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Advance Praise for


MAKING SENSE OF MIND ONLY



“This book is a treasure, a major contribution both to scholars of Buddhist studies and to students of Buddhism who care about doctrine. Professor Waldron explains in lucid prose the historical and doctrinal context of Yogācāra as well as its philosophical importance and value for the contemporary philosophy of mind. His account is accurate, rigorous, and profound; the narrative is compelling. You will love this book, and you will learn from it.”


—Jay L. Garfield, Doris Silbert Professor in the Humanities and professor of philosophy and Buddhist studies, Smith College and the Harvard Divinity School


“This is the book on Yogācāra we’ve long awaited. Drawing on a lifetime of study of one of the world’s most complex psychological and metaphysical systems, and writing with extraordinary lucidity, William Waldron sets the ‘mind-only,’ or cognitivist, school of Mahāyāna Buddhism firmly within the cultural and philosophical context of Buddhist thought as a whole, showing that its great masters were not—contra their critics—subjective idealists or absolutist outliers. Rather, they were key contributors to the grand project of thinking through the implications of the cardinal Buddhist doctrine of dependent arising, who in doing so shaped a theory of the structure and functions of consciousness as subtle and sophisticated as any ever proposed. Making Sense of Mind Only is distinctive for Waldron’s ability not only to dig deeply into original Yogācāra sources but to bring the tradition alive through relating it both to contemporary cognitive science and philosophy and to our own experience of everyday life. This is not only a great book on Yogācāra but a great book on Buddhist thought and what it tells us about that most basic, vital, and elusive aspect of being human: the mind.”


—Roger R. Jackson, John W. Nason Professor of Asian Studies and Religion, emeritus, Carleton College




“With incisive exposition of key sources and drawing on cognitive science, Waldron has crafted a new kind of introduction to Buddhist philosophy from the Indian Yogācāra perspective. Importantly, the work clearly demonstrates how Yogācāra carries forward the philosophical projects of mainstream Abhidharma and Madhyamaka. Making Sense of Mind Only is a brilliant book.”


—Jonathan C. Gold, professor of religion, Princeton University, and author of Paving the Great Way: Vasubandhu’s Unifying Buddhist Philosophy


“William Waldron shows how Yogācāra can be read as presenting a picture of the world, the mind, and the relation between the two that is philosophically sophisticated, scientifically informed, and able to move beyond the simplistic opposition between realism and idealism, where everything is either ‘out there’ or ‘in here.’ I strongly recommend Making Sense of Mind Only to all philosophically interested readers who want to find out what early Indian Yogācāra has to say on some of the most fundamental questions about reality and our cognitive access to it.”


—Jan Westerhoff, University of Oxford


“William Waldron’s book is a definitive explanation of Yogācāra Buddhist philosophy. Written by the leading authority in the field today, this book brilliantly interprets Yogācāra, historically and holistically, as in the first instance a philosophy of mind, addressing the central question, ‘Under what conditions do our cognitive processes construct illusory worlds, and how can we learn to see through the illusions so constructed?’ Written in an elegant and accessible prose, Making Sense of Mind Only: Why Yogācāra Buddhism Matters will shape philosophical discussion about Yogācāra for years to come.”


—Jonardon Ganeri, Bimal Matilal Distinguished Professor of Philosophy, University of Toronto


“In Making Sense of Mind Only, William Waldron presents a precise account of nonconceptual wisdom—coming through the Indian Mahāyāna masters Asaṅga and Vasubandhu—that is invaluable for developing nondual practices in everyday life. He helps us discern the value of Yogācāra philosophy at this time when cognitive science, developmental psychology, and aspects of physics are becoming aligned with it. Waldron engages both general and scholarly readers, breaking through our habits of being trapped in the subject–object split. I cannot recommend this seminal contribution to contemporary psychology and spirituality too highly.”


—Polly Young-Eisendrath, PhD, Jungian analyst and psychologist, author of The Present Heart


“This introduction to Yogācāra thought is a remarkable accomplishment: drawing on his decades of work with Yogācāra sources, Waldron manages to make Yogācāra accessible to those unfamiliar with Buddhist scholastic philosophy while still doing justice to its intellectual, historical, and textual complexities. Waldron’s vivid demonstration of the philosophical subtlety and sophistication of the tradition—both on its own terms and when placed in conversation with contemporary philosophy—is a strong argument for the continued relevance of the medieval Buddhist philosophical tradition.”


—Robert Sharf, chair, Numata Center for Buddhist Studies, University of California, Berkeley


“Making Sense of Mind Only clarifies how our perceptions are largely driven by unconscious apprehensions that bind us to ideological stances and their ensuing delusions. Outlining a path through our minds’ fabrications, Waldron offers readers access to one of the world’s deepest traditions of working with the mind.”


—John P. Keenan, professor emeritus of religion, Middlebury College


“Making Sense of Mind Only is a must-read for anyone looking for a clearly written and coherent overview of Yogācāra philosophy. In his nuanced presentation, Waldron shows how most of the main themes of Yogācāra are conceptual developments of early Buddhist thought, demonstrating links between the origins of Buddhism and the most influential Yogācāra philosophers, Asaṅga and Vasubandhu.”


—John Powers, School of Historical and Philosophical Studies, University of Melbourne




“Making Sense of Mind Only is the introduction to Yogācāra Buddhism that I have been waiting for, but it is more than an overview: it squarely addresses the common misconception that Yogācāra is a philosophical idealism. By explaining what Yogācāra actually teaches, Waldron reveals how essential it is to the Buddhist tradition and what we all can learn from it.”


—David Loy, author of Nonduality: In Buddhism and Beyond


“This book is the most thorough and accessible account to date of the key texts and concepts of Yogācāra Buddhism, showing it to be a necessary and coherent system of ideas and practices.”


—Jan Willis, professor emerita of religious studies, Wesleyan University, and author of On Knowing Reality


“Professor Waldron is acknowledged as one of the world’s leading experts on Yogācāra Buddhist philosophy and psychology. It is the Yogācāra school that worked out the main Indian Mahāyāna Buddhist models of cognitive construction and reification, contemplative and behavioral trainings to deconstruct such patterns, and consequent possibilities for psychological, ethical, and spiritual transformation. Professor Waldron’s decades of experience researching and teaching Yogācāra philosophy in dialogue with modern disciplines and sciences have given him the skills needed to write a foundational introduction to Yogācāra that demonstrates the enormous contribution it is now making across many current frames of knowledge.”


—John Makransky, associate professor of Buddhism and comparative theology, Boston College


“William Waldron’s remarkable book brings his notable textual scholarship into accessible conversation with meditators, scientists, and consciousness aficionados. Steering between idealism and realism, Waldron allows us to ask, “What is all this and how do we know?” His care in demonstrating Yogacara’s nuanced and elegant answers invites us to fall in love with Mahāyāna Buddhism in a brand-new way.”


—Judith Simmer-Brown, distinguished professor, Naropa University, and author of Dakini’s Warm Breath: The Feminine Principle in Tibetan Buddhism




“Many tomes on Yogācāra examine this infamously complex tradition by analysis of one text or figure. Making Sense of Mind Only brings it all back home, showing how Yogācāra organically builds upon the Indian Buddhist themes that come before it while focusing on the role of consciousness. Waldron’s background in modern cognitive theory allows him to address and explain issues in terms familiar to a broad audience. This book should stimulate a wide-ranging discussion on cognitive theory beyond Buddhist studies.”


