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RIME SHEDRA CHANTS

ASPIRATION

In order that all sentient beings may attain Buddhahood,
From my heart | take refuge in the three jewels.

This was composed by Mipham. Translated by the Nalanda Translation Committee

MANJUSHRI SUPPLICATION

Whatever the virtues of the many fields of knowledge
All are steps on the path of omniscience.

May these arise in the clear mirror of intellect.

O Manijushri, please accomplish this.

This was specially composed by Mangala (Dilgo Khyentse Rinpoche). Translated by the Nalanda
Translation Committee

DEDICATION OF MERIT

By this merit may all obtain omniscience

May it defeat the enemy, wrong doing.

From the stormy waves of birth, old age, sickness and death,
From the ocean of samsara, may | free all beings

By the confidence of the golden sun of the great east
May the lotus garden of the Rigden’s wisdom bloom,
May the dark ignorance of sentient beings be dispelled.
May all beings enjoy profound, brilliant glory.

Translated by the Nalanda Translation Committee
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Looking at Mind

Understanding the Mind as the Basis for the Path
An Advanced Buddhist Studies/Rime Shedra Course
Nine Tuesdays from May 19th through July 21 (omitting June 9)

Syllabus

1. Introduction and the Neuroscience Overview
a. In Class Reading:
i. The Matter of the Mind, The Mind and the Brain: Neuroplasticity and the
Power of Mental Force, Jeffrey Schwartz and Sharon Begley, pp. 19-20
and 28-32
ii. Excerpt from The Noumenon in the Tathagata Store, from The
Surangama Sutra, Translated by Lu K'uan Yu, pp. 4-21
b. The Quest for Consciousness, Christof Koch, excerpts:
i. Introduction to the Study of Consciousness, pp. 1-11
ii. Two Conscious Minds in One Body, pp. 291-294

2. Abhidharma, Part One
a. The Construction of Mindfulness, Andrew Olendzki, Contemporary Buddhism,
Vol. 12, No. 1, May 2011, pp. 55-69
b. Asian Perspectives: Indian Theories of Mind, Cambridge Handbook of
Consciousness, Georges Dreyfus and Evan Thompson:
i. Abstract; Introduction; Self & Mental States: A Samkya View, pages 89-93
ii. The Abhidharma Tradition & Its View of Mind, pages 89-101
c. Charts:
i. Adhidharma: The Nature of Mind and Emotions, two pages
ii. Mind and Its Functions: the Basic Mandala, one page
iii. The Seventy Five Dharmas

3. Abhidharma, Part Two
a. The Cognitive Process, The Theravada Abhidhamm: Its Inquiry into the Nature of
Conditional Reality, by Y. Karunadasa, pp. 138-151

b. Excerpts from The Selfless Mind: Personality, Consciousness and Nirvana in Early
Buddhism, Peter Harvey:

i. The Functions of Discernment in the Abhidhamma ‘Process of Cittas’, pp.
145-146

ii. The Roles of Bhavanga, pp. 162-165
iii. Appendix: The Theory of the Process of the Cittas, pp. 252-258

4. Pramana, Part One
a. Introduction, Elizabeth Napper, Mind in Tibetan Buddhism, Lati Rinpoche, page
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11 and pp. 15-39

b. Asian Perspectives: Indian Theories of Mind, Cambridge Handbook of

Consciousness, Georges Dreyfus and Evan Thompson:
i. Buddhist Epistemology; Conclusion, pages 101-111

5. Pramana, Part Two

a.
b.

Understanding the Mind, Geshe Kelsang Gyatso, excerpts, pp. 16-60
Optional: Conceptual Thought, Knowledge and Liberation, Anne Klein:
i. Objects of Thought, pp. 115-121
ii. Conceptual Error, pp. 126-130
iii. Thought and Direct Perception, pp. 130-134

6. Yogacara, Part One

a.
b.
C.

The Thirty Verses (Vimshatika) by Vasubandhu, 4 pages

Analysis of the Verses, Buddhist Phenomenology, by Dan Lusthaus, pp. 321-322
Analysis of the Thirty Verses in the WSSSL, Treatise in Thirty Verses on Mere-
Consciousness, Swati Ganguly, pp. 25-33

Optional: Excerpts from Yogacara, Mahayana Buddhism: the Doctrinal
Foundations, Paul Williams, pp. 97-102

Living Yogacara: An Introduction to Consciousness-only Buddhism, by Tagawa
Shun’ei, excerpts, pp. 11-18

7. Yogacara, Part Two

a.

Living Yogacara: An Introduction to Consciousness-only Buddhism, by Tagawa
Shun’ei, excerpts, pp. 19-60

8. Tantra, Part One

a.

Causes and Conditions, The Profound Inner Principles, Rangjung Dorje and
Jamgon Kongtrul, excerpt from The Nature of Mind, pp. 105-125

9. Tantra, Part Two

a.

The Concept of Mind in Buddhist Tantrism, Tibetan Buddhism in Western
Perspective, by Herbert V. Guenther, excerpt, pp. 36-47

The rDzogs chen sNying thig Analysis of Mind, The Philosophical Foundations of
Classical rDzogs chen in Tibet, David Higgins, excerpt, pp. 62-74
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ABHIDHARMA: THE NATURE OF MIND AND EMOTIONS

Central circle: citta, mind, basic knowing. Here depicted as a mirror.

First ring: first group of cetasika or mental functions. These five are omnipresent,
which means that they arise simultaneously with mind in every fraction of a second.
1. vedand, feeling, the second skandha (tshor-ba)
2. samjna, perception, discernment, sensation, the third skandha (‘du-shes)
3. cetana, intention, drive, the first and leader of all fourth skandha activity
(sems-pa)
4. sparSa, contact, totality of a given situation (reg-pa)
5. manaskara, attention, ego-centric demandingness (yid-la-byed-pa)

Second ring: second group of mental functions which also arise in every moment of
experience, but differ from the first because they are object-ascertaining, which
means they are the aspects of mental functions which focus on an object.

. chanda, aspiration, desire, interest (‘dun-pa)

- adhimoksa, appreciation, inclination, intensified interest {mos-pa)

- smyti, recollection, inspection, mindfulness {dran-pa)

. samadhi, concentration, absorption (ting-nge-‘dzin)

. prajna, intelligence, discrimination, penetrating insight {shes-rab)

s LN =

Outside rings: What appears in the outside rings varies from moment to moment in
our stream of experiencing. There are the following choices, and there cannot be a
mixture of these kinds of choices in a single moment of experience.

A. Perceptual experience: In a moment of sensory experience, the faculty and the
sense-field dharmas will appear on the outer rim, for example, faculty of sight and
object of sight. These, however, are not counted among the 51 mental factors.

B. Wholesome mental factors: These arise with one function as primary and the
other ten serving as background functions.

Sraddha, faith, confidence-respect (dad-pa)

hn, self-respect (ngo-tsha)

apatrapya, consideration for others, decorum {khrei-yod-pa)
alobha, detachment, non-cupidity, passionlessness {ma chags-pa)
advesa, non-hatred, non-antipathy (zhe-sdang med-pa)

amoha, non-bewilderment, non-delusion (gti-mug med-pa)

virya, enthusiasm, exertion {(brtson-‘grus)

prasrabdhi, suppleness, absence of strain (shin-tu sbyangs-pa)

9. apramada, conscientiousness, vigilence {(bag-yod)

10. upeksa, equanimity (btang-snyoms)

11. ahimsa, non-violence (rnam-par-mi-‘tshe‘ba)

PN A WN
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C. Unwholesome emotions, the Klesas: First are the root klesas, then the derivative
klesas. The order of the root klesas differs in different presentations.

O b ) B e

. raga or lobha, attaachment, cupidity, passion (‘dod-chags)

. pratigha or dvesa, anger, antipathy, aggression {khong-khro)
. mana, seif-importance, conceitedness, arrogance {nga-rgyal)
. avidyd or moha, ignorance, bewilderment {ma-rig-pa)

. Vicikitsa, afflicted indecision, doubt (the-tshoms)

. drsti, afflicted views, opinionatedness (Ita-ba)

The derivative klesas are elaborations of the roct klesas, with combinations of the
root klesas in the recipe, in many cases. Again, the order of the presentation differs
in various sources.

krodha, wrath (kro-ba)

upanaha, vengeance, resentment (khon du ‘dzin-pa)
pradasa, spite (‘tshig-pa)

irsya, envy, jealousy (phrag-dog)

vihimsa, cruelty, malice {rnam-par ‘tshe-ba)

mdtsarya, avarice, parsimony (ser-sna)

mada, self-satisfaction, pride, mental inflation (rgyags-pa)
auddhalya, excitement, restlessness, ebullience (rgod-pa)
mraksa, concealment, slyness {‘chab-pa)

. styana, dullness, low-spiritness, gloominess (rmugs-pa)

. asraddhya, faithlessness, lack of trust, unbelief (ma-dad-pa)
. kausidya, laziness, sloth (le-lo)

. musitasmrtita, forgetfulness, lack of mindfulness (brjed ngas-pa)
. Ulksepa, inattentiveness {shes-pa bzhin ma yin)

. Mmaya, pretension, deceit {sgyu)

. $athya, dishonesty, faudulence (gyo)
. ahri, shamelessness, lack of self-respect (ngo-tsha med-pa)
. anﬁépatrépya, inceonsideration for others, lack of decorum

{khrel med-pa)

. pramada, unconscientiousness, uncencern, negligence (bag-med)
. asarnprajna, distraction, desulteriness, non-discernment

(rnam-pa gyeng-ba)
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CHAPTER 5

Asian Perspectives: Indian Theories

of Mind

Georges Dreyfus and Evan Thompson

Abstract

This chapter examines Indian views of the
mind and consciousness, with particular
focus on the Indian Buddhist tradition. To
contextualize Buddhist views of the mind,
we first provide a brief presentation of some
of the most important Hindu views, particu-
larly those of the Samkhya school. Whereas
this school assumes the existence of a real
transcendent self the Buddhist view is that
mental activity and consciousness function
on their own without such a self. We focus
on the phenomenological and epistemologi-
cal aspects of this no-self view of the mind.
We first discuss the Buddhist Abhidharma
and its analysis of the mind in terms of
awareness and mental factors. The Abhid-
harma is mainly phenomenological; it does
not present an epistemological analysis of
the structure of mental states and the way
they relate to their objects. To cover this
topic we turn to Dharmakirti, one of the
main Buddhist epistemologists, who offers
a comprehensive view of the types of cogni-
tion and their relation to their objects.

Page 17

Introduction

In discussing Asian views of mind and con-
sciousness, we must start from the realiza-
tion that this topic presents insurmountable
challenges. The diversity of Asian cultures
from China to India to Iran is so great that
it is impossible to find coherent ways to dis-
cuss the mental concepts of these cultures
over and above listing these conceptions
and noting their differences. Hence, rather
than chart a territory that hopelessly extends
our capacities, we have chosen to exam-
ine Indian views of the mind, with a spe-
cial focus on the Indian Buddhist tradition,
which can be traced back to the first cen-
turies after the life of Siddhartha Gautama,
the Buddha (566-483 BcCE), and which con-
tinued to develop in India through the 7th
and 8th centuries ck. This approach allows
us to present a more grounded and coherent
view of the mind as conceived in the Indian
philosophical tradition and to indicate some
areas of interest that this tradition offers
to cognitive scientists and philosophers
of mind.
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In talking about the mind, it is impor-
tant to define the term, for it is far from
unambiguous. In most Indian traditions, the
mind is neither a brain structure nor a mech-
anism for treating information. Rather, mind
is conceived as a complex cognitive process
consisting of a succession of related mental
states. These states are at least in principle
phenomenologically available; that is, they
can be observed by attending to the way
in which we experience feeling, perceiving,
thinking, remembering, and so on. Indian
thinkers describe these mental states as cog-
nizing (jiia) or being aware (buddh) of their
object. Thus, the mind is broadly conceived
by traditional Indian thinkers as constituted
by a series of mental states that cognize
their objects.

This general agreement breaks down
quickly, however, when we turn to a more
detailed analysis of the nature and struc-
ture of the mind, a topic on which vari-
ous schools entertain vastly different views.
Some of these disagreements relate to the
ontological status of mental states and the
way they relate to other phenomena, partic-
ularly physical ones. Such disagreements are
related to well-known ideas in the Western
tradition, particularly the mind-body dual-
ism that has concerned Western philoso-
phy since Descartes. But many of the views
entertained by Indian thinkers are not eas-
ily mapped in Western terms, as we see in
this chapter.

Most Indian thinkers do not consider the
ontological status of mental states to be a
particularly difficult question, for most of
them accept that there is an extra-physical
reality. Among all the schools, only the
Materialist, the Carvaka, reduces the men-
tal to physical events. For its proponents,
mental states do not have any autonomous
ontological status and can be completely
reduced to physical processes. They are just
properties of the body, much like the ine-
briating property of beer is a property of
beer. Most other thinkers reject this view
forcefully and argue that the mind can
neither be eliminated nor reduced to the
material. Their endorsement of an extra-
physical reality does not, however, necessar-

ily amount to a classical mind-body dualism
(of the sort found in Descartes’ Meditations
or Plato’s Phaedo). Moreover, although they
agree in rejecting the materialist view, they
strongly disagree in their presentations of the
mind.

In this chapter, we focus mostly on the
Buddhist tradition, exploring some of its
views of the mind. One of the most salient
features of this tradition is that its accounts
of the mind and consciousness do not posit
the existence of a self. According to this tra-
dition, there is no self and mental activity
cannot be understood properly as long as
one believes in a self. The Hindu tradition,
by contrast, maintains that mental life does
involve a permanent self. Thus, to contextu-
alize Buddhist views of the mind, we begin
with a brief presentation of some of the most
important Hindu views. We then present the
Buddhist Abhidharma and its analysis of the
mind in terms of awareness and mental fac-
tors. Traditionally, the Abhidharma makes
up one of the ‘three baskets’ into which
Buddhists divide their scriptures — Sutra or
sayings of the Buddha, Vinaya or monas-
tic discipline, and Abhidharma, which sys-
tematizes Buddhist teachings in the form of
detailed analyses of experience. In examin-
ing the Abhidharma, we examine the ways
in which this tradition analyzes the differ-
ent functions of the mind without positing
the existence of a self. These analyses are in
certain ways reminiscent of those in cogni-
tive science that aim to account for cognitive
processing without invoking a homunculus
or ‘little man’ inside the head who over-
sees the workings of the mind (or merely
passively witnesses the results; see Varela,
Thompson, & Rosch, 1991, for further dis-
cussion of this parallel). The Abhidharma,
however, is phenomenological; its concern is
to discern how the mind works as evidenced
by experience (but especially by mentally
disciplined and refined contemplative expe-
rience). Although thus it is also epistemo-
logical, the Abhidharma does not present
any developed epistemological analysis of
the structure of mental states and the way
they relate to their objects so as to produce
knowledge. To cover this topic we turn to
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Dharmakirti (c. 600 cE), one of the main
Buddhist epistemologists, who offers a com-
prehensive view of the types of cognition
and their relation to their objects.

The phenomenological analyses con-
tained in the Abhidharma and the epis-
temological analyses of Dharmakirti offer
significant resources for cognitive scientists
and philosophers of mind in their efforts to
gain a better understanding of consciousness.
These analyses also constitute the theoretical
framework for the ways in which the Bud-
dhist tradition conceives of meditation and
mental training, both with regard to the phe-
nomenology of contemplative mental states
and the epistemology of the types of knowl-
edge that these states are said to provide.
Given the increasing scientific interest in the
physiological correlates and effects of med-
itation and their relation to consciousness
(see Chapter 19), it is important for the sci-
entific community to appreciate the phe-
nomenological and philosophical precision
with which these states are conceptualized
in the Buddhist tradition.

Self and Mental States:
A Samkhya View

One of the most important views of the
mind in the Hindu tradition is found in the
Samkhya school. Traditionally this school is
said to have been founded by the philoso-
pher Kapila, a legendary figure who may
have lived as early as the 7th century
BCE, but the earliest Samkhya text we pos-
sess dates from the 3rd century ce. The
Samkhya tradition is one of the six classical
schools of Hindu philosophy (Nyaya, Vais-
esika, Samkhya, Yoga, Purva Mimamsa, and
Vedanta). Its influence extends to the other
schools, particularly the Vedanta school,
which later became especially important in
the development of Hindu thought. The
Samkhya was in fact less a school proper than
a way of thinking based on the categoriza-
tion of reality. It was crucial in the forma-
tion of Indian philosophical thinking before
and after the start of the Common Era, and
hence it is unsurprising that its view of the

mind has been largely adopted in the Hindu
tradition and beyond.!

The Samkhya approach rests on a dual-
istic metaphysics built on the opposi-
tion between material primordial nature
(pradhana) or materiality (prakrti) and a
spiritual self (atman) or person (purusa).?
Nature is the universal material substratum
out of which all phenomena other than the
self emerge and evolve. These phenomena,
which make up the world of diversity, are
physical transformations of the three quali-
ties (guna) that compose primordial nature.
These three qualities are sattva (trans-
parency, buoyancy), rajas (energy, activity),
and tamas (inertia, obstruction). They are
principles or forces, rather than building
blocks. All material phenomena, including
the intellect and organs of perception, are
understood to be made up of a combina-
tion of these three principles. The one prin-
ciple not included in this constant process of
transformation is the self which is perma-
nent, non-material, and conscious or aware.
The self is also described as the conscious
presence that witnesses the transformations
of nature, but does not participate in them.
As such it is passive, though it witnesses the
experiences deriving from the transforma-
tions of the world of diversity.3

Although the Samkhya analysis of mind
is dualistic, it does not fit within classical
mind-body dualism. For the Samkhya, the
mind involves a non-material spiritual ele-
ment, namely the self. The self, however, is
not the same as the mind. Rather, the self is
the mere presence to or pure witnessing of
the mental activities involved in the ordi-
nary awareness of objects. This pure wit-
nessing, untainted by the diversity of the
material world, is not sufficient for men-
tal activities, for mental activities are rep-
resentational or semantic and require more
than passive mirroring. Mental activity is the
apprehension of an object, and this activity
requires active engagement with objects and
the formation of ideas and concepts neces-
sary for purposeful action in the world. The
self cannot account for such activity, how-
ever, because it is changeless and hence pas-
sive. To account for our cognitive activities,
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we therefore need other elements that par-
ticipate in the world of diversity. Because
any element that participates in the world
of change must emerge out of primordial
materiality and hence be material, it fol-
lows that the analysis of mental states can-
not be limited to their spiritual dimension
(the self), but must also involve material
elements. Hence, for the Samkhya, mental
activity requires the cooperation of the two
fundamental types of substance that make
up the universe, passive consciousness and
material nature.

Having described the Samkhya meta-
physics, we can now sketch its influential
analysis of mental activity.# This analysis
starts with buddhi, which is usually trans-
lated as ‘the intellect’ and is the ability to
distinguish and experience objects. This abil-
ity provides the prereflective and presubjec-
tive ground out of which determined men-
tal states and their objects arise; it is also the
locus of all the fundamental predispositions
that lead to these experiences. The intellect
emerges out of primordial matter and there-
fore is active, unlike the non-material and
passive self. The self is described metaphor-
ically as a light, for it passively illuminates
objects, making it possible for the intellect
to distinguish them. The intellect operates
in a representational way by taking on the
form of what is known. This representational
ability works in two directions — toward the
conscious and uninvolved self and toward
the objects. The intellect, thanks to its qual-
ity of clarity and transluscence (sattva), takes
on the form of the self by reflecting it. As a
result, it seems as if the self experiences the
diversity of objects, when it is actually the
intellect that undergoes these experiences,
the self being the mere witness of them. This
ability of the intellect to usurp the func-
tion of consciousness helps the intellect in
its apprehension of objects, for by itself the
intellect is active but unconsious. Awareness
of objects arises only when the intellect takes
on the light of the self and reflects it on
objects, much like pictures are created when
light is projected onto a film. In this way, the
intellect becomes able to take on the form
of the object and thus to discern it.

The intellect’s reflecting the self and tak-
ing on the form of an object are not, how-
ever, sufficient to fully determine experi-
ence. To become fully cognitive, experience
requires the formation of subjective and
objective poles. Experience needs to be the
experience of a particular individual appre-
hending a particular object. The formation
of the subjective pole is the function of the
‘ego-sense’ (ahamkara), the sense of individ-
ual subjectivity or selfthood tied to embodi-
ment. This sense colors most of our expe-
riences, which involve a sense of being a
subject opposed to an object. The determi-
nation of the objective pole, on the other
hand, is the function of ‘mentation’ (manas),
which oversees the senses and whose spe-
cial function is discrimination. This function
allows mentation to serve as an intermediary
between the intellect and the senses. Men-
tation organizes sensory impressions and
objects and integrates them into a temporal
framework created by memories and expec-
tations. In this way, our experience of objects
in the world is created.

Although the dualistic metaphysics asso-
ciated with this view was rejected in the
history of Indian philosophy, the Samkhya
model of the mind was taken over by other
Hindu schools. It serves as a foundation
of the philosopher Pataiijali’s (c. 2nd cen-
tury BCE) Yoga view of mind, which is
similar to the Samkhya.> The Yoga view
also rests on the opposition between pas-
sive self and active mental activities (citta), a
rubric under which intellect, ego-sense, and
mentation are grouped. Similarly, famkara
(788-820 ck), who savaged the dualism of
the Samkhya, took over its model of the
mind in his Advaita Vedanta, emphasizing
the contrast between the transcendence of
the self and the mental activities of the
‘inner sense’ (antahkarava) belonging to the
person.® Hence, the Samkhya view can be
taken as representative of the Hindu view of
the mind, especially in its emphasis on the
difference between a passive witnessing con-
sciousness and mental activity.

According to this view, as we have seen,
mental events come about through the con-
junction of two heterogeneous factors — a
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transcendent self and a diversity of men-
tal activities. It is a basic presupposition of
the Hindu tradition that mental life involves
a permanent self Yet because mental life
also undeniably involves change, it cannot
be reduced to this single, motionless factor of
the self; hence the need for the complicated
analysis briefly summarized here. This ten-
sion in accounts of the mind and conscious-
ness between identity and change, unity and
diversity, is of course also prevalent through-
out Western philosophy and persists in cog-
nitive science. We turn now to the Bud-
dhist tradition, which presents a different
perspective on this issue.

The Abhidharma Tradition
and its View of the Mind

The Buddhist tradition is based on the oppo-
site view of no-self (anatman). For the Bud-
dhists, there is no self and hence mental
activity is not in the service of such an entity,
but rather functions on its own. In short,
for the Buddhists there is no self that is
aware of the experiences one undergoes or
the thoughts one has. Rather the thoughts
themselves are the thinker, and the experi-
ences the experiencer.

How, then, do Buddhists explain the
complexities of the mind? How do they
explain mental regularities if there is no
central controller to oversee the whole
process?

For an answer, we turn to the Abhid-
harma, one of the oldest Buddhist tradi-
tions, which can be traced back to the first
centuries after the Buddha (566483 BCE).
First elaborated as lists,” the Abhidharma
contains the earlier texts in which Bud-
dhist concepts were developed and hence is
the source of most philosophical develop-
ments in Indian Buddhism. But the Abhid-
harma is not limited to this role as a source
of Buddhist philosophical development. It
remained a vital focus of Buddhist thought
and kept evolving, at least until the 7th or
8th century ck. In this chapter, we focus on
two Indian thinkers from the 4th or 5th cen-
tury cE, Asanga and Vasubandhu, and ignore

the diversity of opinions and debates that has
animated this tradition.

The object of the Abhidharma is to ana-
lyze both the realm of sentient experience
and the world given in such experience into
its components in language that avoids the
postulation of a unified subject. This anal-
ysis concerns the whole range of phenom-
ena, from material phenomena to nirvana
(the state of enlightenment, understood as
the direct realization of the nature of reality,
including especially the lack of any essen-
tial self and the consequent liberation from
suffering). For example, there are elaborate
discussions of the four primary and four sec-
ondary elements that make up matter (see de
la Vallée Poussin, 1971, I: 22). There are also
lengthy treatments of the nature, scope, and
types of soteriological practices prescribed
by the Buddhist tradition, a central focus
of the Abhidharma. But a large part of the
Abhidharmic discourse focuses on the anal-
ysis of mental phenomena and their various
components. It is this part of the Abhid-
harma that we examine in this chapter.

