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The tendency of many students and even scholars of Buddhist philosophy to fasten onto a single philosopher or school of thought when approaching Tibetan philosophy leads to the misapprehension that Tibetan philosophy is uniform, that there is a single Tibetan view about, or approach to, every problem in Buddhist philosophy. Nothing could be further from the truth. The Tibetan scholastic adage, “where you find agreement, there you find fools,” reflects the diversity of this tradition and its commitment to the prosecution of philosophical debates and the juxtaposition of alternative viewpoints. There is no more dramatic instance of this diversity than the debate presented in this volume.


Among Tibetan philosophers there is near unanimity that Madhyamaka, the Middle Way philosophy that originates in the work of Nāgārjuna, represents the apex of Indian Buddhist philosophical thought. Two of Tibet’s greatest Madhyamaka exegetes are Tsongkhapa (1357–1419), founder of the Gelug order, and Gorampa (1429–89), a major figure in the Sakya order. While Tsongkhapa and Gorampa agree that Nāgārjuna’s philosophical outlook is the highest expression of Buddhist insight, and that Candrakārti is his definitive Indian commentator, their agreement ends there.


Central to Nāgārjuna’s philosophical system is his distinction between the two truths — conventional and ultimate — and his complex account of their relationship. Dr. Sonam Thakchoe is correct to focus on this disagreement as an entrée into the divergent outlooks of these two enormously influential and subtle philosophers. The heart of Madhyamaka philosophy is the doctrine of the two truths, and to disagree about this doctrine is to disagree about the very nature of the philosophical theory.


Dr. Thakchoe is also correct to focus on the views of Gorampa and Tsongkhapa for his entrée into the complex Tibetan debates about the interpretation of Madhyamaka. Tsongkhapa develops the most radical defense of the importance and robust reality of the conventional as one can find in Tibetan philosophy, and does so with great ingenuity, scholarship, and subtlety. Gorampa is a match for Tsongkhapa in scholarship and acumen, and develops a radical critique of the reality and importance of the conventional.


The dispute is both ontological and epistemological. Tsongkhapa argues for the ontological identity of the two truths, despite their conceptual distinctness. Gorampa defends the view that ontologically the two truths are entirely distinct — one real, the other unreal. Tsongkhapa defends the view that there are standards of correctness for cognitive engagement with the conventional; Gorampa that all engagement with the conventional is delusive, and that there can be no sense in which cognitive engagement with the conventional can be described as correct. Dr. Thakchoe patiently takes the reader through these complex issues as well as the considerations that drive Tsongkhapa and Gorampa in such different directions from such similar starting points.


Dr. Thakchoe’s exploration of Nāgārjuna’s philosophy and its development through the Indian and Tibetan commentarial tradition is exceptionally clear and precise. He demonstrates to us that it is both genuinely difficult to work out the details and ramifications of the doctrine of the two truths and genuinely rewarding to do so. He shows that Buddhist philosophical inquiry, as prosecuted in India and in Tibet, can be prosecuted in English today with great profit.


Dr. Thakchoe is eminently qualified for this task. He has a sound traditional Tibetan education, with undergraduate and postgraduate degrees from the Central Institute of Higher Tibetan Studies in India, where he was taught by some of the finest Tibetan scholars of Madhyamaka. He holds the Ph.D. from the University of Tasmania, where he received a fine training in Western philosophy. He is a native speaker of Tibetan with an excellent sense of philosophical English. This volume reflects this remarkable range of training and competence, replete with analyses grounded in extraordinary textual scholarship and nuanced familiarity with Tibetan interpretative traditions, powerfully argued, and containing elegant and felicitous translations and commentary on translation practice.


Dr. Thakchoe demonstrates that the tradition of philosophical debate brought from India to Tibet is alive and well in the West. The Two Truths Debate is an invaluable resource for the Buddhist Studies community and for all those interested in Indian and Tibetan Buddhist philosophy.


Jay L. Garfield
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SINCE THE RELEVANT materials on Tsongkhapa and Gorampa are largely available in Tibetan only, most representations of their writings here are my own translations. Except in a few instances where the Tibetan texts are too long to be cited, the Tibetan text appears in the notes.


Throughout this book Sanskrit words are transliterated, while Tibetan proper names use phonetic spellings with transliteration given only at their first occurrence. The first and not the root letter is capitalized in transliterated proper names and texts (e.g., Rgyal mtshan not rGyal mtshan). Tibetan text titles are translated in parentheses at their first appearance and subsequently appear only in Tibetan. Tibetan convention commonly addresses works by simplified titles, and these abbreviated forms are used here. Complete titles for Tibetan works can be found in the list of abbreviations and at their first reference in the notes.


For referencing Pāli sources, I have mostly followed the convention of the Access to Insight website: www.accesstoinsight.org/abbrev.html.
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The buddhas’ teachings of the Dharma is based on two truths: a truth of worldly conventions and an ultimate truth.


— Nāgārjuna, Mūlamadhyamakakārikā 24:8


The Objectives and Scope of this Book


THE PRIMARY OBJECTIVE of this book is to interrogate the age-old controversy over the two truths doctrine (Tib. bden pa gnyis; Skt. satyadvaya) and to demonstrate that the Tibetan Prāsaṅgika Madhyamaka tradition offers at least two radically distinct epistemological, ontological, and soteriological approaches concerning the doctrine, with a view to explaining the nature of the distinction between those accounts.1 Given the widespread tendency to construe the Tibetan Prāsaṅgika as a single homogeneous system, the book not only has implications for the understanding of the two figures that are the focus of discussion, but also for the broader understanding of Tibetan philosophy in general.2


The two approaches at issue here are those associated with the Tibetan Mādhyamikas3 Tsongkhapa Lobsang Dragpa (Tsong kha pa Blo bzang grags pa, 1357–1419) and Gorampa Sönam Sengé (Go rams pa Bsod nams seng ge, 1429–89). The book is a comparative analysis of their conceptions of the two truths — their respective understandings of the definitions of the two truths, the relationship between the two truths, the ontological status of the two truths, the epistemic resources for accessing the two truths, the problems concerning the limits of language and thought as these relate to the notion of ultimate truth, the different ways of realizing ultimate truth, and, finally, the nature and possibility of knowledge of the two truths and the implications of such knowledge for the attainment of enlightenment. Through a comparative analysis of Tsongkhapa and Gorampa on these issues, the manuscript demonstrates where, why, and how the two Tibetan readings of the original Indian sources exhibit distinct and independent characters.


I have not set out to adjudicate which of the two readings gets the Indian sources right, but I do often juxtapose the two readings against some of the more obvious assertions made by the founding fathers of the tradition — such as the Buddha,4 Nāgārjuna (ca. 150–250 C.E.),5 Āryadeva (ca. 170–270 C.E.),6 and Candrakīrti (ca. 570–650 C.E.),7 giving readers the opportunity to draw their own conclusions.


Chapter 1 of this book compares Tsongkhapa’s and Gorampa’s responses to three principal questions: What is divided into the two truths? How are they related? Are there two actual truths or just one truth? Examining his works in light of these questions reveals Tsongkhapa as a pluralist. For him the two truths are actual truths. Conventional truth and ultimate truth are mutually interlocking, with no hierarchical relation between them. Both truths are equal in their ontological, epistemological, and even soteriological importance. Gorampa, on the other hand, is a monist. Conventional truth, according to him, is not actual truth. Ultimate truth alone is the truth. Thus the two truths are distinct, hierarchically ordered, and mutually exclusive. Ultimate truth precedes conventional truth in its ontological, epistemological, and soteriological importance.


