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ABSTRACT 

Selected aspects of Tibetan Buddhist theory and practice were 

introduced and compared with Western formulations from such systems 

as Gestalt therapy, psychoanalysis, cognitive psychology, and con

temporary physics. Generally, the Tibetan Buddhist approach asserts 

that all forms of diminished functioning (samsara) result from the 

ego principle's interruption of innate, primordial awareness (rig-pa), 

which is the experiential pole of Sunyata, unconditioned reality. The 

ego principle has been defined as a cybernetic system which creates 

samsara through its struggle to sustain the reification of the self

other context in the face of the truth of impermanence and the ego's 

actual nonsubstantiality. 

The Four Veils and the Eight Consciousnesses are models which 

elucidate the mechanisms of the ego principle. The Four Veils are: 

ma-rig-pa (the basic ground of ego); the actual ego-other dichotomy; 

the klesa (egocentric emotionality); and karma (egocentric behavior). 

The Eight Consciousnesses are: the five senses; a sixth "sense" (yid) 

which functions to synthesize and organize experience coherently; 

the seventh consciousness (nyBn-yid) which provides the cognitive 

framework and emotional energy for dichotomizing experience into self 

and other; and the eighth consciousness (alaya-vijnana), the ultimate 

phenomenal ground. 

Tibetan Buddhism provides a soteriological methodology for 

transcending the ego principle which centers around meditation. The 
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two main types of meditation are concentration (zhi-gnas) which trains 

focal attention and insight (lhag-mthong) which trains diffuse attention. 

Besides preparing the practitioner for lhag-mthong, zhi-gnas has three 

main functions: (a) to provide an initial recognition of the com

plexity of samsaric processes; (b) to develop the skill of renunciation 

--the ability to process information with detachment; and (c) to develop 

the skill of samadhi--an extraordinary mastery over attentional func

tions. When integrated with the skills developed in zhi-gnas practice, 

lhag-mthong meditation becomes mahavipasyana, which leads to the 

transcendence of egocentric levels of consciousness and the establish

ment of the condition of enlightenment--a preeminently blissful 

condition in which all experiences of the phenomenal world are realized 

to be inherently meaningful and fulfilling. 

A comparison of Tibetan Buddhism with Western psychotherapy 

indicated that several important theoretical and methodological dis

tinctions can be made between the two approaches. Several important 

·parallels also appear to exist. 
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CHAPTER I 

PURPOSE AND ORGANIZATION OF THE STUDY 

Introduction 

The human encounter with the meaning of existence is the basis 

for the development of the existential and phenomenological philosophies, 

psychologies, and therapies (Carr &Casey, 1973; deSilva, 1974; Sonnemann, 

1954). Buddhism shares this point of departure (deSilva, 1974, 1979) 

and, as Conze (1963) has emphasized, Buddhism has also developed a 

unique training program which it claims is capable of resolving the 

cognitive and affective problems associated with the existential 

encounter. The psychological result of completing the Buddhist training 

is the individual's transformation to a subjective condition of optimal 

well-being, while the behavioral result is the·spontaneous and con-

tinuous performance of activity which is in harmony with one's environ-

ment (Goldstein, 1976; Guenther, 1971; Kornfield, 1977; Trungpa, 1973, 

1976d). 

Buddhism as Psychology 

From his study of the Buddhist Abhidharma1 literature, Goleman 

(1975) concluded that "the Buddha's message is often fundamentally mis-

understood as being simply a theological viewpoint rather than an active 

1
All Sanskrit and Tibetan technical terms will be underlined the 

first time they appear in the text. For purposes of readability, 
Sanskrit diacritical marks will be included only with the first 
appearance of a Sanskrit term. Underlined technical terms are concisely 
defined in the Glossary [Appendix A]. 
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programme for changing oneself" (p. 38). In recent years, psychologists 

have successfully employed Buddhist techniques within the context of the 

therapeutic paradigms of western psychology (e.g., Deatherage, 1975; 

Greaves, 1976; Hendricks, 1975; Lesh, 1970; Linden, 1973; Shapiro, 1976; 

Shapiro & Zifferblatt, 1976). These reports demonstrate the potential 

significance of Buddhist techniques for increasing the effectiveness of 

psychotherapy. However, given its own self-descriptive statements, the 

Buddhist approach per se should be considered primarily soteriological-

that is, concerned with liberation from all suffering--rather than merely 

therapeutic (Brown, 1977; Kornfield, Dass & Miyuki, 1979; Wilber, 1977). 

The present study, therefore, is primarily concerned with presenting 

and discussing Buddhist psychology on its own terms as a soteriological 

system. 

Tibetan Buddhism 

The main purpose of the study is to examine, from a psychological 

rather than a religious perspective, certain Buddhist principles and 

methods as they developed in Tibet. Isolated for centuries from the 

rest of the world, the Tibetans developed a culture based primarily 

on the theory and practice of Buddhism. Two characteristics of Tibetan 

Buddhism indicate that it is particularly relevant for study by 

psychologists. First, the Tibetan Buddhist literature remains the most 

complete and comprehensive written expression of Buddhist teachings, 

comprising thousands of volumes (Brown, 1977). Second, Tibetan Buddhism 

is one of the most psychologically-oriented of all Buddhist schools. As 

with Zen Buddhism, translations and psychological commentaries by 

practitioners'llttd masters who have lived in the ~lest are readily available. 
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ChBgyam Trungpa Rinpoche (1978), a contemporary lama, has emphasized the 

importance of adapting the presentation of Asian spiritual teachings to 

the Western cultural situation; otherwise, the 11basic core11 or essence 

of the teachings may remain undecipherable by Westerners. 

In order to communicate the essentially psychological and experiential 

nature of Tibetan Buddhism, we have relied primarily upon three groups 

for our data on Tibetan Buddhist theory and practice: (a) scholar-

practitioners or scholars who have had extensive contact with practi-

tioners and lamas; (b) Tibetan lamas who are fluent in English or have 

lived or taught in the West; and (c) Western psychologists who have 

themselves been trained in Buddhist methodology. In addition, for the 

sake of meaningful cultural translation, we have attempted to juxtapose 

the core concepts of Tibetan Buddhism with related formulations of certain 

Western schools of thought. Many significant and heuristically valuable 

contrasts and parallels seem to exist. Throughout the dissertation we 

will introduce selected theoretical concepts from contemporary physics 

as well as Western psychologies and psychotherapies to describe and 

elucidate more clearly the Tibetan Buddhist approach to the structure 

and dynamics of human experience. 

Although the therapeutic implications of Tibetan Buddhism will also 

be considered, its soteriological aspects will remain the primary focus. 

Theory will be presented for its role in understanding the functional 

mechanisms of the methodology of Tibetan Buddhism and describing the 

stages of psychological transformation. The use of theory as an aid to 

practice is consistent with the primary value placed on experience, 
,. 
" rather than metaphysical speculation, in Tibetan Buddhism. 
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The study is selective and introductory, focusing on certain 

essential principles and practices while ignoring others. For 

• 
example, neither the advanced Tantric methods nor the lama-disciple 

relationship--considered by the Tibetans (e.g., Wang-ch'ug Dor-je, 

1978) to be an essential context for the process of transformation--

will be discussed in detail. Furthermore, the subtle philosophical 

differences which distinguish the four main sects (and several subsects) 

of Tibetan Buddhism will not be dealt with. Instead, we will present a 

synthesized view of Tibetan Buddhism, leaving aside the analysis of 

differences among the sects for future study. 

Organization of the Chapters 

Chapter II begins with a discussion of the basic assumptions held 

by Tibetan Buddhists concerning the nature of reality and human 

experience. The remainder of Chapter II concerns the Tibetan technical 

definitions of freedom and suffering and the role of the ego principle 

in creating and perpetuating suffering. Chapters III and IV present two 

Buddhist schemata for understanding the process by which human con-

sciousness evolves from primordial, unobscured awareness through 

successive levels of alienation from reality. 

Chapters V and VI describe and analyze the major meditative methods 

of Tibetan Buddhism, as well as the functional mechanisms theoretically 

responsible for the stages of soteriological transformation. Chapter 

VII, the concluding chapter, discusses the implications of the present 

study for future research on the significance of Tibetan Buddhism for 

Western psychology. 



CHAPTER II 

TIBETAN BUDDHIST VIEW OF REALITY AND HUMAN EXPERIENCE 

The Tibetan Buddhist approach describes reality from two comple-

mentary perspectives, the absolute and the relative (Chang, 1977; 

Lhalungpa, 1977; Stcherbatsky, 1927/1965; Wayman, 1978). From the 

relative perspective, mental and material phenomena exist as separate 

entities only through their isolation and identification by perceptual-

cognitive processes as specific objects or events. The meaning and 

value of every thing or event is derived from a particular frame of 

reference. From the absolute perspective, however, all conceptualiza-

tions, labels and self-concepts are fictions imposed upon a reality 

that is fundamentally open, fluid, and inconceivable in its essence 

(Guenther, 1975, 1976a, 1976b; Lhalungpa, 1977). The Sanskrit Buddhist 

term for the absolute "open dimension of Being" (Guenther, 1976b) is 

Sunyata (Tib: stong-pa-nyid; tong-pa-nyee),
1 

that is, reality as it is 

in itself and not as it seems when organized by the perceptual-cognitive 

processes of ordinary consciousness. As the central theme of Mah~yana 

Buddhism, an extensive literature has evolved concerning the meaning 

1Tibetan terms appear in the text according to a letter-by-letter 
transposition scheme which is used widely (e.g., Guenther, 1976a; 
Trungpa, 1975; Tucci, 1980). The initial appearance of a Tibetan term 
is followed by a rendering of its approximate pronunciation according to 
common American English speech. The letter-by-letter transposition is 
also an approximation since the Tibetan alphabet does not have exact 
English equivalents. 
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of Sunyata (e.g., Chang, 1971; Guenther, 1976a; Sprung, 1979; 

Stcherbatsky, 1927/1965; Streng, 1967). 

Sunyata 

Sunyata means that although individual objective and subjective 

phenomena can be isolated and identified as specific entities, every 

material or mental phenomenon or event is capable of being perceived, 

described, and understood from an infinite number of perspectives and 

within an infinite set of contexts. Even the spatial and temporal 

boundaries of identifiable phenomena and events are subject to the same 

infinitude of possibilities. Therefore, all phenomena are said to be 

"empty, 11 in and of themselves, of any inherent existence. "Emptiness" 

means that phenomena do not exist as such by virtue of their own 

determinate nature but rather because of their relationship to the whole 

of reality. Reality is whole and the whole of reality moves together. 

No single phenomenon can be said to exist in any absolute sense, in and 

of itself, that is, independent of the mind's discriminating, categorizing, 

and labeling processes (Guenther, 1976a; Sherpa Tulku, Khamlang Tulku, 

Berzin, & Landaw, 1973). This description of reality has its parallel 

in certain emerging theoretical models of modern physics. Principles 

common to both contemporary theoretical physics and traditional non-

Western psychologies such as Buddhism have been discussed in detail 

elsewhere (Capra, 1975; LeShan, 1969; Mishlove, 1975; Zukav, 1979). 

Some of these principles are reviewed in the following sections. 
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Sunyata and Modern Science 

Modern quantum physics is based, in part, on laboratory observations 

of the behavior of "elementary particles" of matter. These observations 

indicate that the particles, long considered to be the fundamental 

building blocks of matter, actually have no ultimate status as material 

entities (Capra, 1975; Zukav, 1979). The so-called particles are more 

accurately understood as subtle patterns of energy rather than as con-

stituting fundamental material structure. The patterns of energy bec~me 

organized in particular stable configurations which human observations 

characterize as specific material phenomena. The existence of specific 

phenomena as the organization of subtle patterns of energy remains a 

function of the dynamic flow of energy patterns; in its entirety, the 

flow of energy is the whole universe which includes the mind which cog-

nizes the flow. 

Heisenberg's uncertainty principle asserts that a knowable universe 

does not exist in any finite sense apart from the interaction of subject 

and object: "What we observe is not nature itself, but nature exposed to 

our method of questioning" (Capra, 1975, p. 140). A Tibetan Buddhist 

formulation of Heisenberg's discovery, based on the principle of Sunyata, 

might assert that the phenomena of nature are 11empty" or "void" of any 

absolute determinate characteristics; the existence of phenomena as known 

entities with specified qualities remains a function of the fundamental 

perceptual and cognitive processes of the mind that experiences the 

phenomena (Sherpa Tulku, et al., 1973). 

Both general and specific descriptions of the limitations of the 

mind's perceptual and cognitive processes are found in the Tibetan 
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Buddhist literature. The specific characteristics of the psychological 

processes which place limits on the knowable are discussed in the next 

two chapters. The general characteristics are outlined in the remaining 

sections of this chapter. 

A considerable body of research done by modern Western psychologists 

in the area of perceptual and cognitive limitations lends support to 

the Tibetan Buddhist view of reality as a provisional construction. 

Ornstein (1972) has reviewed studies done on perceptual set, selective 

attention, the automatization of perceptual functions, the transactional 

nature of awareness, and the neurophysiology of consciousness. Ornstein 

concluded that "normal personal consciousness is not a complete, passive 

registration of the external environment, but a highly evolved selective 

personal construction" (p. 42). The results of the research reviewed 

by Ornstein are consistent with the principle of Sunyata. 

Sunyata and the Vacuum State of Relativistic Quantum Field Theory 

Utimately, Sunyata refers to the condition of full potentiality 

that constitutes the essence of all material and mental phenomena. 

Domash (1977, p. 662) has called relativistic quantum field theory 

"the most successful conception in the history of science." According 

to field theory, an underlying ground or "vacuum state" is the ultimate 

basis of all material particles and interactions (Capra, 1975). Domash 

describes the vacuum state as "containing no real matter, light or 

excitation ... [A]lone among states of the field [it] is unique, 

unbounded in space and time, Lorentz invariant (same for all observers), 

and of truly zero entropy" (p. 662). This characterization of the 

vacuum state can be compared to typical Buddhist descriptions of Sunyata: 



9 

''Emptiness,'' ''Void,'' ''Unborn, Unbecome, Unmade, Unconditioned, u ''measure-

less, 11 "signless, 11 "Unaffected,'' "Unproduced" (Conze, 1955) ; "unqualified," 

devoid of "finite attributes," "timeless,'' and "empty of all designa-

tions of time, space and movement" (Govinda, 1976, p. 50). 

A deeper parallel exists between Sunyata and the vacuum state of 

modern physics; both are described as empty (of any determinate character-

istics), and both are also described, paradoxically, as full (of limit-

less potential manifestation). This paradox of the complete indivisi-

bility of the absolute and the relative, the noumenal and phenomenal, is 

the central theme of the Perfection of Wisdom texts (Conze, 1955) which 

are fundamental to Tibetan Buddhist theory and practice. The theme is 

expressed succinctly.in a well-known portion of one of the texts, called 

the Heart Sutra: "emptiness is no other than form; form is no other 

than emptiness" (Conze, 1955, p. 74). Lama Govinda (1976) quotes the 

teachings of the Ch'an master Hui-Neng to express the paradox of the 

fullness of the void: 

When I speak about the void, do not fall into the idea 
that I mean vacuity . • . Space takes in all [things] 

, and so does the voidness of our nature. (p. 50) 

Likewise, the contemporary Zen master, Philip Kapleau (1980), character-

izes the infinite potentiality of Sunyata as "the dynamic substratum of 

all existence" (p. 297). 

From the descriptions of Domash, Capra, Kapleau, and Hui-Neng, we 

may hypothesize that Sunyata refers to the same ultimate "empty" nature 

of reality defined by modern quantum physics. The hypothesis is sup-

ported by a further comparison of more precise formulations used by 

Buddhists and quantum physicists to describe the relationship of phenomena 
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to the void. According to Domash (1977), the vacuum state "contains 

'virtual' (unphysical) representatives of all possible modes of matter 

and excitation .•. " (p. 663). The nonphysical representatives which 

function as the ultimate origins of all possible entities or events exist 

as "zero-point excitations . . . , assigned one-half quanta of energy 11 

(p. 663). Blofeld's (1974) description of the Buddhist formulation of 

subtle energy impulses as the bases for all phenomena is similar: 

multitudes of beings and objects contained in this 
boundless flux are held to be dynamic. concentrations 
of dharmas or "elements of being" which are in fact 
tiny impulses of energy--each so brief that in the 
time it takes to pronounce the sound "phat," it is 
gone. (p. 62) 

Capra (1975) has made the parallel between the vacuum state and 

Sunyata explicit: 

The distinction between matter and empty space finally 
had to be abandoned when it became evident that virtual par~ 
ticles can come into being spontaneously out of the void, 
and vanish again into the void • . According to field 
theory, events of that kind happen all the time. The vacuum 
is far from empty . • . 

Here then, is the closest parallel to the Void of 
Eastern mysticism in modern physics. [It] is not a 
state of mere nothingness, but contains the poten
tiality for all forms of the particle world [which] 
are not independent physical entities but merely transient 
manifestations of the underlying Void. (pp. 222-223) 

Psychological Implications of Sunyata 

The psychological implications of Sunyata are considerable. 

The Heart Sutra specifies that all manifestations of form--

material as well as non-material--are indivisible from emptiness. In 

other words, perception, affect, cognition, volition, and consciousness 

are all innately unfixed and free from any particular perspective. 
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However, when human beings fail to recognize the Sunyata essence of their 

experience, they mistake relative reality for the unconditionally real 

and suffer the consequences of confronting a fixed universe which appears 

as sometimes pleasant and sometimes troubling. 

According to Tibetan Buddhism, direct experience of the absolute 

openness of Sunyata is possible through the process of meditation (e.g., 

Beyer, 1978; Blofeld, 1974; Dhargyey, 1974; Guenther, 1971, 1975, 1976b; 

Trungpa, 1973; Tucci, 1980; Wang-Ch'ug Dor-je, 1978; Wayman, 1978; 

Welwood, 1979c). Realization of Sunyata reveals the a priori condition 

of freedom fro~ the rigid boundaries of pleasure and pain associated 

with relative reality. 

In Chapters III and IV, we will discuss in detail the nature of 

human experience from the Tibetan perspective of Sunyata. In Chapters V 

and VI, the Tibetan Buddhist meditative methods for realizing and 

actualizing the ·infinite potential of Sunyata will be discussed. 

Summary of Sunyata 

Sunyata refers to the ultimate nature of reality. Reality is not a 

"thing" or a composite of "things" but a dynamic experiential process 

out of which particular entities and events are continually being 

isolated by the human mind. These phenomena are themselves dynamic, 

and their separation from the whole is never absolute but always con-

ditional--a function of the moment-to-moment reifying process of human 

consciousness and the inherent limitations of the sensing and organizing 

functions of perception, cognition, and consciousness. One separable 

and identifiable entity is the "I" or sense of self which, like all 
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other isolatable entities (Skt. 
2

: dharma; Tib.: chos: cho) is "empty" 

of any existence independent of psychological processes. Ignorance of 

the empty essence of self leads to suffering while realization of the 

emptiness of self implies a condition of total freedom from suffering. 

Sunyata, as the irreducible fact of Being, is empty of all defining 

characteristics; Sunyata is beyond all attributes or qualifications. As 

the ground of Being, Sunyata represents the potential manifestation of 

all possible material and mental phenomena which remain Sunyata through 

all stages of manifestation. As described above, this Tibetan Buddhist 

description of the nature of reality and human consciousness is sup-

ported in part by research studies and theoretical formulations of modern 

·J- science. 

The Nature of Human Suffering 

Psychologically, Sunyata is experienced as the unity of the phenomenal 

·~· and the nournenal, what Guenther (1976b) has called "Being as becoming." 

"Appearance" is Guenther's (1976b) translation of snang-ba (nahng-ba), 

the Tibetan technical term for the perceptual basis for the experience of 

Being as becoming. Guenther describes "appearance" as the intrinsic 

enjoyment of perception which has aesthetic experience as its ultimate 

referent as opposed to representational or categorical thinking (Tib: 

rtog-pa; tog-pa). Guenther (1976b) claims that the intrinsically 

fulfilling perception of "appearance" involves a heightened awareness 

of all aspects of our experience. Awareness is heightened because 

2 
Skt. = Sanskrit transposition. The pronunciation approximates 

English. 
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experience is no longer circumscribed by the emotional desensitization 

which arises as a function of "the inhibiting and deadening bifurcation 

into subject and object" (p. 53). 

In the following passage Guenther (1976b) provides a further elabor-

ation of the Tibetan Buddhist conception of "Awareness" (Tib.: sems-nyid; 

sem-nyee) as the cognitive aspect of Being-as-such. 

This is the idea of freedom as an existential fact, and 
not as a mere negatively conceived abstraction. We have 
to remind ourselves here that to be is to be aware, and 
that in being aware Being exercises its freedom. Freedom 
is thus synonymous with Being and with Awareness, and is 
a descriptive term of the functioning of Being as Aware
ness. From this it follows that 'bondage' is the effect 
of the functioning of the failure of freedom. This can 
be illustrated in the following way. In aesthetic experi
ence or intrinsic perception I perceive in a more effortless 
way, while in ordinary categorical perception I am 'caught' 
in the fictions of my own making. But this being caught and 
fettered does not contradict the intrinsic freedom of the 
noetic functioning. To think of freedom as being something 
other than the fact of being and of being aware, is to be 
caught in fictions and in the loss of freedom. (p. 40) 

Thus, freedom is experienced cognitively as Awareness in and of 

itself (the cognitive reality of Sunyata), and not as a function of 

the particular contents of Awareness or the particular relationships 

obtaining between such contents (Guenther, 1976b; Welwood & Wilber, 

1979). Freed from the "concretizations and characterizations [of the] 

interpretative postulate of the intellect" (Karma Phrin-las-pa, in 

Guenther's 1976b translation, pp. 89-90), the contents of Awareness are 

experienced as "appearance" which is "Being as becoming." 

If to be is to be free, then how is it that suffering occurs? Ac-

cording to Tibetan Buddhism, suffering occurs because of a deeply rooted 

denial and distortion of the veridical experience of the relative as 

Being (that is as absolutely relative) which is freedom, a priori. In 
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other words, all human suffering is based on a fundamental error of subtle 

perception and cognition which results in the reification of the relative. 

A complex and self-sustaining system of psychological processes evolves 

which operates within the context of the fundamental error. The general 

structure and dynamics of this system will be discussed later in this 

chapter. A more detailed presentation of models which explicate this 

system will be presented in Chapters III and IV. The Three Marks of 

Existence, discussed next, define the broad parameters of the self

perpetuating system of suffering. 

The Three Marks of Existence 

The relationship among the Three Marks of Existence (Skt. trairupya; 

Tib.: tshul gsum; tsool soom), or what Blofeld (1974) has called the 

"three universal characteristics" of reality, describes both the con

ditions and causal matrix of suffering. The Three Marks of Existence 

are: impermanence, the ego principle, and suffering (Blofeld, 1974; 

Dhargyey, 1974; Trungpa, 1976d). The meaning of "impermanence" is that 

all objective and subjective phenomena are in constant flux or, as 

formulated in the dictum of the Greek philosopher, Heraclitus, panta 

rhei--"all things move" (Lauf, 1976; Muses, 1972). As we have seen in 

our discussion of Sunyata, this conception of a dynamic universe has its 

parallel in modern physics. Indeed, Capra (1975) and Zukav (1979) have 

presented evidence that the principle of impermanence is an essential 

component in current theories of relativity and quantum mechanics. 

Impermanence as Organismic Flow 

The subjective manifestation of impermanence lies at the heart of 

the dynamic process model of human psychology proposed by Gestalt 
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therapy. The principle of impermanence is seen clearly in the Gestalt 

therapy ideal of the "organismic flow" of experience in which new figural 

formations emerge from and recede into a continually changing background 

without impediment (Hall, 1976; Polster & Polster, 1974). As in Gestalt 

therapy, Tibetan Buddhism places a primary value on the flow process. 

Both systems identify its interruption as a primary cause of suffering. 

Reification of Organismic Flow 

According to Tibetan Buddhsim, the organismic flow is interrupted 

by the reification of experience. In Wayman's (1978) translation of one 

of the main works of Tsong-Kha-Pa, the fourteenth century Tibetan scholar 

and meditation master, the "root of samsara" is succinctly labeled as 

"the reifying view (satkayad:~~i)" which is considered synonymous with 

the primal unknowing (Skt. avidya; Tib.: ma-rig-pa; mah-rig-pa) (p. 

183). Interruption of the organismic flow occurs and is sustained 

through the symbiotic interaction of two mutually validating poles of 

the reification process: the constructed "self 11 or "I", and the 

"other." In other words, ma-rig-pa simultaneously reifies aspects of 

the flow as the external objective world and takes that reification as 

indicative of a subject, that is, a "self" who experiences that world. 

These two causally interdependent reified frames of reference may 

be conceptualized as the complementary poles of a cybernetic system, 

that is, a closed circuit informational processing feedback system 

(cf. von Bertalanffy, 1967). The self-regulating egocentric system is 

the essential basis for the evolution of the entire cognitive structure 

of the mind; the cognitive structure, in turn, reinforces the basic 

duality of self and other. 
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Samsara 

Sam~ara (Tib.: khor-ba; khor-wa) is the Sanskrit technical term 

for the condition of confusion and suffering which results from the 

closed circuit system. A literal translation of samsara, "continual 

circle" (Trungpa, 1973, p. 28), suggests the cybernetic nature of the 

cognitive system that sustains and defines samsara. Gampopa, the chief 

disciple of Tibet's great yogi Milarepa and twelfth century organizer of 

the Kagyu (Kha-jyoo) Lineage of Tibetan Buddhism, has described the 

"status of Samsara" as "bewilderment, great misery, endless duration and 

the absence of the possibility of being liberated by itself" (Guenther, 

1971, p. 1). Gampopa stresses the innate impossibility of freeing one

self from suffering as long as the samsaric system operates. In the same 

passage, Gampopa expresses the absolute hopelessness of attaining 

liberation within the context of the mutually perpetuating constructs 

of "self" and "other": "But if you think that it will disperse by 

itself, you should remember that Samsara is notorious for being without 

end" (p. 1). 

Tibetan Buddhism has developed several models to describe the mind's 

complex perceptual and cognitive processes. These processes are seen to 

operate according to certain basic principles. When operating within 

the dualist context of self and other, the processes function to defend 

against any higher order (i.e., nonegocentric) integration of input to 

the system. Even the possibility of nondualistic functioning is blocked 

from awareness and the suffering which is inherent in ego based conscious

ness becomes the norm. As we shall see, extraordinary procedu,~s (e.g., 

meditation) are considered essential before an individual can become free 
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from the limitations imposed by the bifurcating of reality into self 

and other. When freed from this dualistic context, the fundamental 

perceptual and cognitive processes function harmoniously to appreciate 

and express reality as it is--Being as becoming. This is the primary goal 

of Buddhism--freedom from samsara through transcendence of the self-other 

dichotomy via the realization of Sunyata. 

The Ego Principle 

The cybernetic system of interacting psychological processes which 

sustains the primary cognitive error of reification and duality we here 

call the "ego principle." The use of a new term is meant to distinguish 

clearly the Buddhist and psychoanalytic uses of the term "ego." 

Welwood and Wilber (1979) have noted several important differences between 

the Buddhist and Freudian uses and understanding of the term ego which are 

3 relevant to the distinction we wish to make in using a new term. 

The most important difference is that Freud accepted the ultimate 

veridicality of the self-other dichotomy whereas Buddhism views the 

status of the self (and the other) as provisional. In both psycho-

analysis and Buddhism, the ego is considered to be the origin of the 

self-other framework. According to Buddhism, however, the self-other 

framework is the result of perceptual and cognitive error. In psycho-

analysis, the self-other framework remains unquestioned as the inevitable 

and essential context for the healthy organization of the psyche. 

3For purposes of readability, the shortened term "ego" will 
will be used occasionally as a synonym for the "ego principle." 
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Second, for psychoanalysis ego strength is the hallmark of mental 

health; for Buddhism the goal is to realize the absolutely provisional 

nature of the ego. The goal of Buddhism is not, however, to destroy the 

processes which organize perception and assign relative value and meaning 

to events. Rather, when the goal of Buddhism is realized, those pro

cesses are recognized as relative in themselves, forming a continually 

changing dynamic referential flow rather than a static reference point of 

a reified ego. In other words, the processes continue to function, 

though within a universal rather than an individual context. The trans

formation sought by Buddhism also implies the optimal functioning of those 

processes since their natural mechanisms are no longer interrupted by the 

tensions and reality distortions created by the struggle to maintain the 

reified ego-other dichotomy. As Chogyam Trungpa Rinpoche (1973) has 

stated, the goal is not to eliminate ego but to understand it. For 

Buddhism, a complete understanding of ego implies realization of its 

inherent emptiness. 

The transmuted ego of the enlightened individual is reminiscent of 

Gestalt therapy's "self-as-process" (Perls, Hefferline, & Goodman, 1951; 

Walker, 1971; Yontef, 1976). For Perls, the "self-as-process" is a 

dynamic "system of responses or contacts of the organism with the 

environment" (Yontef, 1976, p. 217), while the "ego" is the organism's 

system of identification and alienation. According to the Gestalt 

therapist John Crook (1977), the ego of the individual who is no longer 

bound by the reifying process becomes "an organ of a more totally 

integrated self" (p. 66). The Tibetan Buddhist technical term for an 

individual, rang-rgyud (rahng-jyoo), literally "stream of being," may in 
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fact be synonymous with Gestalt therapy's "self-as-process," both terms 

stressing the essentially dynamic:, nonreified nature of human existence. 

As Hanson (1971) has noted, "Buddhism does not regard the individual as 

a permanent, unitary 'self' (Sanskrit: atman) encased in a mortal body, 

but as a constantly changing 'stream' of psycho-physical events" (p. 49, 

n. 5). 

Welwood and Wilber's third distinction between Freudian and Buddhist 
,., 

t conceptions of ego concerns the transpersonal ramifications of the ego-

as-fiction. While psychoanalysis has been concerned with the intra-

personal implications of the ego's operations, Welwood and Wilber point 

out that in Buddhism ego refers to a process rather than to a component 

of an individual psyche. Therefore, the dichotomizing process may also 

be experienced in so-called higher states of consciousness in which the 

construct of a separate self has already been transcended. Although the 

authors do not fully elaborate on this point, they may be referring to 

such higher order dualisms as life and death, and existence versus non-

existence. Other more detailed points concerning the Buddhist ego 

principle will be discussed in later chapters which explicate the Tibetan 

models of consciousness; in these models the self-other dichotomy is seen 

to be based on more fundamental dualistic contexts. 

Three Basic: Modalities of the Ego Principle 

More detailed elaborations of the Buddhist ego principle have been 

presented by Naranjo (1977) and Crook (1977). Naranjo describes the ego 

principle in terms of three fundamental modalities of human experience 

recognized by Tibetan Buddhism--behavior, emotion, and cognition. 

Behaviorally, the ego is "a fixity of obsolete conditioned responses 
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and introjects that interfere with the spontaneity of instinctual and 

intuitive self-regulation" (p. 90). Emotionally, the ego is "passion

ateness,11 while cognitively, the ego is "a closed system of fixed ideas 

about the world, self and other" (pp. 90-91). 

Crook (1977), emphasizing the cognitive aspect of the ego principle, 

describes the "I" as "a stream of thought which appropriates the material 

of thought in the construction of the idea of 'me'" (p. 66). Crook 

relates his formulation to William James' insight that "the thoughts 

themselves are the thinkers." Welwood and Wilber (1979) describe the 

Buddhist use of the term "ego" as referring to the "activity of 

identifying with the objects of consciousness (i.e., thoughts, feelings, 

perceptions) and grasping anything that maintains this identity" (p. 104). 

Similarly, the Tibetan Buddhist lama Tarthang Tulku (1974) has described 

the ego as a fictitious "self-image" that individuals perpetuate. Finally, 

Chogyam Trungpa Rinpoche (19 73) has written of the ego as "a transitory, 

discontinuous event, which in our confusion seems to be quite solid and 

continuous" (p. 5). 

The Ego Principle and Human Suffering 

A psychological rendering of the Sanskrit (duhkha) and Tibetan 

(sdug-bsnal; doog nahl) technical terms which have been translated into 

English as "suffering" might be the following: the diminution of optimal 

psychological experience and functioning linked to the fundamental 

perceptual-cognitive error of reification and dualism. In other words, 

"suffering" for Tibetan Buddhism, implies the entire range of deviation 

from the natural state of a "stream of being" which is at one with the 

universe. The natural state is also the ultimate condition of well-being 



whose affective nature is continual bliss (Guenther, 1976b; Wang-ch'ug 

Dor-je, 1978). The Tibetan Buddhist conception of suffering must be 

understood in the context of this ultimate affective standard. 
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Suffering occurs through the reification of the relative and the 

dichotomizing of all experience into self and other. Meaning is then 

possible only in reference to the fictional but solidified "I", and 

value becomes a function of qualitative and quantitative comparisons of 

that "I" and its capacity to satisfy its desires with other reif ied 

frames of reference (Mikulas, 1978; Tarthang Tulku, 1974; Washburn & 

Stark, 1979). 

