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His Holiness the Dalai Lama with the participants in the international conference “Jé Tsongkhapa: Life, Thought, and Legacy” at Ganden Shartsé Monastery in Mundgod, Karnataka State, India, on December 20, 2019. Photo by Lobsang Tsering.











[image: images]











Few figures have shaped the trajectory of Buddhism as much as the great philosopher and meditator, scholar and reformer, Tsongkhapa Losang Drakpa (1357–1419), founder of the Geluk school of Tibetan Buddhism and teacher of the First Dalai Lama. His Ganden tradition spread throughout Inner Asia, and today, through figures such as the Dalai Lama—who calls Tsongkhapa a second Nāgārjuna—his teachings inspire philosophical conversations and ethical practice around the globe.


Whether you are well acquainted with Tsongkhapa’s life and thought or are encountering him here for the first time, you will find this an illuminating survey of his unique explorations of the highest aspirations of humanity. Here we discover Tsongkhapa the philosopher, Tsongkhapa the master of the Buddhist canon, Tsongkhapa the tantric adept, and Tsongkhapa as the visionary who united wisdom to compassion. To commemorate the six hundredth anniversary of Tsongkhapa’s passing, some of the foremost translators and interpreters of his teachings composed the incisive reflections of his special contributions collected here.
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“With contributions by some of the world’s finest scholars of the Geluk tradition, this broad-ranging work surveying Tsongkhapa’s thought as a whole will be the go-to sourcebook for Tsongkhapa studies for many years to come, making it a real gift to scholars and practitioners alike.”


—JOSÉ IGNACIO CABEZÓN


Dalai Lama Professor of Tibetan Buddhism and


Cultural Studies, University of California, Santa Barbara
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Editor’s Preface


THIS VOLUME IS the product of an important recent conference focusing on the intellectual legacy of the Tibetan philosopher, yogi, and saint Tsongkhapa (1357–1419). Entitled “Jé Tsongkhapa: Life, Thought, and Legacy,” the conference commemorated the sixth hundredth anniversary of Tsongkhapa’s passing and was held on December 21–23, 2019, at Ganden Monastery in Mundgod, India. The conference was convened by His Holiness the Dalai Lama and as a result was attended by a large and diverse audience of scholars, practitioners, local Indians and Tibetans, and pilgrims from around the world. Conference presentations were made in Tibetan and English as well as Hindi. Collected herein are the English presentations by the authors who were able and willing to revise and expand their conference presentations. Donald S. Lopez Jr. also revised and contributed his keynote address, “Tsongkhapa in Global Context,” which serves as a very fine introduction to this volume. In his essay, Dr. Lopez reflects upon the global significance of Tsongkhapa’s legacy, both through the lens of his own experience as a scholar studying Buddhism at Ganden Monastery in 1979 and through comparison with major figures in the history of Christian thought. 


The essays contributed to this volume fell into three broad areas, which enable the division of the book into three sections. The first, not surprisingly, is Madhyamaka, a natural reflection of the very important and well-known contributions Tsongkhapa made to the study of Indian philosophical thought in Tibet and his advocacy in particular of the Prāsaṅgika Madhyamaka school of Nāgārjuna, Buddhapālita, and Candrakīrti. Four chapters focus on Tsongkhapa’s contributions in these areas. The first, Guy Newland’s “Start Making Sense: Finding Tsongkhapa’s Middle Way,” provides a straightforward and clear introduction to Tsongkhapa’s interpretation of Madhyamaka philosophy, showing how Tsongkhapa played an essential role in clarifying Candrakīrti’s contributions to Madhyamaka thought. The essay focuses on the two truths, especially Candrakīrti’s critique of the concept of the intrinsic nature or reality of persons and things and the implications of this with respect to how conventional reality is properly understood, an epistemological understanding that was central to Tsongkhapa’s unique approach.


A closely related issue, the nature of the self, is explored in the second chapter, “Tsongkhapa and Candrakīrti on Uprooting Saṃsāra: The Twofold Object of the Identity View.” In this essay, Dr. Dechen Rochard explores Tsongkhapa’s understanding of Candrakīrti’s negation of individual identity. After first exploring the issue of the identity view (satkāyadṛṣṭi), a crucial but often poorly understood topic in Buddhist philosophy, the essay presents Candrakīrti’s and Tsongkhapa’s argument, which connects this with a central existential problem, namely self-grasping, which can be alleviated via analytical meditation in which inherent identity is sought and not found. The essay neatly demonstrates the centrality of the practitioner’s view of self to the path to spiritual awakening.


In the third chapter, “Thinking Beyond Thought: Tsongkhapa and Mipham on the Conceptualized Ultimate,” Jay L. Garfield explores Tsongkhapa’s views on the nature of ultimate reality, specifically Tsongkhapa’s argument that this entails a movement from inferential to direct awareness of emptiness. He also discusses later contributions to the debate regarding the nature of ultimate reality and the possibility of its realization made by nineteenth- and twentieth-century Nyingma thinkers Ju Mipham and Bötrul Dongak Tenpai Nyima.


The fourth and final entry in this section is “Tsongkhapa on the Importance of Ascertainment in Meditation on Emptiness” by Thupten Jinpa. In this chapter, Jinpa notes Tsongkhapa’s emphasis on the need for ascertainment (nges pa), or the correct apprehension of a given truth—in this case, emptiness—as a necessary consequence of sustained meditation practice. The essay explores the need for accurate philosophical analysis in the context of meditation practice so as to directly realize the truths about the nature of self and reality that are the objects of the practice. It thus nicely points to the integration of Buddhist theory and practice.


While Tsongkhapa is best known in the West as a philosopher, as Donald Lopez points out in his introduction to this volume, about two-thirds of his writings focus on the tantras and their associated practices. The second section of this volume is thus dedicated to his writings on the tantras. In the first chapter in this section, “Tsongkhapa’s Masterful Exegesis of Cakrasaṃvara Tantra,” I elucidate Tsongkhapa’s approach to the study of tantric literature with a focus on his commentary on the Cakrasaṃvara Tantra. I argue that Tsongkhapa’s exegetical approach was broadly based, taking into account the available translations, explanatory tantras, and commentaries. He also advocated an ecumenical approach to tantric commentary, since drawing on diverse tantric traditions advances one’s understanding.


Chapter 6 is Gavin Kilty’s contribution, “A Lamp to Illuminate the Five Stages: Tsongkhapa’s Reformatory Work on Guhyasamāja Tantra.” Kilty first surveys the Guhyasamāja tradition and its transmission to Tibet and the two main Indian exegetical traditions, the Ārya and Jñānapāda schools. Outlining Tsongkhapa’s approach to the Guhyasamāja Tantra, he then focuses on how the tradition conceptualizes the generation-stage and completion-stage practices.