Chapter 2 compares the two Prāsaṅgika Mādhyamikas’ interpretations of how the two truths are defined. For Tsongkhapa, definitions of the two truths are based on the two natures that are verified by, respectively, empirically valid and ultimately valid cognition. Tsongkhapa, however, does not simply reduce the two truths to these two modes of cognition; ultimate truth in particular, he says, cannot be metaphysically unconditioned — reducible to an independent and ultimate mode of cognition — even though it may be unconditioned epistemologically. For Gorampa, ignorance and wisdom respectively determine the character, and therefore the definition, of each of the two truths. The two truths are thus underlaid by, and reducible to, two conflicting modes of cognition. Ultimate truth is therefore unconditioned metaphysically — it is defined by an independent and ultimate mode of cognition.


Chapter 3 compares Tsongkhapa’s and Gorampa’s positions on the limits of language and conceptual thought. For Tsongkhapa ultimate truth is, to a certain extent, both effable and conceptually knowable, while for Gorampa it is ineffable and conceptually unknowable. Tsongkhapa argues for the possibility of valid conceptual cognition, therefore, and Gorampa argues against it.


Chapter 4 compares Tsongkhapa and Gorampa on the three principal modes of knowing ultimate truth: by way of not seeing it; by way of transcending conceptual elaborations; and by way of ascending to nonduality. Tsongkhapa mobilizes all three of these modes of knowing ultimate truth to establish that empirically given phenomena (those accessible to the senses) are without essence and thus dependently arisen.8 He then proceeds to argue that transcendent knowledge is equivalent to knowledge of empirical phenomena in being dependently arisen. Gorampa, on the other hand, mobilizes the three modes of knowing ultimate truth as epistemological scaffolding that allows one to ascend to a metaphysical nonduality. Transcendent knowledge, he argues, is utterly distinct from conventional knowledge. Thus the knowledge of empirically given phenomena as dependently arisen and the knowledge of transcendent ultimate truth as nondual must be distinct and contradictory.


The fifth chapter looks at the unique features of enlightened knowledge — the way a buddha’s mind works in relation to the two truths. This is where the disagreement between Tsongkhapa and Gorampa reaches its climax. Tsongkhapa argues that enlightenment is the perfection of knowledge of empirically given phenomena from both empirical and ultimate standpoints. Thus the two truths — and their two modes of knowing — are united in a perfect equilibrium. For Gorampa enlightenment represents a breach between the two truths, for with enlightenment the conventional world and conventional knowledge disappear, and one is conscious only of a transcendent absolute.


The sixth and final chapter concludes the book with a discussion of the four main philosophical themes: soteriology, ontology, epistemology, and ethics.


Why Compare Tsongkhapa and Gorampa?


Tsongkhapa and Gorampa are two of the most widely read and respected figures within Tibetan philosophy. Their scholarship is respected not only within the schools to which each belonged but also among the larger philosophical community. In addition, their philosophical works are gaining increasing attention from contemporary interpreters. Both Tsongkhapa and Gorampa systematically formulated a complete Buddhist epistemological, ontological, and soteriological agenda based on their understandings of Indian Madhyamaka. Both rank the Prāsaṅgika Madhyamaka as the most profound of all Buddhist philosophical schools. And, most importantly, despite both claiming that their views are Prāsaṅgika Madhyamaka, their views are philosophically and hermeneutically distinct.


Tsongkhapa is the founder of the Gelug (Dge lugs) order of Tibetan Buddhism.9 He wrote extensively on Madhyamaka philosophy. His Lam rim chen mo (Great Stages of the Path)10 and Legs bshad snying po (Essence of Eloquent Teachings)11 are widely recognized as his two most illustrious works. His Dgongs pa rab gsal (Illumination of the Middle Way), a commentary on the Madhyamakāvatāra of Candrakīrti, and his Rtsa she ṭīk chen (Ocean of Reasoning), a commentary on the Mūlamadhyamakakārikā of Nāgārjuna, are the most celebrated of his commentarial works.12


Gorampa is a pillar of the Sakya (Sa skya) school.13 Although not the founder of the Sakya order, his writings receive more attention than almost all other scholars of this tradition. In academic institutions affiliated with the Sakya school, Gorampa’s writings are compulsory textbooks. His most highly regarded writings include the two independent works, the Lta ba’i shan ’byed (Distinguishing Views)14 and the Nges don rab gsal (Window on the Definitive Meaning). Among his commentaries are the Lta ba’i ’od zer (Illuminating the View), his commentary on Nāgārjuna’s Mūlamadhyamakakārikā, and the Lta ba ngan sel (Eliminating the Erroneous View), his commentary on Candrakīrti’s Madhyamakāvatāra.


In their respective schools of thought, Tsongkhapa and Gorampa are recognized as impeccable interpreters of Nāgārjuna’s philosophy as transmitted through Buddhapālita and Candrakīrti. However, from the perspective of the other’s school, the position of each is viewed as thoroughly problematic. A succession of Tibetan scholars — Rongtön Shakya Gyaltsen (Rong ston Śākya rgyal tshan, 1367–1449), the translator Taktsang Lotsawa (Stag tsang Lo tsā ba, 1405–?), Gorampa (1429–89), Shakya Chogden (Śākya Mchog ldan, 1428–1509), the Eighth Karmapa Mikyö Dorje (Kar ma pa Mi skyod rdo rje, 1504-57), Mipham Rinpoche (Mi pham Rin po che, 1846–1912), Gendün Chöpel (Dge ’dun chos ’phel, 1903–51), and others — have raised serious and fierce objections against Tsongkhapa’s position on the doctrine of the two truths. Likewise, Gyaltsab Jé (Rgyal tshab Rje, 1364–1432), Khedrub Jé (Mkhas grub Rje, 1385–1438), Gendün Drub (Dge ’dun grub, 1391–1474), Sera Jetsün Chökyi Gyaltsen (Se ra Rje tsun Chos kyi rgyal tshan, 1469–1544), Panchen Sönam Dragpa (Paṇ chen Bsod nams grags pa, 1478–1554), Panchen Lobsang Chökyi Gyaltsen (Paṇ chen Blo bzang chos kyi rgyal tshan, 1567–1662), Jamyang Shepai Dorje (’Jam dbyangs Bzhad ba’i Rdo rje, 1648–1722), Changkya Rölpai Dorje (Lcang skya Rol pa’i rdo rje, 1717–86), Könchog Jigmé Wangpo (Kon mchog ’jigs med dbang po, 1728–91), and others have vehemently defended Tsongkhapa’s interpretation while rejecting that of Gorampa.15


This book attempts neither to reconcile Tsongkhapa and Gorampa nor to create any unnecessary division between the two. I have striven to present their philosophical approaches as accurately as I can, and there has been no deliberate intention on my part to adjudicate one view over the other. That said, readers should be aware, and may discern, that I personally found Tsongkhapa’s arguments more convincing. I like to think that my attraction to Tsongkhapa’s view is due to its intrinsic virtues and not due to my own past training as a monk in the Gelug tradition. Readers will have to decide for themselves whether this preference is due more to my conditioning or to the merits of the arguments at hand.









1. The Relationship Between the Two Truths
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Introduction


THIS CHAPTER examines the relationship between the two truths. It has three sections. The first section analyzes how the two truths are divided. The second section looks at how the two truths interact with one another. And the third section asks whether there are actually two truths.


