does not 
originate from matter or energy, nor does it arise from noth-
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ing. Rather, it can arise only in dependence upon a preceding 
mental continuum. T hus, the initial moment of consciousness 
of a fetus does not originate from the union of the egg and 
sperm of its parents. It must arise from a preceding continuum 
of consciousness. This continuum can be traced back to a previ
ous life in which it was conjoined with another body that lived 
and died. T he mind of a fetus thus carries innumerable im
prints from previous lives. 

2S Yukt#a�#kii, Rigs pa drug bcu pa. 

26Further reference to residual and non-residual liberation can 
be found in Meditation on Emptiness, pp. 342, 394-395 .  

27A Buddha has gained release from the cycle of existence, but 
this does not imply, according to Mahayana Buddhism, that 
such a being no longer takes birth in the world. He [or she] 
does not take birth due to the force of mental distortions and 
the actions that are tainted by them. Rather, a Buddha ap
pears in the world due to the force of compassion, in order 
to lead sentient beings to spiritual awakening. 

28T he Buddhist concept of the world as illusion is one that 
is commonly misunderstood by Western readers. T his is par
tially due to a large body of Buddhist literature in Western lan
guages that misrepresents this theory. T his distortion of the 
Buddhist teachings naturally creates unjustified barriers be
tween the Buddhist and the Western scientific search for truth. 

For example, when physicist Stephen Hawking was presented 
with the possibility that Eastern mysticism might yield insights 
into objective reality, he responded, "I think it is absolute rub
bish . . . T he universe of Eastern mysticism is an illusion. A 
physicist who attempts to link it with his own work has aban
doned physics." [Stephen Hawking's Universe, John Boslough 
(William Morrow & Co., New York, 1985) p. 127] . T he mere 
fact that Buddhism deems the world to be illusion-like hardly 
sets it at odds with Western science. T he transcendental real-
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ism underlying most of even classical physics states that na
ture is drastically unlike our direct experience of it; and both 
quantum mechanics and relativity describe a world very for
eign to our ordinary perceptions and concepts . In that sense 
science deems everyday experience of nature as illusory. The 
very existence of the objective world has also been challenged 
on the basis of recent research in quantum mechanics (cf. "Is 
the moon there when nobody looks? :  Reality and quantum 
theory," N. David Mermin, Physics Today, Apr. , 1985, p. 38; 
" The Quantum Theory and Reality," Bernard d Espagnat, 
Scientifu American, Vol.  241 ,  No. 5 ,  Nov. 1979) . 

The Centrist view acknowledges the existence of a physical 
world every bit as real as mental events, and it states that phys
ical theories may be true of nature insofar as they are based 
on verifying experience. In this way it avoids the extreme of 
instrumentalism. However, science does not represent nature 
as it exists independently of our experience and concepts; and 
with this statement the Centrist view shuns the extremes of 
both immanent realism and transcendental realism. 

29dharmadhatu, chos kyi dbyings. 

Critique of the Idealist View 

ldhatu, khams. The three are the sensual realm, the form realm 
and the formless realm. 

20iu/-amanisUtra, bTsug na rin po che'i mdo. 

3Prajfiamula, rTsa ba 'i shes rab. 

4gzhi grub. 

Sbtags don. 
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6svaSaIp.vitti, rang rig. 

7For a method to develop such awareness see Buddhaghosa's 
The Path of Purification, trans. Bhikkhu NW;1amoli (Buddhist 
Publishing Society, Kandy, Sri Lanka, 1979) XIII, 8- 12 .  

8For an explanation of this practice see Geshe Rabten's Echoes 
of Voidness (Wisdom Publications, London, 1983), pp. 1 13-128. 

9The possibility of such an alchemically produced ointment 
seems to have been common knowledge during the time of 
Shantideva, and contemporary traditional Tibetan Buddhists 
also accept this discussion literally. 

lOHere is one of innumerable references in Buddhism to the 
close relationship between morality and inquiry into the na
ture of reality. Ignorance in the form of actively misapprehend
ing reality is regarded as the fundamental distortion of the 
mind, and it is the source of other afflictions such as craving 
and hostility. Such mental distortions move people to evil be
havior, and this is the source of strife and misery. Thus, the 
Buddhist quest for truth is not unrelated to ethics, as is so 
much of Western science and philosophy. 

l lgnas lugs su grub pa. 