The final contribution in this section is chapter 7, “The Shadow of Heshang: Tsongkhapa on Chan, Dzokchen, and Mahāmudrā Meditation” by Roger R. Jackson. Jackson explores the claim that Tsongkhapa received and secretly transmitted esoteric instructions on advanced meditation practices to realize the nature of mind and awakening. He explores the evidence for this claim in Tsongkhapa’s writing and contemporaneous works. In so doing, he also details Tsongkhapa’s positions with respect to the Nyingma dzokchen and Kagyü mahāmudrā traditions, as well as with the Chinese Chan tradition associated with the eighth-century master Heshang Moheyan, with which the former traditions were sometimes linked.


The volume concludes with a section entitled “Moving Minds,” which explores Tsongkhapa’s legacy and impact both in Tibet and beyond. It opens with “Jé Tsongkhapa’s Contribution to Buddhist Hermeneutics” by Geshé Ngawang Samten. Buddhist hermeneutics, as understood here, is a response to the challenge posed by scriptures that appear to contradict one another. Geshé Ngawang Samten first reviews the interpretive strategies employed by Buddhists to get a definitive sense of what the Buddha actually taught. He then turns to Tsongkhapa’s groundbreaking contributions to this field of study in Tibet in the Essence of Eloquence.


Chapter 9, “Tsongkhapa’s Hermeneutics and the Perfection of Wisdom,” contributed by Gareth Sparham, takes a more focused look at the interpretation of the Perfection of Wisdom literature in both India and Tibet. Sparham first introduces the literature and the major Indian commentaries on it, focusing on debates regarding the authorship and validity of two important commentaries that were attributed to Vasubandhu and hence could be linked to the authoritative figure of Maitreya. Sparham then discusses Tsongkhapa’s interpretation of this literature, as well as his evaluations of the authorship of the two commentaries, only one of which he attributes to Vasubandhu. Sparham distinguishes Tsongkhapa’s views on these issues from other influential Tibetans such as Dölpopa Sherab Gyaltsen.


The tenth chapter is “Jé Tsongkhapa’s Teachings and Translations in Mongolian” by Bataa Mishig-Ish, who surveys the dissemination of Tsongkhapa’s oeuvre to Mongolia. Dr. Bataa first briefly surveys the introduction of Buddhism to Mongolia, particularly the formal adoption of the Geluk school of Tibetan Buddhism by the Western Oirat Mongols in the seventeenth century. He then turns to the dissemination of Tsongkhapa’s works in the Mongolian context, with a focus on Tsongkhapa’s famous texts on the stages of the path (lam rim) and their publication as woodblock texts in the eighteenth century. He argues that Tsongkhapa’s lam rim teachings were an important spiritual resource that helped preserve the Buddhist teachings in Mongolia during the era of oppressive Communist rule in the twentieth century.


The final chapter is Bhikṣuṇī Thubten Chodron’s “Learning, Living, and Teaching Bodhicitta: Jé Tsongkhapa’s Contribution to Spreading Compassion in the World.” Venerable Chodron argues that Tsongkhapa’s approach to teaching compassion is particularly suited for the modern Western context. She begins with a discussion of the bodhisattva path and compares Tsongkhapa’s spiritual journey with that of Sudhana, the hero of the Gaṇḍavyūha Sūtra. She observes that Tsongkhapa emphasizes the exchange of self and other when discussing the “spirit of awakening” (bodhicitta). She argues that the current Dalai Lama, following Tsongkhapa, emphasizes this contemplative exercise. The author then turns to Candrakīrti’s discussion of three types of compassion as well as Tsongkhapa’s commentary on this and its special relevance for modern practitioners. 


While this volume does not come close to exhausting the limits of what might be said concerning the impact of Tsongkhapa’s work in Tibet and beyond, it does reunite contributions to this study that briefly converged in Mundgod, India, just before the global pandemic ushered in a new awareness of our profound human interdependence. Hopefully these essays will advance the appreciation of Tsongkhapa’s intellectual legacy in the wider English-speaking world, where he remains a little understood figure of Asian religious history, unlike in the Tibetan-speaking world, where his impact is justly celebrated.











Introduction: Tsongkhapa in Global Context


Donald S. Lopez Jr.


This is an edited transcript of a keynote address delivered to His Holiness the Dalai Lama and an audience of monks, nuns, and laypeople in the assembly hall at Ganden Shartsé Monastery in Mundgod, India, on December 20, 2019.


YOUR HOLINESS, VENERABLE members of the sangha, distinguished guests. Please forgive me if I begin with a personal reminiscence. Professor Jeffrey Hopkins, who is here today, founded the Buddhist studies program at the University of Virginia in 1976. In designing the program, he sought to incorporate several elements of the geshé curriculum into the graduate program. To that end, His Holiness kindly selected a series of geshés to teach at the University of Virginia over the next decade. The first of these was Lati Rinpoché (1922–2010), who arrived in 1976. Because his longtime attendant Ngawang Tsultrim could not accompany him, I served as Rinpoché’s assistant, bringing him his meals and his tea and asking him each afternoon, “Shall we go for a walk?” (cham cham la ’phebs kyi yin pas). 


In October 1978, I came to India on a Fulbright Fellowship to work on my dissertation, a translation and study of the Svātantrika section of Lcang skya grub mtha’, or Beautiful Adornment of Mount Meru, the famous work on tenets by Changkya Rölpai Dorjé (1717–86), remembered by history as the preceptor and confidante of the Qianlong emperor. I had my first audience with His Holiness that fall. I remember that I asked him about such topics as “the imaginary lacks the entityness of nature” (kun btags la mtshan nyid ngo bo nyid med) and “being established from the side of the object without being posited by the power of appearing to a nondefective awareness” (blo gnod med la snang ba’i dbang gis bzhag pa ma yin par don gyi sdod lugs kyi ngos nas grub pa). In January 1979, forty years ago, my wife and I made our way south here to Ganden, where my teacher, Lati Rinpoché, was then abbot of Ganden Shartsé.


Back then, conditions in Mundgod were difficult, especially for an American visiting India for the first time. But here at Ganden were Lati Rinpoché, Song Rinpoché, and Dzemé Rinpoché, with Kyabjé Trijang Rinpoché visiting during Losar. At Drepung were Khensur Pema Gyaltsen, Ngawang Nyima, Gen Nyima, and the geshé who became my closest teacher, Loseling Khensur Yeshé Thupten. Tara Rinpoché also visited. After Losar, the monks from the School of Dialectics in Dharmsala came down, and I remember Gen Losang Gyatso debating with Ngawang Nyima one night in the debating courtyard at Gomang. Although the facilities at the monasteries back then were very primitive, and everything was hot and dusty, I realize in retrospect that these places called Lama Camp #1 (Ganden) and Lama Camp #2 (Drepung) were in fact a pure land and that I was in the presence of buddhas. These were the most important days of my life. Today, I return to Ganden, having just completed a translation of all of Lcang skya grub mtha’. I have brought the first copy with me to present to His Holiness.