A corollary to the primary cognitive error described above is the 

further implicit and mistaken assumption that if the "I" obtains what it 

desires, "I" will be happy. However, the hypostatized "I" and external 

events are both subject to impermanence. Therefore, success in obtain

ing what is desired does not lead to permanent happiness since the "I" 

that desired as well as the desired object (or situation) no longer 

exist as such. 

Suffering is the never-ending struggle of the ego principle or 

"self-image" to confirm itself as: (a) ultimately real, and (b) of 

sufficient worth (Washburn & Stark, 1979). According to Tibetan 

Buddhism, the struggle is doomed to fail because the ego principle (a) 

is a "subject-at-risk" (Crook, 1977) which has no ultimate status; and 

(b) constantly senses the threat of nonexistence or unworthiness as 

changing events (impermanence) continually alter its status relative to 

particular, reified frames of reference (Crook, 1977; Washburn & Stark, 

1979). 
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Ontological Anxiety 

Perls (1973) has succinctly defined anxiety as the gap between the 

now and the future. In the case of the ego principle, the struggle for 

self confirmation centers around the implicit gap between the now which 

is based on a definite sense of self and a dreaded but seemingly in-

evitable future in which "I" may not exist at all. The affective con-

comitant of the struggle for self-confirmation has been termed 

"ontological anxiety" by the existential psychotherapist Rollo May 

(1959). In May's words, anxiety 

is the subjective aspect of a being facing imminent 
non-being, that is, facing the dissolution of . 
himself as a self. Anxiety is the inward state of my 
becoming aware . . . that I can lose myself and my 
world, that I can become 'nothing.' (p. 1354) 

Whenever the ego is confronted with evidence of its own insub-

stantiality, panic ensues at the prospect of its own lack of inherent 

existence. According to Tibetan Buddhism, the ego principle's encounter 

with its potential imminent dissolution is an almost constant happening. 

Therefore, the ego principle operates on a moment-to-moment basis, con-

tinually recreating the framework of "self" (Trungpa, 1978). A complex 

system of denial and distortion is reconstituted and maintained in each 

moment to support the (fictional) ego's flight from reality. The 

existential psychiatrist Thomas Hora (1979) has called this situation 

the "tragic element of the human condition [which] is rooted in that 

cognitive deficiency which underlies the desire of man to confirm his 

self as reality" (p. 72). 

Perls (1975) seems to be echoing the traditional Buddhist perspective 

when he speaks of the primary role of the individual's "dread of nothing-

ness" in the experience of suffering: 



We also create at the same time a fixation on our systems. 
The dread of the nothingness is so tremendous that we hang 
on desperately to what is. And the tragedy of this is that 
all the dynamic energy of the organism is now utilized in 
maintaining the status quo. (p. 98) 
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In the following statement, taken from his last series of published 

lectures, Perls (1975) comes closest to agreement with the Tibetan 

Buddhist view that reification is the single fundamental cause of all 

suffering: "I believe all symptoms are a stagnation or condensation of 

energy or, as I call it, the excitement of the organism" (p. 98). Perls' 

statement can be compared to Guenther's (1976b) rendering of the Tibetan 

technical term ma-rig-pa, the fundamental underlying context for all 

reification, as "the loss of the optimum level of excitation [or] 

'energetic charge"' (p. 253, n. 9). 

De-reification of the Ego Principle 

Tibetan Buddhism offers a training program designed to transcend 

the limitations of the ego principle and reestablish the inherent capa-

city to perceive, think, feel, and act within the context of reality as 

it is, Sunyata. According to Crook (1977), such a process involves the 

"breakup of the rigidity imposed on experience by attentive processes 

exclusively occupied with movements within the cognitive structuring of 

identity" (p. 72). Meditation, essentially a methodology for training 

attentional functions, is a core methodology employed in Tibetan Buddhism 

to produce this result--a transformation of consciousness in which the 

a priori unity of the relative and the absolute is realized. 

As a result of meditation and other psychospiritual training, the 

relativ~'and the absolute are perceived as one. The ego principle is 

de-reified, having been "upstaged" by the realization of the truth of 
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impermanence and Sunyata. The struggle to create or derive meaning 

and value based on the principle of the ego dissolves; meaning and value 

occur spontaneously as "appearance" (snang-ba) and without need of 

validation in the no-context context of Being-as-becoming (Guenther, 

1976b; Guenther & Trungpa, 1975; Washburn & Stark, 1979). This is 

enlightenment--the cessation of samsaric cognition, the recognition of 

impermanence, and the realization of the egolessness of self and other. 
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CHAPTER III 

MODELS OF SAMSARA, I: 

THE STRUCTURE AND DYNAMICS OF EGOCENTRIC FUNCTIONING 

ACCORDING TO THE FOUR VEILS MODEL 

Practitioners of Tibetan Buddhism can refer to a variety of models 

which detail the development of samsaric experience in human conscious-

ness. Although considered no substitute for meditation, studying these 

models may aid meditators in understanding the processes which sustain 

samsaric functioning. Two such models will be discussed in detail in 

the present chapter and the next one. 

Relevant parallels and contrasts with classical Freudian psycho-

analysis, gestalt therapy, and cognitive psychology will also be presented 

as heuristic tools. A comprehensive, in-depth comparison of Tibetan 

Buddhism with any specific western approach, however, is beyond the 

scope of this study. 

Evolution of Samsaric Experience in 

Tibetan Buddhism and Classical Psychoanalysis 

Freud was the first modern psychologist to characterize system-

atically man's system of psychological processes as a mechanism for dis-

torting or denying reality. Based on clinical work with his patients, 

Freud postulated a complex psychodynamic apparatus which acts as the human 

organism's metastrategy for satisfying its needs and defending against 

anxiety in the context of societal restraints. Based on several hundred 
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years of phenomenological research, Tibetan Buddhism has developed a 

model of personality structures and functions which, in contrast to 

psychoanalysis, are seen to evolve as extensions of the ego principle's 

defense against the experience of impermanence and Sunyata. By defending 

against impermanence and Sunyata, the ego principle sustains the fiction 

of its independent existence; the result, as described in Chapter II, 

is duhkha--suffering. 

Fundamental Distinctions Between Tibetan Buddhism 

and Psychoanalysis 

One of the fundamental differences between psychoanalysis and 

Tibetan Buddhism can be stated concisely: in psychoanalysis the affec-

tive unconscious is ontogenetically prior to, and provides the context 

for, ego-based cognition; in Tibetan Buddhism, the reverse is true. 

Figure 1 highlights this distinction by greatly simplifying the two 

approaches. The following discussion elucidates aspects of this diagram. 

Freudian Ontogenetic Model of Consciousness 

For Freud, a problematical affective unconscious (Id) is viewed 

as the psychological counterpart of the body's primordial drives. The 

id is seen as the most central and historically antecedent component of 

the human personality, present at the beginning of an individual's life. 

The id's drives are seen as irrational, extremely powerful, and paten-

tially dangerous in their primordial form. Only later, several months 

after birth, does the cognitive apparatus of a distinct ego (Freud's 

term) develop to successfully "manage" the id so that: (a) the id' s 

drives achieve satisfaction; and (b) conflict with external and inter-

nalized society (i.e., superego) is minimized. 
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Figure 1. Ontogenetic evolution of consciousness in 
psychoanalysis and Tibetan Buddhism 

*It is possible that classical psychoanalytic theory assumes the 
existence of psychological-ontological grounds more basic than the id. 
In general, however, Western psychologies refrain from an explicit con
sideration of basic ontological and metaphysical assumptions. If they 
exist at all, such assumptions ordinarily remain largely implicit. In 
contrast, Tibetan Buddhism considers an understanding of basic ontologi
cal issues to be the necessary foundation for further discussion of human 
nature and behavior. 
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Ontogenesis of Consciousness in Tibetan Buddhism 

According to Nagao (Note 1), Buddhism also recognizes that certain 

adaptive functions are not fully developed at birth. Psychoanalysis 

and Buddhism agree, therefore, that the synthesizing and organizing 

functions undergo a process of maturation and development in the early 

period of a child's life. For psychoanalysis, the developing recog-

nition of the ego-other duality as a fact of life is considered the 

basis for the remaining adaptive ego functions. For Buddhism, however, the 

unconscious process of constructing the self-other duality is considered 

a result of ignorance. As such, the ego remains the essential factor 

in the development of the major problematical drives and raw affect 

Freud associated with the id. Whether in childhood or adulthood, 

Buddhism views the instantaneous recreation of the ego-other dichotomy 

as ontogenetically prior to, as well as the sine qua non for, the 

id-like drives and emotions. For Buddhism, which is primarily a 

soteriological system, the issue of the ego's position in the ontogenetic 

development of experience is of major importance. 

In Tibetan Buddhism, the major drives and raw affect associated 

by Freud with the id are not considered to be primordial (as they are 

in classical psychoanalytic theory) but rather a function of a 

fundamental perceptual-cognitive error (ma-rig-pa) in which pure 

awareness (rig-pa) which is considered primordial, becomes reified 

into awareness by a self of a self experienced as separate from an 

external world. 

According to Tibetan Buddhism, the primary dualism of self versus 

other is co-constituted with a primary repression of this reification 
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(Trungpa, 1973, 1978; Wilber, 1977). In other words, the self-other 

split is itself repressed. From this "cognitive unconscious" develops 

the projection of an external reality that is consistent with the primary 

dualism and its repression. 1 In Wilber's (1977) words: "Thus dualism, 

to the extent that we forget its underlying ground of non-duality, 

represses that non-duality and then projects it as multiplicity" (p. 118). 

Emotions as Energizing Factor 

Chogyam Trungpa Rinpoche (1978) has written of "basic energies 

that misunderstood themselves right at the beginning and differentiated 

themselves from the basic ground" (p. 82). 

Tibetan Buddhism considers the basic energies to be essentially 

value free, co-constituted with and inseparable from pure awareness. 

The Tibetan Buddhist position is similar to recent formulations of 

quantum theory (e.g., Capra, 1975; Zukav, 1979) which view energy quanta 

as merely fluctuations of the vacuum field while remaining indivisible 

with it. Once appropriated by the ego principle, however, these funda-

mentally neutral energies become the "raw material" for the development 

of egocentric emotions which, in turn, energize the motivational and 

behavioral components of the reifying process. The Tibetan Buddhist 

formulation of the role of emotions is reminiscent of the Gestalt 

therapy view that "emotions energize the cathexes and mobilize the ways 

1Both Piaget (1971) and Weiner (1975) have pointed out the limita
tions Freud imposed on his system by ignoring what they have called the 
"cognitive unconscious." Weiner (1975) has recently developed a new 
approach to psychotherapy which, in its emphasis on exploring and under
standing the mechanisms of the cognitive unconscious, is similar to 
Tibetan Buddhism. 
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and means of satisfying needs" (Perls, 1973, p. 23). Perls (1973) has 

written that emotions "modify the basic excitement [cf. rig-pa] ac-

cording to the situation which has to be met" (p. 23). According to 

Tibetan Buddhism, as long as the ego principle operates as such, the 

"situation to be met" lies within the context of the closed-circuit~ 

self-other feedback loop. 

Trungpa (1976d) has emphasized the key role played by the emotions, 

referring to them as "the generals of ego's army" (p. 23). In a related 

passage, he has elaborated further on the relationship of the emotions 

to the basic dualism: 

The emotions are composed of energy, which can be 
likened to water, and a dualistic thought process 
which could be likened to pigment or paint. When 
energy and thought are mixed together they become 
the vivid and colorful emotions. (P. 64) 

In other words, the samsaric emotions are the fundamental energies of 

the human organism experienced within a self versus other context. A 

brief hypothetical description of the transformation of the basic 

energies into samsaric emotions follows. 

Energy may be conceptualized as functioning directionally in one 

. of three ways: (a) inwardly-directed, (b) outwardly-directed, or 

(c) self-contained (inertia). According to our hypothesis, the value-

free centripetal, centrifugal, and inert energies of the human organism 

function within the context of ego as passion, aggression and ignorance, 

respectively to confirm the existence of the self as separate from the 

"other," the object of these energies. The self is confirmed by the 

other through one of three basic emotional-attitudinal styles; incor-

porating the other (passion); rejecting the other (aggression); or 



ignoring the other (ignorance). The samsaric emotions of passion, 

aggression and ignorance energize the self-other cathexes and lead to 

further egocentric motivation and behavior; egocentric motivation and 

behavior, in turn, reinforce the more fundamental cognitive and affec-

tive dualistic processes. The entire cybernetic samsaric process will 

be explicated in more detail later in the chapter. 

Primordial Wisdom 

Neither the body nor its associated primordial psychological 

experiences are devalued by Tibetan Buddhism (Guenther, 1976b; 

Lhalungpa, 1977). Freed from the context of the ego principle (what 

Trungpa in the above quote calls "dualistic thought process"), the 

energies of both body and mind are assumed t? perform in spontaneous 

harmony with each other and with the environment at large (Guenther, 

1971; Trungpa, 1973, 1976a, 1978). A Western parallel to this idea is 

found in Perls' (1969, 1975) theory of the organismic balance. Perls 

(1969), a strong critic of Freud's instinct theory, consistently 

emphasized the natural, self-regulating nature of the human organism, 

insisting that "awareness per ~--~ and of itself--can be curative" 

(Perls' emphasis, p. 16). 

Because with full awareness you become aware of this 
organismic self-regulation, you can let the organism 
take over without interfering, without interrupting; 
we can rely on the wisdom of the organism. (pp. 16-17, 
emphasis added) 
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An underlying faith in the fundamental wisdom of the human organism 

is central to both Gestalt therapy and Tibetan Buddhism and distinguishes 

them both from psychoanalytic theory. 



Historical versus Functional Approaches to 

the Origins of Suffering 

The final area of comparative analysis to be presented here con-

cerns the temporal relationship among the stages of ontogenetic 

development. For psychoanalysis, these stages are historical in the 

life of an individual, approximately correlated with particular age 
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intervals (Fenichel, 1945). Indeed, Freud based his therapeutic method 

largely on the curative effect of uncovering, through free association, 

the historical origins of neuroses in the early life of the individual. 

For Tibetan Buddhism (Trungpa, 1978, 1980), as for Gestalt therapy 

(Perls, 1973, 1975), the search for the origins of psychological 

suffering in the individual's life history is considered unproductive. 

Since the evolution of samsaric consciousness is considered to be 

occurring continually (Guenther, 1975; Trungpa, 1973, 1978), Tibetan 

Buddhism emphasizes discovering the functional origins of suffering 

in the structures and processes of an individual's ongoing phenomenology 

(Dhargyey, 1974; Guenther, 1975, 1976a; Guenther & Kawamura, 1975; 

Trungpa, 1973, 1976c, 1976d, 1978, 1980). This position is consistent 

with Perls' (1969, 1973, 1975, 1976) emphasis on the "how" of experience 

as opposed to the Freudian emphasis on the "why." For Tibetan Buddhism, 

'Why" is "how," since motivation is viewed as a function of how basic 

psychological processes, including perception of life events, operate. 

In Gestalt therapy, the core technique for exploring the "how" of 

. . h / . (N . 1975 1 1969 1973 neuros1s ~s t e awareness cont1nuum aranJO, a; Per s, , , 

1975; Perls, et al., 1951; Yontef, 1975). In Buddhism, the various 

forms of meditation serve a similar function. The methods and functional 
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mechanisms of meditation as well as a comparison with the awareness 

continuum will be discussed in later chapters. 

Besides the contrast between an historical versus a functional 

approach to the genesis of experience, the actual sequence of develop-

mental stages distinguishes classical psychoanalysis from Tibetan 

Buddhism. This difference is to be expected since the two models begin 

with different assumptions about the fundamental nature of man. However, 

in the case of the development of the ego, reasonably similar ego 

processes are described by both groups; only the order of development 

and the interrelationships among these processes differ significantly, 

as shown in Figure 1. 

From both perspectives, the synthesizing and organizing functions 

are viewed as genetically posterior to the "dualizing" function which 

identifies the "self" as independent and separate from the world. 

However, classical psychoanalysis does not question the veridicality 

of the self-other dichotomy, whereas for Tibetan Buddhism this 

dichotomy is considered to be the result of distorted perceptual and 

cognitive processes. Furthermore, Freud's conception of the ego binds 

the dualizing and synthesizing-organizing functions together in one 

structure such that the possibility of healthy, independent, selfless 

functioning of the latter processes is inconceivable. In Tibetan 

Buddhism, the very preempting of the adaptive functions by the self-

image is the defining characteristic of samsaric functioning. As such, 

it is seen as the cause of all suffering. In contrast to classical 

psychoanalysis, Tibetan Buddhism also conceives of "enlightened" ,, 

functioning in which the synthesizing and organizing functions are 
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freed from the overriding task of substantiating the validity and worth 

of the self and function instead within the context of rig-pa. 

Ego psychology (e.g., Hartmann, 1964; Lowenstein, Newman, Schur & 

Solnit, 1966) in its emphasis on adaptive (as opposed to defensive) 

ego processes, and Lacan's (1973/1977) extensive reformulations of the 

central issues of psychoanalysis, seem to suggest that psychoanalysis 

now has the conceptual framework to move toward a model of human 

psychology which includes both samsaric and enlightened functioning. 

Indeed, in a remarkable parallel with Buddhist thought, Lacan 

(1973/1977), after decades of theoretical revisioning of psychoanalysis, 

states that "psychoanalysis is properly that which reveals both the one 

and the other to be no more than mirages" (p. 80). 

The preceding section has been an introduction to Tibetan Buddhist 

"depth psychology" by way of comparing and contrasting it with psycho

analysis, the classical depth psychology of modern western culture. 

The next section of this chapter will seek to clarify the meaning of the 

terms "conscious" and "unconscious" within the context of Buddhist 

psychology. The next section will also complete the introduction to 

Tibetan Buddhist models of samsaric functioning. 

Levels of Consciousness in Tibetan Buddhism 

There are several key points regarding the Tibetan Buddhist 

schemata of levels of consciousness. First, as Willis (1979) has 

argued, the schemata are "ontological-psychological" models which were 

originally developed as "expedient devices (upaya)" within a tradition 

which emphasizes the primacy of direct experience as opposed to con

ceptualizations regarding the nature of reality. In other words, the 
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rationale behind the development of models of consciousness was 

soteriological rather than metaphysical. In Korzybski's (1948) general 

semantics terminology, the models to be presented here are "maps" 

intended to aid practitioners in exploring and understanding the 

"territory" of mind. The delineation of specific levels or stages with 

identifiable boundaries is, to some extent, arbitrary because the stages 

represent structure abstracted from unified process. Consonant with 

Korzybski's dictum, "the map is not the territory," the Tibetans 

emphasize that the experience itself must not be confounded with its 

linguistic representation. In the words of Saraha, the revered Indian 

progenitor of Tibetan Buddhism: 

Friend, since words falsify, give up this infatuation, 
And to whatever you become attached, give that up too. 
Once you understand (the real), all turns out to be It; 
Nobody knows anything else but this. 
(Guenther, 1976b, p. 58) 

As the central theme of Tibetan Buddhism, Sunyata signifies not 

only the limits of language but also the provisional nature of any 

relative existent. Therefore, none of these so-called levels or stages 

of consciousness are ever ultimately anything but inconceivable process, 

that is, Sunyata. Likewise, tig-pa, the basic ground of pure awareness-

as the experiential pole of the objective condition of Sunyata--is 

considered to be eternally coextensive with all relative levels, much 

as water and ice are merely different conditions of H2o. 

Unconscious as Process 

Welwood (1974, 1979b) has criticized both Freudian and Jungian 

approaches to the unconscious. The focus of his criticism is their 

tendency to conceptualize the unconscious as an autonomous agent within 
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the psyche. In contrast, Welwood (1979b) proposes what he calls "a new 

model of unconscious process 11 in which the unconscious is viewed as a 

process of selective unawareness instead of a container of repressed 

contents: "[C]onscious and unconscious may be understood as two 

different ways in which the organism organizes interaction with the 

world, rather than as two separate parts of a psyche" (p. 157). 

Specifically, people are conscious of only those aspects of their 

experience towards which they direct their attention. Welwood (1979b) 

characterizes "everyday focal attention" as "normally highly focalized, 

fixating on separate objects one at a time" (p. 158). Another mode of 

attention, less frequently experienced in everyday awareness, is 

called "diffuse attention," whereby the individual "perceives experiences 

all at once in their wholeness, without analysis into separate parts" 

(p. 158). Meditation, according to Welwood, is one way to activate a 

diffuse attention which can be directed towards what is "unconscious," 

i.e., "holistic ways of patterning experience, modes of relationship 

which work with multiple connections as a whole ..• " (p. 157). 

In Tibetan Buddhist meditation the goal is to perceive and under-

stand the workings of these holistic ways of patterning experience--

presented in the next section as "levels" of consciousness. These levels 

of consciousness stand in relation to each other as fields within 

fields. In Wilber's (1979) words, "The whole of any level becomes part of 

the whole of the next level, which in turn becomes a part of the next 

whole, and so on throughout the evolution of consciousness" (p. 2). 

According to Welwood (1974, l979b) and Tibetan Buddhism, the fields or 

levels of consciousness, are all potentially accessible to awareness 
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given the meditator's ability to develop an alert, diffuse attention 

to them. 

The Four Veils 

While the original versions of the two models to be presented in 

this chapter and the next were developed before Buddhism reached Tibet, 

only the Tibetan formulations and presentations of these basic models 

will be presented. Guenther (1977) has pointed out that the Tibetan 

models and especially their interpretations are not merely a direct and 

literal translation from early Indian models but are based upon hundreds 

of years of phenomenological research by the Tibetans themselves. Unless 

otherwise specified, the following discussion of the Four Veils is a 

synthesis and adaptation of material found in the following sources: 

Brown, 1977; Guenther, 1971, 1975, 1976b; Guenther & Kawamura, 1975; 

Hanson, 1977; Kalu Rinpoche, 1975; 1976; Sherpa Tulku, Khamlung Tulku, 

Berzin & Landaw, 1973; Trungpa, 1973, 1976a, 1976b, 1978; and Tucci, 

1980. 

Figure 2 illustrates the evolution of the Four Veils.
2 

Veil is 

the translation of a Tibetan technical term (sgrib-pa; dheep-pa; Skt. 

nivarana) which signifies a particular stage or level in the ego 

principle's progressive organization of experience (Kalu Rinpoche, 1975). 

Each veil is defined by specific psychological processes which further 

2According to Sharmapa Rinpoche (Note 2), second to the Karmapa 
in the hierarchy of Kagyu Lamas, many other more detailed models of 
the veils exist in the Tibetan literature. One such model describes 
more than 100 veils to elucidate the mechanisms of the ego principle. 
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obstruct the natural, free flow of experience. With each successive 

veil, new limitations are imposed on attentional, perceptual and 

cognitive functions. The limits of each veil include, and are based 

upon, the limits of all genetically prior levels. 

Primordial Human Experience 
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The Tibetan language contains many technical terms for designating 

and describing primordial human experience, that is, experience unob

scured by the Veils. Some of these terms indicate the cognitive aspect 

of unobscured reality, others its existential aspect, while still 

others highlight its ontological or cosmological significance. The 

terms are to be considered as essentially synonymous since they all 

signify the absolute nature of unobscured human experience. Guenther 

(1975) provides the following synonymous designations: de-bzin-nyid 

(day-zheen-nyee; Skt. tathata) which he translates as "just-this-ness"; 

chos-nyid (cho-nyee; Skt. dharmata) which he translates as "meaning-as

such"; and ngo-bo-nyid-kyi-sku (ngo-woh-nyee-chee-koo; Skt.: 

Svabhavikakaya), which translates as "founding stratum of the pure 

facticity of Being." Tucci (1980) refers to the spontaneous actual

ization of the ngo-bo-nyid-kyi-sku as "pure intelligence"--rig-pa-

which he equates with the Greek term nous. Trungpa (1973), highlighting 

the phenomenological aspects of rig-pa, refers to "the basic ground 

. before the creation of ego, ... basic openness, basic freedom, 

a spacious quality; . . There is always primordial intelligence 

[rig-pa] connected with the space and openness" (pp. 122-123). 

The affective concomitant of primordial intelligence (rig-pa) 

is the bliss of inherently fulfilling intrinsic perception (snang-ba). 



Any deviation from this innately blissful condition constitutes a cer

tain degree of suffering. According to Guenther (1975), suffering 

occurs through the malfunctioning of rig-pa. 

Malfunctioning of Rig-pa: The First Veil 
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Guenther defines rig-pa variously as "intrinsic perception" 

(1976a), "intrinsic awareness" (1976b), "aest;hetic awareness" (1976a), 

and elsewhere (1975) as "pure awareness" which "is not so much a static 

quality as an act of being cognizant" (p. 51). Guenther (1975) states 

that "in this activity the possibility of its malfunctioning is ever 

present" (p. 51, emphasis added). Tucci (1980), Guenther (1971, 1975, 

1976a, 1976b), and Trungpa (1975, 1976a, 1976b, 1978) all emphasize the 

psychological (rather than ontological) nature of the "malfunctioning." 

In other words, the cause of suffering is rooted not in the nature of 

the universe itself, but rather in a distorted experience of the 

universe. However, it is clear that, for a human being whose perception 

is radically limited and distorted by ma-rig-pa, the whole universe-

the nature of reality, itself--appears different. 

Ma-rig-pa, the First Veil, is primordial ignorance, the "lack of 

intrinsic awareness" (Guenther, 1975), the initial phase of the reifying 

process. Tucci (1980) translates ma-rig-pa as "non-intelligence" which 

he describes as "the cause of the deceptive dichotomies through which 

the chains of samsaric experience hold us captive" (p. 82). 

Mind (Sems) and Mind-as-Such (Sems-nyid) 

Guenther (1975) explicates the distinction between sems-nyid 

(sem-nyee), which he translates as "mind-as-such," and sems (ego-based) 
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"mind." Sems-nyid, as the perceptual-cognitive pole of primordial 

intelligence (rig-pa), refers to the apprehension of reality as it is, 

in Guenther's words, the "prereflective non-thematic aspect of 

experience," prior to even the beginnings of any reificationa Sems, 
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on the other hand, refers to the cognitive basis for egocentric, 

intentional, representational thinking, and the initial cognitive 

actualization of ma-rig-pa. Tucci (1980) calls sems the "dichotomizing 

principle," and views it as a consequence of diminished insight into 

the true nature of rig-pa. Trungpa (1976b) equates sems with the 

Sanskrit term citta, and, in his translation ("minding") emphasizes 

the dynamic rather than structural aspect of sems. Trungpa (1976b) 

defines sems as "the simple capacity for duality" which "lingers on 

the other as a way of getting the feedback that it itself exists" 

(pp. 18-19). In summary, sems is the central cognitive process in the 

evolution of the self-other dichotomy which becomes firmly established 

only with the Second Veil. 

Brown (1977) has noted some parallels between Tibetan models of the 

levels of meditative experience and current constructivist models of 

the perceptual process. Both the constructivists and Tibetan Buddhism 

see perception as an ongoing process of building up an organized per

ception from an initial undifferentiated field perception. In Tibetan 

Buddhist psychology, the initial undifferentiated field perception is 

termed sems, the basic apprehension of "there-ness," which bestows 

attention to an overall something "out there" which exists. According 

to Tibetan Buddhist technical language, sems is what distinguishes 

samsaric sentient beings from insentient life forms and matter, on the 
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one hand, and Buddhahood, on the other. The Tibetan term for sentient 

being is sems-can (sem-chan), literally a life form which possesses 

(-can) an object-referenced mind (sems), that is, the basic mental 

inclination to perceive and experience intentions toward an "other. 11 

Sems has most often been translated as "mind," or "consciousness" 

but, as Guenther and Kawamura (1975) warn, the understanding of Buddhist 

psychology is only obfuscated through assigning commonsense meanings to 

terms which are given specific technical connotations. Brown (1977) 

has emphasized the importance of accurate understanding of these terms, 

noting that beginning practitioners of Tibetan Buddhism must learn the 

precise meanings of technical terms "much in the same way an apprentice 

to a modern scientific discipline must learn the language of his research 

trade" (p. 23 7). 

Rig-pa as Basic "Excitement" of the Organism 

The rDzogs-chen (Dzog-chen) school of Tibetan Buddhism describes 

rig-pa and ma-rig-pa in a way reminiscent of the Gestalt therapy 

definitions of health and its malfunctioning. Guenther (1975) renders 

the rDzogs-chen definition of rig-pa as "'pure awareness' in terms of 

epistemology, 'energetic charge' in terms of the dynamics of a living 

organism" (p. 253). Ma-rig-pa, then is defined as "the loss of the 

optimum level of excitation and a simultaneous dimming of the lucency 

of rig pa" (p. 253). 

Optimum levels of excitation and clarity of awareness are also 

essential factors in the Gestalt therapy conception of healthy func-

tioning. The central role of awareness in Gestalt therapy has already 

been discussed. Regarding the importance of "excitement" [cf. the 
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rDzogs-chen term "excitation"], Simkin (1976) a Gestalt therapist and 

theorist, has written that "one of man's most basic experiences is 

excitement" (p. 229). In the same vein, Perls (1975) calls excite-

ment "the psychological equivalent of excitation of the protoplasm" 

(p. 98). As noted in Chapter II, Perls (1975) characterized all 

symptoms of psychological dysfunction as "a stagnation or condensation 

of . the excitement of the organism" (p. 98). 

In Gestalt therapy anxiety is considered a primary result of 

interrupting the natural excitement of the organism (Perls, 1975; 

Perls et al., 1951). Perhaps existential psychology's concept of 

"ontological anxiety" that was related in Chapter II to the.ego's struggle 

for existence, can be viewed in the same way--as the basic affective 

concomitant of ma-rig-pa, "the loss of the optimum level of excitation." 

Ego and Other: The Second Veil 

According to Kalu Rinpoche (1975), a contemporary Tibetan master, 

ma-rig-pa engenders the Second Veil--the unconscious cognitive construct 

of an ego which stands in relation to a constructed external world. 

For Tibetan Buddhism, the fully developed sense of "self versus pro-

jected other" is the inevitable result of the operation of sems. 

Trungpa (1976b) emphasizes the idea that a separate self cannot exist 

without a projected other to relate to and thereby confirm its own 

existence. Another parallel with Gestalt therapy is evident in Perls' 

(1969) statement that "the self means nothing but this thing as it is 

defined by otherness" (p. 8). 



Jneyavarana 

Taken together, the first two veils constitute what might be 

called the cognitive basis of the ego principle. (Of course, this is 

an abstraction--according to Tibetan Buddhism, cognition and affect 

function in an integrated and interdependent manner.) 

Jneyavarana is the Sanskrit term for the collective action of the 

first two veils. Guenther (1971) translates this term as "primitive 

beliefs about reality" (p. 6). Hanson (1977) renders jneyavarana as 

"intellectual obscurations or ignorance, which prevent us from seeing 

things as they are" (p. 88). Contextual cues indicate what the 

translations taken in isolation may not fully signify to a Western 

psychologist: the jneyavarana is a subtle, unconscious cognitive 

mechanism, what might be referred to as the "cognitive unconscious." 

The Third Veil: Klesa 
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The third and fourth veils concern the emotional and motivational

behavioral components of the ego-sustaining mechanism. Taken together, 

the two veils function as the klesavarana, the inevitable affective and 

behavioral "acting out" of the "primitive beliefs" of the jneyavarana. 

Hanson (1977) translates klesavarana as "emotional obscurations which 

drive us to precipitous action" (p. 88). 

Kalu Rinpoche (1975) defines the Third Veil (Tib.: nyon-mongs-pa; 

nyon-mong-pa; Skt.: klesa) as "les six emotions perturbatrices qui 

troublent l'esprit" (p. 74). These six turbulent emotions which 

devolve from the dichotomizing of self and other are the fundamental 

emotional states and drives which energize the dualizing processes of 

the ego principle. The six klesa are: desire for the other (that is, 
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all degrees of attachment or attraction); aversion for the other (that 

is, all degrees of repulsion); ignoring the other (which means all 

degrees of avoidance, confusion, stupidity and foggy thinking regarding 

the other); avarice; jealousy; and pride, We will consider only the 

first three klesa as they are the principal ones. The remaining 

three klesa, like all other ego-based emotional states, are derivatives 

of the three primary klesa (much as jealousy is viewed as derivative 

of archaic love and hate in classical psychoanalytic thinking) 

(Fenichel, 1945). The traditional Tibetan descriptions of the principal 

klesa invite further heuristic comparisons with both psychoanalysis and 

Gestalt therapy; these comparisons are discussed in the next section of 

the present chapter. 

The Klesa in Tibetan Buddhism, Psychoanalysis and Gestalt Therapy 

Although understood in different contexts, the first two of the 

principal klesa listed above are reminiscent of the psychoanalytic 

emphasis on sexuality and aggression as the two primary instinctual 

drives (Eros and Thanatos). The third klesa, ignorance, may be the 

phenomenological equivalent of what Fenichel (1945) has characterized 

as the psychoanalytic conception of forces which counter the instinc-

tual drive of the id. In Fenichel's (1945) words, "the counterforces 

tend toward withdrawal from the world" (p. 140, emphasis added). 

Further research is needed to clarify the exact nature of the cor-

respondence between the Buddhist theory of the klesas and Freud's 

3 
theory. 