1 2bahy3.rtha, phyi don. 

13rnam pa. 

14btags yod. 

l sabhava, dngos med. 
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The Necessity of the Centrist Path 

laryamarga, 'phags lam. 

2samadhi, ting nge 'dzin. 

3cf. note 5 to verse 1 .  

4vajropamasamadhi, rdo rje Ita bu'i ting nge 'dzin. 

SImpure realms of existence are those that come into being 
by the power of mental distortions and the actions that ensue 
from such distortions. According to Buddhist cosmology, the 
world in which a community of sentient beings dwells is 
brought into existence by the former deeds of the members 
of that community. No transcendent creator is needed for the 
creation of worlds . A pure realm is one that is brought about 
by the prayers of an Awakened Being, and it is untainted by 
mental distortions and the actions that ensue from such 
distortions. 

6Shantideva makes reference to such strange phenomena as 
" medicinal pillars" as if their existence was commonly accepted 
by his contemporary audience. The classical Indian civiliza
tion of his time abounded in "psychic technology" due to its 
advanced contemplative science. In the intervening centuries 
such knowledge has declined in part due to the impact of West
em civilization upon traditional Indian culture. 

7The realist looks upon the causal relations between natural 
events as a compelling reason for believing that they exist in 
their own right, independent of conceptual designation. If they 
were dependent upon such designation, how could they ever 
interact among themselves? The Centrist replies that if events 
were truly existent, they would be utterly immutable and iso
lated from one another. Each entity would intrinsically bear 
its own static attributes, and it would exist etemally. This would 
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preclude any possibility of causal interactions among phen
omena. In short, the Centrist concludes that causal relations 
are possible only because events are not truly existent. 

8There are different ways of interpreting identitylessness and 
emptiness as they appear among the sixteen attributes of the 
Four Noble Truths. One interpretation regards identityless
ness as the absence of a self-sufficient, substantial I, and emp
tiness as the absence of a self-sufficient, substantial "my" and 
"mine." A grosser interpretation identifies these terms with 
the absence of "I; ' "me" and "mine" in terms of an unchang
ing, independent, unitary personal identity. Both interpreta
tions fall short of the depth of the Centrist view of emptiness.  

9These four stages are ( 1 )  Stream-Enterer, (2) Once-Returner, 
(3) Non-Returner and (4) Arhat (Liberated Being) . For an ex
planation of these stages according to Theravada Buddhism 
see Paravahera Vajiraiiru.m Mahathera's Buddhist Meditation in 
Theory and Practice (Buddhist Missionary Society, Jalan 
Berhala, Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia, 1975) , ch. 30. 

lOFor an explanation of the difference between Hinayana and 
Mahayana see The Tan� Distinction, pp. 93- 102. 

l lfuthika, mu stegs pa 

1 2Ratnavali, dBu ma rin chen phreng ba 

13 Sutrala'f(lkiira, mDo sde rgyan 

l,\:f. Buddhaghosa's The Path of Purification, trans. Bhikkhu 
N�oli (Buddhist Publication Society, Kandy, Sri Lanka, 
1979) XXII 33-43 . 

1 5cf. ibid. , III 128,  IV 55 ,  XIII 16 .  

16These three baskets are (1)  Vinaya, dealing with moral dis-
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cipline; (2) Sutra, dealing with the training in meditative con
centration and other facets of the path of awakening; and (3) 
Abhidharma (sometimes translated as "higher knowledge"), 
concerning a diversity of topics ranging from psychology to 
cosmology. For a further explanation see Opening the Eye of 
New Awareness, pp. 47-52. 

1 71as dag. 

1 8For a brief introduction to the meaning of tantra in the Bud
dhist context see Opening the Eye of New Awareness, pp. 95- 105. 

19zab gsa! gnyis med. 

2Ocakravartiraja, 'khor los bsgyur ba'i rgyal po. This refers to 
certain righteous kings discussed in Buddhist scriptures who 
variously reign over one, two, three or all four sectors of the 
earth . 

2 1These are explained in Death, Intermediate State and Rebirth, 
Lati Rinbochay and Jeffrey Hopkins (Snow Lion Publications, 
Ithaca, New York, 1985) .  See also Geshe Kelsang Gyatso's 
Clear Light of Bliss (Wisdom Publications, London, 1982) pp. 
17-32 . 