In considering experience, the Abhid-
harma proceeds in a rather characteristic
way that may be disconcerting for new-
comers, but reflects its historical origin as
mnemonic lists of elements abstracted from
the Buddha’s discourses. For each type of
phenomenon considered, the Abhidharma
analyzes it into its basic elements (dharma),
lists these elements, and groups them into
the appropriate categories (examples are
given below). The study of the Abhidharma
thus often revolves around the consideration
of series of extended lists.

In elaborating such lists of components
of experience and the world given in expe-
rience, the Abhidharma follows the cen-
tral tenets of Buddhist philosophy, in par-
ticular the twin ideas of non-substantiality
and dependent origination. According to this
philosophy, the phenomena given in experi-
ence are not unitary and stable substances,
but complex and fleeting formations of basic
elements that arise in dependence on com-
plex causal nexuses. Such non-substantiality
is particularly true of the person, who is not
a substantial self, but a changing construct
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dependent on complex configurations of
mental and material components. This anal-
ysis, which is diametrically opposed to the
Samkhya view, is not just limited to the per-
son, but is applied to other objects.

All composite things are thus analyzed as
being constituted of more basic elements.
Moreover, and this point is crucial, these
basic elements should not be thought of
as reified or stable entities, but as dynam-
ically related momentary events instanta-
neously coming into and going out of exis-
tence. Thus, when the Abhidharma analyzes
matter as being made up of basic compo-
nents, it thinks of those components not
as stable particles or little grains of matter,
but rather as fleeting material events, com-
ing into and going out of existence depend-
ing on causes and conditions. Similarly, the
mind is analyzed into its basic components;
namely, the basic types of events that
make up the complex phenomenon we call
‘mind’.

This Abhidharmic analysis is not just
philosophical butit also has practical import.
Its aim is to support the soteriological prac-
tices that the Buddhist tradition recom-
mends. The lists of material and mental
events are used by practitioners to inform
and enhance their practices. For example,
the list of mental factors we examine shortly
is a precious aid to various types of medi-
tation, providing a clear idea of which fac-
tors need to be developed and which are to
be eliminated. In this way, the Abhidharma
functions not just as the source of Buddhist
philosophy but also informs and supports
the practices central to this tradition.

In the Abhidharma the mind is conceived
as a complex cognitive process consisting of
a succession of related momentary mental
states. These states are phenomenologically
available, at least in principle: They can be
observed by turning inwardly and attending
to the way we feel, perceive, think, remem-
ber, and so on. When we do so, we notice
a variety of states of awareness, and we also
notice that these states change rapidly. It is
these mental states arising in quick succes-
sion that the Abhidharma identifies as being
the basic elements of the mind.

It should be clear from this preliminary
characterization that in elaborating a the-
ory of the mind the Abhidharma relies pri-
marily on what we would call a first-person
approach. It is by looking directly at experi-
ence that we gain an understanding of mind,
not by studying it as an object and attending
to its external manifestations. This approach
of the Ahbhidharma is not unlike that of
such Western thinkers as James, Brentano,
and Husserl, who all agree that the study
of the mind must be based on attention to
experience (see Chapter 4). This approach
is well captured by James’s famous claim
that in the study of the mind, “Introspec-
tive Observation is what we have to rely on
first and foremost and always” (James, 1981,
p. 185).

As James himself recognizes, how-
ever, first-person observation of the mind,
although it might seem a straightforward
enterprise, is not a simple affair and raises
numerous questions. What does it mean to
observe the mind? Who observes? What is
being observed? Is the observation direct
or mediated? In addition to these difficult
epistemological issues (some of which we
take up in the next section), there are also
questions about the reliability of observa-
tion. We are all able to certain degrees to
observe our own minds, but it is clear that
our capacities to do so differ. Whose obser-
vations are to be considered reliable? This
question is significant for the Abhidharmists,
who may include in their data not only
ordinary observations but also the observa-
tions of trained meditators. This inclusion
of observation based on contemplative men-
tal training and meditative experience marks
an important difference between the Abhid-
harma and James, as well as other Western
phenomenologists. Nevertheless, the degree
to which meditative experience is relevant
to Buddhist theories of the mind is not a
straightforward matter, as we see shortly.

The comparison between the Abhid-
harma and James goes further, however, than
their reliance on an introspective method.
They also share some substantive similari-
ties, the most important of which is per-
haps the idea of the stream of consciousness.
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For the Abhidharma, mental states do not
arise in isolation from each other. Rather,
each state arises in dependence on preceding
moments and gives rise to further moments,
thus forming a mental stream or continuum
(santana, rgyud), much like James’s ‘stream
of thought’. This metaphor is also found in
the Buddhist tradition in which the Bud-
dha is portrayed as saying, “The river never
stops: there is no moment, no minute, no
hour when the river stops: in the same way,
the flux of thought” (de la Vallée Poussin,
1991, p. 69, translation from the French by
Dreyfus).

Unsurprisingly, there are also significant
differences between James and the Abhid-
harma. One difference of interest to con-
temporary research is the issue of whether
mental states arise in continuity or not (see
Varela, Thompson, & Rosch, 1991, pp. 72—
79). James’s view is well known: “Con-
sciousness does not appear to itself chopped
up in bits” (James, 1981, p. 233). Although
the content of consciousness changes, we
experience these changes as smooth and
continuous, without any apparent break.
The Abhidharma disagrees, arguing that
although the mind is rapidly changing, its
transformation is discontinuous. It is only
to the untrained observer that the mind
appears to flow continuously. According
to the Abhidharma, a deeper observation
reveals that the stream of consciousness is
made up of moments of awareness, moments
that can be introspectively individuated and
described.

Several Abhidharma texts even offer
measurements of this moment, measure-
ments one would expect to be based on
empirical observation. Yet such claims are
problematic, for different Abhidharma tra-
ditions make claims that at times are strik-
ingly at odds with one another. For exam-
ple, the Mahavibhasa, an important text
from the first centuries of the Common Era,
states that there are 120 basic moments in
an instant. The text further illustrates the
duration of an instant by equating it to the
time needed by an average spinner to grab
a thread. Not at all, argues another text:
This measurement is too coarse. A moment

is the 64th part of the time necessary to
click one’s fingers or blink an eye (see de la
Vallée Poussin, 1991, pp. 70—71). Although
these measurements differ, one could argue
that given the imprecision of premodern
measurement, there is a rough agreement
between these accounts, which present a
moment of awareness as lasting for about
1/100th of a second. This is already signifi-
cantly faster than pyschophysical and elec-
trophysiological estimates of the duration of
a moment of awareness as being on the order
of 250 milliseconds or a quarter of a sec-
ond (see Poppel, 1988; Varela, Thompson,
& Rosch, 1991, pp. 72—79). But consider the
claim made by a Theravada Abhidharma
text that “in the time it takes for lightning to
flash or the eyes to blink, billions of mind-
moments can elapse” (Bodhi, 1993, p. 156).
The time scale in this account, which is stan-
dard in the Theravada tradition, is faster by
many orders of magnitude.

This dramatic discrepancy alerts us to
some of the difficulties of accounts based on
observation. For whom are we to believe?
On which tradition should we rely? More-
over, we cannot but wonder about the
sources of these differences. Do they derive
from the observations of meditators, or are
they the results of theoretical elaborations?
It is hard to come to a definitive conclusion,
but it seems reasonable to believe that these
accounts are not simply empirical observa-
tions, but largely theoretical discussions, per-
haps supplemented by observation reports.
Hence one must be cautious and not assume
that these texts reflect empirical findings.
Although some may, they are mostly the-
oretical elaborations, which cannot be taken
at face value, but require critical interpre-
tation. Finally, another Abhidharma text
seems to muddy the waters further by claim-
ing that the measure of a moment is beyond
the understanding of ordinary beings. Only
enlightened beings can measure the dura-
tion of a moment (de la Vallée Poussin, 1991,
p. 73). Thus it is not surprising that we are
left wondering!

According to the Abhidharma, the men-
tal episodes that compose a stream of con-
sciousness take as their objects either real or
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fictional entities. This object-directed char-
acter of mind has been called ‘intentionality’
by Western philosophers, such as Brentano
and Husserl. Brentano claimed that inten-
tionality is an essential feature of conscious-
ness and proposed it as a criterion of the
mental. All acts of awareness are directed
toward or refer to an object, regardless of
whether this object is existent or not. We
cannot think, wish, or dread unless our
mind is directed toward something thought
about, wished for, or dreaded, which thus
appears to the mind. Therefore, to be aware
is for something to appear to the mind. The
Abhidharma seems to share this view, hold-
ing that every moment of cognition relates to
particular objects, and hence it assumes that

intentionality and consciousness are insepa-
rable.’

The Abhidharma also holds that this
stream of consciousness is not material. It
is associated with the body during this life-
time, but will come to exist in dependence
on other bodies after the death of this body.
It is crucial to recognize, however, that the
immaterial stream of consciousness is not a
soul in the Platonic or Cartesian sense, but an
impersonal series of mental events. Buddhist
philosophers do not believe in an ontology of
substances — that reality comprises the exis-
tence of independent entities that are the
subjects of attributes or properties. Rather,
they argue that reality is made up of events
consisting of a succession of moments. Thus,
mind and matter are not substances, but
evanescent events, and mental and mate-
rial events interact in a constantly ongo-
ing and fluctuating process. Moreover, Bud-
dhist philosophers partake of the general
Indian reluctance to separate the mental and
the material. Hence they do not hold that
the divide between the material and men-
tal spheres is absolute. Nevertheless, for the
Buddhists, in contrast to the Samkhya, there
is a sharp divide between the mental, which
is intentional and conscious, and other ele-
ments. In this respect, Buddhists are perhaps
the closest among Indian philosophers to a
classical mind-body dualism.

The Abhidharma, however, does not stop
at a view of the mind as a succession of men-

tal states, but goes much further in its anal-
ysis, breaking down each mental state into
its components. According to the Abhid-
harma schema, which is to our knowledge
unique, each mental state is analyzed as
having two aspects: (i) the primary factor
of awareness (citta), whose function is to
be aware of the object, and (ii) mental fac-
tors (caitesika), whose function is to qual-
ify this awareness by determining its qual-
itative nature as pleasant or unpleasant,
focused or unfocused, calm or agitated, pos-
itive or negative, and so on. The philosopher
Vasubandhu (c. 4th or 5th century cE), one
of the great Abhidharmists, explains this dis-
tinction between awareness and mental fac-
tors as follows:

Cognition or awareness apprehends the
thing itself, and just that; mental factors
or dharmas associated with cognition such
as sensation, etc., apprehend special char-
acteristics, special conditions (de la Vallée
Poussin, 1971, 1: 30).9

The basic insight is that mental states have
two types of cognitive functions — (1) aware-
ness and (2) cognitive and affective engage-
ment and characterization. The mental state
is aware of an object. For example, the sense
of smell is aware of a sweet object. But men-
tal states are not just states of awareness.
They are not passive mirrors in which objects
are reflected. Rather, they actively engage
their objects, apprehending them as pleasant
or unpleasant, approaching them with par-
ticular intentions, and so forth. For example,
a gustatory cognition of a sweet object is not
just aware of the sweet taste but also appre-
hends the object as pleasant, distinguishes
certain qualities such as its texture, and so
on. It also categorizes the object as being
(say) one’s favorite Swiss chocolate. Such
characterization of the object is the func-
tion of the mental factors. We now describe
this distinction between the primary factor of
awareness and mental factors in more detail.

The Primary Factor of Awareness

The primary factor of awareness (citta) is
also described as vijiiana, a term often
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translated as consciousness or cognitive aware-
ness. It is the aspect of the mental state that
is aware of the object. It is the very activity
of cognizing the object, not an instrument
in the service of an agent or self (which,
as we have seen, the Buddhist philosophers
argue is nonexistent). This awareness merely
discerns the object, as in the above exam-
ple where one apprehends the taste of what
turns out to be one’s favorite Swiss choco-
late. Thus Vasubandhu speaks of awareness
as the “bare apprehension of each object” (de
la Vallée Poussin, 1971, I: 30).

In most Abhidharma systems, there are
six types of awareness: five born from the five
physical senses (sight, hearing, smell, taste,
and touch) and mental cognition. Each type
of sensory cognition is produced in depen-
dence on a sensory basis (one of the five
physical senses) and an object. This aware-
ness arises momentarily and ceases imme-
diately, to be replaced by another moment
of awareness, and so on. The sixth type
of awareness is mental. It is considered a
sense by the Abhidharma, like the five phys-
ical senses, though there are disagreements
about its basis (see Guenther, 1976, pp. 20—
30).

Some Abhidharma texts, such as Asanga’s
(Rahula, 1980), argue that these six types of
consciousness do not exhaust all the possi-
ble forms of awareness. To this list Asanga
adds two types of awareness: the store-
consciousness (alaya-vijiana, kun gzhi mam
shes) and afflictive mentation (klista-manas,
nyon yid; Rahula, 1980, p. 17).*° The idea
of a store-consciousness is based on a dis-
tinction between the six types of awareness,
which are all described as manifest cognitive
awareness (pravrtti-vijiiana, 'jug shes), and a
more continuous and less manifest form of
awareness, which is the store-consciousness.
This awareness is invoked to answer the fol-
lowing objection: If there is no self and the
mind is just a succession of mental states,
then how can there be any continuity in our
mental life? Asanga’s answer is that there is
a more continuous form of consciousness,
which is still momentary, but exists at all
times. Because it is subliminal, we usually
do not notice it. It is only in special circum-

stances, such as fainting, that its presence
can be noticed or at least inferred. This con-
sciousness contains all the basic habits, ten-
dencies, and propensities (including those
that persist from one life to the next) accu-
mulated by the individual. It thus provides
a greater degree of continuity than manifest
cognitive awareness on its own.

The store-consciousness is mistaken by
the afflictive mentation as being a self. In this
way one’s core inborn sense of self'is formed.
From a Buddhist point of view, however, this
sense of self is fundamentally mistaken. It is
a mental imposition of unity where there is
in fact only the arising of a multiplicity of
interrelated physical and mental events. The
sense of control belonging to one’s sense of
self is thus largely illusory. There is really
nobody in charge of the physical and men-
tal processes, which arise according to their
own causes and conditions, not our whims.
The mind is not ruled by a central unit, but
by competing factors whose strength varies
according to circumstances.

Thus Asanga, allegedly Vasubandhu’s
half-brother, posits as many as eight types
of consciousness, a doctrine usually asso-
ciated with a particular Buddhist school,
the Yogacara. This school contains many
interesting insights, without which there is
no complete understanding of the depth
of Buddhist views of the mind, but there
is not space to discuss these insights here.
Let us simply point out that there are
some interesting similarities between the
Yogacara and the Samkhya views. The
store-consciousness, in acting as the holder
of all the potentialities accumulated by
an individual, is not unlike the intellect
(buddhi), whereas the afflictive mentation
seems similar to the ego-sense (ahamkara).
Furthermore, mental cognition does not
seem too different from mentation (manas).
These similarities indicate the reach of the
Samkhya model, even in a tradition whose
basic outlook is radically different.

Mental Factors

Mental states are not just states of awareness;
they also actively engage their objects,
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qualifying them as pleasant or unpleasant,
approaching them with a particular attitude,
and so on. Mental factors, which are aspects
of the mental state that characterize the
object of awareness, account for this engage-
ment. In other words, whereas conscious-
ness makes known the mere presence of the
object, mental factors make known the par-
ticulars of the content of awareness, defining
the characteristics and special conditions of
its object. They qualify the apprehension of
the object as being pleasant or unpleasant,
attentive or distracted, peaceful or agitated,
and so forth.

The translation of these elements of the
mind (caitesika) as factors is meant to cap-
ture the range of meanings that the Abhid-
harma associates with this term. The rela-
tion between cognitive awareness and men-
tal factors is complex. At times the Abhid-
harma construes this relation diachronically
as being causal and functional. Factors cause
the mind to apprehend objects in particu-
lar ways. At other times, the Abhidharma
seems to emphasize a synchronic perspec-
tive in which cognitive awareness and men-
tal factors coexist and cooperate in the same
cognitive task."

In accordance with its procedure, the
Abhidharma studies mental factors by listing
them, establishing the ways in which they
arise and cease, and grouping them in the
appropriate categories. Each Abhidharma
tradition has a slightly different list. Here we
follow a list of 51 mental factors distributed
in 6 groups.’> The mental typology presented
in this list has a number of interesting fea-
tures in relation to more familiar Western
philosophical and scientific typologies:

e Five omnipresent factors: feeling, discern-
ment, intention, attention, and contact

e Five determining factors:
appreciation, mindfulness,
tion, and intelligence

aspiration,
concentra-

e Four variable factors: sleep, regret, inves-
tigation, and analysis

¢ Eleven virtuous factors: confidence/faith,
self-regarding shame, other-regarding
shame, joyful effort, pliability, consci-
entiousness, detachment, non-hatred

(lovingkindness), wisdom, equanimity,
and non-harmfulness (compassion).

e Six root-afflictions: attachment, anger,
ignorance, pride, negative doubt, and mis-
taken view.

e Twenty branch-afflictions: belligerence,
vengefulness, concealment, spite, jeal-
ousy, avarice, pretense, dissimulation,
self-satisfaction, cruelty, self-regarding
shamelessness, other-regarding shame-
lessness, inconsideration, mental dullness,
distraction, excitement, lack of confi-
dence/faith, laziness, lack of conscien-
tiousness, and forgetfulness.

The nature of this complex typology
becomes clearer when one realizes that these
six groups can be further reduced to three.
The first three groups contain all the neu-
tral factors. They are the factors that can be
present in any mental state, whether positive
or negative. Hence these factors are neither
positive nor negative in and of themselves.
The next three groups are different. These
factors are ethically determined. The eleven
virtuous factors are positive in that they do
not compel us toward attitudes that lead to
suffering. They leave us undisturbed, open
to encounter reality with a more relaxed and
freer outlook. The twenty-six afflictive fac-
tors, on the other hand, disturb the mind,
creating frustration and restlessness. They
are the main obstacles to the life of the good
as understood by the Buddhist tradition. The
very presence of these factors marks the
mental state as virtuous or afflictive. Thus
it is clear that the Abhidharma typology is
explicitly ethical.

This presentation also offers interesting
insights concerning the cognitive functions
of the mind. In particular, the analysis of the
five omnipresent factors — feeling, discern-
ment, intention, attention, and contact —
shows some of the complexities of Abhid-
harmic thinking. These five are described
as omnipresent because they are present in
every mental state. Even in a subliminal state
such as the store-consciousness these five
factors are present. The other factors are not
necessary for the performance of the most
minimal cognitive task (the apprehension of
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an object, however dimly and indistinctly).
Hence they are not present in all mental
states, but only in some.

One striking feature of this list is the
pre-eminent place of feeling (vedana, tshor
ba) as the first of the factors. This empha-
sis reflects the fundamental outlook of the
tradition, which views humans as being first
and foremost sentient. But it also reflects a
distinctive view of the cognitive realm that
emphasizes the role of spontaneous value
attribution. For the Abhidharma, a mental
state is not only aware of an object but at
the same time it also evaluates this object.
This evaluation is the function of the feel-
ing tone that accompanies the awareness and
experiences of the object as either pleasant,
unpleasant, or neutral. This factor is central
in determining our reactions to the events
we encounter, because, for the most part,
we do not perceive an object and then feel
good or bad about it out of considerate judg-
ments. Rather, evaluation is already built
into our experiences. We may use reflection
to come to more objective judgments, but
those mostly operate as correctives to our
spontaneous evaluations.

Feeling is not the only important factor,
however. A mental state involves not only
awareness and feeling but also discernment
(samjiid, 'du shes also often translated as per-
ception or recognition). This factor involves
the mind’s ability to identify the object by
distinguishing it from other objects. This
concept of discernment presents some diffi-
culties, however. In its most elaborate form,
discernment is based on our semiotic ability
to make distinctions, mostly through linguis-
tic signs. But for the Abhidharma, the mind’s
ability to identify objects is not limited to lin-
guistic distinctions, however important they
may be. Infants and non-human animals are
understood to have the ability to make dis-
tinctions, although they do not use sym-
bolic thinking. Are these prelinguistic cogni-
tions nevertheless semiotic? Do they involve
non-linguistic signs, or do they make dis-
tinctions without the use of signs? It seems
plausible to argue that some of these states
involve non-linguistic signs, as in the case
of visual cognitions that distinguish objects

on the basis of visual clues. For the Abhid-
harma, however, this question strikes deeper,
because several meditative states in the Bud-
dhist tradition are described as signless (ani-
mitta, mthan med)."> Can the mind in these
states identify its object without making
distinctions? Or is it the case that even in the
case of signless states the mind still makes
distinctions, although they are not linguistic
or even conceptual? In a short chapter such
as this one, we cannot delve into this issue,
despite its relevance to the dialogue between
Buddhism and the sciences of mind.

Other factors are also significant. Inten-
tion (cetana, sems pa) is a central and
omnipresent factor, which determines the
moral (not ethical) character of the men-
tal state. Every mental state approaches its
object with an intention, a motivation that
may be evident to the person or not. This
intention determines the moral nature of the
mental state, whether it is virtuous, non-
virtuous, or neutral. This factor is associ-
ated with the accomplishment of a goal and
hence is also thought of as a focus of organi-
zation for the other factors.

Also important is the role of attention
(manasikara, yid la byed pa), another one of
the five omnipresent factors. It is the ability
of the mind to be directed to an object. A
contemporary commentator explains atten-
tion this way: “Attention is the mental fac-
tor responsible for the mind’s advertence to
the object, by virtue of which the object is
made present to consciousness. Its character-
istic is the conducting of the associated men-
tal states [i.e., factors] to the object. Its func-
tion is to yoke the associated mental states
[i.e., factors] to the object” (Bodhi, 1993,
p. 81). Every mental state has at least a min-
imal amount of focus on its object; hence
attention is an omnipresent factor.

Attention needs to be distinguished from
two other related factors. The first is concen-
tration (samadhi, ting nge 'dzin), the ability
of the mind to dwell on its object single-
pointedly. The second is mindfulness (smrti,
dran pa, also translated as recollection),
which is the mind’s ability to keep the object
in focus without forgetting, being distracted,
wobbling, or floating away from the object.
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Both abilities are not present in every men-
tal state. Concentration differs from atten-
tion in that it involves the ability of the
mind not just to attend to an object but
also to sustain this attention over a period of
time. Similarly, mindfulness is more than the
simple attending to the object. It involves
the capacity of the mind to hold the object
in its focus, preventing it from slipping
away in forgetfulness. Hence both factors,
which are vital to the practice of Buddhist
meditation (see Chapter 19), are included
among the determining factors. They are
present only when the objectis apprehended
with some degree of clarity and sustained
focus.

The factors discussed so far are mainly
cognitive, but the Abhidharma list also
includes mental factors we would describe as
emotions. Consider the ethically determined
factors, starting with the eleven virtuous
ones: confidence/faith, self-regarding shame,
other-regarding shame, joyful effort, plia-
bility, conscientiousness, detachment, non-
hatred (lovingkindness), wisdom, equanim-
ity, and non-harmfulness (compassion).

We would describe several of these fac-
tors, such as lovingkindness and compassion,
as emotions. These two factors belong to
what we would characterize as the affec-
tive domain, although here they are under-
stood not with regard to their affectivity, but
rather in relation to their ethical character.™+
Hence they are grouped with other fac-
tors, such as wisdom and conscientious-
ness, that are more cognitive than affec-
tive. For the Abhidharma all these factors
are grouped together. They are all positive
in that they promote well-being and free-
dom from the inner compulsions that lead to
suffering.

The afflictive factors, on the other hand,
are precisely those that lead to suffering.
They are by far the most numerous group
and are clearly a major focus of this typology:

e Six root-afflictions: attachment, anger,
ignorance, pride, negative doubt, and mis-
taken view.

e Twenty branch-afflictions: belligerence,
vengefulness, concealment, spite, jeal-

ousy, avarice, pretense, dissimulation,
self-satisfaction, cruelty, self-regarding
shamelessness, other-regarding shame-
lessness, inconsideration, mental dullness,
distraction, excitement, lack of confi-
dence/faith, laziness, lack of conscien-
tiousness, and forgetfulness.

Here again we notice that this list
contains factors that look quite differ-
ent. Some factors such as ignorance are
clearly cognitive, whereas others such as
anger and jealousy are more affective. They
are grouped together because they are
afflictive: They trouble the mind, mak-
ing it restless and agitated. They also
compel and bind the mind, preventing
one from developing more positive atti-
tudes. This afflictive character may be obvi-
ous in the case of attachment and jeal-
ousy, which directly lead to dissatisfaction,
frustration, and restlessness. Ignorance —
thatis, our innate and mistaken sense of self —
is less obviously afflictive, but its role is
nonetheless central here, because it brings
about the other more obviously afflictive
factors.