3For example, despite the basic contextual contrasts, a remarkable 
parallel appears to exist between the Tibetan Buddhist and psychoanalytic 
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Descriptions of what appear to be phenomenological equivalents 

of the three principal klesa are also found in the Gestalt therapy 

literature although their relationship to healthy functioning may be 

viewed from a different perspective than in Tibetan Buddhism. The first 

two klesa (attraction and aversion) may correspond to what Walker (1971) 

identifies as the two functions of the ego4--identification (or 

choosing) and alienation (or rejecting). Perls (1969, 1973, 1975) 

reiterates this conception in several passages, examples of which 

follow: 

Now the two phenomena of the ego boundary are 
identification and alienation. (Perls, 1969, p. 8) 

The individual wants to appropriate or take over those 
objects or people in the environment which have a 
positive cathexis .••. On the other hand, the individual 
has an entirely different orientation towards those objects 
or people that have a negative cathexis. These he wants 
to annihilate or remove from the field. (Perls, 1973, 
pp. 19-20) 

conceptions of the development of what the latter terms object relation
ships. Classical psychoanalytic theory views the development of mature 
object relations as dependent upon the young child's successful resolu
tion of the oedipal issue--attraction toward the opposite-sex parent 
and aversion toward the parent of the same sex (Fenichel, 1945). Com
pare the following passage from sGampopa's seminal work The Jewel 
Ornament of Liberation (Guenther, 1971). In this passage, sGampopa 
describes the final phase in the process of rebirth, the psychological 
experience of the "stream of being" (rang-rgyud) which is about to be 
conceived in a woman's womb: 

. . . and when they are about to be conceived and born as a 
male they develop attachment for their mother and antipathy 
to their father. If they are to be conceived and born as a 
female they develop attachment for their father and antipathy 
to their mother. (p. 64) 

4Note that the meaning of the terr, "ego" in Gestalt therapy differs 
from the Freudian and Buddhist meanings. See Chapter II for a discus
sion of basic distinctions in the use of the term by these three 
schools. 
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In the following statement, taken from the last series of published 

lectures given by Perls shortly before his death, his inclusion of 

indifference results in a more precise correspondence with the Buddhist 

formulation described earlier: 

Now if a person, and this varies tremendously, is 
aware of himself and of the world, he experiences 
pleasantness, indifference, or pain . . . (Perls, 
1975, p. 102) 

More research is needed to specify the exact relationship between the 

Gestalt and Buddhist conceptions of the functions and significance 

of the klesa. 

It is clear from the following description of the three main 

klesa prepared by a team of contemporary lamas, scholars, and practi-

tioners that the significance of the klesa for Tibetan Buddhism lies 

in their shared function of energizing the self-other dichotomy of the 

Second Veil. Note the functional integration of the klesa's cognitive 

and affective aspects implied by these definitions: 

The three main klesa, referred to as the Three Poisons 
(Sanskrit: trivisa) are (a) longing desire to possess 
objects of sensory cognition which you like and to in
clude them in your ego-identity in the hope of getting 
a sense of security from "having them as a part of you" 
(Sanskrit: raga); fearful and angered repulsion to get 
rid of objects of sensory cognition which you dislike 
and to exclude them from your ego-identity in the hope of 
getting a sense of security from "not having them as a 
part of you" (Sanskrit: dvesa); and (c) stubborn closed
mindedness about learning anything which you fear might 
threaten your ego-identity and upset the sense of security 
you wish to get from it, but which you are unsure of and 
therefore feel you must protect (Sanskrit: moha). (Sherpa 
Tulku, et al., 1973, p. 23) 

Karma: The Fourth Veil 

The last of the four veils is karma (Tib.: las; lay). Karma is 

the motivational-behavioral link in the ego principle's cybernetic 
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system. Due to the functioning of the klesa, the self-other construct 

becomes energized as motivation and then actualized through the per

formance of klesa-based behaviors (Guenther, 1976b) which further 

define and sustain the underlying cognitive construct (Kelly, 1955) of 

a self distinct from an external world. The interrelationship of 

perception, cognition, emotion, and behavior in the Four Veils model, 

illustrated in Figure 3, is reminiscent of the empirical and theoretical 

work of certain cognitive psychologists (e.g., Ekman, 1972; Forgus & 

Shulman, 1979; Kelly, 1955), and also follows the traditional Tibetan 

pattern of showing the interrelationship of four main aspects of human 

functioning identified by Tibetan Buddhism. Further parallels between 

Tibetan Buddhism and cognitive psychology will be explored in detail in 

later chapters. 
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CHAPTER IV 

MODELS OF SAMSARA, II: 

THE EIGHT CONSCIOUSNESSES 

The psychological-ontological model of the Eight Conscious

nesses1 is another example of the "expedient devices" developed to aid 

practitioners. Although its roots can be traced to much earlier 

Mahayana sutras, the definitive formulation of the Eight Consciousnesses 

is generally ascribed to the fourth century originator of the .Yogacara 

School of Mahayana Buddhism, Asanga (Tib: Thogs-med; Tohg-may) 

(Willis, 1979). 

The following account of the Eight Consciousnesses is adapted from 

several sources. This model has been the subject of numerous volumes 

composed by authors representing several differing views and inter-

pretations. Unless otherwise indicated, the present discussion is 

based on the following English language sources: Brown, 1977; 

Chatterjee, 1971; Crook, 1977; David-Neel & Lama Yongden, 1967; Guenther, 

1975, 1976a; Guenther & Kawamura, 1975; Guenther & Trungpa, 1975; 

1Both Guenther (1975) and Wayman (1978) translate the Tibetan 
term rnam (par) shes (pa) (Pron.: nahm (par) shay (pa); Skt.: 
vijii8na) as "perception" in contrast to the more usual "conscious
ness" (e.g., Govinda, 1976; Tarthang Tulku, 1975; Trungpa, 1976a, 
1978; Willis, 1979). Although Guenther (1975) points out that no 
exact translation is possible, "perception" may be closer to the 
actual meaning of the term as indicated by the research and 
theoretical formulations discussed in this chapter. For the sake 
of research continuity, however, we continue to use the traditional 
"Eight Consciousnesses. 11 
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Jasnos, 1975; Kapleau, 1980; Lauf, 1977; Lessing, 1976; Naranjo, 

1975b; Trungpa, 1973, 1976a, 1978; Tucci, 1980; Welwood, 1979b; Willis, 

1979. 

Overview 

Although the Eight Consciousnesses is an independently developed 

schema, some overlap exists with the Four Veils model. For example, 

mechanisms functioning in similar ways are sometimes simply given 

different names in the two models. 

The Eight Consciousnesses are: the five senses; a sixth "sense 11 

which acts to coordinate and synchronize the five senses with memory, 

affect, and cognition into a single coherent experience; the seventh 

consciousness which dichotomizes experience into self and other; and 

the eighth consciousness, the ultimate phenomenal context. The discussion 

of the Eight Consciousnesses will follow the format used in discussing 

the Four Veils; that is, the discussion will begin with the more encom

passing and developmentally prior levels, and move in the direction of 

increasingly differentiated duality. 

Alaya-Vijnana: The Eighth Consciousness 

as Phenomenal Ground 

The eighth consciousness, in Sanskrit alaya-vijfiana, in Tibetan 

kun-gzhi rnam-shes (koon-gzhee nahm-shay), reflects the initial phase 

in the malfunctioning ofd:g-pa, that is "the first phenomenalization of 

the Absolute" (Chatterjee, 1971). Like the First Veil, the alaya-

vijnana is ontogenetically prior to the egoic consciousness of an 

empirical I and other (i.e., the seventh consciousness), It provides 
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the contextual potential for ego-based functioning as well as for the 

other six consciousnesses (Guenther, 1975; Trungpa, 1976a, 1978). 

As the source of all phenomenal experience, the alaya-vijnana has 

been compared by Lauf (1977) to both Jung's conception of the collective 

unconscious and to Plato's Theory of Ideas. Jung theorized that "each 

man's consciousness emerges like an island from the great sea in which 

all find their base" (Singer, 1973, p. 367). Jung called that sea the 

collective unconscious, the "birthplace of all consciousness'' (in 

Singer, 1973, p. 367). Jung's descriptions are consistent with two 

designations often used to signify the alaya-vijnana: "store con-

sciousness" (Crook, 1977; Tucci, 1980) and "granary of consciousness" 

(Lessing, 1976). 

Alaya as Process 

Other definitions and descriptions are more concerned with the 

phenomenology of the alaya-vijnana, that is, viewing the alaya as a 

dynamic, experiential, psychological process rather than as a passive, 

static structure of consciousness or "container" of experience. For 

example, Naranjo (1975b) has described the alaya-vijnana as "the 

totality of experience" (p. 50). David-Neel and Lama Yongden (1967) 

write of the eighth consciousness as "the sum of all beginningless 

mental activity of all beings" in which our (so-called) "mind" is 

"immersed" (p. 72). This conception of the alaya is consistent with 

the Buddhist notion that individual minds (sems) are, indeed, "immersed" 

in the flow-of-the-universe-as-a-whole and that our unconscious 

abstraction of an individual sems from mind-as-such (Sems-nyid) is only 

due to further cognitive error (i.e., the seventh consciousness). 
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Crook (1977), Jasnos (1975), and Guenther (1975) have each 

emphasized particular aspects of the phenomenology of the alaya as 

process. For Crook (1977), the alaya refers to the "capacity for 

being aware .•• in which all the accumulated 'traces of experience' 

lie passively within the unconscious, ready to be activated by further 

stimulation or recalled for use in cognitive processing" (p. 63). (The 

function of the "traces of experience" referred to by Crook will be 

detailed later in this chapter.) 

For Guenther (1975), the "capacity for being aware" is experienced 

phenomenologically as "a certain milieu for possible perceptions and 

possible ways of action before any stimulation whatsoever has occurred" 

(p. 50). Jasnos (1975), a clinical psychologist who has been trained by 

the Tibetan lama Tarthang Tulku in the phenomenology of the alaya-

vijnana, claims that "it is possible to have knowledge of [it] . 

as an inherent characteristic of an emergent reality" (p. 110). He 

describes this experience as 

. . the initial occurrence of activity and movement in 
the field ..•. It defines the initial activity in a 
nearly instantaneous process, culminating in grasping, 
attachment, and abstract thought but is not yet any of 
these. The basis for a subject-object distinction is 
only beginning. (pp. 110-111) 

As noted earlier, the Eight Consciousnesses may be seen as a detailed 

hypothesis regarding the construction or relative perceptions and states 

of consciousness out of the flow of absolute reality-experience. If 

Sunyata is the ultimate context of full potentiality for any and all 

possible events, the eighth consciousness, the "first phenomenalization 

of the Absolute," is the ultimate phenomenological milieu of full 

phenomenal potentiality which, according to Tibetan Buddhism, becomes 
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accessible to experience through meditation (Jasnos, 1975; Tarthang 

Tulku, 1975). Again borrowing terminology from Gestalt therapy, we may 

also conceptualize the alaya-vijnana as the ultimate phenomenological 

"ground" to all possible "figures." Welwood (1979b) has made the 

correspondence between the alaya-vijnana and what he has called the 

"transpersonal ground, [which] refers to the concrete felt presence of 

'being-here' as a process of relating--to life, to other people, to the 

varieties of awareness itself to all things" (p. 165). 

As in the model of the Four Veils, the relationship of each level 

of consciousness to all higher-order levels (e.g., seventh to eighth; 

sixth to seventh and eighth, etc.) is that of phenomenological "fields 

within fields." 

These fields are dynamic patterns of relationship, each 
of which allows for certain kinds of knowledge and 
experience to occur. They do not in themselves contain 
any "mental stuff," any psychic contents. They do not 
exist in the sense of being any kind of substantial 
entities. Rather, they are functional determinants of 
consciousness that actively shape how we relate to things 
from moment to moment. (Welwood, 1979b, p. 170) 

This concludes the discussion of the eighth consciousness--the 

ground of phenomenal consciousness. 

The Seventh Consciousness 

The seventh consciousness (Skt.: Manas; Tib.: ny5n-yid; nyon-

yeedt), translated by Tucci (1980) as "contaminated perception," 

includes both the dichotomizing and emotionally energizing processes 

of the ego principle (cf. Second and Third Veils). At the level of 

the seventh consciousness is established the general underlying sense of 

a separate self which is moving (via the dynamics of the klesa) to 
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incorporate, annihilate, or avoid the projected "other" (i.e., the 

external world) in order to confirm its own existence. 

Jasnos (1975) has described the central phenomenological factor 

associated with the seventh consciousness as "the barest recognition of 

a definite, discriminable characteristic directly referred to as center 

and experienced as belonging to me" (p. 112). 

The Six Senses 

The five senses and the sixth "sense" which coordinates them 

(Tib.: yid; yeedt; Skt.: mano-vijnana) complete the phenomenological 

description of experience provided by the Eight Consciousnesses model. 

While the seventh consciousness merely recognizes that there is an 

"other" related klesically to a "me," the first five consciousnesses 

provide the "details" of this relationship, and the sixth coordinates 

the experiences of the five sensory modes and defines the overall context 

for them. 

The sixth consciousness is one of a class of ''mental factors" 

(Tib.: sems-byung; sem-joong) identified by the Tibetans as "certain 

universal psychological operations" (Brown, 1977, p. 239). Crook 

(1977) calls the seventh consciousness "attention," and the sixth, the 

yid, he calls "thinking." The two interwoven processes operate together 

to disciminate a subjective and objective world out of the alayic flow. 

Trungpa (1976b) defines the yid as "a sort of central headquarters 

switchboard, which coordinates our experience into a coherent whole" 

(p. 20). Guenther (1975) has emphasized that the yid also functions 

to specify the figure and ground relationship of any perceptual situation, 
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indicating the particular focus of interest at any given moment. 

Guenther describes the function of the yid in a way that emphasizes its 

interrelationship with other aspects of the ego principle. The yid func-

tions within the self-other context of the nyon-yid, the seventh con-

sciousness. Given that experience is bifurcated into self and other as 

established by the seventh consciousness, the yid functions as an 

"elaboration and explication phase" (Guenther, 1975) to highlight and 

delineate the "other" by organizing sensory experience into figure and 

ground. According to Guenther (1975), this organization is dependent 

upon the individual's interests, feelings, values, and intentions 

regarding the "particular project-at-hand" (p. 25). Since the organiza-

tional processes of the yid function within the context of duality, 

the feelings, values, and intentions regarding the projected figure of 

interest are klesic, that is, activated by the emotional energy of the 

klesas--passion, aggression or indifference; and the results of action 

taken regarding the figure are karmic, that is, behavioral reinforce-

ment of the basic duality . 

The interrelationships among the Eight Consciousnesses described 

in the preceding paragraphs are illustrated in Figure 4. 

Eight Consciousnesses as a Holistic Perceptual 

Model of Egocentric Functioning 

Werner and Kaplan (1963) have deveioped an organismic, phenomenol-

ogical, sensoritonic theory of perception which, in some respects, 

appears confluent with the Tibetan Buddhist model under discussion. 

The Buddhist model asserts that the eighth consciousness, the alaya-

vijnana, provides the primordial phenomenal milieu for the construction 
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by the yid (sixth consciousness) of ego-based (seventh consciousness) 

experience (five senses). Let us compare Werner and Kaplan's (1963) 

description of the perceptual "formation of referential objects [which] 

starts from a primordial matrix [cf. alaya-vijnana] 
composed of affective, interoceptive, postural imaginal 
elements, etc., that is directed or channelized into a 
full perceptual articulation by the [inner dynamic] 
schematizing activity [cf. nyon-yid and yid]. (p. 18, 
emphasis added) 

Five other aspects of Werner and Kaplan's theory are reasonably consistent 

with the Eight Consciousnesses model. First, both the hypothesized 

schematizing process and the sixth and seventh consciousness are viewed 

within the context of their respective approaches as performing their 

functions constantly (Guenther, 1975; Trungpa, 1976a; Werner & Kaplan, 

1963). In other words, no matter how "familiar an object becomes, •. 

the articulating (form building) activity leading to a meaningful percept 

never drops out" (Werner & Kaplan, 1963, pp. 18-19); the construction of 

perception is an ongoing process. Second, in both systems the entire 

schematizing process is an instantaneous one. Third, consistent with 

Trungpa's (1976a, 1978) description of the non-linear functional inter-

dependence of the Eight Consciousnesses is Werner and Kaplan's (1963) 

statement that "the relation between the schematizing process and the 

articulated end-form .•. is not a sequential one" (p. 23). Fourth, 

both Werner and Kaplan's schematizing activity and Tibetan Buddhism's 

nyon-yid and yid are seen as directing all the psychological operations 

involved in the formation of a percept. Fifth, and most significantly 

for our discussion of Tibetan Buddhism,- in Werner and Kaplan's system the 

larger organismic context (cf. the dualizing seventh consciousness 

in Tibetan Buddhism) determines the "meaning" of the articulated end 
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form. In the words of Werner and Kaplan (1963): "It is the directed 

means-ends character of the schematizing activity that binds the vehicular 

form to its organismic matrix and gives meaning to the vehicular pattern" 

(p. 23) 0 

Given the correspondences just outlined, the Buddhist model of 

the Eight Consciousnesses may be viewed as a holistic and sensoritonic 

model of the genesis of egocentric perception. 

Functional Analysis of the 

Eight Consciousnesses 

(See footnote 1.) 

The following functional anslysis of the Eight Consciousnesses 

(as eight perceptual patterns) is a hypothetical model of the details of 

the operation of the ego principle's cybernetic system. The soteriolog-

ical methodology of Tibetan Buddhism may be viewed as a multistage process 

of understanding, destabilizing, and finally, transforming the egocentric 

system. In Chapters V and VI, the details of the heart of the training 

process--meditation practice--will be discussed. 

Samsaric versus Enlightened Functioning 

In order to discuss the functional relationship among the Eight 

Consciousnesses, it is necessary to introduce two new conceptionse 

The first is the distinction between samsaric and enlightened functioning 

of the Eight Consciousnesses. The former has already been illustrated 

in Figure 4 (page 58). Figure 5 illustrates a hypothetical model of 

the transformation of the Eight Consciousnesses once the ego-principle 

has been transcended. 
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Phenomenology of Ma-rig-pa 

As shown in Figure 4, when rig-pa "malfunctions," ma-rig-pa becomes 

the context for the alaya-vijnana to function as the initial phase of an 

inevitable movement towards self-other reification and samsaric experi-

ence. Although Tibetan Buddhism does not generally address itself to the 

metaphysical speculation of why rig-pa malfunctions, Ch5gyam Trungpa 

Rinpoche (1973, 1976a, 1978) has provided a phenomenological description 

of the how of this initial phase. 

Trungpa is a meditation master in the Tibetan Buddhist tradition. 

Since Western language phenomenological accounts of meditative states 

of consciousness by recognized masters are quite rare, the following 

passages are quoted at length in order to clarify the experiential 

distinction between the ground £f~ (ma-rig-pa and the eighth conscious-

ness) and the ultimate basic ground (rig-pa). 

In the first two passages, Trungpa describes the phenomenology of 

the solidification of rig-pa, emphasizing that a perceptual-cognitive 

error "blinds" us to our identity with the basic ground; in actuality, 

we are never separate from the basic ground although we perceive this to 

be the case. 

The beginning point is that there is open space, 
belonging to no one. There is always primordial in
telligence connected with the space and openness. 
Vidya [Tib.: rig-pa] which means "intelligence" in Sanskrit 
--precision, sharpness, sharpness with space, sharpness with 
room in which to put things, exchange things. It is like a 
spacious hall where there is room to dance about, where there 
is no danger of knocking things over or tripping over things, 
for there is completely open space. We are this space, we 
are one with it, with vidya, intelligence and openness. 

But if we are this all the time, where did the confusion 
come from, where has the space gone, what has happened? 
Nothing has happened, as a matter of fact. We just became 
too active in that space. Because it is spacious, it brings 
inspiration to dance about; but our dance became a bit too 



active, we began to spin more than was necessary to express 
the space. At this point we became self-conscious, conscious 
that "I" am dancing in the space. 

At such a point, space is no longer space as such. It 
becomes solid. Instead of being one with the space, we feel 
solid space as a separate entity, as tangible. This is the 
first experience of duality--space and I, I am dancing in this 
space, and this spaciousness is a solid, separate thing. 
Duality means "space and I," rather than being completely 
one with the space. This is the birth of "form," of "other." 
(1973' p. 122) 
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As for ego's type of ground, the eighth consciousness, this 
arises when the energy which flashes out of basic ground brings 
about a sort of blinding effect, bewilderment. That bewilder
ment becomes the eighth consciousness, the basic ground for 
ego. Dr. Guenther calls it "bewilderment-errancy." It is 
error that comes out of being bewildered--a kind of panic. If 
the energy were to go along with its own process of speed, 
there would be no panic. It is like driving a car fast; if 
you go along with the speed, you are able to maneuver accord
ingly. But if you suddenly panic with the thought that you 
have been going too fast without realizing it, you jam on the 
brakes and probably have an accident; Something suddenly 
freezes and brings the bewilderment of not knowing how to con
duct the situation. Then actually the situation takes you 
over. (1976a, p. 58) 

The next passage highlights the instantaneous nature of the process 

as well as the central role of previous experience in the moment-to-

moment construction of samsaric perception. 

The process that takes place here takes place in a 
fraction of a second of consciousness, that lasts something 
like a five hundredth of a second. First you have an impres
sion of something. It is blank, nothing definite. Then you 
try to relate to it as something and all the names that you 
have been taught come back to you and you put a label on 
that thing. You brand it with that label and then you know 
your relationship to it. You like it or you dislike it, 
depending on your association of it with the past. 

Now the very, very first blank, which may last a millionth 
of a second, is the meditation experience of the primordial 
ground. Then the next instant there is a question--you do not 
know who and what and where you are. The next moment is a faint 
idea of finding some relationship. Then you immediately send 
your message back to memory, to the associations you have been 
taught. You find the particular category or the particular label 
you have been taught and you stamp it on. Then at once you have 
your strategy of how to relate with that in terms of liking 
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it or disliking it. This whole process happens very 
quickly. It just flashes into place. (1978, p. 16) 
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The following two passages focus on the simultaneous repression of 

2 the reification process and the projection of an external world. 

Rather than just being completely one with the projection, 
the projection takes you over. Then the unexpected power of 
the projection comes back to you as your own doing, which 
creates extremely powerful and impressive bewilderment. That 
bewilderment acts as the basic ground, the secondary basic 
ground of ego, away from the primordial basic ground. 
(1978, p. 9) 

Then a kind of blackout occurs, in the sense that we forget 
what we were doing. There is a sudden halt, a pause; and we 
turn around and "discover" solid space, as though we had never 
before done anything at all, as though we were not the creators 
of all that solidity. There is a gap. Having already created 
solidified space, then we are·overwhelmed by it and begin to 
become lost in it. There is a blackout and then, suddenly, an 
awakening. 

When we awaken, we refuse to see the space as openness, 
refuse to see its smooth and ventilating quality. We com
pletely ignore it, which is called avidya [Tib.: ma-rig-pa]. 
~means "negation," vidya means 11intelligence," so it is "un
intelligence." Because this extreme intelligence has been 
transformed into the perception of solid space, because this 
intelligence with a sharp and precise and flowing luminous 
quality has become static, therefore it is called avidya, 
"ignorance." We deliberately ignore. We are not satisfied 
just to dance in the space but we want to have a partner, and 
so we choose the space as our partner. If you choose space as 
your partner in the dance, then of course you want it to dance 
with you. In order to possess it as a partner, you have to 
solidify it and ignore its flowing, open quality. This is 
avidya, ignorance, ignoring the intelligence. (1973, p. 124) 

To reiterate, Figure 4 illustrates the samsaric mode of functioning 

based on the experience of ma-rig-pa (avidya), described by Trungpa. In 

contrast, Figure 5 depicts a simplified hypothetical model of enlightened 

functioning. 

2wilber (1977) has referred to this sequence of duality-repression
projection as "the threefold process of maya" (p. 118). 
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According to the Tibetan Buddhist formulation, enlightenment means 

a complete involvement with the natural flow of energy, rather than the 

instantaneous "panic 11 and solidification of experience into self and other 

which Trungpa has described. Following Trungpa's metaphor, the en

lightened individual becomes satisfied "just to dance in space." 

As indicated by the illustration, however, in enlightened functioning 

the experience of the dance is still organized by yid-like processes. 

But now the organization is no longer based on the fixed reference point 

of a separate ego. Moreover, the alayic ground is now experienced as 

being equally immediate and relevant as the figural flow. Furthermore, 

both figure and ground are experienced as coextensive with the basic 

ground (rig-pa). This is the union of the relative and the absolute 

(Being-as-Becoming). In this condition, the human organism is free to 

experience and appreciate its own natural functioning, inseparable from 

the universe as a whole, and without interruption by an egocentric 

cognitive unconscious, klesic affect, or karmic activity. 

Bag-Chags (Vasana) Theory 

The second conception essential to an understanding of the functional 

relationships among the Eight Consciousness is the bag-chags (bahgk

chahgk; Skt.: vasana). Both Trungpa (1976a, 1978), and David-Neel and 

Lama Yongden (1967) refer to fundamental "energies" which are co

constituted with the basic ground (cf. the vacuum state and its 

fluctuations described by Capra, 1975, Domash, 1977; and Zukav, 1979). 

Bag-chags is the Tibetan technical term for the primordially neutral 

psychological energy that "flashes" (Trungpa, 1976a) out of the basic 

ground and becomes almost immediately experienced within the dualistic 



66 

context and associat~d with klesic affect and karmic motivation and 

behavior; the bag-chags then "return" to the "tainted" alaya-vijnana 

(Guenther & Trungpa, 1975) as "engrams" (Tucci, 1980) of future ego-

centric cognitive, affective, conative, and behavioral experience. 

Bag-chags are Janus-faced memory traces which act as "subtle propen-

sities" (Brown, 1977) impelling an individual toward future samsaric 

experience. A simplified version of this dynamic process is illustrated 

in Figure 6, adapted from Kapleau (1980). 

Present Present Present 
Karmic Action Karmic Action Karmic Action 

--------------------~ ---------------------~ ------
Six Senses 

Ny1ln Yid 

Alaya Vijnana 

Bag-chags Bag-chags Bag-chags Bag-c 

Figure 6. Role of bag-chags in samsaric experience 

As indicated by the figure, bag-chags are "seeds" (Kapleau, 1980) of 

future samsaric experiences. The seeds are, themselves, a function of 

previous samsaric experiences now lodged in memory. Each wave in the 

diagram represents an instant of experience as described earlier by 

Trungpa. Following the initial experience of duality and repression, 

projection of the present samsaric world occurs based on memory 

associations whereby, in Trungpa's (1978) words, "you find the 
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particular category or the particular label you have been taught and you 

stamp it on" (p. 16). The bag-chags provide the basis for the "cate-

gories" or "labels" that become "stamped 11 on experience and define its 

samsaric details. 

Guenther (Guenther & Trungpa, 1975) has described bag-chags as 

"deposits," that is, ''stored potentialities of experience" that cause 

the alaya-vijnana to function as their carrier until actualized (p. 14). 

According to Guenther (1975), the "deposits" become "sedimented 

since they are simultaneously a synthesis of identification of objects 

and a synthesis of differentiation of perceptions of them" (p. 108). 

In other words, object identification never occurs in the absence of 

internal structuring based on subliminally perceived memory associa-

tions. Guenther's conception is generally consistent with Werner and 

Kaplan's (1963) organismic, developmental model of perception as well as 

a large body of theoretical and empirical studies of perception. Some 

of the research on perception is reviewed in the following section. 

Modern Studies of Perception and Cognition 

Perceptual psychologist S. H. Bartley (1979) has emphasized the 

distinction between the environment as it is and human perception of the 

environment. Although a human being perceives a world of objects, e.g., 

trees, cities, and people, physicists and chemists describe the world as 

consisting of 11particles, ... energy manifestations having no trees, 

no cities, no people, no color, no objects" (p. 38). Charles Tart 

(1975) has referred to our perceptions of the world, ourselves and 

other people as "semi-arbitrary constructions" (p •. 32). Tart contrasts 

what he calls the "naive view of perception" with the more sophisticated 
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constructivist approach. Figure 7, taken from Tart's book States of 

Consciousness (1975), illustrates the naive view of perception. 

In the naive view, the senses are considered "windows on the world," 

faithfully duplicating in conscious experience exactly what is "out 

there" to be perceived. Tart refers to the large body of studies per-

formed by psychologists, which refute this view. Some of the evidence 

Tart refers to will be presented shortly. 

Figure 8, also from Tart's book, illustrates the currently accepted, 

more sophisticated model of perception based on more recent research. 

According to Tart (1975), these perceptual studies demonstrate that 

the "act of perceiving is a highly complex, automated construction" 

(p. 37). Perception is influenced by past experience and innate functions 

such that sensory information registers in consciousness only if the 

information conforms to implicit "categories" (Bruner, 1973) and criteria--

what Neisser has called "pre-existing internal schemata" (Forgus & 

Shulman, 1979, pp. 149-150). Moreover, perception is considered 

automated and a construction because, simultaneous with the apprehension 

of sensory input, incoming information is organized according to 

internal cognitive programs that function subliminally and automatically. 

David-Neel's and Lama Yongden's (1967) description of the bag-chags 

theory further demonstrates the fundamental similarity between the 

Tibetan and constructivist views of perception: 

We can compare the contact [of the sensory system 
with an object] to a shock, but in the infinitesimal 
lapse of time between this shock and the arising of 
the idea which attaches a name to the object of the 
contact, a phenomenon happens. 

This phenomenon may be compared to the inter
position between the pure contact and our conscious
ness, of a screen on which figures are painted. 
(pp. 31-32) 
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Figure 7. Naive view of consciousness/perception 
(from Tart, 1975) 

Figure 8. Consensus reality: fit 
(from Tart, 1975) 
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According to David-Neel and Lama Yongden, the "figures" which 

mediate between pure contact and the experience of external phenomena 

are the bag-chags--the myriad propensities to experience phenomena and 

events according to the limited categories and criteria of internal 

perceptual-cognitive programs. Recent research on subliminal perception, 

reviewed by Dixon (1971), suggests that: 

. stimuli can 11enter" the nervous system, activate 
memory traces, initiate autonomic responses, influence 
verbal behaviour and ongoing perceptual experience, 
without ever themselves achieving phenomenological status. 
It also seems that the effect of such stimulation can lie 
dormant only _!£ emerge later when the system subserving 
phenomenal representation is in a su~tably receptive state. 
(p. 308, emphasis added) 

Bag-chags may be conceptualized as memory traces which, under 

suitable conditions--that is, the activation of the corresponding 

klesa--become endogenously generated subliminal percepts capable of 

shaping autonomic, verbal and ongoing perceptual responses. 

A select few of the studies which support the constructivist view 

of perception underlying the Tibetan bag-chags theory will now be 

summarized. 

Ittelson and Kilpatrick (1973) presented a series of visual 

illusions to groups of subjects. A representative example of the 

illusions follows. In a darkened room, two inflatable balloons, illumin-

ated from a concealed source, were fixed in a position so that they 

remained about one foot apart and equidistant from the observing 

subject. The relative size and brightness of the balloons were 

controlled by the experimenters. When size and brightness were both 

equalized, subjects reported seeing two equidistant glowing spheres. 

The investigators found, however, that the perception of almost all 
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subjects regarding the relative distance of the two "spheres" could be 

manipulated through altering the size or brightness of the balloons, the 

larger or brighter balloon appearing to be nearer. When subjects were 

presented with a continuous alteration of the balloons' sizes, the 

spheres were seen to move back and forth, although they were actually 

fixed in place. 

The investigators employed other perceptual situations which 

demonstrate the interactive or transactional (Cantril, Ames, Hastorf & 

Ittelson, 1973) nature of perception, such as a distorted room in which 

the windows were trapezoidal, and opposite surfaces were not parallel. 

People of equal height standing in different parts of the room but 

equidistant from an observer were perceived to be of unequal height. 

These demonstrations led Ittelson and Kilpatrick (1973) to conclude that 

perception is a "prediction--our own personal construction designed to 

give us the best possible bet for carrying out our purposes in action" 

(p. 184). Consistent with the bag-chags theory, the authors state that 

we "make these bets on the basis of our past experience" (p. 184). 

