
 

THE KEYS TO THE TREASURY 
OF THE DHARMA 

 

FRAMEWORKS FOR CONTEMPLATING  
THE ESSENTIAL MEANING 

 

SOURCEBOOK 

 

 



RIME SHEDRA CHANTS 
 
 

ASPIRATION 
 
In order that all sentient beings may attain Buddhahood,  
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By this merit may all obtain omniscience 
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Volume Four, Mipham, translated by James Gentry and Erik Pema Kunsang, pp. 
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i) Foundations for Spiritual Practice: Pages 175‐204 
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(a) From this Lifetime, pp. 177‐184 
(i) Foundation for Reorientation, pp. 177‐184 
(ii) Contemplation of Impermanence, pp. 181‐184 

(b) From Samsara, pp. 184‐196 
(i) Karma, pp. 184‐191 
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ii) Wisdom Itself and Progress on the Paths and the Attainment of the Result, 

Treasury of Precious Qualities, pages 355‐57, SB pages 29‐30 
 

12) Shamatha and Vipashyana 
a) TOK:   

i) Foundations of Meditative Absorption, pp. 221‐257 
(1) Introductory Sections, pp. 222‐227 
(2) Training in Calm Abiding, pp. 227‐242 
(3) Training in Profound Insight, pp. 242‐252 
(4) Training in Integration, pp. 252‐254 
(5) Summation of General Principles, pp. 254‐257 
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Foundations of Buddhist Study and Practice 
The Treasury of Knowledge 

Book Seven and Book Eight‐Part One and Two 
 

By Jamgon Kongtrul 
Translated by Richard Barron 

 
 

Detailed Outline 
 

1) Book Seven: The Higher Training in Sublime Intelligence, pp. 53‐104 
a) Part One: Keys to Understanding, pp. 55‐77 

i) Ordinary Keys to Understanding, pp. 56‐71 
(1) Introduction, pp. 55‐58 
(2) Provisional and Definitive Meaning, pp. 58‐61 
(3) Direct and Indirect Intention, pp. 66 
(4) Four Reliances, pp. 66‐69 

(a) Rely on the meaning not the words 
(b) Rely on the teachings not the teacher 
(c) Rely on timeless awareness not ordinary consciousness 
(d) Rely on the definitive meaning not the provisional one 

(5) Four Logical Principles, pp. 69‐71 
(a) Dependent relationships 
(b) Performance of functions 
(c) Establishing what is reasonable 
(d) The nature of things 

ii) Extraordinary Keys to Understanding, pp. 71‐77 
(1) Six Parameters, pp. 71‐74 
(2) Four Modes, pp. 75‐77 

 
b) Part Two: Understanding Truth and Meaning, pp. 79‐121 

i) Provisional and Definitive Meaning in the Three Cycles of Teachings, pp. 80‐91 
ii) Two Levels of Truth, pp. 91‐112 
iii) Investigating the Process of Interdependent Connection, pp. 112‐121 
 

c) Part Three: Authentic View, pp. 123‐173 
i) The Need for Authentic View, pp. 124‐128 
ii) The Four Axioms, pp.128‐131 
iii) The Path that Avoids the Dualistic Extremes, pp. 131‐135 

(1) General Way to Avoid Dualistic Extremes, pp. 131‐135 
(2) Specific Explanation of the Middle Way Tradition, pp. 135‐143 

(a) Unqualified Emptiness, pp. 135‐139 
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(b) Qualified Emptiness, pp. 139‐143 
iv) Two Aspects of the Lack of Identity, pp. 143‐170 

(1) Lack of Identity in Phenomena, pp. 144‐151 
(2) Lack of Identity in the Individual, pp. 151‐160 
(3) Relevant Issues, pp. 160‐165 
(4) Specific Middle Way Interpretations, pp. 165‐170 

v) Mantra Approach, pp. 170‐172 
vi) The View of Unborn Primordial Unity, pp. 172‐173 
 

d) Part Four: Foundations of Spiritual Practice, pp. 175‐204 
i) Impact of Study and Contemplation, pp. 176‐177 
ii) Four Contemplations for Reorienting the Mind, pp. 177‐ 

(1) From this Lifetime, pp. 177‐184 
(a) Foundation for Reorientation, pp. 177‐184 
(b) Contemplation of Impermanence, pp. 181‐184 

(2) From Samsara, pp. 184‐196 
(a) Karma, pp. 184‐191 
(b) Samsara, pp. 191‐196 

(3) From Quiescence and Naïve Happiness, pp. 196‐201 
(4) From Dualistic Consciousness, pp. 202‐204 

 
2) Book Eight, Parts One and Two: The Higher Training in Meditative Absorption, pp. 219‐289 

 
a) Part One: Foundations of Meditative Absorption, pp. 221‐257 

i) Introductory Sections, pp. 222‐227 
ii) Training in Calm Abiding, pp. 227‐242 
iii) Training in Profound Insight, pp. 242‐252 
iv) Training in Integration, pp. 252‐254 
v) Summation of General Principles, pp. 254‐257 
 

b) Part Two: Mediation in the Causal‐Based Dialectical Approach, pp. 259‐289 
i) Preliminaries, pp. 260‐263 
ii) The Hinayana Approach to the Actual Process of Meditation, pp. 264‐277 
iii) The Mahayana Approach to the Actual Process of Meditation, pp. 277‐289 
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Treasury of Precious Qualities 
A Commentary on the Root Text of Jigme Lingpa, Book One 