Although there are many elements in the
typology of mental factors that we can iden-
tify as emotions (anger, pride, jealously, lov-
ingkindness, and compassion), there is no
category that maps onto our notion of emo-
tion. Most of the positive factors are not
what we would call emotions, and although
most of the negative factors are affective,
not all are. Hence it is clear that the Abhid-
harma does not recognize the notion of emo-
tion as a distinct category of a mental typol-
ogy. There is no Abhidharma category that
can be used to translate our concept of emo-
tion, and similarly our concept of emotion is
difficult to use to translate the Abhidharma
terminology. Rather than opposing rational
and irrational elements of the psyche, or
cognitive and emotive systems of the mind
(or brain), the Abhidharma emphasizes the
distinction between virtuous and afflictive
mental factors. Thus, our familiar Western
distinction between cognition and emotion
simply does not map onto the Abhidharma
typology. Although the cognition/emotion
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distinction has recently been called into
question by some scientists (see Chapter 29
and Damasio, 1995), it remains central
to most of contemporary cognitive science
and philosophy of mind. The Abhidharma
typology offers a different approach, one
in which mental factors are categorized
according to their ethical character. This
typology could prove fruitful for psychol-
ogists and social and affective neuroscien-
tists interested in studying the biobehav-
ioral components of human well-being (see
Goleman, 2003).

The analyses of mental factors we have
reviewed indicate the complexity, sophis-
tication, and uniqueness of the Abhid-
harma mental typology. For this reason, the
Abhidharma is often called, somewhat mis-
leadingly, ‘Buddhist psychology’.’> Yet the
Abhidharma analysis does not answer all
the questions raised by the Buddhist view
of the mind as lacking a real self. In par-
ticular, it leaves out the issue of the cog-
nitive or epistemic structure of the mental
states that make up the stream of con-
sciousness. To examine this issue, we turn
to another Indian Buddhist tradition, the
logico-epistemological tradition of Dignaga
and Dharmakirti (see Dreyfus, 1997; Dunne,
2004).

Buddhist Epistemology

This tradition was started by Dignaga around
500 CE and was expanded significantly more
than a century later by Dharmakirti, the
focus of our analysis. Its contribution was
the explicit formulation of a complete Bud-
dhist logical and epistemological system.
The importance of this system in India can
be seen in the continuous references to it
by later Buddhist thinkers and the numer-
ous attacks it received from orthodox Hindu
thinkers. It gradually came to dominate the
Indian Buddhist tradition, even eclipsing the
Abhidharma as the prime focus of intellec-
tual creativity.

The concern of this tradition is the nature
of knowledge. In the Indian context, this
issue is formulated as this question: What

is the nature of valid cognition (pramana)
and what are its types? Hindu thinkers tend
to present a realist theory, which liberally
allows a diversity of instruments of valid
cognition. For example, the Samkhya asserts
that there are three types of valid sources
of knowledge: perception (pratyaksa), infer-
ence (anumana), and verbal testimony
($abda). The Nyaya, perhaps the most
important Hindu logico-epistemological tra-
dition, added a fourth type of valid cog-
nition, analogy (upamana). This fourfold
typology provided the most authoritative
epistemological typology in India. Buddhist
epistemology, however, rejects these typolo-
gies and offers a more restrictive view, lim-
iting knowledge to inference and percep-
tion. It is in its examination of inference
as a source of knowledge that the Buddhist
tradition analyzes reasoning, in particular
the conditions necessary for the forma-
tion of sound reasons and all their pos-
sible types. Hence this tradition is often
described, also somewhat misleadingly, as
‘Buddhist logic’.*®

The interpretation of the word pramana
is itself a topic of debate among Buddhist
and Hindu thinkers. For the latter, this word,
in accordance with its grammatical form,
refers to ‘means of valid cognition’. This
understanding also accords with the basic
view of this school that knowledge is owned
by a subject, the self to whom knowledge
is ultimately conveyed. For example, the
Nyaya asserts that knowledge is a quality
of the self It is only when I become con-
scious of something that I can be said to
know it. This view is energetically rejected
by Dharmakirti, who follows the classical
Buddhist line that there is no knowing self
only knowledge. Hence, pramana should not
be taken in an instrumental sense, but as
referring to the knowledge-event, the word
itself being then interpreted as meaning
valid cognition. This type of cognition is in
turn defined as that cognition that is non-
deceptive (avisamvadi-jiiana):

Valid cognition is that cognition [that
is] non-deceptive (avisamvadi). Non-
deceptiveness [consists] in the readiness
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[for the object] to perform a function
(Dharmakirti, Commentary on Valid
Cognition II: 1, translated by Dreyfus, in
Miyasaka, 1971-2).

This statement emphasizes that pramana
is not the instrument that a knowing self
uses to know things. There is no separate
knowing subject, but just knowledge, which
is pramana. According to this account,
a cognition is valid if and only if, it is
non-deceptive. Dharmakirti in turn inter-
prets non-deceptiveness as consisting of an
object’s readiness to perform a function that
relates to the way itis cognized. For example,
the non-deceptiveness of a fire is its dispo-
sition to burn, and the non-deceptiveness of
its perception is its apprehension as burning.
This perception is non-deceptive because it
practically corresponds to the object’s own
causal dispositions, contrary to the appre-
hension of the fire as cold.

The scope of the discussion of pramana,
however, is not limited to the analysis of
knowledge, but constitutes a veritable philo-
sophical method used in investigating other
philosophical and even metaphysical topics.
All pronouncements about the world and
our ways of knowing it must rest on some
attested forms of knowledge, such as percep-
tion and inference, if they are to be taken
seriously. No one can simply claim truth,
but must be able to establish statements
by pinning down their epistemic supports.
The advantage of this method is that it pro-
vides intertraditional standards of validation
and the development of a relatively neutral
framework within which philosophical and
metaphysical claims can be assessed, with-
out regard to religious or ideological back-
grounds. This procedure is different from the
Abhidharmic approach, which presupposes
Buddhist ideas and vocabulary.

In analyzing the mind, Dharmakirti starts
from the same view of mind as the Abhid-
harma. Mind is made up of momentary men-
tal states that arise in quick succession. Each
moment of consciousness comes to be and
disappears instantaneously, making a place
for other moments of awareness. Moreover,
each moment apprehends the object that

appears to it and in the process reveals the
object that is apprehended. In this way,
each mental state cognizes its object. But as
an epistemologist, Dharmakirti investigates
issues left out by the Abhidharma, tackling
questions that are central to any philosophi-
cal exploration of the mind. In this chapter,
we examine some of these questions. First,
we consider Dharmakirti’s analysis of the
nature of cognitive events. We examine his
view of the mind as apprehending represen-
tations of external objects, rather than the
objects themselves, and the consequences
that this view has for the issue of whether the
mind is inherently reflexive (self-revealing
and self-aware). We also examine Dhar-
makirti’s theory of perception, as well as
some of his views on the nature of concep-
tuality and its relation to language. Finally,
we revisit the issue of intentionality, showing
the complexity of this notion and attempting
to disentangle its several possible meanings
within the context of a Buddhist account of
the mental.

The Reflexive Nature of Mental Events

We commonly assume that we have unprob-
lematic access to our environment through
our senses. Even casual first-person investi-
gation shows, however, that such access may
well not be the case. There are cases of per-
ceptual illusions, and even when we are not
deceived, the perceptions of individuals vary
greatly. Hence philosophy cannot take for
granted the common-sense view of percep-
tual knowledge. Many Western philosophers
have argued that our perceptual knowledge
goes well beyond the sensible experiences
that give rise to it. Although this claim is
debatable, we cannot assume without exam-
ination that we understand the way in which
cognition apprehends its objects.

In thinking about the nature of cognition,
Dharmakirti relies crucially on the concept
of aspect (akara), a notion that goes back
to the Samkhya, but has been accepted by
several other schools. The idea behind this
position, which is called in Indian philos-
ophy sakaravada (‘assertion of aspect’), is
that cognition does not apprehend its object
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nakedly, but rather through an aspect, which
is the reflection or imprint left by the object
on the mind. For example, a visual sense con-
sciousness does not directly perceive a blue
color, but captures the likeness of blue as
imprinted on cognition. Thus, to be aware
of an object does not mean apprehending
this object directly, but having a mental
state that has the form of this object and
being cognizant of this form. The aspect is
the cognitive form or epistemic factor that
allows us to distinguish mental episodes and
differentiate among our experiences. With-
out aspects, we could not distinguish, for
instance, a perception of blue from a percep-
tion of yellow, for we do not perceive yellow
directly. The role of the aspect is thus cru-
cial in Dharmakirti’s system, for it explains
a key feature of consciousness: Conscious-
ness is not the bare seeing that direct real-
ism and common sense suppose, but rather
the apprehension of an aspect that repre-
sents this object in the field of conscious-
ness. The aspectis not external to conscious-
ness. It is not only the form under which an
external object presents itself to conscious-
ness but also the form that consciousness
assumes when it perceives its object. Thus
an aspect is a representation of objects in
consciousness, as well as the consciousness
that sees this representation.

The implication of this analysis is that
perception is inherently reflexive. Aware-
ness takes on the form of an object and
reveals that form by assuming it. Thus, in
the process of revealing external things, cog-
nition reveals itself. This view of cogni-
tion as ‘self-luminous’ (svayam prakasa) and
self-presencing is not unique to Dignaga,
its first Buddhist propounder, or to Dhar-
makirti, his follower. It is also accepted
by other thinkers, particularly the Hindu
Vedantins, who identify consciousness as
the self and describe it as being ‘only
known to itself’ (svayauvedya) and ‘self-
effulgent’ (svayamprabha; see Gupta 1998,
2003; Mayeda, 1979/1992, pp. 22, 44). For
Dignaga and Dharmakirti, however, the
inherently reflexive character of conscious-
ness is not a consequence of its transcen-
dent and pure nature, but of its consisting of

the beholding of an internal representation.
From one side, consciousness has an exter-
nally oriented feature, called the objective
aspect (grahyakara). This feature is the form
that a mental state assumes under the influ-
ence of an external object. The second side
is the internal knowledge of our own men-
tal states. It is called the subjective aspect
(grahakakara), the feature that ensures that
we are aware of the objective aspect, the rep-
resentation of the object. These two parts
do not exist separately. Rather, each mental
state consists of both and hence is necessar-
ily reflexive (aware of itself in being aware
of its object).

The necessary reflexivity of consciousness
is understood by Dharmakiirti and his fol-
lowers as a particular type of perception
called self-cognition (svasamvedana). Self-
cognition can be compared to what Western
philosophers call apperception; namely, the
knowledge that we have of our own men-
tal states. It is important to keep in mind,
however, that apperception does not imply
a second and separate cognition directed
toward a given mental state of which one
is thereby aware. For Dharmakirti, apper-
ception is not introspective or reflective, for
it does not take inner mental states as its
objects. It is instead the self-cognizing fac-
tor inherent in every mental episode, which
provides us with a non-thematic awareness
of our mental states. For Dharmakirti, reflex-
ivity is a necessary consequence of his analy-
sis of perception, according to which a sub-
jective aspect beholds an objective aspect
that represents the external object within
the field of consciousness. Self-cognition is
nothing over and above this beholding.

Self-cognition is the intuitive presence
that we feel we have toward our own men-
tal episodes. We may not be fully aware of
all the aspects and implications of our expe-
riences, but we do seem to keep track of
them. Tibetan scholars express this idea by
saying that there is no person whose men-
tal states are completely hidden to him- or
herself. This limited self-presence is not due
to a metaphysical self but to self-cognition.
Because apperception does not rely on rea-
soning, it is taken to be a form of perception.
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Apperception does not constitute, however,
a separate reflective or introspective cogni-
tion. Otherwise, the charge that the notion
of apperception opens an infinite regress
would be hard to avoid.

Dharmakirti’s ideas are not unlike those
Western philosophers who have argued that
consciousness implies self-consciousness
(see Chapters 3 and 4). Such philosophers
include (despite their otherwise vast dif-
ferences) Aristotle, Descartes, Locke, Kant,
Husserl, and Sartre (see Wider, 1997,
pp. 7-39). According to Locke, a person is
conscious of his or her own mental states.
He defines consciousness as “the perception
of what passes in a man’s mind” (Essay
Concerning Human Understanding 11: i,
19). Leibniz, in his New Essays Concerning
Human Understanding (1I: i, 19), criticizes
Locke, pointing out that this view leads to
an infinite regress, for if every cognitive act
implies self-awareness, self-knowledge must
also be accompanied by another awareness,
and so on ad infinitum. This regress arises,
however, only if knowledge of one’s mental
states is assumed to be distinct from knowl-
edge of external objects. This assumption
is precisely what Dharmakirti denies. A
consciousness is aware of itself in a non-dual
way that does not involve the presence of
a separate awareness of consciousness. The
cognizing person simply knows that he or
she cognizes without the intervention of a
separate perception of the cognition. This
knowledge is the function of apperception,
which thus provides an element of certainty
with respect to our mental states. Apper-
ception does not necessarily validate these
states, however. For example, one can take
oneself to be seeing water without knowing
whether that seeing is veridical. In this case,
one knows that one has an experience, but
one does not know that one knows. The
determination of the validity of a cognition
is not internal or intrinsic to that cogni-
tion, but is to be established by practical
investigation.

Several arguments are presented by Dhar-
makirti to establish the reflexive nature of
consciousness.’” One of his main arguments
concerns the nature of suffering and hap-
piness as it reveals the deeper nature of

mental states. For Dharmakirti, as for the
Abhidharma, suffering and happiness are
not external to consciousness, but integral
to our awareness of external objects. Our
perceptions arise with a certain feeling-tone,
be it pleasant, unpleasant, or neutral; this
feeling-tone is a function of the presence
of the mental factor of feeling as described
by the Abhidharma. This feeling needs to
be noticed, however; otherwise we would
not be aware of how the apprehension
of the object feels. Because this noticing
cannot be the function of another men-
tal state without incurring the problem of
an infinite regress, it must be the mental
state apprehending the external object that
becomes aware at the same time of the
feeling. This conclusion indicates, for Dhar-
makirti, the dual nature of mental states.
In a single mental state, two aspects can
be distinguished: (1) the objective aspect,
the representation of the external object in
consciousness, and (2) the subjective aspect,
the apprehension of this appearance or
self-cognition.

For Dharmakirti, a mental state thus has
two functions. It apprehends an external
object (alambana) and beholds itself. The
apprehension of an external object is not
direct, but results from the causal influence
of the object, which induces cognition to
experience (anubhava) the object’s repre-
sentation. Hence, mind does not experience
an external object, but beholds an internal
representation that stands for an external
object. Cognition cannot be reduced to a
process of direct observation, but involves
a holding of an inner representation. This
beholding is not, however, an apprehension
in the usual sense of the word, for the two
aspects of a single mental episode are not
separate. It is an ‘intimate’ contact, a direct
experiencing of the mental state by itself
through which we become aware of our
mental states at the same time as we per-
ceive things.

Theory of Perception

This view of cognition as bearing only indi-
rectly on external objects has obvious con-
sequences for the theory of perception. The
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theory of perception is an important element
of Dharmakirti’s epistemology, for we have
access to external reality first and foremost
through perception, the primary valid cog-
nition. But this access is not as unprob-
lematic as one might think. Although it
might seem commonsensical that percep-
tion results from our encounter with the
world, in reality consciousness does not
directly cognize the object, but only indi-
rectly cognizes it. For Dharmakirti, as we
have seen, the mind has direct access only
to the representational aspect caused by the
object; the object itself remains inaccessi-
ble to consciousness. The similarity between
object and aspect — and hence between
object and consciousnesss, the aspect being
the cognitive form of the object that stands
for the object in the field of consciousness —
is the crucial element in this causal the-
ory of perception. This similarity ensures
that perception is not locked up in its own
appearances, as conceptions are. Conscious-
ness is not in direct contact with the exter-
nal world, but only with an internal impres-
sion caused by the external object. Hence
the external object remains hidden, though
not completely.

When pressed by these problems, Dhar-
makirti sometimes shifts between the views
of two different Buddhist philosophical
schools, using one perspective to bypass
problems that arise in the other. These two
views are the Sautrantika theory of per-
ception, which is representationalist in the
ways just described, and the Yogacara the-
ory, which is idealist and denies that there
is anything outside of consciousness. Fol-
lowing Digniaga’s example and his strategy
of ascending scales of philosophical analysis,
Dharmakirti holds that the Yogacara theory
is truer and hence higher on the scale of anal-
ysis. This theory denies that there are any
external objects over and above the direct
objects of perception. Thus its view of per-
ception is phenomenalist: It reduces external
objects to interpreted mental data, but such
data are no longer taken to stand for external
objects (because it is now held that nothing
exists outside of consciousness). This theory,
however, is counter-intuitive, and so Dhar-
makirti refers to it only occasionally, prefer-

ring to argue on the basis of the commonsen-
sical assumption that external objects exist.
His theory of perception thus has a pecu-
liar two-tiered structure, in which he pre-
supposes the existence of external objects,
which he then ultimately rejects to pro-
pound a form of idealism.

Among these two tiers, the one Dharm-
akirti most often refers to is the Sautrantika
representationalist theory of perception.
According to this view, consciousness does
not have direct access to external objects,
but grasps objects via the intermediary of
an aspect caused by and similar to an exter-
nal object. He sometimes replaces this view
by a Yogacara view, which holds that inter-
nal impressions are not produced by exter-
nal objects, but by internal tendencies. This
shift into full-blown idealism allows Dhar-
makirti to bypass the difficulties involved
in explaining the relation between internal
perceptions and external objects. Because
there are no external objects, the problem
of the relation between internal impres-
sions and external objects does not arise. At
this level, his philosophy of perception can
be described as phenomenalist, for it holds
that there is no external object outside of
aspects.

Another major feature of Dharmakirti’s
account is his sharp separation between
perception and conception, a separation
enshrined in his definition of perception as
the cognition that is unmistaken (abhranta)
and free from conceptions (kalpanapodha)
(Commentary on Valid Cognition, 1II: 300
cd). Because perception is unmistaken and
conception is mistaken, perception must be
free from conception. This analysis of per-
ception differs sharply from the dominant
account in India, the epistemological real-
ism of the Nyaya school and its assertion of
the existence of a determinate (savikalpaka)
form of perception. For the Nyaya, percep-
tion does not stop with the simple taking
in of sensory stimuli, but also involves the
ability to categorize this input. Although
we may start with a first moment of inde-
terminate perception, in which we merely
take in external reality, we do not stop there
but go on to formulate perceptual judg-
ments. Moreover, and this is the crux of the
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question, these judgments are for the Nyaya
fully perceptual. They are not mistaken
conceptual overlays, but true reflections of
reality.

This commonsensical view of perception
is not acceptable to Dharmakirti, for it leads
to an unenviable choice: either accept the
reality of the abstract entities necessary for
the articulation of the content of percep-
tion or reject the possibility of an unmis-
taken cognition. Because neither possibil-
ity is acceptable for Dharmakirti, he holds
that perception can only be non-conceptual.
There is no determinate perception, for the
judgments induced by perception are not
perceptual, but are just conceptual superim-
positions. They do not reflect the individual
reality of phenomena, but instead address
their general characteristics. Because those
are only constructs, the cognitions that con-
ceive them cannot be true reflections of real-
ity. Hence for perception to be undistorted
in a universe of particulars, it must be totally
free from conceptual elaborations. This posi-
tion implies a radical separation between
perception, which merely holds the object as
itis in the perceptual ken, and interpretation
of this object, which introduces conceptual
constructs into the cognitive process.

This requirement that perception be non-
conceptual is the cornerstone of the Bud-
dhist theory of perception. But it creates
problems for Dharmakirti. It would seem
that given his privileging of perception he
should hold an empiricist view, according
to which perception boils down to a bare
encounter with reality and knowledge is
given to the senses. Dharmakirti should hold
the view that the aspects through which we
come to perceive reality are fully represen-
tational like Locke’s ideas, that they stand
for external objects, and that their appre-
hension is in and of itself cognitive. Dhar-
makirti’s view of perception, however, is
more complex, for he shares with Sellars
(1956) the recognition that knowledge, even
at the perceptual level, does not boil down
to an encounter with reality, but requires
active categorization. We do not know things
by sensing them, for perception does not
deliver articulated objects, but only impres-

sions, which by themselves are not forms
of knowledge but become so only when
they are integrated within our categorical
schemes. For example, when we are hit on
the head, we first have an impression. We
just have a sensation of pain, which is not
by itself cognitive. This sensation becomes
cognitive when it becomes integrated into a
conceptual scheme, in which it is explained
as being an impact on a certain part of our
body due to certain causes. It is only then
that the impression of being hit becomes
fully intentional. Prior to this cognitive inte-
gration, the impression, or to speak Dhar-
makirti’s language, the aspect, does not yet
represent anything in the full sense of the
word. It only becomes so when interpreted
conceptually.

This view of perception agrees with Dhar-
makirti’s analysis of the validity of cogni-
tions, which consists in their being ‘non-
deceptive’, a term interpreted in practical
terms. Cognitions are valid if, and only if
they have the ability to lead us toward suc-
cessful practical actions. In the case of per-
ception, however, practical validity is not as
straightforward as one might think. Achiev-
ing practical purposes depends on correctly
describing the objects we encounter. It is not
enough to see an object that is blue; we must
also see it as being blue. To be non-deceptive,
a cognition depends on the appropriate iden-
tification of the object as being this or
that. Perceptions, however, do not identify
their objects, for they are not conceptual.
They cannot categorize their objects, but
only hold them without any determination.
Categorization requires conceptual thought
under the form of a judgment. Such a judg-
ment subsumes its object under an appro-
priate universal, thereby making it part of
the practical world where we deal with long-
lasting entities that we conceive of as parts
of a determined order of things. For exam-
ple, we sense a blue object that we catego-
rize as blue. The perceptual aspect (the blue
aspect) is not yet a representation in the full
sense of the word, because its apprehension,
the perception of blue, is not yet cognitive.
It is only when it is interpreted by a concep-
tion that the aspect becomes a full-fledged
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intentional object standing for an external
object. Hence, Dharmakirti’s account of
perception leads us to realize the impor-
tance of categorical interpretation in the for-
mation of perceptual knowledge, a position
that is not without problems for his system,
given his emphasis on the primacy and non-
conceptuality of perception. Nevertheless,
the merit of this analysis is that it disentan-
gles the processes through which we come
to know the world, explaining the role of
perception as a way to contact the world
while emphasizing the role of conceptual
categorization in the formation of practical

knowledge.

Thought and Language

In examining thought (kalpand), Dhar-
makirti postulates a close association with
language. In fact, the two can be considered
equivalent from an epistemological point of
view. Language signifies through conceptual
mediation in the same way that thought con-
ceives of things. The relation between the
two also goes the other way: We do not first
understand things independently of linguis-
tic signs and then communicate this under-
standing to others. Dharmakirti recognizes a
cognitive import to language; through lan-
guage we identify the particular things we
encounter, and in this way we integrate the
object into the meaningful world we have
constructed. The cognitive import of lan-
guage is particularly obvious in the acqui-
sition of more complex concepts. In these
cases, it is clear that there is nothing in
experience that could possibly give rise to
these concepts without language. Without
linguistic signs thought cannot keep track of
things to any degree of complexity. Dhar-
makirti also notes that we usually remember
things by recollecting the words associated
with those things. Thus concepts and words
mutually depend on each other.

This close connection between thought
and language, inherited from Dignaga,
differentiates Dharmakirti from classical
empiricists, such as Locke and modern
sense-data theorists, who believe in what
Sellars (1956) describes as the ‘myth of the

given’. Locke, for example, holds that con-
cepts and words are linked through associ-
ation. The word ‘tree’ acquires its meaning
by becoming connected with the idea tree,
which is the mental image of a tree. Hence
for Locke the representation of the tree is
not formed through language, but is given
to sensation (Dharmakirti’s perception). We
understand a tree as a tree through mere
acquaintance with its representation with-
out recourse to concepts. Dharmakirti’s phi-
losophy is quite different, for it emphasizes
the constitutive and constructive nature of
language. This conception of language is well
captured by one of Dharmakirti’s definitions
of thought:

Conceptual cognition is that consciousness
in which representation (literally, appear-
ance) is fit to be associated which words
(Ascertainment of Valid Cognition 40:
6—7, in Vetter, 1960).