Other researchers have applied the paradigm of constructed per

ception to social psychological phenomena. For example, Bruner and 

Postman (1949) found that subjects will generally ignore the incongruity 

of playing cards with mismatched color and suit when encountered within 

a set of normal playing cards. Bruner and Goodman (1947) found that 

economically disadvantaged children perceived a particular coin to be 

larger in size than more well-to-do children. The transactionalists, 

Hastorf and Cantril (1973), studied the effect of emotional biases on 

perception involving value judgments. They showed a movie of a recent 
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roughly played Princeton-Dartmouth football game to students from the 

two schools. The results of a questionnaire showed that in terms of the 

number and seriousness of infractions, two different "games" were viewed 

that day. One "game" perceived by Dartmouth fans involved about the 

same number of infractions by both teams. In the "other game," viewed 

by Princeton's students, the Dartmouth team committed over twice as many 

infractions as their own team. In addition, the Princeton group rated 

the Dartmouth team's infractions as approximately two-thirds flagrant, 

one-third mild, while the Dartmouth group rated their own team's 

infractions as only 50 percent flagrant. Hastorf and Cantril concluded: 

In brief, the data here indicate that there is no 
such "thing" as a "game" existing "out there" in its 
own right which people merely "observe." The "game" 
"exists" for a person and is experienced by him only 
in so far as certain happenings have significances in 
terms of his purpose. Out of all the occurrences going 
on in the environment, a person selects those that have 
some significance for him from his own egocentric position 
in the total matrix. (p. 193, emphasis added) 

Hastorf and Cantril (1973) stated that we experience happenings 

as "significant 11 only in relation to previously "learned significances" 

which have already contributed to the construction of an individual's 

"assumptive form-world." The Tibetan Buddhist bag-chags theory appears 

to be one formulation of the principles by which previously learned 

significances operate. Hastorf and Cantril (1973) come closest to 

the general Tibetan Buddhist conception of bag-chags operating within 

the ultimate context of Sunyata in the following passsage: 

From the transactional view, an attitude is not a 
predisposition to react in a certain way to an 
occurrence or stimulus "out there" that exists in its 
own right with certain fixed characteristics which we 
"color" according to our predisposition (Kilpatrick, 
1952). That is, a subject does not simply "react to" 



an "object." An attitude would rather seem to be a 
complex of registered significances reactivated by 
some stimulus which assumes its own particular 
significance for us in terms of our purposes. That is, 
the object ~ experienced would not exist for us 
except for the reactivated aspects of the form-world 
which provide particular significance to the hieroglyphics 
of sensory impingements. (p. 194, emphasis added) 
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The results of a study by Furst (1971) on the visuai perception of 

neutral stimulus objects lends support to the transactionalist view that 

perception depends largely on selective attention. By means of a specially 

constructed camera, Furst was able to record his subjects' eye movements 

and thus specify the points on the stimulus picture towards which 

subjects' eyes were directed. Furst found that with repeated viewings 

of the same picture, his subjects' eye movements became increasingly 

automatized. In other words, after repeated viewings of the same 

stimulus picture, subjects maintained the same general patterns of 

visual attention, often ignoring large areas of the picture. 

The concept of automatization originated with Hartmann (1958) who 

theorized that both somatic and mental (i.e., perceptual and cognitive) 

processes become automatized with repeated performance and that the 

"intermediate steps [of the process] disappear from consciousness" 

(p. 88). For Hartmann, writing from a psychoanalytic perspective, the 

process of automatization was hypothesized to have economic psychol-

ogical advantages. For Buddhism which does not view individuals as 

having a fixed amount of life energy (libido), the process of automati-

zation and repression is viewed from the perspective of primordial 

well-being as sustaining the unconscious self-other dichotomy. 

Meditation, the major Buddhist method for transcending this dichotomy, 

has been conceptualized by Deikman (1973) as deautomatization, "the 
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undoing of automatization, presumably by reinvesting actions and 

percepts with attention" (p. 221). Indeed, according to Brown (1977), 

Tibetan Buddhist concentrative meditation involves training attention 

to the extent that the practitioner is able to discriminate (in reverse 

order) the subtle sequential stages in the construction of per-

ception. Thus, the meditator recovers awareness of how perception 

becomes automatized through egocentric cognitive mechanisms. The 

deautomatizing of perception constitutes an important phase of the 

Tibetan Buddhist methodology to be discussed in detail in later chapters. 

Clearly, in the Eight Consciousnesses bag-chags model, the perceptual-

cognitive system constitutes the core of personality organization. 

This view is consistent with the general approach of many cognitive 

psychologists and therapists (Forgus & Shulman, 1979), some of whom 

provide empirical evidence for this perspective, 

Perception and Cognition as Core of Personality 

In a classic study, Schachter and Singer (1962) found that displays 

of specific emotional behavior (e.g., euphoria or anger) are a function 

of both physiological arousal and cognitive context (e.g., humor-

provoking or anger-provoking situations). This finding led Schachter 

(1964) to develop the two-factor theory of emotion in which he argued 

that emotional expression is a joint function of situation-defining 

cognitions and arousal level. Valins (Valins, 1972; Valins & Ray, 

1967) performed a series of studies which led him to conclude that 

only one factor, cognition, is the fundamental determinant of emotional 

response. In one study, for example, Valins (1972) found that male 

subjects rated photographs of women as more attractive when bogus 
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biofeedback of increased (as opposed to normal) heart rates was presented 

to them during exposure to these photos. Another study by Lazarus (1966) 

supports Valins' one-factor theory. Lazarus found that certain emotional 

states can be modified by the repeated intervention of specific cognitive 

input. In one experiment, Lazarus showed subjects a stressor film in 

which aboriginal adolescents underwent penile incisions as part of a 

manhood ritual. Fear, anxiety, and stress-related autonomic reactions 

were lowered in those subjects exposed to an intermittent auditory com-

mentary which stated that the incisions actually were not painful. 

Lazarus found that to be effective, the cognitive interventions had to 

be initiated before the stressful stimulus (i.e., the film) was presented. 

This finding suggests a hypothesis: namely, that, for a method to be 

effective in altering the automatic affective and behavioral reactivity 

of samsaric functioning, the method must influence the mechanisms 

genetically prior to klesic affect and karmic behavior, e.g., the bag-

chags process whereby samsaric perception is constructed. 

The therapeutic implications of studies dealing with the central 

role of perception and cognition in the organization of personality have 

not been overlooked by certain therapists (e.g., Beck, 1976; Goldfried & 

Goldfried, 1975; Meichenbaum, 1977). For example, Goldfried (1973) has 

reviewed the literature on systematic desensitization and his conclusions 

support the notion that beneficial effects of this technique result in 

part from the appropriate cognitive labeling of the subjectively 

experienced state which accompanies physiological self-control. Goldfried 

reports that the 

••• studies clearly indicate that the individual's 
cognitions, particularly as they relate to expectancy 
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for improvement and control over their own internal 
state, may play a. significant role in the effectiveness 
of systematic desensitization. (p. 251) 

The importance of cognitive set becomes still more evident when 
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considering the results of a particular study from Goldstein's review. 

In a study by Marcia, Rubin, and Efran (1969), no instruction at all was 

given to subjects in any method of relaxation. Nevertheless, a modifi-

cation of attitude set through a placebo manipulation was just as 

effective by itself as the complete desensitization process. 

Kelly (e.g., 1955) and Ellis (e.g., 1970, 1973) are perhaps 

the best-known examples of therapists who view cognitive change as the 

essential factor in psychotherapy. Kelly was also one of the first 

psychologists to theorize that perceptions and cognitions organize 

needs rather than conversely (Forgus & Shulman, 1979). Similarly, 

Tibetan Buddhism views perception and cognition as genetically prior to 

needs (as well as affect and behavior). 

Kelly theorized that a unique system of personal constructs, 

that is, ways of construing life events, underlies all aspects of each 

person's experience. Behavior is seen as fulfilling the value-

orientation and philosophical assumption of the construct system. The 

cybernetic loop quality of Kelly's system, illustrated in Figure 9, is 

very similar to the interrelationship of the ego principle, behavior 

and bag-chags, shown in Figure 10. In other words, as in Kelly's 

approach, affect, motivation, and behavior are considered in Tibetan 

Buddhism to be functions of a construct, perhaps the central per-

sonality construct (i.e., the construct of a self), which is itself 
.. 

reinforced by affective and behavioral outcomes. Although Kelly also 

viewed the self as a construct along with all other constructs 
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(Bannister & Fransella, 1971), the full implications of his position 

have not been explored by personal construct theorists or therapists. 

A similar comparison can be made between Tibetan Buddhism and 

Ellis' Rational-Emotive Therapy. Ellis (1970, 1973) sees the cause of 

neurosis as faulty beliefs concerning the meaning or importance of 

certain life events. His "ABC" formula clarifies this relationship: 

"A" stands for Activating Events, that is, the externally perceived or 

internally experienced events of one's life; "B" represents the Belief 

Systems that people apply to these events. "C" stands for the 

experiential consequences of the belief systems. Ellis believes that 

irrational and inappropriate beliefs about activating events lead to 

painful personal consequences. Thus, for Ellis the major therapeutic 

task is to investigate and change the client's belief system. 

Applying Ellis' ABC formula to Tibetan Buddhism, the problematical 

Belief System is the ever-present ego principle--the cause of klesic and 

karmic Consequence no matter which Activating Event occurs. As is true 

of personal construct therapists, Rational-Emotive therapists have yet 

to explore the full implications of their own philosophical positions 

(Ellis, 1979; Finley, 1979). 

Summary 

Certain current theories in perceptual and cognitive psychology 

and therapy are reasonably similar to the Tibetan Buddhist approach. 

Examples include transactionalist theory, Valins' one-factor theory 

of emotion, personal construct theory, Rational-Emotive therapy, and 

cognitive behavior therapy. While specification of the exact nature 

of the correspondences awaits further research, some broad 
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similarities have been established and can be summarized briefly. 

Both Tibetan Buddhism and current perceptual-cognitive psychology see 

ordinary perception as the outcome of certain fundamental and apparently 

invariant perceptual processes. Both see these perceptual meta-programs 

as the context for further shaping of perception by individual perceptual 

and cognitive sets and programs. Finally, both claim that the remaining 

aspects of the personality are organized by the perceptual base. 

According to the Tibetan Buddhist position, although samsaric 

perception is a construction based on automatic, unconscious processes, 

human beings can learn to discriminate and control these processes, much 

as the so-called "involuntary" physiological processes are self-

controlled in biofeedback (cf., e.g., Green & Green, 1977). Furthermore, 

according to the Tibetans, it is possible to completely transform the 

system of samsaric perception with its problematical cognitive, affec-

tive, conative, and behavioral concomitants. One this transformation is 

accomplished, veridical perception occurs without projection (Trungpa, 

1978). Veridical perception is enlightened perception which has 

intrinsic appreciation and spontaneous compassion as its natural affec-

tive and behavioral correlates. In the words of William Blake (quoted 

in Tart, 1975): 

If the doors of perception were cleansed everything 
would appear to man as it is, infinite. 

For man has closed himself up, till he sees all 
things thro narrow chinks of his cavern. (p. 33) 

The theory and practice of meditation--the Tibetan Buddhist core 

methodology for cleansing the doors of perception--will be discussed 

in the next two chapters. 



CHAPTER V 

ZHI-GNAS: TRANQUILITY-CONCENTRATION MEDITATION 

Introduction to Meditation 

In preceding chapters we presented two Tibetan Buddhist formula-

tions of the psychological processes which function to create and 

maintain the framework of ego as the context for all experience. We 

have also described the condition of confusion and suffering (samsara) 

which, according to Buddhist theory, inevitably follows from the 

reification of reality-experience by the ego principle. In this and the 

following chapter we will discuss meditation--a principal component 

of the Tibetan Buddhist methodology for gradually transforming the 

samsaric processes so that the primordial well-being of the human 

organism (enlightenment) functions without interruption. 

Concentration and Insight 

There is a traditional Tibetan saying which indicates the extensive 

range and diversity of Tibetan psycho-soteriological practices: "Every 

district has its own dialect, every Lama has his own doctrine" (Govinda, 

1975, p. 238). Although, as this saying suggests, a wide variety of 

meditation techniques exist, the traditional Tibetan Buddhist literature 

(e.g., Gimello, 1978; Lhalungpa, 1978; Sopa, 1978; Wang-Ch'ug Dor-je, 

1978; Wayman, 1978; Willis, 1972) categorizes all forms of meditation 

into two principal types--frequently termed concentration and insight 
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1 --or some combination of the two types. In essence, the classifi-

cation system reflects the human potential for developing two funda-

mental and complementary attentional styles, one focal, the other 

diffuse (Boals, 1978; Brown, 1977; Pribram & McGuiness, 1975). 

Together with the "ethical" training in behavioral and cognitive 

self-control, the two basic forms of meditation lead to the fulfillment 

of the fundamental Three Trainings of Tibetan Buddhism: Appropriate 

Ethics and Behavior (Tib.: tshul-khrims; ts'ool-tdheem; Skt.: sila); 

Concentrative Absorption (Tib.: ting-nge-'dzin; teeng-ngay-dzeen; Skt.: 

samadhi); and Appreciative Understanding (Tib.: shes-rab; shay-rab; 

Skt.: prajna) (Tarthang Tulku, 1977). Training in concentration (which 

ultimately leads to Absorption-Samadhi) is usually considered to be a 

prerequisite for the successful practice of ·insight meditation (which 

ultimately leads to Appreciative Understanding-Prajna) (Gimello, 1978; 

Sopa, 1978; Wang-ch'ug Dor-je, 1978; Wayman, 1978). Table 1 summarizes 

the main effects of the two main forms of meditation (zhi-gnas and 

lhag-mthong) as well as their relationship to the attainment of enlighten-

ment. The preparatory practices, actual practices, and results of 

concentration and insight meditation according to the Tibetan tradition 

will be discussed in detail in this and the following chapter. The 

ethical and interpersonal practices, while constituting an essential 

component in the Tibetan Buddhist methodology, will not be discussed in 

detail in the present work. 

1As Willis (1972) has pointed out, the terms "concentration" and 
"insight" should not be understood in any ordinary sense since they 
are translations of specific technical terms (zhi-gnas and lhag-mthong) 
which denote specific training practices. 
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Table 1. Summary of main effects of zhi-gnas and lhsg-mthong 

Zhi-gnas 
(Tranquility• 

concent-ration 
meditation) 

Initial ~ecognition of 
details of samsa~ic conditions 

Relaxation, tranquility, and 
detachment 

One-pointed concentration 
(samadhi) and heightened 
perception 

Preparation for 
Lhag-mthong 

(Penetrative 
Insight 

Meditation) -

·'f"""'" 

Awareness of samsaric 
patterns and processes 

Union of Zhi-gnas and Lhag-mthong - Realization of 
Sunyata and 
transcendence of the 
ego principle via the 
development of p~ajna 

00 
w 
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The Tibetan technical term for concentration meditation is zhi

gnas (Pron. shzee-nay; Skt.: samatha). In zhi-gnas training, the 

practitioner develops one-pointed concentration and experiences the 

peacefulness of a settled mind. The ethical discipline typically 

maintained in conjunction with zhi-gnas is largely designed to create an 

ongoing environment (both external and internal) conducive to a con

centrated and peaceful state of mind, and to cultivate the discipline 

necessary to achieve it. 

Proficiency in zhi-gnas leads to tranquil states of consciousness 

and eventually the capacity to examine the patterns.of one's psychologi

cal processes with steady, penetrating, and undistracted attention. 

This capacity is extended through the practice of lhag-mthong (Pron.: 

lh'agk-t'ong; Skt.: vipasyana), the meditative cultivation of pre

reflective insight into the nature of experience. The practice of 

lhag-mthong eventually leads the practitioner to a greater awareness 

of samsaric psychological processes such as the ego-sustaining klesa 

and bag-chags. The union of zhi-gnas and lhag-mthong results in the 

transcendence of the influence of the ego-principle through the 

realization of its inherent emptiness (Sunyata). 

The quality of mind which directly experiences Sunyata is termed 

prajna in Sanskrit, shes-rab (shay-rab in Tibetan. Prajna has been 

translated as "panoramic awareness" (Trungpa, 1973) because it involves 

the perfection of an attentional style which apprehends whole patterns 

of experience with clarity. Prajna has also been translated as 

"appreciative understanding" (Tarthang Tulku, 1977) because clear 

awareness of the whole pattern of one's experience leads to the 
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understanding and transcendence of samsara and an appreciation of 

reality-experience as it is in itself, that is, Sunyata. 

The ethical and interpersonal practices typically followed in 

conjunction with lhag-mthong are designed to reinforce the prajna 

experience of Sunyata. Behaviorally, this takes the form of compassion-

ate, that is, self-less activity. Lhag-mthong will be discussed in 

Chapter VI. 

As discussed in detail in the following sections, both zhi-gnas and 

lhag-mthong bear the potential to affect more than one level of the 

personality. For example, zhi-gnas is said to result in both relaxation 

as well as heightened perception. Therefore, depending upon the in-

dividual characteristics of both student and lama, some practitioners 

may properly practice the two methods either' out of the usual sequence 

or at different times during the same training period. Here we present 

the two types of meditation as distinct training stages in what is 

traditionally considered to be the order of their capacity to dismantle 

the samsaric system. It is often emphasized in Tibetan texts (e.g., 

Dhargyey, 1974; Willis, 1972) that the practice of lhag-mthong depends 

to some degree on the prior cultivation of concentration and tranquility. 

Given the characteristics of the two practices, this sequence is the 

logical one. However, as previously noted, in practice, the relative 

importance attached to particular methods, as well as the order in which 

they are practiced, remains to some extent a function of individual 

differences with regard to both student and teacher. 
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The Practice of Zhi-gnas 

The central theme of zhi-gnas is maintaining one's attention 

fixed on a single stimulus--in Brown's (1977) words, "the ability to 

isolate out central from peripheral stimuli" (p. 240). Sopa (1978) 

has employed the terms "fixative meditation" and "mental stabilization" 

in translating zhi-gnas. Goleman (1977) has described zhi-gnas as 

"fixing the mind [of the meditator] on one object to develop his one 

pointedness" (p. 87). Likewise, Lhalungpa (1978) has defined zhi-gnas 

as ''one-pointed concentration.'' 

Other renderings of zhi-gnas emphasize its function as a method to 

develop calmness and serenity. For example, Willis (1972) has written 

that a literal translation of zhi-gnas would, read "to dwell in peace" 

(p. SO). Lhalungpa (1977) has translated the term as "dwelling-in-

quietude," emphasizing its calming effect. Other similar renderings of 

zhi-gnas include Berzin's "mental quiescence meditation" (Wang-ch'ug 

Dor-je, 1978), Tarthang Tulku's (TNMC, 1973) "composure," Trungpa's 

(1973) "peacefulness," Tsondru's (1979) "perfect equanimity," Tucci's 

(1980) "peaceful detachment" and "spiritual serenity," and Wayman's 

(1978) "calming the mind." 

The two basic components of zhi-gnas, that is, concentrated, one-

pointed attention and serenity of mind, are not separate functions, but 

differentiated aspects abstracted from an integrated experience for 

purposes of discussion. The assumption is that if concentration is cul-

tivated, a peaceful mind is the natural result; conversely, if the mind 

is made quiet, concentration is facilitated. 

l 
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Recognizing the indivisibility of the two components, His Holiness 

the Fourteenth Dalai Lama (1977), in collaboration with Jeffrey Hopkins, 

has employed the term "calm abiding" in a translation of the Tibetan word 

zhi-gnas. 

Posture in Zhi-gnas Practice 

In zhi-gnas the body is kept motionless, usually through the 

application of special postures (Brown, 1977; Dhargyey, 1974; Govinda, 

1976, Kalu Rinpoche, 1976; Sopa & Hopkins, 1976; Tarthang Tulku, 1977; 

Thrangu Rinpoche, 1978; Wang-Ch'ug Dor-je, 1978; Wangyal,.l978; Wayman, 

1978; Willis, 1972). According to Brown (1977), the Tibetan technical 

term for the initial phase of concentration meditation is lus dben 

(Pron.: loo wen), "the isolation of the bod~" (p. 246). 

Brown's (1977) description of the seven features of the appropriate 

meditation posture, derived from his translation of early Tibetan texts, 

is consistent with the sixteenth century Ninth Karmapa's (Wnag-Ch'ug 

Dor-je, 1978) teachings on "the meditative posture of Vairocana." 

Briefly, these seven factors of postural alignment for meditation are: 

(a) legs crossed in full lotus position (feet resting on opposite 

thighs or calves) or half-lotus position (one foot resting on opposite 

thigh or calf); (b) spine straight; (c) hands placed lightly in the lap, 

beneath the navel, one on top of the other, palms up; (d) neck slightly 

hooked with chin pulled in slightly; (e) shoulders raised and held 

back evenly; (f) eyes gazing straight ahead of the tip of the nose; and 

(g) tongue and lips relaxed or tongue touching the upper palate. 

Several variations of these instructions for postural stability and 

bodily relaxation exist in translations and commentaries on the Tibetan 
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literature (e.g., Dhargyey, 1974; Sopa & Hopkins, 1976; Tarthang Tulku, 

1977; Wangyal, 1978; Wayman, 1978). For example, in Wayman's (1978) 

translation of Tson-kha-pa's Calming the Mind and Discerning the Real, 

eight postural factors are given instead of seven. These postural 

instructions are generally the same as in the seven-point-posture of 

Vairocana with the following differences. While Tson-kha-pa does not 

mention the positioning of the hands, he does recommend that the 

tongue be placed near the upper teeth and that the teeth and lips be held 

naturally. In addition, both Tson-kha-pa and the Ninth Karmapa 

recommend that the breath be allowed to flow effortlessly, although this 

is not generally considered to be one of the seven features of the 

"seven-point" posture. 

Effects of Postural Control 

The Ninth Karmapa (Wang-ch'ug Dor-je, 1978) has written that merely 

sitting in the seven-point posture will itself lead to a peaceful and 

blissful mind and body. One hypothesis which may account for this 

observation is that the decreased random body movement resulting from 

postural control lessens the degree of "internal noise" generated by 

proprioceptive impulses originating in the nerves of the skeletomuscular 

system and impinging on the central nervous system. This hypothesis is 

consistent with Brown's (1977) listing of "reduction in thought" as one 

of the key postural control results identified by the Tibetans them

selves. Although Brown states that no data are available regarding 

thought reduction per se as a direct function of postural variables, 

lkegami's (1973) study of the relationship of Zen meditation postures 

to muscle activity lends support to this hypothetical relationship. 



According to Brown (1977), Ikegami (1973) found that the most 

geometrically stable postures (e.g., full lotus position) resulted in 
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the least random muscle noise and also the most evenly distributed 

muscular activity. Brown has also pointed out the important dis

tinction between the cultivation of stable patterns of muscular activity, 

as in the meditative postures, and global muscular relaxation, 

facilitated by such techniques as EMG biofeedback or hypnosis. 

Hypothetically, both stability of muscular activity, on the one hand, and 

a generalized decrease in muscular activity, on the other, should lead 

to less "internal noise" and a concomitant "reduction in thought." As 

Brown (1977) has suggested, however, the meditative postures are 

designed to reduce internal distractions while at the same time promoting 

alertness. Support for the proposition that the meditative postures 

promote alertness comes from Ikegami (1973) who found a strong corre

lation linking mental and postural stability; attentional factors gained 

strength as postural control became firmly established in meditating 

subjects. In contrast, it is reasonable to assume that procedures 

such as deep relaxation techniques which involve global muscular relaxation 

may lead to decrements in both internal noise and alertness possibly 

resulting in sleep onset, the antithesis of the wakeful, alert condition 

which is the goal of meditation. 

Shapiro's (1980) extensive review of the meditation literature 

cites Ikegami's (1973) research as the only series of studies concerned 

with the role of postural factors in meditation. More research is 

needed to specify the exact relationship of posture to the practice of 

meditation. 
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One-pointed Focus of Attention 

Once the body is settled and kept relatively motionless through 

postural control, the meditator focuses his attention on one single 

stimulus object without letting his focus wander. Fully successful zhi-

gnas, that is, unwavering concentration and serenity, requires extensive 

practice, developing gradually over time as the meditator learns to 

attend to the meditation object clearly, one-pointedly, and without 

strain for longer and longer intervals. Tibetan teachers and scholars 

have described a series of nine successive stages in the perfection of 

zhi-gnas. The Tibetan mapping of the inner experience of meditation 

has its roots in early Buddhist psychology. The Tibetan literature on 

the nine stages of zhi-gnas, which includes descriptions of states of 

consciousness not generally known 

cussed in detail elsewhere (e.g., 

Meditation Objects 

to Western psychology, has been dis-

2 
Dhargyey, 1974; Sopa, 1978). 

Traditionally, Tibetan practitioners begin zhi-gnas training by 

focusing their attention on external objects. Examples include 

mundane objects such as a stick, pebble, or flame. More stylized 

meditation objects include colored dots, special symbols such as brightly 

colored letters of the Tibetan language, and statues or pictures of the 

historical Buddha or other revered teachers (Wang-ch'ug Dor-je, 1978). 

With additional practice and training, meditators can learn to generate 

2Because of the extraordinary quality of these states, individuals 
wishing to learn and practice zhi-gnas should do so only with the 
guidance of a competent teacher as indiscriminate intensive practice 
can be dangerous (Dhargyey, 1974; Washburn, 1978). 



91 

internal visualizations of such objects to serve as the focus of 

attention. According to the Ninth Karmapa (Wang-ch'ug Dor-je, 1978), 

proficiency in visual concentration should be supplemented by training 

in auditory, olfactory, gustatory, and tactile concentration. 

Practically speaking, this means that specific sounds, smells, tastes 

and tactile sensations are made the object of concentration. For 

example, several Tibetan sources (e.g., Dhargyey, 1974; Kalu Rinpoche, 

1976; Trungpa, 1969, 1973; Willis, 1972) include the flow of breathing, 

essentially a tactile experience, as an important meditation object. 

Although some texts (e.g., Wayman, 1978) specify a relationship 

between particular meditation objects and particular personality types 

or the cultivation of particular qualities and capabilities, Boals 

(1978) reports that no research has as yet been done to investigate 

these claims. Moreover, according to Brown (1977), the main purpose 

of zhi-gnas training appears to be the development of the qualities of 

concentration and serenity. As such, th~ practitioner is advised to 

use whatever meditation object 11works" best for him. The emphasis on 

expediency in the selection of a meditation object is also indicated 

in the following passage by the Ninth Karmapa, Wang-ch'ug Dor-je (1978). 

If it is comfortable for your mind to take any one of these 
visual objects as its basis or focus for meditation, you 
should choose that one. If you wish to take each of these 
objects in turn, progressively, this is permitted. But, if 
you have taken one and find that sufficient, do not feel 
you have to go on to take them all as if going through an 
alphabet primer. In short, having your mind hold whichever 
visual form suits it is the second point (for mental 
quiescence meditation). (p. 45) 
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Role of Attentional Factors 

The role of certain attentional variables in concentration has 

been recognized by Tibetan Buddhism as well as by certain Western 

psychologists. For example, in Tibetan Buddhism, interest (Tib.: 

'dun-pa; doon-ba) is one of the five principal mental factors associated 

with the process of isolating an object for definite attention (Brown, 

1977; Guenther & Kawamura, 1975). According to the Tibetan approach, 

without interest as a factor, it would be impossible to discriminate 

a definite object from the remainder of the perceptual field. 

Likewise, in the West, William James (1890) and certain Gestalt 

therapists and theorists (e.g., Perls, 1975; Perls, Hefferline, & 

Goodman, 1951) have recognized the importance of the factor of interest 

in the experience of concentration. James (1890) went so far as to 

refer to interest as the very cause of attention. In Gestalt therapy, 

the dis tine tion is made between ''deliberate, strenuous, compulsive11 

concentration and "healthy, organic concentration [which]" 

usually is not called concentration at all, but on 
these comparatively rare occasions when it does 
occur, is named attraction, interest, fascination 
or absorption. (Perls et al., 1951, p. 54, emphasis 
added) --

The authors proceed to elaborate on this central theme pointing out 

that true, healthy concentration cannot be forced but is the spon-

taneous result of interest in the environmental object of attention. 

The idea that "deliberate, strenuous, compulsive11 attempts only 

inhibit the development of healthy concentration is also found in the 

Tibetan Buddhist psychology of meditation. For example, both Trungpa 

Rinpoche (1969, 1973, 1976) and Tarthang Tulku (TNMC, 1973; Tarthang 
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centrate with volition but not force, in Tarthang Rinpoche's (1978) 

words, "to gently guide the mind to a single-pointedness" (p. 105, 

emphasis added). In the following passage written by the Ninth 

Karmapa, the crucial role of interest rather than force in beginning 

zhi-gnas is made explicit: 

In short, you should aim and fix your mind single
pointedly to whatever type of visual form suits it 
and gives it pleasure to hold. If you try to settle 
your mind on something that it finds uncomfortable to 
fix on or which your·intellect cannot grasp, then when 
you try to make it go (to this object), it will ignore 
it. Having no interest (in this object), it will fix 
on something extraneous. (Wang-ch'ug Dor-je, 1978, 
p. 44, emphasis added) 

With the perfection of zhi-gnas, however, interest is no longer a 

factor in determining the object of attention or the degree of con-
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centration. At this stage, the practitioner is said to develop complete 

voluntary control over the faculty of concentration (Dhargyey, 1974; 

Sopa, 1978). This condition, technically referred to in Tibetan as 

shin-sbyangs (Pron. shin-jang), is described by Dhargyey as "a lightness 

and clarity of the mind coupled with the ability to use it in any way 

desired" (p. 171). This quality of mind is an important factor in both 

the development of lhag-mthong and the eventual experience of enlighten-

ment. 

Obstacles to Proper Zhi-gnas Practice 

Practical texts on zhi-gnas frequently include a section on 

potential hindrances to proper practice (e.g., Dhargyey, 1974; TNMC, 

1973; Ts5ndru, 1979; Wangyal, 1978; Willis, 1972). Dhargyey (1974) 

and Tsondru (1979) have discussed five basis impediments to successful 
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zhi-gnas meditation--(a) laziness or lack of enthusiasm for the 

practice; (b) forgetting either the lama's instructions or, in the case 

of a visualization, forgetting the details of the meditation object; 

(c) mental dullness or agitation; (d) not applying the antidoes which 

counteract the impediments; and (e) inappropriate application of the 

antidotes. Precise descriptions of these obstacles as well as both 

general and specific remedies can be found in the literature (e.g., 

Dhargyey, 1974; TNMC, 1973; Ts6ndru, 1979; Wang-ch'ug Dor-je, 1978; 

Wangyal, 1978; Wayman, 1978; Willis, 1972). For example, Tarthang 

Tulku Rinpoche (TNMC, 1973) has written that the remedy for laziness is 

"the complex attitude consisting of exertion ~upported by aspiration and 

confidence" (p. 39). In the same passage, Tarthang Rinpoche offers a 

more specific antidote for laziness: cold water and physical exercise. 

More detailed examples of remedies for obstacles to meditation will 

now be discussed. 

Both Dhargyey (1974) and Tsondru (1979) have written that the 

antidote for dullness and agitation is "mental alertness." Dhargyey 

has elaborated on mental alertness as the general remedy: 

The remedy for both agitation and dullness is mental 
alertness. This is like a watchman who reminds one to 
be careful. When dullness occurs, contemplate the happy 
aspects of the Dharma, and when agitation arises, con
template the impermanence of life and of phenomena in 
general. Alertness is like a spy who does not do any
thing himself, but reports what he sees to headquarters 
(the mind), which then takes action. Do not try to use 
this special alertness all the time; it may itself become 
agitation, but use it only once in a while as a remedy. 
Were one never to apply alertness, the result would be 
like a thief coming into the room and stealing everything 
without notice. One would also be unable to mark any 
progress in meditation. (p. 163) 
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Dhargyey's use of specific cognitive interventions--contemplating 

"the happy aspects of the Dharma [i.e., the teachings and practices 

of Buddhism]" to counter dullness; contemplating impermanence to 

counter agitation--is similar to the use of specific cognitive inter-

ventions in cognitive psychotherapy (e.g., Beck, 1976; Meichenbaum, 

1977). 

Instructions on impediments to zhi-gnas given by the Third Tutor 

to the present Dalai Lama also include specific cognitive interventions 

among the suggested remedies (Willis, 1972). For example, the practi-

tioner whose meditation is disturbed by agitation is instructed to 

contemplate the sorrows of samsara with such slogans as "Life is 

short" or "Beings suffer." Other suggested remedies for agitation 

include: resting the mind by focusing on the breathing (instead of on 

the meditation object), choosing a meditation object with only one 

color, and taking a walk in an open place. To counter dullness, the 

Dalai Lama's Tutor suggests the following: meditating on "whatever 

makes the mind feel happy," e.g., 11 the virtue of meditation 11 or 11 the 

goal of success"; visualizing bright white light such as the moon or 

other bright object; or, as a last resort, interrupting the meditation 

session to "wash the head" (p. 57). The Ninth Karmapa (Wang Ch'ug 

Dor-je, 1978) has suggested specific meditation objects as a counter 

to dullness and agitation--a white dot visualized at the practitioner's 

brow for dullness, a black dot visualized by the practitioner's legs 

for agitation. 3 

3
rt would be interesting to explore the relationship between 

dullness and agitation, as defined by Tibetan psychology, and the 
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The present overview of the instructions for zhi-gnas given by 

Tibetan teachers suggests that successful practice demands extensive 

time, patience, and effort from aspiring practitioners. However, as 

stated in the literature, and as discussed in the following sections 

of this chapter, the benefits of proper zhi-gnas practice are claimed 

to be considerable. 

Functional Analysis of Zhi-gnas 

Meditation as a Cognitive Process 

Benson (1975) has proposed that meditation be considered one sub-

set of a phenomenon he has termed the "relaxation response," Boals 

(1978) has criticized Benson's approach and has presented arguments, 

generally consistent with Tibetan Buddhist theory, that although the 

practice of meditation may also result in relaxation, its essential 

effects are cognitive, a function of the voluntary manipulation of 

attention. 