—Paul L. Swanson, Permanent Research Fellow, Nanzan Institute for Religion and Culture, and author of Clear Serenity, Quiet Insight


“Making Sense of Mind Only is a sympathetic reading of Yogācāra that skillfully weaves this complex school of thought into conversation with contemporary philosophy, psychology, and cognitive science. It pays careful attention both to the tradition’s historical context and to its broader implications about human cognition. The interpretation of Yogācāra as cognitivist rather than idealist is convincing and relevant.”


—David McMahan, Charles A. Dana Professor of Religious Studies, Franklin & Marshall College


“Rightly reframing Yogācāra in terms of patterns of interaction and overlapping feedback loops, Waldron’s noble book may be viewed as a lucid exposition of the monk Assaji’s famous statement to his fellow disciple Sāriputta: ‘Of those things that arise from a cause, the Buddha has declared their cause as well as their cessation.’ And along the way, he offers insightful perspectives on some of the most seminal texts of classical Yogācāra.”


—Mario D’Amato, author of Maitreya’s Distinguishing the Middle from the Extremes


“Making Sense of Mind Only is an essential resource for anyone interested in the study of Buddhism, especially Mahāyāna philosophy. Its clear and concise presentation makes it a valuable book for scholars and practitioners alike. Bill Waldron’s extensive knowledge and expertise make the intricacies of the Mind Only school accessible to a broader audience, allowing readers to explore the subtleties and relevance of Mind Only thought in our contemporary lives. This book is sure to be a must-read for years to come for anyone seeking a deeper understanding of Buddhist thought.”


—Eyal Aviv, associate professor of religion and philosophy, George Washington University


“In Making Sense of Mind Only, William Waldron fully engages us with the core factors in the argument for ‘mind only’: perception (vijñapti) and dependent arising. These form our conscious experience and bring us either further into suffering or out of it, depending on how we deal with them. Waldron shows how through the course of early Buddhism, Abhidharma, early Mahāyāna, and Madhyamaka, Buddhists gradually developed the notions of no-self, karma, and dependent arising, with these receiving their fullest expression in the ‘unconscious’ region of thought posited by the Yogācāras—the ālayavijñāna. The book fleshes out the core components of conscious and unconscious experience through a careful reading of essential texts. The discussion is enhanced by the fact that the author is steeped in the findings of modern psychologists, philosophers, and cognitive scientists, whose recent understandings of the function of consciousness are remarkably similar to those of fifth-century Indian Buddhists. This is superb work.”


—A. Charles Muller, professor emeritus, University of Tokyo
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“William Waldron has accomplished a small miracle in composing a remarkably clear and insightful introduction to the Yogācāra school of Buddhism. Yogācāra’s brilliant explorations of interdependence and the mind in India have been extraordinarily influential on Buddhist thought and practice across Asia, and yet its complexities have defied broad global understanding in modern times. There is a compelling grace and clarity in how Waldron elucidates its deepest intricacies with resonant meaning that is simultaneously modern and Buddhist in character, leaving one with a sense of a lifetime of quiet reflective immersion in these ancient philosophical and contemplative traditions.”


—DAVID GERMANO, professor of Tibetan Buddhist studies and executive director of the Contemplative Sciences Center at the University of Virginia


“Making Sense of Mind Only is good medicine for our challenging time. Bill Waldron has skillfully brought his deep scholarship into these profound teachings on the nature of perception and experience, blended with incisive insights and good humor. He has articulated the significant implications of our mind’s deep propensity to project self-bias onto all that we experience. How urgent this is in our world of divisiveness. These teachings, and this excellent book, offer real insights that can be examined through reflection and directly experienced through Buddhist practice.”


—GEOFFREY SHUGEN ARNOLD, abbot, Zen Mountain Monastery


“Minds and worlds interdependently construct each other at myriad entangled levels. That’s the central theme of Waldron’s superb guide to Yogācāra. This will become the go-to book for anyone wishing to learn about this radical Buddhist philosophy of cognition.”


—EVAN THOMPSON, professor of philosophy, University of British Columbia, and author of Waking, Dreaming, Being
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Preface


AS A TEEN, I became keenly aware that we are mostly unaware of the motivations driving our actions, that we are not very “in touch with ourselves.” This lack of self-knowledge affects many areas of our lives—personal, interpersonal, social, political. Ever since then I have been drawn to multiple ways one might come to recognize and overcome such blind spots.


As I came to learn more about Buddhism both at the feet of teachers in Asia and in the classrooms of America—on the cushion and in the library, so to speak—I felt drawn to classical Indian Yogācāra, especially the teachings of Asaṅga and Vasubandhu. My PhD thesis and later publication, The Buddhist Unconscious: Ālaya-vijñāna in the Context of Indian Buddhist Thought, examined the Yogācāra concept of a storehouse consciousness—a set of nonconscious cognitive structures and processes—by tracing its origins and development up to the fifth century and examining its systematization in classical texts. Both conscious and unconscious cognitive processes are analyzed there in terms of the early Buddhist idea of dependent arising—discerning the patterns of interaction among our sense faculties, environment, and awareness—a deep understanding of which is said to liberate us from our afflictions and obscurations.


Throughout this time, I also followed developments in the cognitive sciences, particularly those that examine how our perception of objects is shaped and formed—whether we realize it or not—by the very cognitive processes through which we perceive them. This constructivist approach struck me as remarkably similar to the analyses I found in classical Yogācāra texts.


But this raised some serious questions.


Later Indian Buddhists came to interpret Yogācāra as a form of idealism, the idea that the objects we perceive, including the external world, are “produced” by mind alone, so that “mind” and only mind “truly exists.” That interpretation always seemed strangely disconnected from the constructivist perspective of the storehouse consciousness, and indeed from the interactive analyses of dependent arising at the very center of Yogācāra’s three-nature theory—the dependent nature. It takes the cognitive analyses Yogācārins developed to liberate our minds and turns them into philosophical “tenets” about the nature of reality—now “Mind Only.” Nor does that view make the best sense of classical Yogācāra texts, if they too are read in their own context. The Mind Only interpretation thus seemed problematic from historical, doctrinal, and textual points of view.


It became obvious to me, as it did to similar-minded colleagues, that a serious re-interpretation—or better, a reframing—of classical Yogācāra was in order. We can make better sense of Yogācāra, I suggest, if we use dependent arising as an interpretative rubric, take its historical context and constructivist approach into account, while acknowledging liberation as its ultimate aim.


Given the prestige of the “received tradition,” however, one cannot simply claim this—it must be demonstrated. We therefore first survey earlier Buddhist teachings on the dependent arising of our cognitive processes and their constructed objects, and then focus on a small set of representative Yogācāra texts that repeatedly illustrate the integral relations among their constructivist theories, their analyses of apparent objects, and the practices that help us see through such appearances on the path to liberation. These are the patterns of interaction—the dependent arising—of Indian Yogācāra Buddhism.


It seems equally obvious that for much too long we have overlooked the profound insights into our common human condition that Indian Yogācārins articulated centuries ago: we suffer when we ignore the roles each of us plays, individually and collectively, in constructing our human realities. And we benefit by taking their trenchant analyses of this engrained ignorance, and the remedies they forged to transform it, and applying them to our own circumstances.


To date, most of the studies that follow this interpretation of Yogācāra—for I am not alone here—have either been narrowly focused on specific Yogācāra texts or assumed too much background knowledge for a larger reading audience. There is still no accessible introduction to classical Yogācāra in English that examines their teachings within their own historical context while also seriously engaging their cognitive theories in relation to our shared human condition. These are the gaps this book seeks to fill.