Thought identifies its object by associat-
ing the representation of the object with a
word. When we conceive of an object we do
not apprehend it directly, but through the
mediation of its aspect. Mediation through
an aspect also occurs with perception, but
here the process of mediation is different.
In the case of perception there is a direct
causal connection between the object and
its representation, but no such link exists
for thought. There is no direct causal link
between the object and thought, but rather
an extended process of mediation in which
linguistic signs figure prominently.

For Dharmakirti, the starting point of this
process is our encounter with a variety of
objects that we experience as being simi-
lar or different. We construct concepts in
association with linguistic signs to capture
this sense of experienced similarity and dif-
ference. This linguistic association creates a
more precise concept in which the represen-
tations are made to stand for a commonality
that the objects are assumed to possess. For
example, we see a variety of trees and appre-
hend a similarity between these objects. At
this level, our mental representations have
yet to yield a concept of tree. The con-
cept of tree is formed when we connect our
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representations with a socially formed and
communicated sign and assume that they
stand for a treeness that we take individ-
ual trees to share. In this way experiences
give rise to mental representations, which
are transformed into concepts by associa-
tion with a linguistic sign. The formation
of a concept consists of the assumption that
mental representations stand for an agreed-
upon imagined commonality. Thus concepts
come to be through the conjunction of the
experience of real objects and the social pro-
cess of language acquisition. Concept forma-
tion is connected to reality, albeit in a medi-
ated and highly indirect way.

But concept formation is also mistaken,
according to this view. A concept is based
on the association of a mental representa-
tion with a term that enables the repre-
sentation to stand for a property assumed
to be shared by various individuals. In
Dharmakirti’s nominalist world of indi-
viduals, however, things do not share a
common property; rather, the property is
projected onto them. The property is man-
ufactured when a representation is made to
stand for an assumed commonality, which a
variety of individuals are mistakenly taken
to instantiate. Hence this property is not
real; it is merely a pseudo-entity superim-
posed (adhyaropa) on individual realities.
This property is also not reducible to a gen-
eral term. In other words, the commonality
that we project onto things does not reside
in using the same term to designate discrete
individuals. Upon analyzing the notion of
sameness of terms, we realize that identifying
individual terms as being the same presup-
poses the concept of sameness of meaning,
in relation to which the individual terms can
be identified. Thus commonality is not due
simply to a term, but requires the forma-
tion of concepts on the basis of the mistaken
imputation of commonality onto discrete
individuals.

What does it mean, however, for a
concept to be based on an assumed
commonality? Here Dharmakirti’s theory
must be placed within its proper context,
the apoha or exclusion theory of language,
which was created by Dignaga. This com-

plex topic is beyond the scope of this chap-
ter. Suffice it to say that the apoha theory
is a way to explain how language signifies
in a world of individuals. Linguistic mean-
ing poses a particularly acute problem for
Dignaga and Dharmakirti, for they are com-
mitted to a connotationist view of language,
in which sense has primacy over reference.
Such a view, however, is difficult to hold in
a nominalist ontology that disallows abstract
entities, such as meaning.'®

The apoha theory tries to solve this
conundrum by arguing that language does
not describe reality positively through uni-
versals, but negatively by exclusion. Lan-
guage is primarily meaningful, but this does
not mean that there are real senses. Rather,
we posit agreed-upon fictions that we con-
struct for the sake of categorizing the world
according to our purposes. Thus ‘cow’ does
not describe Bessie through the mediation of
a real universal (cowness), but by excluding
a particular (Bessie) from the class of non-
cow. Matilal describes Dignaga’s view this
way:

Each name, as Dignaga understands,
dichotomizes the universe into two: those to
which the name can be applied and those
to which it cannot be applied. The function
of a name is to exclude the object from the
class of those objects to which it cannot be
applied. One might say that the function of
a name is to locate the object outside of the
class of those to which it cannot be applied

(Matilal, 1971, p. 45).

Although linguistic form suggests that we
subsume an individual under a property,
analysis reveals that words merely exclude
objects from being included in a class to
which they do not belong. The function
of a name is to locate negatively an object
within a conceptual sphere. The impression
that words positively capture the nature of
objects is misleading.

This theory was immediately attacked by
Hindu thinkers, such as Kumarila and Uddy-
otakara, who raised strong objections. One
of them was that this theory is counter-
intuitive, because we do not perceive
ourselves to eliminate non-cows when we

Page 36



ASIAN PERSPECTIVES: INDIAN THEORIES OF MIND 109

conceive of cows. Dharmakirti’s theory of
concept formation is in many ways an
attempt to answer these attacks. It argues
that the apoha theory is not psychological,
but epistemological. In conceiving of objects
we do not directly eliminate other objects,
but instead rely on a representation that is
made to stand in for an assumed common-
ality shared by several particulars. It is this
fictional commonality that is the result of an
exclusion. There is nothing over and above
particulars, which are categorized on the
basis of their being excluded from what they
are not. The concept that has been formed
in an essentially negative way is projected
onto real things. In the process of making
judgments such as ‘this is a tree’, the real
differences that exist between the different
trees come to be ignored and the similarities
are reified into a common universal property,
which is nothing but a socially agreed-upon
fiction.

The eliminative nature of thought and
language is psychologically revealed when
we examine the learning process. The word
‘cow’, for instance, is not learned only
through a definition, but by a process of
elimination. We can give a definition of
‘cow’, but the definition works only if its ele-
ments are known already. For example, we
can define cows as animals having dewlaps,
horns, and so on (the traditional definition of
‘cow’ in Indian philosophy). But how do we
know what counts as a dewlap? Not just by
pointing to the neck of a cow, but by elimi-
nating the cases that do not fit. In this way,
we establish a dichotomy between those ani-
mals that fit, and other animals or things
that do not, and on the basis of this negative
dichotomy we construct a fictive property,
cowness. This construction is not ground-
less, however, but proceeds through an indi-
rect causal connection with reality. Concepts
are not formed a priori, but elaborated as
a result of experiences. Dharmakirti’s solu-
tion to the problem of thought and mean-
ing is thus to argue that in a world bereft
of real abstract entities (properties), there
are only constructed intensional (linguistic)
pseudo-entities, but that this construction
is based on experience; that is, perception.

This grounding in perception ensures that,
although conception is mistaken in the way
reviewed above, it is neither baseless nor ran-
dom and hence can lead to the formation of
concepts that will be attuned to the causal
capacities of particulars.

Dharmakirti and Abhidharma:
Intentionality Revisited

Dharmakirti’s analysis has in certain respects
a great deal of continuity with the Abhid-
harma. Both view the mind as constituted by
a succession of mental states in accordance
with their ontological commitments, which
privilege the particular over the general.
Reality is made up of a plurality of elements
(here moments of awareness), and general-
ity, when it is not a figment of our imag-
ination, is at best the result of aggregation.
This emphasis on the particular derives from
the central tenets of the Buddhist tradition;
namely, non-substantiality and dependent
origination. In Dharmakirti’s epistemologi-
cal approach, this emphasis expresses itself
in valuing perception over conception, and
in the problematic but necessary coopera-
tion between the two forms of cognition. We
do not come to know things by merely com-
ing across them, but by integrating them into
our conceptual schemes on the basis of our
experiences.

One question raised by this analysis con-
cerns intentionality. The Abhidharma tra-
dition had assumed all along that cogni-
tions were intentional, but did not provide
a systematic analysis of intentionality. Dhar-
makirti fills this gap, analyzing the way in
which various types of cognition bear on
their objects. But because he makes a sharp
distinction between perception and concep-
tion, his analysis does not yield a single
concept of intentionality, but on the con-
trary leads us to realize that this central
notion may have to be understood in mul-
tiple ways. The cognitive process starts with
our encounter with the world through per-
ceptions, but this encounter is not enough
to bring about knowledge. Only when we
are able to integrate the objects deliv-
ered through the senses into our categorical
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schemes can we be said to know them in the
full sense of the word. Hence, if we under-
stand intentionality as cognitive — that is, as
pertaining to knowledge — we may well have
to agree with Dharmakirti that perception
is not in and of itself fully intentional. Only
when perception is coordinated with con-
ception does it become intentional; hence it
can be said to be intentional only in a derived
sense of the word. Perception is not in and of
itself cognitive, but only inasmuch as it has
the ability to induce conceptual interpreta-
tions of its objects. This does not mean, how-
ever, that perception is completely blank or
purely passive. It has an intentional func-
tion, that of delivering impressions that we
take in and organize through our conceptual
schemes. Hence, perception can be said to
have a phenomenal intentionality, which
may be revealed in certain forms of medi-
tative experiences.

Dharmakirti alludes to such experiences
when he describes a form of meditation, in
which we empty our mind without closing
it completely to the external world (Com-
mentary on Valid Cognition III: 123—5, in
Miyasaka 1971—2). In this state of liminal
awareness, things appear to us but we do not
identify them. We merely let them be. When
we come out of this stage, the usual concep-
tual flow returns, and with it the concep-
tualization that allows us to identify things
as being this or that. This experience shows,
Dharmakirti argues, that identification is not
perceptual, but is due to conceptualization.
In such a state, perception takes place but
not conceptualization. Hence, perception is
a non-conceptual sensing onto which inter-
pretations are added.

Due to the speed of the mental process,
the untrained person cannot differentiate
conceptual from non-conceptual cognitions.
Itis only on special occasions, such asin some
form of meditation, that a clear differentia-
tion can be made. There, the flow of thought
gradually subsides, and we reach a state in
which there is a bare sensing of things. In
this state, what we call shapes and colors are
seen barely (i.e., as they are delivered to our
senses without the adjunctions of concep-
tual interpretations). When one gradually
emerges from such a non-conceptual state,

the flow of thoughts gradually reappears,
and we are able to make judgments about
what we saw during our meditation. One is
then also able to make a clear differentiation
between the products of thoughts and the
bare delivery of the senses and to distinguish
cognitive from phenomenal intentionality.

The analysis of intentionality, however,
may have to go even further to account for
all the forms of cognition known to Buddhist
traditions. We alluded above to the Abhid-
harmic idea of a store-consciousness, a sub-
liminal form of cognition that supports all
the propensities, habits, and tendencies of a
person. Although such a store-consciousness
is usually asserted by the Yogacara to sup-
port their idealist view, it is known to other
traditions under other names and hence has
to be taken seriously within a Buddhist acc-
ount of the mind, regardless of the par-
ticular views that are associated with it.
But given the particularities of this form
of consciousness, its integration within a
Buddhist view of the mind is not without
problems. The difficulties come from the
fact that the store-consciousness does not
seem to have cognitive or even phenomenal
intentionality. Because it does not capture
any feature, it cannot be said to know its
object, like conceptions. Because it is sub-
liminal, it is difficult to attribute to it a phe-
nomenal content able to induce categoriza-
tion, like perceptions. How then can it be
intentional?

To respond to this question would neces-
sitate an analysis that goes well beyond the
purview of this chapter. Several avenues are
open to us. We could argue that the store-
consciousness is not intentional and hence
that intentionality is not the defining char-
acteristic of the mental, but only of certain
forms of cognitions. We would then be faced
with the task of explaining the nature of the
mental in a way that does not presuppose
intentionality. Or we could extend the con-
cept of intentionality, arguing that the store-
consciousness is not intentional in the usual
cognitive or phenomenal senses of the word,
but rather that its intentionality consists in
its having a dispositional ability to generate
more explicit cognitive states. Some Western
phenomenologists, notably Husserl and
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Merleau-Ponty, distinguish ‘object directed
intentionality’ from ‘operative intentional-
ity’ (see Chapter 4). Whereas the former
is what we usually mean by intentional-
ity, the latter is a non-reflective tacit sensi-
bility, a spontaneous and involuntary level
that makes us ready to respond cognitively
and affectively to the world, though it is
not by itself explicitly cognitive. This most
basic form of intentionality is important
in explaining our openness to the world.
It also seems an interesting avenue for
exploring the cognitive nature of the store-
consciousness.

Conclusion

We can now see the richness and the com-
plexities of the Indian Buddhist analyses of
the nature of the mind and consciousness.
The Abhidharma provides the basis of these
analyses, with its view of the mind as a
stream of moments of consciousness and its
distinction between the primary factor of
awareness and mental factors. This tradition
also emphasizes the intentional nature of
consciousness, the ability of consciousness to
be about something else. As we have seen,
however, this concept s far from self-evident
and needs further philosophical clarifica-
tion. This clarification is one of the impor-
tant tasks of Dharmakirti’s philosophy. In
accomplishing this task, Dharmakirti criti-
cally explores the variety of human cogni-
tions, distinguishing the conceptual from the
perceptual modes of cognition and empha-
sizing the constructed nature of the for-
mer and its close connection with language.
Yet, as we have also seen, this philoso-
phy is not always able to account for all
the insights of the Abhidharma, particu-
larly those concerning the deeper layers of
consciousness.

When we look at the Indian Buddhist
tradition, we should not look for a unified
and seamless view of the mind. Like any
other significant tradition, Indian Buddhist
philosophy of mind is plural and animated
by debates, questions, and tensions. This rich
tradition has a great deal to offer contem-
porary mind science and philosophy, includ-

ing rich phenomenological investigations of
various aspects of human cognition and
exploration of various levels and types of
meditative consciousness. This tradition also
shows, however, that it would be naive to
take these investigations of consciousness
as being objectively given or established.
Rather, they are accounts of experience that
are often intertwined with doctrinal formu-
lations and hence are open to critique, revi-
sion, and challenge, like any other human
interpretation. Indeed, these formulations
need to be taken seriously and examined
with the kind of critical spirit and rigorous
philosophical thinking exhibited by Dhar-
makirti. Only then, can we do justice to the
insights of this tradition.

Glossary

Samkhya

Pradhana: primordial nature or prakrti,
materiality. The primordial substance
out of which the diversity of phe-
nomena arise. It is composed of three
qualities (guna): sattva (transparency,
buoyancy), rajas (energy, activity), and
tamas (inertia, obstruction). They are
the principles or forces whose combi-
nation produces mental and material
phenomena.

Atman: spiritual self or purusa, per-
son. The non-material spiritual ele-
ment that merely witnesses the men-
tal activities involved in the ordinary
awareness of objects.

Buddhi: usually translated as ‘the intel-
lect’. It has the ability to distinguish and
experience objects. This ability pro-
vides the prereflective and presubjec-
tive ground out of which determined
mental states and their objects arise. It
is also the locus of all the fundamental
predispositions that lead to these expe-
riences.

Ahamkara: egoity or ego-sense. This is
the sense of individual subjectivity or
selthood tied to embodiment, which
gives rise to the subjective pole of
cognition.
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Manas: mentation. It oversees the senses

and discriminates between objects. By
serving as an intermediary between
the intellect and the senses, menta-
tion organizes sensory impressions and
objects and integrates them into a tem-
poral framework created by memories
and expectations.

Citta: mental activities or antahkarana,

internal organ. This is the grouping of
buddhi, ahamkara, and manas.

Pramana: instrument of valid cognition of

the self. The Samkhya recognizes three
such instruments: perception, infer-
ence, and testimony. The Nyaya adds
a fourth one, analogy.

Buddhist

Citta: primary factor of awareness or

vijiana, consciousness. It is the aspect
of the mental state that is aware of the
object, or the bare apprehension of the
object. It is the awareness that merely
discerns the object, the activity of cog-
nizing the object.

Caitesika: mental factor. Mental factors

are aspects of the mental state that
characterize the object of awareness
and account for its engagement. In
other words, whereas consciousness
makes known the mere presence of the
object, mental factors make known the
particulars of the content of awareness,
defining the characteristics and special
conditions of its object.

Alaya-vijiiana: store-consciousness. This

continuously present subliminal con-
sciousness is posited by some of the
Yogacara thinkers to provide a sense
of continuity in the person over time.
It is the repository of all the basic
habits, tendencies, and propensities
(including those that persist from one
life to the next) accumulated by the
individual.

Bhavanga citta: life-constituent con-

sciousness. Although this conscious-
ness is not said to be always present and
arises only during the moments where

there is no manifest mental activity, it
also provides a sense of continuity for
the Theravada school, which asserts its
existence.

Klista-manas: afflictive mentation. This
is the inborn sense of self that arises
from the apprehension of the store-
consciousness as being a self. From a
Buddhist point of view, however, this
sense of self is fundamentally mistaken.
It is a mental imposition of unity where
there is in fact only the arising of a mul-
tiplicity of interrelated physical and
mental events.

pramana: valid cognition. Not the instru-
ment of a self but the knowledge-event
itself. There are only two types of valid
cognition admissible in Buddhist epis-
temology, pratyaksa, perception, and
anumana, inference.

Svasamvedana: self-cognition. This is the
limited but intuitive presence that we
feel we have toward our own men-
tal episodes, which is due not to the
presence of a metaphysical self but to
the non-thematic reflexive knowledge
that we have of our own mental states.
Because self-cognition does not rely on
reasoning, it is taken to be a form of
perception. It does not constitute, how-
ever, a separate reflective or introspec-
tive cognition. Otherwise, the charge
that the notion of apperception opens
an infinite regress would be hard to
avoid.

Notes

1. Presenting the Samkhya view in a few lines
is problematic given its evolution over a long
period of time, an evolution shaped by the
addition of numerous refinements and new
analyses in response to the critiques of Bud-
dhists and Vedantins. For a quick summary,
see Mahalingam (1977). For a more detailed
examination, see Larson and Bhattacharya
(1987).

2. Contrary to Vedanta, the Samkhya holds that
there are many individual selves rather than
a universal ground of being such as Brahman.
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. The notion of a pure and passive ‘witness

consciousness’ is a central element of many
Hindu views about consciousness (see Gupta,

1998, 2003).

. For a thoughtful discussion of this view of the

mind, see Schweizer (1993).

. Numerous translations of Patafijali's Yoga

Sutras are available in English.

. For discussion of the Advaita Vedanta view of

consciousness, see Gupta (2003, Chapter s5).
For a philosophical overview of Advaita
Vedanta, see Deutsch (1969).

. For a glimpse of the origins of the Abhid-

harma, see Gethin (1992).

. For Husserl, by contrast, not all conscious-

ness is intentional in the sense of being object-
directed. See Chapter 4 and the final section
of this chapter.

. All quotations from this work are translated

from the French by G. Dreyfus.

. See Rahula (1980, p. 17). Although the

Theravada Abhidharma does not recognize
a distinct store-consciousness, its concept of
bhavagga citta, the life-constituent conscious-
ness, is similar. For a view of the complexities
of the bhavagga, see Waldron (2003, pp. 81—
87).

They are then said to be conjoined (sam-
payutta, mtshungs ldan), in that they are
simultaneous and have the same sensory basis,
the same object, the same aspect or way of
apprehending this object, and the same sub-
stance (the fact that there can be only one
representative of a type of consciousness and
mental factor at the same time). See Waldron
(2003, p. 205).

This list, which is standard in the Tibetan
tradition, is a compilation based on Asacga’s
Abhidharma-samuccaya. It is not, how-
ever, Asacga’s own list, which contains 52
items (Rahula 1980, p. 7). For further dis-
cussion, see Napper (1980) and Rabten
(1978/1992). For the lists of some of the
other traditions, see Bodhi (1993, pp. 76—
79) and de la Vallée Poussin (1971, II: 150—
178).

Although some of these states may be sote-
riologically significant and involve the abil-
ity to transcend duality, not all need be. The
practice of concentration can involve signless
meditative states, and so too does the practice
of some of the so-called formless meditative
states.

14. For a discussion of whether compassion and
lovingkindness, seen from a Buddhist point of
view, are emotions, see Dreyfus (2002).

15. For a brief but thoughtful discussion of the
idea of Buddhism as a psychology, see Gomez
(2004).

16. For discussion of the characteristics of Indian
logic, see Matilal (1985) and Barlingay (1975).
On Buddhist logic, see Kajiyama (1966). For
an analysis of Dharmakirti’s philosophy, see
Dreyfus (1997) and Dunne (2004).

17. For a detailed treatment of Dharmakirti’s
arguments and their further elaboration in the
Tibetan tradition, see Dreyfus (1997, pp. 338-
341, 400415).

18. For more on this difficult topic, see Dreyfus
(1997) and Dunne (2004).
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THE CONSTRUCTION OF
MINDFULNESS

Andrew Olendzki

Mindfulness is examined using the Abhidhamma system of classification of phenomena
(dharmas) as found in the Pali work Abhidhammattha-sangaha. In this model the mental
factors constituting the aggregate of formations (sankhdra) are grouped so as to describe
alayered approach to the practice of mental development. Thus all mental states involve
a certain set of mental factors, while others are added as the training of the mind takes
place. Both unwholesome and wholesome configurations also occur, and mindfulness
turns out to be a rather advanced state of wholesome constructed experience. Wisdom,
the prime transformative factor in Buddhist thought and practice, arises only under
special conditions. This system is then contrasted with the different parsing of
phenomena presented in the Sanskrit Abhidharmakosa, where both mindfulness and
wisdom are counted among the universal factors, which provides a basis for an innatist
model of development; this is then critiqued from a constructivist perspective.

One of the most compelling aspects of the expansive and enduring Buddhist
tradition is the sophisticated model of mind and body presented in the Nikdyas of
the Pali Canon and systematized in both the Pali Abhidhamma literature of South
Asia and the Sanskrit Abhidharma literature of Northwest India and beyond. The
historical Buddha is surely the source of most of these ideas, though they were
significantly developed by many others as time went by and the lore was taken up
by new communities. The comprehensive analysis and description of experience
offered in these teachings is of particular interest to modern thinkers, both
because of its empirical underpinnings and its remarkable affinity with post-
modern thought. Rooted in ancient yogic meditative practices and articulated
with great intellectual precision, they offer a dynamic, process-oriented view of
experience as a series of interdependent cognitive events arising and passing
away each moment as the senses encounter incoming environmental data and
the mind builds a world of meaning to interpret this information and respond to it
both emotionally and behaviourally. Moreover, this system of thought goes
beyond mere description to offer practical guidance for optimizing wellbeing,
which is accomplished by overcoming the habitual compulsions deriving from the
pleasure/pain reflex and by developing a greater working understanding of the
nature of human experience.
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This ancient knowledge about how the mind and body constructs
experience and how a person can use this knowledge to attain greater health and
happiness rests at the heart of the early Buddhist tradition, but was soon bypassed
and relegated to a scholarly and meditative backwater as Buddhism turned in
more popular, devotional, and culturally syncretic directions. It is gradually being
rediscovered by the current generation of scholars and teachers, and is of special
concern to those in contemporary fields who study human experience and who
have an interest in augmenting human wellbeing. Among these are cognitive
scientists and psychologists, and the many others who overlap with these
disciplines. Early Buddhist thought employs a crisply defined technical vocabulary
that can be useful in identifying and untangling the thickets of subjective
experience. It also offers a detailed examination of the mechanisms of attention,
which may help in working towards a better definition of mindfulness and related
mental states, and may even suggest a way of measuring levels of greater or lesser
attention. Of particular value to the therapeutic agenda is the basic orientation of
these teachings toward transformation and the alleviation of suffering, insofar as
they track progress along a scale of change from a state of affliction toward one of
profound wellbeing under any circumstances.

What most characterizes the model of mind and body expressed in early
Buddhist literature is the breaking down of experience into its constituent
phenomenological bytes, called dharmas, and then the organization and
classification of these dharmas in various ways to clarify their definition and
delineate their function as part of a complex interdependent system. Just as the
natural world presents itself one way at a certain level of scale and another upon
closer examination, so too Buddhist thought identifies the manner in which lived
experience at the level of macro-construction differs significantly from its
constituent processes as they are revealed under the close investigation of a
concentrated mind. For example, it can be relatively easily shown, both
experientially and neurologically, that what appears as an uninterrupted flow of
continuous and coherent experience is actually a series of discreet sensory and
mental events that arise and pass away in rapid succession, while the sense of
continuity and narrative coherence is something supplied by higher level
imaginative capabilities. At the heart of the Buddha's insight is the discrepancy
between what appears to be the case, which is characterized as misapprehension
or even delusion, and what is actually the case, which is called wisdom.

A central feature of this model that is seldom part of corresponding Western
psychological models is the evaluative characterization of various dharmas as
either wholesome or unwholesome. The word for this quality (kusala/akusala in
Pali) might better be translated as healthy or unhealthy, insofar as it delineates not
a moral standard or a normative definition of right and wrong as much as a
description of what factors contribute to or detract from the result of wellbeing,
the reduction of suffering and the capacity for understanding. The word also has
the sense of skillful and unskillful, which means that the Buddhist practice of
integrity (sila) is regarded as a skill that can be learned, while even the most
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atrocious misbehaviour is evidence not of an evil nature but of a lack of
understanding. The centrality of this ethical evaluation reveals the extent to which
this entire system, both in its Nikaya origins and in its Abhidhamma extension, is
meant as a tool for effecting personal psychological transformation rather than as
an intellectual exercise of building doctrine.