Technically speaking, the first section explores the basis of the division (dbye gzhi, j[image: ][image: ]eya) into two truths. The precise identification of the basis of the division is critical for both Tsongkhapa and Gorampa. For the former, it relates to his effort to maintain a compatibility between the two truths, while for the latter, it relates to his effort to maintain an irreducible difference between them. As we will see, Tsongkhapa argues that “objects of knowledge” (shes bya) constitute the basis of the division, and he therefore grounds his exposition on the dual nature of empirically given phenomena. Gorampa argues that “mere mind” (blo tsam) constitutes the basis of the division, and he grounds his exposition on two opposing perspectives.


The second section concerns the way in which the two truths are related. For Tsongkhapa, the two truths constitute a “single ontological identity” (ngo bo gcig) with “different conceptual identities” (ldog pa tha dad), whereas Gorampa argues that the truths are separate in a way that is “incompatible with their unity” (gcig pa bkag pa’i tha dad) or identity.


Here two rather technical phrases provide the context for our examination. The Tibetan phrase ngo bo gcig used in Tsongkhapa’s philosophy, particularly in the context of the relationship between the two truths, is often translated in English as “one entity.”16 Although entity has some connotations of being, as pointed out in The Oxford Companion to Philosophy, it usually refers to a thing.17 In Tsongkhapa’s sense, despite an underlying assumption that the two truths constitute one entity or one thing or one phenomenon, the ngo bo does not as such directly refer to a thing. Even in ordinary Tibetan discourses, ngo bo does not have any explicit reference to things. There is however an implicit reference to things, since ngo bo always refers to the identity, nature, or the property of that thing.


The Great Tibetan-Chinese Dictionary defines ngo bo as rang bzhin, meaning “nature,” or gnas lugs, meaning “mode of being.”18 It also explains ngo bo gcig pa as meaning “having natures that are not distinct, like [the two states of] being a jar and being impermanent.”19 Making it even clearer, the dictionary states that rang bzhin gcig pa, meaning “single nature,” and bdag nyid gcig pa, meaning “identical character,” are synonyms for ngo bo gcig pa, meaning “single ontological identity.”20 Thus, instead of “entity,” we will translate ngo bo as “ontological identity” and ngo bo gcig as “single ontological identity” or as “nature”21 interchangeably, depending on context. As we will see, the analysis of the relationship between the two truths for Tsongkhapa amounts to analyzing the relationship between the two natures.


The second Tibetan phrase is ldog pa tha dad. This phrase is often translated in English as “isolate,”22 or less frequently as “opposite”23 or “distinguisher.”24 However, ldog pa is explained in the Great Tibetan-Chinese Dictionary as “a phenomenon that appears to the conceptual mind as being different categories… or it is that which appears not being different. For instance, the ldog pa of a jar is the aspect that is merely not being of the nonjar, like the form that appears to the conceptual mind.”25 Dreyfus, who translates ldog pa as “distinguisher,” clarifies that the ldog pa of a phenomenon “is its conceptual identity. It is the property of a phenomenon being not what it is not. For example, a jar is distinct from everything else [that is not jar]. This is explained by the Collected Topics to be its distinguisher. Since such a distinguisher is a distinction made by thought, it is conceptual.”26 Similarly, Dreyfus explains “when we think that the Vedic language is impermanent, we apply the distinguisher, that is, the concept of impermanence, to the Vedic language.”27


As these explanations reveal, ldog pa has more to do with conceptual identification than with the thing itself. To be closer to the meaning at issue here, although the translation is less literal, I tentatively use the term conceptual identity for the Tibetan phrase ldog pa. Ngo bo gcig la ldog pa tha dad is therefore tentatively rendered as “single ontological identity with different conceptual identities.” These two Tibetan phrases are conjunctly explained in the Great Tibetan-Chinese Dictionary as follows: “despite not having distinct natures, exist as separate conceptual identities. For example, [it is like the conceptual relationships between] a jar and an object of knowledge; being impermanent and things; people and their causal conditions, the five aggregates; and the like.”28


The final issue to be taken up in this chapter is the question of whether there really are two truths. By applying the principle of “single ontological identity” with “different conceptual identities,” Tsongkhapa argues that there are two truths and that this is coherent. While declaring that the two truths are distinct and incompatible, Gorampa proposes that there is in fact only one truth.


What Is Divided into the Two Truths?


Jamyang Shepai Dorje (1648–1722) notes six different bases of the division asserted by non-Gelug scholars.29 They include (1) “mere appearance” (snang tsam), (2) “entities ranging from material form to omniscience” (gzugs nas rnam mkhyen bar gyi ngo bo), (3) “nonreified objects” (sgro ma btags pa’i yul), (4) “unanalyzed objects” (ma rtags ma dpyad pa’i yul), (5) “truth” (bden pa), and (6) “unspecified basis.” Newland notes as many as seven different ways of positing the basis of the two truths among non-Gelug Mādhyamikas:30 (1) truths, (2) all entities from form to omniscient consciousness, (3) mere appearances, (4) unanalyzed knowables, (5) phenomena, (6) perspectives, and (7) mere minds. These lists indicate that there is no unanimity among Tibetan Mādhyamikas regarding the basis of the divisions of the two truths. Let us first turn to Tsongkhapa’s account.


The Objects of Knowledge as the Basis of the Division


Although Tsongkhapa is aware of the views of his predecessors, he maintains that “objects of knowledge” (shes bya) are the basis for dividing the two truths.31 For him, this means that the two truths relate to two different objects of knowledge. This view, according to Helmut Tauscher, is also held by Chapa Chökyi Senge (Phya pa chos kyi seng ge, 1109–69). Chapa lays great emphasis on determining the two realities as “identical in nature and different with regard to the characteristic distinction.”32 Tauscher also recognizes: “Equally, in Tsongkhapa’s Madhyamaka exegesis, the same determination is of utmost importance.”33 Tsongkhapa however makes no reference to Chapa. Instead he heavily relies on the following statement of the Buddha from the Pitāputrasamāgama Sūtra:


            … The Tathāgata understands both the empirical (kun rdzob)34 and the ultimate (don dam), for the objects of knowledge exhaustively comprise conventional and ultimate truths. Besides, the Bhagavān perfectly sees, perfectly understands, and thoroughly actualizes emptiness. Because of this, he is described as omniscient.35


It also says:


            The knower of the universe taught these two truths without hearing from others. There is the empirical and likewise the ultimate. There can never be a third truth.36


An object of knowledge is defined as “an object that is cognizable (blo’i yul du bya rung ba). Whether a pillar, a jar, or any other phenomenon, it must be an object of cognition in general, [cognitions] ranging from those of [ordinary] sentient beings through to those of enlightened beings.”37 This definition, Tsongkhapa agrees, attempts to capture any thing knowable in the broadest possible sense. Since the Buddha maintains knowledge of the two truths to be necessary for enlightenment, the understanding of the two truths must constitute an exhaustive understanding of all objects of knowledge.


Tsongkhapa agrees with Gorampa that the doctrine of the two truths is pedagogically important in conveying the Buddha’s message. Yet Tsongkhapa firmly believes that the Buddha’s distinction between the two truths is not merely pedagogical. For Tsongkhapa, the most important reason for the division is to reveal that every empirically (tha snyad) or conventionally (kun rdzob) given phenomenon possesses dual natures: namely, the empirical nature (or conventional nature) and the ultimate nature. Yet one is putatively described as false and deceptive while the other is described as true and nondeceptive. “The division of two truths,” as Hopkins puts it, “emphasizes two types of objects of consciousness, truths and falsities. Both, however, are falsely existent or falsely established because neither is independent; each depends on its imputing consciousness and on the other.”38


Since both realities pertain to every phenomenon, the division of the two truths means the division of each phenomenon into two natures. Thus the division of the two truths, according to Tsongkhapa, “reveals that it makes sense to divide even the nature of a single entity, like a sprout, into dual natures — its empirical and its ultimate natures.”39 He adds: “It does not however show that the one nature of the sprout is itself divided into two truths in relation to ordinary beings (so skye) and to āryas.”40


The division of the nature of each phenomenon into two, Tsongkhapa argues, does not contradict his own claim that the two truths constitute a single ontological identity with different conceptual identities. For Tsongkhapa, these two ideas are, in fact, interdependent and mutually supporting. Without the twofold nature, there could not be a single ontological identity with different conceptual identities. Likewise, without the notion of a single ontological identity with distinct conceptual identities, a single phenomenon could not have multiple natures.