Accordingly, this is neither a text-critical nor a state-of-the-field study of Indian Yogācāra, one that analyzes all available texts and synthesizes all scholarly studies; nor is it a philosophical treatise rehashing the classical debates between idealism and realism; nor is it a historical account of how Yogācāra came to be construed as idealism in later Indian Buddhism. I leave those daunting but admirable tasks to others, writing for different audiences. My modest aim is to provide an accessible entrée to these remarkable teachings—albeit from a distinct vantage point—so that readers may better appreciate the aim and import of their profound insights into the human condition and its possibilities.
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	AN


	Aṅguttara-nikāya. Cited by nipāta and sutta numbers. For PTS edition, see Morris, Hardy, and Hunt 1885–1910. Translated in Bodhi 2012 and in Woodward and Hare 1932–36. Translations are Bhikkhu Bodhi’s unless otherwise specified, modified for terminological consistency.







	AKBh


	Vasubandhu, Abhidharmakośa and Abhidharmakośa–bhāṣya, cited by chapter and verse. For Sanskrit edition and Yaśomitra’s commentary, see Shastri 1981. For translation, see La Vallée Poussin 1971 (French) and Pruden 1988–90 (English).







	“Ālaya Treatise”


	
A section of the Yogācārabhūmi-Viniścayasaṃgrahaṇī comprised of the “Proof Portion” and the “Pravṛtti Nivṛtti Portion.”




“Proof Portion.” This is in substantial agreement with corresponding passages in Yaśomitra’s Abhidharmasamuccayabhāṣya, for which see the edition in Tatia 1976.







Xuanzang’s Chinese: T 1606.31.701b4–702a5.


Tibetan: P 5554, shi 12a2–13b5; D 4053, li 9b7–11a5.







“Pravṛtti Nivṛtti Portion”







Xuanzang’s Chinese: T 1579.30.579c23–582a28.


Tibetan: P 5539, zi 4a5–11a8; D 4038, zhi 3b4–9b3.











	BTG


	Buddhavacana Translation Group 2020, a translation of the Saṃdhinirmocana Sūtra cited by chapter and section numbers.







	
D



	Dergé (Sde dge) edition of the Tibetan Tripiṭaka, cited by the catalog numbers from A Complete Catalogue of the Tibetan Buddhist Canons (Sendai, Japan: Tohoku Imperial University, 1934) with original volume syllables and folio numbers.







	DDV


	
Dharmadharmatāvibhāga attributed to Maitreya (D 4023), with the Vṛtti by Vasubandhu (D 4028). We draw upon these sources:


1. The Tibetan translation of the root text of Maitreya and Vasubandhu’s commentary: Chos dang chos nyid rnam par ’byed pa’i ’grel pa khag gsum bzhugs so. Kathmandu, Nepal: Drigung Kagyud Rinchen Palri Institute, 2013. Abbreviated as Dri.


2. Dharmachakra Translation Committee 2013. Abbreviated as Dhc.


3. Brunnhölzl 2012.


4. Scott 2004.


5. Cha 1996.








	Dhc


	Translation of DDV with Mipham’s commentary. See Dharmachakra Translation Committee 2013.







	DN


	Dīgha-nikāya. Cited by volume and page number of PTS Pāli edition edited by T. W. Rhys Davids and J. E. Carpenter (1890–1911). Translated in Walshe 1995.







	Dri


	Drigung edition of DDV. See DDV 1.







	MMK


	Fundamental Wisdom of the Middle Way (Mūlamadhyamakakārikā) of Nāgārjuna, cited by chapter and verse. For English translations, see Garfield 1995 and Siderits and Katsura 2013.







	MN


	Majjhima-nikāya, cited by sutta and section numbers. Translated in Ñāṇamoli and Bodhi 1995 and in Horner 1954–59. Translations are from Ñāṇamoli and Bodhi unless otherwise specified, modified for terminological consistency.







	
MSg



	Asaṅga’s Summary of Mahāyāna (Mahāyānasaṃgraha). Cited by chapter numbers and section. Chinese: T 1594. Tibetan: P 5549 and D 4048. English translation in Brunnhölzl 2018 and Waldron 2003.







	MVBh


	Madhyāntavibhāgabhāṣya of Vasubandhu. Cited by chapter and verse of the root text. Edition by G. Nagao (Tōkyō: Suzuki Research Foundation, 1964). See also D’Amato 2012.







	P


	Peking edition of the Tibetan Tripiṭaka, cited by catalog number of the edition reproduced under the supervision of D. T. Suzuki et al., Ōtani University, Kyoto (Tokyo/Kyoto: Tibetan Tripitaka Research Institute, 1955–61), along with original volume syllable and folio number.







	PED


	Pali–English Dictionary. See Rhys-Davids and Stede 1979.







	PTS


	Pali Text Society.







	SN


	Saṃyutta-nikāya, cited by saṃyutta and sutta number. Edition edited by Léon Feer, 5 vols. (London: Pali Text Society, 1884–98). English translations in Bodhi 2000 and Rhys-Davids and Woodward 1917–30. Translations are Bhikkhu Bodhi’s unless otherwise specified, modified for terminological consistency.







	SED


	Sanskrit–English Dictionary. See Monier-Williams 1986.







	T


	Taishō Shinshu Daizōkyo edition of the Chinese Tripiṭaka, edited by J. Takakusu and K. Watanabe (Tokyo, 1926–38), cited by catalog, volume, and page number.







	Tib.


	Tibetan.







	Viṃśatikā


	Twenty Verses of Vasubandhu, cited by verse number. For Sanskrit edition, see Lévi 1925. Chinese translation by Xuanzang: T 1590. Tibetan: D 4057. English translations in Cook 2006, Dunne n.d., and Gold et al. n.d.
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Prologue


I HAVE ALWAYS FELT as if there were spirits in the woods: spirits of animals, of birds, and especially of the native peoples who were here long before the Europeans—which in my neck of the woods in northern Michigan are the Chippewa peoples, also known as Ojibwe. As a boy I would often go for a hike and let my mind and body relax into the woods, the crows cawing, the squirrels rustling in the leaves, the water softly gurgling. Stopping to listen and feel, still, sitting under a tree. At times like these it almost sounds as if someone or something were there, moving, hovering in the swaying branches.


This is both an engaging exercise and a deep metaphor. If we allow the idea that these could be spirits, and not just another person or animal, then we listen more attentively. At times we can’t tell if there is really something out there or if it’s just our imagination “playing tricks when we are trying to be so quiet” (as Bob Dylan puts it). If we sit in this ambiguity for a while, not knowing if the presence we sense is out there or in here—if we sit in this not-knowing and not having to know—then we may develop an acute sensitivity, even vulnerability, to the interplay between our internal experiences and external stimuli. And the boundaries between them begin to weaken and blur.


This allows us to open ourselves up to deeper, more subtle ways of knowing, which helps us to approach the themes and contents of this book. Buddhist inquiry begins by looking long and deeply at human experience—emotional, perceptual, and conceptual experience. It recognizes how easily our attention shifts, in mere moments, from our immediate sensations and feelings to more abstract conceptions and ideas. We easily get lost in these abstractions, imagining they are fully real, perhaps even the most real. But we can also learn to see through these constructive processes by skillfully focusing on our immediate experiences and noting our tendency to reify—to “thing-ify”—these experiences into thoughts and concepts. Getting caught up in these abstractions, and being able to see through them, are both universal tendencies and universal possibilities. And they both have a history.