Another important constituent of this system is the distinction made
between the object of consciousness on one hand and the attitude or emotional
involvement with that object on the other. What is cognized with consciousness is
one thing; how it is cognized, that is to say with what quality of mind it is cognized,
is something else. Thus many of the dharmas enumerated in the Abhidhamma
system correspond to what we might in another context call emotional attitudes,
and this becomes important for understanding how meditation is regarded in
early Buddhist thought. Part of meditation training has to do with learning to
focus the mind on a particular object or on a series of emerging objects, but most
of the training has more to do with cultivating particular qualities of mind by
means of which the object is regarded. The technology of awareness is a matter of
how the aggregate of consciousness (viindna) interacts with the aggregate of
material form (rdpa) as it manifests in the sense organs of the body and the sense
objects of the environment; but the development of mindfulness and insight is
rather a matter of how the aggregate of formations (sarkhdra) co-arises with the
other aggregates. This should become more clear as we examine the details of
how experience is constructed.

The construction of experience

Consciousness arises and passes away each moment because it is a process
or an event that occurs rather than something that exists in any stable and
identifiable way. It is characterized just by ‘knowing’ and thus can only arise in
relationship with an object that is known and an organ by means of which the
object is known. Six classes or modalities of consciousness are enumerated, which
correspond to the five sense organs (eye, ear, nose, tongue, and body) and the
mind as sixth, as well to the five sense objects (forms, sounds, smells, tastes, and
touches) with thoughts as the sixth. The starting point or foundation of all
experience is thus an episode of cognition in one or another of these six modes,
which occurs again and again in a temporal series we generally refer to as the
stream of consciousness. Since consciousness manifests in dependence upon
organs and objects that are constantly changing, consciousness itself it always
‘moving and tottering, impermanent, changing, and becoming otherwise’ as one
passage puts it." Moreover, consciousness does not carry any characteristics other
than the mere knowing or cognizing of an object, so all the textures and qualities
of experience are supplied by other mental functions arising in various
combinations. A detailed account of any given moment of experience thus
consists of identifying first, which of the six modes of consciousness is manifesting
(i.e. in dependence on which pair of organs and objects) and second, what
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associated dharmas or constituent factors are co-arising with consciousness to
shape the overall experience. The method for describing mental states in this way
is outlined in the Nikayas and greatly refined in the Abhidhamma literature.

Rather than undertake a systematic review of this method, which would
lead very far afield, let us focus on one particular aspect of this mapping of the
dharmas, one that may prove helpful in understanding the definition and function
of mindfulness. It has to do with the grouping of dharmas into several categories,
delineating those that arise and pass away together in any given moment of
consciousness. According to the Abhidhamma analysis summarized in the
Abhidhammatthasangaha,” seven mental factors arise together in all states of
consciousness and are thus called universals; six other mental factors may or may
not be present in any particular moment and are called occasionals. In addition to
these two groupings, 39 other mental factors are classified as either unwholesome
or wholesome, but factors from each group will never arise together with those of
the other group—the two are mutually exclusive. Finally, these 39 states are
further broken down into four unwholesome universals, 10 unwholesome
occasionals, 19 wholesome universals and six wholesome occasionals. We are
thus left, generally speaking, with six different groupings of the mental factors that
co-arise with consciousness to help give shape and texture to the attitude or
emotion with which an object is cognized by consciousness. The whole range of
individual configurations are a good deal more complex than this, but these six
basic groupings yield a model that layers mental experience, so to speak, into six
general levels of mental functioning, and it is these six levels that can help us
understand how experience can be viewed as building upon itself to delineate a
scale from lesser to greater degrees of conscious awareness.

1. The universals

The simplest manifestation of mind is characterized by the universal mental
factors inherent in all moments of consciousness. It is not possible, according to
the Abhidhamma, for consciousness to manifest with anything less than seven
mental factors, but it may arise and pass away with only these seven and no more.
Thus even in its most austere forms consciousness includes the mental functions
of: contact between consciousness, an object and organ; a feeling tone that may
be pleasant, unpleasant or neither; a perception of that object as something
categorized symbolically according to prior experience; a volition or intentional
response to the object that produces karma; a degree of one-pointedness or focus
upon only one object at a time; a cohesive quality of mental vitality sustaining and
supporting the interdependent functioning of the seven universal mental factors;
and a function of attention that directs the associated factors toward the object as
a rudder might steer a ship. The fact that these dharmas are always present means
that they must describe even the most unreflective states of mind. We are thus
always paying attention, for example, even if we are not aware we are doing so or
even if we are paying attention to an object different than the one to which we
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would like to be attending. Similarly, the mind is always focused upon a single
object, even in entirely untrained mind moments, though the object upon which it
is unified might change moment to moment. If we were not capable of such
baseline focus and attention, coherent mental experience would presumably not
be possible.

2. The occasionals

In addition to these seven universal mental factors, six other factors are
listed that may or may not arise either individually or as a whole. These include:
applied thought, by means of which one deliberately place attention on a chosen
object; sustained thought, the mental factor that enables one to hold the attention
upon the object over multiple mind moments; decision, a state of confident and
committed engagement with the object; energy, a factor that upholds and
supports the others by bringing additional interest to bear; joy, a quality of
uplifting enthusiasm; and impulse-to-act, a desire to act that is not rooted in greed
or attachment but nonetheless impels the mind to initiate appropriate action.
These are the factors called upon when we train the mind in meditation, since
such training involves consciously directing attention to be placed upon and then
held steadily upon a chosen object such as the breath. The steadiness of focus
induces decision, requires energy, and often can result in joy, and impulse allows
the meditator to shift attention from one part of the body to another, or toward
the wellbeing of all creatures above, below, and all around, without doing so in
ways that engage desire or compulsion. These factors may not always manifest
from the moment one sits down to meditate until the bell rings an hour later, just
as a baseball player is in the game even when sitting in the dugout between
innings or standing around in the outfield, but to the extent deliberate mental
training is ever successful, even for a moment, some combination of these factors
come in to play.

3. The universal unwholesomes

The thing about the occasional factors just mentioned is that they are ethically
variable, meaning they may be operative in wholesome or unwholesome mind
states. All unwholesome mind moments will add four more factors: delusion, defined
as not understanding some basic truths about experience, such as its
impermanence, selflessness, and the causes of suffering; restlessness, a state of
agitation that ruffles the mind like wind upon water; suspension of conscience,
rendering momentarily inoperative the innate sense of self-respect that prevents us
from serious wrongdoing; suspension of respect, turning off the innate sense of
respect for the rights and opinions of others that also restrains our behaviour to stay
within socially defined norms. This is the minimal set of mental factors that will be
arising in the mind during any moment’s misbehaviour, along of course with the
seven universals. In the case of universals, it is all or nothing—when delusion is
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present the other three necessarily will be present as well. One interesting point
about this analysis is that restlessness will always be unwholesome, suggesting that
any practice that encourages one to relax and calm down is inherently healthy. It is a
helpful and transformative practice in itself to reduce restlessness in the mind, since
this will lead naturally to the elimination of its co-arising factor delusion, and will thus
purge the moment of its most dangerous toxins and nudge it out of its
unwholesomeness. Another point of some interest is the suggestion that conscience
and respect function naturally as a sort of innate ethical immune system, protecting
individuals and society from egregious wrongdoing, but that this is suppressed at
those moments when one misbehaves.

4. The unwholesome occasionals

While delusion can manifest in such a simple form as to involve only the four
universal unwholesome factors, more often than not delusion is joined by either
greed or hatred, the other two components of the three toxins. Yet greed and
hatred are really opposite expressions of the same impulse, namely desire. Greed
is the desire to want or like or remain attached to that which is pleasing or
gratifying, while hatred is the desire to not want, not like, or otherwise ignore or
destroy that which is displeasing or identified with pain. As such, greed and hatred
are mutually exclusive and cannot arise together in the same mind moment. One
can be deluded and greedy, deluded and hateful, or just plain deluded, but one
will never be both greedy and hateful in the same instant. When this appears to be
the case, the Abhidhamma models asserts, the two are simply alternating one
after another in rapid succession, with the illusion of simultaneity being
constructed at higher levels of mental organization. Other unwholesome factors
that may arise with delusion and the other universals include wrong view, conceit,
envy, avarice, worry, sloth, torpor and doubt. One way of looking at these
unwholesomes is as unique shades of colour mixed from the three primary colours
of greed, hatred and delusion.

From the point of view of meditation practice, there is not much difference
between the two groups of universal and occasional unwholesome factors—they
are both serving as obstacles to mental serenity and clarity. They include, for
example, the classical list of five hindrances (sense desire, ill-will, restlessness and
remorse, sloth and torpor, doubt), mental factors that must be temporarily
abandoned in order for the mind to reach entry level concentration and begin the
process of consciousness attenuation known as the absorptions (jhdna). For our
present purposes it suffices to say that little progress toward transformation can
occur while any unwholesome state is arising in experience, and learning how to
abandon such states is a fundamental part of the path. For example, while it is
important to be able to notice the arising and passing away of all mental states,
noticing annoyance (a mild form of hatred—not liking what is happening) with an
attitude of annoyance will only reinforce the quality of annoyance. Similarly,
avoiding, repressing, or otherwise pushing away the annoyance will only ensure
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that it comes back again later with greater urgency or intensity. The middle way
between accepting and rejecting the experience of annoyance is to notice it, see it
for the unwholesome factor that it is, and gently release one’s hold upon it. All
unwholesome states need to be similarly neutralized, and will just proliferate if
met with other unwholesome states.

5. The wholesome universals

Altogether there are 19 mental factors that arise together in every
wholesome mind moment, and these comprise a remarkable list. Mindfulness is
one of them, which is regarded as a particular attitude or emotional stance toward
the object of awareness. One cognizes an object with a quality of attention shaped
by mindfulness, that is to say with presence of mind, non-forgetfulness, and a
certain stability of focus. As a universal wholesome factor, mindfulness is exclusive
of restlessness, delusion and all the other unwholesome states, and cannot co-
arise with these in the same moment. It is also a mental state that arises over and
above basic levels of attention, intention and one-pointedness, and that arises
over and above factors that help train the mind, such as applying and sustaining
attention on a consciously chosen object of awareness and generating energy or
joy. The factors that co-arise with mindfulness under all circumstances also help
define it and refine how it functions in the mind. Non-greed and non-hatred help
clarify that mindful attention neither favours nor opposes the object, but rather it
expresses an attitude of equanimity. This is where modern definitions of
mindfulness get the sense of not judging the object but of accepting it just as it is.
Also arising with mindfulness are the twin guardians of conscience and respect,
which were suspended in all unwholesome states, as well as confidence or faith,
construed as a basic trust that comes from the dispersal of the toxins. These six
factors arising with mindfulness are joined by six others that can be taken in a two-
fold sense of applying to both consciousness itself and to the associated mental
factors: tranquility, lightness, malleability, wieldiness, proficiency, and rectitude.
These can be seen as qualities of mindfulness, further shaping the attitude with
which an object will be cognized by consciousness when it becomes an object of
mindful awareness, rather than just an object of awareness. All 19 of these
wholesome universal factors will arise and pass away as a group, not only when
one practices insight meditation formally but at any time one has a wholesome
thought, performs a wholesome action, or speaks a wholesome word. As such,
mindfulness is a non-extraordinary mind state which may come up frequently,
though mindfulness meditation involves its deliberate cultivation in a continuous
series of mind moments.

6. The wholesome occasionals

The final set of factors to consider are those that build upon the universal
wholesome factors. There are six of these, which can only arise if the previous 19

Page 49

61



62

ANDREW OLENDZKI

are present but which may or may not arise together with one another. Three of
these are elements of the eightfold path, namely right speech, right action and
right livelihood. It is a bit hard to gather how these act as mental factors, since they
seem to be descriptive of behavioural patterns rather than psychological states,
but they are described as being present in the mind in any moment when one
deliberately abstains from misbehaving in one of the three modes. The next two
are compassion and appreciative joy, two of the four brahma-viharas or illimitable
mind states (the other two being loving kindness and equanimity, both on the list
of wholesome universals). This means that one can be simply mindful, a state
which includes a benevolent and even-minded attitude toward an object, or one
can also be mindful with compassion or with appreciative joy, which adds
something to mindfulness. Compassion adds an empathic response to suffering,
while appreciative joy adds an empathic response to good fortune or happiness.
And finally one can also add wisdom as a wholesome occasional factor. Wisdom in
Buddhist thought is a quality of understanding the nature of experience, of seeing
clearly the impermanence, interdependence, and impersonality of it all, as well as
seeing the origin and cessation of suffering as it manifests moment to moment in
experience. It is only when the wisdom factor arises that insight meditation really
occurs, for while mindfulness can regard an object with balanced objectivity, it is
understanding that is ultimately transformative. As the matter is expressed in one
metaphor, just as a reaper will grasp a handful of barley in one hand and a sickle in
the other, one takes hold of the mind with attention and cuts off its defilements
with wisdom.?

A model of layered attention

With the data on the table we may now step back and see what pattern
emerges from this analysis of experience. Whatever the number of possible
combinations of mental factors mapped out by this model, it seems helpful to
make use of the six groupings outlined above and postulate that five (if we
conflate the unwholesome factors into a single group) levels or layers of
experience can be identified. Each of these represents a general type of mental
functioning whose particular details might be almost infinitely variable. Every
moment of consciousness is going to arise in correspondence with one or another
of the six pairs of organs and objects (eye and forms; ear and sounds, etc.), but
then each will be additionally augmented by some combination of mental factors
following along the lines of these groupings. Depending on what mental factors
arise in conjunction with consciousness, awareness of the object will be directed,
shaped and otherwise characterized each moment by the particular combination
of mental factors.

In its most basic configuration, the mind has enough support from the
seven universal mental factors to be capable of cognizing any object (utilizing
contact, attention, and mental vitality), holding the attention steadily upon it (with
volition and one-pointedness), and understanding its features (perception) and
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textures (feeling) sufficiently to yield coherent experience. As long as one is not
dead, in a coma, or in deep sleep, at least this much mind is functioning at all
times. Thus even when daydreaming, multitasking, or otherwise thinking in an
entirely unstructured way, these factors always cooperate to help guide and
support consciousness as it cognizes an object by means of an organ. Each
moment the process arises, passes away, and arises again, with all seven factors
working together to construct meaning around the incoming torrent of stimuli. As
moments string together into a stream of consciousness, it can feel like we are
deliberately choosing to shift attention from one object to another and thus are
directing awareness, but in fact most of the time what comes next in the series is
conditioned by causes that lie entirely outside the scope of conscious awareness.
In any given string of free association, for example, one image suggests another in
ways that are habitually conditioned, and we can do all sorts of actions and
behaviours of which we are entirely unaware. Paradoxically, even though
consciousness is always occurring, we may well be entirely not conscious that this
is the case.

At a second level of experience, built upon the foundation of the first,
functions we identify with conscious awareness begin to come into play. When
the mind is deliberately placed upon a particular object (using applied thought)
rather than allowed to drift there ‘on its own,” or held deliberately upon a chosen
object (using sustained thought) even though it may be inclined to wander
elsewhere, we are imposing some control on the process and it is no longer
entirely conditioned by unconscious forces. As factors such as decision, energy, joy,
and impulse-to-act are added, the sense of conscious engagement becomes
amplified. It is at this level of mental function that mental training takes place, and
the heightened concentration that comes from applying and sustaining attention
in particular ways is useful to learning all sorts of skills, both wholesome and
unwholesome. Training at this level of mind is where most meditation, especially
for recent initiates to the practice, takes place. Instead of allowing the mind to
wander wherever it will, one attempts to bring and then hold attention on the
physical sensations associated with the breath, for example, or upon a phrase of
loving kindness. Or, one may sanction the free and easy wandering of the mind
among various different objects, but try to bring heightened awareness by
applying attention with enhanced energy to following its series of manifestations.
Because it takes effort to direct the mind in particular ways, this sort of mental
training can feel like hard work much of the time.

The third and fourth level of mental function might best be viewed as two
aspects of the same process, insofar as both deal with the arising and passing
away of unwholesome states. Whether it manifests as pure delusion, such as what
occurs when one is confused or dazed, or whether it includes the primal driving
forces of greed and hatred, unwholesome mind states are worked with in Buddhist
practice in similar ways. When they are strong we are swept away by their force
and act out their emotions in behaviour that is harmful to ourselves and others.
Much of the time we are not even consciously aware that we are in their grasp, in
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which case the universal factors are co-arising with the unwholesome factors
without the participation of the occasional factors. Other times the occasional
factors are present and we are acting in harmful ways even though we know they
are harmful. One of the effects of the three poisons in such states is that we do not
really care that we may be acting badly and are even enthralled by the power and
gratification of such emotion. On still other occasions we might bring attention to
bear upon the unwholesome states by exercising applied and sustained thought,
but these are now in the service of the unwholesome state and are co-opted by
delusion. One can thus be consciously aware of hatred, for example, but such
awareness is not going to be transformative and may only serve to perpetuate the
hatred.

Itis at the next level that the transformative power of mindfulness comes to
bear upon experience. As mentioned above, mindfulness and its associated
factors shape the awareness of an object in very different ways than mere
attention. Mindfulness is not just heightened attention, but is attention that has
become confident, benevolent, balanced, and fundamentally wholesome. As such
it builds not only upon the seven universal mental factors, as do all mind states,
but it also builds upon the occasional factors. Basic attention (included among the
universals) is augmented by deliberate conscious attention (brought in by the
occasionals), and is then further refined and enhanced by mindful attention, which
is always a wholesome universal. For example, one breathes all the time and may
or may not be aware of the fact because of a range of various conditions. When
distracted by something else we lose track of the breath; when unable to breathe
or when winded we attend naturally to the breath; but in these cases our attention
is ‘stumbling upon’ the breath as if by chance (though according to Buddhist
thought there is always a cause for attention going where it does, whether one
knows it or not). With meditation training, one may deliberately direct attention to
the breath, but the quality of this attention may still be quite ordinary, especially
when it phases in and out as the mind wanders all over the field of experience.
Such directed attention may also be present in unwholesome mind states, such as
when one breaths heavily in a rage or in the process of committing a terrible
crime. But when the wholesome form of attention manifests, namely mindfulness,
the breath is viewed in a different light, is held with a different touch, is cognized
with a different quality of mind. Now the emotional tone, the intentional stance,
the attitude with which one beholds the object is rooted in non-greed, non-
hatred, and non-delusion, which functionally excludes from the mind their
opposites, the three poisons, and even though the object of awareness is
something as ordinary as the sensations of breathing, the moment is profoundly
transformative. Shifting from the breath to a more challenging topic, in the case
where someone who is angry is able to bring attention to the anger, and then
further is able to bring mindfulness to the anger, then the anger has become a
mental object, an echo from the preceding mind moments, and is no longer
functioning as the attitude driving the mind. One cannot be angry and mindful at
the same moment, so at whatever point true mindfulness arises the actual anger is
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already banished and it is only a relic of that angry state that is acting as the object
of consciousness. If the wholesome attention can be sustained moment after
moment, the entire stream of consciousness becomes purified of its naturally-
arising toxins and wholesome dispositions are reinforced while their unwhole-
some counterparts atrophy. Mindfulness of unwholesome states is transformative
precisely because the unwholesome quality of awareness has been replaced with
a wholesome attitude.

The final grouping to consider is the wholesome occasional factors, which
arise building upon the foundation of the wholesome universals. Here we meet
with wisdom, which according to this model does not arise automatically with
mindfulness. It is possible, in other words, to experience purification of the mind
stream through mindful meditation without necessarily understanding with
wisdom the nature of experience. Mindfulness practice ripens into insight
meditation when one sees directly such things as impermanence, suffering and
selflessness in the arising and passing away of the objects of awareness. Once
again, it does not matter what the object is; it is the way of understanding the
object that is important here. Wisdom in this model is itself as impermanent and
tenuous as every other element of the mind and body. It arises under certain
conditions, and cannot be sustained if those conditions change even slightly. One
tends to experience wisdom in brief glimpses, therefore, which may be repeated
more often as one’s skills increase.

Meditation as process

What this model provides is a layered way of understanding what happens
when one sits down to practice meditation. Much of the time there is only a
rudimentary form of attention manifesting, as the mind registers changes in the
environment, such as sounds, or moves from one association to another in a
natural and ordinary way. The mind is constantly shifting its attention from one
object to another, and one can guide this process somewhat by exercising volition
and attention to encourage engaging the mind with one thing rather than
another. Most forms of popular self-development strategies work at this basic
level of changing the mind (1) by guiding attention from one thing to another.
What Buddhists would call training the mind (2) begins as the commitment to
cultivating attention in a more directed and deliberate way. One becomes
gradually more adept at placing the attention on a chosen object and maintaining
it upon that object for some period of time. If one is practicing concentration
meditation the attention might even remain steady upon an object for a
considerable length of time, or might be capable of focusing well on a long series
of changing objects. While doing any of this, it is natural that unwholesome mind
states will arise and pass away in experience, both deluded states with greed and
hatred and states that are merely deluded. One will try to abandon these as they
are noticed, either right away or after a long ride on a train of thought that carries
one well down the track. Abandoning such toxic mind states after they have arisen
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and guarding the mind from the arising of such toxic states are important
Buddhist practices for purifying the mind (3). At other moments, when these toxins
do not manifest, mindfulness may arise with its host of associated factors, and this
too will either pass away quickly or be sustainable for multiple mind moments.
Mindfulness practice serves the function of transforming the mind (4) by
simultaneously blocking all unwholesome states and developing and strengthen-
ing wholesome states. And when mindfulness does become steady enough, the
conditions ripen for wisdom also to arise and greatly magnify the transformative
effect of mindfulness, although it may collapse just as rapidly as it arose. Wisdom
has the function of liberating the mind (5), both in the short-term, as the
unconscious effects of delusion are neutralized, and in the long-term, as the latent
disposition toward greed, hatred and delusion are expunged from the mind
altogether and are no longer capable of arising.

In this way of looking at things, the mind is intrinsically neither polluted nor
pristine. It is capable of functioning at a basic level of awareness that includes the
six internal and six external sense bases, the six corresponding modalities of
consciousness, and all five of the aggregates. Over and above this, it can add either
wholesome or unwholesome mental factors (both of which are volition formations
or sankharas) in various combinations, which will serve to clarify or pollute the
resulting quality of awareness. Mental training in general, and the development of
mindfulness and wisdom in particular, will optimize the functioning of the mind,
and will culminate in its transformation such that unwholesome states can no
longer occur at all and the mind will become entirely liberated from its suffering.
The process unfolds something like the classical image of the lotus, whose roots
are in the mud, growing through the water and ultimately opening its petals to
the sky.

Abhidhamma and Abhidharma

All that has been said so far is from the perspective of the Pali Abhidhamma,
those texts that emerged and stabilized in the Southern Buddhist schools of South
and Southeast Asia. These texts include such works as the seven books of the
Abhidhamma-pitaka and such later manuals as the Abhidhammatthasangaha.
There is also a parallel Sanskrit Abhidharma tradition, expressed in texts that
developed in Northern Buddhist schools of North West India and elsewhere. Here
too we find seven (somewhat different) books of an Abhidharma-pitaka and later
compilations such as the Abhidharmakosa. For the most part there is a great deal
of similarity and agreement between these two textual, meditational, and
philosophical traditions, which can clearly be seen as two parallel strands of
development from a more or less common source. On the matter at hand,
however, namely the classification of the dharmas into groupings of universal and
occasional wholesome and unwholesome factors, there is a very interesting
divergence between the two traditions. This discrepancy is not trivial, and speaks
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to the very core of the different models of practice and liberation the two
approaches take.

In the Abhidharmakosa, the mental factors of mindfulness and wisdom are
considered among the universal mental factors, and thus arise and pass away in
every single mind moment.* They are presumably eclipsed or over-ridden by
unwholesome factors, but nevertheless underlie such mental states. This model is
thus in line with the later Buddhist view of the mind as already awakened,
inherently wise, but with its wisdom habitually occluded by greed, hatred and
delusion. The practice becomes one of uncovering the originally pure nature of
mind rather than of building up wisdom upon the prepared ground of
mindfulness.