These were the days when His Holiness was concerned that the monks were devoting too much of their studies to the monastic textbooks (yig cha) of their colleges and not to the writings of the master himself, and so he had printed hundreds of copies of a two-volume set of Tsongkhapa’s writings on emptiness, with the rather understated title, The Master’s Statements on the View (Rje gsung lta ba’i skor). I still have those dark-green books on the shelf in my study in America. 


One afternoon in the spring of 1979, I was circumambulating a small stupa at Gomang College at Drepung, reciting the famous five-line prayer to Tsongkhapa known simply by its first three syllables: dmigs rtse ma. The Buryat geshé Ngawang Nyima (or Agvan Nyima, 1907–90), then abbot of Gomang, walked over and asked me what I was doing. When I told him, he said, “You’re an American, I’m a Mongolian. Here we are in India, speaking Tibetan, talking about someone from Amdo. There must be karma.” I think he was right. And now, forty years later, when all of these masters, except one, are gone, I am here at Ganden again, to talk about the “crown ornament of scholars of the Land of Snows.” 




What can we say about this man? We can say that more than ten thousand people here at Ganden, with tens of thousands more watching around the world, have gathered today, six hundred years after he passed into nirvāṇa, entirely because of him. Because of him, there are the monasteries known simply as “the three foundations” (Ganden, Sera, and Drepung); because of him, there is Tashi Lhunpo, Labrang, and Kumbum. Because of him, there is the Ganden Phodrang. Because of him, there is the Panchen Lama. Because of him, there is the Dalai Lama. Because of him, this man who was not a king, not an emperor, not a warlord, not a politician. Because of him, this man who was an itinerant yogin, traveling from one retreat site to another, accompanied by a few disciples and four dzo (a cross between a yak and a cow) loaded down with volumes of the Kangyur and Tengyur, a man who had visions of Mañjuśrī, the bodhisattva of wisdom, a man who wrote some of the most sophisticated philosophical works in history.


The title of my comments today is “Tsongkhapa in Global Context.” But this is a topic for an entire book. Therefore, let me limit my remarks to the realm of religion. When the term world religion was first coined in German in the nineteenth century, there were only two: Buddhism and Christianity. And indeed, the two religions have a long history of interaction. In early European descriptions, Buddhism is often compared to Roman Catholicism, and not always in a flattering way. Indeed, that comparison is most often made by Protestants, based on the presence of monks, monasteries, rosaries, incense, and chanting, as well as a pope, in the two religions. Today, we dismiss much of this. But perhaps we can return to the comparison in a different light.


In the history of the Roman Catholic Church, there is no thinker more important than St. Thomas Aquinas, who provided the philosophical foundation for Catholicism. Tsongkhapa’s Great Treatise on the Stages of the Path (Lam rim chen mo) is sometimes compared to the Summa Theologica of Aquinas, although they are very different works. Still, there is a comparison to be made: Just as Thomas went back to the works of Aristotle to reshape Christian theology, arguing that reason is a path to God, so Tsongkhapa went back to the works of Nāgārjuna and Candrakīrti to provide the most influential exposition of Madhyamaka in the history of Buddhism, arguing that reason is essential even at the most exalted stages of the path to buddhahood.


Although Thomas Aquinas wrote five short hymns, including the famous “Adoro Te Devote,” he is remembered for his genius as a philosopher. For the devotional side of the religious life, the Catholic Church reveres above all The Imitation of Christ by St. Thomas à Kempis, a contemporary of Tsongkhapa. This work provides detailed instruction for daily practice, intended to return monastic life to its spiritual foundations, foundations from which Thomas à Kempis felt many monks had strayed. The Imitation of Christ was the inspiration for another important work, the Spiritual Exercises by St. Ignatius Loyola, the founder of the Jesuits, the Christian order most often compared to the Geluk and the order with the most extensive interaction with Buddhism. In the case of Tibet, we think especially of the Italian Jesuit Ippolito Desideri (1684–1733), who studied at Sera Monastery in Lhasa and wrote lengthy refutations of rebirth and emptiness, in Tibetan. Like Thomas à Kempis and Ignatius Loyola, Tsongkhapa wrote many important devotional works, hymns, and instructions on practice—especially in his many works on tantra, which comprise some two-thirds of his collected works (gsungs ’bum)—but also in works on Madhyamaka, such as his several “instructions on the Madhyamaka view” (dbu ma’i lta khrid).


A final figure to mention is St. Benedict, author of yet another seminal work of the Roman Catholic Church, the Rule of St. Benedict, which provided the foundation for the organization and governance of monastic life. Benedict himself did not seek to establish his own religious order. However, the Benedictine order would develop over the centuries, eventually building thousands of monasteries across Europe. Tsongkhapa has been referred to as a “reformer” in European-language books about Buddhism for more than a century. There are several problems with the use of this term. However, his commitment to monastic discipline is clear throughout his biography, from his Dharma festival on the Vinaya in 1397 at Sengé Dzong to his composition of rule books (bca’ yig) that would form the foundation for much of Tibetan monastic life, first at Ganden and later for hundreds of Geluk institutions across Inner Asia and today around the world. 


With this brief comparison, I seek to make a simple point. One might argue that the Roman Catholic Church is built on the work of three saints, each towering in his importance: Thomas Aquinas, Thomas à Kempis, and Benedict of Nursia, who, respectively, provided the philosophical, spiritual, and institutional foundations of the church. For the Geluk, we find these three foundations provided by a single monk, Losang Drakpa from Tsongkha. And furthermore, for Tsongkhapa, these three foundations were not separate domains. Indeed, one of the hallmarks of his work is his call for the importance and the synergy of the three spheres, the ’khor lo gsum: lta ba, sgom pa, and spyod pa: philosophy, meditation, and action. To this remarkable achievement, accomplished in a life of only sixty-two years, we should add that these foundations were expressed in some of the most beautiful poetry and prose in the vast literature of the Tibetan language.