Depending on how you look at it, we have all had this cognitive fall from grace, which began either around the third year of childhood (Bloom 2005), accompanying the development of language; or on the sixth day of Creation in the Garden of Eden (Adam naming all the animals); or in the middle of the first millennium BCE, the Axial Age, with the development of highly sophisticated philosophies and religions in ancient Greece, Israel, Persia, India, and China.


This latter date, historians suggest, was around when our sense of subjectivity, of being someone in here experiencing the world out there, became verbally and conceptually articulated, expressing a shift, at least among the literate classes, from a more embodied and socially embedded identity into a highly reified, abstract entity—an unchanging self. This development of an internal, abstracted sense of self was coupled with an increasing objectification of the external world—where objects appear to exist in and of themselves, thus becoming more open to manipulation and exploitation (Havelock 1983). These developments led to increasing levels of internal and external control and technical mastery, but at the same time they created confusion about the relationship between our sensorial processes on the one hand and abstract, reified concepts like self and objects on the other. This confusion entails a series of problems.


First, if we really think we are unchanging, then how do we explain our changing experiences and the relation between our actions and their consequences? Both actions and their results occur in time: they start, continue for a while, and then stop. Unchanging entities by definition do not do that—they don’t change. And insofar as we aspire to grow, mature, and improve, this idea of an unchanging self ends up obscuring and obstructing our ability to make intentional, positive changes in our lives. The Buddhists would come to call this an ideational or cognitive obscuration.


We also know that things are constantly changing, including our experiences and sense of who we are, and at some intuitive level we sense that something about this idea of self is not quite right. For such an abstract and reified sense of self to remain plausible in the face of our embodied, transient lives, it needs to be continually reconstructed and reinforced both conceptually and emotionally and thus becomes a constant source of stress and anxiety. Attachment to things that are constructed and constantly changing evokes a range of emotional disturbances that Buddhists call affective obscurations—because they obscure the dynamic, constructed nature of who we are.


These obscurations account for much of the power our perceptions and projections hold over us, though we often don’t notice it. We readily imagine that the rustling in the leaves means that there really is a bear out there, or that the people and objects we encounter in life really do possess the properties we imagine they do. Instead of recognizing that our perception of such “objects” is inextricably tied to our own emotional valences, our own presuppositions and projections, we imagine they exist truly and wholly separate from us. Our perceptions—and all we project upon them—take on an independence of their own, one that we readily reify, objectify, and appropriate. These, too, are some of the consequences of the two obscurations, the cognitive and affective, that arise from and reinforce the split between reified subjects and objectified entities.


This sense of separation from the world, of being a subject sitting “in here” looking at objects “out there,” is what philosopher Daniel Dennett dubs the Cartesian Theater. Yogācāra Buddhists call it the subject-object duality. This sense of separation prevents us from appreciating our embodied existence, inspires endless anxiety about our identities, and exacerbates all kinds of internal and external conflicts. In the Yogācāra view, it is the core cognitive fault that keeps us bound to destructive and self-defeating behavioral patterns.


But we can overcome all this. As we saw in our walks in the woods, there are ways to calm down and look deeply, ways to attend to a level of embodied experience that sidesteps our tendency to reify our sense of self and the subject-object duality that flows from it. Buddhist traditions developed these methods over many centuries: calming (śamatha) helps pacify our thoughts and feelings so that we can look deeply (vipaśyanā), analyze our reifying tendencies, and attenuate our attachment to reified subjects and objects—all with the ultimate aim of freeing ourselves from, to quote Dylan again, “false ideas, images, and distorted facts.” And this enables us to reengage the world, having transformed our sense of separateness into an unending compassion for all living beings. Such is the Yogācāra vision presented here.
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Introduction


THE YOGĀCĀRA SCHOOL—the Yoga Practice school—is one of two main schools of classical Indian Mahāyāna Buddhism. It developed between the second and fifth centuries of the Common Era, some eight hundred years after the time of the Buddha, and its teachings were highly influential in later forms of Buddhism in India, Nepal, Tibet, China, Korea, Japan, and Vietnam. It was an encyclopedic tradition that collected and systematized the broad range of Buddhist teachings up to its own time, such as the three buddha bodies, the bodhisattva path to awakening, and the signature concepts we will be focusing on: the three natures (trisvabhāva), the storehouse consciousness (ālayavijñāna), and mere perception (vijñaptimātra). Its strong emphasis on how our minds operate lent it to also being called the Consciousness school (vijñānavāda) or the Mind Only (cittamātra) tradition. Its core cognitive concepts—storehouse consciousness and mere perception—have, however, been interpreted mostly from perspectives developed centuries after their originating contexts. This “received tradition” has interpreted Yogācāra as teaching that “only mind” exists and that external objects do not, a position known in Western philosophy as idealism.


The present examination of Yogācāra teachings, based on contemporaneous texts interpreted in terms of their own historical milieu, does not support that interpretation. It interprets Yogācāra in light of the Indian Buddhism that preceded it, especially in terms of the dependent arising of our cognitive and affective processes. It first aims to place Yogācāra within its broader historical context, as following and building upon the insights and practices of early Buddhism (beginning in the fifth century BCE) and of early Mahāyāna Buddhism (beginning in the first century CE), especially as seen in the Perfection of Wisdom literature. It aims for fidelity not just to the historical record but also to the complex textual traditions that developed within these first thousand years or so of Indian Buddhism. Indeed, its core Yogācāra chapters are focused on specific Yogācāra texts and teachings.


Having located Yogācāra within this historical context, we then pivot to a more holistic approach in which we bring out the broader coherence of Yogācāra Buddhism, thereby recuperating insights and perspectives that remain relevant today. We do this by treating classical Yogācāra ideas and practices—from roughly the third to the fifth century—in relation to each other and to the larger path of liberation. We focus especially on the ways that Yogācārins gradually built upon earlier theories that analyzed how false appearances—reified subjects and objects—arise, while noting parallels with the findings of contemporary cognitive science. And we forefront their insight into how our cognitive processes collectively and continuously construct our social and cultural worlds and the ways we may come to see through such illusions.


This approach does present some challenges. To follow the Yogācāra teachings and appreciate their logical and psychological analyses, the reader will need to pick up the basic terminology and modes of thinking that Indian Buddhists used to analyze experience. The reader must learn, in short, to think “Buddhistically”—and this takes practice. This is one of the tasks of the pre-Yogācāra chapters: to set the stage for a deeper appreciation of the Mahāyāna teachings of Indian Yogācāra Buddhism.


Since this work is addressed to a broad but attentive audience, it does not assume extensive knowledge of Indian Buddhism. It therefore begins by outlining the broader historical context, drawing upon the presentations in early Buddhist literature of such basic doctrines as karma, saṃsāra, and nirvāṇa, the four noble truths, the five aggregates, no-self, and, most importantly, dependent arising—the observation that phenomena arise in dependence upon other phenomena. This perspective is more counterintuitive than it seems. To help make this ancient way of understanding our lives intelligible and thought-provoking, if not compelling, we therefore marshal examples and illustrations from everyday experience and modern cognitive science.


This focus on dependent arising fulfills a second task of these early chapters: It lays the groundwork for showing how closely Yogācāra cognitive theories build upon analyses found in earlier stages of Buddhism—indeed, they mostly use the same terms and modes of analysis. We could, in fact, see most of Indian Buddhist thought as gradually drawing out this profound insight: that phenomena come about and persist in dependence on other phenomena.