How can the single ontological identity of a phenomenon be bifurcated into two distinct conceptual identities? It comes down to the way the single ontological identity appears to a cognizing consciousness — deceptively and nondeceptively. The two natures correspond to these deceptive or nondeceptive modes of appearance. While they both belong to the same ontological identity, they are epistemologically or conceptually mutually exclusive.41 Take a sprout for instance. If it exists, it necessarily exhibits a dual nature, and yet those two natures cannot be ontologically distinct. The ultimate nature of the sprout cannot be separate from its conventional nature — its color, texture, shape, extension, and so on. As an object of knowledge, the sprout retains its single ontological identity, but it is known through its two natures. These two natures exclude one another so far as knowledge is concerned. The mind that verifies the deceptive empirical nature of the sprout thus does not have direct access to its nondeceptive ultimate nature. Similarly, the mind that verifies the nondeceptive ultimate nature of the sprout does not have direct access to its deceptive empirical nature. Newland explains:


            A table and its emptiness are a single entity. When an ordinary conventional mind takes a table as its object of observation, it sees a table. When a mind of ultimate analysis searches for the table, it finds the emptiness of the table. Hence, the two truths are posited in relation to a single entity by way of the perspectives of the observing consciousness. This is as close as Ge-luk-bas will come to defining the two truths as perspectives.42


It is important to recognize that, for Tsongkhapa, the two types of verifying consciousness do not imply two different individuals. A single cognitive agent is potentially capable of verifying both the truths. If the two verifying consciousnesses belonged to two different individuals or types of individuals — empirically valid consciousness for an ordinary being and ultimately valid consciousness for an ārya (as Gorampa would argue) — then the two verifying consciousnesses would conflict with each other. The former would constitute ignorance, while the latter would constitute wisdom. Recognizing this, Newland also writes:


            These distinctions are critical to the Ge-luk-ba philosophical project, the preservation of non-paradoxical compatibility between the two truths. The conventional mind that finds a table is not discredited by the ultimate mind that finds the emptiness of the table. The first is valid because the table (a conventional truth) does exist; the second is also valid because the table’s real nature is an emptiness of inherent existence (an ultimate truth).43


For Tsongkhapa, the two verifying consciousnesses stand on an equal footing; neither is superior to the other. Moreover, they may both belong to the same cognitive agent. In spite of their different roles, they are mutually entailing. You must realize their mutuality in order to realize both truths.


Mere Mind as the Basis of the Division


Let us now turn to Gorampa’s account of the basis of the division of the two truths. Gorampa outlines four bases of the division. They are:


       •  mere mind (blo tsam)


       •  mere interdependence (rten ’brel tsam)


       •  mere objects of knowledge (shes bya tsam)


       •  mere subjects of the Buddha’s discourses (gsung rab gyi brjod bya tsam)44


In emphasizing the first basis of the division, mere mind, Gorampa rules out the possibility that the division has an objective basis. The distinctions between the two truths are purely subjective — a matter of mere mind. Closely connected to mere mind is the second possible basis, mere interdependence. Mere interdependence, in Gorampa’s usage, implies simply that the division of the two truths is dependent on two minds, ignorance and wisdom. In other words, were there no ignorance and wisdom, not only the distinction between the two truths, but also the two truths themselves, would not exist. Gorampa’s third basis is mere objects of knowledge. For him, all objects of knowledge except ultimate truth are thought constructs, reifications of ignorance. Ultimate truth is none other than the transcendent wisdom itself. By suggesting that the basis of the division of the two truths is mere objects of knowledge, Gorampa avoids contradicting his earlier claim that the basis of the division of the two truths is mere mind. He claims that the Buddha taught conventional truth for purely pedagogical purposes. Hence, mere subjects of the Buddha’s discourses is the fourth basis for the division of the two truths.


Since all four options equally emphasize the subjective nature of the distinction between the two truths, so, in Gorampa’s view, all four bases for the division are mutually compatible. “There is no conflict at all in positing either mere mind… [or] mere interdependence… [or] mere objects of knowledge… [or] mere subjects of the Buddha’s discourses to all be the basis of the division,” says Gorampa.45 Nevertheless, Gorampa emphasizes mere mind and mere subjects of the Buddha’s discourses. Of the former, he states: “Although there are not two truths in terms of the object’s mode of existence (gnas tshul), the truths are divided into two in terms of [the contrasting perspectives of] the mind that sees the mode of existence and the mind that does not see the mode of existence… This makes perfect sense.”46 The point here is to stress the subjective nature of the division. The division of the two truths cannot be grounded ontologically, for there is only one reality. The two truths are divided only according to the cognitive experiences of individuals. He who sees only phenomena, according to Gorampa, is ignorant, and he who sees reality, rather than the phenomena, is wise. This is because he who sees phenomena is caught within the web of conceptual elaboration, and he who sees reality has transcended conceptual elaboration.


Gorampa emphasizes the pedagogical necessity of the two truths. In discussing mere subjects of the Buddha’s discourses as one basis for the division of the two truths, he says:


            [Besides, reality] cannot be revealed through linguistic expressions (sgra) in the context of the Madhyamaka literature. Yet it is nominally expressed through terms. The two truths, although indivisible, are presented to disciples as distinct. In this way, looking at the consistency of the whole [philosophical system], from the beginning until the end, I think [the subjects of the Buddha’s discourses provide] a perfectly plausible [basis of the division].47


Although all phenomena are entirely false and deceptive, with no grounding in reality, Gorampa asserts that the Buddha posited empirically given phenomena as empirical truths for pedagogical reasons. Since ordinary beings are obsessed with empirical phenomena, the Buddha saw the practical application of positing empirical truth. He recognized its ultimate falsity, and yet saw its provisional utility as an instructional device to coax his disciples beyond the phenomenal realm.