The implications of this distinction are huge, and clearly go beyond the
scope of what can be said here. Suffice it to say that including mindfulness and
wisdom among the universal factors provides a rationale for the so-call ‘innatist’
model of later Buddhist tradition, as contrasted to the ‘constructivist’ model
favoured by the earlier tradition (see Dunne 2011). A natural historical question to
emerge is whether the philosophical changes of the Abhidharma system
preceded or postdated the emergence of the innatist model of awakening. And
the doctrinal question that naturally arises is whether a new approach to practice
led to revisions of the Abhidharma system, or whether the patterns laid down by
the Abhidharma paved the way for a different orientation toward practice. Again,
these questions need to be pursued elsewhere, though it might not be surprising
if it turned out these two had a chicken and egg relationship. Let us conclude here
with a brief reflection upon the innatist approach from the perspective of the
constructivist model outlined above.

A constructivist critique of non-duality

From the earlier constructionist perspective of the Nikayas and the
Abhidhamma, the whole issue of dual or nondual experience is somewhat
puzzling. The Nikdyas tell us that every cognitive event depends not upon a
duality between subject and object, but upon a trinity of sense organ, sense
object and consciousness.> The coming together of these three constitutes
contact (phassa/sparsa), the starting point of any episode of knowing. If there is
indeed a duality in early Buddhist thought, it is not one of subject and object but
of organ and object. The events cognized by cognition are the collisions between
the inner and outer world, the interaction of stimuli such as light and sound waves
(etc.) upon the sensitive matter of retina and inner ear (etc.) that translate these
modulations into the neuronal activity we call consciousness. The knowing of an
object by means of an organ is not the same as the subject-object relation.
Consciousness is not a subject, but an activity, a process, an event recurring
moment after moment. It is a relationship between organs of sensation and
thought on one hand, and objects of sensation and thought on the other. It is a
natural interface between the sensitive matter of the body's sense receptors
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(which would include the brain) and the data contained in the surrounding (and
internal) environment that is mediated by mental states of knowing. This
mentality is likely an emergent property of materiality, but the virtual world
constructed of this mental activity presents as a robust phenomenology of
experience.

The experience of arising and passing phenomena do indeed involve the
arising and passing away of moments of consciousness, but these do not in
themselves qualify as a subject. The subject is constructed elsewhere in the model,
at the point where desire is generated toward the objects of experience. By liking
or not liking the object, a subject who likes or does not like the object is created. It
is craving, manifesting as clinging, that leads to the becoming of a self (atta-
bhava), and it is only when one has become a self, a subject, there can then also be
suffering. The one who craves becomes the one who suffers, as pointed out in the
Second Noble Truth. And as the Third Noble Truth indicates, the cessation of
craving will lead to the cessation of suffering by means of the cessation of the
making of a self (aham-kara). The duality to which non-dual Buddhist thought
seems to be pointing, therefore, is the duality between the object and the subject
who likes or does not like it, rather than between the object and the knowing of
the object. That knowing, the mere functioning of consciousness, is an impersonal
event; the liking or disliking of it is a personal construction. From earliest times, in
this way of looking at it, the Buddha was always directing his students toward non-
dual experience, but this had nothing to do with the relationship between
consciousness and the object cognized by it. It was only about the object and the
illusory sense of being a person who stands in relation to it. It is then entirely
perplexing to discover that the solution to this ‘problem’ in later tradition is to de-
couple consciousness from its object and aspire to an experience of consciousness
that takes no object. This seems to preserve the subject at the expense of the
object, while the entire point of the early teaching is to understand the
fundamentally illusory nature of the subject and thus allow the object to be
known with consciousness as it really is (yathd-bhata).

If the non-dual experience has to do with the dissolution of the subject-
object relation, then according to Abhidhamma analysis it must refer to the
elimination of the mistaken view of self (sakkc‘lyadi,tthi).6 This eliminates one
dichotomy, between phenomena as they really are and the illusory sense of there
being a separate person to whom the experience of the phenomena belongs. But
it leaves intact the dichotomy between the organs and objects of experience,
because each only exists as an interaction with the other and each therefore
requires the other by definition. Cognition thus remains, even after the person
who experiences the cognition is vanquished, as the mere view it really is.

It seems as if somewhere along the line a conflation occurred between
consciousness and the view of self, insofar as consciousness is identified as the
subject in a subject-object relation. | think the entire concept of subject-object
duality is an issue inherited by Buddhist thinkers from non-Buddhist schools of
Indian philosophy, where the issue is simplified by the real existence of a soul. In

Page 56



THE CONSTRUCTION OF MINDFULNESS

Hindu thought, consciousness (cit) is inextricably bound up with real existence
(sat), so it is taken for granted that where there is something known (grdhya) there
must be a knower of it (grdhaka). But the Buddha sought to purge his language of
all agent nouns, and would likely regard any reference to a ‘knower of the known’
to be fundamentally deluded.” A soul in relation to anything constitutes a duality,
and the liberation of the soul from anything results in a non-dual state. In this
binary environment of self and other it is natural to explore the subject-object
distinction philosophically, and it seems Buddhist thinkers were drawn in to this
discourse. But in the non-binary world of the non-orthodox Indic teachings, such
as Buddhism, where consciousness is seen to be a multiply-conditioned natural
phenomenon, the situation is more complex. The interdependent arising and
cessation of consciousness (along with its corresponding organs and objects and
the other four aggregates) unfolding each moment is one thing, while the
construction of an illusory sense of being the person to which it is all happening is
something else again.

So | would entirely agree that Buddhist insight has to do with experiencing
non-duality of subject and object, but would suggest that this is accomplished
when the sense of self is lost, either briefly, as in the short-term loss of self
occurring in any peak experience, or unshakeably, as with the awakening of a
Buddha. This sort of non-dual understanding is hardly an innovation of the fourth
century, however, and has been an intrinsic part of the Buddhist message from its
earliest times.

NOTES

1. Samyutta Nikaya 35:93.

2. Bodhi (1993). In what follows the impulse to list each of the following technical
terms along with their Pali and Sanskrit names is replaced with a simple English
rendering. See Bodhi (1993) for the Pali and Pruden (1991) for the Sanskrit. See
also Olendzki (2010, 163ff).

3. Milindapariho 2:1.8.

4. Abhidharmakosa 2:24 (Pruden, 1991, 189-90). The universals are here called
mahabhdmikas.

5. See, for example, the Mahahatthipadopama Sutta, Majjhima Nikaya 28.

6. Majjhima Nikdya 48: ‘This is the way leading to the origination of personality: One
regards [all experience] thus: “This is mine, this | am, this is my self.” This is the way
leading to the cessation of personality: One regards [all experience] thus: “This is not
mine, this | am not, this is not my self.” Notice the functioning of consciousness
remains unchanged.

7. Samyutta Nikaya 12:12: 'Venerable sir, who makes contact...who feels...who
craves...? “Not a valid question. | do not say “One makes contact...one
feels...one craves...” If one should ask me, “Venerable sir, with what as
condition does contact come to be...with what as condition does feeling come
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to be. .. with what as condition does craving come to be?” —this would be a valid
question.” See also, e.g., Visuddhimagga 16:90: kariko na...vijjati; gamako na
vijjati . . . etc. (a do-er is not found; a go-er is not found).
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The Thirty Stanzas/Trimsika-karika

(On Cognitive Representation-Only/Vijnaptimatrata-siddhi)
By Vasubandhu

http://www.empty-universe.com/yogacara/trimsika.htm

Concepts of atman and dharmas do not imply the existence of a real atman and real
dharmas, but are merely fictitious constructions. Because of this, all varieties of
phenomenal appearances and qualities arise. The phenomena of atman and dharmas are
[all mental representations] based on manifestation and transformation of consciousness.

Consciousnesses capable of unfolding or manifesting themselves may be grouped in three
general categories:

(1) The consciousness whose fruits mature at varying times (i.e. alayavijnana);

(2) The consciousness that cogitates or deliberates (i.e. manas); And

(3) The consciousness that perceives and discriminates between spheres of objects (i.e.
manovijnana and five sense consciousnesses).

The first is the alayavijnana (i.e. storehouse or repository consciousness). It is also called
vipakavijnana (retributive consciousness) and sarvabijakavijnana (the consciousness that
carries within it all bijas or seeds).

It is impossible to comprehend completely:

(1) What it 'holds and receives' (upadi);

(2) Its 'place’ or 'locality' (sthana); and

(3) Its power or perception and discrimination (vijnapti).

It is at all times associated with five mental attributes (caittas), namely, mental contact
(sparsa), attention (manaskara), sensation (vedana), conception (samjna), and volition
(cetana). But it is always associated only with the 'sensation of indifference' (upeksa).

It belongs to the 'non-defiled-non-defined moral species.' The same is true in the case of
mental contact (sparsa) and so forth. It is perpetually manifesting itself like a torrent, and is
renounced (i.e. it ceases to be called the alaya) in the state of Arhatship (the state of the
saint who enters Nirvana).

Next comes the second evolving consciousness. This consciousness is called manas. It
manifests itself, with the alayavijnana as its basis and support, and takes that consciousness

as its object. It has the nature and character of cogitation or intellection.

It is always accompanied by four klesas or vexing passions (sources of affliction and
delusion), namely, self-delusion (atmamoha) and self-belief (atmadrsti), together with self-
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conceit (atmamana) and self-love (atmasneha). It is also accompanied by the other mental
associates (caittas), namely mental contact (sparsa) and so forth [attention, sensation,
conception, and volition].

It belongs to the 'defiled-non-defined moral species' (neither good nor bad but defiled).

It is active in the dhatu or bhumi in which the sentient being is born and to which he is
bound. It ceases to exist at the stage of arhatship, in the 'meditation of annihilation' (state
of complete extinction of thought and other mental qualities), and on the supramundane
path.

Next comes the third evolving consciousness, which is divided into six categories of
discrimination. Their nature and character consist of the perception and discrimination of
spheres of objects. They are wholesome, unwholesome, and neither wholesome nor
unwholesome.

They are associated with the universal caittas, the special caittas, the good caittas, the
klesas (vexing passions or mental qualities), the upaklesas (secondary vexing passions or
mental qualities), and the aniyatas (indeterminate mental associates). They are all
associated with the three sensations (vedanas) [joy, sorrow, and indifference].

First, universal caittas: mental contact and so forth (attention, sensation, conception,
volition).

Next, special caittas: desire (chanda), resolve (adhimoksa), memory (smrti), meditation
(samadhi), and discernment (prajna). The objects perceived by the special caittas are
particular and varied.

The wholesome caittas refer to: belief (sraddha), sense of shame (hri), sense of integrity
(apatrapa), the three roots of non-covetousness (alobha) and so forth [non-anger (advesa)
and non-delusion (amoha)], zeal or diligence (virya), composure of mind (prasrabdhi),
vigilance (apramada), equanimity (upeksa), and harmlessness or non-injury (avihimsa).

The klesas are: covetousness (raga), anger (pratigha), delusion (moha), conceit (mana),
doubt (vicikitsa), and false views (kudrsti).

The upaklesas (secondary vexing passions) are: (1) fury (krodha); (2) enmity (upanaha); (3)
concealment or hypocrisy (mraksa); (4) vexation (pradasa); (5) envy (irsyr); (6) parsimony
(matsarya); (7) deception (sathya); (8) duplicity or fraudulence (maya); (with) (9)
harmfulness (vihimsa); (10) pride (mada); (11) Shamelessness (ahri); (12) non-integrity
(atrapa or anapatrapya); (13) agitation or restlessness (uddhava); (with) (14) torpid-
mindedness (styana); (15) unbelief (asraddha); (16) indolence (kausidya); (17) idleness
(pramada); (18) forgetfulness (musitasmrtita); (19) distraction (viksepa); and (20) non-
discernment or thoughtlessness (asamprajanya).
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The indeterminate mental qualities refer to remorse (kamkrtya), drowsiness (middha),
reflection (vitarka), and investigation (vicara); these two couples can be of two kinds.

In dependence upon the root consciousness (i.e. the eighth consciousness, alayavijnana)
the five consciousnesses (of the senses) manifest themselves in accordance with carious
causes and conditions, sometimes together, sometimes separately, just as waves manifest
themselves in dependence upon the conditions of the water.

But the sixth consciousness (manovijnana) manifests itself at all times, except for beings
born into the 'heavenly world without thought' (among asamjnidevas in whom thinking has
entirely ceased), except also for those in the two mindless samapattis (two forms of
meditation in which there is no more activity of thought) and those who are in states of
stupor or unconsciousness.

The various consciousnesses manifest themselves in what seem to be two divisions:
perception (darsanabhaga) and the object of perception (nimittabhaga). Because of this,
atman and dharmas do not exist. For this reason, all is mere consciousness.

From the consciousness which contains all bijas (seeds) (i.e. the alayavijnana), such-and-
such evolution or transformation takes place. Through the force of the mutual co-operation
of the actual dharmas such-and-such kinds of distinction are engendered.

Owing to the habit-energy (bijas or vasana) of various previous deeds, together with the
habit-energy of the two 'apprehensions' (grahas), as previous retribution (karma of previous
existences) is exhausted, succeeding retribution (maturing in subsequent existences) is
produced.

Because of such and such imaginations, such and such things are imagined, [i.e. conceived
by the imagination]. What is conceived by this imagination (parikalpita-svabhava) has no
nature of its own.

The self-nature which results from dependence on others (paratantra) consists of
discriminations produced by causes and conditions.

The difference between the nature of Ultimate Reality (parinispanna) and the nature of
dependence on others (paratantra) is that the former is eternally free from the parikalpita-
nature (conception by the imagination) of the latter, that is, the paratantra (dependence on
others for manifestation).

Thus, the nature of Ultimate Reality and the nature of dependence on others are neither

different nor non-different, just as impermanence is neither different nor non-different
from impermanent dharmas.
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One does not perceive the nature of dependence on others as long one has not perceived
that of Ultimate Reality.

On the basis of the three natures of existence are established the three natures of non-
existence (nihsvabhava). For this reason the Buddha preached, with secret intention, that all
dharmas have no nature of their own.

(1) The first is non-existence as regards characteristics (laksana-nihsvabhava) [since they are
but products of the imagination].

(2) The second is non-existence as regards innate nature or origination (utpattinihsvabhava)
[since it is the result of discrimination].

(3) The last is [non-existence as regards the supreme truth about all dharmas (paramartha-
nihsvabhava)] which is far removed from the first 'nature of mere-imagination,' in which
things are believed to be a real atman and real dharmas.

This supreme truth about all dharmas (dharmaparamartha) is also Bhutatathata (chen-ju,
genuine thusness, absolute reality), because it is immutable, remaining constantly thus in its
nature. This is the true nature of mere-consciousness (vijnaptimatrata).

As long as the consciousness (of wisdom) has not arisen to seek to abide in the state of
vijnaptrmatrata, the 'attachment' and 'drowsiness' (anusayas) arising from the two
'apprehensions' (grahas) cannot, as yet, be suppressed and obliterated.

As long as one places something before himself and, taking it as an object, declares that it is
the nature of mere-consciousness, he is really not residing in the state of mere-
consciousness, because he is in possession of something.

If, in perceiving the sphere of objects, wisdom (jnana) no longer conceives any idea of the
object, then that wisdom is in the state of vijnaptimatrata, because both the object to be
appended and the act of apprehending by consciousness are absent.

Without perception, inconceivable and incomprehensible, this is transcendental
suramundane wisdom (jnana), because of the abandonment of the crude dross of the two
barriers (avarnas), inner transformation (asrayaparavrtti) into perfect wisdom is achieved.

This is the Pure Dhatu (the undefiled realm) which is inconceivable and incomprehensible,
good and eternal, where one is in a state of blissfulness with one's emancipated body
(vimuktikaya); this is the law of 'Great Silence' (mahamuni), the Dharmakaya, realized by the
great Buddha, Shakyamuni.
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Yogacara 97

Substratum consciousness, consciousness and immaculate consciousness

All the phenomenal world depends in some sense on consciousness. However, the Yogacara
tradition was not content to leave the matter at this point. Rather, it distinguished eight
types of consciousness: the five sense consciousnesses plus the mind (manovijiidna) — a sense
which on the one hand apprehends psychic events, and on the other synthesizes experi-
ences supplied by the other five senses — together with the ‘tainted mind’ (klistamanas),
and the substratum consciousness (dlayavijiana).”> The tainted mind takes the substratum
consciousness as its object and mistakenly considers the substratum consciousness to
be a true Self.” These eight forms are the working out of the discrimination into sub-
ject and object. The substratum consciousness can be explained as this working out seen
from the subjective perspective, the cause (when viewed subjectively in terms of one’s
own mind) responsible for or implicated one way or another in the whole cosmic mani-
festation. It is likened by Vasubandhu to a great torrent of water or a river (Trimsika v. 5,
see Vasubandhu 1984; cf. Samdhinirmocana 5: 5, see Lamotte 1935; Waldron 2003: 97-101,
138), which is changing every moment but which nevertheless preserves a certain identity.
According to Sthiramati it is actually the same ‘thing’ as the construction of the non-
existent (on Madhyantavibhaga 1: 3, see Maitreyanatha 1937; cf. Mahdyanasamgraha 1: 61,
see Maitreyanatha 1970). Elsewhere, as we might expect, the dlayavijidna is also identified
with the dependent nature (see Kiyota 1962: 21; but cf. Griffiths 1986: 95). However clearly
that cannot be strictly correct. This is because in discussing the Three Natures we saw that
the dependent nature in its various forms is ontologically the one real and truly nondual
flow of consciousness. The substratum consciousness, on the other hand, is spoken of as
a psychological factor concerning each sentient being, one of eight (or possibly nine) types
of consciousness. Clearly, as one of eight the substratum consciousness cannot be strictly
identical with the one nondual flow of consciousness.

In actual fact the substratum consciousness can be seen under a number of facets. One
of its chief functions is to serve as a repository for the ‘seeds’ (bija) which explain phenomenal
existence in general and personal experiences which result from previous deeds in par-
ticular. ‘From whence do all things arise’, asks Kambala, ‘and in what do they dissolve?” The
answer, he tells us, is that they arise from their own seed-impressions which are stored in
the substratum consciousness.” The substratum consciousness is an ever-changing stream
which underlies the experience of samsaric existence. It is said to be ‘perfumed’ by phenomenal
acts (the ‘perfumings’ are vdsands, impressions, or tendencies), and the seeds which are
said to be the result of this perfuming reach fruition at certain times to manifest as experi-
ences of good, bad or indifferent phenomena (see Griffiths 1992: 119-20). Hence, as Hattori
(Williams 2005b: 36) observes, among other things ‘[t]he doctrine of dlaya-consciousness
(vijigna) is a theory which accounts for the formation of mental images without dependence
on external objects’. The substratum consciousness, seen as a defiled form of consciousness
(or perhaps sub- or unconsciousness), is personal, individual, continually changing and

yet serving to give a degree of personal identity and to explain why it is that certain
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karmic results pertain to this particular individual.”” The seeds are momentary, but they
give rise to a perfumed series which eventually culminates in the result including, from
seeds of a particular type, the whole ‘inter-subjective’ phenomenal world.*® This inter-
subjective world is the product of seeds which are common to all relevant substratum
consciousnesses, the results of appropriate common previous experiences stretching back
through beginningless time. Note, therefore, that for Yogacara there are multiple substra-
tum consciousnesses — indeed, one for each sentient being — not just one only. It thus makes
sense, it is held, to speak of the minds of other people. One need not argue, on Yogacara
grounds, that there exists only the one flow of consciousness currently and indubitably
experiencing in a first-person manner (i.e. my consciousness). In this way Yogacara seeks to
avoid solipsism, the view that the only thing which exists is one’s own mind.”

There was, however, some dispute over whether all seeds were the results of perfuming,
or whether there were some seeds which were latent from all eternity in the substratum.
According to Dharmapala, followed by Xuanzang in the Chengweishilun, there were seeds
of both types in the substratum consciousness, so that not all seeds were the results of
karma (Hsiian-tsang 1973: 117-21; Cook 1999: 48-53). One interesting result of all this,
to be noted in passing, is that at least some within the Yogacara tradition seem to have
maintained that certain people possess seeds only for Arhatship or Pratyekabuddha-hood,
and not for full Buddhahood, so that some sentient beings would never become full
Buddhas.”® More radically, there are some beings (known as icchantikas, ‘decadents’) who
lack the requisite good seeds altogether, so that by the very nature of things those beings
can never become enlightened (Hsiian-tsang 1973: 123-5; cf. Cook 1999: 55-6). This view,
out of step with the widely-held position that emerged in Mahayana that every sentient
being possesses the potential for Buddhahood (associated with the Buddha-nature teach-
ings; see Chapter 5 below), was held in East Asia by the Faxiang school that developed on
the basis of Xuanzang’s Chengweishilun.

The substratum consciousness is said to be the actual level of consciousness that trans-
migrates, carrying with it all its karmic seeds and producing the linkage between one life
and the next.”” Its presence in the body is also held to be what renders the body a living
body and not a dead one. Hence even when we are ‘unconscious’ we do not die.” Although
it apparently performs some of the functions of a Self, Yogacara tradition denied vehemently
that with the substratum consciousness it had smuggled in a Self by the back door. In
the Samdhinirmocana Sitra the Buddha forcefully states that he had not taught the sub-
stratum consciousness to the immature since they would only conceive it to be a Self
(Lamotte 1935: 5: 7; Waldron 2003: 101, 120; cf. 223, n. 43). It is indeed the substratum
consciousness which for this tradition is the conventional self, the referent of the word T’,
and is misapprehended by the tainted mind and taken as a real substantial Self, a perma-
nent and stable ‘I” or ‘Me’. This is incorrect, however. The substratum consciousness is
an ever-changing stream (e.g. Chengweishilun, in Hsiian-tsang 1973: 171-3; Cook 1999: 75-6),
no doubt an attempt to explain the evolution of the world as experienced from conscious-

ness, and certain problems of personal identity, but in no way something to be grasped
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or attached to as a Self. According to Asanga and Vasubandhu it ‘ceases’ at enlightenment.”
Since the substratum consciousness (with the reservations expressed above) appears to
be identical in substance, i.e. the same ‘thing’, with the construction of the nonexistent,
that is, effectively the tainted dependent nature, its cessation in the Mahayana context
need not necessarily entail a complete cessation of consciousness or experience.”” There
has simply been a ‘reversal of the basis’ (asrayaparavrtti, or aérayaparivrtti). Indeed, Asanga
speaks in the Mahayanasamgrabha of the cessation of the personal, individual, falsifying con-
structions of consciousness, but not of the common, inter-subjective world, which becomes
the object of a purified vision for the enlightened yogin (1938; 1: 60; cf. Waldron 2003: 160
ff.). Otherwise, of course, it might be felt that an enlightened Buddha would be incapable
of helping anyone. What happens at the point when the substratum consciousness ‘ceases’
was, however, the subject of an intense debate, particularly in China.