Thus contextualized, the Mahāyāna and Yogācāra chapters aim to guide readers through such basic but abstruse Mahāyāna Buddhist concepts as thusness, emptiness, the two truths, and the specifically Yogācāra teachings of the three turnings, the three natures, the storehouse consciousness, and mere perception. These too will be illustrated by parallels drawn from psychology and cognitive science to highlight the continuing relevance of Yogācāra today. From this perspective, such cognitive theories as the storehouse consciousness and mere perception are better interpreted in terms of the dependent arising of our innate cognitive processes and critiques of reification, respectively, than as formulating a radically new ontology—that mind, and mind only, “truly exists.” We thus make first a historical argument and then, based on that, an interpretive one.


QUESTIONS



Within this historical contextualization, we will be emphasizing broader conceptual synthesis over detailed historical analysis. At bottom, we are trying to make sense of the basic themes of classical Yogācāra as if they were a coherent body of ideas and practices. Thus we are asking broader questions, and over a longer time scale, than if we were investigating the inception and development of specific Yogācāra doctrines within its first few centuries by cross-referencing Yogācāra texts and reconstructing their relative chronologies.1 As important and useful as that endeavor is, it entails a different set of questions and methods.


We are first asking a broad historical question: How do Yogācāra's ideas relate to those of its predecessors? To what degree is Yogācāra a radical departure—or not—from earlier or other forms of Indian Buddhism?


But we are also asking interpretive questions: How does classical Yogācāra hang together? That is, how do the three turnings, the three natures, the storehouse consciousness, and the notion of mere perception form a coherent set of ideas and practices? And crucially, what role do these concepts play on the Buddhist path? In short, what is it all for? In this respect, we are looking for connections where others might see disjunctions, for continuity where others would find discontinuity, and for thematic focus where others would emphasize disparate detail.


I appreciate that these two aims—the historical and holistic—are somewhat at odds with each other. I am well aware of the arguments against the reality of entities and essences, not to mention such complex phenomena as historical “traditions,” and take such analyses seriously. But I am also aware—a là one of the Yogācāra texts we will be examining, the Saṃdhinirmocana Sūtra, the Sūtra Explicating the Buddha’s Implicit Intent—of the dangers of a one-sided deconstruction, of letting our analytic enthusiasms preclude a more integrated view of this tradition, even one that is—as they all are—in constant flux. I therefore seek a middle way between the Scylla of detailed historical deconstruction and the Charybdis of positing a thoroughly ahistorical Yogācāra “school.” So in tandem with historically contextualizing the stated concerns and specific contents of key Yogācāra teachings, I am also assuming that Vasubandhu or Asaṅga (circa fourth and fifth centuries)—the two classical Yogācāra authors whose works we will examine most closely—saw a crucial relation between the philosophical and psychological analyses found in the early sections of their compositions, the practices of meditation relying on those analyses in the middle sections, and the fruits of the path that follow from that, presented at the ends of their treatises.


This, then, is our basic interpretive aim: to understand how Yogācāra interpretations of earlier scriptures, and their cognitive theories and critical concepts, were used to explain our bondage and facilitate our liberation, as their authors consistently claimed they were. The argument is that this integrated approach provides more valuable insights into these complex concepts than if they were interpreted independently of each other and in isolation from their historical context and therapeutic intent. This is also where and how our interpretation of Yogācāra departs from the way it has been presented over many centuries of South Asian Buddhist studies.2




METHODS



The characterization of Yogācāra as a form of philosophical idealism did not begin in Western academia. Yogācāra doctrines came to be considered a form of idealism, in which only mind was thought to truly and substantially “exist,” within a few centuries of its inception. This view grew out of developments associated with the epistemological school of Dignāga (ca. 480–540 CE) and Dharmakīrti (late sixth century), as well as the critical and sectarian perspectives of the newly coined Madhyamaka school, following the teachings of Buddhapālita (ca. 470–550) and, somewhat later, Candrakīrti (ca. 600–650). The view that Yogācārins taught a kind of idealism eventually became enshrined in traditional doxographies, the siddhānta literature, that sought to map out the ever-expanding terrain of Buddhist doctrines. These were the perspectives that most schools of Tibetan Buddhism eventually adapted and developed. In short, the “received tradition” that treats classical Yogācāra as a form of idealism reflects the perspectives and priorities of commentators writing centuries after its origins, based on different theoretical frameworks and asking different kinds of questions.


Simply put, this later view is marked by a subtle but significant shift away from classical early Buddhist questions couched in causal and cognitive terms, “Under what conditions do illusions occur, and how can we learn to see through them?”—which reflect the perspective and syntax of dependent arising—and toward more ontological and epistemological questions, asking, “What exists, and how do we know?” In this way, Yogācāra statements came to be interpreted not as answering “How do illusions occur?” but as answering “What things exist?” And the answer ascribed to Yogācāra became “Objects don’t exist; only mind does.”


This is an oversimplification, no doubt; history is always more complex, and plenty of Yogācāra texts discuss what does or does not exist. But it well expresses the historical and cognitive orientation of this study. We are looking at classical Yogācāra, roughly the works of Asaṅga and Vasubandhu, prospectively rather than retrospectively. That is, we are seeking to understand how they built upon earlier teachings within their own historical context, rather than considering how Yogācāra teachings were interpreted and reworked by later traditions. We are approaching their works, in short, as if questions framed in terms of dependent arising were closer to their central concerns and modes of expression, and then seeing what their teachings look like from that perspective. In other words, we are looking at Yogācāra as a form of vijñānavāda—in effect, “cognitivism.” This cognitive approach is arguably more consonant with their own orientation than the epistemological or ontological approaches developed much later—a topic we will return to below.


Admittedly, these later Indian and Tibetan Buddhists were in a very different position than we are today. With limited historical knowledge at their disposal, they sought ways to organize the bewildering array of Buddhist ideas and practices that had arisen over many centuries of Buddhism in India—a project exacerbated for the Tibetans by their assumption that all the Buddhist sūtras, not to mention tantras, were the actual teachings of Śākyamuni Buddha, taught during his own lifetime. This induced them to devise nonhistorical criteria for assessing the relative value of these teachings.3


Most of them, at least at the doctrinal level, chose the Madhyamaka interpretations of emptiness—the insight that since all phenomena are dependently arisen, they lack any essential nature or characteristic of their own—as the “highest” Buddhist teaching and hierarchically ranked the other “schools” according to their claimed consistency with emptiness, based on the premise that emptiness most closely expresses, or most directly leads to, the highest level of realization.4 This arrangement provided later Indian and Tibetan Buddhists with a clear criterion for the progressive study and practice of very diverse materials, one that remains vital to Tibetan Buddhists to this day. But it has also had the unfortunate effect not only of obscuring the historical context, and thereby altering our understanding of the content, of earlier Buddhist traditions, but also of discouraging deeper studies of Yogācāra teachings in their own right. This is the lacuna we aim to address.


HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVES



We, on the other hand, have much a broader historical perspective. We have knowledge (albeit partial and uneven) of the entire range of Buddhist traditions from the time of the Buddha to the present, from Bodhgaya to Burma to Berkeley. This provides us with additional perspectives from which to approach these diverse traditions. This allows, indeed demands, that we look at them in a new light, one no longer mapped in terms of traditional Indo-Tibetan or Chinese categories. But the question is: which new light?