Boals (1978) has succinctly conceptualized meditation as "a 

cognitive process involving voluntary redirection of attention" (p. 165). 

This conception is consistent with Tibetan Buddhist theory which has 

states of depression and hysteria as defined by Western psychology. 
It may be that the basic mental quality underlying what the Tibetans 
call "the sinking mind" (Willis, 1972) is identical or at least 
similar to the essential mental factor in the experience of depression. 
Likewise, "the scattered mind" (Wayman, 1978; Willis, 1972) may be a 
function of the same basic mental quality that leads to what Western 
psychologists have termed hysteria and obsessive-compulsive neuroses 
If such a relationship were found to exist, there would also be the 
potential for clinical application of such meditation techniques as 
taught by th« Ninth Karmapa to counter the "sinking" or "scattered" 
mind. 
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identified attention as the principal variable in the cognitive changes 

associated with the two main forms of meditation (Brown, 1977). Boals' 

conception is also consistent with recent empirical and theoretical 

studies (e.g., Davidson & Goleman, 1977; Davidson, Goleman & Schwartz, 

1976; Deikman, 1963, 1973; Lesh, 1970; Linden, 1973; Ornstein, 1972; 

Pribram, 1971; Pribram & McGuiness, 1975; Tart, 1975; Washburn, 1978; 

Welwood, 1974, 1979b), some of which will be discussed in this 

chapter. 

Central Role of Attention 

Tart (1975) has developed a systems approach to the study of con

sciousness in which he conceptualizes meditation as "a deliberate deploy

ment of attention/awareness from its customary structures to nonordinary 

structures or to maintenance of a relatively pUre, detached awareness" 

(p. 23). Goleman (1977), in a survey of the major meditative traditions, 

concluded that the retraining of attention is "the single invariant 

ingredient" in every meditation system. 

In studies of the effects of Buddhist concentration meditation 

on personality variables, both Lesh (1970) and Linden (1973) emphasized 

the role of altered attentional functions in accounting for the 

beneficial effects (e.g., decreased anxiety and increased empathy and 

field-independence) which they found to result from the meditation 

practice. Lesh (1970), writing from a psychodynamic perspective, 

characterized meditation as a "conscious regression of attention to 

more primitive mental processes than one is normally aware of in the 

daily waking state" (p. 46). Linden (1973) defined meditation con

cisely as "essentially a method of training attention" (p. 134). 
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Washburn (1978) has proposed a "unified theory of meditation" which 

is based on the traditional Buddhist classification of two basic types 

of meditation. Washburn uses the terms concentrative and receptive 

meditation to refer to the two basic forms of meditation called zhi-

gnas and lhag-mthong in Tibetan. In the following passage, Washburn 

(1978) specifies attention as the central variable in his unifying 

approach to meditation: 

. it is clear from the definitions given at the outset 
that the two meditations are related to each other • . . 
not only as opposites but as opposing species of a single 
genus, namely, sustained attention, i.e., continuous, 
uncapitulating alertness. Sustained attention can in 
fact serve as the defining characteristic of meditation 
per se. Concentrative meditation, then, is sustained 
attention with specific focus, and receptive meditation 
is sustained attention without focus. (p. 59) 

That attention is a central variable in the process of meditation, 

that attentional skills are capable of modification, and that there 

exist two fundamental and complementary attentional orientations are 

key propositions which underlie Tibetan Buddhist accounts of the 

meditative process. These propositions, axiomatic to the Tibetan 

Buddhist system, are supported by certain psychological and neurological 

studies (e.g., Davidson & Goleman, 1977; Gardner & Long, l962a, 1962b; 

Pribram, 1971; Pribram & McGuiness, 1975). Some of these studies are 

summarized below. 

Two Basic Scanning Patterns 

Gardner and Long (1962a, 1962b) reported that two major scanning 

patterns, termed "cognitive styles" by Forgus and Shulman (1979), were 

observed in individuals asked to attend to a visual stimulus. Some 
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subjects, labelled extensive scanners by the researchers, exhibited more 

frequent shifts in eye fixation and scanned more of the visual field 

than others, labelled narrow scanners. 

Gardner and Long (1962a, 1962b) also reported that extensive 

scanners are more resistant to stimulus adaptation, less impulsive, 

and more capable of coping with anxiety than narrow scanners. These 

I 

1 traits bear a similarity to certain personality changes associated with 

the practice of lhag-mthong, the form of Tibetan Buddhist meditation 

which involves diffuse attending (cf. extensive scanning); furthermore, 

this similarity indicates a potentially fruitful area of research. 

(Lhag-mthong and its effects will be discussed in Chapter VI.) Although 

the specific relationships between zhi-gnas and narrow scanning, on the 

one hand, and lhag-mthong and extensive scanning, on the other, remain 

unexamined, the studies by Gardner and Long lend support to the basic 

proposition that there exist two fundamental and complementary 

attentional orientations available to human beings. 

Neurophysiological Research 

As Brown (1977) and Shapiro (1980) have noted, additional support 

for the hypothesis concerning two fundamental attentional orientations 

comes from the neurophysiological literature. In a series of studies, 

Pribram (Pribram, 1971; Pribram & McGuiness, 1975) found evidence of 

two principal cortical mechanisms which control sub-cortical operations 

responsible for the selection and processing of information. A frontal 

system operates to restrict processing while a posterior temporal system 

effects a more wide-range processing of information. In Brown's (1977) 



' I, 
' i 

100 

words, the "brain may be likened to a camera that can use either a wide-

angle lens or a zoom lens. In cognitive terms, attention can be directed 

to the more dominant details in a stimulus field or to the entire 

field" (p. 243). 

In this connection, Davidson and his associates (Davidson & 

Goleman, 1977; Davidson, Goleman & Schwartz, 1976; Davidson, Schwartz 

& Rothman, 1976) conducted a series of neuropsychological studies 

which indicate that specific cortical patterns are associated with 

specific meditation techniques differing from one another with respect 

to the particular style of deploying attention. This finding led 

Davidson and Goleman (1977) to propose that "different meditation 

techniques may lead to the cultivation of different attentional 

skills which are reflected in a particular patterning of neural 

processes" (p. 302). 

Although the preliminary findings reported by Davidson and his 

colleagues are encouraging, more research is necessary before the 

specific relationships between meditation techniques, attentional styles, 

and brain activity are clearly identified. 

Voluntary Control of Attention 

One of the key Principles of Psychology proposed by William James 

(1890) was the central role of attention in the organization of 

experience and behavior. J~mes wrote that the 

practical and theoretical life of whole species, as 
well as of individual beings, results from the 
selection which the habitual direction of their 
attention involves .... each of us literally 
chooses, by his ways of attending to things, what 
sort of a universe he shall appear to himself to 
inhabit. (p. 424) 
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James' statement is clearly in agreement wath the basic Tibetan 

Buddhist view of reality-experience as "appearance," a function of 

selective attention. Elsewhere in the same work, however, James 

(1890) was less tban optimistic regarding the human capacity to develop 

and maintain intentional control over attentional functions, claiming 

that voluntary attention cannot be maintained for more than a few 

·' seconds at a time. In contrast to James' assumption, one of the primary 

axioms of the entire Tibetan Buddhist methodology is that voluntary 

control of attention is a skill which can be perfected by meditation 

training. As Davidson and Goleman (1977) point out, a growing body 

of recent research indicates that individuals can, indeed, develop 

considerable mastery over certain psychobiological processes heretofore 

considered involuntary, attention being among-them. Research on 
' 

Tibetan Buddhist practitioners might enhance our understanding of the 

degree to which attention can be brought under conscious control, and 

the implications of such control for personal functioning. 

Wel~ood's Classification of Attention 

Welwood (1974) has developed a three dimensional model for 

., classifying attention which provides terminology for a precise dis-

tinction between zhi-gnas and lhag-mthong with respect to attentional 

factors. Welwood (1974) has defined attention as "the process by which 

the organism directs itself toward a part or the whole of the 

experiential field" (p. 31). His analysis distinguishes between 

opposite but complementary kinds (focal and diffuse), directions 

(reflexive and non-reflexive), and modalities (active and passive) of 

attention. 
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According to Welwood, focal attention involves the differentiation 

of individual figures, "well-articulated gestalts," from the experiential 

field, or ground. Diffuse attention, on the other hand, is "the non

differentiating structuring of a whole experiential field, without 

articulating clear gestalt forms" (p. 32). It is a diffuse attention 

that effects contact with the more fundamental organizational levels of 

personality. 

Attention can also be directed in two primary ways, according to 

Welwood. When attention is withdrawn from environmental interaction 

and becomes directed towards a particular structuring of internal 

experience it is termed reflexive attention. Non-reflexive attention, 

on the other hand, is directed towards the continuity of organism

environment transactions. Welwood notes that "normal purposive behavior'' 

generally involves non-reflexive attention. 

Welwood's two modalities of attention are active and passive. 

Active attention is "self-initiated," a function of the conscious 

intentions of the individual. In passive attention, there is no 

attempt to intentionally control the shifts of focus from one object 

to another. Rather, "attention is directed by the objects of interest 

themselves" without any conscious attempt by the individual to restruc

ture them (p. 33). 

According to Welwood's classification scheme, zhi-gnas practice 

involves training in focal-reflexive-active attention. The meditation 

object becomes a "well-articulated gestalt" to which the meditator 

intentionally attends by withdrawing from on-going environmental 

transactions. 
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In Chapter VI, Welwood's comprehensive classification system 

is applied to an explication of the practice of lhag-mthong. In the 

following section, the role played by zhi-gnas in the transformation of 

samsara is considered. 

Role of Zhi-gnas in Transforming Samsaric Processes 

The relationship between zhi-gnas practice and the attainment 

of enlightenment is complex and multidimensional. It seems likely 

that the initial stage of zhi-gnas practice simply enhances the 

practitioner's quality of life thereby allowing a more effective 

application of his time and energy to the soteriological pursuit. 

Schultz (1975) and Benoit (1962) have argued that a certain degree 

of social success and a considerable degree of psychological well-being 

(what Benoit has termed "relative harmonization") are prerequisites for 

the pursuit of "absolute harmonization"--enlightenment. 

Let us now consider the relative harmonization (i.e., therapeutic) 

effects of concentration meditation which are supported by certain 

empirical studies and theoretical formulations (e.g., Deatherage, 1975; 

Hendricks, 1975; Perls, 1969, 1973; Polster & Polster, 1974; Shapiro, 

1980; Vahia, Doongaji, Deshmukh, Vinekar, Parekh, & Kapoor, 1972; 

Walsh, 1979). 

Therapeutic Implications of Zhi-gnas 

Perls placed so much emphasis on the therapeutic role of concen

tration that "concentration therapy" was his original choice of a 

name for the system that is now known as Gestalt therapy (Emerson & 
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Smith, 1974). From the perspective of Gestalt therapy, the lack of 

concentration is considered a key element in the development of neurotic 

functioning (Perls, 1973, 1975; Polster & Polster, 1974). 

In Perls' (1973) words: 

The neurotic has lost the ability (or perhaps he never 
developed it) to organize his behavior in accordance 
with a necessary hierarchy of needs. He literally 
cannot concentrate. (p. 18, emphasis added) 

In the practice of Gestalt therapy concentration is considered a 

major tool for the recovery of pure sensation, the ability to make fine 

discriminations, and the capacity for sharp figure and ground differ-

entiation--all essential factors in optimal psychological functioning 

(Polster & Polster, 1974). These factors of concentration will be 

considered in more detail in later sections of this and the following 

chapter. 

Although no research has been conducted to date on the therapeutic 

effects of specifically Tibetan concentration techniques, several 

studies indicate that training in concentration practices comparable to 

zhi-gnas yield a variety of salutary physiological and psychological 

effects. 

Examples of reported beneficial effects include the amelioration 

of high blood pressure (Stone & DeLeo, 1976) and insomnia (Woolfolk, 

Carr-Kaffeshan, & McNulty, 1976); reduction in heart rate, oxygen con-

sumption and respiratory rate (Goyeche, Chihara & Shimizu, 1972); re-

duced anxiety (Goldman, Domitor & Murray, 1979; Linden, 1973; Shapiro & 

Zifferblatt, 1976) and depression (Vahia, et al., 1972), and increased 

empathy (Lesh, 1970) and field independence (Linden, 1973), 
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Although therapeutic and soteriological effects overlap, the 

present work is primarily concerned with the soteriological aims of 

Tibetan Buddhism. Given this orientation, we have identified the 

following four basic soteriological functions of zhi-gnas: (a) providing 

an initial, sustained, non-conceptual experience of samsaric functioning; 

(b) developing renunciation and detachment; (c) temporarily dereifying 

the ego principle, interrupting karmic and klesic processes; and (d) 

preparing for lhag-mthong, which alone can effect a permanent trans-

formation from samsaric to enlightened functioning. These four 

functions will be discussed in turn. 

Zhi-gnas as Providing an Initial, Sustained, Non-conceptual 

Experience of Sarnsaric Functioning 

In a commentary to the Ninth Karmapa 1 s seminal work on concentra-

tion and insight meditation, the contemporary lama, Beru Khyentze 

Rinpoche, described the initial experiences of a practitioner who has 

begun to practice zhi-gnas: 

When you begin to meditate, it may seem that your 
thoughts are increasing, This is not so, for you 
are merely becoming more aware of the amount of 
mental traffic that passes through your mind. 
(Wang-ch'ug Dor-je, 1978, p. 53) 

In W. Y. Evans Wentz's (1960) translation of a Tibetan meditation text, 

the same idea is presented: 

By prolonging, during meditation, the period of time in 
which the effort is made to prevent the arising of 
thoughts, one finally cometh to be aware of thought 
following close on the heels of one another so numerous 
that they seem interminable. This is the recognizing 
of thoughts, which equalleth the knowing of the enemy. 
(cited in Naranjo, 1972, p. 94, emphasis added) 
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The essential point expressed in the two passages is that a flow 

of extraneous thoughts and sensations are typically experienced by the 

beginning meditator, his attempts at one-pointed attention to the 

meditation object notwithstanding. This is a logical result since, 

hypothetically, his concentration has become sharpened, thereby 

enhancing his awareness of what has theoretically been the case at all 

times--a background of incessant mental activity. The traditional 

descriptions of the initial phase of zhi-gnas training quoted above 

are supported both by observations made by contemporary lamas (e.g., 

Tarthang Tulku, 1978) as well as by reports from Western meditators and 

psychotherapists who· use meditation with their clients (e.g., 

Deatherage, 1975; Hendricks, 1975; Kornfield, 1979; Kubose, 1976; 

Shapiro, 1980; Walsh, 1977, 1978). 

Three Stage Model of Zhi-gnas 

As Washburn (1978) has stated, one of the principal functions of 

concentrative meditation is to intensify the power of attentional 

faculties. The intensification-of attention appears to have specific 

applications at each stage of the Tibetan Buddhist training program. 

The Ninth Karmapa (Wang-ch'ug Dor-je, 1978) has described a three stage 

model of zhi-gnas based on the degree of attentional control. In the 

first stage, likened to a steep waterfall, many distractions are 

experienced as a continual flow. In the second stage, thoughts may 

arise infrequently, but they subside as soon as the meditator recognizes 

them as just thoughts. In the third stage, all thoughts cease as the 

non-conceptual condition of complete zhi-gnas is experienced. 
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We have been discussing one commonly reported result of only the 

first stage of zhi-gnas: the practitioner's observation of the great 

complexity of his own samsaric processes as he witnesses the seemingly 

endless flow of distractions made up of sensations, feelings, images, 

and ideas. The implications of this initial, non-conceptual encounter 

with samsara will be discussed shortly. 

The second stage of zhi-gnas--the attenuation of distractions by 

the recognition that they are "just thoughts"--involves the development 

of what we refer to in the present work as its renunciative function. 

The third stage is marked by the experience of total, one-pointed 

absorption (samadhi). The significance of the three functions will be 

discussed in detail in later sections of this chapter. 

Zhi-gnas and the Commitment to Practice 

Tart (1975) has presented a detailed description of the samsaric 

condition. Although too complex to discuss in detail here, Tart's 

analysis provides a conceptual model for understanding samsaric 

functioning. In his hypothetical analysis of six succeeding instants 

of time in a "normal" individual's experieD.ce, Tart has attempted to 

show the convoluted and interdependent relationships which theoretically 

obtain among internal psychological processes in ordinary daily life 

situations. In Tart 1 s example, even the simple statement, "Hi, my name 

is Bill" becomes filtered through the egocentric perceptual system 

yielding an idiosyncratic personal construction of reality based on 

obsessive self confirmation. Tart's analysis supports the Tibetan 

Buddhist proposition (e.g., Trungpa, 1978) that only an extraordinary 
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training in attentional functions (e.g., meditation) could lead to an 

understanding and unraveling of such a complex and self-perpetuating 

system. 

According to Tart (1975), realization of the "unsatisfactory nature 

of one's ordinary d-SoC [discrete state of consciousness] serves as 

the impetus for purifying it and/or attaining d-ASCs [discrete altered 

states of consciousness] that are considered clearer and more valuable" 

(p. 259). 

That the will to change can only come from a heightened realization 

of the need to change has also been recognized by Martha Crampton (1974), 

a leading practitioner of psychosynthesis, the system of personal and 

transpersonal development created by Roberto Assagioli (1965). Crampton 

has written that "it is necessary for the person attempting to convert 

negative energy to have some awareness of the painful and limiting 

effects of his negative attitudes and to sincerely desire to change 

them" (p. 41). 

We are also reminded here of Perls' (1973) description of the two 

primary ways in which Gestalt therapy assists clients in becoming 

optimally healthy individuals. One way is to create the conditions for 

the client to experience himself-as-process and to support this 

experience. As already discussed in Chapter II, the experience of the 

"self-as-process" may be similar to the Buddhist goal of the realization 

of impermanence and egolessness. 

Both Buddhism and Gestalt therapy, however, emphasize that the 

1. course of training which may lead eventually to psychological 

transformation, begins with an initial understanding of the obstacles to 



109 

optimal functioning. Employing the terminology of Gestalt therapy, the 

first task of a therapist is usually to show a client how he habitually 

interrupts his experience of the here and now (Perls, 1973, 1975). In 

Gestalt therapy, a variety of methods are used to accomplish this task, 

including the awareness continuum, dream work, and variations of 

psychodrama techniques (Perls, 1973, 1975; Polster & Polster, 1974). 

In Tibetan Buddhism, zhi-gnas meditation performs a similar function 

(among others), providing the practitioner with an initial recognition 

of how samsaric mechanisms cause suffering by interrupting the flow 

of spontaneous experience. Such recognition may eventually lead to an 

understanding of the hopelessness of seeking happiness within the 

samsaric context, a prereq~isite to commiting oneself to reverse the 

reification process that underlies samsara.
4 

Osel Tendzin (Note 1), an American trained by Chogyam Trungpa 

Rinpoche to be his successor, has described the process of developing 

revulsion towards samsara and the resulting commitment to become free 

of the samsaric condition: 

4 

Some kind of nausea or uneasiness wells up in us as we 
see that we seem to repeat patterns over and over again. 
. • . The Buddhadharma . . . relates to this confused 
sense of being trapped . . . The Buddhist path is a pro
cess of acknowledging the monumental force of confusion 
which is not some garbage that we can just gather together 
and throw away. We must respect samsara as monumentally 
there, something to relate to, not something easily dis
posed of, so that this acceptance leads to real practice 
and discipline which leads us to see our particular styles 

As Trungpa (1977) has pointed out, this realization may result 
from zhi-gnas practice or may also be cultivated through direct con
templation of the adversities of samsara. '<Jontemplation of the "vicious 
state of samsara" is one of the Four Thoughts Which Turn the Mind to 
Dharma, a series of analytical meditations traditionally performed as 
preliminaries to zhi-gnas and lhag-mthong (Hanson, 1977). 
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of confusion, our patterns of ego's web and of the whole 
confused samsaric world bound up in itself. 

Given the essentially monotonous and often boring nature of the 
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initial stages of concentrative meditation, the commitment to practice 

based on a recognition of the samsaric situation may be a necessary 

factor in the maintenance of regular meditation, at least until 

advanced stages are attained. 

Zhi-gnas as Developing Renunciation 

A second function of zhi-gnas is the initial cultivation of 

"renunciation" (Tib. nges-hbjung; ngay-joong) (Dhargyey, 1974). Nges-

hbjung is the Tibetan technical term for a mental attitude in which 

"one uses the objects of the five senses but does not depend on them 

or become attached to them" (Dhargyey, 1974, p. 63). In the following 

passage, Dhargyey (1974) emphasizes the cognitive basis for "true 

renunciation," as opposed to superficial behavioral change, or what the 

Tibetans call "hairy renunciation11
: 

The opposite of this is what is called in Tibetan 
"hairy renunciation, 11 referring to the sudden out
ward abandoning of the pleasures of this life. 
Someone, owing to a sudden passion to renounce what 
he thinks to be samsara, might abandon all belongings 
and escape to a mountain retreat, only to return a 
week or two later feeling very discouraged and weak. 
Such "renunciation" is generally insincere and rarely 
lasts for more than a short time. (p. 63) 

Elsewhere in the same passage, Dhargyey (1974) states explicitly that 

"renunciation is not an outward but an inward action" (p. 63). 

In one sense, the renunciative function of zhi-gnas may be con-

sidered an extension of its first function in that the mental attitude 

of detachment central to renunciation is based on the conviction that 
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samsara is a hopeless situation and one must strive to avoid it. The 

attainment of renunciation itself, however, involves not only the 

attitudinal change associated with the desire to be free of samsara 

but also the learning of new perceptual-cognitive skills. Full 

renunciation involves the ability to process information while remain-

ing detached from associations to that information; in other words the 

ability to discriminate perceptual experience (snang-ba) from categorical 

thinking and conceptualizations regarding experience (rtog-pa). Ac-

cording to Brown (1977) this ability is achieved only after extensive 

practice and represents an important stage in the development of zhi-

gnas. 

Our definition of renunciation conforms to the Ninth Karmapa's 

description of the second stage of his three-stage model of zhi-gnas 

training: 

Although occassionally some thoughts will suddenly 
occur, you recognize them for what they are and as 
soon as you do so, they subside by themselves. 
(Wang-ch'ug Dor-je, 1978, p. 56, emphasis added) 

Both the Ninth Karmapa and Khyentze Rinpoche have given more 

detailed instructions concerning the process of "renouncing" 

attachment to mental activity during zhi-gnas: 

When you have no mental wandering, thoughts will 
not come. But when mental wandering occurs, then 
because your thoughts will come one after the other, 
try to recognise them for what they are as soon as they 
arise. In other words, stare right at them and then fix 
your mind as before. No matter what thoughts arise in 
this way, just recognise them for what they are. Place 
your attention right on them without thinking anything like 
"I must block them" or "I have succeeded (in blocking them)", 
or feeling happy or unhappy. Just look at them with the eye 
of discriminating awareness. Take the thought itself as the 
basis or object for your mind to hold and then fix upon it. 
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Train your mind not to fall into either too tense or too 
loose a state. (Wang-ch'ug Dor-je, 1978, pp. 52-53) 

But whatever type of thought arises, identify it for what 
it is. Recognise that it is merely a thought, the play 
of the mind like an image on a mirror, and without 
grasping at it let it pass . 

Just look at the thought, without following it out, and it 
will naturally dissolve. There is nothing else it can do. 
(Beru Khyentze Rinpoche, in Wang-ch'ug Dor-je, 1978, p. 53) 

Renunciation as Discrimination Training 

The instructions given by the two lamas are reminiscent of a 

recent theoretical orientation toward the study of meditation 

(Hendricks, 1975) as well as recent therapeutic applications (e.g., 
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Deatherage, 1975; Hendricks, 1975; Shapiro, 1980) and clinical theory 

(e.g., Perls, 1973, 1975). Hendricks (1975) has conceptualized medita-

tion as discrimination training, that is, "learning to discriminate__ 

thought from other stimuli" (p. 145). Deatherage (1975), Hendricks 

(1975) and Shapiro (1980) have all reported the successful clinical 

application of Buddhist meditation and each has described their clients' 

improvements in terms of an enhanced facility to discriminate throughts 

from other experiences, to identify them as "just thoughts," and to 

disidentify with their content. 

Hendricks (1975) notes that thoughts are important factors in a 

variety of psychopathological conditions, including anxiety, depression, 

and schizophrenia. According to Hendricks, diminished mental health, 

in general, can be seen as a function of the inability to realize that 

thoughts are simply temporary products of the mind. For example, the 

depressed person may overidentify with certain maladaptive thoughts 

(e.g., "I'm worthless") and organize a large portion of his experience 

.-
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around them, thereby creating the condition of depression. Hendricks 

claims that clients who learn to discriminate thought through meditation 

find themselves powerfully affected by this discovery. As one client 

expressed: 

I felt a tremendous sense of liberation. My God, 
there was nothing to worry about--they were just 
thoughts. (Hendricks, 1975, p. 145) 

Although Hendricks has concluded that the meditator's skill in 

discriminating thought results in "a particularly strong position of 

mental health" (p. 145), neither he nor Deatherage mention the 

soteriological implications of their own theoretical positions 

regarding the role of cognition. Of the three psychotherapists reported 

above to be using meditation-based discrimination training with their 

clients, only Shapiro (1980) has speculated on its potential role in the 

permanent transcendence of suffering. 

Problematical Role of rTog-pa in Tibetan Buddhism and the 

"Middle Zone" in Gestalt Therapy 

The Tibetan Buddhist distinction noted earlier between snang-ba 

and rtog-pa is reminiscent of the Gestalt therapy distinction between 

experience and conceptualizations about experience. As previously 

discussed, both Gestalt therapy and Tibetan Buddhism proceed on the 

two assumptions that optimal functioning is innate to human beings and 

that their principal initial task is to investigate how optimal 

functioning becomes interrupted. Both systems see the confounding of 

conceptual content with perceptual experience as an important causal 
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factor in the interruption of optimal functioning, a position which is 

clarified in the following discussion. 

Perls (1973, 1975) has described the role of conceptual activity 

or, as he puts it, "middle zone" activity, in his theory of the develop-

ment of neurosis. According to Perls (1975), the middle zone is "full 

of verbiage, full of complexes, prejudices, catastrophic expectations, 

explanations, excuses, trying" (p. 100). It is a person's "fantasy 

life, ... the insane part of ourselves" (Perls, 1973, pp. 127-128). 

Middle zone activity interferes with the organismic flow by preventing 

the formation of clear gestalten, a process which depends on full contact 

with the world through the immediacy and full assimilation of sensory 

experience. Middle zone activity diminishes full contact and 

assimilation because it acts as a distorting intermediary between the 

individual and the world. 

The Tibetan Buddhist position is similar to Perls' theory. How-

ever, as Guenther (1975, 1976b) has described, Tibetan Buddhism considers 

all categorical thinking as a middle zone that is capable of distorting 

veridical perception and preventing full contact and assimilation. 

According to Guenther (1976b), all categorical thinking is problematical 

because it is inevitably linked to the reifying effect of language which 

distorts one's experience of reality by providing a preexisting con-

ceptual framework for all labelled experiences. Employing an example 

used by Guenther, even the seemingly direct experience of looking at a 

tree becomes distorted when one's aesthetic experience (i.e., snang-ba) 

is altered by subtle conceptual activity triggered by the linguistic 

label "tree." Concepts place further limits on perception and cognition, 
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in Guenther's (1976b) words, "by abstracting from the immediate experience, 

by selecting some attributes, rejecting others, and distorting still 

others" (p. 33). In other words, according to Tibetan Buddhism, the 

whole range of processes involving categorical representational thinking 

--from the mere identification of an object as a particular existent, to 

random passing thoughts, to complex conceptualizations and constructs-

are considered problematical as long as the essential nature of 

representational thinking is not directly perceived (Willis, 1979). 

The power of seemingly insignificant thoughts is indicated in Beru 

Khyentze Rinpoche's admonition to meditators that "forest fires grow 

from a small flame" (Wang-ch'ug Dor-je, 1978, p. 53). Khyentze Rinpoche 

indicates that even the mere unconscious registra"tion of a percept as a 

particular object may automatically lead to intention and behavior. 

He gives the example of a meditator who notices a tea cup during 

meditation and soon finds himself brewing tea in the kitchen having 

disregarded his meditation. Tibetan Buddhist theory suggests that the 

largely unconscious motivation and automatic behavior of brewing tea 

results from a failure to recognize that the experience of "tea cup" 

as a definite object within a particular frame of reference is an 

abstraction from immediate aesthetic experience. Due to the reifying 

effect of rtog-pa, experience becomes dichotomized into the tea cup as 

an "other" toward which the "self" (of the meditator) experiences klesic 

emotion (e.g., "I like tea"). The result is karmic volition and behavior 

and the unconscious reinforcement of the self-other dichotomy. 

In summary, Gestalt therapy and Tibetan Buddhism describe similar 

models of diminished functioning, both of which emphasize the causal 
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role of certain cognitive processes which distort the individual's 

immediate experience of the world and himself. Perls has created the 

term "middle zone" to refer to these mediating processes which have 

their origin in the "unfinished business" of incompleted gestalten. 

In Gestalt therapy, the confounding of reality with maladaptive middle 

zone structuring of reality is seen as a major causal factor in the 

development of neuroses. In Tibetan Buddhism, all categorical thinking 

(rtog-pa) has its origin in bag-chags, the memory traces which 

structure experience within the framework of egocentric mind (sems). 

Therefore, all categorical thinking is considered problematical because, 

when unrecognized as an abstraction, categorical thinking organizes 

experience within the samsaric context to which it is linked. The role 

of rtog-pa in the cybernetic feedback cycle of the ego principle is 

summarized in Figure 11. 

Role of Egocentric Memory 

Guenther's (1976) translation of the following selection from the 

yogi gNyis-med Avadhutipa's commentary expands on the role of egocentric 

memory in the Tibetan theory of the relationship between rtog-pa and 

samsara by introducing the possibility of transcending 'subjectivism' 

(i.e., egocentrism) by experiencing 'non-memory': 

Subjectivism is the evil of thinking; non-subjectivism 
is the happiness of concentration. The concepts deriving 
from 'memory' weary mind out, but by experiencing 'non
memory', subjectivism is conquered. (p. 33) 

Let us compare Perls' (1973) comment on the role of memory: 

You see, we treat the memory as something belonging to 
the now. Whether the memory is true or distorted, we 
still keep it, we don't assimilate it. We keep it as a 
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Figure 11. Role of rtog-pa in samsaric cycle 
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battle ground or a justification for something. 
Really, we don't need it. (p. 176) 

As already discussed, in Tibetan Buddhist theory, memory traces 
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(bag-chags) are retained within a distorted (that is, egocentric) frame 

of reference. These memory traces provide the context for all rtog-pa 

whose reifying effect on snang-ba inevitably leads to egocentric 

affect, intention, and behavior. 

Function of rT6g-pa in the Instantaneous Construction of Samsara 

Willis' (1979) discussion of Asanga's treatise on the different 

types of rtog-pa, and Trungpa's (1973, 1976a, 1978) phenomenological 

accounts of the ·ongoing ontogenesis of samsara (quoted on pp. 62-64), 

provide further details regarding the role of rtog-pa in the samsaric 

cycle. Trungpa describes the creation and maintenance of samsara as a 

discontinuous process mediated by a "gap"; the gap is the experience of 

the basic ground (rig-pa) which accommodates the differentiation of. 

pure awareness into all possible experiences. According to Trungpa 

(1978), however, people misperceive sarnsara as a continuous and 

irrevocable condition due to unawareness of the basic ground and the 

almost instantaneous (i.e., "in a fraction of a second of conscious-

ness") (p. 16) construction of the entire egocentric frame of reference. 

The instantaneous process of samsaric construction can be summarized as 

follows. 

With the malfunctioning of rig-pa (i.e., ma-rig-pa), primordial 

energy, which is coextensive with the basic ground, is experienced as 

overwhelming, "a. sort of blinding effect" (Trungpa, 1976a, p. 55). This 

leads to the formation of the barest impression of some 'thing' or 



119 

something happening. Uncertainty arises as the sense of relationship 

between an as yet embryonic and undefined "self" and 11other" begins to 

evolve. Incipient details of the self-other relationship emerge into 

consciousness via the agency of memory associations (bag-chags). These 

details become further defined by the differentiating function of 

rtog-pa. In Trungpa's (1978) words, "you find the particular category 

•.. you have been taught and you stamp it on" (p. 16) 

Three Basic Categories of rTog-pa 

Although we have defined rtog-pa concisely as categorical or 

representational mentality, the subject of rtog-pa and its role in 

samsara is quite complex (Willis, 1979). According to Asanga (Hillis, 

1979), rtog-pa function in three general and interrelated ways. First, 

rtog-pa provide a framework for the differentiating of reality into 

particular objects and events. Although the subtlest manifestation of 

this "particularizing" function is probably pre-verbal, linguistic 

labeling would presumably also belong to this category of rtog-pa. 