By Longchen Yeshe Dorje  
Translated by the Padmakara Translation Committee 

 
1) The Paramita of Wisdom, pp. 335‐357 

a) The Categories of Wisdom, p. 335 
i) The Wisdom Resulting from Hearing the Teachings, pp. 335‐351 

(1) The Keys that open the treasure chest of Dharma, pp. 336‐ 
(a) The definitive and expedient teachings, pp. 336‐337 
(b) The implied teachings and the indirect teachings, pp. 337‐ 

(i) Implied teachings, pp. 337‐338 
(ii) Indirect teachings, pp. 338‐342 
(iii) The difference between implied and indirect teachings, pp. 342 

(2) An explanation of the treasury of dharma, pp. 342‐ 
(a) A general exposition of the two truths, pp. 342‐345 
(b) The Four tenet systems, pp. 345‐349 

(3) Conclusion, pp. 349‐351 
ii) The Wisdom Resulting from Reflection, pp. 351‐5 

(1) Dependent arising with regard to the ground nature, pp. 351‐353 
(2) The dependent arising of samsara, pp. 353‐354 
(3) The dependent arising of nirvana, pp. 354‐355 

iii) The Wisdom Resulting from Meditating, p. 355 
b) Wisdom Itself, pp. 355‐356 
c) Progress on the Paths and the attainment of the result, pp. 356‐357 

 
2) Appendix 8: The Madhyamika School, pp. 413‐ 

a) The Svatantrika Madhyamikas, pp.  413 
b) The Prasangika Madhyamikas, pp.  417 

i) Establishing the ground Madhyamika, pp.  417 
ii) Identifying the object of refutation: the two selves, pp. 421 

(1) The difference between the "self" and "apprehension of (or clinging to) self" , 
pp. 421 

iii) Analysis through the application of reason, pp.  422 
(1) The four arguments, pp.  424 

(a) An investigation of causes: the Diamond Splinters argument, pp.  425 
(b) An investigation of results: no effects, whether existent or nonexistent, 

can be said to be produced, pp.  426 
(c) An investigation of the causal process itself: a refutation of origination 

related to four possible alternatives, pp.  426 
(d) An investigation into the nature of phenomena: the Great 

Interdependence argument and the argument of "Neither One nor 
Many", pp.  427 

iv) Why the Madhyamika dialectic is superior to all other tenet systems, pp.  428‐
429 
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ex
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ol
de
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N
e
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t
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]
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e 

de
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ng

 c
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er
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f n
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n 
is 
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at
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n 

th
e 
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iv
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-

no
m

en
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, f
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 e
ve

ry
 o

bj
ec

t-u
ni

ve
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al
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at
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es
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 c
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sp
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di

ng
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ct
-u

ni
ve

rs
al
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f i
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 n

eg
an

du
m
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ag
 by
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 y
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lso

 a
ris

es
.21

0

P
r
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o

f
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']

Th
e 

de
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ni
ng

 ch
ar

ac
te

ris
tic

 o
f p
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of
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at
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e 
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se
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f a
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ph

en
om

en
on
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fo

r e
ve

ry
 o

bj
ec

t-u
ni

ve
rs

al
 x

 th
at
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ise

s, 
a c
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sp
on

di
ng

 o
bj

ec
t-u

ni
ve

rs
al

 o
f i

ts 
ne

ga
nd

um
 j/

 d
oe

s 
no

t a
ris

e,
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s 
in

 th
e 
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e 
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w
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 th

e 
ne

ga
nd

um
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nt
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Th
e d

ef
in

in
g c

ha
ra

ct
er

is
tic

 o
f a

 u
ni

ve
rs

al
 is

 th
at

 it
 h
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 a 

po
si

tiv
e c

on
co

m
ita

nc
e 

(a
nv

ay
a,

 rj
es

 g
ro

) 
w

ith
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 m
ul

tip
lic

ity
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tri
bu

te
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P
a

r
t

ic
u

l
a

r
s

 [
vi
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Th
e 

de
fin

in
g 

ch
ar

ac
te

ris
tic

 o
f a

 p
ar

tic
ul

ar
 is

 th
at
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i) 

a 
pa

rti
cu

la
r 

[a
ttr

ib
ut
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* 
m

us
t b

e 
ph

en
om

en
on
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 x

 a
nd
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 h
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e 

a 
re

la
tio

n 
of

 e
ss

en
tia

l 
id

en
tit

y 
{ta

da
tm

ya
sa

m
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nd
ha

, b
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gg
ci

g'
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el
); 

an
d 

(3
) t

he
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e e

st
ab

lis
he

d 
to

 b
e m

an
y 

ot
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r i
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es
 o

fy
 w

hi
ch

 a
re

 n
ot
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r 
ex

am
pl
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 t

ak
in

g 
Mg

ol
d”

 a
nd
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va

se
” 

re
sp

ec
tiv

el
y 
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 t

he
 p
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tic
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ar

 a
nd

 
th

e 
ph

en
om

en
on

, t
he
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 a
 re
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tio

n 
of
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se

nt
ia

l i
de

nt
ity

 b
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w
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n 
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“g

ol
d,

” b
ut
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e 
ar

e a
lso

 es
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he
d 
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 b

e m
an

y 
ot
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r p
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tic
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s, 
su
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 “c
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-
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r v
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 a
nd
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 fo

rth
, w

hi
ch

 ar
e 

id
en
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ie

d 
w

ith
 th

e 
ph

en
om

en
on

 
“v

as
e”

 a
nd

 a
re

 n
ot

 th
e 

[p
ar

tic
ul

ar
] 

“g
ol

de
n 

va
se

.”