First, historically oriented scholarship encourages us to approach Yogācāra Buddhism from the point of view of historicism, which holds that “everything in the human world has to be understood within its specific social-historical context.” This perspective is taken to counteract “our natural tendency to hypostasize social-historical phenomena, as if they have an identity independent of their context”5—a view strikingly similar to Buddhist critiques of reification, we might add. In a sense, our modern emphasis on historical context is similar to the doxographic efforts of the Indians, Tibetans, and Chinese, in that we too are using an overarching rubric—historical development rather than insight into emptiness or the revelation of a single sūtra—to make sense of complex, seemingly contradictory teachings within the developing Buddhist traditions. When, for example, we examine the historical relation between the early Buddhist teachings, with their emphasis on dependent arising, and the Yogācāra analyses of mind couched in those very same terms—mediated through the Mahāyāna lens of emptiness—we find the continuity between them to be glaringly obvious. Shifting our focus away from Yogācāra as a part of an ahistorical system of tenets and toward a more historically nuanced understanding provides refreshing new insights into these teachings and practices.6


For example, this historical approach suggests that the classical Yogācārins did not formulate the notion of storehouse consciousness simply because they were looking for a single, catchall mechanism, some primordial mind-soup from which the world appears, nor did they fabricate the notion of mere perception simply to dismiss the external world as an illusory projection of that mind—though it is easy enough to find passages that, taken in isolation, could be interpreted these ways. Rather, our approach shows how these critical concepts arose in response to particular issues formulated within their own historical context.


Specifically, based on its most systematic presentations by Asaṅga, we see that the notion of storehouse consciousness arose in response to a set of intractable issues that developed within the Abhidharma traditions that predated Yogācāra. That is, in order to understand our minds better, Abhidharma Buddhists sought to isolate and systematically catalog the physical and mental constituents of our conscious experience (which they called dharmas). But they soon found that these methods could not explain the complex continuity of individuals over time. To address these issues, the Yogācāra posited an additional level of dependently arisen cognitive processes—that is, a cognitive unconscious (ālayavijñāna). Similarly, as we will see in Vasubandhu’s Twenty Verses, the notion of mere perception (vijñaptimātra) arose within a dispute between Mahāyānists and Abhidharmists over the status of these dharmas in relation to our cognitive processes. Mere perception expresses, at bottom, the classical Mahāyāna argument that these dharmas do not possess their own nature or characteristics, that they are precisely empty of such natures. Critiquing the idea—and the visceral feeling—that we can know objects (artha) truly independently of our cognitive and affective dispositions is just one step toward a deeper understanding of the dependent arising—the emptiness—of all dharmas, including both objects and subjects. Or so Vasubandhu argues.


And this progressive deconstruction of the apparent independence of objects and subjects, as our final chapter will demonstrate, was formulated to lead beings from ignorance and desire to liberation, from the wishful but deluded idea that we can hold fast to some fixed entity, whether external or internal, that would provide eternal and abiding peace. The radical message of the Buddhist traditions from start to finish is precisely that such peace comes from clearly seeing the dependent arising of all phenomena and letting go of such grasping—and that there are multiple, ever-evolving ways of articulating and realizing this.


COGNITIVE PERSPECTIVES



It is also impossible to ignore the deep parallels between traditional Yogācāra doctrines and the findings of cognitive science. As noted above, another name for Yogācāra, Vijñānavāda—“those who focus on cognitive awareness”—is for several reasons better understood as “cognitivism.” First, cognition is actually cognate with vijñāna; they both share the same Indo-European root jña/gno. Second, the terms cognitive and cognitivism do not carry the metaphysical connotations of “idealism” inherited from Western and Indo-Tibetan Buddhist philosophy (though for some it implies a mere conceptualism). Last, similar to Buddhist analyses, cognitive scientific findings are typically couched in terms of interactive processes, of “how things come about” rather than “what they are.” This latter question invites the kind of reifying substantialism—the essentialism—that the formula of dependent arising so neatly avoids.


The “cognitive turn” in modern psychology focuses on cognition in the sense both of “the mental action or process of acquiring knowledge and understanding through thought, experience, and the senses” and of “a perception, sensation, idea, or intuition resulting from the process of cognition.”7 Like the Yogācārins, cognitive scientists also emphasize the idea of cognitive constructivism.8 That is, it is virtually axiomatic in contemporary cognitive science that what we consciously perceive is both highly selected and deeply constructed. The “objects” we perceive are products of the constructive processes of our minds/brains, which sift and synthesize the disparate data impinging on our sense faculties and “fill in” the limited data these faculties provide (Blackmore 2005, 55–58). Our perceptions are the products of multiple interconnected cognitive systems that allow us to make enough sense of the world around us to successfully interact with it. And while the basic idea of cognitive constructivism—that, as objects of our experience, the world and our selves are constructs, simulations, or representations—is not yet common sense, it is no longer outside the mainstream of science. Nor does it entail the idea that “mind” alone truly exists. Rather, it steers a middle way between realism and idealism. Let’s pause to consider why.


The terms idealism and realism are used in various ways with various meanings. In its most common usage, idealism refers to positions that hold that mind and mental events are the most fundamental reality and, therefore, objects in some fashion “depend upon mind.” Idealism is typically contrasted with realism, which holds that objects exist independently of the mind and that our minds and perceptions are therefore dependent on such objects. In most usages, idealism and realism are opposites.


However, the idea that objects “depend upon mind” needs to be disambiguated. It can mean either a strong ontological dependence—something cannot exist without some mind cognizing it—or a weaker epistemological one—what we know depends on the mind cognizing it. The stronger ontological sense is more common both in Western and post-Yogācāra Indo-Tibetan Buddhist discourse. But the problem with both is that they tend to imagine we can definitively analyze objects or subjects independently of each other.


The “two extremes” of idealism and realism are avoided in the early Buddhist formula of dependent arising, which says that cognitive awareness (vijñāna) arises dependent on something impinging on our sensory or mental faculties and that the meeting of the three is contact. The genius of this formulation is that “mind” and “objects” depend upon one another and their respective faculties, and only arise—that is, come about—through interaction in a temporal process. The orientation of dependent arising thus seeks to discern patterns of interaction rather than to define the nature or “essence” of one or another of its components (faculty, object, or awareness). To consider any of them as “truly fundamental” not only departs from the view of dependent arising, but tends to reify or substantialize them, resulting in forms of idealism or realism.


We see parallels to all this in contemporary science. Biologists and social scientists argue that our experience is so fundamentally embedded in our bodies and physical and social environments that all ordinary knowledge is necessarily mediated by multiple layers of construction and interpretation.9 These constitute our human cognitive domains, our human species-specific worlds.10 And these species-specific modes of being-in-the-world are themselves the result of the extended, ongoing constructive feedback processes between organisms, their behavior, and their physical and social environments—in other words, evolution.11 That is, our cognitive faculties and their associated modes of knowledge are profoundly embodied as well as historically embedded constructs.12 Again, the idea that we cannot readily escape our own human embodiment, with all the limitations that entails, is hardly breaking news. But it does provide critical tools for understanding human experience that are largely consistent with general Buddhist and specifically Yogācāra cognitive analyses.13


In sum, we are no longer limited by the outdated dichotomy between realism and idealism, where the denial of a straightforward realist view—that objects in the world truly exist, roughly corresponding with how we understand them—necessarily entails that only the “mind that constructs” such objects truly exists. Although something akin to this dichotomous view has long framed the way that Yogācāra’s critics, both traditional and modern, have interpreted their doctrines, the orientation of cognitive constructivism allows us to appreciate the aim and import of Yogācāra theories in a different light. While similar ideas are beginning to emerge in today’s world, we still have much to learn from the way these insights, articulated so many centuries ago in classical India, were brought together to systematically analyze our collective illusions and point the way toward liberation from their numbing hold on our hearts and minds.