22For an introduction to Vaibhashika philosophy see Th. 
Stcherbatsky's The Central Conception of Buddhism (Motilal 
Banarsidass, Delhi, India, 1974) pp. 76-91 .  

24asrup.jfiisamapatti, 'du shes med pa'i snyoms 'jug. 

24None of the verses 49-5 1 appear in the Sanskrit version edited 
by P.L.  Vaidya (Buddhist Sanskrit Text Series) , though they 
are present in other Sanskrit editions and Tibetan translations. 
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Personal Identitylessness 

Ipudgalanarratmya, gang zag gi bdag med. 

2dharmanarratmya, chos kyi bdag med. 

3The Sanskrit atman, (Tib. bdag) is here usually translated as 
" identity," whereas in other Buddhist translations it is often 
rendered as "self." The Centrist view refutes the existence of 
two types of atman, that of persons and that of other entities . 
The Centrist thus speaks of the lack of an atman of a table, 
for instance. In English it is appropriate to speak of analyti
cally seeking the identity of a table, but the notion of a self 
of a table is peculiar. We may indeed speak of a " table itself," 
but in reference to a table, we would not normally speak of 
"its self." Thus, I have usually chosen to use the broader term 
"identity." The exceptions, as in the above case, occur when 
the atman in question is of a personal nature. 

4This is similarly true in the investigation of other entities . 
First one must clearly ascertain the phenomenal nature of the 
entity in question, and thereafter one can proceed to inves
tigate its ultimate mode of existence. 

Sbtags gzhi. 

6The six are the five types of sensory consciousness and men
tal consciousness. 

7btags don. 

8For a helpful table setting forth these terms in a systematic 
way see Robert A.F. Thurman's translation of Tsong Khapa's 
Essence of True Eloquence (Princeton University Press, Prince
ton, NJ, 1984) p. 1 39.  

9The Samkhya system asserts that there are an infinite num-



126 Transcendent Wisdom 

ber of selves. The nature of the self is existence and conscious
ness. It is without parts, and it experiences pleasure and pain. 
For an extensive introduction to Samkhya philosophy see A 
History of Indian Philosophy by S. Dasgupta (Cambridge 
University Press, Cambridge, 1922) Vol.  I, Ch. VII . 

lOVikara, mam 'gyur. 

I 1svabhava, rang bzhin. 

1 2snying stobs. 

13rdul . 

14mun pa. 

l SFor an explanation of these three constituents see S. Das
gupta's A History of Indian Philosophy, Vol.  I, pp. 243-247. 
Dasgupta translates sattva, rajas and tamas respectively as 
" intelligence-stuff," " energy-stuff" and " mass-stuff." He com
ments (p. 245) that "in the phenomenal product whatever 
energy there is is due to the element of rajas and rajas alone; 
all matter, resistance, stability, is due to tamas, and all con
scious manifestation to sattva." 

1 6guI}.a, yon tan. 

1 7pralq-ti, gtso boo When the Samkhyas speak of a pervasive 
primal substance whose perturbations result in the manifold 
world of natural phenomena, we may be reminded of specu
lations in modern physics concerning the role of the vacuum 
in the cosmos. Some physicists believe that the entire universe 
originated from a fluctuation of the energy of the vacuum. 
However, there are significant differences between the two 
views. Astronomer E. R. Harrison claims that the original state 
of the universe was one of irrational, indeterministic chaos . 
On the other hand, P. T. Raju writes [ The Philosophical Tra-



Notes 127 

ditions of India, (George Allen & Unwin Ltd. , London, 1971) 
p. 16 1 . ]  that the primal substance of Samkhya cosmology "is 
not a chaotic stuff, but something in which everything is in 
harmony and equilibrium. We cannot attribute order to it, be
cause the concept of order implies plurality among the mem
bers of which definite, fixed relations exist . Prakrti is origi
nally absolute equilibrium, but completely undifferentiated." 

1 8svabhiiva, rang bzhin. This term is often translated as "na
ture." However, when used in the context of ekasvabhiiva, the 
translation "substantially identical" seems most fitting; hence 
the present translation. 

19cf. A History of Indian Philosophy, Vol. I, pp. 245-248. 