            In terms of the way things exist (gnas tsul), one cannot distinguish between characteristic and characterized, the basis of division and the divided, and the like. However, when empirical truth is fabricated (sgro brtags pa) as an instructional device for disciples, it is important to consider the basis of division like the divided components.48


As far as Gorampa is concerned, the Buddha teaches about empirical truth simply as a means to lead ordinary beings into the ultimate realm from the delusional worldly realm. The empirical world, according to this view, provides purely instrumental rather than actual truth. This interpretation of the two truths is common among contemporary academics as well. “A relative or conventional truth (saṃvṛtisatya),” as Lindtner puts it, “serves as the means for obtaining the absolute or ultimate truth (paramārthasatya).”49 He explicitly echoes Gorampa’s view by stating “the theory of satyadvaya is above all a pedagogical device.”50


In discussing the pedagogical necessity of the two truths, Gorampa paraphrases his earlier statement regarding mere mind as the basis of the division. He writes that “based on the subjective consciousness (yul can gyi blo), truth is twofold: empirical truth and ultimate truth.”51 Although this reinforces his preference for the subjective (yul can) division of the two truths over the objective (yul), it does not expressly reject an objective reference for the division. But then Gorampa writes: “Here in the Madhyamaka literature, it is not coherent to divide the object per se into the two truths.”52 In his commentary on the Madhyamakāvatāra, he writes, “A basis per se is separated in terms of its modes of appearance. Otherwise — in terms of the object — there is no division.”53 Since empirical phenomena are entirely false and deceptive, the division between the two truths cannot apply to empirical phenomena themselves — what is false and deceptive cannot be divided into the deceptive and the nondeceptive. Gorampa forcefully summarizes his view:


            Here in the Madhyamaka system, the object itself cannot be divided into two truths. Empirical truth and ultimate truth are divided in terms of the modes of apprehension (mthong tshul) — in terms of the subject apprehending falsehood and the subject apprehending truth; or mistaken and unmistaken apprehensions (’khrul ma ’khrul); or deluded or undeluded apprehensions (rmongs ma rmongs); or erroneous or nonerroneous apprehensions (phyin ci log ma log); or valid or invalid cognitions (tshad ma yin min).54


And he adds:


            Because two truths are posited in terms of the subjective consciousness depending on whether it is deluded (rmongs) or nondeluded (ma rmongs), a perception of falsity (brdzun pa thong ba) or a perception of reality (yang dag mthong ba), and mistaken (khrul) or unmistaken (ma khrul), the position of [the truths] in terms of the subjective consciousness is unanimously accepted by all Prāsaṅgikas and Svātantrikas of India.55


It is worth underlining the two points at issue here. Since the minds of ordinary beings are always deluded, mistaken, and erroneous, they falsely experience conventional truth. Conventional truth is thus posited only in relation to the perspective of ordinary beings. Ordinary beings always assume the sensory experiences of empirical entities as veridical, despite the fact that they are utterly false. However, since the wisdom of āryas’ meditative equipoise and enlightened minds is never mistaken, always nondeluded, and nonerroneous, āryas flawlessly experience ultimate truth. Ultimate truth is thus posited strictly in relation to an ārya’s or a buddha’s perspective.


Other Tibetans who maintain Gorampa’s line of argument on the basis of the division of the two truths are Longchen Rabjam (1308–63),56 Sakya Paṇḍita (1182–1251),57 Mipham Rinpoche,58 Rongtön Shakya Gyaltsen,59 Taktsang Lotsawa,60 Shakya Chogden,61 and Mikyö Dorje.62 They all agree with Gorampa that the distinctions between the two truths are merely subjective. Generally speaking, they all argue that the two truths are reducible to the two conflicting perspectives, namely, ignorance and wisdom. Modern scholars, including T.R.V. Murti,63 La Vallée Poussin,64 Jaideva Singh,65 Christian Lindtner, and C.W. Huntington,66 also endorse a similar interpretation. Guy Newland confirms that “Many Western scholars hold that the two truths are not two types of object, but rather two viewpoints, perspectives, or types of consciousnesses” and goes on to give several examples from the writing of Frederick Streng.67


As we have already seen, according to Tsongkhapa, the object of knowledge as that which can be known by means of two different modes of cognition, each of which may be verified by the same cognizing agent, is the basis of the division of the two truths. The key point of Tsongkhapa’s argument is that every empirically given object of knowledge consists of dual natures — conventional and ultimate — that form the objective basis of the two truths. Despite the fact that the different cognitions corresponding to the two natures engage with the same phenomenon, it is this objective basis that differentiates Tsongkhapa’s view from the subjective division of the two truths advanced by Gorampa. Therefore, as Hopkins puts it, “there are standards and criteria for valid establishment, and in this sense both suchness and the phenomena qualified by it are objective.”68


While Tsongkhapa thus distances himself from the subjective division of the two truths, Gorampa attempts to demonstrate the validity of his view by arguing that mere mind provides the primary basis for the division of the two truths. Unlike Tsongkhapa, Gorampa holds that the two truths do not have any objective basis. Instead they are entirely reducible to the experiences of the deluded minds of ordinary beings and the experiences of the wisdom of āryas.


There is one last crucial point to be emphasized before we move to the next section. According to Tsongkhapa, the agent who cognizes the two truths may be one and the same individual. Each agent has all the requisite cognitive resources that are potentially capable of accessing both truths. Ordinary beings have only conceptual access to ultimate truth, while āryas, who are in the process of learning, have direct, but intermittent, access. Enlightened beings, however, invariably have simultaneous access to both truths. The view held by Gorampa argues for separate cognitive agents corresponding to each of the two truths. Ordinary beings have direct access to conventional truth, but are utterly incapable of accessing ultimate truth. The āryas in training have direct access to both ultimate and conventional truths. Buddhas, on the other hand, only have access to ultimate truth. They have no access to conventional truth whatsoever from the enlightened perspective. (See chapter 5 for a detailed treatment of the issue.)


How Are the Two Truths Related?


Two important background issues should be borne in mind at this stage. Central to Tsongkhapa’s account of the relationship between the two truths is his emphasis on the relationship between the “two natures of a single entity.” He thus implicitly suggests that the two truths constitute one and the same phenomenon (or entity or thing) — they do not, in any way, represent two ontologically distinct identities. Tsongkhapa’s primary aim is therefore to establish the mutually compatible relationship between two modes of cognition that relate to the two natures of a single phenomenon or entity. In other words, for Tsongkhapa the two modes of cognition and the two natures corresponding to the two truths are underlaid by one phenomenon. Gorampa, however, views the relationship between the two truths as one between two distinct and incompatible modes of cognition, of which only the ultimate refers to a real phenomenon.


The Two Truths Are Ontologically Identical but Conceptually Distinct


The principle of single ontological identity with distinct conceptual identities, mentioned earlier, is founded on the concept of the two natures. This concept not only serves as the basic reference point for Tsongkhapa in his exposition of the basis of the division of the two truths, their meanings and definitions, but also serves as the basic ontological reference for his account of the relationship between the two truths.


Tsongkhapa traces the notion of the two natures back to Candrakīrti. “[The Buddha] said that all things have two natures — those found by perceivers of reality and of falsities,” says Candrakīrti in the Madhyamakāvatāra.69 While glossing the statement in the Madhyamakāvatārabhāṣya, Candrakīrti also writes: “All phenomena — interior and exterior — such as conditioned phenomena and the sprout, have two natures.”70 Khedrub Jé (1385–1438) rephrases it this way: “As both the root texts of the [Madhyamakāvatāra] and its commentary maintain… all conventional and ultimate phenomena possess natures, and if their natures exist they must be either one or different. For if [two natures] exist they must be either the same or different.”71 Since the dual natures are ontologically locked together within the framework of each phenomenon, it is obvious that the two truths constitute the same phenomenon. Therefore the question concerning the relationship between the two truths is the same as that concerning the relationship between the two natures. To establish the relationship between the two truths is thus equivalent to examining the precise relationship between the two natures.


So, how are the two natures related? Are they identical or distinct?72 For Tsongkhapa the short answer is that the two natures are neither identical nor distinct in any unqualified sense. They are related in terms of a single ontological identity with distinct conceptual identities — thus they are both the same and different. Since the two natures are the basis of the relationship between the two truths, the relationship between the two truths will reflect the relationship between the two natures. Ultimate truth and conventional truth thus possess the same ontological status. As the two natures are of the same ontological structure, so the two truths relate to the same ontological structure also.