Id
e

n
t

it
y

 a
n

d
 D

if
f

e
r

e
n

c
e
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vi

i1]

Th
e 

de
fin

in
g 

ch
ar

ac
te

ris
tic

 o
f i

de
nt

ity
 is

 th
at

 in
 th

e 
ca

se
 o

f a
 g

iv
en

 p
he

no
m

-
en

on
, d

iff
er

en
t c

on
ce

pt
ua

l t
ho

ug
ht

s w
ill

 n
ot

 a
ris

e w
ith

 re
sp

ec
t t

o 
it,

 a
s i

n 
th

e 
ca

se
 o

f t
he

 “c
ol

or
 w

hi
te

.” 
Th

e 
de

fi
ni

ng
 c

ha
ra

ct
er

is
tic

 o
f d

iff
er

en
ce

 is
 th

at
 th

e 
es

ta
bl

is
he

d 
ba

sis
 {

gz
hi

gr
ub

), 
ph

en
om

en
on

*,
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 to
 b

e 
co

m
pr

eh
en

de
d 

in
 te

rm
s 

of
 di

ff
er

en
t e

xp
lic

it 
na

m
es

 (d
ng

os
 m

in
g)

, s
uc

h 
as

 “p
ill

ar
” a

nd
 “v

as
e”

 w
hi

ch
 re

fe
r 

to
 d

iff
er

en
t s

ub
st

an
ce

s 
{r

dz
as

 th
a 

da
d)

, o
r 

[in
 te

rm
s 

of
 d

iff
er

en
t p

re
di

ca
te

s]
 

su
ch

 a
s “

cr
ea

te
d”

 a
nd

 “i
m

pe
rm

an
en

t” 
w

hi
ch

 re
fe

r t
o 

di
ff

er
en

t d
is

tin
gu

is
hi

ng
 

co
un

te
rp

ar
ts

 (I
do

gt
ha

 d
ad

).U
A

E
l

im
in

a
t

iv
e

 E
n

g
a

g
e

m
e

n
t

 [
vi

ii
']

Th
e d

ef
in

in
g 

ch
ar

ac
te

ris
tic

 o
f e

lim
in

at
iv

e e
ng

ag
em

en
t i

s t
ha

t i
n 

th
e 

ca
se

 o
f t

he
 

gi
ve

n 
su

bj
ec

t o
f a

 [c
on

ce
pt

ua
l] 

pr
ed

ic
at

e*
, e

ve
n 

th
ou

gh
 th

er
e 

ar
e 

al
l s

or
ts

 o
f 

ph
en

om
en

a 
th

at
 ar

e c
oe

xt
en

si
ve

 o
r c

on
gr

ue
nt

 in
 th

ei
r l

og
ic

al
 e

nt
ai

lm
en

t {
yi

n 
kh

ya
b 

m
ny

am
)  

w
ith

 th
e 

gi
ve

n 
pr

ed
ic

at
e 

*,
 it

 d
oe

s 
no

t e
ng

ag
e 

w
ith

 o
bj

ec
ty

. 
Th

is
 is

 ex
em

pl
ifi

ed
 by

 th
e c

er
ta

in
ty

 th
at

 co
m

es
 fr

om
 [c

or
re

cd
y]

 u
nd

er
st

an
di

ng
 

th
at

 a
 v

as
e 

[is
 n

ot
 p

er
m

an
en

t]
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f
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a
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iv

e
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n
g
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Th
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de
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 c
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er
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tic
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f a
ff

irm
at

iv
e 

en
ga

ge
m

en
t i

s 
th

at
 in

 t
he

 c
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e 
of

 
th

e 
gi

ve
n 

su
bj

ec
t o

f a
 [p

er
ce

pt
ua

l] 
pr

ed
ic

at
e x

, e
ve

n 
th

ou
gh

 th
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e 
ar

e 
al

l s
or
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of
 ph

en
om

en
a 

th
at

 a
re

 c
oe

xt
en

si
ve

 o
r c

on
gr

ue
nt

 w
ith

 th
e 

gi
ve

n 
pr

ed
ic

at
e 

x,
 

it 
do

es
 e

ng
ag

e 
w

ith
 o

bj
ec

t y
. 