2°While the Samkhya philosophy asserts the existence of a 
plurality of selves, it fundamentally treats the material world 
as a unity, namely the primal substance. This unity appears 
in a plurality of forms, and even time and space have no sepa
rate existence. It appears in the same way for every self, and 
it is independent of any self. Although it is not sentient, mind 
is one of its products; thus, it is the original stuff of the psycho
physical world. On the relationship between the self and the 
primal substance P. T. Raju comments: " The original distinc
tion, for the Samkhya, is not between mind and matter, but 
between the atman, which is infinite consciousness, but in
determinate and Prakrti, which is the infinite unconscious, but 
determinate. It is out of this infinite, but determinate uncon
scious that the manifold world evolves." (The Philosophical Tra
ditions of India, pp. 160- 161 ) .  

2 1astitii, yod pa nyid. 

22For an extensive introduction to the Nyaya-Vaisheshika phi
losophy see S. Dasgupta's A History of Indian Philosophy, Vol. 
I,  Ch. VIII . 
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23This concept of the self is common to most non-Buddhist 
Indian philosophies . 

24Like a point on a line, it disappears when precisely sought. 

25 'khrul pa'i tshad mao A verifying cognition must be un
mistaken with respect to its chief object ('jug yul), viz. the main 
object that it ascertains. However, it may at the same time be 
a deceptive cognition with respect to its appearing object (snang 
yul) . For example, a verifying inferential cognition correctly 
ascertains the inferred object. But since that object and the 
idea of that object appear to such cognition as if they were 
fused together, this cognition is deceptive with respect to that 
appearance. Why? Because that object and the idea of it do 
not exist in the manner in which they so appear. According 
to the Centrist view, a perceptual verifying cognition can also 
be deceptive with respect to its appearing object. That object 
appears to be truly' existent, but in fact it is not. 

26In this verse the Sanskrit aharrzkiira (grasping onto the "I") 
reads in the Tibetan translation as nga rgyal. 

Phenomenal Identitylessness 

ISIIlftyupasthana, dran pa nye bar gzhag pa. 

2The Tibetan reads "hand" and "fmgers," whereas the pres
ent version of the Sanskrit reads "foot" and "toes or fmgers" 
(arrzguli means either, depending on the context) . The Tibe
tan version seems to be a slightly more likely reading. 

3aQ.u, rdul . 

4Further reference to Buddhist views concerning atoms is found 
in S.  Anacker's Seven Works of Vasubandhu (Motilal Banar
sidass, Delhi, India, 1984) pp. 167- 170 .  This passage entails 
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an Idealist refutation of the existence of atoms. 

SThis form of analysis of the ontological status of the atom 
pertains both to the classical and quantum mechanical con
cepts of the atom and subatomic particles. The atom or parti
cle may or may not be conceived as having a definite size and 
location, but all theories attribute to it certain defining charac
teristics. Otherwise, it would be wholly indistinguishable from 
other entities . As soon as the particle is conceived as bearing 
certain qualities, we may proceed with the analysis : What is 
the relationship between the whole and its parts? The con
clusion is that particles of matter are as devoid of intrinsic ex
istence as is space. 

6The term "feeling" (vedana, tshoT ba) as it is used here has 
a more limited meaning than is usual in English. It refers to 
physical and mental feelings of pleasure, pain and indifference. 
It does not include, for instance, the tactile sensation that arises 
when one touches an object. 

7yogin, rnal 'byor pa. 

8Recall that in modem quantum field theory the concept of 
individual elementary particles remains very problematic. 
Moreover, there is considerable disagreement among contem
porary physicists concerning the actual nature of atoms. Phys
icist d 'Espagnat claims that they are mere properties of space; 
Stapp argues that they are a set of relationships; and Heisen
berg denies that they are things . The Centrist theory does not 
deny the existence of atoms; but it does refute the assump
tion that they exist as real entities independent of conceptual 
designation. 