STRUCTURE OF THE BOOK



In addition to our primary aim of presenting its basic doctrines and practices in a comprehensive yet accessible fashion, the structure of this book and the selection of texts reflects our concerns with both the historical context and the conceptual coherence of classical Indian Yogācāra.


We first provide the important background of early Buddhist teachings, drawing upon the earliest large collection of texts in an Indic language, the Pāli canon, along with the conclusions of scholars who study these texts. Then we focus on the dependent arising of our cognitive processes and the dependent arising of our worlds. In the following chapter, we present developments within Abhidharma Buddhism, especially its analyses of our cognitive processes in terms of dharmas—all discrete phenomena, which were held to possess their own-nature (svabhāva) or own-characteristic (svalakṣaṇa)—followed by analyses of the multiple problems these developments created. The chapter on early Mahāyāna, specifically on the Perfection of Wisdom Sūtras and the philosophical analyses of Nāgārjuna, highlights the contradictions between dependent arising and the idea that dharmas have an own-nature—dependently arisen dharmas are, Mahāyānists argue, precisely empty of such nature. All these developments—from the fifth century BCE to roughly the third century CE—provide the context, the vocabulary, and the basic modes of analysis that our Yogācāra writers will in turn absorb, incorporate, and reformulate.


The Yogācāra chapters, 5–8, are the heart of the book. They present the basic Yogācāra ideas and doctrines, with a focus on our cognitive processes. They walk us through a small number of representative Yogācāra texts that exemplify, both within and among them, the relation between these concepts and their practical application.


We begin with the Saṃdhinirmocana Sūtra—the Sūtra Explicating the Buddha’s Implicit Intent—which provides a basic outline of early Yogācāra. The sūtra, likely dating from the second or third century CE,14 builds upon and incorporates earlier developments of Buddhism and epitomizes them within the framework of the three turnings: The early teachings of dependent arising and the Abhidharma idea of dharmas as possessing their own-nature are called the first turning of the wheel of the Dharma—that is, of the Buddha’s teachings. The Mahāyāna critique of these ideas—that all dharmas are empty of such natures—is considered the second turning. And then the Yogācāra teachings themselves, which explicate the “intent” of emptiness, are considered the third and final turning of the wheel.


The sūtra also introduces the theory of the three natures as a reformulation of the problem of illusion: we imagine that phenomena have their own intrinsic natures or characteristics—this is their imagined nature. This occurs depending on multiple cognitive processes, especially our nonconscious constructive processes (ālayavijñāna)—this is their dependent nature. We can, however, come to see that such phenomena are mere perceptions (vijñaptimātra), which is a crucial stage in coming to see the emptiness of all phenomena—their real nature—which ultimately liberates us from such illusions. This is the framework within which the key cognitive concepts of ālayavijñāna and vijñaptimātra are introduced in the Saṃdhinirmocana Sūtra.


Each of the three chapters that follow walks us through a single text, or set of textual sections, focusing on these specific topics. Sections of the Stages of Yogic Practice (Yogācārabhūmi) and the Summary of Mahāyāna (Mahāyānasaṃgraha), both attributed to Asaṅga, present the ālayavijñāna model. The Twenty Verses (Viṃśatikā) of Vasubandhu explains the role and rationale of vijñaptimātra. And Distinguishing Dharmas and Their Ultimate Reality (Dharmadharmatāvibhāga), attributed to the bodhisattva Maitreya, shows how these analytic and critical concepts function on the path to liberation. These specific texts each present their central concepts in a relatively accessible fashion and manageable length, while demonstrating the interrelationships between them.


A NOTE ON TRANSLATIONS



As the chapters closely follow representative Buddhist texts in translation, I had to choose between many alternatives, balancing accessibility with accuracy. For early Buddhism, I drew upon texts from the Pāli canon because they are ably translated into English and readily available to most readers. Historically speaking, their content is broadly congruent with other collections of early Buddhist texts, specifically the Chinese Āgamas, which together “constitute the common ancient heritage of Buddhism” (Gethin 1998, 44). For early Mahāyāna Buddhist texts, I drew upon Thich Nhat Hanh’s engaging translation of the Diamond Sūtra and Jay Garfield’s philosophical explication of Nāgārjuna’s Fundamental Verses on the Middle Way for similar reasons: they are more appropriate for our purposes than other excellent but more philologically oriented works. I mostly draw upon the exacting translation of the Saṃdhinirmocana Sūtra by the Buddhavacana Translation Group at 84000.co because of its painstaking accuracy as well as availability: it is published online in its entirety, complete with glossary, intertextual indices, and links to the Tibetan text. It is an exemplar of translation methodology in the digital age. I have provided my own translations for sections of the Yogācārabhūmi, which are not readily available in English. And I rely on two excellent but unpublished translations of the Twenty Verses (with translators’ permission) by John Dunne and by Jonathan Gold et al. for their precision and clarity, and because they provide independent voices that buttress my less-traditional interpretations. Finally, I made my own translation of the Dharmadharmatāvibhāga and Vasubandhu’s commentary on it, having become absorbed in its luminous thought-world one wondrous summer not long ago in Kathmandu.
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Early Buddhism


THE NEXT TWO chapters examine the life and teachings of the Buddha. Flourishing in the sixth to fifth centuries BCE, the Buddha taught for a full forty-five years, from the time of his awakening to his parinirvāṇa, or passing. He instituted a monastic tradition that has persisted to this day and gave teachings that were passed down orally for a few hundred years before being written down.


We are examining the account preserved in the Pāli discourses (sutta) for several reasons. First, despite their repetitive and disparate nature—a result of oral transmission—the profound genius of the Awakened One (buddha) still speaks to us across so many centuries.


Second, the Buddha’s distinctive mode of analyzing the human condition evidenced by these discourses—that of dependent arising—is subtle and profound. It analyzes experience in terms of patterns of interaction, rather than as independent entities acting upon independent objects in a seemingly independent world, a perspective that has far-reaching implications for how we understand our lives. These teachings are not just a critique of essentialism—the idea that underlying each phenomenon is a unitary, unchanging essence. They also avoid the opposite extreme of nihilism, which denies that there are either consequences to our behavior or any dependable way of understanding the world.


This way of thinking, though quite simple, is counterintuitive; it is not what we imagine we experience. Seeing phenomena in terms of patterns of relationships, and the conditions they depend on to come about—to arise—is to see them as dependently arising. This very mode of analysis avoids seeing entities or objects in isolation from these patterns and conditions.


The third reason is that these teachings were elaborately articulated by our Yogācārin writers some seven to eight centuries after the time of the Buddha. If we overlook these early discourses, we could easily lose sight of this overwhelming continuity and end up focusing instead on Yogācāra’s innovative doctrines—as if they did not arise out of, and depend upon, their own larger historical and doctrinal context.


This chapter will present the general worldview of early Buddhism, while the next chapter will pursue more detailed analyses of our cognitive processes.


THE FOUR NOBLE TRUTHS: MODELING CAUSAL RELATIONS



When Siddhārtha Gotama, the future Buddha, finally came to sit beneath the Bodhi Tree, he came to realize complete awakening, bodhi: purifying his vision and seeing reality as it is, he was no longer caught in the cycle of compulsive rebirth driven by karma—that is, saṃsāra. He was fully liberated and had become the Buddha, the Awakened One. This is the paradigmatic event at the center of the early Buddhist tradition.