Th
is

 is
 e

xe
m

pl
ifi

ed
 b

y 
th

e 
fo

cu
si

ng
 o

n 
ob

je
ct

- 
un

iv
er

sa
ls

.21
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lte
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iv

el
y,

 th
e 

de
fin

in
g 

ch
ar

ac
te

ris
tic

 o
f t

he
se
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o 

is 
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at
 [

in
 

th
e 

ca
se

 o
f e

lim
in

at
iv

e 
en

ga
ge

m
en

t,]
 [

th
e 

su
bj

ec
t] 

do
es

 n
ot

 e
ng

ag
e 

w
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s 
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je
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, h
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in

g 
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ff
er

en
tia

te
d 

its
 p

ar
ts

, a
nd
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in

 th
e 

ca
se

 o
f a

ff
irm
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iv

e 
en

ga
ge

-
m

en
t, 

th
e 

su
bj

ec
t] 
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 e
ng
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e 

w
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 it
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ng

 d
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er
en

tia
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d 
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ar
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E
x
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a

n
e
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u
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m
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x
]
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de
fi

ni
ng

 c
ha
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er
is

tic
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f e
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ne

ou
s 

el
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in
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io
n 

is 
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 t

he
 p
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ca
te

 
is 

to
 b

e 
un

de
rs

to
od

, o
nc

e 
its

 o
w

n 
[c

ou
nt

er
pa

rt]
 t

ha
t i

s t
o 

be
 e

lim
in

at
ed

 h
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be

en
 v

er
ba

lly
 n

eg
at

ed
, a

s w
he

n 
th

e 
st

at
em

en
t “

th
is

 is
 a

 m
an

” e
lim

in
at

es
 [

th
e 

co
un

te
rp

ar
t]

 “
th

is
 is

 a 
w

om
an

,” 
or

 ju
st

 as
 th

e 
st

at
em

en
t “

th
er

e 
is 

no
 m

ou
nt

ai
n”

 
el

im
in
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es

 [
th

e 
co

un
te

rp
ar

t]
 “

th
er

e 
is 

a m
ou

nt
ai

n.
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D
e

f
in

it
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n
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xi
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Th
e 

de
fin

in
g 

ch
ar

ac
te

ris
tic

 o
f a

 d
ef

in
iti
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 th
at

 a
ll 

th
e 

th
re

e 
re

al
 p

ro
pe

rti
es

 
(d

on
 c

ho
s g
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m

) 
ar

e 
fu

lly
 p

re
se

nt
, w

he
re

as
 th

e 
de

fi
ni

ng
 c

ha
ra

ct
er

is
tic

 o
f t

he
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se

nc
e 

of
 d

ef
in

in
g 

ch
ar

ac
te

ris
tic

s 
is 

th
at

 t
he

 t
hr

ee
 r

ea
l p

ro
pe

rti
es

 a
re

 n
ot

 
fu

lly
 p

re
se

nt
.21

7 I
n 

th
is

 c
on

te
xt

, t
he

 te
rm
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th
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e 
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al

 p
ro

pe
rti

es
” r

ef
er

s 
to

 th
e 

th
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e 
su
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ta

nt
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lly
 e
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en
t p

ro
pe
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es
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of

 de
fin

in
g 

ch
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s]
 (

rd
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od

 
ch
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 g
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m

),2
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th
at

 is
 to

 sa
y, 

th
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 e
xi

st
 m

at
er

ia
lly

 (
rd

ul
 rd

za
s 

su
 g

ru
b 

pa
), 

th
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en

tit
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s 
(d

ng
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po
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d 
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 p

he
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m
en
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st
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d)
 b
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se
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e 
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s 
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no
m

en
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” (
ch

os
) 

an
d 
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w
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le
 o

bj
ec
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(sh
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 a
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 e
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iv
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en
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D
e

f
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n
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u

m
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]

Th
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de
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ni
ng

 c
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er
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tic
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ef
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ed
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 d
ef
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ie

nd
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t 
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e 
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e 
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op
er

tie
s 
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 co
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en

tio
na

l t
er

m
in

ol
og

y 
(th

a 
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ya
d 

ch
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) 
ar

e 
fu

lly
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en
t, 

w
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 th
e 

de
fin

in
g 

ch
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ac
te

ris
tic
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f t

he
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en

ce
 o

f a
 d

ef
in

ed
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t 
is 
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at
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e 
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e p
ro
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es
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f c
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ve
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l t
er

m
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y 
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e n
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 fu
lly
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en
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e 
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op
er

tie
s 
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 c
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io
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l t
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m
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og
y 
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e 
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gn
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, s
ig

ni
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a-
tio

n,
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nd
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at
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n 
or

 e
ng

ag
em

en
t 

(sh
es

 b
rj

od
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g 
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).2
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de
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ni
ng
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te
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 o
f t
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rm
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ill
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tio

n”
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m
ts

ha
n 

gz
hi

) 
is 

th
at

 it
 is

 
th

e 
ba

si
s u

po
n 

w
hi

ch
 a

 d
ef

in
ed

 o
bj

ec
t i

s d
ef

in
ed

 to
 b

e 
in

 a
cc

or
da

nc
e 

w
ith

 it
s 

de
fin

in
g 

ch
ar

ac
te

ris
tic

.22
0

W
he

n 
th

e 
de

fe
ct

s 
of

 a 
de

fin
iti

on
 a

re
 a

na
ly

ze
d,

 th
er

e 
ar

e 
sa

id
 to

 b
e 

th
re

e 
su

ch
 d

ef
ec

ts
, n

am
el

y,
 th

e 
de

fe
ct

 o
f a

 d
ef

in
iti

on
 th

at
 h

as
 n

o 
lo

gi
ca

l e
nt

ai
lm

en
t 

{v
yd

pt
i, 

kh
ya

bp
a)

, t
he

 d
ef

ec
t o

f a
 d

ef
in

iti
on

 th
at

 h
as

 e
xc

es
siv

e 
lo

gi
ca

l e
nt

ai
l-

m
en

t, 
an

d 
th

e 
de

fe
ct

 o
f a

 d
ef

in
iti

on
 t

ha
t 

is 
no

t p
re

se
nt

 i
n 

its
 [

pr
op

os
ed

] 
ill

us
tra

tio
n.