9This statement would be contested by most contemporary 
physicists, citing the work of Rutherford in 191 1 ,  who ex
perimentally demonstrated that most of the interior of an atom 
is composed of empty space. This idea is closely related to the 
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"planetary model" of the atom, in which the electrons orbit 
about the nucleus. Now modern quantum theory, with its 
wave/particle duality and uncertainty principle, states that this 
model cannot be regarded as a representation of the atom as 
an objective reality. The model is useful (and in broad use) 
as a heuristic device. Furthermore, according to modern quan
tum field theory, "empty space" seems to be far from empty. 
However, in the context of this Buddhist text, it is more im
portant to recognize that the Buddhist concept of atoms differs 
radically from that of modern Western science. Buddhist con
templatives have used their own heightened powers of aware
ness, developed through rigorous training in meditation, as 
their means of exploring the smallest components of the phys
ical world. Modern physicists use mechanical instruments and 
mathematics in formulating their atomic theories. In this sit
uation much insight can be gleaned from Heisenberg's com
ment: "What we observe is not nature in itself but nature ex
posed to our method of questioning." Given these two radically 
different methods of questioning, it is hardly surprising that 
the resultant theories differ as much as they do. 

Given the major differences between Buddhist contempla
tive views concerning the basic constituents of the natural world 
and the views of modern physical science, we may ask: which 
is more useful? But this question needs to be refmed: useful 
for what purpose? In terms of advancing technology, the the
ories and models of physics and chemistry are incomparably 
more useful; but in terms of transforming one's body and mind 
through contemplative practice, the views of Buddhist con
templatives are far more appropriate. 

lOOnce again, this statement must be understood within the 
context of Buddhist atomic theory. It would be inappropriate 
to equate the Buddhist usage of the term "atom" with that 
of modern physics.  Having emphasized this point, it may be 
of interest to note that modern physics is far from certain as 
to the manner in which particles of matter do interact.  Are 
they interconnected by a system of fields, or is Schwinger's 
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" source theory," which dispenses with fields, truer of physi
cal reality? The Einstein-Podolsky-Rosen Paradox and Bell 's 
Theorem also pertain to such questions. 

l laIambanapratyaya, dmigs rkyen. 

1 2adhipatipratyaya, bdag rkyen. 

1 3samanantarapratyaya, de ma thag rkyen. See The Mind and 
its Functions by Geshe Rabten, trans. by Stephen Batchelor 
CTharpa Choeling, 1 80 1  Mt. Pelerin, Switzerland) . 

14Buddhism does clearly make a distinction between mind and 
matter, or between cognitive and physical events . Cognitive 
events, such as sensory awareness, memory and imagination, 
experience their respective objects. Physical entities, acting as 
objective conditions and dominant conditions, may certainly 
contribute to the production of various forms of cognition; but 
they themselves experience nothing. Although there is abun
dant evidence for believing that certain neurophysiological 
processes are necessary for normal visual perception to occur, 
what scientific grounds are there for equating the two? Materi
alists may suppose that perception is nothing more than a phys
ical process, but who has ever experientially verified this the
ory? Now the Centrist view acknowledges the role of the three 
types of conditions mentioned in the commentary, but it de
nies that any such interactions have real, intrinsic existence. 
Moreover, the causal interactions between physical and cog
nitive events go both ways : Subjectively experienced cogni
tive processes affect physical processes, as do physical influence 
the cognitive. 

1 Scf. verse 85 .  

16don mthun. 

17 Prasannapada, Tshig gsal. 
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1 8bdag gcig 'breI. An identity relationship is present when dis
tinct entities exist simultaneously and are of the same nature. 
For example, the red color of an apple bears an identity rela
tionship with the apple. 

19cf. verse 22. 

2O'fhere is a common belief nowadays that visual perceptions, 
thoughts, and mental images are located in the brain. That 
the brain is involved in the arising of these cognitive events 
is undeniable and is hardly a recent discovery. But where is 
the evidence that these subjectively experienced events occur 
in the head or anywhere in physical space? For a critique of 
this assumption by a Western philosopher, see E. A. Burtt 's 
The Metaphysical Foundations of Modem Physical Science, Chap
ter 8 (b) . 

2 1This verse makes it quite clear that the Centrist view avoids 
not only the extreme of materialism but of idealism as well . 
Physical phenomena do indeed depend for their existence upon 
mental designation, but perceptions of the physical world, such 
as visual cognition, require for their production objective con
ditions . The Centrist view does acknowledge a dualism be
tween cognitive and physical events, but the two are seen as 
mutually interdependent. Moreover, the dualism itself has 
purely a conventional status; it, too, exists in dependence upon 
conceptual imputation. 

22Although causal relationships are sequential, cause and ef
fect are not separated by absolute, objective time. According 
to the Centrist view, not only are effects dependent upon their 
causes, but causes depend upon their effects . 

23For an explanation of the Three Jewels see Tibetan Tradition 
of Mental Development, pp. 60-69. 