Tradition has it that the specific contents of his liberating insight were formulated in his first sermon, which he gave at the Deer Park in Sarnath, Setting in Motion the Wheel of the Dharma.15 The discourse first sets forth the “middle way” between sensual pleasure and self-mortification, and then points the way for others to achieve similar results. Note that these are guidelines to be practiced, not propositions to espouse or creeds to believe.


This noble truth of suffering is to be fully understood.


This noble truth of the origin of suffering is to be abandoned.


This noble truth of the cessation of suffering is to be realized.


This noble truth of the way leading to the cessation of suffering is to be developed.


The contents of this teaching reflect his reformulation of the emerging worldview in fifth-century BCE India: The vicious cycle of death and rebirth (saṃsāra) is driven by karmic actions informed by ignorance and desire, but one can be liberated (nirvāṇa) from this cycle by practicing the path of wisdom and detachment. However, the Buddha did not simply repackage this shared worldview in a more rational fashion. He put the principle of causality, or more precisely causal dependence, at the center of his analysis of the problem of life and its solution. This emphasis on causal analysis is the most distinctive feature of classical Buddhist teachings and arguably its major contribution to world thought.


We see this in that first sermon, especially in the four noble truths, which can be understood as “four ennobling realities” about our lives—whose realization is ennobling.16 The first noble truth describes the reality of duḥkha, of dissatisfaction, frustration, and unease. We suffer from getting sick, getting old, and dying. These entail subtle and not so subtle forms of anxiety, dis-ease, and dissatisfaction. The reality of all this, the discourse declares, “is to be fully understood.”


The second noble truth, the cause or origin of our dissatisfaction, is our craving for pleasure, for continued existence, or conversely, craving for our incessant anxiety and unease to cease. It is not enough to simply desire this, however, because our past actions (karma) continue to fuel and perpetuate our experiences. It is only when we fully appreciate the fact that we suffer and how pervasive it is that we begin to seek the causes of our unease: our craving for pleasure and avoidance of displeasure. These are the causes “to be abandoned.”


The Buddha then declares in the third noble truth that this dis-ease can end once we stop these causes: cessation of duḥkha is “the remainderless fading away and cessation of that same craving.” As such, it is something “to be realized.”




This is achieved by the way or path leading to that cessation, the fourth ennobling reality, “which is to be developed.”


The basic structure of this teaching follows a traditional medical model, presenting the diagnosis—suffering—followed by an analysis of its causes. It then describes the prognosis or cure—freedom from suffering—prescribing the path that will bring about that cure. This is not accomplished by simply believing in or reciting the teachings. It is accomplished by a direct understanding that fundamentally transforms one’s outlook and behavior, and this is couched in causal terms: suffering occurs, it has causes; when these causes stop, suffering ends. In other words, “Whatever is subject to origination is subject to cessation.”


It is hard to overestimate the implications of this orientation, both for the deep insights it provides and the way it circumscribes Buddhist thought. Anything that is not concerned with or analyzed in terms of the arising and cessation of suffering and its causes was effectively irrelevant to the Buddhist project. This marks a boundary condition, as it were, for early Buddhist teaching that is useful to keep in mind.


This view—one focused on causal processes rather than unchanging essences—is clearly expressed in one of the core Buddhist doctrines, the “three marks of existence”: (1) that all phenomena are in flux, impermanent, (2) that they lack unchanging essences or selves (anātman), and (3) that, given these conditions, sentient beings are fraught with dissatisfaction and anxiety, heartache and pain. To these marks is often added the opposite and optimistic assertion: nirvāṇa is peace.


These are central facts of our condition: Given the realities of change, impermanence, and insecurity, we suffer insofar as we try to grasp onto things, especially our sense of identity, on the assumption, as much unconscious as not, that such grasping is entirely possible. Correcting this error and seeing the world as it truly is—fleeting, transient, and interdependent—is, Buddhists argue, an “ennobling truth,” a wake-up call to stop the causes of suffering in all its permutations.


Much of early Buddhist thought and practice is thus aimed at understanding how it is that we so grossly misunderstand the world and ourselves, and how we can learn to overcome these illusions by seeing things more clearly and behaving accordingly.




DEPENDENT ARISING: IDENTIFYING PATTERNS OF INTERACTION



These critical analyses expressing what the world lacks—permanence, unchanging essences, and so on—are complemented by the constructive work of explaining how we actually function without unchanging identities. Seeing ourselves in the light of these causal analyses, Buddhists argue, undermines our sense that we are wholly autonomous agents independent of the world around us. This in turn frees us to engage the world more fully, more deeply, and above all, more compassionately.


All this is implicit in the view of dependent arising. Its basic formulation is:




When this is, that comes to be; with the arising of this, that arises. When this is not, that does not come to be; with the cessation of this, that ceases (MN 79.8).





This basic formula “when x is, y arises” states that whatever occurs only comes about in dependence upon its enabling conditions and persists only as long as those conditions persist. In the early Buddhist view, we can best understand causal relations—how things come to be—by analyzing the multiple conditions on which they depend and the patterns of interaction out of which they arise—that is, their dependent arising. In this deceptively simple formula lies much of the distinctive Buddhist worldview, the implications of which generations of Buddhists, including the Yogācārins, gradually draw out in the centuries that follow.


One of the most distinctive characteristics of this approach is that it dispenses with the notion of fixed entities or unchanging essences altogether. Instead of asking how apparently independent agents act upon an apparently objective world, analyses couched in terms of dependent arising ask: under what conditions does such and such a phenomenon arise? Or, more elaborately: what set of conditions operates in what recurrent ways so that it typically gives rise to what kind of phenomena? This shifts attention away from our usual focus on agents and their actions and toward the complex, dynamic interdependence of phenomena. This is typically expressed in terms of patterns of causal interactions.




This is exemplified in the early discourses, where the Buddha often transposes questions from one expressed in an active voice to one couched in an impersonal or passive voice—from, in his terms, an “unfit” question to a “fit” one:




“Who, now, Lord, is it who craves?”


“Not a fit question,” said the Exalted One. “I am not saying someone craves. If I were saying so, the question would be a fit one. But I am not saying so. And [since] I [am] not saying so, were anyone to ask thus: ‘Conditioned now by what, Lord, is craving?’ this would be a fit question. And the fit answer there would be: ‘Conditioned by feeling is craving’” (SN 12.12).





From this perspective, the classic Buddhist dismissal of unchanging selves, essences, or entities stems not so much from logical first principles, such as the proposition “everything changes,” as from the very form of the question being asked: “How do things come to be?” We see this clearly in a similar avoidance of essences, entities, or substantive selves in modern science.17 Science also asks how things come to be rather than, as most of the classical Greeks and Hindus did, what they essentially are: Abstract essences, as Havelock notes in early Greek philosophy, “are not born that way or become or are made so”; they timelessly are.18




Thought exercise 1: A river


The implications of dependent arising are subtle and we will examine its detailed formulation later in the chapter. We will first approach it using the analogy of a river, drawing from an early Buddhist text we will examine further below, the Questions of King Milinda. The monk Nāgasena asks King Milinda a series of questions about how a stream or river keeps going. These questions shift the focus from actions of agents to patterns of interaction—that is, to dependent arising. Nāgasena asks: How did the river come into being? What conditions keep it going? And what is a river?
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