 T
he

se
 [

de
fe

ct
s]

 a
re

 e
xe

m
pl

ifi
ed

 re
sp

ec
tiv

el
y 

as
 fo

llo
w

s:

(1
) 

W
he

n 
“s

tri
pe

s, 
in

cl
ud

in
g 

th
e 

hu
m

p”
 a

re
 p

re
se

nt
ed

 a
s 

th
e 

de
fin

iti
on

 
of

 an
 o

x,
 t

he
 e

xp
re

ss
io

n 
“s

tri
pe

s 
in

cl
ud

in
g 

th
e 

hu
m

p”
 h

as
 n

o 
lo

gi
ca

l 
en

ta
ilm

en
t i

n 
re

sp
ec

t o
f a

n 
ox

.
(z

) 
W

he
n 

“c
ep

ha
lic

” i
s p

re
se

nt
ed

 as
 th

e 
de

fi
ni

tio
n 

of
 an

 o
x,

 th
e 

ex
pr

es
si

on
 

“c
ep

ha
lic

” h
as

 e
xc

es
siv

e 
lo

gi
ca

l e
nt

ai
lm

en
t i

n 
re

sp
ec

t o
f a

n 
ox

.
(3
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W

he
n 
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um

pe
d 

an
d 
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 p
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se

nt
ed
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 th

e 
de

fi
ni

tio
n 

of
 a 

ho
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e 
an

d 
an

 o
x,

 th
e 
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ro

po
se

d]
 i

llu
st

ra
tio

n 
“h

um
pe

d 
an

d 
so

 f
or

th
” i

s 
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t 
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es
en

t i
n 

re
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ec
t o

f t
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de

fin
ie

nd
um
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ho
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e.

A
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iv
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 th

e 
te
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ef
in

iti
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” c
an

 b
e a

na
ly

ze
d 
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rm
s o

f t
he
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al
le

d 
ei

gh
t o

st
en

si
bl

e 
fa

ct
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s 
{I
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r s
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ng
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gy

ad
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u
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n
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h
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n
o

m
e
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o

n
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xi
ii
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Th
e 

de
fin

in
g 

ch
ar

ac
te

ris
tic

 o
f s

ub
st

an
ce

 {
dr

av
ya

, 
rd

za
s)

 i
s 

ex
em

pl
ifi

ed
 b

y 
ph

ys
ic

al
 fo

rm
, w

hi
ch

 is
 th

e 
ne

ce
ss

ar
y 

ef
fic

ie
nt

 c
on

di
tio

n 
of

 a 
hu

m
an

 b
ei

ng
. 

Th
e 

de
fi

ni
ng

 c
ha

ra
ct

er
is

tic
 o

f t
he

 te
rm

 “
su

bs
ta

nc
e-

ph
en

om
en

on
” 

(d
ra

vy
ad

- 

ha
rm

a,
 r

dz
as

 c
ho

s) 
is 

ex
em

pl
ifi

ed
 b

y 
an

 a
ttr

ib
ut

e 
of

 p
hy

si
ca

l f
or

m
, s

uc
h 

as
 

th
e 

im
pe

rm
an

en
ce

 o
f f

or
m

, w
hi

ch
 is

 th
e 

ba
si

s 
un

de
rl

yi
ng

 th
e 

id
en

tit
y 

of
 a 

su
bs

ta
nc

e-
ph

en
om

en
on

.

D
is

t
in

g
u

is
h

in
g

 C
o

u
n

t
e

r
p

a
r

t
 P

h
e

n
o

m
e

n
o

n
 [

xi
v]

Th
e d

ef
in

in
g c

ha
ra

ct
er

is
tic

 o
f t

he
 te

rm
 “d

is
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KENNARD LIPMAN 

NITARTHA, NEYARTHA, AND TATHAGATAGARBHA 

IN TIBET* 

D. S. Ruegg, in his La Theorie du Tathrigatagarbha et du Gotra and other 
works, 1 has mentioned the need for further study of the various Tibetan 
exegetical traditions involved in the controversies surrounding the tathdgata
garbha doctrine. He has relied extensively on the exegesis developed by dGe
lugs-pa scholars. This paper is an initial attempt to address this need voiced by 
Ruegg, by presenting the views of a bKa'-brgyud-pa and two rNying-ma-pa 
scholars. In particular, the focus will be on elucidating how they applied. the 
interpretive devices of nlttirtha (nges-don, certain, defmitive meaning) and 
neyartha (drang-don, indirect meaning which is to be established) to texts 
dealing with the tathiigatagarbha. 2 One of the basic philosophical problems 
the Tibetans faced in this regard was the relationship between the concepts 
of sunyatti and tathtigatagarbha emphasized in the second and third "turnings 
of the wheel of Dharma" (dharmacakra-pravartana) respectively. 