The particularizing function provides the possibility of differ

entiating an experiencer ("self") from that which is experienced 

("other"). Thus, the self-other construct is the second type of 

rtog-pa. Finally, rtog-pa function as the proximate cause of the three 

principal klesa through evaluation of experience as either pleasant, 

unpleasant, or neutral. This third function of rtog-pa--evaluation of 

experience as pleasant, unpleasant, or neutral--inevitably leads to 

passion, aggression, or ignorance, respectively, thus setting the stage 

for karmic motivation and behavior, the creation of new bag-chags, and 

the perpetuation of the cycle. This synthesis and adaptation of portions 



of Asanga's (Willis, 1979) and Trungpa's (1973, 1976a, 1978) writings 

on the role of rtog-pa is summarized diagrammatically in Figure 12. 
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Theoretically, meditation "slows down" this complex and instantaneous 

process of constructing samsara so that samsaric patterns and details can 

be directly perceived and eventually transcended. Zhi-gnas begins the 

process of reversing samsara through the development of renunciation 

and samadhi. Lhag-mthong meditation, discussed in Chapter VI, completes 

the process through the development of prajna and the full realization 

of the basic ground (rig-pa) as coextensive with all experience. 

Transcending rTog-pa 

As reported in the Gestalt Therapy literature (e.g., Perls, 1969; 

Yontef, 1975), Perls' general remedy for the distortion of reality by 

the middle zone is encapsulated in his injunction to "lose your mind to 

come to your senses." Within the context of Tibetan Buddhism, Perls' 

dictum might be paraphrased as "lose your sems and come to your (six) 

senses." Further clarification of this statement follows. 

As discussed in Chapter IV, according to Tibetan Buddhist theory, 

optimal functioning (enlightenment) occurs when the five senses and the 

synthesizing and organizing processes of the sixth sense (yid) operate 

freely, uninterrupted by the self-centered frame of reference of the 

seventh consciousness (nyBn-yid). In this condition of enlightenment, 

the six senses function within the context of rig-pa--innate, unqualified 

intelligence--rather than within the framework of the (unconsciously) 

self-referenced intellect of the ego principle. Sems is a synonym for 

the ego principle which sustains itself through klesic cathexes toward 

the projected other. These cathexes are themselves supported by 
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perceptual and conceptual organizations of experience based on pre-

existing internal categ,ories and schemata (cf., e.g., rtog-pa and bag-

chags). To "lose one's sems and come to one's (six) senses" is, there-

fore, synonymous with the realization of rig-pa since only in the 

transcendence of the reifying effect of rtog-pa can innate primordial 

intelligence operate without interruption. 

Perls (1969, 197~, 1975) has emphasized that the innate intelligence 

of human beings is diminished when individuals lose touch with the 

reality of self and world and mistake middle zone activity for innate 

intelligence. The key role of awareness in recovering organismic 

intelligence and discriminating it from the intellect is expressed in 

Perls' (1969) statement that: 

with full awareness . . . you can let -the organism 
take over without interfering, without interrupting; 
we can rely on the wisdom of the organism. (pp. 16-
17, emphasis added) 

Tibetan Buddhism is also convinced of the innateness of primordial 

intelligence and of the crucial distinction between intelligence (rig-

pa) and intellect, that is, categorical and conceptual thinking 

(rtog-pa). The distinction between rig-pa and rtog-pa is expressed 

concisely in a Tibetan prayer recited by Western students of Kalu 

Rinpoche, a highly accomplished Tibetan lama who has established teach-

ing centers in the West: "the innate wisdom of naturalness is not 

accomplished through intellection • the mind has nothing to do; this 

is the non-acting mind, the fruit of Mahamudra" (Note 2). 

In the enlightenment experience of Mahamudra, rtog-pa do not 

obstruct the functioning of the primordial intelligence innate to human 

beings. This is because rtog-pa are discriminated as abstractions and, 
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thus, no longer circumscribe immediate, aesthetic experience (snang-ba) 

within a samsaric context. Rather, categorical thinking and conceptual 

activity themselves become experienced as "appearance" (snang-ba)--

being-as-becoming which is the realization of the unity of the relative 

and the absolute. Gampopa's discourse on the nature of concepts further 

elaborates this point: 

"All that appears and can be talked about is (dealt with by) 
concepts. Without concepts there cannot be any 'appearance'; 
concepts are the mind. The mind is unborn, and the unborn 
is openness (nothing-as-such). Openness is the absolutely 
and uniquely real. The absolutely and uniquely real that 
is not something or other is the presence of the plurality 
(of the phenomenal world). When this plurality is present, 
it has not parted from what is nothing-as-such. When you 
understand how the two truths (absolute and relative) are 
indivisible, you have brought the things of this world into 
perspective. When you maintain this perspective, you are 
fully attentive. The result is the abolishment of hope and 
fear." (Guenther, 1976b, p. 33) 

Freed from its samsaric reifying function, conceptual activity 

plays an indispensable role once its true nature is realized. Accord-

ing to Guenther (1976b), conceptual activity is greatly valued in 

Tibetan Buddhism and is considered an essential component in the 

processes of knowing and communication. Indeed, concepts may even be 

highly useful as "pointers" to the ineffable. Confusion and suffering 

result only from a fundamental ignorance (ma-rig-pa) of "the totality 

of the aesthetic presence" and a failure to recognize that categorical 

thinking and concepts of any kind are simply abstractions taken from 

the totality. Guenther (1976b) stresses that the Tibetan claim of pure 

concept-less cognition (Tib,: mi-rtog-pa'i-ye-shes; mee-tog-pay-yeh-shay), 

which theoretically functions in an enlightened individual. "does not 

imply an utter blankness or the proverbial emptiness of the mind," but 
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rather the "full appreciation and awareness of Being [which] is not 

reducible to and caught in the abstractions" (p. 34). When rtog-pa are 

experienced as provisional abstractions taken from the totality of 

experience, they cease to function as an essential link in the "self

proliferating and self-frustrating game of hide and seek" which is the 

ego principle (Guenther, 1976b, p. 34). 

Through the practice of zhi-gnas the Tibetan Buddhist practitioner 

learns to discriminate rtog-pa as mere abstractions, developing the 

capacity to "renounce" their control over his perception, affect, and 

behavior. However, zhi-gnas, as training in focal attention, allows 

only the renunciation of individual rtog-pa as they arise. The under

lying unconscious context which provides the experiential ground for the 

distortion of snang-ba by rtog-pa remains intact. Only lhag-mthong 

meditation, which enables direct perception of the samsaric grounds, can 

lead to the permanent renunciation of rtog-pa through the transcendence 

of those grounds. Lhag-mthong meditation will be discussed in the 

following chapter. 

The Attainment of Samadhi 

The third function of zhi-gnas we wish to consider here is the 

development of the ability to effect a temporary cessation of all 

fluctuations in mental activity during periods of intense concentration. 

In this condition of total mental quiescence, klesic and karmic activity 

is completely halted, resulting in the temporary dereification of the 

ego principle and, thus, a temporary cessation of confusion and 

suffering. This experience is technically referred to as samadhi in 



Sanskrit, ting-nge-'dzin {teeng-ngay-dzeen) in Tibetan. According to 

Dhargyey (1974): 

Samadhi is defined as a powerful state 
is able to control mental activity and 
of klesas like a very powerful ruler. 

of mind which 
the arising 
(p. 154) 

In complete samadhi, the practitioner experiences great bliss as 
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he realizes primordial "excitement" (or "energetic charge"), a condition 

Welwood (1979a) has termed "basic aliveness," uninterrupted and 

undiminished by the limiting framework of the ego's struggle to sus-

tain itself. The unique affective and cognitive components of this 

experience have been described by Edward Carpenter: 

Of all the hard facts of Science . . . I know of none 
more solid and fundamental than the fact that if you 
inhibit thought (and persevere) you come at length to 
a region of consciousness below or behind thought, 
and different from ordinary thought in its nature and 
character--a consciousness of quasi-universal quality, 
and a realization of an altogether vaster self than 
that to which we are accustomed. (cited in Naranjo, 
1972, p. 93) 

In the same passage, Carpenter goes on to describe the potential impact 

of the sarnadhi experience which he has described as the realization of 

oneness with the entire universe--a cons~quence of the cessation of ego-

centrism. 

So great, so splendid is this experience, that it may 
be said that all minor questions and doubts fall away in 
face of it; and certain it is that in thousands and 
thousands of cases the fact of its having come even once 
to a man has completely revolutionized his subsequent 
life and outlook on the world. (in Naranjo, 1972, p. 
93) 

Besides Carpenter's account, numerous other accounts of the experi-

ence of samadhi, or what appear to be sarnadhi-like states have been 

reported (e.g., Bucke, 1901/1960; Domash, 1977; Eliade, 1954/1969; 
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Goleman, 1977; Jain & Jain, 1974; James, 1902/1961; Kornfield, 1977, 

1979; Lilly, 1977; Merrell-Wolff, 1973; Walsh, 1977, 1978; White, 

1972; Yogananda, 1946/1972). Although unusual and difficult to 

accomplish, the state of samadhi seems to be attainable through a 

variety of methods, including meditation. 

Research Related to Samadhi 

Three types of studies involving physiological measures lend 

support to subjective accounts of the experience of concentrative 

samadhi--"pure consciousness" in the absence of all fluctuations of 

mental activity. In the first group, reviewed by Ornstein (1972), 

subjects were presented with perfectly stabilized images for extended 

periods of time. Uniform visual input was manipulated in one of two 

ways: either (a) by stabilizing the retinal image by means of an 

extremely small projector mounted on a contact lens worn by the subject; 

or (b) by placing halved Ping-Pong balls over subjects' eyes so that 

nothing but an absolutely patternless field (ganzfeld) was visible. 

The result was that: 

some observers reported an absence of any visual 
experience--which they called "blank-out." This 
was not merely the experience of seeing nothing, 
but one of not seeing, a complete disappearance 
of the sense of vision for short periods of time 

(p. 125, Ornstein, 1972) 

Ornstein also reported that the so-called "blank-out" periods were 

associated with an increase in alpha-type brain activity. 

Although it would be premature to equate the "blank-out" 

experience with samadhi, the research cited supports the contention 

that certain basic organismic processes normally considered to be in 



continuous operation (e.g., vision) can be temporarily halted through 

the stabilization of attention. 
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The second type of evidence comes from studies which investigated 

the hypothesis that experienced meditators could block afferent sensory 

impulses by achieving concentrative samadhi. If concentrative samadhi 

means the absence of all fluctuations of mental activity, then the 

ability to remain insensible to external stimuli must constitute an 

important component of this function. 

Das and Gastaut (1955) reported that the EEG activity of an 

experienced yoga practitioner was unaffected by auditory and visual 

stimulation during the period when he claimed to be experiencing samadhi. 

Kasamatsu and his colleagues (Kasamatsu, Okuma, Takenaka, Koga, Ikada, 

& Sugiyama, 1957) replicated this effect in their study of another ac

complished yogi. They found that during meditation the yogi's alpha 

activity was not blocked when auditory stimuli were presented suddenly. 

Employing a within-subject paradigm, Anand, Chhina, and Singh 

(1961) investigated the sensibility of two experienced yogis to external 

events both during rest and during concentrative samadhi. Both yogis 

exhibited strong alpha activity during pre meditation periods which 

increased in amplitude during meditation. The researchers exposed the 

yogis to a variety of auditory, haptic, and visual stimuli, including 

hot test tubes and bright lights, during both the control (rest) and 

experimental (samadhi) periods. While the presentation of external 

stimuli was observed to block the yogis' alpha rhythm during the 

control period, no blocking occurred during meditation. Similar findings 



have also been reported with subjects practicing Transcendental 

Meditation (TM) (Banquet, 1973). 
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The third group of studies which provide evidence for the state of 

samadhi are the neurophysiological investigations of Transcendental 

Meditation (e.g., Banquet, 1973; Levine, Herbert, Haynes, & Strobel, 

1977; Orme-Johnson & Farrow, 1977). In these studies electro

encephalographic (EEG) readings from several geographically separate 

and functionally distinct areas of the brain were obtained during the 

practice of TM. When the EEG readings from all areas of the brain were 

compared by computerized spectral analysis, remarkably high degrees of 

uniformity (coherence) of frequency and amplitude were discovered. 

Coherence levels reached their peak, in excess of 0.95 (0 =no 

coherence; 1. 0 = absolute coherence), during t-he precise interval when 

the subjects were reporting (by push button) their most profund sub

jective experiences of "pure consciousness," that is, awareness in the 

absence of any phenomenal object of awareness. In another study 

(Orme-Johnson & Farrow, 1977), periods of total coherence were 

reported. 

Although the findings of the studies cited are based on only a 

limited number of subjects, they offer physiological evidence for two 

major components of samadhi: (a) the capacity to block afferent stimuli 

from disturbing one-pointedness of attention, and (b) the experience of 

"pure consciousness" (presumably unobstructed by the ego principle) 

which results from completely stabilized one-pointedness. In the 

Tibetan Buddhist tradition the condition of one-pointed samadhi 

represents the perfection of zhi-gnas meditation practice. 



Zhi-gnas as Preparation for Lhag-mthong 

All three functions of zhi-gnas described above--direct, non

conceptual; understanding of samsara, the development of renunciation, 

and the experience of samadhi--provide the basis for the successful 

practice of lhag-mthong. All three functions are extended and 
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refined in certain ways by the practice of lhag-mthong. Perhaps the most 

important of these functions is samadhi, "a mental state of deep con-

centration . [which] enables the yogi to accomplish almost all the 

spiritual wishes he may have" (Chang, 1962/1977, p. 21). Presumably 

these "spiritual wishes" refer to the capacity to temporarily halt the 

samsaric condition (in the samadhi of zhi-gnas) as well as the more 

important function of transcending the ego principle completely (in the 

samadhi of zhi-gnas and lhag-mthong combined, described below). 

Three Types of Samadhi 

Samadhi itself refers to a condition of absolute, nondualistic 

involvement or absorption (Trungpa, 1976d, 1978). As Dhargyey (1974) 

has pointed out, there are three main types of samadhi--the samadhi 

of zhi-gnas, the samadhi of lhag-mthong, and the samadhi of the com

bination of zhi-gnas and lhag-mthong. 

Although Dhargyey does not elaborate on the definitions of the three 

types of samadhi, we may arrive at a reasonable comprehension of the 

compound terms based on an understanding of the component terms from which 

they are derived. We may speculate that the samadhi of zhi-gnas refers 

to a state of total absorption in a single focal object (figure) of 

perception, thereby resulting in,the cessation of all fluctuations from 
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that unitary experience. The samadhi of lhag-mthong, then, would 

refer to a state of total involvement in the entire diffuse per-

ceptual field (ground); and the samadhi of the combination of zhi-gnas 

and lhag-mthong, called the "Flowing River Samadhi" by the great 

Tibetan yogi, Milarepa (Chang, 1962/1977), would designate a condition of 

total oneness with both the figural flow and the background field, a 

condition we have defined elsewhere as enlightenment. 

Summary 

The present chapter has been concerned with the practice and 

function of zhi-gnas, that is, Tibetan Buddhist concentrative meditation. 

A three-stage model of zhi-gnas created by the Ninth Karmapa was 

presented. A four-fold model of the functional mechanisms of zhi-gnas 

was also presented. A concise account of the relationship between the 

process and functions of zhi-gnas described in these two models, is 

presented in Table 2. 

According to the Third Tutor to the present Dalai Lama: 

These are the two indispensable things for higher 
practice, for abandoning delusion. If one wants 
to cut a tree, he must have both a strong arm (zhi
gNas) and a good axe (lhag-thong). After training 
in these two, one must use the mind for higher and 
higher practice. (Willis, 1972, p. 62) 

In Chapter VI we will discuss the "good axe" of Tibetan Buddhism--

lhag-mthong meditation, which is considered to be an indispensable 

factor in cutting the roots of samsara. 
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Table 2. Relationship Between the Experiential Stages and Psychological Functions of Zhi-gnas 

Stage One: 

Stage Two: 

Stage Three: 

Stages (According to 
the Ninth Karmapa 

Although the practitioner attempts 
to maintain one-pointed attention on 
the meditation object, an incessant 
stream of mental activity is observed. 

Distractions are minimized. As soon 
as thoughts and other distractions 
are recognized as such, they subside 
naturally. 

Attainment of the samadhi of zhi-gnas 
--unwavering one-pointed attention. 

Stages One, Two, & Three 

-> 

-> 

-> 

-> 

Functions 

Provides an initial, non-conceptual 
recognition of the complexity of one's 
samsaric processes. A sense of 
revulsion at the hopelessness of the 
samsaric condition leads to a strong 
commitment to practice meditation. 

Develops the attitude and skill of 
renunciation--the ability to process 
information while remaining detached 
and disidentified with it. 

Effects a temporary de-reification of the 
ego principle, resulting in the blissful 
experiences of completely stabilized 
consciousness. 

Prepares the practitioner for 
lhag-mthong meditation 

I-' 
w 
1-' 
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CHAPTER VI 

LHAG-MTHONG: PENETRATIVE INSIGHT MEDITATION 

Introduction 

Although the practice of zhi-gnas is considered profoundly bene-

ficial and capable of effecting a temporary cessation of the ego 

principle, there is general agreement among Tibetan Buddhists that 

without lhag-mthong a complete and permanent transcendence of the 

samsaric condition is not possible (Dhargyey, 1974; Gimello, 1978; 

Lhalungpa, 1978; Wayman, 1978). In Dhargyey's (1974) words, the "sole 

-reason for developing Samatha [i.e., zhi-gnas] is to understand Sunyata, 

for the joining of Samatha and Vipa§yana [i.e., lhag-mthong] is the 

one method of severing the root of Sa~sara" (p. 172). In this chapter 

the causal relationship between the practice of lhag-mthong and the 

establishment of the condition of enlightenment will be discussed. 

An introductory overview of this relationship follows. 

Prajna 

As noted in Chapter V, successful lhag-mthong practice leads 

eventually to the development of prajna (Tib.: shes-rab; shay-rab), a 

multifaceted mental quality which Gimello (1978) has described as "the 

proximate cause of enlightenment" (p. 185). Although the term prajna 

has been used and understood in different ways, one of the most 

important and commonly accepted meanings is the capacity to comprehend 

the nature of one's own mental processes through direct perception of 
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fundamental psychological patterns and structures (Sopa, 1978; Trungpa, 

1973; Wayman, 1978). 

The Tibetan Buddhist view that fundamental perceptual processes 

play the most central role in personality organization and functioning 

was presented and elaborated upon in Chapters II-IV. The Four Veils 

and Eight Consciousnesses were discussed in detail to explicate the 

evolution in consciousness of the samsaric condition from a primordial 

perceptual error. Prajna involves the capacity for veridical perception 

of the malfunctioning and distortion of the basic perceptual, cognitive, 

affective, and behavioral processes described in the Four Veils and 

Eight Consciousnesses models. Prajna also involves the capacity for 

transcending the limitations of the fundamental samsaric processes. 

The capacities of prajna apparently result from integrating the 

highly developed diffuse attention of lhag-mthong with the skill in 

focal attention already cultivated in zhi-gnas. Through the integration 

of enhanced focal and diffuse attention, the details and holistic 

patterns of experience are directly perceived as a unified whole. With 

the perfection of prajna, the details and patterns of experience are 

realized to be Sunyata, empty of any inherent existence. 

Prajna and Western Psychotherapy 

The importance of understanding fundamental organizational pro-

cesses has also been emphasized in western approaches as divergent as 

psychoanalysis, Gestalt therapy, and cognitive psychotherapy. In 

classical psychoanalysis, success in therapy depends on developing an 

awareness of the interaction of the basic id, ego, and superego 
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processes. In Gestalt therapy, clients become aware of the mechanisms 

they are using to organize their present experience around the unfinished 

business of incompleted gestalten. With awareness change becomes 

possible. As Perls (1973) has stated: "We investigate the structure, 

and when we understand the structure, then we can change the structure" 

(p. 120). 

The Cognitive Unconscious 

Weiner (1975) has proposed the development of a new form of 

Piagetian-based cognitive psychotherapy. Virtually each point of 

Weiner's description of the cognitive unconscious and its role in 

therapy is reminiscent of Tibetan Buddhism. Weiner has defined the 

cognitive unconscious as "those underlying mediational processes, the 

reorganization of which leads to the development of new cognitive and 

affective structures" (p. 75). This definition is similar to Welwood's 

(1979b) description of the unconscious as "patterns of organismic 

' structuring and relating, which function holistically as ..• deter-

minants of consciousness that actively shape how we relate to things 

from moment to moment" (p. 17 0) . 

In earlier chapters we noted the similarity between Welwood's 

conception of levels of consciousness and Tibetan formulations of the 

unconscious "patterns of organismic structuring and relating" that 

create and maintain the samsaric condition, namely the Four Veils and 

Eight Consciousnesses. We also discussed the ultimate goal of Tibetan 

Buddhism--the transformation of these fundamental processes so that 

veridical perception and optimal cognitive, affective, and behavioral 
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functioning result. Although his basic theoretical orientation is 

Piagetian and not Buddhist, Weiner (1975) has taken a positioq similar 

to Tibetan Buddhism's position regarding the ultimate goal of psycho

therapy. Weiner has asserted that the underlying organizational pro

cesses are in need of alteration when they "distort, exaggerate or 

exclude aspects of the stimulus complex," resulting in a "maladaptive 

relationship with the environment" (p. 75). Weiner proposes that 

psychotherapy address itself to the exploration, understanding and re

organization of the operations of the cognitive unconscious. Weiner 

also makes it clear that therapy should result in more than the develop

ment of situation-specific behaviors and stereotyped perceptual patterns 

which would be of limited and temporary value. Rather, the end-goal of 

psychotherapy should be the development of a stable condition of 

generalizable perceptual veridicality which serves as the basis for 

optimally adaptive behavior, affect, and cognition. 

Although our discussion suggests that certain Western systems of 

psychotherapy apparently share the Tibetan Buddhist aim of understanding 

and restructuring basic psychological processes, it is unclear whether 

the nature and degree of self-knowledge and transformation claimed by 

these modern systems are equivalent to the claimed capacities of 

realizing Sunyata and attaining enlightenment. Prajna, Sunyata, and 

enlightenment may well have their non-Buddhist counterparts in modern 

systems of personal growth; however, a comparison of Tibetan Buddhist 

theory with Gestalt therapy--a Western approach which shares many of 

its important basic principles--suggests that key differences exist 

even between these two systems. The differences between Gestalt therapy 
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and Tibetan Buddhism,which essentially identify Gestalt therapy as 

therapeutic and Tibetan Buddhism as spiritual (i.e., soteriological), 

will be discussed in later sections of the present chapter and the 

following one. 

Role of Lhag-mthong in Tibetan practice 

The practice of zhi-gnas discussed in Chapter V, marks the first 

phase of the Tibetan Buddhist meditative methodology for exploring, 

understanding, and reorganizing the Four Veils and the Eight Conscieus

nesses. However, as already discussed, zhi-gnas allows only a limited 

understanding of samsaric patterns and only a temporary cessation of 

their functioning. Furthermore, the samadhi function of zhi-gnas is 

capable of de-reifying the ego principle only during periods of intense 

meditation which also results in a cessation of all other psychological 

processes as well. Successful lhag-mthong, on the otherhand, provides 

the possibility of a complete understanding of underlying samsaric 

levels of consciousness as well as the dereification of the ego principle 

in the midst of normal activity. The theoretical rationale for this 

capability rests on the claim that lhag-mthong involves not merely a 

cessation but rather a transcendence of the effects of the ego principle. 

Transcendence of the ego principle occurs through the realization of 

Sunyata which reveals both the provisional nature of the ego principle 

as well as the ultimate unity of the relative (e.g., the ego principle) 

and the absolute. The relationship between the practice of lhag-mthong, 

the realization of Sunyata, and the transcendence of the ego principle 

will be discussed in detail later in this chapter. 
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Definitions of Lhag-mthong 

According to Welwood's (1974) classification system (see pp. 101-102), 

lhag-mthong meditation typically involves the cultivation of an atten

tional capacity that is diffuse, passive and non-reflexive. 1 While 

zhi-gnas involves a total restriction of the focus of attention, !hag-

mthong cultivates a totally unrestricted focus. Zhi-gnas, then, is 

training in one-pointedness, while lhag-mthong is training in all-

pointedness, or no-pointedness. 

Brown (1977) has defined lhag-mthong as "an enhancement of the 

recollective function [which] ... expands awareness to [more and 

more] mental events--sensations, thought, memory, emotions, perceptions'1 

(pp. 242-243); moreover, mental events occurring at the same time are 

perceived simultaneously. As the intensified concentration that has 

been developed through zhi-gnas is applied diffusely to include more 

and more of the field, the practitioner's comprehension of the complex 

interrelationships existing among the different elements of the field is 

also enhanced. The meditator develops a sense of ever more encompassing 

grounds of experience which determine the meanings and roles of the 

figures that emerge from the grounds. 

1However, just as zhi-gnas changes from active to passive in ad
vanced stages (e.g., samadhi), attention in lhag-mthong may also change 
from passive and non-reflexive to active and reflexive as proficiency 
develops. In fact, as we shall see, the ultimate meditational attain
ment, mahavipasyana, involves the perfection of both kinds, directions 
and modalities of attention, as defined by Welwood (1974). However, 
during the greater part of the training period, the emphasis in lhag
mthong is on the perfection of diffuse, passive, non-reflexive 
attention. 
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Translations 

The most common translations of the term lhag-mthong emphasize 

the function of allowing an enhanced comprehension of usually inac-

cessible grounds of experience. For example, Lhalungpa (1978) has 

translated the term as "Superior Seeing, 11 a meditative practice "leading 

to a higher insight into the ultimate nature of things" (p. 39). Other 

translations include "higher vision" (Sopa, 1978; Tucci, 1980), 

"analytic meditation" (Sopa, 1978), "transcendental insight" (Trungpa, 

1973), "extraordinary insight" (Tstlndru, 1979), "discerning the real" 

(Wayman, 1978), and Berzin' s "penetrative insight meditation" (Wang-

ch'ug Dor-je, 1978). The Nalanda Translation Committee (1980), under 

the direction of Chtlgyam Trungpa Rinpoche, has defined lhag-mthong as 

a "clear-seeing of the patterns of mind and its world. 1' 

Actual Practice 

Lhag-mthong practitioners typically employ the same meditation 

postures as in zhi-gnas practice (Wang Ch'ug Dor-je, 1978). Unlike 

zhi-gnas, however, numerous divergent approaches to the actual practice 

of lhag-mthong can be found in the literature. Apparently the diffuse 

attentional orientation of lhag-mthong may be cultivated by a variety 

of disparate practices, while the cultivation of focal attention in 

zhi-gnas remains a function of one basic procedure (even though the 

particular meditation object may vary). The following description of a 

specific lhag-mthong technique is based primarily upon an approach to 

lhag-mthong taught by certain lamas of the Kagyu (Kha-jyoo) lineage of 

Tibetan Buddhism (Kalu Rinpoche, Note 1, Lama Karma Rinchen, Note 2). 



140 

This particular approach is by no means the sole Tibetan form of lhag

mthong practice, nor the sole Kagyu technique. Many other methods 

exist in the Kagyu and other sects of Tibetan Buddhism. 

Sphere technique 

After stabilizing body and mind through the application of postural 

control (and, perhaps, prior zhi-gnas practice), the meditator visualizes 

a small white sphere. Although this particular approach to lhag-mthong 

does employ a meditation object, many lhag-mthong techniques do not. 

Moreover, important differences exist between the role of the meditation 

object in zhi-gnas and lhag-mthong. Whereas in zhi-gnas the practitioner 

maintains a sense of himself as a separate person in the act of per

ceiving a separate object, in lhag-mthong the meditator is advised to 

abandon this subject-object dualism and allow experiences to arise 

spontaneously with no attempt to block them. In zhi-gnas the meditator 

actively but gently cuts off distracting thoughts in order to develop 

strong concentration. In lhag-mthong, there is no attempt to alter the 

contents of the mind at all. The meditator is advised to imagine that 

all naturally arising thoughts, images, feelings, and sensations dissolve 

spontaneously into the sphere as soon as they are recognized. In order 

to enhance the sense of nonduality, the meditator is instructed to 

proceed on the assumption that the sphere, the mind, and the act of 

meditating are inseparable, forming a totality of experience from which 

no single aspect can ultimately be abstracted. In Lama Rinchen's 

(Note 4) words, "no meditator, no object, no meditation." The meditator 

is further advised to abandon any spatial, temporal, or evaluative 
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orientation to the flow of experience. All of the instructions seem 

designed to promote the condition of spontaneous experiencing without 

an egocentric frame of reference. 

The meditation is brought to fruition through one of two procedures 

--by visualizing either the progressive enlargement of the sphere until 

it fills all of space, or the progressive shrinking of the sphere until 

it disappears altogether into infinite space. The meditator is 

instructed to then effortlessly allow the experience of "emptiness" or 

"openness 11 to continue as long as possible. 

Alternative Techniques 

Apparently there exist many variations of this particular lhag

mthong technique, including some, termed "extraordinary practices," 

that are taught in secrecy only to initiates (Kalu Rinpoche, Note 1). 

There are also a variety of lhag-mthong techniques which differ quite 

markedly from the one just described. For example, Trungpa Rinpoche 

(Note 3) teaches his students to perform zhi-gnas with the flow of 

breath as the object of attention. When making the transition to 

lhag-mthong practice, students are instructed to follow the same basic 

procedure of "following the breath" except for the significant additional 

instruction to "experience the environment [around the breath] as well 

as ... the object of attention" (Trungpa, Note 3). Moreover, Trungpa 

indicates that the transition from zhi-gnas to lhag-mthong is considered 

a natural progression which occurs when the meditator begins to recognize 

spontaneously that his attention already includes the background or con

text in which his breathing occurs. 
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Another apparently distinct class of lhag-mthong techniques 

involves a directed and purposeful investigation of the nature of one's 

own thought processes once the mind has been relatively stabilized 

through zhi-gnas. The following excerpts are from the Ninth Karmapa's 

instruction regarding the initial phase of this particular approach to 

lhag-mthong. 

Place your mind in a faultlessly settled state of equi
poise in which it is natural, at its own level, uncon
trived, unself-conscious, not anxiously caring and then 
make it slightly more intense so that it is clear and 
vivid, and have your mindfulness keep an ever-present 
check so that you have no mental "wandering. 

Now look scrupulously at the nature of your mind when 
it is in full, perfect mental quiescence. By nature does 
it have a colour, a form, a shape? Does it have an arising, 
a ceasing, an enduring, or not? Is it outside, inside, or 
where is it settled? Aside from this settled state, is 
there another consciousness separate from it? Is it 
nothing whatsoever, a blank emptiness that cannot be 
identified (as this or that)? Or, in this settled state, 
is there consciousness which although it cannot be 
identified (as this or that) is still a vividness, a 
pristine purity, a resplendence but which just cannot be 
put into words (like a mute person's tasting of sugar)? 
The nature of this settled mind, is it a total blackness, 
or is it a clear, vivid brightness? (Wang-ch'ug Dor-je, 
1978, pp. 69-70) 

This approach to lhag-mthong also includes procedures for investi-

gating the nature of the mind during normal activity (i.e., in addition 

to procedures applied during states of mental quiescence). The instruc-

tions for these procedures are lengthy and complex. They have been 

described in detail in the same work by the Ninth Karmapa (Wang-ch'ug 

Dor-je, 1978). Variations of this approach have also been described in 

works by other lamas and scholars (e.g., Dhargyey, 1974; Sopa, 1978; 

Thurman, 1979; Wayman, 1978). 
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State versus Trait Effects 

Despite differences among their techniques, all Tibetan teachers 

cited in this section agree that the major intent of lhag-mthong practice 

is direct perception of the provisional, that is, "empty" (Sunyata) 

essence of the unconscious ontological-psychological grounds of experience. 

This realization implies freedom from the limitations of samsaric pro-

cesses. 

With respect to Sunyata, it is particularly important to distinguish 

between state and trait effects of lhag-mthong. Even beginning medita

tors may experience brief periods--in Maslow's (1970) 2 terminology, peak 

experiences--of Sunyata (Lama Karma Rinchen, Note 2). Freedom from 

samsara as a permanent condition, however becomes possible only when 

direct perception of the emptiness of egocentric processes becomes 

stabilized in the midst of daily life experiences. Moreover, Buddhists 

refer to different levels of Sunyata as well as to different degrees of 

its perfection (e.g., Nagao, 1975; Guenther, 1976a; Trungpa, 1973). 

Although an analysis of the subtleties of the different levels of Sunyata 

is beyond the scope of the present work, one characteristic of the 

causal relationship between lhag-mthong and the Sunyata plateau experience 

requires elucidation here. Stabilization of the experience of Sunyata 

as an ongoing condition is apparently a function of the harmonious inte-

gration of the perfection of the diffuse attention of lhag-mthong with 

the discrete focal attention already developed in zhi-gnas (Guenther & 

2 
Although Maslow's conception of peak experiences and plateau 

experiences is applicable to the Tibetan conceptions of brief and 
ongoing experiences of Sunyata, Maslow himself did not make this 
connection. 
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Trungpa, 1975; Trungpa, 1973). The Sanskrit term for the integration of 

zhi-gnas and lhag-mthong is mahavipasyana (Guenther & Trungpa, 1975; 

Trungpa, 1973). 