According to the Indian missionary Paramartha (499-569), who founded in China the
Shelun school of Yogicara, when the substratum consciousness ceases there remains, shin-
ing in its own purity, a ninth consciousness, the ‘immaculate consciousness’ (amalavijiidna).
This consciousness is the permanent, ultimate, true reality. According to the later Faxiang
school of Yogacara, founded by Xuanzang following Dharmapala, however, the cessation
of the substratum consciousness is only a cessation of the substratum consciousness
inasmuch as it is tainted. The pure consciousness which remains is the same substantial
‘thing’ as the flow of the substratum consciousness, but under a different name.” This
dispute seems, as such, to have been little known in India, although the seventh-century
Korean commentator Wénch'uk* in his commentary on the Samdhinirmocana Sitra iden-
tified Paramartha with the tradition of Sthiramati, and portrayed the dispute as one of
those arising from the split between the school of Valabhi and that of Nalanda (Demiéville
1973: 43-4). Since the substratum consciousness, inasmuch as it is the construction of the
nonexistent, to all intents and purposes here equals in substance the tainted dependent
nature, it follows that the purified consciousness is a purified version of what was, when
tainted, the substratum consciousness. This appears to correspond with Xuanzang’s tradi-
tion. We can either speak of this purified consciousness as the purified substratum con-
sciousness or, keeping ‘substratum consciousness’ for tainted consciousness, refer to it as
an ‘immaculate consciousness’ (amalavijiana). But they are effectively the same thing.
Nevertheless, in Paramartha’s tradition there seems to have been a strong desire to empha-
size the pure immaculate consciousness as an Absolute, the ultimate reality in the fullest
possible sense, and therefore literally itself an ontologically ultimate perfected nature
standing in radical opposition to the conceptualized and dependent natures.”” From this per-
spective the immaculate consciousness must be quite different in substance from the
substratum consciousness since, whatever it might be, the substratum consciousness is clearly
not the perfected nature. Also, as a flow capable of being tainted and then purified, the
substratum consciousness would seem to lack the qualities necessary for a true immaculate
Absolute Reality. It is known that Paramartha (unlike, as far as we can tell, Sthiramati)

was associated with the doctrine of the tathdgatagarbha, the Buddha-nature, which will be
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the subject of the following chapter, and it seems that this doctrine provided a basis for his

teaching of the absolute and immutable amalavijidna.*

Yet more disputes within the Yogacara tradition

It appears from the Chengweishilun that Dharmapala’s tradition took very seriously and
literally the Trimsika teaching of the transformation (parinama) of consciousness. Indeed
within this tradition consciousness as the flow of perceptions appears to have been thought
of as a kind of substance or almost a subtle stuff which can be divided into parts.
Consciousness, it is said, genuinely transforms itself into two parts (bhdga). The first part
is the subjective awareness, called the ‘seeing part’ (darSanabhdga). The other part is that
which is apprehended (nimittabhaga), effectively the objectified image. These correspond
to experienced subject and object. The consciousness itself, which undergoes this trans-
formation, is called the ‘reflexive’ or ‘self-aware’ part (svasamvittibhaga), or sometimes the
‘essential part’ (svabhdvikabbdga). This third part is what consciousness is in itself — all con-
sciousness for the Yogacara tradition is self-aware, it knows itself, reflexively knows that it
knows, at the same time as it knows objects. An image often used in Yogacara sources
is that consciousness is like a lamp that illuminates itself in the very same act in which it
performs its function of illuminating or making known others (cf. Hattori in Williams 2005b:
55-7). The Chengweishilun comments that if this dimension of consciousness did not exist
there could be no memory, since one cannot remember experiences that were not formerly
themselves actually experienced as such (in addition to experiencing subject and objects). If
we do not know that we see blue at the same time as actually seeing blue, how could we
remember that we saw blue, since we remember not just blue but that we saw blue. Thus
all consciousness is also reflexive, or self-aware, and this is indeed the very feature that dis-
tinguishes consciousness from insentient things like matter.” According to Dharmapila’s
tradition there is also a fourth part, which knows this self-aware part, although he seems
to have avoided an infinite regress by stopping at this point (Hsilan-tsang 1973: 137-45;
Cook 1999: 60—4). Since these are genuine transformations of consciousness the primordial
mistake lies not in the notion of subject and object as such, but rather in considering them
to be intrinsically separate entities when really they are the same substance, consciousness.
Duality is false, not the world seen through nondual perception. Thus the conceptualized
nature is the conception of duality. The actual subjects and objects themselves, seen as non-
dual images of consciousness, are true and make up the dependent nature in its various guises.

For Sthiramati, however, it appears that from the final point of view none of this has
taken place. There is no real transformation of consciousness. It is all the result of mistaken
apprehension. In reality, meaning from the point of view of an enlightened being, there is
only the nondual flow of pure and presumably contentless consciousness. Sthiramati quotes
from a text which states that in nonconceptual awareness (nirvikalpajiana) all dharmas
(i.e. all things) are experienced as like the surface of an empty sky (Schmithausen 2005: 54).

There is no actual partition of consciousness into different parts — this is only our way of
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speaking from an unenlightened perspective. There are, therefore, no subjects and objects.
The very notion of subject and object is duality, and thus erroneous perception (Frau-
wallner 1956: 396; May 1971: 299).

These disputes may also relate in some way to the ‘with-form/without-form’ (sdkdra/
nirdkara) debate.”® Dimensions of this theme were a major topic of contention in late Indian
Yogacara. But we should first note an ambiguity. The ‘with-form/without-form’ distinction
is used in two slightly different contexts: (i) with reference to everyday perception; (ii) with
reference to the perception of a Buddha. As regards (i), normal everyday cognition, many
Yogicaras were inclined to a ‘with-form’ perspective.”

Starting with normal everyday cognition, in general the problem centred on the issue of
whether consciousness took the form (dkdra; ‘phenomenological content’) of the object or
not.” In seeing blue there is a blue image in one’s awareness. The blue image is a sense-
datum, a perception which (it was argued) must be ‘awareness of blue’. As awareness it is
hence consciousness in the form of blue. Precisely because consciousness has itself taken
the form of blue it was argued that there is no longer any need to posit a further external
object outside the processes of consciousness. In seeing blue there is no need for anything
other than awareness of blue, a state of consciousness. That is enough. Why posit an
external extra-mental object over and above the form, the mental objective-image, which
consciousness has taken?

But if consciousness takes the form of the object then an awareness which perceives
that form is not mistaken, in at least one major respect. If consciousness does take the form
‘blue’, say, then an awareness which perceives blue is correct inasmuch as it perceives blue,
although it is mistaken, of course, in thinking that blue (or a blue object) is an independent
external reality.

It is true for many if not all Yogacaras that, from the point of view of deluded everyday
cognition, consciousness has taken the form of the object. But the problem arises when we
consider enlightened cognition, particularly that of the Buddha. A Buddha has no delusion,
but constantly enjoys a pure nonconceptual awareness. If the form which consciousness takes
as blue is genuinely true, albeit in reality free from duality in terms of the substance, the
‘stuff” involved (a ‘with-form’ position) then it could in some way be seen even by the Buddha’s
nonconceptual awareness (see Urban and Griffiths 1994: 17-21). If, however, it is false and
truly there is only a pure radiant flow of contentless consciousness which is like a mirror
free of all images (‘without-form’ position) then the Buddha would not see forms such
as blue at all. Yogacaras who hold that truly, ultimately, consciousness is nonconceptual,
radiant and completely pure would hence incline towards a ‘without-form” perspective
from the point of view of the final truth, as seen by a Buddha. As ultimate, a Buddha’s
radiant pure nonconceptual consciousness simply cannot be stained at all by forms or
images of objects.”

There remains however a problem in understanding how, granted the ‘without-form’
perspective, an enlightened Buddha can therefore aid sentient beings in their spiritual and

mundane welfare. The commonly-stated position, in Yogacara and in later Madhyamika,
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is that a Buddha enjoys five types of direct unmediated gnosis (jidna). There is his per-
fect and constant understanding of all things as they truly are (dharmadhatujnana), his
‘mirrorlike’ unperturbed impartial reflection of all things (ddariajiana; see Griffiths 1990,
sect. 5), and his insight into the equality or sameness of all things (samatdjiana), while also
discerning each thing clearly in all its aspects (pratyaveksanajiana), and cognizing exactly
what is appropriate in each situation in order to act as a Buddha for the benefit of all
sentient beings (krtyanusthanajiiana). But on the ‘without-form’ perspective, continually
immersed in contentless nonconceptual awareness, it might be surmised that an enlight-
ened Buddha would not even see the common world, let alone beings which inhabit it.”?
The Buddha’s omniscience would be aware of no more than its own nature.

Well, it is not easy to know what it is actually like to be a Buddha.” But plausibly par-
tisans of the ‘without-form’ position may have answered this problem with reference to the
pure spontaneity of the Buddha’s activity. As a result of intense vows and the development
of compassion while following the Bodhisattva path to full Buddhahood, upon achieving
the state of a Buddha it is no longer necessary actually to apprehend beings themselves
in order to help them. Through aeons of practice compassion has become automatic, in fact
spontaneous. In achieving Buddhahood the ability to help has been perfected too. None
of this requires actually apprehending any person who is helped, or indeed any situations
requiring help. As we have seen in looking at the Perfection of Wisdom literature, a
Bodhisattva who sees a being who is actually helped is roundly declared by the Buddha
to be no true Bodhisattva at all.
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(sems) and Primordial knowing (ye shes)
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defilement”. Primordial knowing is always a nirvanic phenomenon: it is like a fire
because it burns away the karma and latent tendencies and it is of the nature of clear
and empty sky, being free from all discursive notions."*®

From the foregoing, it is evident that the rDzogs chen sNying thig analysis of
consciousness reflects an innatist strain of Buddhist soteriology that draws on
Tathagatagarbha and tantric currents of thought, but introduces much that is original as well.
On this syncretistic account, the conditions for spiritual awakening and delusion are both
located within the heterogenous structure of human experience itself. From the viewpoint
of classical rNying ma exegetes, the nature of Mind (sems nyid, ye shes) which they
explicitly identify with buddha nature (tathagatagarbha, *sugatagarbha) refers to the
undifferentiated and invariant structure of the experiential continuum, whereas ‘mind’
(sems) serves as a cover term for the adventitious reflective and thematic differentiations
that arise within this continuum. Soteriology is seen as a task of recovery or retrieval, a
clearing process (sbyong byed) that brings to light what is already present though
temporarily and adventitiously obscured. It is an approach that emphasizes, in the words of
Paul Ricoeur, “mind’s attempt to recover its power of thinking, acting and feeling — a power
that has, so to speak, been buried or lost — in the knowledge, practices, and feelings that
exteriorize it in relation to itself.”*’” In summarizing classical sNying thig views on the
nature of Mind and primordial knowing and the difference between them, my philosophical
aim is to provide a framework for understanding this tradition’s distinctive approach to

Buddhist soteriology.

§2. The rDzogs chen sNying thig Analysis of Mind (sems)

It will be observed that the opening passage explicitly identifies mind (sems) with a
complex variety of phenomena that Buddhism has traditionally held to be causes of error,

suffering and samsara itself. ‘Mind’ is here associated with ignorance (ma rig pa), actions

148 Tshig don mdzod: 938.3 f: sems gang yin ’khor ba'i chos te las dang bag chags kyi rang bzhin dri mar skyes pa’i
skyon de rig pa la ldan dus sems can zhes btags shing| sems des 'gro drug so sor ’khrul par byed la| rig pa de sems
dang bral dus glo bur dri bral gyi sangs rgyas zhes bya’o| ye shes gang yin mya ngan las ’das pa’i chos te las dang
bag chags bsregs pas me dang ’dra zhing kun tu rtog pa thams cad dang bral ba stong gsal nam mkha’i rang bzhin
can tel|

47 Ricoeur and Changeux 2000: 4. Ricoeur is here defining reflexive/reflective philosophy, a branch of French
existential philosophy associated with Jean Nabert that is concerned with the subject’s attempt, through
interpretation, to recapture itself through the expressions of life (signs) that objectify it.
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(las) and their conditioning imprints (bag chags), error (’khrul pa), subject/object dualism
(gzung ’dzin), discursive elaborations (sprbs pa), adventitious mistaken concepts (glo bur
’khrul rtog), delusive perceptions, the Yogacara substratum consciousness (alayavijiiana)
with its eightfold ensemble of cognitions, and the karmic energy currents (karmavayu) and
their energetic pathways as these are detailed in rDzogs chen tantric physiology. In short,
mind comprises all that is constructed and conditioned (’dus byas rkyen dbang) and
constitutes the sum total of obscurations to be eliminated (spang bya’i sgrib pa) as all these
were codified in the various Indian Buddhist doctrinal systems. While a detailed analysis of
these points in light of their historical-doctrinal contexts would far exceed my abilities and
the scope of this thesis, it may be worthwhile to briefly summarize how rDzogs chen
scholars have defined and characterized mind in relation to some of the more important
aspects, before turning our attention to the gnoseological current of thought that is more
distinctive of this tradition. Specifically I will consider how mind is viewed in relation to
three interrelated factors that Buddhist tradition has regarded as primary sources of

obscuration: dualism, ignorance and reifying conceptuality.
2.1 Dualism

According to Klong chen pa, “mind constitutes adventitious defilement. It functions

as the fundamental cause of samsara. It depends on latent tendencies of the three realms. As

it creates the conditions of worldly life, it is that from which we should be emancipated.”**

These elements are all deemed to be consequences of the complex dual structure that is said
to be constitutive of mind. Basing himself on accounts of mind presented in the seventeen

tantras, Klong chen pa states:

[1] As for the essence [of mind]: itis any cognition arising as object and subject, the
apprehended and apprehending, such that ignorance is present as the pervader. [2] As
for its etymology, it is called ‘mind’ because it thinks (sems pa) in terms of object
(vul) and object-possessor (yul can) given that it arises as both the apprehended and
apprehending. Mind belonging to the two higher [realms] also consists in the
apprehending and apprehended [aspects] to which one is attached in the one-pointed

18 Zab don gnad kyi me long, in Zab mo yang tig vol. 2: 281.3 f.: sems ni glo bur gyi dri mar gyur ba| ’khor ba’i
rtsa ba’i rgyu byed pa| khams gsum pa’i bag chags brten pa| gsonpa 'du byed pa bral bya yin pa ste||
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meditative absorptions. In the desire [realm, mind] consists of coarse conceptualiz-
: 149 .
ations.

This portrayal of mind is clearly indebted to the Cittamatra view that mind (citta), under the
influence of defiled ego-mind (klistamanas), has both intentional (object—intendihg) and
reflexive (‘I-intending’) operations that structure experience in terms of an ‘I’ (subject) and
‘mine’ (object). Mind’s activities in the three realms are shot through with dualism, the only
difference being whether the reifications are coarse (as in the desires realm) or subtle (as in
the formless realm). Elsewhere, Klong chen pa characterizes mind as encompassing act,
object and agent in a manner reminiscent of Nagarjuna’s analysis of mind in MMK 23.15."°
The author proceeds, however, to claim that the source of this tripartite intentional structure
is the efflugence of primordial knowing (ye shes kyi gdangs) as it is explained in sNying thig
tantric physiology: “The source of [dualistic] mind is the effulgence of primordial knowing:
the cognition of objects resulting from the stirring by the energy currents is the expressive
energy of primordial knowing, while the wild proliferation of thoughts is the aspect of the
energy currents. They [viz. the energy current and effulgence of primordial knowing] are
similar to a blind horse with legs and a crippled rider with eyesight [respectively].”"*! From
the foregoing, it is clear that the rDzogs chen understanding of dualistic mind is syncretistic,

combining analyses of its act-object structure that are known from traditional Cittamatra and

9 Theg mchog mdzod vol. 1: 1050.4 f.: ...ngo bo ni| yul yul can gzung 'dzin du skyes pa’i shes pa gang zhig ma rig
pa khyab byed du yod pa| nges tshig ni| gzung ’dzin du skyes pas yul dang yul can du sems pas sems zhes bya’o|
gong ma gnyis kyi sems kyang ting nge 'dzin rtse gcig la chags pa’i gzung 'dzin no| 'dod pa na kun rtog rags pa’o||
In his Chos dbyings mdzod ’grel (495.3 f.), Klong chen pa specifies the role these two aspects of mind play in
initiating and perpetuating the illusion of dualism: “From object-oriented mind, apprehended objects, non-existent
but clearly apparent, manifest as the five aspects of forms, sounds, smells, tastes and tactile sensations. From
subject-oriented mind, actions, their maturation, and afflictive emotions manifest in limitless ways. Samsara which
consists in grasping an object where there is no object and grasping a mind where there is no mind, appears before
sentient beings like a dream, having arisen from the manifesting of aspects of subject- and object-oriented mind.”
de’ang gzung ba’i sems las gzung yul med pa gsal snang gzugs sgra dri ro reg Ingar snang la||’dzin pa’i sems las
las dang rnam smin nyon mongs pa dpag tu med par snang ste| yul med yul du 'dzin pa dang| sems med sems su
‘dzin pa’i ’khor ba sems can la rmi lam ltar snang ba sems gzung 'dzin gyi rnam par shar ba las byung ba o||

130 Zab don snying po, in Zab mo yang tig vol. 1: 452.1 f.: “Concerning the reason for using the term [‘mind’]:
Because of the three factors of what is ‘minded’, by what means it is minded, and what does the minding, we speak
of ‘mind’.” sgra jug pa’i rgyu mtshan ni| gang la sems| gang gis sems| gang sems par byed pa gsum gyi phyir na
sems so|| This analysis resembles the phenomenological analysis of intentional experience in terms of an intentional
act (noesis), intentional object (noemata) and what Merleau-Ponty called the intentional arc (/’arc intentionel).

81 Zab don snying po, in Zab mo yang tig vol. 1: 452.1 f.: de’ang sems kyi rtsa ba ye shes kyi gdangs te| rlung gis
bskyod pa las yul rig pa ye shes kyi rtsall mi "gyu dgu 'gyu rlung gi cha ste| rta long ba rkang can dang| mi 'phye bo
mig can bzhin nol|
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Madhyamaka sources with accounts of the psychophysical genesis of this dual structure that

are specific to sNying thig tantric physiology.
22 Ignorance

But these accounts leave unclear how and why dualistic mentation arises? The short
answer to this question is ‘ignorance’. Ignorance is understood in rDzogs chen thought to
be the necessary condition of dualistic experience. According to the mKha’ 'gro yang tig:
“Mind is ignorance; it serves as the basis of the latent tendencies for bright and dark deeds
(karman). It it is therefore the cause or essence of samsara that is like a [spinning] wheel.
Primordial knowing transcends all [these] obscurations.”’>* Mind is elsewhere said to be
closely associated with fundamental ignorance and analogous to clouds that obscure the sun

153 According to the commentary on the sGra thal ’gyur,

that is primordial knowing.
ignorance is what obscures authentic reality. It is called ‘ignorance’ because it does not
recognize this abiding mode of the actual ground as naturally occuring, naturally free and

naturally pure.”>*

If ignorance is construed as an event of fundamental obscuration that is identified as
the source of dualism, the starting point of samsara (’khor ba’i thog ma) and the cause of
error (khrul pa’i rgyu)', it remains to be explained precisely how this occurs. The rDzogs
chen sNying thig account of ignorance builds on the Indo-Tibetan Buddhist analysis of
avidya (ma rig pa) as co-emergent ignorance (lhan cig skyes pa’i ma rig pa) and

conceptually elaborated ignorance (kun tu brtags pa’i ma rig pa).'® Tibetan thinkers of the

52 mKha’ *gro yang tig vol. 2: 233.2 f.: sems ni ma rig pa dkar nag gi las bag chags ki rten byed pas ’khor lo ltar
‘khor ba’i rgyu’am ngo bo yin la| ye shes ni sgrib pa thams cad las 'das te|| ...

'3 Theg mchog mdzod vol. 1: 1027.6 f.. See under “Texts and Translations”: 303.

154 sGra thal "gyur *grel pavol. 2, in NyKs, vol. 111: 179.1 f.: ngo bo niyang dag pa’i don ni sgrib par byed pa’o|

nges tshig ni ma gzhi yin te| de ltar gzhi dngos pa’i 'dug tshul de| rang byung rang grol| rang dag tu ma rig pas ma
rig pa zhes bya’o||

135 See mKhas pa nyi *bum’s rDzogs pa chen po Tshig don bcu gcig pa: 32.8 f.. Klong chen pa identifies a number
of synonyms of this ignorance which include delusion (g#i mug), not knowing (mi shes), not realizing (ma rtogs), not
seeing (ma mthong), error (’khrul pa) and erroneousness (phyin ci log). Zab mo yang tig vol. 2: 241.1: ming gi rnam
grangs ma rig| gti mug| mi shes| ma rtogs| ma mthong| "khrul pa| phyin ci log ces pa ste|

136 These two types of ignorance may have developed from the two kinds of personalistic false views (satkavadrstil
‘dar$ana) — viz. sahajasatkayadrsti and parikalpitasatkayadysti — or false views of self (atmadyrsti/ -darsana) that
are distinguished in Yogacarabhiimi and Abhidharmakosabhasya. See Eltschinger (2009: 67) where this typology is
discussed in the context of examining Dharmakirti’s identification of ignorance with personalistic false views. For
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dGe lugs tradition view co-emergent ignorance as an innate or congenital tendency to reify
phenomena that is present in all sentient béings, whereas conceptually elaborated ignorance
is a language-dependent formulation of a realist view. Klong chen pa, however, interprets
this two-fold schema as consisting in two kinds of misapprehension: lhan cig skyes pa’i ma
rig pa carries a sense of not seeing things as they are, whereas kun tu brtags pa’i ma rig pa
connotes seeing things as other than they are. He explains that ignorance is classified as (a)
co-emergent ignorance on account of not recognizing the factor of open awareness to be
primordial knowing in and as oneself and (b) conceptually elaborated ignorance that grasps
what comes from oneself as ‘other’.'”” In short, ignorance comprises not only an innate type
of non-recognition but also an acquired type of mis-recognition, viz., an active, distorted
intelligence (klistaprajiia) that reifies persons and entities, thus creating the conditions for

the arising of attachments, aversions and delusions that perpetuate cyclical existence.

rDzogs chen sNying thig sources introduce a third and more fundamental kind of
ignorance termed ‘ignorance of single identity that is the cause’ (rgyu bdag nyid gcig pa’i

ma rig pa)'*® that is regarded as the foundation of all error.”” According to the 12" century

Dharmakirti, ignorance is equated primarily with the innate personalistic false view, and not the reifying
personalistic false view which was used to characterize non-Buddhist (Brahmanical, Jain) doctrines of the self.

37 Zab mo yang tig vol. 2: 240.5 f.: dbye na rig pa’i cha la rang nyid ye shes su mi shes pa’i chas lhan cig skyes pa
dangl| ranglas gzhan du ’dzin pa kun tu brtags pa’i ma rig pa gnyis so

"*® The locus classicus for the three types of error is a cryptic passage in the sGra thal *gyur, Ati vol. 1: 141.6 £; Tk
vol. 10: 483.1 f.; Tb vol. 12: 118.4 f.: “Ignorance is of three kinds:| [Ignorance of] the single identity lays the
foundation for error.| Co-emergent [ignorance] consists in dualistic concepts.| Conceptually elaborated [ignorance]
engenders objects.|” ma rig pa ni rnam pa gsum| bdag nyid gcig® pas khrul rtsa® byas| lhan cig skyes pas rtog pa
gnyis| kun tu brtags pas yul du gyur|| *Ati,Tb gcig : Tk cig °Ati,Tb rtsa : Tk brtsa.

'%% The three modes of ignorance are sometimes presented as deviations within the three ye shes that are aspects of
the ground-manifestation (gzhi snang): essence, nature and responsiveness. See for example Thod rgal gyi rgyab yig
nyi zla gza’ skar, in Bla ma yang tig vol. 1: 422.3 f.: “[Ignorance] serves as the first cause of errancy: [1] Ignorance
of single identity [comes about] by failing to directly recognize the essence (ngo bo), i.e. the nonconceptual aspect
[of experience]. [2] Co-emergent ignorance [comes about] by failing to recognize the nature (rang bzhin), i.e. its
own nature as the radiant clarity of the [five coloured] rays of light (‘od du gsal ba). [3] Conceptually elaborated
ignorance comes about by failing to recognize responsiveness (t/iugs rje) as one’s [prereflective] self-awareness.”
ngo bo mi rtog pa’i cha ngo ma shes pas bdag nyid gcig pa’i ma rig pa| rang bzhin ’od du gsal ba rang bzhin du ma
shes pas lhan cig skyes pa’i ma rig pa| thugs rje rang rig tu ma shes pas kun tu brtags pa’i ma rig pas 'khrul pa’i
dang po’i rgyu byas| On the term gzhi gnas ma rig pa or ‘ground-based ignorance’, see Tk vol. 8: 203.1 f.. These
three types of ignorance are transcended in open awareness itself. In the gZhi snang ye shes sgron ma, Bla ma yang
tig vol. 2 (158.1 f.), Klong chen pa states: de’i tshe rang snang du rig pas rig par skyes pa’i chas lhan cig skyes pa’i
ma rig pa bcom| rig par shar bas ma rig pa med de bdag nyid gcig pa’i ma rig pa bcom| rang snang du rang rig pas
gzhan zhes gzung 'dzin med pas kun tu brtags pa’i ma rig pa bcom nas dbyings nas phyir gsal du nyug tsam byung
bas| gdod ma’i ngang las cung zad phud tsam snang zhing g.yos kyang de ma thag tu rang rig pas rig mkhan nyid
kyang grol nas| 'dzin pa med pas gzung ‘dzin gyi blo stong dus phyir snang 'od kyi snang ba sems po ltar snang ba
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rDzogs chen sNying thig master mKhas pa Nyi ma ’bum, this primary kind of ignorance
consists in not recognizing the single cause of both awareness and ignorance (ma rig rig
rgyu cig pa) as being in reality nondual (don gyis gnyis med), like two sides of the same
coin.'® This ‘single identity’ (bdag nyid gcig pa) refers to the common ground (gzhi), i.e.
human reality in its most ontologically primitive condition, which, as open awareness,
antedates the distinction between error and non-error. The possibility of dualism and error
lies in a fundamental failure to distinguish the ground as. it is (gzhi nyid) from the ground as
known (gzhi shes).'"" This is another way of saying that ignorance has its inception in
nascent capacities within the process of auto-manifestation (rang snang) or ground-
manifestation (gzhi snang) — i.e. the most rudimentary taking place of self-experience — to
both reflect on itself and not recognize itself as it is (the ground simpliciter). In the words of
Klong chen pa:

How does the process [of errancy] arise? During the arising of the ground-
manifestation, the clear and knowing cognition as the expressive energy of
compassionate responsiveness (thugs rje) [i.e. the dynamic aspect of the ground]
manifests in close affiliation with the three kinds of ignorance because it fails to
directly recognize that it itself is what appears as able to discriminate amongst
objects. These three aspects are as follows: [A] ignorance of single identity as the
cause consists in not recognizing that all cognitions are of the same identical nature;
[B] co-emergent ignorance consists in the fact that this non-self-recognition (rang
ngo ma shes pa) and cognition (shes pa) arise together; and [C] conceptually
elaborated ignorance consists in discriminating self-manifestation as something other
[than oneself].®?

rig pa ye shes kyi dgangs su shes te| rig pa dang rig gdangs shan phyed pa’i skad cig la ma rig pa sangs nas rtag
chad sgro sdur dang bral te| gdod ma’i ngang du grol ba nam mkha’ Ilta bu’o||

10 The Tshig don beu geig pa (31.19) reads “like the front and back of one’s hand”: lag pa’i lto rgyab ldog pa Ita
bur.

18! Tshig don beu geig pa: 30.17 f.: rang snang ngo ma shes pas "khrul te| ji ltar "khrul na| gzhi dang gzhi shes kyi
khyad par las ’khrul te| gzhi dang gzhi shes zhes bya ba khyab pa spyir stong pas gang duyang ma phye bas "khrul
ma "khrul gyi rtsis med shes pa’i khyad par *dod pa rang gzhung du bstan pas rig pa’o|| ...