I mentioned at the outset that my translation of Lcang skya grub mtha’ has just been published. Along with Jamyang Shepa’s Great Exposition of Tenets (Grub mtha’ chen mo), Changkya’s is the most famous grub mtha’ text and certainly the more widely read. As I was working on the translation, I was continually struck by the presence of Tsongkhapa, or “the foremost great being” (rje bdag nyid chen po), as Changkya usually refers to him. Although there is no grub mtha’ text among the eighteen volumes of his collected works, nor in those of his two chief disciples, Gyaltsab and Khedrup, there is hardly a single topic on which Tsongkhapa does not offer essential insight, whether it is the refutation of Sāṃkhya in the chapter on non-Buddhist traditions; the question of whether the Pudgalavāda of the Saṃmitīya sect—the famous (and infamous) proponents of an “inexpressible person”—are really “proponents of Buddhist tenets” (nang pa’i grub mtha’ smra ba) in the Vaibhāṣika section; to the extensive discussion of substantial existence (rdzas yod) and exclusion of the other (gzhan sel) in the Sautrāntika chapter. The lengthy Cittamātra chapter, which Changkya seems to have written first, is based largely on Tsongkhapa’s Essence of Eloquence (Legs bshad snying po), and the two Madhyamaka chapters are based on many of his works, but especially his Great Commentary on the Mūlamadhyamakakārikā (Rtsa shes tiḳ chen) and his Illuminating the Intent (Dgongs pa rab gsal), his commentary on Candrakīrti’s Entering the Middle Way (Madhyamakāvatāra). 


If one were to characterize the writings of Tsongkhapa with a single term, it might be “integration” (zung ’jug). When we read his works, we notice immediately that he is not only a master of the “five books” (gzhung lnga) that form the basis of the Geluk curriculum—Maitreya’s Ornament for Realization (Abhisamayālaṃkāra), Candrakīrti’s Entering the Middle Way, Dharmakīrti’s Commentary on Reliable Cognition (Pramāṇavārttika), Vasubandhu’s Treasury of Abhidharma (Abhidharmakośa), and Guṇaprabha’s Discourse on Discipline (Vinayasūtra)—and their vast related literature, but that he is able to see deep connections among them. For example, in his Notes on Ornament for the Middle Way (Dbu ma rgyan gyi zin ’bris), he takes up the category of “reasoning about the unestablished” (gzhi ma grub pa’i gtan tshigs), the question of whether something that does not exist can be the subject of a syllogism. At first sight, this appears to be a technical question deriving from Indian Buddhist logic, and in many ways it is. However, Tsongkhapa understands that in Madhyamaka, it is essential to be able to reason about things that do not exist, most importantly the self of persons and the self of phenomena. This is just one of many examples of the ways in which he integrates Dharmakīrti’s logic into Madhyamaka ontology. 


Yet another example of integration is Tsongkhapa’s weaving of Indian sources into his works. As a young monk, he spent four full years at Tsal Gungthang, essentially in a reading retreat, immersing himself in the Tsalpa edition of the Kangyur and Tengyur. The most immediate result of his study was his first major work, Golden Rosary of Good Explanation (Legs bshad gser phreng), his magnum opus on the Perfection of Wisdom, where he famously cites twenty-one Indian commentaries on Maitreya’s Ornament for Realization. As Thupten Jinpa notes in Tsongkhapa: A Buddha in the Land of Snows, from this point on, Tsongkhapa would rely almost exclusively on Indian sources in the many works that would follow; it was Indian works that he loaded on to the backs of the four dzo that accompanied him from one retreat to another. It was from this point that he styled himself “the Well-Read Losang Drakpai Pal from Tsongkha in the East” (mang du thos pa shar tsong kha pa blo bzang grags pa’i dpal).


The most famous, and perhaps the most consequential, integration that we find in the collected works of Tsongkhapa is his integration of sūtra and tantra. In some ways, this derives from Atiśa and his Lamp for the Path to Enlightenment (Bodhipathapradīpa). However, Tsongkhapa’s engagement with the question is far more extensive and sophisticated, where, for example, in the first chapter of his Great Exposition of Secret Mantra (Sngags rim chen mo) he takes up the crucial question of the distinguishing feature of tantra. He concludes that it is not to be found in the realm of wisdom because there is no wisdom more profound than that set forth by Nāgārjuna and Candrakīrti. All those who achieve liberation, whether by the path of the śrāvaka or the path of highest yoga tantra, must realize the subtle selflessness of persons and phenomena as set forth in Prāsaṅgika. Instead, Tsongkhapa argues, the difference must be found in the realm of method, in the practice of lha’i rnal ’byor, deity yoga. As always, he has an Indian source, the Vajra Canopy Tantra (Vajrapañjara Tantra), to support his argument: “The method is to bear the Teacher’s form” (thabs ni ston pa’i gzugs can no).


Each of these examples, however, are instances of the most important form of integration that we find in Tsongkhapa’s works: the integration of study and practice, the conviction that what might seem arcane, technical, even pedantic in the vast corpus of the Buddhist canon always offers an occasion for practice—in his words, an opportunity to see all teachings as man ngag, as personal instructions.


At the beginning of his grub mtha’, Changkya writes:


A state of degeneration beyond degeneration


has become full blown.


That the secrets of the teachings of the Sage


still have not declined is due to his kindness.1


Changkya wrote those words almost three hundred years ago. If the degenerate age was full blown then, what is our fate today? There are surely many lessons that the works of Tsongkhapa have to offer to the modern world. But the one that occurs to me today is his commitment to reason, analysis, and evidence in all elements of the Buddhist path, from going for refuge to the most advanced stages of tantric practice, his conviction that it is only through the exercise of the highest powers of the intellect that we can attain direct perception of the real.


In 1979, I finished my study of the Svātantrika chapter of Changkya several weeks before I had to return to America. I asked Loling Khensur Yeshé Thupten what I should study next, and he said, without hesitation, the Essence of Eloquence. And so he began to teach me. We did not finish. On the day of my departure from Mundgod, I came to say goodbye, tears streaming down my face. As I began to do a prostration, he said, “Don’t bow down,” phyag ma tshal. He explained that if I did not bow down, it meant that the teaching was not concluded and that we would meet again to continue the study of this precious text, the text that was recited by the monks of Ganden six hundred years ago to honor the passing of this great master. And so I end with this prayer, that we will all meet again in the future, where our teacher will appear before us once again, to teach us how to understand the teachings of the “crown ornament of scholars of the Land of Snows, Tsongkhapa” (gangs can mkhas pa’i gtsug rgyan tsong kha pa).


________________________


1. Changkya Rölpai Dorjé 2019, 71.
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1.    Start Making Sense: Finding Tsongkhapa’s Middle Way


Guy Newland


Avalokiteśvara, great treasure of non-objectifying compassion;


Mañjuśrī, master of stainless wisdom;


Vajrapāṇi, destroyer of the entire host of demons:


crown jewel of the sages of the Land of Snow,


Tsongkhapa Losang Drakpa, at your feet I pray.1


The name of this traditional prayer, miktsema (dmigs rtse ma), refers to “non-objectifying compassion,” which means “loving care that has no real object.” Edward Conze, having translated the Perfection of Wisdom sūtras, summarized that vast corpus in these lines: 


A Bodhisattva is a being compounded of the two contradictory forces of wisdom and compassion. In his [sic] wisdom, he sees no persons; in his compassion, he resolves to save them all.2


Perhaps this is profound, but as stated it is also a perfect bit of nonsense. It is easy to liberate zero beings, so it is fortunate for bodhisattvas that zero would seem to be their correct and complete count per the highest wisdom of the cosmos.