24Here the fallacy of extreme relativism is avoided. Although 
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entities exist in dependence upon conceptual designation, it 
is not true that one person's concepts are necessarily as valid 
as another's; nor is it true that each person lives in his or her 
own reality determined solely by that individual's beliefs. For 
example, one who is convinced that death entails complete per
sonal annihilation is not extinguished at death simply because 
of that mistaken view. We may deny things that do exists; and 
though we are influenced by such false views, we do not es
cape influence by the things that we deny. Similarly, we may 
believe in things that do not exist . We are then influenced by 
such false beliefs, but not by the non-entities that we believe 
in. The central purpose of Buddhist mental training is to recog
nize and discard those two types of false views. This is done 
by means of cultivating verifying perceptual and inferential 
cognition. 

25Although this statement seems as fIrst glance to suggest ideal
ism, a subtler meaning is intended. According to the Centrist 
view, truth cannot be determined on the basis of some reality 
existing independently of the mind; for such a reality does not 
exist . However, this is not to say that there is no reality exist
ing independently of the human mind. Precisely stated, the 
human mind can neither perceive nor conceive a reality in
dependent of itself. Truth is determined on the basis of its 
knowability by a verifying cognition. A truth may not be 
known by a given individual or society, but this does not mean 
that it does not exist . If something is apprehended by any 
verifying cognition, it exists .  

26moha, gti mug. 

27abhranta, rna 'khrul ba. The Buddhist terminology in this 
section is very precise, and it is diffIcult to avoid confusion 
in the English translation. The mind that establishes conven
tional reality must not be deluded in terms of mistakenly ap
prehending its chief object. For example, a mind that believes 
in rabbit 's horns is deluded with respect to its chief object, 
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viz . rabbit 's horns. A mind that establishes conventional real
ity is termed confusion only because it grasps onto true exis
tence. It correctly identifies its chief object, but it mistakenly 
regards that object as truly existent. 

28According to the Centrist view, a cognition is verifying if it 
unmistakenly apprehends it chief object . 

29avisalllwdaka, mi slu ba. 

30 ' jug yul. For anyone but a Buddha, a fully awakened being, 
all conventional truths appear as if they were truly existent . 
Thus, when an ordinary person sees a mountain, it falsely ap
pears to exist intrinsically from its own side. One may un
mistakenly apprehend the mountain (the chief object) , while 
being deluded with respect to its mode of appearance (the ap
parent object) . 

3 1aIayavijiiana, kun gzhi rnam par shes pa. 

32It has already been mentioned that there are generally two 
kinds of verifying cognition: perceptual and inferential . The 
former includes valid sensory cognitions as well as certain kinds 
of mental awareness in which objects are ascertained without 
the appearance of the ideas of those objects. Inferential verifying 
cognition apprehends its object in dependence upon conclu
sive reasoning; and such cognition is always mixed with the 
appearance of the idea of its object . Because of the twofold 
nature of verifying cognition, Tibetan Buddhist mental dis
cipline entails training both in meditation and logic. The former 
is aimed primarily at cultivating subtle forms of perceptual, 
mental verifying cognition. With such training one can even
tually ascertain for oneself the existence of such events as past 
and future lives. A central emphasis of this discipline is to learn 
to distinguish between verifying cognition and the fantasizing 
mind that conjures up all sorts of fictitious imagery. 
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33med dgag. 

34dharmata, chos nyid. 

Refutation of Others' Conceptions of True Existence 

IHere, once again, the Centrist view takes a stand essentially 
different from that of idealism. 

2The mutual dependence between father and child is obvious 
in terms of language. And because, conventionally speaking, 
there can be no father without a child or child without a fa
ther, this is true of the reality that is imputed by convention. 
The same is true of the mutual dependence between cause and 
effect: One cannot speak of a cause without an effect or vice 
versa. Thus the two are interdependent in terms of language 
and conventional reality. 

3This is the Realists ' major rationale for asserting the true ex
istence of natural phenomena: They are causally interrelated, 
so they must exist independently of conceptual designation. 
The Centrist replies : It is precisely because such interrelation
ships occur that it is impossible for those phenomena to be 
self-deflning, intrinsic entities. 