Mahavipasyana 

The following passage and illustration from Welwood (1976) describe 

three "aspects of mind" which seem to approximate the three aspects of 

the experiential field highlighted by the attentional orientations of 

zhi-gnas, lhag-mthong, and the union of zhi-gnas and lhag-mthong 

(mahavipasyana). 

• • • • • 
In this figure, the three aspects of mind noted above 

are illustrated: separate forms, spaces around them, and 
the background environment in which form and emptiness 
occur. Can any one aspect be separated and meaningfully 
held independent of the whole? (p. 98) 

Applying Welwood's formulation, zhi-gnas may be conceptualized as 

attentional training with respect to the first aspect of mind noted 

("separate forms"), lhag-mthong as the refinement of attention to the 

second aspect ("spaces around them"), and mahavipasyana as the develop-

ment of enhanced attention to both aspects simultaneously, that is, to 

the totality of the experiential field as an inseparable whole. 

It is reasonable to assume that each of the three attentional 

styles cultivated separately by zhi-gnas, lhag-mthong, and mahavipasyana, 

also exists in a rudimentary state in everyday norma~ functioning. For 

example, the process of writing this passage requires a certain degree 



' 

'· . 

I 

r 
I 

145 

of focal attention in order to form the individual letters and words. 

The process of writing also demands a sense of the overall context to 

which the individual words, phrases, and sentences relate in a meaning-

ful fashion. The diffuse attention required to maintain a sense of the 

overall context may also relate to the process of creative reverie which 

provides the ground from which appropriate figures (e.g., words, phrases, 

ideas) emerge. Finally, with the completion of the passage or certain 

portions of it, the creative context and the details of the exposition 

3 are experienced as an integrated and coherent whole. 

Welwood (1974) has also recognized the role of rudimentary focal 

and diffuse attention in ordinary, healthy experience. Indeed, according 

to Welwood (1974), normal functioning involves "a rapid oscillation 

between focal differentiating attention and rapid diffuse scanning of 

preconscious situational meanings" (pp. 25-26). According to Polster 

and Polster (1974), this is also the Gestalt therapy view of the process 

of understanding oneself and the world. The Polsters (1974) describe 

this process as one of "shifting back and forth in a creative rhythm 

between analysis and synthesis," between what they have termed 

ingredient (i.e., figural) and culminative (i.e., holistic) experience. 

In contrast to this ideal of rapid shifts between focal and diffuse 

attention presented by Welwood and Ge~talt therapy, the Tibetan Buddhist 

descriptions imply a simultaneous apprehension of figure and ground in 

the mahavipasyana form of meditation. Moreover, Tibetan Buddhism claims 

3This example is an elaboration of a similar one used by Polster 
and Polster (1974) to illustrate the relationship between ingredient 
and culminative experience in Gestalt therapy. 
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that--as with the attentional styles of zhi-gnas and lhag-mthong--the 

attentional orientation of mahavipasyana can also be perfected in the 

attainment of samadhi. As noted in Chapter V, a complete involvement 

in the totality of the patterns and details of the experiential field 

occurs in the samadhi of mahavipasyana. According to Trungpa (Guenther 

& Trungpa, 1975), the "intensive experience of form" (i.e., the samadhi 

of zhi-gnas) and the "intensive experience of totality" (i.e., the 

samadhi of lhag-mthong) combine to "give birth" to the realization of 

Sunyata. Since Sunyata is the central focus of Tibetan Buddhist practice, 

the role of mahavipasyana is difficult to overstate. 

Role of Mahavipasyana in the Attainment of Enlightenment 

Sopa (1978) states that the union of zhi-gnas and lhag-mthong is the 

aim of all Buddhist paths. Likewise, Dhargyey (1974), Ts5ndru (1979), 

Tucci (1980), and Willis (1972) all emphasize that enlightenment becomes 

a possibility only through the mutual reinforcement of zhi-gnas and 

lhag-mthong. 

The connection between the practice of mahavipasyana and the attain-

ment of enlightenment through the development of prajna and the 

realization of Sunyata is expressed in Trungpa's (Guenther & 

Trungpa, 1975; Trungpa, 1973) phenomenological accounts of the 

mahavipasyana experience. 

Trungpa (1973) writes that it is the "panoramic awareness" of 

mahavipasyana that leads to prajna--"transcendental knowledge" regarding 

the "insubstantial nature of ego." Rather than remaining immersed in 

fantasies which are based on egocentric frames of reference, Sunyata 



is realized through prajna and the meditator begins to perceive the 

fantasies as empty of any substantial essence. 

As we glimpse prajna we relax, realizing that we 
no longer have to maintain the existence of ego. 
We can afford to be open and generous. Seeing 
another way of dealing with our projections brings 
intense joy. This is the first spiritual level 

(p. 168) 

Acccording to Trungpa (1973) the attainment of the first spiritual 
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level corresponds to the birth of Sunyata as a plateau condition. The 

relationship between the two different forms of meditation, their 

integrated practice, and the central factors in the attainment of the 

initial stage of enlightenment is diagrammed in Figure 13. 

Zhi-gna 

Mahavipasyana + Prajna + Sunyata +Enlightenment 

Lhag-mthon 

Figure 13. The central role of mahavipasyana in the 
attainment of enlightenment 
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Although greatly simplified, the diagram illustrates the flow of causal 

relationships between the major forms of meditation and the stages of 

realization in the Tibetan Buddhist path toward enlightenment. 

Zhi-gnas, lhag-mthong, and mahavipasyana are approaches to medita

tion, the collective perfection of which leads to the attainment of 

prajna. Sunyata is the essential nature of reality-experience which 

is realized by the practitioner through the agency of prajna. Realiza

tion of the insubstantial essence (i.e., Sunyata) of the ego principle 

leads to its transcendence and the condition of enlightenment. A more 

detailed analysis of this sequence will be presented later in the present 

chapter. 

Mahavipasyana and Gestalt Therapy 

Mahavipasyana meditation may be the Tibetan Buddhist counterpart to 

the awareness continuum which Naranjo (1972) has described as "the 

central exercise in Gestalt therapy" (p. 105). Naranjo has identified 

the three operational components of the awareness continuum as "concen

tration on the actual, suppression of conceptual activity, and non

interference in the flow of experience" (p. 105). The first two components 

of the awareness continuum are cultivated to some extent in zhi-gnas and 

both components are developed further in lhag-mthong. The third component 

is not a component of zhi-gnas practice but is found in lhag-mthong, 

and constitutes its "passive" and "non-reflexive" nature. All three 

components are integrated and brought to fruition in mahavipasyana. 

Role of Awareness Continuum in Gestalt Therapy 

According to Gestalt therapists, the awareness continuum facilitates 

sharp figure and ground differentiation within the free flow of clearly 
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organized gestalten (Wallen, 1970). When the organismic flow is 

interrupted through what Polster (1975) has called "psychologieal hanging 

on," neurotic functioning results. For Gestalt therapy, neurosis is 

characterized by poor perceptual contact and a diminished capacity for 

emerging gestalten to become completed and to allow new gestalten to 

l 
' 

emerge. According to Polster (1975)' the antidote for "psychological 

hanging on'' is the awareness continuum, "the method of unfixed attentive-

ness, permitting successive awareness to emerge" (p. 154). Like 

mahavipasyana, the awareness continuum is based on a diffuse (cf. 

"unfixed") attentional orientation that accommodates attention to 

individual figures as they arise. According to Gestalt therapy, un-

interrupted application of the awareness continuum should lead to the end 

of "psychological hanging on" and the reestablishment of the organismic 

flow as incompleted gestalten emerge and become completed. 

Bag-ch~as "Unfinished Business 11 

The Gestalt therapy formulation of incompleted gestalten, "un-

finished business" that remains unfinished due to lack of awareness, is 

similar to the Tibetan Buddhist conception of bag-chags. This con-

ception of bag-chags as unconscious memory formations which become 

rigidified and "held onto" within the framework of the ego principle, 

was discussed in Chapters IV and V. According to Tibetan Buddhism, the 

details of samsaric experience become organized around patterns created 

by the particulars of the karmic cycle--bag-chags. In Gestalt therapy 

theory, incompleted gestalten form the patterns of an individual's "life 

script," a conception Perls (1973) has explicitly related to the idea 

of karma. Experience becomes organized around the structure of the life 
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script which, like the karmic veil of Tibetan Buddhism, plays a central 

role in the interruption of the organismic flow. In Tibetan Buddhism, 

the karmic process is temporarily interrupted through the application 

of renunciation and detachment which apparently prevents the creation of 

new bag-chags. Trungpa (1978) has instructed his students to "resolve 

thoughts" in meditation through "complete nonevaluation" so that "they 

are not put bac"L5 through the [karmic] process" (p. 66). Trungpa's 

instructions are similar to Perls' regarding the awareness continuum-

"just ... be aware from second to second what's going on" (p. 62). In 

this way, the gestalten which sustain the life script are completed. 

The possibility of an uninterrupted, detached awareness of ongoing 

experience is supported by a psychophysiological study of zen meditation. 

Kasamatsu and Hirai (1966) investigated the alpha-blocking response to 

repetitive click stimuli of control subjects and accomplished zen masters. 

Theoretically, repeated presentation of the same stimulus should lead 

to progressive decrements in the blocking effect on subjects' alpha 

rhythms. This habituation response is a normal human response to 

repetitive stimuli (Ornstein, 1972). 

The researchers found the expected adaptation response in their 

control subjects during periods of rest. In other words, the degree of 

alpha blocking decreased gradually with each new "click" until virtually 

no alpha blocking occurred, possibly signifying that the sound did not 

register in the subjective experience of the control subjects. 

The researchers also found almost a complete absence of the 

habituation response in the Zen masters during their meditation. Each 

click resulted in alpha blocking with virtually no decrement in the 
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degree of blocking. Presumably, this indicates that the Zen masters 

were able to simply register each experience of the click without 

interruption, a hypothesis consistent with the verbal reports of the Zen 

masters themselves, 

Therapeutic and Soteriological Approaches to Completing 

"Unfinished Business" 

Theoretically, both Gestalt therapy and Tibetan Buddhism claim 

that unfinished business--incompleted gestalten in the former case, 

bag-chags in the latter--can be resolved through awareness practices. 

Both Trungpa (1978) and Perls (1969), however, note the virtual limit

lessness of an individual's unfinished business, the latter asserting 

that "we carry hundreds of thousands of unfinished situations with 

us" (p. 57). In theory, then, a complete and final processing would 

demand an extraordinary length of time to complete the vast number of 

unfinished situations. Moreover, the person seeking to fulfill this 

goal would have to guard against the possibility of creating new un

finished business through constant application of awareness, even during 

sleep. 

Both Tibetan Buddhism and Gestalt therapy have developed techniques 

which attempt to accelerate the process of completing unfinished business. 

The Gestalt therapist employs a variety of techniques in order to 

facilitate and accelerate the process of completing old gestalten (Perls, 

1973, 1975; Polster & Polster, 1974). Moreover, exercises such as the 

awareness continuum and variations of it are intended to train the client 

in attentional-perceptual skills which heighten awareness of the flow 

of figure and ground and energize behavior directed toward the 
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satisfaction of emerging needs. In this way, theoretically, the process 

of gestalt formation and destruction is facilitated; no new unfinished 

situations are created, partly because emerging needs are satisfied as 

a result of the mobilization of appropriate behavior. 

Wallen (1970) has referred to the process of gestalt formation and 

destruction as an "autonomous criterion for adjustment" (p. 9), transcend

ing social and cultural standards of maturity. Wallen has further char

acterized the integrated individual as a person in which this cycle of 

gestalt formation, need satisfaction, and gestalt destruction occurs 

cQnstantly without interruption. 

As already noted, the organismic flow process of gestalt formation 

and destruction is also a prominent factor in the Tibetan Buddhist 

approach to optimal functioning. In Tibetan Buddhist theory, no new 

bag-chags are created if the gestalt of each experience is fully destroyed 

leaving no "trace" of the gestalt to later reinforce the ego principle. 

For this to occur, however, the gestalt must be experienced with complete 

renunciation, that is, free from the samsaric frame of reference, other

wise it becomes a particular of egocentric memory. 

According to Tibetan Buddhism, extensive training in the attentional 

orientations of zhi-gnas, lhag-mthong, and mahavipasyana is necessary 

before the flow process can be fully realized. For Tibetan Buddhism, 

the ultimate realization of the general flow process depends on contacting 

and completing gestalten that are the fundamental organizational grounds 

of samsaric experience. In contrast to Gestalt therapy whose focus 

appears to be the incompleted gestalten that make up the individual's 

"life script," Tibetan Buddhism is chiefly concerned with the holistic 
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background patterns (e.g., bag-chags; rtog-pa; klesa) that provide the 

context for a life script to be created in the first place. 

Through the progressive practice of zhi-gnas, lhag-mthong, and, 

ultimately, mahavipasyana, the ontological-psychological structures 

emerge as figures whose particular organization is seen as "empty" within 

the wider context of a more encompassing ground and, ultimately, within 

the no-context-context of Sunyata. As each underlying organizational 

level of egocentric functioning is contacted and transcended, the 

practitioner becomes free from the constraints of that level. Theoret-

ically, permanent freedom from a particular level would occur as a function 

of the completion of that level, in a process similar to the gestalt 

therapy process of completing life script gestalten through full and 

uninterrupted awareness. 

Emergence of Samsaric Grounds 

According to both Western psychology (e.g., Boals, 1978; Walsh, 

1978, 1979; Washburn, 1978; Weiner, 1975; Welwood, 1974, 1979b) and 

Tibetan Buddhist psychology (e.g., Kalu Rinpoche, 1975; Trungpa, 1978; 

Wayman, 1978; Willis, 1979) the fundamental organizing grounds of 

experience are normally inaccessible to awareness. For Tibetan 

Buddhism, however, direct perception of samsaric levels of consciousness 

becomes possible after extensive training in meditation. 

Both Washburn (1978) and Welwood (1974, 1979b) have described 

hypothetical processes through which meditation may lead to the emergence 

of the fundamental grounds. Both have stressed the distinction between 

the personal unconscious of depth psychology and a more fundamental 

ontological-psychological unconscious (cf. Weiner's "cognitive 
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unconscious") which organizes experience at a more primal level. Both 

also agree that, while the personal unconscious may be rendered acces

sible with relatively less difficulty, the more basic organizational 

processes are contacted only through extensive training in extraordinary 

attentional abilities. In Welwood's (1974) words, "a more sustained 

method of differentiation" than operates in "normal functioning" is 

required "to penetrate those less differentiated levels" (pp. 25-26). 

Washburn (1978) has emphasized the roles played .by both concentra

tion and insight meditation in the emergence of ontological-psychological 

levels of unconsciousness. In contrast, Welwood (1979b) has proposed 

de{ocalization of attention as the sole explanation of meditative access 

to unconscious levels. For Washburn, however, diffuse attention is a 

11necessary but not sufficient condition 11 for contacting the unconscious. 

One or both of two other factors must also be present for awareness of 

the grounds of experience to occur: (a) "reduction of the intensity 

threshold of awareness," and (b) "immobilization of psychic operations." 

Reduction of the Intensity Threshold of Awareness 

Washburn (1978) asserts that normal consciousness functions "with a 

relatively high intensity threshold, as only very powerful impulses can 

make themselves heard in the crowd of noisy contents that ordinarily 

occupy the mind" (p. 54). For Washburn, both concentrative and 

receptive meditation are capable of reducing the intensity threshold of 

awareness. Concentrative meditation does this by "calming the storm on 

the surface of consciousness" (p. 54). Through the development of still

ness--and, in samadhi, the temporary cessation of the flow of all mental 

activity--the usually more subliminal aspects of experience emerge into 
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consciousness. As Washburn (1978) notes, however, in the case of con

centrative samadhi the emergence of subliminal aspects is an aftereffect 

since no activity whatsoever occurs during concentrative samadhi, itself. 

Immobilization of Psychic Operations 

According to Washburn (1978), samadhi is also the function through 

which concentrative meditation immobilizes psychic operations. Washburn '·s 

position is consistent with Dhargyey's (1974) description of samadhi as 

"a powerful state of mind which is able to control mental activity and 

the arising of Klesas" (p. 154). Washburn has also acknowledged the 

renunciative function of both types of meditation in his description 

of "the state of bare witnessing • . in which consciousness, or the 

psyche generally, neither acts upon, reacts to, nor is itself affected 

by the object or objects (if any) before the mind" (p. 55). Washburn's 

formulation is consistent with the Tibetan literature which also suggests 

that renunciation functions in both forms of meditation, although in 

different degrees. 

Washburn further theorizes that the immobilization of psychic 

operations helps to bring basic grounds into consciousness by inter

rupting their normal functioning. In other words, one explanation for 

why we are normally unaware of the basic grounds is that they usually 

function with such constancy and regularity that they are screened out 

of consciousness--much as repetitive sensory stimuli are screened out of 

awareness through the mechanism of habituation. 

Meditation, however, interferes with the habitual functioning of 

these processes and they are rendered conscious, much as the presenta

tion of a novel stimulus interrupts habituation and results in the 
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so-called orienting response (Ornstein, 1972). Trungpa (1978) has 

indicated that meditation may indeed interrupt the functioning of 

samsaric processes by providing awareness of the 11 gap 11 in the progression 

of samsaric experience: 

That gap creates a sort of chaos . . • in the mechanism of 
building up karmic situations. That chaos helps to see what 
is underneath all these thought patterns, both of the 
explicit and subconscious types. (p. 64) 

Although Washburn's theory has not been tested empirically, it 

provides a useful framework for conceptualizing the process by which 

the practice of mahavipasyana, which includes elements of both concentra-

tive and receptive meditation, leads to direct perception of the basic 

samsaric grounds. Freedom from the limitations of the sarnsaric grounds 

comes with transcendence of the grounds, a process which is discussed 

in the next section. 

Transcendence of Samsaric Grounds 

Through application of rnahavipasyana, the practitioner begins to 

perceive clearly the usually inaccessible levels of samsaric organization. 

As each level is contacted, the integrated and simultaneous application 

of perfected focal and diffuse attention allows that level's organization 

and operation to be perceived in the absence of any fixed reference 

point. This capacity is prajna, which leads to the transcendence of the 

limitations imposed on experience by the samsaric grounds. Transcendence 

of the influence of basic samsaric levels of organization represents 

the culmination of the faculty of renunciation begun in zhi-gnas 

practice. 
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In zhi-gnas, individual figures are discriminated as provisional 

abstractions taken from the totality of the experiential field. Through 

zhi-gnas, the reifying effect of individual figures is negated and they 

are rendered powerless since they are seen to have no ultimate existence. 

In mahavipasyana, the reifying effect of the fundamental frames of 

reference for all individual figures is transcended through direct 

experience of the grounds, themselves, as provisional in nature. This 

process is renunciation on a meta-level, detached awareness applied 

progressively to ever more encompassing samsaric grounds. 

Stages of Enlightenment 

Several different formulations have been developed in Buddhism to 

describe the transformational stages in the progressive de-reification of 

reality-experience. The Five Paths, the Ten Spiritual (or Bodhisattva) 

Levels, and the Thirty-Seven Wings of Enlightenment are examples of 

stage models used by Tibetan Buddhists. Detailed accounts of these 

models have appeared elsewhere (e.g., Guenther, 1971, 1975; Lamotte, 

1974; Tarthang Tulku, 1977; Trungpa, 1967d; Tucci, 1980). 

Since the stage models are complex, a detailed analysis of any one stage 

model is beyond the scope of this thesis. Instead, a simplified account 

of the Ten Bodhisattva Levels adapted in part from the works just cited 

and employing the conceptual framework of the Four Veils and Eight 

Consciousnesses will be presented. 

Trungpa (1973) and Wangyal (1978) have linked the attainment of 

the First Bodhisattva Level (skt. Bhumi) with the fulfillment of the 

mahavipasyana experience in the realization of Sunyata. According to 
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other sources (e.g., Kalu Rinpoche, Note 1; Lamotte, 1974), the attain

ment of the First Bhurni corresponds to transcendence of the Karmic Veil. 

This means that the practitioner's present behavior, although precipitated 

by previous karma, will not create new bag-chags and, therefore, will not 

reinforce the karmic cycle. 

The next major transformation occurs at the Seventh Bhumi in which 

the Klesic Veil is investigated and permanently transcended. According 

to Lamotte (1974), the process of "cutting" the klesic roots occurs 

during the Seventh Bhurni but the realization of the final transcendence 

of the klesas is technically experienced only with attainment of the 

Eighth Bhumi. With the completion of the Tenth Level, the Bodhisattva 

attains complete Buddhahood: permanent transcendence of the self-other 

veil, transformation of all bag-chags to "seeds" of enlightened activity, 

and a complete and ongoing identification with rig-pa, pure awareness. 

Buddhahood 

Buddhahood, or complete enlightenment, signifies the full realization 

of the indivisibility of rig-pa and snang-ba as the subjective and objec

tive poles, respectively, of the ultimate condition of reality, Sunyata. 

Cognitively, the realization of Buddhahood means that phenomena are 

experienced as presentative. In other words, they "appear" (snang-ba) 

to exist and embody meaning and function even though realized (rig-pa) 

to be essentially Sunyata. Moreover, since meaning and function are 

no longer experienced within an egocentric framework but within the 

apparitional context of "wonderment" (Guenther, 1975), participation 

in the "apparent" universe becomes full and free. 
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CHAPTER VII 

CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS 

Overview 

The main purpose of this thesis has been to introduce and clarify 

selected aspects of Tibetan Buddhist theory and practice, especially 

in relation to certain western psychotherapies and schools of thought. 

For Tibetan Buddhism, the central issue of human existence is the 

condition of suffering that is considered to be all-pervasive. The 

present work has discussed both general and specific elements of the 

Tibetan Buddhist approach to the problem of human suffering and its 

transcendence. 

Nature of Suffering 

Generally, the Tibetan Buddhist approach asserts that all forms 

and degrees of human suffering result from a fundamental malfunctioning 

(ma-rig-pa) of innate, primordial awareness (rig-pa), which is the 

experiential pole of Sunyata, the absolutely open dimension of Being. 

Full realization of Sunyata (i.e., enlightenment) implies total freedom 

from suffering through transcendence of rna-rig-pa and its cognitive, 

affective, and behavioral outcomes. 

In the condition of enlightenment, the relative and the absolute 

are experienced as inseparable. Although relative phenomena "appear" 

to exist independently, they are realized to constitute only a 

presentative reality (snang-ba) which has no inherent self-existence. 
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This realization of the indivisibility of the relative and the absolute, 

in which phenomena are experienceq as essentially open and unfixed, has 

been termed Being-as-becoming. 

Through the unconscious reification of the relative, the ego 

principle interrupts the realization of Being-as-becoming, resulting in 

a condition of diminished functioning and experiencing (samsara). The 

suffering (duhkha) of samsara is based on the struggle of the ego 

principle to sustain the reification of the self-other context in the 

face of the truth of impermanence and. the ego's actual nonsubstantiality. 

The ego principle has been defined as a cybernetic system which func-

tions to maintain the framework of self-other as the basic context for 

all samsaric experience. The Four Veils and Eight Consciousnesses are 

two models which describe the specific psychological mechanisms of this 

cybernetic system. 

Four Veils 

The Four Veils are ontological-psychological grounds of experience 

which constitute a progressive reification and distortion of reality-

experience. The most fundamental ground of reification, the First Veil, 

is ma-rig-pa, the process of perceptual distortion which initiates the 

solidification of Being-as-becoming. Through its initiation of the reifi-

cation process, ma-rig-pa introduces the possibility for experience to be-

come further reified into self and other. The Second Veil establishes the 

actual self-other framework, the level of basic cognitive distortion. 

The Third Veil is the affective link in this system, the klesa--passion, 

aggression, ignorance, and their derivatives. The klesa energize 
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samsaric motivation and behavior which, in turn, constitute the Fourth 

Veil--the veil of karma. 

Eight Consciousnesses 

The Eight Consciousnesses are: the five senses; a sixth "sense" 

(yid) which functions to synthesize and organize experience into a 

coherent whole; the seventh consciousness (ny5n-yid), which provides 

both the cognitive framework and the emotional (i.e., klesic) energy 

for dichotomizing experience into self and other; and the eighth 

consciousness (alaya-vijnana), the ultimate phenomenal ground. 

Role of Bag-chags and rTog-pa 

In the Eight Consciousnesses model, memory traces (bag-chags) are 

seen to both result from and perpetuate the samsaric condition. Through 

the malfunctioning of rig-pa, bag-chags emerge from the alayic flow as 

unconscious schemata which organize experience at the most fundamental 

level according to the framework of ego and other. Representational 

thinking (rtog-pa), based on bag-chags, provides the cognitive frame

work for the loss of the experience of Being-as-becoming through the 

unconscious reification of elements abstracted from the total field. 

Furthermore, rtog-pa automatically define these abstractions in relation 

to the "self" as either positive, negative, or neutral, thus providing 

the context for klesic affect and karmic intention and behavior. This 

process of constructing the samsaric condition is repeated in

stantaneously each moment in the ongoing subjective experience of 

sentient beings. Moreover, the process is seen as "endless" since the 
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consequence of egocentric cognition, affect, and behavior is the ·_ 

creation of new bag-chags which, in turn, lead to future samsaric 

thoughts, feelings, and behaviors. 

Methodology 

Tibetan Buddhism, however, provides a training methodology for 

reversing the samsaric process. The training methodology centers around 

meditation--intensive training in the voluntary control of attentional 

functions. According to Crook (1977) samsaric attentive processes are 

"exclusively occupied with movements within the cognitive structuring 

of identity" (p. 72). Meditation deautomatizes (Deikrnan, 1973) the 

attentional functions such that the subtle and instantaneously 

functioning sarnsaric organizing processes themselves become the objects 

of attention. The two main types of meditation, usually practiced in 

sequence, are concentration (zhi-gnas) which trains focal attention 

and insight (lhag-mthong) which trains diffuse attention. 

Zhi-gnas 

Besides preparing the practitioner for lhag-mthong, training in 

zhi-gnas has three main functions. First, it provides an initial, non-

conceptual recognition of the complexity of one's samsaric processes. 

This recognition may become the basis for a strong commitment to 

practice meditation. Secondly, zhi-gnas develops the attitude and 

skill of renunciation--the ability to process information while 

remaining detached and disidentified from it. In this way, the effects 

of individual rtog-pa or klesa are negated as s~on as they are perceived. 
" 

Finally, zhi-gnas leads to the attainment of samadhi which brings about a 
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temporary de-reification of the ego principle. Zhi-gnas samadhi also 

provides the basis for the sarnadhis of lhag-mthong, and of mahavipasyana 

--the union of zhi-gnas and lhag-mthong. 

Lhag-mthong 

Through training in lhag-mthong, the Tibetan Buddhist practitioner 

acquires skill in diffuse attending, a necessary prerequisite for the 

direct perception and eventual transcendence of the sarnsaric grounds. 

As each level of samsaric organization is perceived and transcended, 

via the realization of its Sunyata essence, the practitioner becomes 

free from its limitations. 

The fulfillment of lhag-mthong practice is in the samadhi of 

mahavipasyana. The attainment of mahavipasyana samadhi makes possible 

the realization of Sunyata as a plateau experience in the midst of 

daily life. This is the ongoing condition of enlightenment--compassionate 

affect and behavior generated from the transformation of cognitive. and 

perceptual functions hitherto preoccupied with the self-other construct. 

Once the ego principle has been dereified through the realization of 

Sunyata, perception and cognition function as rig-pa, pure awareness. 

This condition is a preeminently blissful one in which all experiences 

of the phenomenal world are realized to be inherently meaningful and 

fulfilling. 

Tibetan Buddhism and Western Psychology 

East West Parallels 

A variety of parallels between Tibetan Buddhism, and Western 

psychology and contemporary physics, were also discussed. Table 3 
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summarizes these correspondences. These parallels, though encouraging, 

are as yet hypothetical and in need of further study. 

Western Psychotherapy and Tibetan Buddhist Soteriology: 

Fundamental Distinctions 

Table 3 presents a wide range of significant hypothetical parallels 

between Tibetan Buddhism and Western psychology. These parallels lend 

support to the growing effort to integrate so-called Eastern spiritual 

paths and Western psychological· approaches. (e.g., Brown, 1977; Ornstein, 

1972, 1973; Pelletier & Garfield, 1976; Shapiro, 1978; Tart, 1975; 

Welwood, 1979c; Wilber, 1977). Any meaningful synthesis, however, must 

also consider the hypothetical differences between Tibetan Buddhism 

and Western approaches. Some of these differences, discussed briefly 

in earlier chapters, appear to be basic ones. In the following sections, 

the differences will be presented in more detail. 

The Concept of Innate Intelligence in Tibetan Buddhism and 

Gestalt Therapy 

Both Tibetan Buddhism and Gestalt therapy assert the reality of a 

basic wisdom or intelligence innate to human beings. Both claim that 

enhanced awareness is the key to recognizing the mechanisms by which 

this wisdom is interrupted, as well as the means for discovering the 

basic wisdom, itself. Nevertheless, a decisive distinction exists 

between these two conceptions of innate intelligence. According to 

Gestalt therapists and theorists (e.g., Baumgardner, 1975; Hall, 1976; 

Perls, 1969, 1973, 1975; Wallen, 1970; Yontef, 1975, 1976), the wisdom 
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table 3 

Hypothetical Parallels Between tibetan Buddhism and 

Western Psychology and Contemporary Physics 

tibetan Position 
or Formula cion 

The central issue for human 
beings is the encounter 
with the meaning of 
existence 

Reality can be understood from 
two complementary perspectives, 
the relative and the absolute 

Principle of impermanence 

Sunyata as creative void 

Wisdom (rig-pa) is innate to 
human beings 

rDzogs-chen conception of ma-rig-pa 
as the loss of the optimum level 
of excitation 

Human suffering is due to reification 
of the relative and the ego's struggle 
to survive in the face of its own 
"emptiness" 

Sems as the initial underlying sense of 
a "self" relating to an "other" 

The ego principle as a self-regulating, 
closed-circuit feedback system 

Unconscious psychological processes 
become organized by the ego principle 
to defend against reality 

Egolessness: The individual as a "stream 
of being" (rang-rgyud) 

Reality as a construct by participant
observer 

The "self" as a construct 

Percept ion and cognition as the 
core of personality 

Hypothetical 
Western Referent 

Existential philosophy and 
existential psychology 

Relativistic quantum field theory 

Relativistic quantum field theory 

Vacuum state of relativistic quantum field 
theory; 

Gestalt therapy's "fertile void" 

Gestalt therapy's conceptions of "organismic 
intelligence" and the "organismic flow" 

Gestalt therapy's conceptions that (a) all 
psychological &ylllptoms are a stagnation of 
organismic excitment and (b) interruption 
of excitement leads to anxiety 

"Ontological anxiety" of existential 
psychotherapy; 

"Dread of the nothingness" in Gestalt therapy 

Perls (1969): "the self is none other than 
that which is defined by 'other"' (p. 8) 

Cybernetics theory 

Psychoanalytic conception of the ego's defense 
mechanisms 

Gestalt therapy's "self-as-process" 

Heisenberg's Uncertainty Principle; 
Perceptual and cognitive psychology (e.g., 

Bartley, Bruner, Neisser, Ornstein, Tart); 
Kelly's Personal Construct Theory; 
The Transactionalista (e.g., ~es, Hastorf, 

Cantril) 

Cognitive psychology, in general; 
Personal Construct Theory 

Werner and Kaplan's organismic sensoritontc 
theory of perception; 

Personal Construct Theory; 
Gestalt psychology and Gestalt therapy; 
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Table 3 (continued) 

Tibetan Position 
or Formulation 

Perception and cognition as the 
core of personality (continued) 

Jneyavarana as ontological
psychological unconscious 

The unconscious as "fields within 
fields" that organize experience 
and behavior holistically 

Alaya-Vijnana 

Bag-chags 

Klesic emotions "energize" the ego 
principle resulting in karmic 
intention and behavior 

Passion and aggression as two of 
the principal klesa 

Yid functions 

An acr.ive program is needed to alleviate 
the condition of suffering 

Emphasis on experience rather than theory 

Emphasis on how, not why 

Emphasis on transforming r.he 
"cognitive unconscious" 

Positive change results from knowledge: 
Transcending samsara depends on the 
development of prajna--the capacity 
to directly perceive and understand 
the most basic and underlying 
psychological structures 

Hypothetical 
Western Referent 

Cognitive psychology research (e.g., Bruner, 
Ekman, Schachter, Valins); 

Cognitive psychotherapy (e.g., Beck, Goldfield, 
Meichenbaum); 

Rational-Emotive therapy; 
Weiner's Piagetian psychotherapy 

Weiner's and Piaget's "cognitive unconscious" 

Gestalt figure and ground formulation; 
Welwood's new model of the unconscious 

Jung's Collective Unconscious; 
Plato's Theory of ldeas; 
Welwood's Transpersonal Ground; 
Werner and Kaplan's "primordial matrix" 

Gestalt therapy's "unfinished business" and 
1 "incompleted gestalten''; 

Neisser's "pre-existing internal schemata"; 
Dixon's "subliminal memory traces" 

Perla (1973): "emotions energize the cathexes 
and mobilize the ways and means of satisfying 
needs" (p. 23) 

Eros and Thanatos as two principal drives in 
psychoanalysis; 

Identification and alienation as two principal 
ego functions in Gestalt therapy 

Adaptive (i.e., synthesizing and organizing) 
functions of the ego in ego psychology (e.g., 
Hartmann): 

Werner and Kaplan's "inner dynamic schematizing 
activity" 

All Western psychotherapies 

Phenomenological and existential psychotherapy; 
"The map is not the territory" of General 

Semantics; 
Gestalt therapy 

Gestalt therapy 

Weiner's Piagetian psychotherapy 

Weiner's Piagetiao psychotherapy; 
Psychoanalysis; 
Cognitive psychotherapy; 
Gestalt therapy, e.g .• Perls' (1973): "We 

investigate the structure, and when we 
understand the structure, then we can change 
the structure" (p. 120). 
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Table 3 (continued) 

Tibetan Position 
or Formulation 

Human beings have access to two 
fundamental and complementary 
attentional orientations 

Voluntary control of attention is 
trainable (e.g., in meditation) 

Concentration plays a key role in 
optimal functioning 

Zhi-gnas meditation provides an initial 
understanding of how awareness becomes 
interrupted by samsaric processes 

The initial understanding of the com
plexity of samsara and its grossly 
negative effects leads to a commit
ment to further practice 

Renunciation (nges-hbjung) as detachment 
from, and disidentifying with, contents 
of awareness 

Representational thinking (rTog-pa) plays 
a major role in interrupting pure 
intelligence (rig-pa) 

The full realization of rig-pa (pure 
awareness) implies optimal human 
functioning 

Samadhi 

Hahavipasyana 

Mahavipasyana as the union of zhi-gnas 
and lhag-mt hong 

Mahavipasyana as the antidote to 
samsara 

Hypothetical 
Western Referent 

Gardner and Long's research on "extensive 
scanners" and "narrow scanners"; 

Pribram's neuropsychological research 
demonstrating that two principal cortical 
mechanisms control information processing--one 
wide-range, the other restricted focus; 

Wehrood's two kinds of attention--"diffuse" and 
"focal" 

Biofeedback research (e.g., Green and Green); 
Meditation research (e.g., Davidson and Goleman) 

Gestalt therapy's emphasis on concentration 
for healthy functioning 

Gestalt therapy techniques (e.g., awareness 
continuum and therapist feedback) provide 
information regarding client's style of self
interruption 

Gestalt therapy and psychosynthesis: the will 
to change results from recognizing the need 
to change 
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Discrimination training approach to the clinical 
use of meditation (e.g., Deatherage, Hendricks, 
Shapiro) 

Gestalt therapy's conception of "middle zone" 
activity as interrupting organismic wisdom; 

Ellis' position that inappropriate beliefs are 
the cause of all psychological problems; 

Kelly's position that rigid or inappropriate 
personal constructs lead to psychological 
problems 

Perle (1969): "with full awareness • • • we 
can rely on the wisdom of the organism" 
(pp. 16-17) 

"Blank-out'' experience in ganzfeld research; 
Neurophysiological research on yogis and TM 

practitioners which demonstrates the ability 
to block sensory input and produce extraordinary 
EEG coherence levels; 

Various anecdotal accounts (e.g., Bucke, James, 
Lilly, Merrell-Wolf) 

Gestalt therapy's "awareness continuum" 

Awareness continuum as the integration of 
"ingredient" and "culminative" experience 

Awareness continuum as the antidote to 
"psychological hanging on" 



in question is organismic and inevitably linked to an individual's 

cycle of organismic need satisfaction. This conception of organismic 

wisdom is particularly evident in two examples provided by Perls 

(1969). 
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In the first example, Perls describes the pregnant mother who, due 

to proper functioning of her organismic wisdom, automatically (and 

unknowingly) licks plaster on the wall in order to fulfill her organismic 

need for increased calcium intake. In the same passage, Perls also 

employs the example of the mother who sleeps through extraneous noise 

but awakens at the sound of her baby crying. Both examples suggest that, 

whether the organismic need is physical or psychological, awareness of 

the individual's dominant need and its subsequent satisfaction are the 

essential elements in the Gestalt therapy process of organismic self

regulation. 