The Teaching of Vimalakīrti (Vimalakīrtinirdeśa) and other Mahāyāna sūtras stress that there is no intrinsic superiority between silence and speech; in each moment the bodhisattva prefers whatever is most skillful for liberation. And so it is with sensible speech and paradoxical speech; each, according to context, may be most skillful. As a manner of pointing out the profound, mystery and paradox have a special power for the human mind. On the other hand, so also does a sensible clarity.


Tsongkhapa penetrated the profound and explained it, extensively, in the clearest and most sensible way. In sum: Only things that are empty of inherent existence can function as causes and effects. Only living beings who are empty can liberate or be liberated; non-empty things or persons could never function as causes or agents. Tsongkhapa quotes Candrakīrti’s Clear Words (Prasannapadā):


[In the context of emptiness,] proper and improper conduct and their consequences make sense; all worldly conventions make sense. Hence Nāgārjuna says: “For those to whom emptiness makes sense, everything makes sense.”3


In this passage, Tsongkhapa comments that “what makes sense” means that these things exist. Experiencing awakening, Tsongkhapa eloquently expressed this insight in his ecstatic poem “Praise to Dependent Arising.”4


So that this insight might become a source of vast benefit, he set out to explain exactly how emptiness and dependent arising are compatible; to do that, he needed plausible solutions to some bedeviling philosophical problems. He had to explain how things that cannot be found under analysis can nonetheless actually exist and be reliably known to function. And in order to safeguard the functioning of conventional phenomena, he also had to show how to avoid reifying the ineffable ultimate as an absolute that collapses all else to mere illusion. He had to dispel any notion that the ultimate cancels and supersedes conventional existence rather than being its necessary condition.


Here I will summarize (1) how Tsongkhapa avoids reifying the ultimate as a monistic mystical absolute, (2) how he shows that Madhyamaka analysis does not even slightly refute the existence of conventional phenomena, and (3) perhaps most controversially and least understood, how he explains reliable cognition of conventional phenomena (tha snyad pa’i tshad ma) within Candrakīrti’s Prāsaṅgika Madhyamaka.


The Ultimate Exists Conventionally


Candrakīrti’s reading of Madhyamaka gained ascendance in eleventh-century Tibet, but Tibetans—leaning on Jayānanda’s commentary—struggled to make sense of it. Many understood Candrakīrti to be teaching an absolutely unknowable ultimate. Some, such as Chapa Chökyi Sengé, criticized Candrakīrti on that basis. Chapa argued that the ultimate mind must finally, through analysis, come to know the final reality of all things—or else liberation will not be attainable. He faulted Candrakīrti for apparently teaching otherwise.5


Others, like Maja Jangchup Tsöndrü and Patsap Nyima Drak, looked with favor on Candrakīrti’s supposed notion of an ultimate beyond the realm of cognition. Some saw this as harmonious with tantric evocations of a pristine ultimate unsullied by the inevitable dualism of human consciousness.6 On this reading of Candrakīrti, dualistic distinctions are kindly concessions to the needs of ordinary, frightened people; they provide no reliable knowledge. Yet if this is correct, how can any of the dualism-based practices of ordinary beings bring them closer to awakening?


In response to these problems, Tsongkhapa explains exactly what the ultimate reality is and how it is that we can know it—but also how this derives from, rather than contradicts, Candrakīrti. The ultimate is a total negation, the sheer absence or lack of a very particular kind of status that is superimposed on things by delusion. Emptiness, this negative ultimate, is therefore an existing quality or nature possessed by all phenomena, including all conventional phenomena. Yet, like all other phenomena, it is a dependent arising and exists only conventionally. We can study it. We can understand it. Deep meditative familiarity with this particular aspect of phenomena will root out all delusion, culminating in the inexpressible, nonconceptual, and nondual yogic insight that unwinds the needless misery of cyclic existence.


Following Candrakīrti, Tsongkhapa argues that we become attached to things by the power of an afflictive misunderstanding, a particular consciousness that hypostatizes by superimposing intrinsic reality.7 Delusion-based attachment leads to karma; one stops cyclic existence by totally and finally stopping that afflicted mind. To do that, one must know oneself, and all things, as lacking intrinsic existence. 


To accomplish this, one must rely on a qualified teacher and, following that person’s instructions, find the Madhyamaka view through analysis. One carefully analyzes the meaning of authoritative scriptures and classic texts. Then, internalizing their meaning, and in accordance with it, one analyzes whether it is reasonable or possible for the person and the psychophysical aggregates to exist as they now appear. 


Therefore Tsongkhapa repeatedly stresses that study is practice. He quotes a Kadam master: 


[W]hether you show off or conceal that you studied only a handbook, you cannot get anywhere without reading a yak’s load of books.8


The fault of separating scholarship from yogic practice is a constant theme in Tsongkhapa’s writing. He laments:


Nowadays those making effort at yoga have studied a few scriptures, while those who have studied much are not skilled in the key points of practice.9


He sets out to remedy this situation by teaching exactly how the classic texts work as the best and most authentic instructions for personal practice.10 Study of the scriptures and commentaries is, he says, “the unexcelled cause that gives rise to the discriminating wisdom which is the sacred life-force of the path.”11


Study is critical because the liberating insight of knowing the ultimate reality can be achieved only by meditating on precisely that which you have studied and then reflected upon. It is not that one studies one sort of thing and then later realizes or awakens to something else. In his Great Treatise on the Stages of the Path, Tsongkhapa three times cites the same verse from the King of Samādhis Sūtra (Samādhirājasūtra):


If you analytically discern the lack of self in phenomena


and if you cultivate that very analysis in meditation


this will cause the result, attainment of nirvāṇa;


there is no peace through any other means.12


Tsongkhapa names only Heshang Moheyan as an advocate of the contrary view that all thinking, all conceptualization, is the root source of our problems and thus the practice should be to abandon such. However, through the character of Heshang he is intending to refute views held by many prior and later Tibetans. Quoting Kamalaśīla, Tsongkhapa argues that if you aspire to and teach utter nonthinking, you abandon correct analytical discrimination, thereby cutting off the only pathway to sublime wisdom.13


Furthermore, Tsongkhapa goes on to say that even when one has established the Madhyamaka view via analysis, one still must return, after a period of stabilizing meditation, to analyze again and again.14 It is not that some initial analysis sets the stage for some trans-analytical bliss. Rather, through repeatedly alternating analysis and stabilization, one eventually reaches the deepest and most powerful kind of insight. He tells us to remember this critical point: “You must distinguish between (1) not thinking about true existence and (2) knowing the lack of true existence.”15 Only the latter is a path to liberation. 