Tsongkhapa likens the relationship between the two truths and the two natures to the relationship between being conditioned and being impermanent.73 He borrows this point from Nāgārjuna’s Bodhicittavivaraṇa, which states: “Reality is not perceived as separate from conventionality. The conventionality is explained to be empty. Empty alone is the conventionality,” and therefore, for Nāgārjuna, “if one of them does not exist, neither will the other, like being conditioned and being impermanent.”74 Commenting on this passage from the Bodhicittavivaraṇa, Tsongkhapa writes:


            The first four lines show that things as they really are, are not ontologically distinct from that of the conventionality. The latter two lines establish their relationship such that if one did not exist, neither could the other (med na mi ’bung ba’i ’brel ba). This, in fact, is equivalent to their being constituted by a single-property relationship (bdag cig pa’i ’brel ba). Therefore, like the case of being conditioned and being impermanent, [the relation between the two truths] is demonstrated as one of a single ontological identity.75


The way in which the two truths are related is thus analogous to the relationship between being conditioned and being impermanent. Insofar as the character of being conditioned and being impermanent is concerned, they are ontologically identical and mutually entailing. Whatever is impermanent is also conditioned, likewise whatever is conditioned is also impermanent. If impermanence did not exist, conditioned phenomena would not exist, and vice versa. Just as a conditioned state is not a result of impermanence, so emptiness is not a result of form or the destruction of form — hence in the Vimalakīrtinirdeśa Sūtra it is stated: “Matter itself is void. Voidness does not result from the destruction of matter, but the nature of matter is itself voidness.”76 The same principle applies in the case of consciousness and the emptiness of consciousness, as well as to the rest of the five psychophysical aggregates — the aggregate and its emptiness are not causally related. For the causal relationship would imply either the aggregate is the cause, therefore its emptiness is the result, or the aggregate is the result, and its emptiness the cause. This would imply either the aggregate or the emptiness is temporally prior to its counterpart, thus leading to the conclusion that the aggregate and its emptiness exist independently of each other. Such a view is completely unacceptable to Tsongkhapa.


The ontological identity between being conditioned and being impermanent does not imply identity in all and every respect. Insofar as their mode of appearance is concerned, conditioned and impermanent phenomena are distinct and contrasting. Impermanence always presents itself to the cognizing mind as impermanent, but not as conditioned. Similarly, being conditioned always presents itself to its cognizing mind as conditioned, but not as impermanent. Thus it does not necessarily follow that the two truths are identical in every respect just because they share a common ontological identity. Where the modes of appearance are concerned, ultimate nature and conventional nature are distinct. The mode of appearance of ultimate nature is nondeceptive and consistent with its mode of existence, while that of conventional nature is deceptive and inconsistent with its mode of existence.


Conventional nature is uncritically verified by empirical valid cognition, whereas ultimate nature is critically verified by ultimately valid cognition. Hence, just as ultimate nature is inaccessible to the empirically valid cognition for its uncritical mode of engagement, so, too, is conventional nature inaccessible to ultimately valid cognition for its critical mode of engagement. This is how, in Tsongkhapa’s view, the truths differ conceptually despite sharing a common ontological identity.


In summarizing Tsongkhapa’s points, Khedrub Jé writes: “The two truths are therefore of the same nature, but different conceptual identities. They have a single-nature relationship such that, if one did not exist, neither could the other, just like being conditioned and impermanent.”77 In commenting on Gelug thought, Newland also upholds the same point:


            That the two truths are different isolates means, for example, that a table and its emptiness can be distinguished in terms of how they are understood by a conceptual consciousness. To say that two things are different isolates is to make only the most minimal distinction between them. Since conceptual consciousnesses often operate under the sway of language, things are different isolates as soon as they are given different names — even if those names refer to the same object.78


Since the meaning of distinct conceptual identities (ldog pa tha dad), in Tsongkhapa’s view, is rooted in the two natures, the conceptual distinction between the two truths must not be understood as a pure epistemological distinction. This distinction, according to Tsongkhapa, is not reducible to two different perspectives, or even to two different linguistic practices. Since both truths have their own objective references, namely, the two natures, they are not reducible to subjective viewpoints, nor are they reducible to merely a difference of language. José Cabezón is one commentator who does hold the distinction between the two truths as entirely linguistic, writing that the two truths, “although having the same referent… have different names, different designations, being the opposites of different entities qua names.”79 Both Newland and Cabezón are correct in pointing out that distinct conceptual identities in Tsongkhapa’s sense are distinctions drawn by the conceptual consciousness, and so clearly have a linguistic component. They are also correct in pointing out, as I have above, that the two truths have only one entity or one phenomenon as their referent. Yet to then say that the differences between the two truths are purely linguistic in nature is to ignore Tsongkhapa’s own emphasis on the role of the two natures corresponding to the two truths. The distinction between those two natures is not merely linguistic.


Although the two truths presuppose, according to Tsongkhapa, a single phenomenon or entity as their common referent, this does not mean that they share exactly the same objective referent. Ultimate truth has the ultimate nature of the phenomenon as its referent, while conventional truth has the conventional nature of the same phenomenon as its referent. Thus, while engaging with the same phenomenon, both verifying consciousnesses have their own distinctive referents according to their modus operandi — one critically, the other uncritically. This is a central thesis of Tsongkhapa, allowing him to ground both the identity and difference that stem from the relationship between the two truths on the single ontological identity and different conceptual natures of a single phenomenon. In doing this, he effectively dismisses the idea of treating the difference between the truths as merely one of contradictory perspectives or different linguistic practices. Thus he accords equal significance to both the epistemological and ontological issues involved in the relationship between the two truths. To say that they share a single ontological identity with different conceptual identities does not mean, therefore, that the distinctions at issue are purely epistemological. This is consistent with his position that the two truths have equal status and do not constitute an ontological or epistemological hierarchy.


The Two Truths Are Distinct and Incompatible


Let us now examine how Gorampa formulates the relationship between the two truths. From his perspective, the position advanced by Tsongkhapa is utterly unacceptable. To say that the two truths are ontologically identical is similar to equating ignorance with wisdom. Jay Garfield precisely anticipates Gorampa’s general approach to the doctrine of the two truths when he writes:


            By distinguishing the conventional from the ultimate, it is tempting to disparage the former in contrast to the latter, developing a sort of theory of one truth and one falsehood. This is done if one reifies the entities associated with the ultimate, such as emptiness or impermanence or the Four Noble Truths, or the Buddha. Then one treats these as real, intrinsically existent phenomena. The conventional then become the world of illusion.80


As we saw above, the main point of reference in Gorampa’s exposition of the basis of the two truths is what he calls “mere mind,” since this is what underpins the view that the distinction between the two truths is purely subjective. Moreover, because Gorampa denies that there is any ontological unity that underlies the distinction between the two truths — that the distinction is one of mere mind, such that the two truths cannot both have an objective referent — the two truths must constitute conflicting and incompatible perspectives. According to this view, then, the relationship between the two truths is equivalent to the relationship between the two conflicting perspectives — namely, ignorance and wisdom. The question now arises: How is ignorance related to wisdom? Or conversely, how does wisdom relate to ignorance? In answer, Gorampa suggests four possible sets of relationships between the two truths. He derives them from Sakya Paṇḍita:


            Generally the twofold division is analyzed in order to determine (1) whether its members are substantially distinct (rdzas tha dad), like a mattress and a jar, (2) or [to determine whether they are] a single identity with distinct conceptual identities, like being conditioned and impermanent, (3) or co-referential but different in meaning (rnams grangs pa’i tha dad), like “moon” and “that which has a cooling effect” (bsil zer byed pa), (4) or distinct in the sense that is incompatible with oneness, like entity and without entity. This [relationship] between the two truths also has to be analyzed in this way.81


Among these four sets of relations, Gorampa ignores the first — substantially distinct — and the third — co-referential, but different in meaning. The second type of relationship — single ontological identity with distinct conceptual identities — is the one advocated by Tsongkhapa, and Gorampa rejects it (we will turn to his objections shortly). His own account is based on the fourth type of relation — that the two truths are distinct in the sense that they are incompatible with unity, like entity and without entity.