4Here is another major Realist argument: The world about 
us must truly exist, otherwise we would not share common 
experience of it, which arises in dependence upon that indepen
dent, objective world. Indeed, until one has deeply explored 
the role of consciousness in the universe, the above conclu
sion seems inescapable. Western science has hardly begun to 
make such an exploration, so it naturally assumes the true, 
independent nature of the cosmos. Buddhist contemplative 
science has long engaged in such empirical investigation into 
the nature and function of consciousness; and it accounts for 
shared, common experience in terms the role of shared ac
tions in previous lives and their effects in this life. 
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Note that the Centrist view acknowledges the role of objec
tive conditions for the occurrence of perceptions of the natu
ral world. But it denies that those conditions exist independently 
of mental imputation. 

Proofs of the Absence of True Existence 

1 Buddhism very clearly asserts the importance of causality in 
the occurrence of both physical and cognitive natural events.  
Recall that mind is considered to be as much a constituent 
of the universe as matter or space; and causal relationships 
pertain equally in cognitive and physical events as well as to 
the interactions between those two types of phenomena. Prevail
ing interpretations of quantum mechanics emphasize the lack 
of strict causality in the quantum world. This view, which fIrst 
became popular in Western Europe during the era between 
the two World Wars, prefers the themes of chaos, random
ness and uncertainty governing the basic constituents of the 
natural world. This historical context does lead one to ponder 
the extent to which this ontological view was influenced by 
the social and economic climate of the times. In any case, it 
is a fallacy to equate the Buddhist view of causality with ei
ther the mechanistic determinism of classical physics, or the 
probabilistic determinism of quantum physics. 

ZAs implied by the context, "Ishvara" is regarded in Hindu
ism as the personal Creator of the universe. 

lef. verse 1 17.  

4According the Buddhism, no new continuums of conscious
ness are ever created. The mental continuum of every sentient 
being traces back to beginningless time. A wide variety of life 
forms are taken on by each consciousness in diverse physical 
realms of existence. A sentient being may even dwell in form
less realms which are unaffected by the cycles of cosmic origi-
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nation and destruction. Moreover, while one cosmos is under
going total destruction, making it unfit for any type of cor
poreal life forms, others are being born, while yet others are 
abiding in a habitable state. Buddhist cosmology asserts the 
existence of countless worlds inhabited by countless sentient 
beings including humans, animals and a myriad of other life 
forms. Even our own planet is the home of many non-human, 
non-animal sentient beings . Although normally hidden from 
human senses, they can be apprehended upon refining one's 
consciousness by means of certain types of meditation. 

SIn his paper entitled " Science and Religion" Albert Einstein 
declares: "The main source of the present-day conflicts be
tween the spheres of religion and science lies in this concept 
of a personal God" [Out of My Later �a�, Albert Einstein 
(Philosophical Library, N.Y. , 1950) p. 27] . Buddhism denies 
the existence of a Creator God, as it attributes the creation of 
the world to natural events rather than to a source beyond na
ture. It is essential to keep in mind, however, that by " natural 
events" Buddhism includes many phenomena, including con
sciousness, which Western science normally excludes from the 
natural world. 

6The notion that the universe and all the sentient beings who 
dwell in it have no ultimate beginning is often hard to grasp 
by the Western mind. Although the distortions and obscura
tions of an individual stream of consciousness have no begin
ning, they are irrevocably dispelled upon full awakening. The 
conscious continuum of a Buddha then continues on to a end
less future; and the limitless activities of a Buddha focus en
tirely on leading others to spiritual awakening. Western thinkers 
are often accustomed to thinking in terms of ultimate begin
nings, and both in the spheres of religion and science they 
are admonished not to ask what happened prior to such be
ginnings . Buddhism denies any beginning to time, and it re
futes the existence of a Creator existing outside of time on the 
grounds that there is no verifying cognition of either. 
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7cf. verses 93-95 . 

8A contemporary explanation of them can be found in I . K. 
Tainmi's The Science of Yoga (The Theosophical Publishing 
House, Wheaton, Ill . ,  198 1) ,  pp. 171 - 179 .  For a more tradi
tional account see Swami Hariharananda Aranya's Yoga Phi
losophy of Patafijali (State University of New York Press, Al
bany, N.Y. , 198 1) ,  pp. 1 58- 169 .  

9tanmatra, de tsam. See Yoga Philosophy of Patafijali, pp. 
169- 170 .  

IOcf. verses 78-87. 