Identifying the Object of Negation




Tsongkhapa explains that to know that a particular person is absent, one must know that person; likewise, in order to know emptiness—the lack of inherent existence—one must know exactly what this inherent existence would be like if it were real. He carefully explains this subtle object of negation:


There is with regard to objects a conception that things have ontological status—a way of existing—in and of themselves, without being posited through the force of an awareness. The object of that conception is the hypothetical “self” or “intrinsic nature.” To exist intrinsically or autonomously means having its own unique manner of being.


Take the case of an imaginary snake mistakenly ascribed to a rope. If we leave aside how the snake is ascribed from the perspective apprehending a snake, and instead try to analyze what the snake is like in terms of its own nature, since a snake is simply not there in that rope, its features cannot be analyzed. 


Like that, suppose we leave aside analysis of how things appear to a conventional awareness and analyze the objects themselves, asking what is the manner of being of these things? They are not established in any way. Ignorance is that which, instead of seeing this, apprehends each thing as having a way to exist such that it can be known in and of itself, without being posited through the force of a conventional awareness.16





This means that—contrary to an alternative Madhyamaka view that things have their own nature conventionally—for Candrakīrti and Tsongkhapa there is simply no way that things are in and of themselves; they have no manner of existing on their own side. Contrary to the Yogācāra view, there are external objects, but they exist only relative to the perspectives of conventional consciousnesses. So it is that they may be very different things for the beings of different realms.


All phenomena exist nominally, as mere imputations, relative to conventional minds. Importantly, Tsongkhapa does not restrict this explanation to conventional phenomena. He says that all objects of knowledge—even the ultimate reality, emptiness—are posited as existing in relation to conventional consciousnesses. Thus all things exist only conventionally; all things exist as mere imputations. There is nothing—even emptiness—that exists ultimately.


But what about nirvāṇa? What about the ultimate mind of nondual, trans-conceptual, liberating wisdom? If such an ultimate mind knows emptiness, then must that not establish emptiness as the one truly real object? 


Tsongkhapa says: NO.17 Emptiness exists conventionally insofar as it is recognized as existing by the conventional mind of a practitioner who has just arisen from meditation on emptiness. The ultimate mind that nondualistically knows emptiness does not regard emptiness as existing or as not existing; it knows only emptiness.


Yet still: If the profound emptiness is the final nature, the actual reality, of all things, must that not entail that it is its own final nature? For if it were not its own final nature, what else could be? And in that case, would it not be self-existent, the one truly self-sufficient entity?


Again: no. Tsongkhapa twice quotes Candrakīrti’s statement that the ultimate “is not established by way of its own selfhood.”18 Rather, it is identifiable as the object of a sublime wisdom perceiving reality. No emptiness is its own final nature. If we ask regarding any conventional phenomenon, “What is its final nature?” we arrive at last at the emptiness of that particular phenomenon. But if we then ask of that emptiness what is its final nature, we find the emptiness of that emptiness. This means that any emptiness, every emptiness, is—like everything else—a dependent arising; it does not exist by way of its own nature. Emptinesses are all exactly “of the same taste” (ro gcig)—the absence of inherent existence—but they do not exist on their own. An emptiness exists only in relationship to the particular phenomenon of which it is the final nature—and in relation to the conventional mind that posits it to exist as such in the wake of deep analysis of that particular phenomenon.




Madhyamaka Analysis Is Intent on Seeking Essential Nature


A second issue: Madhyamaka analyses show that the closer we scrutinize how any particular object exists, the less clear the object becomes. Carried to completion, Madhyamaka analyses such as those of Nāgārjuna seem to refute every single thing imaginable, insofar as there is nothing irreducible upon which analysis can fix. How then do we avoid Conze’s paradox: “In his wisdom, [the bodhisattva] sees no living beings; in his compassion, he vows to save them all”?


Tsongkhapa approaches this question by having an interlocutor ask: How can any reasonable person, how can any philosopher—Madhyamaka or otherwise—analytically refute things and yet still claim they exist? How is it possible for something to exist—as the object of our compassion, for example—when reason has refuted it? 


Tsongkhapa responds by saying the question conflates two very different things: (1) being unable to withstand rational analysis and (2) being found by reason not to exist. Of the former he explains, “To ask whether something withstands rational analysis is to ask whether it is found by reasoning analyzing reality.”19 In Madhyamaka analysis we are seeking to discover whether forms and so forth have an intrinsic nature. The fact that such analysis comes up empty does not mean forms do not exist. And it does not mean that reason refutes them. Rather, the inability to withstand rational analysis refutes just that which—if it did exist—would have to be found by reasoning. It refutes self-existence, intrinsic nature. And Tsongkhapa quotes Candrakīrti’s commentary on Āryadeva’s Four Hundred Stanzas (Catuḥśatakaṭīkā) to show that this is exactly what Candrakīrti meant. Candrakīrti says, “[O]ur analysis is intent upon seeking intrinsic nature,” and adds: 


When reason analyzes in this way, there is no essential nature that exists in the sensory faculties . . . they have no essential existence. If they did, then under analysis by reason their status as essentially existent would be seen more clearly, but it is not.20




To make this clear, Tsongkhapa explains that this is analogous to the fact we cannot see sounds. Seeing and hearing are two different epistemic channels, each finding its appropriate objects but not finding (no matter how carefully it searches) other kinds of objects that are also present. So it is with ultimate analysis and conventional awareness. Each has its own domain, neither superseding nor canceling the other. And so Candrakīrti says, “We refute things that exist essentially; we do not refute that eyes and such are products and dependently arisen results of karma.”21


Conventional Knowledge in Prāsaṅgika


In a particularly important section of his Great Treatise, Tsongkhapa explains exactly how and why Candrakīrti (1) asserts reliable cognition while also (2) refuting reliable cognition as taught by Buddhist realists. He does this through cogent and meticulous commentary on the relevant passages from four of Candrakīrti’s texts: Entering the Middle Way (Madhyamakāvatāra), Clear Words, Commentary on the Four Hundred Stanzas, and Commentary on Sixty Verses of Reasoning (Yuktiṣaṣṭikāvṛtti). As Tsongkhapa notes, some of these passages—which focus on the refutation of reliable cognition as asserted by Buddhist realists—had been a source of grave doubt prior to Tsongkhapa. This is because they can easily be construed as completely refuting the existence of reliable cognition. Even after Tsongkhapa shows that Candrakīrti does provide for reliable cognition, his critics focus their attacks with particular vehemence on this exact point, insisting that the (1) profound emptiness and (2) reliable knowledge of the conventional are contradictory and irreconcilable.22 For that reason, it is important to explore this in some depth.