Padma dkar-po (1527-1592), the great 'Brug-pa bka'-brgyud scholar, in 
his Chos- 'khor rim-pa gsum-gi dogs-gcod, criticized the majority of previous 
scholars who, " ... took the PrajnaparamitdsUtras as the basis for the second 
'turning' spoken of in the Sarrzdhinirmocanasatra, while taking the SaTfldhinir
mocanasiltra and others as the [basis for the] third 'turning'." 3 On the basis 
of this erroneous notion, according to Padma-dkar-po, those who thought of 
themselves as rang-stong-pas (those who took sunya as a reflexive concept)4 
held the second 'turning' to be nlttirtha and the third neytirtha, while those 
calling themselves gzhan-stong-pas (those who took sunya as primarily non
reflexive, denoting an ontological region devoid of relativity)S put forward 
the reverse interpretation, i.e., the second 'turning' was neytirtha and the third 
nltartha. This error, said Padma dkar-po, was based on a more fundamental 
presupposition: that each 'turning' must be based on a unique set of texts. For 
him both the second and third 'turnings' were based "primarily" (g18o-bo) on 
the Prajritipt1ramitiisiitras: the second 'turning', which is neydrtha, was in 
accord with the Cittamiitra doctrine, which can be summed up in the theory 
of the triniftsvtibhava. The third, which is nltartha, was in accord with the 
Madhyamaka teaching, as set forth in such sastras as the Mulamddhyamikakiirik 
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and the Ratnllgotravibhiiga, and as embodied in the mtras which teach the 

tathiigatagarbha (snying-po'i mdo). 
In support of his position, Padma dkar-po shows, for example, that the 

Sa1fJdhinirmocanasUtra teaches both Ottamdtra and Mtidhya11lllka doctrines, 
and thus cannot be made the basis for claiming that the third 'turning' is 
strictly a Ottamtitra teaching of certain, definitive meaning. Furthermore, he 
held that the Ottamlitra teaching on the subject is in contradiction with the 
tathiigatagarbha doctrine of the snying-po'i mdo, which teach that there is 
but one gotra (rigs, spiritual lineage or affmity).6 Thus, despite his reversal of 
the usual order of the 'turnings', and his cautions on equating 'turnings' 
unequivocally with basic texts (which enable him, however, to account for 
Ottamlitra interpretations of the Prajritipdramitiisiitras, as well as to bring 
Sarrzdhinirmoctl1UlSiitra VII, 30 7 into accord with a Madhyamaka interpreta
tion), Padma dkar-po's presentation remains quite orthodox by Tibetan 

standards. 
Two rNying-ma-pa leaders of the nineteenth-century non-sectarian (ris

med) movement of Eastern Tibet, Kong-sprul blos-gros mtha'-yas (1813-
1899), in his so-called 'Indo-Tibetan Encyclopedia' (Shes-bya kun-khyab) 
and his commentary on the Ratnllgotravibhiiga; and Mi-pham rgya-mtsho 
(1846-1912), in his commentary on the same work and in his bDe-gshegs 
snying-po'j stong-thun chen-mo senge nga-ro, presented similar views. Basical
ly, they both held that the second and third 'turnings' were nltartha, although 
the third was nonetheless "higher" (lhag-pa) or "ultimate" (mthar-thug). 
Kong-sprul's presentation, however, had been strongly influenced by the 
gzhan-stong-pa approach,8 while the influence of the rDzogs-chen philosophy 
of Klong-chen rab-'byams-pa (1308-1364) was clearly evident in Mi-pham. 

Kong-sprul states, in his Shes-bya kun-khyab, that the second 'turning', as 
explicated by the Madhyamaka, is of "defmitive meaning which is con
textually dependent or conditional" (gnas-skabs leyi nges-don), in that it 
focuses on opinionatedness (lta-ba, d!1tO so as to cut off ingrained "semantic 
structuming" (spros-pa, prapanca) whose sense-relations always operate in 
extremes (mtha', anta).9 The third 'turning', as explicated by what he calls 
the Yogdcdra (mal-'byor spyod-pa) or Yogdcdra-Madhyamaka (rnal-'byor 
spyod-pa'i dbu-ma), is of "ultimately defmitive meaning" (mthar-thug-gi nges
don), in that it clearly sets forth "pristine cognitiveness itself as a unique 
experience, the presence of Being which is absolutely real" (don-dam-pa'i 
gnas-lugs so-so rang-rig-pa'i ye-shes nyid).10 This Yogact1ra trend of thought, 
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in Kong-sprurs usage, which began with AsaJiga and Vasubandhu, is to 
be distinguished from the Ottamlitra (Vijriaptimatra) trend initiated by 
these two Indian masters, as well as from the later Svdtantrika-YogdctIra
Mddhyamika. For exsmple, in the introduction to his commentary on the 
Uttll1'lltantraS4stra, Kong-sprul states tha~ Vasubandhu's commentary on the 
PrajiitIpdramita, the gnod-Joms, as well as his commentary on the Dhanno
dharmati-vibhdga, belonged to the "siddhanta of the Madhyamaka which 
is of definitive meaning" (nges-don dbu-ma'i grub-mtha'), but that this 
exegetical lineage did not survive. 11 