1 1  ' khrul  gzhi. 

12iitmaja, bdag skyes. The Samkhya system, fmding it diffi
cult to accept that non-being can become being, asserts that 
the effect, even before it occurs, was being. However, the ef
fect is only latently present in the cause, and its production 
makes manifest what is already latent. Thus, causation is only 
a manifestation of what is already potentially existing. On a 
cosmic scale, the world is produced from the primal substance, 
but this is simply a manifestation of what that substance al
ready contains. This subject is discussed in S.  Dasgupta's A 
History of Indian Philosophy (pp. 254-258) and P.T. Raju's The 
Philosophical Traditions of India (pp. 162- 163) . In his book 
Physics and Philosophy: The Revolution in Modern Science 
(Harper & Row, Pub. , N.Y. , 1962) Werner Heisenberg dis
cusses his own belief in a "Universal substance" (p. 61) and 
his theory that unmeasured atoms and particles exist as " poten
tia" (p. 186) , which are not as real as the phenomena of daily 
life. 

1 3Recall that Heisenberg regards unmeasured entities in the 
quantum world as existing as potentialities which, by the act 
of measurement, enter the actual realm of manifest reality. A 
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parallel may be drawn between that view and the present Sam
khya theory. The Centrist view refutes both insofar as they 
posit such potentialities as truly existent. 

1 41f this is perception of realized beings, and worldly people 
will eventually become realized, then that resultant realization 
should already be present in them. Thus, they should see that 
effects are present in their causes, just as the sages of the Sam
khya school do. 

1 5Madhyantavibharrzgakiirikii, dBus mtha ' rnam 'byed. 

16cf. Clear Light of Bliss, pp. 203-2 13 .  

17For an explanation of these two stages see Daniel Cozort 's 
Highest If>ga Tantra (Snow Lion Publications, Ithaca, N.Y. 
1986) pp. 39- 1 14. 

1 8mthun pa'i don dam. 

19'fhis mind is called "ultimate" because it is involved in ulti
mate analysis of an entity, seeking its essential mode of existence. 

2°ni�prapafica, spros pa dang bra! ba. 

2 1Buddhist philosophy speaks of two types of negations: sim
ple (med dgag) and complex (ma yin dgag) . The former is the 
mere absence of something. Non-composite space, for exam
ple, is defmed as the mere absence of obstruction, and it is, 
thus, a simple negation. A complex negation consists of the 
absence of something, together with the affIrmation of some
thing else. Thus, a treeless plain is a complex negation: Trees 
are negated, while the plain is affIrmed. 

22From the outside, a plantain tree seems fIrm and solid, but 
if one penetrates it, one discovers that it has no core. Its ap
pearance belies its reality. 
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Encouragement to Strive to Realize Emptiness 

IThe triad of agent, action and object of the action is a fre
quent subject of analysis in the Centrist system. If we relate 
this to scientific research, we can speak of the person who 
makes a measurement, the system of measurement and the 
measured object. All three are mutually interdependent, and 
none bears an intrinsic identity. If the person in this triad reifies 
his or her own individual existence, there will be a tendency 
to reify the act of measurement and the measured object as 
well . From the Centrist perspective, this guarantees that such 
research will be conducted under a cloud of ontological con
fusion. 

2Speculative mental distortions are those that one acquires by 
adopting false views and so on. They have to be learned. In
born mental distortions are those that one is born with. Thus, 
a newborn infant enters the world with mental obscurations 
carried over from previous lives; and these may then be com
pounded with speculative distortions that are adopted during 
its lifetime. Buddhist practice is aimed not at reverting to an 
infant-like state of consciousness, but at striving toward an un
precedented state of awakening. Inborn mental distortions are 
finally dispelled only as one develops on the Path of Meditation. 

3The "devil" for Buddhists.  The term "Mara" is used some
times in the singular and sometimes in the plural . 

4In Buddhist literature " obtaining leisure" refers to meeting 
with outer and inner conditions that are crucial for fully ef
fective spiritual practice. Eighteen factors of "leisure" and "en
dowment" are frequently discussed in this regard. See H.H. 
the Dalai Lama's Path to Enlightenment, translated and edited 
by Glenn H.  Mullin (Snow Lion Publications, Ithaca, N.Y. , 
1994; formerly titled Essence of Refined Gold) pp. 58-62 . 
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