In brief, the term reliable cognition, or pramāṇa (tshad ma), plays a central role in Buddhist epistemology, especially due to the work of Dharmakīrti. In his Commentary on Reliable Cognition (Pramāṇavārttika), we learn that one kind of reliable cognition (epistemic instrument) is perception, wherein a sense faculty ascertains irreducible characteristics in its object, particularly the object’s intrinsic capacity to perform a function (don byed nus pa, arthakriyā).23 Eltschinger explains that for Dharmakīrti,


[A] real entity gives rise to a direct perceptual awareness of it thus projecting an image of itself into cognition . . . The image it displays provides a vivid and isomorphic perceptual counterpart of the . . . real entity it takes as its object . . .[P]erception [thereby] provides direct, unbiased and non-conceptual access to ultimate reality.” 


It is the nature of water to function to moisten, the nature of fire to burn. Tactile perception attests to these characteristic natures. 


Tsongkhapa’s critics, Tibetan and otherwise, fail to take full account of the fact that Tsongkhapa explicitly agrees with them that reliable cognition, understood in this way, cannot work in Prāsaṅgika because there is no self-existent nature, even conventionally. There is nothing irreducible; there is no way that things are in and of themselves. Tsongkhapa must show that while nothing—including reliable cognition—exists ultimately, Candrakīrti does allow that reliable cognition of the conventional exists. He will have to explain how reliable cognition is possible even when there is no objective nature for such a mind to certify.


Is the World Reliable in Any Way? 


Tsongkhapa begins his explanation of conventional reliable cognition in Prāsaṅgika by analyzing critical passages where Candrakīrti seems to say that ordinary sense consciousness can never be a source of reliable knowledge. An interlocutor quotes Candrakīrti’s Entering the Middle Way as saying, “The world is not reliable in any way.”24 Is this not a straightforward denial of conventional reliable cognition?


Tsongkhapa quickly demonstrates that this is not the case. He does this by placing the passage in context and showing how Candrakīrti himself explained it in his autocommentary. There Candrakīrti explains, “Only noble beings are authorities on the contemplation of reality [emphasis added],” and proceeds to argue that “if a mere visual consciousness could ascertain reality, there would be no point in training in ethics, study, reflection, or meditation.” Everyone would already see things just as they are. On this basis, Candrakīrti concludes, “Because the world is not reliable in any way, the world has no critique in the context of reality.” Tsongkhapa continues, showing that Candrakīrti’s Commentary on Nagarjuna’s Sixty Verses on Reasoning makes the same point: the Buddha taught that the sense consciousnesses are not reliable in the specific sense that they are not reliable with regard to the reality that is the final nature of things.


Thus, in context, Candrakīrti’s point is that ordinary eye consciousnesses and so forth do not and will never discredit the profound truth that the path uncovers. They are not reliable in any way in the context of knowing reality, how it is that things finally exist. It is unreasonable to interpret these passages as meaning that Candrakīrti was somehow refuting the notion that an eye consciousness can give us reliable information about shapes and colors. If we had no reliable information at all from our senses, then how would we even begin to study, reflect, and meditate? How would we find our way to food and shelter?


Tsongkhapa drives this point home by considering the absurd implications of reading Candrakīrti otherwise: Suppose Candrakīrti meant: “If the eye were a reliable knower of forms, there would be no need to make an effort to practice the path in order to realize emptiness.”25 Tsongkhapa argues that this would be as senseless as saying that if the eye is reliable regarding forms, there is no need for the ear to hear sounds. In other words, again, just as the eye and ear have distinct epistemic pathways—each with its own respective objects, neither impeding the other—so it is with the ordinary eye consciousness seeing forms and the analytical wisdom knowing the emptiness of those forms. 


Worldly Consciousnesses Are Deceptive 


Tsongkhapa then takes on what he acknowledges as a tougher exegetical nut. It appears that Candrakīrti is giving a general refutation of conventional reliable cognition when his Commentary on the Four Hundred Stanzas says:




The Buddha said that even consciousness . . . has a false and deceptive quality. . . . That which has a false and deceptive quality . . . is not nondeceptive because it exists in one way and appears in another. It is not right to designate such a reliable cognition because in that case all consciousnesses would be reliable cognitions.26 


Tsongkhapa explains that this passage very specifically refutes conventional reliable cognition as advocated by those who follow Dharmakīrti. He proves this by quoting at length a passage where Candrakīrti specifically refers to his opponents here as “logicians utterly unpracticed in the sensibilities of the world” whom you must train “as though they were young children.” As Tsongkhapa explains, for these logicians, sense perception is non-mistaken because it apprehends, it gets at, the actual intrinsic character of the object. Here Candrakīrti is refuting them because in Prāsaṅgika, even conventionally there is no intrinsically existent character that perception could apprehend. When one fully sets aside how an object exists from the perspective of minds apprehending it, there is nothing we can say about the characteristics of the object itself. 


Nonetheless, Candrakīrti cites the Buddha as saying that consciousness is deceptive. Since reliable cognition means being a reliable, nondeceptive source of information, does this not rule out any kind reliable consciousness? 


Tsongkhapa says no. Candrakīrti here explains deceptiveness as the quality of existing in one way and appearing in another. Tsongkhapa takes this to refer to the fact that for Candrakīrti, even ordinary, normal sense perception is deceived in the particular sense that things appear to it as inherently existent and yet are not. This is another way of saying that our senses misinform us—not about everything but about the ultimate nature of things. They are not reliable in the context of reality; they are mistaken about reality.27


So the kind of reliable cognition Candrakīrti accepts operates in an environment very different from the one Dharmakīrti seems to envision. Tsongkhapa quotes Candrakīrti’s Commentary on the Four Hundred Stanzas: “Worldly perceptions cannot cancel the perception of reality because worldly perception is reliable only for the world and because the objects it observes have a false and deceptive quality.”28


Candrakīrti thus seems to allow that, operating within this environment of deceptively appearing objects, the world—that is to say, the conventional mind—can have perceptions that are conventionally reliable. These are sure to be mistaken about only one thing: the presence or absence of intrinsic nature in their objects. Thus Candrakīrti is not giving a general refutation of conventional reliable cognition. 


Conventional Reliable Cognition in Prāsaṅgika


Tsongkhapa also proves that Candrakīrti definitely does assert conventional reliable cognition. He quotes Candrakīrti’s Clear Words: 


[Reliable cognition and its objects] are established through mutual dependence. When reliable cognitions exist, then there are things that are objects of comprehension. When there are things that are objects of comprehension, then there are reliable cognitions. However, neither reliable cognitions nor objects of comprehension exist essentially.29


As Tsongkhapa explains, this shows that Candrakīrti’s apparent refutations of reliable cognitions are in fact refutations of an essence-based epistemology; Candrakīrti clearly asserts reliable cognitions and objects of comprehension that are contingently posited phenomena. 