Mi-pham rgya-mtsho's major concern was to show the harmony, or more 
precisely, the unity (zung- Jug, yuganaddha), of the mnyatd teaching of the 
second 'turning' and the tathtigatagarbha teaching of the third. This he 
accomplished through the rDzogs-chen conceptions of the facticity and 
actuality of Being (ngo-bo, rang-bzhin). 12 The facticity of the tathtigata
garbha is 'open' (stong-pa, sunya), while its actuality is the intrinsic possession 
(ye-Idan) of Buddha-capabilities (yon-tan, gu!Ul) of the Buddhakiiya and its 
corresponding cognitiveness (sku dang ye-shes).13 Mi-pham's approach will 
become clear by considering his commentary on Uttaratantra I, 155, 14 which 
states that the dhatu (khams, spiritual make-up), which is a synonym for 
tathdgatagarbha, is "devoid of" (tanya, stong-pa) incidental obscurations, 
but not "devoid of" (aSunya, mi-stong-pa) Buddha-capabilities. The first two 
padas refer to facticity and the second two to actuality, according to Mi
pham, and in view of this interpretation one can put concisely Mi-pham's 
objection to both the usual rang-stong-pa and gzhan-stong-pa approaches. 
The gzhan-stong-pas err in regarding the facticity of the tathtigatagarbha as 
being something ontically ultimate (bden-grub) and not devoid of Buddha
capabilities (mi-stong); while the rang-stong-pas err when they regard the 
actuality, as well as facticity, of the tathdgatagarbha, as "void" (stong). For 
Mi-pham, however, the actuality of the tathtigatagarbha is the luminous 
presence (gsaI-ba) in utter spontaneity (Ihun-grub) of intrinsic Buddha
capabilities; this spontaneous presence, however, should not be confused 
with something eternally present-at-hand (rtag-pa, nitya). For example, 
Mi-pham criticizes the position (that of the dGe-lugs-pa?) that sunyata as the 
mere "non-existence in truth of the citta" (sems bden-grub met!) can serve 
as the basic cause-factor (rgyu, hetu) of Buddhahood.15 This position leads, 
for Mi-pham, to a contradiction of the principle of the unity of facticity, as 
open, and actuality, as luminous, mentioned above, in that it entails sunyata 
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without its inseparable, spontaneously present, luminous actuality: the 
intrinsic Buddha-capabilities. In their anxiousness to avoid having the tatluiga
tagarbha construed as the dharmakdya existing in-truth (bden-grub) at the 
level of ground, the dGe-lugs-pa may have risked throwing the baby out 
with the bath-water. 16 Several generations before rGyal-tshab and mKhas
grub-rje, the two chief disciples of Tsong-kha-pa who gave the dGe-lugs-pa 
interpretation its defInitive form, Klong-chen rab 'byams-pa had already 
pointed out some of the pitfalls in such an interpretation, while also retaining 
some similarities with it, thus not incurring the faults of the Jo-nang-pa and 
Bu-ston interpretations which the dGe-lugs-pa would criticize.17 

Klong-chen-pa's approach is nicely summed up in the following quotation 
from his autocommentary on the Sems-nyid nga/-gso: 18 

'At the time of the status of a sentient being, although the non-thematicness of experi
ence (sems-Icy; chos-ny;d) possesses the complete capabilities of the dharmoktiya through 
its modality of openness and the capabilities of the riipalaiya through its modality of 
presence, since it has been obscured by impurities on account of which it does not shine 
forth directly, it is called 'spiritual affmity' or 'existential make-up' (rigs, khams). 
Although, at the time of status of a Buddha, it is free from all impurities, it is called 
'Enlightenment' (byang-chub), merely from the presence or absence in its completeness 
of the potency (nus-pa) of experience-as-such (sems-nyid) in its facticity, one cannot 
claim that the capabilities which are at lust non-existent at the time of the status of a 
sentient being, are afterwards newly produced, since (experience-as-such) does not 
change into some other status.' 

Although the rNying-rna-pas and the dGe-lugs-pas agree that the tathtigata
garbha doctrine is a Madhyamaka teaching of the third 'turning' which is of 
certain meaning, there is a source of contention here in the proper interpreta
tion of the Madhyarnaka understanding of sunyatti. In this regard, Mi-pham, 
Kong-sprul, and Klong-chen-pa often warned against a negativistic (phyang
chad) interpretation of sunyata taught in the seco)1d 'turning' as a mere 
'absolu!e negation' (med-dgag, pTasajya-pTati~edha). Such a negativistic 
interpretation creates problems in dealing with the tathiigatagarbha doctrine 
of the third 'turning'. According to Mi-pham, 19 the second 'turning' has 
merely emphasized 'facticity as 'open', and the third has emphasized actuality 
as intrinsic possession of Buddha-capabilities. Problems only arise due to a 
one-sided emphasis on either facet, resulting in either negativism or sub
stantialistic ontologizing. For Mi-pham the third 'turning' is only "higher" 
(Ihag-pa) in regard to its pointing out the inseparability of facticity and 
actuality in regard to the tatluigatagarbluz doctrine. It is difficult at this time 
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to properly assess the rNy;ng-11Ul-pa critique, as they do not mention their 
opponents by name, as, for instance, Go-ram-pa bsod-nams senge (1429-
148) did on this matter of 'negativism'. 20 