12 Tshig don mdzod: 829.1 £.: tshul ji ltar shar na gzhi snang du shar dus thugs rje’i rtsal shes pa gsal rig yul dpyod
nus su rang shar ba de rang ngo ma shes pa la ltos nas ma rig pa gsum dang mtshungs ldan du shar te| rgyu bdag
nyid gcig pa’i ma rig pa shes par skyes pa de nyid du ma shes pa dang| lhan cig skyes pa’i ma rig pa rang ngo ma
shes pa de dang shes pa de gnyis lhan cig skyes pa dang| kun brtags pa’i ma rig pa rang snang la gzhan du dpyod
pa’i cha dang gsum mo|| Klong chen explains these three in terms of the onset and development of reifying
cognition in Theg mchog mdzod vol. 1: 743 .4 f.: de yang dang po ’khrul pa’i r @ou ma rig pa gsum ste| rang ngo ma
rig pa’i chatsamlas| gzung 'dzin du ma skyes pas don gyis ma ’khrul zhes bya ba der ’khrul par song ste| ming med
ming du song pa lta bu ni rgyu bdag nyid gcig pa’i ma rig pa’o| de nyid ngo ma shes tsam ldog de lhan cig skyes
pa’i ma rig pa ste 'khor ‘das gnyis kyi snang char byung ba’o| de ltar yul ’od snang la blos gnyis snang tsam du
phye ba’i cha nas ming don bdag tu rtog pa’i char song bas kun brtags pa’i ma rig pa zhes bya’o||
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Ignorance thus marks that juncture in the unfoldment of world-experience where an
experiencer first emerges as both the dative and genitive of manifestion. And it is to this
nascent level of reification wherein auto-manifestation gives way to hetero-manifestation

that the genesis of subject/object dualism can be traced.

For Klong chen pa, the three kinds of ignorance consitute progressive phases of
error: “these three types of ignorance are each named from the standpoint of non-self-
recognition (rang ma rig pa) as it occurs [1] in the phase of primordiality (ve ldan) of the
single identity ignorance, [2] in the phase of simultaneity (dus mnyam) of the co-emergent
ignorance, and [3] in the phase of posteriority (phyis 'byung) of the conceptually elaborated

ignorance.”'®®

The rDzogs chen analysis of ignorance can be schematized as follows:

Table B: Three Kinds of Ignorance in Rdzog chen sNying thig System

Three kinds | Ignorance of Single Identity Co-emergent ignorance Conceptual Ignorance
of ignorance | bdag nyid gcig pa’i ma rig pa | lhan cig skyes pa’i ma rig pa kun tu brtags pa’i ma rig pa
Definition Not recognizing single cause Coemergence of non-recogni- | Auto-manifestation (mis)taken
of awareness and ignorance tion and cogniton as subject-object ‘appearances’
Phases Primordiality Simultaneity Posteriority
(ve ldan) (dus mnyam) (phyis "byung)
Implication | Inception of dualism from Development of subject/object | Hypostatization and symbolic
nondual pre-errant condition dualism ascription of self and world
Deviation Non-recognition of empty Non-recognition of radiant Non-recognition of dynamic
essence (ngo bo stong pa) nature (rang bzhingsal ba) responsiveness (thugs rje)

It is worth pausing to consider how the rDzogs chen theory of ignorance both
develops and diverges from earlier Buddhist views. It can be seen that this account differs
from the influential Abhidharma analysis in a number of ways. First, the Abhidharma
account of ignorance interprets the privative a- in avidya in the specific sense of an antonym

or opposite, akin to the opposites friend (mitra) and enemy (amitra)."® In the rDzogs chen

' Bla ma yang tig vol. 2: 161.3 f.: ma rig pa gsum nil bdag nyid gcig pa ye ldan gyi tshul| lhan cig skyes pa dus
mnyam gyi tshul| kun tu brtags pa’i phyis "byung gi tshul du rang ma rig pa’i cha las so sor btags so|

1% AK 3.28c-d (pp. 88-89). “The non-friend or enemy (amitra) is the opposite (vipaksa) of a friend and not (1) the
not-friend, that is to say, anyone other than a friend, or (2) the absence of a friend.” In the same way, ignorance is
neither (1) non-knowledge (i.e. different from knowledge) nor (2) the absence of knowledge but rather “the opposite
of clear knowledge (vidya), a real, separate factor (dharmantara).” 1t is further said to be “a cause or condition

68

Page 184



account, ma rig pa is a derivative quality of rig pa (rig pa’i cha) that is characterized as the
non-recognition of rig pa that is one’s basic nature. This relation of structural asymmetry
expressed in the statement “ma rig pa depends on rig pa but rig pa does not depend on ma
rig pa” in our opening passage precludes construing the relation as one of simple opposition,

as is done in the Abhidharmakosa 3.28.

This asymmetrical entailment relation also sets the rDzogs chen view apart from
Buddhist Abhidharma and *Pramanavada interpretations of ignorance as a mental factor
associated with the mind.'® In rDzogs chen, ignorance is most certainly not a mental factor
alongside other mental factors (caitta) but is the basic precondition of dualistic mind (citta)
itself. Leaving aside the varying interpretations of what is meant by the relation of
‘association’ (samprayukta : mtshungs par ldan pa) between something primary (e.g. citta)
and concomitant (e.g. caittas)'*’, what deserves notice here is that the rDzogs chen account
reverses this priority relation, making mind subsidiary to ignorance (where ignorance is in
turn subordinate to rig pa).'” Mind is said to be associated with the fundamental ignorance
(sems ni rtsa ba ma rig pa dang mtshungs par ldan pa) in the sense of having it as a
condition of its possibility. This appears to be supported by rDzogs chen statements to the
effect that mind entails fundamental ignorance: “Ignorance pervades mind”, says Klong
chen pa, “but it does not pervade open awareness.”’® A number of justifications and

implications of this asymmetrical entailment relation are examined in the next chapter.

(pratyaya) of the samskaras, from which it follows that it is not a mere negation.” See Mejor 2002 for a study of the
seven interpretations of the privative particle (nafi) according to Vasubandhu’s Pratityasamutpada-vyakhya.

' According to the Vibhasa 42, 17, there are 5 defiled permeating mental factors (akusalamahabhimika): (1)
ignorance (avidya), (2) lethargy (stvana), (3) excitedness (auddhatya), (4) shamelessness (ahri), (5) disregard
(anapatrapya).

166 See Eltschinger 2009: 66. See Tillemans 1990, vol. 2: 285 and n. 427.

' Klong chen pa was aware that this interpretation ran counter to the Abhidharmic analyis of ignorance as one of
the primary six klesas (and therefore as one of the concomitant caitta). In his Theg mchog mdzod, Klong chen pa
seeks to resolve this apparent discrepancy by arguing that ignorance is included on the Abhidharmic list of six basic
emotions because it is “that which pervades the other five poisons” (dug Inga thams cad la khyab). It should
therefore be explained separately from the delusion (g#i mug : moha) which is one of the five emotions.” Theg
mchog mdzod vol. 1: 831.1 f.: nyon mongs pa drug ni ma rig pa dang 'dod chags dang zhe sdang dang gti mug dang
nga rgyal dang phra dog go| de’ang ma rig pa ni dug Inga thams cad la khyab la gti mug ni drug Inga’i ya gyal yin
pas so sor bshad do|| In other words, if ignorance is what gives rise to dualism, it cannot be reduced to a mental
factor that is counted among the many derivative expressions of this dualism.

'8 Theg mchog mdzod vol. 1: 1042.2 f.. See under “Texts and Translations”: 306.
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The crucial difference between Abhidharmic and rDzogs chen conceptions of
ignorance comes down to their divergent V.iews on the kind of knowledge that ignorance is
held to counteract or obstruct. In Buddhist epistemology and Abhidharma, it is correct
cognition or discernment (prajiia/vipasyand), a mode of cognition which affords the best
epistemic purchase on things. Ignorance is considered to be the opposite of this clear
knowledge (vidya). The principal difference between vidya and avidya, then, is that they
grasp contradictory aspects: the former grasps the real aspects, the latter grasps erroneous
ones.'® They are thus distinguished on the basis of how well their respective representations
match up with objects. But on this account, both vidya and avidya belong to a
representational epistemology according to which knowledge typically consists in the
grasping of external objects by means of internal representations. From the rDzogs chen
perspective, it is this mediational inner/outer structure itself that needs to be abandoned,
both on the level of theory and contemplative praxis. This adventitious structure, in fact, is
what defines ignorance and mind, while its transcendence characterizes true knowledge
(vidya). It seems to me that it is precisely this rejection of mediational epistemology that
underwrites the rDzogs chen sNying thig emphasis on overcoming subject-object dualism,
on ‘transcending mind’. The distinction provides an interpretive framework for overcoming
epistemology in theory and practice. Stated succinctly, what ignorance primarily obstructs
or overlooks is not better or truer representations but a primordial, nondual mode of

knowing that is prior to and a precondition of all representational thinking.

2.3 Reification

We can finally observe that in rDzogs chen thought, dualistic mind is closely linked
with the complex mechanisms of discursive superimposition (samaropa : sgro ’dogs) and
elaboration (praparfica : spros pa) that shape each agent’s specific world-interpretation (srid
pa). In this regard, it is worth mentioning that virtually all Indian philosophical schools in
one way or another accepted a basic distinction between nonconceptual (nirvikalpaka) and
conceptual (savikalpaka, vikalpa) modes of cognition.”” There was also widespread

agreement that conceptual cognition is based on language use, specifically the ascription of

1% See Etschinger 2009: 48.
170 See Bronkhorst 2010 and 2011.
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names and universals to experience. The idea of nonconceptual éognition figures both in
epistemological and soteriological contexts‘ of Indian philosophy, the first centering on the
ascertainment of valid epistemic instruments (pramana), the second on the articulation of
conditions for liberating knowledge. It is the latter construal that is foregrounded in classical
rDzogs chen discussions of the nature and function of conceptualization. According to
Klong chen pa: “Since ‘mind’ involves conceptual and analytic factors of mental continua
belonging to the three realms, it is that which grasps erroneous superimposed aspects
together with the all-ground [comprising] the eightfold ensemble [of cognitions].”'”" The
sGra thal ’gyur tantra similarly equates mind with conceptual error and defines it as the

basis of all discursive reflections.!”?

All that said, it would be a mistake to conclude, as Sa skya Pandita (1182-1251) and
a great many of his successors did, that rDzogs chen practitioners advocated the kind of
nonconceptual meditation that became associated in Tibet with the Chan system of Heshang
Mohoyen. A more complex picture emerges when we consider the four major approaches to
nonconceptuality that were current in Tibet at the time gNubs chen Sangs rgyas ye shes
wrote his bSam gtan mig sgron (late 9" early 10™ centuries).'”> While all are considered by
gNubs chen to be viable paths to awakening, they are nontheless arranged in sequence from
lowest to highest, following a pattern already well-established in Indian, Chinese and
Tibetan doxographies by this time. According to gNubs chen, this hierarchical classification
reflects the degree to which they represent ‘deviations’ (gol sa) in doctrine and praxis from
a higher standard, in this case the rDzogs chen system.'” Thus, in successive chapters,
gNubs chen examines: (1) the step-by-step (rim gyis) Indian approach represented by
Kamalasila which only comprehends the nonconceptuality of appearances (snang ba mi rtog
pa), (2) the ‘all at once’ (cig char) Chinese approach represented by Mohoyen emphasizing

the nonconceptuality of non-appearance (mi snang ba mi rtog pa), (3) the Indian Mahayoga

7! Sems dang ye shes kyi dris lan: 383.2 f.. See under “Texts and Translations™: 274.

172 Ati vol. 1: 129.3.
' For a structural analysis of this work, see Meinert 2003. On the importance of this work see Karmay 1988: 86 f.

174 See for example bSam gtan mig sgron: 55.2 f.: stong pa'i ngo bor snang la mi rtog pa ni| rnal ’byor spyod pa'i
yongs su grub pa bsgom pa'o| dbu ma'i lam sgom pa'i shes pa lhag mthong ste| de la gong gi mi dmigs pa tshang
ngo| de las khyad du gnyis su med pa'i mi rtog pa ma ha yo ga'o| lhun gyis grub pa'i mi rtog pa chen po a ti yo
ga'olde dag ni gol sa ngos bzung ba'i phyir rim par bkod pa'o|
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approach advocating nondual nonconceptuality (gnyis su med pa’i mi rtog pa) and finally (4)
the rDzogs chen approach of naturally ahd correctly recognizing spontaneously present
nonconceptuality (lhun gyis grub pa’i mi rtog pa). According to gNubs chen, all four
approaches aim at realizing nonconceptual suchness but the first three remain bound up with
willful deliberation (ched du ’tshol) and striving (’bad rtsol) and therefore overlook
spontaneity'”, a natural way of being and acting that confounds intellectual appropriation.'®
For gNubs chen, spontaneity is ‘nonconceptual’ precisely because it occurs in the absence of
intentions and preconceived plans. For this reason, gNubs chen characterizes spontaneity as
a fundamental mode or dimension (ngang) of human existence."”’” At its most basic level,
our experience of the world is natural, nonreflective and charged with meaning — we grasp
the world concretely and nonconceptually before we move on to the more sophisticated acts

of conception and belief. We all too easily lose touch with this originary dynamism and

'7 In his bSam gtan mig sgron, gNubs chen introduces spontaneity as one of the nine key principles of rDzogs chen.
See below Table E on p. 167. gNyag Jiianakumara similarily takes up the question “What is spontaneity?” as the
second of nine queries concerning rDzogs chen in his *Phrul gyi me long, in NyKs vol. 82: 964.2, 974.6 and 988.6.
Van Schaik 2008 has noted the importance of the concept of //un grub in Mahayoga Mayajala scriptures such as the
Guhyagarbha. 1t also forms a central theme of an early Dunhuang Mahayoga manuscript IOL J Tib. 454 in which
the idea of spontaneity, or effortlessness, is used to characterize the basic nature of one’s own mind as nothing other
than perfect buddhahood replete with all capacities for altruistic activity by body, speech and mind. A commentary
on the ancient Rig pa’i khu byug from the bKa’ ma shin tu rgyas pa defines “spontaneity” in a section consisting in
instructions on the effortless conduct (spyod pa) of a rDzogs chen practitioner: “[In] the instruction on conduct,
absence of effort (brtsal ba med pa) is the very essence of conduct [characterized as] spontaneity, great compassion,
great skillful means, unpremeditated and unobstructed.”

'76 For example, the main section (part two) of one of the earliest available rDzogs chen texts, the sBas pa rgum
chung, opens with a criticism of the tendency to take nonconceptuality as a thematic focus or as an experience: “To
what extent does the profound nonconceptual appear as an object of the intellect? Because the experience of
nonconceptuality is an experience, it is not that [nonconceptual suchness].” IOL 594, pt. II, vol. 1b: line 2: ji tsam
rtog myed zab mo zhig| blo’i yul du snang zhe nal myi rtog zab mo nyams myong bal myong ba yin phyir de nyid
myin| Compare with ... ji ltar rtog med zab mo zhig| blo yi yul du snang zhe na| mi rtog zab mo nyams myong bal
myong ba yin phyir de nyid min|| See Karmay 1988: 74. The text goes on to specify how suchness defies
representation and remains untouched by goal-directed soteriological activities. Ethical activities of accumulating
merits and knowledge as well as meditative activities such as contemplation (samadhi) and purifying latent
tendencies are all tethering pegs ( 'dzin pa’i phur). gNubs chen clarifies the sense of “tethering peg” in his bSam gtan
mig sgron: “To try to make improvements and efforts in body, speech and mind is a tethering peg and an
obscuration™ and “to modify the unmodified is to [try to] tether it and pin it down conceptually.” bSam gtan mig
sgron 443.6: ...sgo gsum ched du 'chos shing rtsol ba ni| 'dzin pa’i phur pa dang sgrib pa yin|| and ibid. 444.2
...bcos su medpala bcos pa nyid| rtog pa’i *dzin pa dang phur pa’o||

'77 On this great dimension of spontaneity (/hun gyis grub pa’i ngang chen po), the bSam gtan mig sgron (323.6 £.)
states: “Since this dimension of spontaneity that is great bliss is free from all spheres of activity (spyod yul : gocara)
throughout the three times and no time, it is devoid of any scrutinizing agent or object of thought. Thus, it is also
great nonconceptuality [i.e. without premeditation]. It [nonetheless] responds to the aims of all wayfarers and
trainees, satisfies their needs, and brings about their desired spiritual attainments according to their intentions.” bde
ba chen po lhun gyis grub pa’i ngang ni dus gsum dus med par spyod yul thams cad dang bral bas| brtag pa po
dang| rtog pa’i yul med pas| mi rtog pa chen po® yang yin| lam pa dang gdul bya’i ril gyis don bya ba dang| dgos
pa’i re ba yang skongl| ji ltar bsam pa’i dngos grub kyi 'dod pa yang byung|| *text has pa
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spontaneity in the drive to rationalize our every act and thought, to render reasons for what
is in reality mostly unpremediated. ‘

- What becomes abundantly clear in examining early rDzogs chen responses to the
debates over nonconceptuality is the tradition’s vehement rejection of nonconceptuality
pursued either as an end arrived at by conceptual means (Mahayana gradualism) or as a
means to its own end (Chan subitism). Nonconceptuality is instead taken as a fundamental
condition of being and awareness simpliciter, one that eludes the instrumental (means-end)
framework common to conceptual and nonconceptual deliberations. It is on the basis of such
a critique that gNubs chen Sangs rgyas employs the ‘figurative expression’ (bla dwags)

)"’ to distinguish the

‘great primordially present nonconceptuality’ (ye mi rtog pa chen po
rDzogs chen view of human reality as primordially nonconceptual and spontaneously
present from Chan traditions that seek to suppress thoughts and Mahayana traditions that
seek to instrumentalize them within a means-end framework. Rong zom pa went so far as to
declare that because both conceptuality and nonconceptuality are fundamentally equal by

nature, there is no need to try to improve things by means of deliberate effort.'”

The critical point for gNubs chen and the Sems sde tantras he comments upon is not
whether the practitioner has concepts or not but whether his or her activity — and especially
mental activity which is considered the source of verbal and bodily activities — is contrived
or spontaneous, deliberate or unpremeditated. With this account, the soteriological focus has
shifted from how we know (conceptually or nonconceptually) to how we act (contrivedly or

uncontrivedly), where acting is seen to include thinking.

As gNubs chen sees it, action is primary and belief derivative. It is difficult to
overestimate the impact this reframing of the problem of nonconceptuality in terms of

spontaneity exerted on the development of rDzogs chen thinking and praxis. By shifting the

'8 bSam gtan mig sgron 60.4 f: “In this clear yet vibrant primordial lucidity that is one’s self-awareness - non
established, not moving, not vitiated and not dwelling — what is there to meditate on? What is there to reflect upon?
Nothing. There is only this state of absence.-Who would ever concern themselves with that!? Within the great
primordial nonconceptual state (ve mi rtog pa chen po), one does not supress appearances nor conceptualize them.
Even this ‘nonconceptuality’ is only a figurative expression.” rang rig pa ma bzhag ma g.yos ma bslad ma zhugs
par lhan ne lhang nge ye gsal bar ci zhig bsgom| ci zhig dran par byar yod de med| med pa’i don de nyid kho na
yod| de dang du len pa su zhig ste| ye mi rtog pa chen po la| snang ba bkag pa yang med ld| de la rtog® pa med dé|
mi rtog pa nyid kyang bla dwags sol| *text has rtogs

' Theg pa chen po’i tshul la ’jug pa, in Rong zom bka’ "bum: 262.2: rnam par rtog pa dang rnam par mi rtog pa
gnyi’ ga’ang rang bzhin gyis mnyam pa’i phyin rtsol bas bcos mi dgos pa ni| ...
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soteriological focus from mediational epistemology - the view that we can only know things
and beings through our representations of fhem - to engaged agency, it restores primacy to
living praxis over theoretical reflection, and spontaneous activity over willful deliberation.
On this reading, the ‘through-structure’ that characterizes mediational epistemology is seen
to have a thoroughly derivative and adventitious character. It is from the more originative
order of life as it is prereflectively and spontaneously lived that all thinking, sense-making,

truth-making and planning originates.

For these and other reasons to be considered in sections to follow, rDzogs chen
authors were inclined to distance themselves from the debates over conceptuality and
nonconceptuality that had figured so prominently in the history of Buddhist thought. In an
illuminating passage from the Zab don gnad kyi me long (Mirror of the Key Points of
Profound Meaning) Klong chen pa considers it ambiguous if not misleading to characterize
the distinction between mind and primordial knowing merely in terms of their having or not
having concepts. It is, in his estimation, a way of thinking characteristic of the ordinary
vehicles that is inclined to overlook the enactive dimensions of these modes of experiencing:

When ordinary vehicles distinguish mind and primordial knowing merely on the

basis of the conceptual (savikalpa : rtog bcas) versus nonconceptual (nirvikalpa : rtog

med), [the distinction] is unclear. Here, however, we shall elucidate their difference.

Since primordial knowing has always been spontaneously present (ye nas lhun grub),

it is unconditioned and nonconceptual. It has [therefore] been established as the

ground of arising of undefiled dharmakaya of the buddhas, as the condition of
suchness possessing defilement, as the nature of spiritual embodiment and primordial

knowing, and as the condition for the aspects of [both] the ground of emancipation
and the goal of emanciption.'® :

§3. The rDzogs chen Analysis of Ye shes and Related Concepts

If much of what one encounters in the sNying thig exposition of mind (sems) has
been drawn from traditional Abhidharma and Cittamatra psychology, the descriptions and

explications of ye shes and related gnoseological concepts reflect strongly indigenous

180

sNyan rgyud gyi rgyab chos chen mo Zab don gnad kyi me long, in Zab mo yang tig vol. 2: 280.5 f.: ...theg pa
thun mong pas rtog bcas rtog med la sems ye shes su phye ba tsam las gsal po med kyang| ’dir khyad par gsal bar
byed bstan te| ye shes ni ye nas lhun grub kyis| ’dus ma byas| rnam par mi rtog pa| sangs rgyas ki chos sku dri ma
med pa’i "char gzhi| dri beas de bzhin nyid kyi gnas skabs| sku dang ye shes kyi rang bzhin| bral gzhi bral "bras kyi
char gnas skabs kyi bzhag pa can yin te|| ...
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