To confirm that this exegesis is the best possible reading of Candrakīrti, Tsongkhapa points to a well-known passage in Clear Words: “We therefore posit that the world knows objects with four reliable cognitions,” referring to perception, inference, scripture, and analogy. Of course, ultimately, in the context of analyzing reality and so forth, there is no reliable cognition. Also no cars, dogs, or boats. In such a context, we also cannot find any absence of reliable cognition. Nothing truly exists, nothing inherently exists, nor do things inherently not exist; everything is equally and completely empty. But as we address one another with words, seeking to organize conferences or to make arguments, Candrakīrti clearly specifies that there is reliable cognition. Amid the continuous deceptive appearance of things as inherently real, there are nonetheless reliable sources of information. 


This leaves the most critical question: If Candrakīrti denies any essential character in the object for a reliable cognition to apprehend, then in what sense can we say that it knows its object at all? What does it mean to say that one mind is a reliable source of information and another is not, when in fact there is exactly zero independent objective reality against which to judge?


To spell out the answer to this, Tsongkhapa quotes Candrakīrti’s Entering the Middle Way: 


Also, perceivers of falsities are of two types:


those with clear sensory faculties and those with impaired sensory faculties.


A consciousness with an impaired sensory faculty


is considered wrong in relation to a consciousness with a good sensory faculty. 


Those objects known by the world


and apprehended with six unimpaired sensory faculties


are true for the world. The rest


are posited as unreal for the world.30


If a sensory consciousness is unimpaired—unaffected by superficial causes of error such as eye disease—then it is accurate in conventional terms. It is still mistaken in terms of appearance because, under the influence of ignorance, its object appears as though it were intrinsically existent. Yet this does not contradict conventional accuracy. Except in the context of considering the ultimate reality, ordinary unimpaired minds are reliable sources of information about what does and does not exist. They are reliable cognitions. 




Candrakīrti, as cited by Tsongkhapa,31 lists examples of internal and external impairment—echoes, reflections, and so forth—and nowhere hints that the fundamental ignorance is an instance of such. Candrakīrti apparently takes it for granted, implicit in the qualification “for the world,” that we know that none of these distinctions—in fact, no distinctions at all—hold up in an ultimate sense. If we did count the fundamental ignorance as a cause of impairment here, then we would always perceive everything through impaired faculties, and thus everything we know would be utterly unreal even conventionally. This is a view that perhaps some critics of Tsongkhapa would accept. But if Candrakīrti intends to rule out any kind conventional reliable cognition, he could easily include the fundamental ignorance among the causes of impairment in these verses or commentary, and yet he does not. 


And indeed, if there were no conventionally reliable information at all, then how could we distinguish virtue and nonvirtue? How would we determine what texts to study or which teacher to rely upon? And again, how would we find food and so forth if we had no reliable way to make distinctions? There are Buddhists who posit that there is no possibility of knowing conventional objects because all that appears is a web of delusion. They have quite a few philosophical problems of their own.32 We cannot make improvements in our minds or our world if we have not the slightest foothold on reality, no first step to stand upon. And thus it is that they will say, and in fact they must say, that we are already buddhas. For if we were not, we never would be. The idea of gradual progression makes no sense when everything that appears is totally delusory. 


Certified Testimony versus Unimpeached Testimony


From this we see Candrakīrti’s notion of conventional reliable cognition—by which we mean sources of accurate information about what does and does not exist conventionally—is very different from that of Dharmakīrti. Candrakīrti never posits a mind certifying the presence or absence of some intrinsic quality in its object. This is impossible in his system. But by reading Candrakīrti carefully—not leaning too heavily on Jayānanda but closely reading what Candrakīrti actually says and does not say—Tsongkhapa shows us that Candrakīrti does assert conventional reliable cognition. He asserts minds that are accurate, reliable, “for the world,” which means at the conventional level. And there is no other level at which any positive or negative statement can be affirmed. Reliable minds are just those unaffected by superficial causes of error. Those unaffected by superficial causes of error can impeach or discredit those that are. Those impaired by superficial error cannot discredit those that are not. 


So the conventional reliable knowledge of Candrakīrti and Tsongkhapa does not operate by way of certifying the presence of some essential character in its objects. It is rather that, having apprehended an object, its apprehension of that object is not falsified or discredited by some other mind. It is not that its testimony is notarized by the impression of the aspect of some nature in its object; there is no self-existent nature in the object. Rather, it simply stands as unimpeached—and that very lack of impeachment is warrant for relying on that information. Tsongkhapa’s Illuminating the Intent puts it this way:


The positing of a conventional object—apprehended by the six consciousnesses without such impairment—as real and the positing of an object opposite to that as unreal is done only in relation to worldly consciousnesses because those are, respectively, unimpeached and impeached by worldly consciousnesses with respect to their existing as they appear.33


Conventional objects are never real or true in the sense of existing just as they appear; their fundamental mode of existence is discordant with the manner in which they seem to exist. But they do exist, and we can know them. Reliable knowledge comes from conventional consciousnesses that are free from superficial causes of error and are thus not impeached by other conventional minds. 


For example: We can know that, conventionally, water is wet. But this is not because our sense powers detect the nature of wetness out there in the water. If we claim this, then we are asserting conventional reliable cognition in a Dharmakīrtian mode—and validating Tsongkhapa’s critics. Candrakīrti and Tsongkhapa do not assert this. Instead, they say, we know that water is wet because it is perceived that way by a conventional mind that lacks a superficial cause of error and, for that very reason, is not impeached by another conventional mind.


Conventional Existence


We can see how this principle of falsification works when Tsongkhapa defines conventional existence. If his critics were correct that he imported an essentialist notion of cognition, then he would perhaps say that to exist means to be certified as existing by one of the four types of reliable cognition. Instead, he goes directly to Candrakīrti’s notion of impeachment or falsification:


How does one determine whether something exists conventionally? We hold that something exists conventionally (1) if it is known to a conventional consciousness (tha snyad pa’i shes pa); (2) if no other34 conventional reliable cognition contradicts its being as it is thus known; and (3) if reason that accurately analyzes reality—that is, analyzes whether something intrinsically exists—does not contradict it. What fails to meet those criteria does not exist. [emphasis added]35


Since nothing exists ultimately in Madhyamaka, to know what conventionally exists is to know what exists. And here we see that, whatever others may say, for Tsongkhapa conventional existence is NOT defined via the incontrovertible certification of perception or inference. Rather, Tsongkhapa follows Candrakīrti in delineating the class of existing objects by (1) first placing in view every object known by any conventional consciousness, and then (2) seeing which of those apprehensions can be impeached. Within the broad sphere of what living beings apprehend, those things that cannot be ruled delusory are exactly those that we may take to exist.



OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
EDITED BY
David B. Gray

INTRODUCED BY
Donald S. Lopez Jr.















OEBPS/images/ii_img01.jpg








OEBPS/images/img.jpg
r





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
TSONGKHAPA

The Legacy of Tibet’s Great Philosopher-Saint

Edited by David B. Gray