For Gorampa the relationship between the two truths is quite straightforward. In the ultimate sense, he argues, the two truths transcend identity and difference.82 “The transcendence of identity and difference from the ultimate standpoint is synonymous with the transcendence of identity and difference from the purview of the ārya’s meditative equipoise.”83 However, from the empirical standpoint, he claims that the two truths are distinct in the sense that they are incompatible with their unity. He likens this relationship to the one between entity and without entity.84


Gorampa’s claim that the two truths are distinct and incompatible encompasses both ontological and epistemological distinctions. Since what is divided into the two truths is mere mind, it is obvious that there is no single phenomenon that could serve as the objective referent for both. This also means that the two truths must be construed as corresponding to distinct spheres belonging to distinct modes of consciousness: conventional truth corresponds to ignorance and ultimate truth to wisdom. It is thus inappropriate to describe the relationship between the two truths, and their corresponding modes of consciousness, in terms of two ways of perceiving the same entity. Although the two truths can be thought of as two ways of perceiving, one based on ignorance and the other on wisdom, there is no same entity perceived by both. There is nothing common between the two truths, and if they are both ways of perceiving, then they do not perceive the same thing.


Gorampa’s formulation of the distinct and incompatible relationship between the two truths is also reinforced by his objections launched against the notion that the two truths share a common ontological identity. One of these objections states that:85


            If the two truths were identical in their natures, then metaphorically speaking, the hairs seen through blurred vision and the nonexistence of hairs seen through correct vision would absurdly become identical. This would follow from the two truths being identical in their natures.86


According to this view, the relationship between conventional truth and ultimate truth is analogous to the relationship between the appearance of falling hairs when vision is impaired by cataracts and the absence of such hairs when vision is unimpaired. Although this is a metaphor, it has a direct application to determining the relationship between the two truths. Conventional truth is like seeing falling hairs as a result of cataracts: both conventional truth and such false seeing are illusory, in the ontological sense that there is nothing to which each corresponds, and in the epistemological sense that there is no true knowledge in either case. Ultimate truth is therefore analogous, ontologically and epistemologically, to the true seeing unimpaired by cataracts and free of the appearance of falling hairs. Just as cataracts give rise to illusory appearances, so ignorance, according to Gorampa, gives rise to all conventional truths; wisdom, on the other hand, gives rise to ultimate truth. As each is the result of a different state, there is no common link between them in terms of either an ontological identity or an epistemological or conceptual identity.


For Gorampa the idea that the two truths refer to one ontological identity with different conceptual identities is highly problematic. It is equivalent to claiming that there is an ontological identity between the falling hairs seen as a result of cataracts and their absence when no cataracts are present. The same reasoning applies to any claim that the two truths share an epistemological link. Gorampa further rejects the identity of the two truths by relying on the Saṃdhinirmocana Sūtra. This sūtra, according to him, exposes four absurdities in claiming that the two truths are ontologically identical.87 If the two truths were identical, then:


            [1] Just as the childish directly perceive conventional things such as form and sound, they would absurdly directly perceive ultimate truth. [2] Just as conventional [truth] comprises many divisions of categories, such as form and sound, even so, ultimate [truth] would absurdly comprise many divisions.[3] Just as conventional [truth] by definition has the nature of deluded ignorance, ultimate truth would [absurdly] be the same. [4] Just as conventional meaning is not sought apart from what is seen by the childish, ultimate truth would absurdly be the same.88


By reading the Saṃdhinirmocana Sūtra as presenting the relationship between the two truths as distinct and incompatible, Gorampa does not mean to suggest that the two truths constitute two distinct entities. Nor does he propose that the two truths are one entity seen under two conflicting aspects. There are two grounds for this: First, the basis of the divisions of the two truths is mere mind, and it is not coherent to divide mind into two distinct entities. Second, all entities are classified as belonging to conventional truth, while ultimate truth is purely “without entity.”


If the two truths were really two distinct entities, then, Gorampa argues, they would give rise to a second set of absurdities, also four in number, as set out in the Saṃdhinirmocana Sūtra:


            … if the two truths were distinct [entities], then: [1] Āryas, while directly realizing ultimate [truth], absurdly would remain unreleased (mi grol ba) from the conventional bondage (kun rdzob kyi ’ching ba). [2] Reality — that is, ultimate [truth] — would not be conventional phenomena’s universal characteristic (spyi tshan nyid, sāmānya-lakṣaṇa). [3] Either conditioned phenomena (’du byed), i.e., conventionalities, would remain unestablished, or selflessness would absurdly not be the ultimate truth. [4] The continuum of each person would absurdly accommodate both afflictive characteristics and liberating qualities.89


This second quartet of absurd consequences shows, according to Gorampa, that the two truths are not utterly distinct entities even though they they are distinct and incompatible perspectives — perspectives that are in no way convergent.


While Tsongkhapa himself does not explicitly cite the Saṃdhinirmocana Sūtra, his view is diametrically opposed to Gorampa’s interpretation of the passage. In Tsongkhapa’s view, the first four absurdities do not support the position that treats the two truths as equivalent — i.e., as identical in every respect. Instead, these absurdities expose the problems inherent in any such identification. Many later Gelug scholars do refer to the passage and, just as Gorampa did, harnass the four absurdities to settle the issue of whether the two truths are equivalent. Consider the example of Khensur Pema Gyaltsen (Mkhan zur Pad ma rgyal mtshan), who writes:


            If the two truths [not only have a single ontological identity but] a single conceptual identity, then [1] common beings would directly realize the ultimate reality; [2] the awareness of that reality would generate delusions such as attachment; [3] that [reality] would be comprised of colors, shapes, and so forth, and [4] a yogi’s efforts to meditate on reality would absurdly be pointless. This would follow because a jar and its ultimate reality would fall under a single conceptual identity.90


On the issue of whether the two truths are distinct, both Tsongkhapa and Gorampa differ from their predecessor, Dölpopa Sherab Gyaltsen (Dol po pa Shes rab rgyal tshan, 1292–1361), the founder of the Jonang school,91 who argues in favor of a marked distinction. According to Kapstein, Dölpopa’s view represents perhaps the most radical division between the two truths in the Tibetan tradition. Kapstein considers the following remarks from Dölpopa’s Bden gyis gsal ba’i nyi ma:


            The defining characteristic of relative truth is that it is an object of consciousness that in its fundamental nature is itself essentially empty of veridical being, while the defining characteristic of absolute truth is that it is an object of authentic, sublime gnosis that in its fundamental nature is itself essentially not empty of veridical being…


                 Because the relative does not exist in fact, it is intrisically empty, and appears to consciousness but not to gnosis. Because the absolute exists in fact, it is not intrinsically empty, but is extrinsically empty, and appears to gnosis but never at all to consciousness…


                 Thus, to those who are childish, according to their own dispositions, only inauthentical characteristics appear, but not the authentic suchness, and in the same way, to the bodhisattvas, according to their own dispositions, only the authentic appears, but not what is inauthentic.92


Kapstein argues that in Dölpopa’s view, “the nature of absolute is such that relative reality is in some sense wholly other with respect to it.”93 Dölpopa argues that the two truths are fundamentally separate and therefore incompatible with their unity (gcig pa bkag pa’i tha dad).