In contrast, Tibetan Buddhism describes the fundamental wisdom as 

universal--an innate quality of the universe which becomes expressed 

through human existence. Rig-pa, pure intelligence, transcends the 

context of individual organismic needs and provides the basis for human 

functioning as an expression of universal principles rather than in

dividual needs. 

Role of Meditation and Awareness in Tibetan Buddhism 

and Gestalt Therapy 

The fundamental difference described above can also be illustrated 

by outlining the different positions taken by Tibetan Buddhism and 

Gestalt therapy with respect to the practice of meditation and the 

significance of developing awareness. According to Perls (1970), 
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meditation is used in Gestalt therapy as a form of "self-therapy" in 

order to "reown" projected aspects of the personality through the 

conscious projection of a therapist to work with in fantasy. Perls 

claims that clients benefit from such "meditation" in two ways: first, 

they discover the ways in which they interrupt their own "self-support"; 

and, second, they rediscover that self-support and, in so doing, regain 

their own power. 

In contrast, the goal of Tibetan Buddhist meditation is not the 

development of self-support but an extraordinary refinement of 

attentional functions such that the practitioner can investigate the 

subtle bases for the experience of a "self" which seems to require 

support. 

In its particular approach to meditation,·Gestalt therapy aims to 

facilitate the struggle of the "self" to satisfy its needs and achieve 

its ends. From the Tibetan Buddhist perspective, this goal is still 

within the framework of a "self" struggling to survive as such. In 

other words, Gestalt therapy meditation, as described by Perls (1970), 

is concerned with improving an individual's relative samsaric status, 

in contrast to transcending the limitations of samsara altogether. 

Indeed, as will be discussed shortly, the different goal orientations 

of transcending versus improving one's samsaric status seems to con

stitute the major underlying distinction between soteriology and 

psychotherapy. 

This hypothetical distinction becomes even more sharply defined 

when the overall significance of awareness in Tibetan Buddhism and 

Gestalt therapy is considered. As discussed earlier, both systems view 
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the enhancement of awareness as a decisive factor in the process of 

change; both recognize the need for discipline and the application of a 

particular methodology in order to cultivate enhanced awareness. Never-

theless, the degree of discipline required, the methods employed, and, 

most significantly, the functional role of awareness are clearly 

different in the two systems. 

For Perls (1969, 1970, 1973, 1975), awareness is important because 

it will eventually lead to organismic self-regulation. Perls (1969, 

1970, 1973, 1975) and other Gestalt therapists and theorists (e.g., 

Baumgardner, 1975; Hall, 1976; Wallen, 1970; Yontef, 1975, 1976) have 

consistently emphasized the relationship between awareness and the 

expression and gratification of needs. Awareness is valued in Gestalt 

therapy largely because it allows for the fulfillment of organismic 

needs :which have either been "unconscious" or ineffectively met. The 

importance accorded to the expression and gratification of organismic 

needs is especially evident in films and transcripts of Perls working 

with clients (e.g., Perls, 1973, 1975; Aquarian Productions, 1969). 

The essential factors in the process of organismic self-regulation 

described by Perls and his colleagues can be sumcarized as follows: 

(a) awareness and acceptance of one's experience; (b) emergence of the 

dominant need; and (c) mobilization of one's resources for the expression 

and fulfillment of that need. According to Gestalt therapy theory, this 

., three-stage process ameliorates the condition of sensory and behavioral 

stagnation related to "unfinished business" by 11 completing" the 

"business" that emerges and by facilitating the free flow of energy 

within the organismic system. Theoretically, the result is positive 

therapeutic change for the client. 
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Tibetan Buddhism is also concerned with developing awareness and 

acceptance of experience. In fundamental contrast to Gestalt therapy, 

however, emerging needs are not expressed in Tibetan Buddhist practice 

but are further investigated with uninterrupted awareness. 

For Gestalt therapy, expression of needs is crucial to the mainte-

nance of what Perls (1969) termed "organismic balance." For Tibetan 

Buddhism, needs that emerge into awareness without the direct realization 

of their Sunyata essence are necessarily klesic, that is, an expression 

of more fundamental patterns of ontological-psychological "unfinished 

business." Expressing such needs signifies the performance of karmic 

behaviors, the inevitable result of which can only be the creation of 

new bag-chags and the reinforcement of the whole samsaric system. 

In summary, while Gestalt therapy and Tibetan Buddhism share several 

common principles, the two approaches are based on divergent models of 

optimal human functioning. Table 4 outlines the common principles but 

different contexts of Gestalt therapy and Tibetan Buddhism. 

From the perspective of Tibetan Buddhism, Gestalt therapy may be 

effective in bringing about what Benoit (1954/1962) termed "relative 

harmonization," that is, a strengthening of the individual's position 

within the overall samsaric scheme of things. As long as the samsaric 

system functions, however, suffering is the inevitable result. Tibetan 

Buddhist practice, therefore, involves rigorous training in maintaining 

detached awareness even in the face of emerging needs. Through the 

mechanisms described in Chapters V and VI, Tibetan Buddhist meditation 

leads to awareness, de-stabilization, and eventual transcendence of the 

samsaric grounds which provide the context for klesic needs. The 
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Principles 

Holism 

Innate 
Intelligence 

Emphasis in 
practice on 
understanding 
'how' 

Awareness by 
itself is 
healthy 

Seeks to 
integrate 
fragmented 
aspects of 
the whole 

Table 4 

Tibetan Buddhism and Gestalt Therapy: Common Principles/Different Contexts 

Gestalt Therapy 

Organism is whole 

Organismic balance 

How expression of feelings 
and needs and need-gratification 
are interrupted 

Because awareness leads to the 
expression and gratification 
of needs 

Seeks to integrate body and 
mind and re-integrate 
projected aspects of the 
personality 

Tibetan Buddhism 

Universe is whole 

Universal wisdom (Rig-pa-Sunyata) 

How needs (thoughts, perception, 
etc,) evolve 

Because awareness leads to direct 
perception of samsaric grounds, 
their transcendence, and the 
realization of Sunyata 

Seeks to integrate "self 11 and 
projected "other" 

..... 
" w 
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Tibetan Buddhist goal is not to express klesic needs but to understand 

and transform them so that motivation is no longer ego-based but grounded 

in Being (cf. Maslow's Being-motivation, 1970). Once the ego principle 

is completely transcended, perception, cognition, affect, and behavior 

are experienced within the context of universal, rather than organismic, 

wisdom. 

Fundmaental Goals of Therapy versus Spirituality 

The distinctions between Gestalt therapy and Tibetan Buddhism 

reflect an apparently fundamental difference between the general goal 

orientations of spirituality (that is, soteriology) and psychotherapy.! 

Simply stated, the goal of psychotherapy is to make life better for the 

client. In contrast, the goal of spiritual practice is to transform the 

practitioner's most basic experience of himself and his world, to 

transcend the struggle for a "better" life, and to realize the absolute 

a priori freedom and bliss that are innate to human beings. 

In expressing the distinction between therapy and spirituality, 

Wilber (1977) has employed the simile of life as a dream. If life 

is like a dream, Wilber suggests that psychotherapy's concern is that 

the dream not become a bad dream. Spirituality, on the other hand, is 

concerned with awakening from the dream completely. Wilber's simile 

is the same one used by Sharmar Rinpoche (Note 1) in a teaching on the 

benefits of positive actions. Sharmar Rinpoche asserts that positive 

1The present discussion does not include a consideration of the 
emerging field of transpersonal psychotherapy (Boorstein, 1980) which, 
when more fully developed and articulated, may provide a therapeutic 
alternative whose goals and methods are quite similar to those of 
spiritual practice. 
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action (that is, positive karmic behavior) can create the conditions 

for a "good" dream to occur. According to Shamar Rinpoche, a good dream 

is not necessarily one in which a person experiences less suffering and 

greater pleasure but ultimately "one in which we are fortunate to learn 

and practice the dharma so that we can eventually awaken from the dream 

completely." 

Differences in Training Procedures 

Because the goal of Tibetan Buddhist spirituality is to transform 

processes responsible for the organization of experience at the most 

basic.levels, the Tibetan Buddhist training differs from the psycho-

therapeutic process in several important ways. 

1. First, a much greater commitment of time is required for 

spiritual practice than is normally the case in psychotherapy. While 

weekly or bi-weekly sessions of one or two hours each are typical for 

psychotherapy, spiritual practice typically demands daily meditation 

training as well as an increasing application of the qualities developed 

in sitting meditation (e.g., renunciation) to daily life situations. 

(Trungpa [1969] has referred to the application of meditation to daily 

life as "meditation in action" while Shapiro [1980] has called it "con-

tingent informal meditation. 11
) Moreover, it is not unusual for 

serious practitioners of Tibetan Buddhism to complete two, four, or more 

hours of formal meditation each day. In addition, periodic "retreats" 

of eight to fourteen hours a day of intensive meditation are common 

practice. 

Underlying the time commitment is a personal commitment to the 

soteriological orientation. Without such "faith" in the underlying 
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assumptions of spirituality (e.g., that habitual perceptual and 

cognitive processes can be transformed), a person would be unlikely to 

practice meditation with the necessary dedication. Although a much 

greater commitment is characteristic of Tibetan Buddhism, psychotherapists 

also recognize the need for a certain minimum amount of participation by 

their clients if psychotherapy is to be successful (e.g., Baumgardner, 

1975; Perls, 1973, 1975). 

2. Second, the emphasis in Tibetan Buddhist spirituality is on 

training attentional functions such that the most fundamental organiza-

tiona! processes themselves become the objects of attention. Extensive 

attentional training is a logical requirement for a system which seeks 

to train its practitioners to understand and transcend the samsaric 

condition because the construction of samsara is: (a) extremely complex; 

(b) virtually instantaneous; and (c) automatized to the degree that 

samsaric perception is typically accepted as the norm. 

Not only does psychotherapy not provide such training, the dominant 

paradigm of Western. psychology asserts that it is not possible to per-

ceive and deautomatize the basic organizational processes (e.g., Boals, 

1978; Diamond, Balvin, & Diamond, 1963; Walsh, 1978, 1979). Furthermore, 

the possibility of healthy functioning outside of the ego-other context 

has been explicitly denied by both Jung (Welwood, 1979b) and Perls (1969), 

two psychologists whose formulations are in other ways quite close to 

Tibetan Buddhism. 

3. Third, Tibetan Buddhist practice involves the development of 

attentional-perceptual.skills that are generally unknown in Western 

psychology. Simultaneous perception of numerous figures, simultaneous 
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perception of figure and ground (e.g., in mahavipasyana), and the 

attainment of samadhi are examples of such skills. No major therapeutic 

system includes the systematic cultivation of such abilities. Moreover, 

_western psychology generally assumes that such capacities do not exist. 

For example, William James (1890) claimed that attention could not be 

focused unwaveringly on one target percept for more than five seconds 

at a time. More recently, Perls (1969) has asserted "the basie law" of 

Gestalt formation: "that only one figure, one item, can become fore-

ground--that we can think basically of only one thing at a time" (p. 11). 

Moreover, Perls' (1969) statement that "the Zen idea of absolute aware-

ness .•. is nonsense" (p. 13) appears to be a clear denial of the 

possibility of samadhi. From the Buddhist perspective, however, the lack 

of training in samadhi may explain why the awareness continuum in 

Gestalt therapy cannot "penetrate" the klesic veil and reveal the origins 

of the klesa in the self-other construct and related rtog-pa. As 

Kornfield (Kornfield, Dass, & Miyuki, 1979) has pointed out, samadhi is 

a soteriological necessity in order to understand and transcend the 

extremely subtle and instantaneous processes that sust&in the "illusion" 

of individual separateness. 

Summary 

Tibetan Buddhism and ·Western psychotherapy address themselves to 

different regions of the spectrum of healing. The distinction can be 

explicated by reference to the Tibetan Buddhist conception of the 

"three kinds of suffering" experienced in samsara (Dhargyey, 1974; 

Hanson, 1977). The first, called the "suffering of suffering" means 
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obvious physical or psychological suffering. The second, the "suffering 

of change," involves the suffering caused by "psychological hanging on" 

to the status quo. The last, called the "suffering of conditioned 

existence," refers to the suffering inherent in the fundamental alien-

ation from the inherently fulfilling experience of Being-as-becoming. 

Western psychotherapy concerns itself almost exclusively with the 

first two kinds of sufferingandprimarily with the first. In contrast, 

Tibetan Buddhism forcuses primarily on understanding and transcending 

the third type of suffering, which is seen as the underlying basis for 

the other two. Tibetan Buddhism apparently has not developed as exten-

sive a range of techniques and methods for directly alleviating the 

suffering of suffering as can be found in Western systems of psycho-

therapy. In this respect, Tibetan Buddhism has much to gain from 

Western psychotherapy. Since considerable demands of time and personal 

commitment are required in soteriological practice, relatively few 

people are likely to benefit from it at any given time. Ordinarily, 

people are too preoccupied with the suffering of suffering and the 

suffering of change to be able to understand the relevance of spiritual 

practice. If Tibetan Buddhism were to incorporate certain therapeutic 

approaches it might also provide the degree of "relative harmonization" 

necessary for individuals to prepare themselves for explicitly soterio-

logical practices. 

In any case, as Kornfield, Dass, and Miyuki (1979) have pointed out, 

it is extremely important that the limitations of both therapy and 

spirituality be explicitly stated. For example, highly neurotic people 

may not be able to practice meditation effectively because of a lack of 



concentration; for such individuals, therapy is probably a better 

alternative. Conversely, individuals interested in spirituality may 

find therapy not sufficiently productive. The important issue is not 

to discover which of the two approaches is superior, but rather to 

describe the differences clearly so that each person may choose the 

appropriate approach. 

Research Implications 
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Despite the extraordinary claims made by Tibetan Buddhism, its 

soteriological effects have yet to be tested empirically. Previous 

research on Buddhist meditation has concentrated on therapeutic effects, 

often confusing the aims of self-actualization and self-transcendence. 

While both goals are valid, the latter seems-to be not only more 

difficult to attain, but also to examine through conventional research. 

The extraordinary nature of soteriological training, as well as the 

cultural differences between Tibetan and Western civilization suggest that 

future researchers on Tibetan Buddhism should consider the following 

proposals. 

1. Future research should be long-term. Soteriological training 

demands years of dedicated practice before meaningful results are likely 

to be obtained. Two related issues should also be taken into account. 

First, progress toward soteriological ends may not follow a 

linear progression. As exemplified in the Ninth Karrnapa's (Wang-ch'ug 

Dor-je, 1978) description of the first stage of zhi-gnas practice in 

which distractions seem to be increasing, the practitioner's situation 

may also appear to worsen at other stages of the spiritual "path. 11 
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Consulting the traditional stage models used by Tibetan Buddhists should 

result in generating··_hypotheses which reflect this apparently non-

linear progression. 

Second, spiritual progress is not· simply a function of time, but 

also a function of other factors, such as effort and commitment (Kornfield, 

1977). While the most experienced practitioners might be expected to 

show the most meaningful results, ratings by the practitioners' lamas 

may also provide an important indication of progress. 

2. Since meditation produces changes which, from our Western per-

spective are most accurately labeled as subjective, the phenomenological 

approach should be the most successful one in yielding meaningful 

results. As Tart (1975) has pointed out, the use of external, physical 

and behavioral criteria is usually not appropriate for the investigation 

of inner states. Tart has called for the application of an "experiential 

operationalism" in the development of "state-specific sciences 11 to 

investigate different states of consciousness. With respect to Tibetan 

Buddhism, experiential operationalism already exists in the form of 

precise written and oral instructions for the practice of meditation. 

Furthermore, Tibetan lamas are, in a sense, 11 state-specific scientists," 

that is, they are experts in operationalizing internal procedures to 

produce unusual states of consciousness and effect extraordinary per-

sonality transformations. Following Tart, perhaps the most effective way 

to investigate the claim of Tibetan Buddhism would be for psychologists 

themselves to become state-specific scientists and to train in the 

soteriological practices of Tibetan Buddhism. 
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3. Related to the preceding proposal is the need for more study 

of traditional Tibetan Buddhist formulations and models. As Brown's 

(1977) study suggests, the Four Veils, the Eight Consciousnesses, and 

the Ten Spiritual Levels represent only a fraction of the Tibetan psycho-

soteriological literature. Psychologists interested in Tibetan Buddhist 

psychology could enhance their knowledge and research through learning 

the Tibetan language, thereby becoming able to read and translate 

important original texts. 

4. Finally, there should be more formal and informal meetings in 

which Western psychologists and Tibetan lamas can meet and discuss 

personal experiences and substantive issues. Such meetings could lead 

to the generation of appropriate hypotheses regarding Tibetan Buddhism, 

as well as contribute to the possible integration of Tibetan and western 

systems (e.g., Crook, 1977). 

Limitations of the Study 

The present study has several limitations. First, all data have 

come from English (and, in a few cases, French) language sources. No 

Tibetan or Sanskrit works were consulted in the original. This limit-

ation is mitigated somewhat by the inclusion of data from works by 

lamas writing in English and interpretive works by Western scholar-

practitioners. 

Second, each of the major topics discussed (e.g., Sunyata, rtog-pa, 

the stages of enlightenment) has been the subject of volumes of detailed 

investigations. The present study has only introduced these topics. 

Future studies should consider each in detail. Moreover, the comparisons 
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with Western systems initiated here need to be researched in more depth 

and completeness. 

Third, the sophisticated and comprehensive cosmology of Tibetan 

Buddhism was not considered in detail. In Tibetan Buddhism, the innate 

intelligence of human beings is considered to be a reflection of the 

intelligent functioning of the universe as a whole. Psychology and 

cosmology are seen as homologous reflections of each other on micro and 

macro levels, respectively. Future research should consider the inter-

relationship of psychology and cosmology in Tibetan Buddhism. 

Fourth, some very important components of the Tibetan Buddhist 

training methodology were considered only briefly,· or not at all (e.g., 

the ethical training and the lama-student relationship). The present 

study concentrated only on the meditative methodology. Any complete 

account of Tibetan Buddhism, however, should consider the integrated 

functions of all major methodological factors. 

·' Finally, the study did not consider specifically Tantric methods 

used by Tibetan Buddhists, and with which Tibetan Buddhism has come to 

be identified in the popular mind. In Tantra, the principal form of 

meditation involves identification with the personification of the 

enlightened condition as a particular deity. Besides training the 

attentional functions in much the same way as in zhi-gnas and lhag-

mthong, deity practice is claimed to yield more rapid soteriological 

progress (Dalai Lama, 1977). Although descriptions and analyses of 

deity meditation by contemporary lamas have appeared in English (e.g., 

Dalai Lama, 1977; Guenther & Trungpa, 1975), this methodology is so 

esoteric relative to Western psychology that a considerable familiarity 
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with the basic assumptions and theoretical formulations of Tibetan 

Buddhism would be a prerequisite to any meaningful understanding of 

Tantra by westerners. It is hoped that the present work will contribute 

to an eventual understanding of Tantra through the presentation and 

explication of more basic aspects of Tibetan Buddhist theory and 

practice. 
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APPENDIX A 

GLOSSARY 

All the terms listed here are found in the main body of the 
dissertation. The glossary is meant to provide a readily avail-
able and concise summation of the terms. Tibetan and Sanskrit 
terms are listed separately. Tibetan terms appear according to a 
letter-by-letter transposition scheme which is used widely (e.g., 
Guenther, 1976a; Trungpa, 1975; Tucci, 1980). Tibetan terms are 
followed in parentheses by a rendering of their approximate pronunci
ation according to common American English speech. Sanskrit pronuncia
tion approximates English. For the reader's convenience, the listings 
follow English alphabetical order. 

Tibetan 

bag-chags (bahgk-chahgk) 

chBs (chB) 

ch~s-nyid (cho-nyee) 

de-bzin-nyid ~day-zheen-nyee) 

dun-pa (doon-ba) 

Kagyu (Kha-jyoo) 

Subtle and unconscious memory traces 
held within the egocentric framework 
of the "tainted" alaya-vijiiana; bag
chags both result from and perpetuate 
samsaric activity 

The term chos has numerous meanings. 
As used in the present work, chos has 
two meanings: (a) any phenomenal 
existent or event; (b) the teachings 
of Buddhism 

One of several terms used to express 
the ultimate essence of reality
experience 

One of several terms used to convey the 
ultimate essence of reality-experience 

Interest; one of the five "object
determining" mental factors in the 
Tibetan expression of basic Abhidharma 
teachings 

The Oral Transmission Lineage of 
Tibetan Buddhism; one of the four main 
Tibetan Buddhist sects 

··I 

.. 

I 
I 

" 

I 
.l 



' 

~ 

' ~· 
' 

.I 

' ' 

• 

Karmapa (Karmapa) 

khor-ba (khor-wa) 

kun-gzhi rnam-shes 
(koon-gzhee nahm-shay) 

lama (la-ma) 

las (lay) 

lhag-mthong (lh'agk-t'ong) 

lus dben (loo-wen) 

ma-rig-pa (ma-rig-pa) 

mi-rtog-pa'i-ye-shes 
(mee-tog-pay-yeh-shay) 

nges-hbjung (ngay-joong) 

ngo-bo-nyid-kyi-sku 
(ngo-woh-nyee-chee-koo) 
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His Holiness Karmapa is the head of 
the Kagyu sect. Like the Dalai Lama, 
the Karmapa is considered to be an 
emanation of the Bodhisattva of Com
passion, Avalokitesvara 

The condition of confusion and suffering 
based on the cybernetic ego principle 

The Eighth Consciousness of the 
Yogacara; the ultimate phenomenological 
ground for the experiencing of phenomena 

A master and teacher of Tibetan 
Buddhist practice 

The motivational-behavioral aspect of 
the ego principle. The proximate cause 
of las is klesic emotion. The immediate 
result of las is the creation of new 
bag-chags; the Fourth Veil 

One of the two principal forms of 
meditation in (Tibetan) Buddhism; 
the development of penetrating in
sight into the subtle patterns of 
experience. Usually practiced after 
some degree of mastery of zhi-gnas 
meditation has been attained 

Calming and stabilizing the body through 
the use of special postures 

The initial phase of distortion in the 
moment-to-moment recreation of samsara; 
the ground of ego and the ultimate 
ontogenetic basis for all egocentric 
functioning; the First Veil 

Being-cognition in which categorical 
thinking, realized to be "appearance" 
(snang-ba), does not obstruct the 
experience of the indivisibility of 
the relative and the absolute 

Renunciation based on the capacity to 
process information without becoming 
attached or identified with it 

One of several terms used to express 
the ultimate essence of reality
experience 
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nyBn-mongs-pa (nyBn-mong-pa) 

nyon-yid (nyon-yeedt) 

rang-rgyud (rahng-jyoo) 

rDzogs-chen (Dzog-chen) 

rig-pa (rig-pa) 

Rinpoche (Rehn-poh-shay) 

rnam-par-shes-pa 
(nahm-par-shay-pa) 

rtog-pa (tog-pa) 

sdug-bsnal (doog-nahl) 

., 
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The emotional energ~z~ng aspect of the 
ego principle. The three main nyBn
mongs-pa are passion, aggression and 
ignorance. The proximate cause of 
nyon-mongs-pa is the self-other con
struction. The immediate result of 
nyon-mongs-pa is the performance of 
egocentric behavior; the Third Veil 

The Seventh Consciousness of the 
Yogacara; the aspect of the ego 
principle which bifurcates reality
experience into self and other and 
sustains this bifurcation via the 
klesa 

Lit. "stream of being." This term 
emphasizes the Buddhist conception 
of human life as process. An 
individual is not ultimately an 
existent but a dynamic process 

A particular philosophical and 
meditative school within Tibetan 
Buddhism 

Pure awareness; the subjective pole 
of Sunyata; the basic open ground of 
experience 

Honorific for a highly accomplished 
lama 

Consciousness, or mode of consciousness; 
also, fundamental ontological-psychologi
cal perceptual patterns 

Representational mentality; entire 
range of categorical thinking including 
non-verbal bases for the imputation 
of meaning, verbal labeling, and complex 
conceptualization 

Suffering; all degrees of diminished 
experience and functioning associated 
with egocentric alienation from the 
innate condition of full awareness and 
fulfillment 
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sems (sem) 

sems-byung (sem-joong) 

sems-can (sem-chan) 

sems-nyid (sem-nyee) 

sgrib-pa (dheep-pa) 

Sharmapa (Sharmapa) 

shes-rab (shay-rab) 

shin-sbyangs (shin-jahng) 

snang-ba (nahng-ba) 

stong-pa-nyid (tong-pa-nyee) 

ting-nge-dzin 
(teeng-ngay-dzeen) 
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Initial and underlying phenomenological 
field associated with the emergent sense 
of an ''I" related to an ''other"; an 
individual "mind" 

Set of mental operations performed within 
the context of sems 

Sentient being; a living being with an 
object-referenced mind 

Mind-as-such; another term for the 
ultimate essence of reality-experience 

Lit. "veil"; identifiable organization 
of specific processes which function to 
sustain the ego principle 

Second to the Karmapa in the Kagyu 
hierarchy of lamas 

An extraordinary mental capacity that 
allows direct perception of the insub
stantiality of all external and internal 
phenomena; the mental capacity that 
realizes Sunyata 

The ability to exercise extraordinary 
control over the attentional functions 
and other mental processes 

Presentational reality freed from the 
hypostatizing effect of rtog-pa; 
inherently fulfilling perception of 
phenomenal existence; the objective 
pole of Sunyata 

The ultimate condition of reality
experience; the "open dimension of 
Being." Full realization of stong-pa
nyid implies the attainment of the 
first stage of enlightenment 

A condition of extraordinary attentional 
control involving complete absorption 
or involvement; a necessary prerequisite 
to the attainment of enlightenment. 
There are three main types: of zhi-gnas, 
of lhag-mthong, and of mahsvipssyana 
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tshul-gsum (tsool-soom) 

tshul-khrims (ts'ool-tdheem) 

yid(shes) (yeedt shay) 

zhi-gnas (shzee-nay) 

Sanskrit 

Abhidharma 

bhUmi 

bodhisattva 

citta 

dharma 

dharmata 
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The Three Marks of Existence (impermanence, 
egolessness, and suffering) which define 
the condition of samsara 

Training in discipline and ethics; 
cognitive and behavioral training 
designed to reinforce meditative 
realization and actualize it in daily 
life 

The Sixth Consciousness of the Yogacara. 
The yid functions to coordinate and 
synthesize experience into a coherent 
and meaningful whole 

One of the two principal forms of 
meditation in (Tibetan) Buddhism; 
training in calming the mind and 
developing concentration 

Works in which basic psychological 
formulations of Buddhism were system
atized 

See: kun-gzhi-rnam-shes* 

See: rna-rig-pa* 

Level of spiritual attainment. There 
are 10 bhumis (bodhisattva stages). 
This is a trait (as opposed to state) 
variable 

In the present work, one who has attained 
at least the First Bhumi; otherwise: one 
who is committed to the enlightenment of 
others before himself; a Mahayana 
practitioner or master 

See: sems* 

See: chos* 

See chos-nyid* 

*In Tibetan section of the glossary 
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dul_lkha 

Jileyavarav.a 

karma 

klesa 

KlesavaraQ.a 

Mahamudra 

Mahavipasyana 

Mahayana 

manas 

mano-vijiiana 

nivara!}a 

prajiia 

samadhi 

samatha 

samsara 

sila 

Sunyata 

See: sdug-bsnal* 

The collective operation of the First 
and Second Veils; fundamental per
ceptual and cognitive distortion 
associated with the ego principle; an 
ontological 11 cogni ti ve unconscious 11 

See: las* 

See: nyBn-mongs-pa* 
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The collective operation of the Third 
and Fourth Veils; the affective and 
motivational-behavioral processes which 
function to sustain the samsaric con
dition 

A term for the ultimate meditative 
practice or realization in Tibetan 
Buddhism 

Meditative practice involving the 
simultaneous integration of zhi-gnas 
and lhag-mthong 

One of the major Buddhist approaches 
in which the welfare of others is the 
basis for spiritual practice 

See: ny15n-yid* 

See: yid (shes)* 

See: sgrib-pa* 

See: shes-rab* 

See: ting-nge-dzin* 

See: zhi-gnas* 

See: khor-ba* 

See: tshul-khrims* 

See: stong-pa-nyid* 

*In Tibetan section of the glossary 
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svabhavikakaya 

Tantra 

tathata 

trairupya 

vas ana 

vidya 

vijiUina 

vipasyana 

Yogadira 
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See: ngo-bo-nyid-kyi-sku* 

In the present work, the most powerful 
methodology for attaining enlightenment; 
also, elsewhere, the use of extraordinary 
power over the phenomenal world for 
soteriological purposes; and, specific 
Buddhist texts 

See: de-bzin-nyid* 

See: tshul-gsum* 

See: bag-chags* 

See: rig-pa* 

See: rnam-par-shes-pa* 

See: lhag-mthong* 

One of the two major Mahayana schools 

*In Tibetan section of the glossary 
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