Neither Tsongkhapa nor Gorampa agree with such a marked ontological separation. Such a view of the two truths, “far from revealing to us a soteriologically valuable dialectic,” Kapstein points out, “leaves us with the unedifying vision of two mutually exclusive, but somehow compresent, orders of being, in which our discovery of a higher truth does nothing to overcome our previous unknowing.”94 Furthermore, Khedrub Jé concludes, “If the two truths are ontologically distinct, they must be distinct unrelated things, because ontologically distinct things cannot have a single-character relationship.”95 But such a single-character relationship is essential for the unity of the two truths. Here, too, later Gelug scholars turn to the Saṃdhinirmocana Sūtra96 to reinforce their position. For example, Khensur Pema Gyaltsen further expounds on the four absurdities that would follow were the two truths entirely distinct:


            [1] A jar’s emptiness of true existence would not be the jar’s mode of existence; [2] the realization of a jar’s emptiness of true existence would not eradicate the reification through the conception of true existence; [3] it would make no sense to say that a jar is the basis of the repudiation of the true existence of the jar and so forth; and [4] the fact that an ārya buddha’s continuum does not simultaneously accommodate both — the wisdom realizing the emptiness and the grasping at true existence of a jar — would become absurd. This would follow if the jar and the jar’s emptiness of true existence are distinct.97


The assumption here is that the radical dualism proposed by Dölpopa, as Kapstein remarks, “effectively underwrites the metaphysical equivalence, while undermining the identity, of the two truths.”98


Although these four absurdities are here employed to argue against the view that takes the two truths to be utterly distinct, this is not an argument that directly concerns Gorampa. He is not interested in demonstrating such a radical division of the two truths; rather he seeks to prove that they constitute two distinct perspectives. Tsongkhapa and the other Gelug scholars, however, by drawing attention to these absurdities, are aiming implicitly at establishing the mutual interdependence of the two truths.


Other Tibetan scholars, including Longchen Rabjam,99 Rongtön Shakya Gyaltsen,100 Mipham Rinpoche,101 and Gendün Chöpel, come closer to Gorampa’s view the way the two truths are distinct. Gendün Chöpel, for example,102 in criticizing Tsongkhapa for holding that there is a noncontradictory relationship between the two truths, writes:


            The so-called mutually compatible relationship between the two truths might be possible if there were ever a time whereby the āryas’ wisdom and the conception of ordinary beings become mutually compatible without contradiction. Otherwise, such [a relationship] is utterly impossible… There is indeed no opportunity to attain liberation for those who hold conventional and ultimate [truths] as noncontradictory. [This also holds true] in terms of the modes of analysis of both the truths.103


He also states:


            This implies the acceptance of the mutually compatible and the noncontradictory relationship between the mental states of the naïve ordinary beings — the lowest foolishness — and the enlightened knowledge — the highest erudition. If by accepting this, it did [justice to the enlightened wisdom], then there should be no problem even in accepting the mutually compatible relationship between the objects of ignorance and reasoning consciousness (i.e., an āryas’ wisdom), [would there?]… In short, the view that holds the two truths as noncontradictory is a philosophical system that accepts all categories of mental states from buddhas down to sentient beings as noncontradictory.104


Still others such as Sakya Paṇḍita,105 Rendawa (Red mda’ ba, 1349–1412),106 Shakya Chogden,107 and Karmapa Mikyö Dorjé108 argue that the relationship between the two truths is essentially inexpressible. They claim that ultimately the two truths transcend the notion of identity and difference (gcig dang tha dad spros pa dang bral ba), and, conventionally, their relationship is not expressible as either identical or distinct (de nyid dang gzhan du brjod du med).109


In short, the two accounts we are considering here differ markedly in their views regarding the relationship between the two truths. Tsongkhapa insists that the two truths constitute a single ontological structure and that they share a common ontological identity, while denying that the two truths are identical in every respect. They are different in their mode of appearance and their mode of existence. The appearance of conventional truth does not cohere with its mode of existence (its appearance belying its contingency), whereas the appearance of ultimate truth is coherent with its mode of existence (its noncontingency being apparent). Conventional and ultimate truth differ, then, in terms of the two natures upon which they are founded, and therefore also to their respective cognizing consciousnesses.


The identity and difference of the two truths must, according to Tsongkhapa, be both ontologically and epistemologically grounded in the two natures. This renders the reduction of the two truths to a mere subjective distinction impossible, since the two natures do not constiutute a merely subjective distinction. In contrast, Gorampa’s account of the relationship between the two truths takes them to be reducible to two conflicting perspectives. The cognitive experiences of ordinary beings and the cognitive experiences of buddhas are distinct in every possible sense. There is nothing in common between these two conflicting perspectives, including any common ontological identity or epistemological link.


The divergence in Tsongkhapa and Gorampa’s views regarding the relationship between the two truths will become more apparent as we delve further into the topic. In the following section, we will compare their views in relation to the authority of the two truths: are there really two truths or is there just one?


Two Truths or One Truth?


For Tsongkhapa the truth is always twofold while for Gorampa it is always single. The disagreement between Tsongkhapa and Gorampa regarding the basis of the division between the two truths is fundamental to this debate. For Tsongkhapa, since the two natures of every empirically given phenomenon provide the ontological and epistemological foundation for each of the truths, the division of truth into two is entirely appropriate. Both the conventional and the ultimate are actual truths, and since the two natures are mutually interlocking, neither of the two truths has primacy over the other — both have equal status, ontologically, epistemologically, and even soteriologically. For Gorampa, however, truth per se is not divisible into two. Since mere mind provides the basis of the division of the two truths wherein ultimate truth — namely, wisdom — alone is seen as convincingly satisfying the criterion of truth, so conventional truth — namely, ignorance — cannot properly be taken as truth. Wisdom and ignorance are invariably contradictory, and thus the two truths cannot coexist. Gorampa argues, in fact, that conventional truth must be eliminated in the ascent to ultimate truth. Given wisdom’s primacy over ignorance, in the final analysis it is ultimate truth alone that must prevail without its merely conventional counterpart. Ultimate truth is therefore infinitely more significant than conventional truth in all respects — ontologically, epistemologically, and soteriologically.


How Is Conventional Truth “Truth” at All?


Given his stance on conventional truth as actual truth and his argument for the equal status of the two truths, Tsongkhapa must now address the question: How can conventional truth, which is described as false and deceptive, be truth at all? In other words, how can the two truths be of equal status if conventional truth is false? Since Tsongkhapa grounds both truths in the dual nature of a single phenomenon, then “just as the ultimate reality of the sprout [for instance] is taken as characteristic of the sprout, hence it is described as the sprout’s nature, so, too,” argues Tsongkhapa, “are the sprout’s color, shape, etc., the sprout’s characteristics. Therefore they too are its nature.”110 Since the two natures are ontologically mutually entailing, the sprout’s ultimate truth cannot exist without its conventional truth, and vice versa. In other words, neither truth could exist without the other.


In the interests of preserving a compatible relationship between the two truths, it is crucial for Tsongkhapa to demonstrate their equal footing. To this end, he appropriates Nāgārjuna’s arguments establishing the unity between the two truths. In the Mūlamadhyamakakārikā, particularly in chapter 24, Nāgārjuna offers his most explicit statements on the unity of the two truths by advancing two separate arguments, one emphasizing their epistemological link, and the other emphasizing their ontological unity. Both these lines of argument draw upon an understanding of the connection between conventional truth and dependent arising on the one hand, and between ultimate truth and emptiness on the other.
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