91 

Another problem in assessing the rNy;ng-mo.-po contribution is that, while 
the dGe-Iugs-pa, for example, base their interpretation of sunyati on the texts 
primarily by Nigirjuna and Candrakirti which explicate the siitras of the 
second 'turning', the rNy;ng-mo.-pa range farther afield, to include what 
they call the Yoglicdra-MadhYll11lllka trend, as indicated above, on up to the 
Mantraylina doctrine of the rDzogs-chen. 21 The dGe-Iugs-pa, on the other 
hand, did not mix tantra into their satra discourse. This issue is particularly 
relevant here, in that a major source of contention on the issue of tathdgata
garbha interpretation, the Jo-nang-pas, were generally regarded by their 
opponents as being unreproachable as Tantric yogins, who nevertheless erred 
in the way in which they brought their realization (sgrub) into the realm of 
philosophical explication (bshad). While this may have been true of the Jo
nang-pas, further research is needed to determine whether the rNy;ng-ma-pas, 
some of whom have been gzhan-stong-pas (like Kong-spruJ) and some of 
whom have not (like Mi-pham), were liable to similar criticisms. 

In conclusion, I would venture that philosophical problems concerning the 
tathtigatagarbha doctrine will continue for contemporary scholars, as they did 
for the Buddhist tradition itself, as long as an undue emphasis is placed on 
the 'negative' aspect of sunyatti, which is both a 'being-devoid-of' and an 
'openness'.22 Several scholars have remarked (May and Conze, for example) 
that the main thrust of the Madhya11lllka is ontological and not epistemologi
cal, but they did not bring out the nature of this ontology. 23 The Madhya
maka is certainly a critique of ontologies which tend to absolutize particular 
existents or beings. But this critique does not leave us with a collection of 
emptied-out phenomena (internal and external) - but rather fulfilled, in the 
open and luminous clearing of Being (-as-such) and its working "in" and 
"through" us as tathtigatagarbha. 

University o/Calgary, Canada 

NOTES 

* This is an amended and annotated version of a paper delivered at the 188th annual 
meeting of the American Oriental Society, Toronto, April, 1978. 
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1 See Ruegg, D. S., La Theorie du Tathigatagarbha et au Gotra (Paris, 1969), pp. 55-
66; Le Traite sur Ie Tathagathagarbha de Bu-ston (Paris, 1973), Introduction; 'On the 
dGe lugs pa Theory of the Tathigatagarbha', in Pratidanim (La Haye, 1%8), pp. 500-
509. 
2 On nltartha and neyartha, see Lamotte, E., 'La critique d'interpretation dans Ie 
bouddhisme', Annuaire de I'lnstitute de philologie et d'histoire orientales et slaves 
(Bruxelles), IX (1949), 341-361; Ruegg, La Theorie, p. 55ff. Kajiyama puts it nicely 
in discussing nitartha and neyartha as the third of the four "reliances" (rton-pa, prati
SIlrana), i.e., rely, " ... on a sutra teaching explicitly what it aims at (n1tartha), but not 
on ~ sutra the teaching of which implies a hidden intention (neyartha) ... "(Kajiyama, 
Y., 'Later Midhyamikas on Epistemology and Meditation" in IGyota, M., ed., Mahayana 
Buddhist Meditation [Honolulu, 1978], pp. 116-17.) Still, this represents only the 
formal aspect of the distinction, which is also a doctrinal one: neyartha relates to the 
mmvrti, nitirtha to the paramartha. 
3 PK, p. 336. 
4 By 'reflexive' here we mean that sunya does not indicate that one entity is 'devoid of' 
another, that something is absent in a given locus. Siinyata indeeed means ni!lsvabhavata, 
although it is just this negative which is a source of contention, as we shall see, even 
though all rang-stong-pas in Tibet agreed it was a case of med-dgag (prasajya-prati,edha), 
non-implicative negation. To take svablulva as the nature, or essence, of an entity, and 
then to negate this 'nature' and call this the understanding of sunyata, is to remain 
within the limits of a purely conceptual analysis, however valuable this may be. 
S The gzhan .. stong-pa, making use of the Yogicara theory of the trisvabhava, held the 
parini,panna to be devoid of both the parikalpita and the paratantra. This was attacked 
by the rang-stong-pa as being in contradiction with the Indian doctrine; however, on this 
point see Ruegg, D. S.; 'The Uses of the Four Positions of the Catu,ko{i and the Problem 
of the Description of Reality in Mahayana Buddhism', JIP, 5 (1977), p. 67, n. 126. Cf. 
also notes 16 and 22 below. 
6 PK, p. 338. 
7 See Lamotte, E., trans., Sarrzdhinirmocanamtra (Paris, 1935), pp. 85, 206-7. This is 
the defInitive statement of that siitra on the three 'turnings'. 
8 Cf. his presentation of the development of the Madhyamaka in Tibet in Encyc., I, 
451, 7-459, 1. Kong-sprul's major works ongzhan-stong, however, are to be found in 
his Thun-mong ma-yin-pa'i mdzod, which has yet to be republished. See Gene Smith's 
Introduction to Encyc., p. 69. 
9 Encyc., Part III, f. 24, 3. 
10 Encyc., Part III, f. 24, 3-4. On prapanca, see May, Jacques, Candraklrti Prasannapada 
Madhyamakavrtti (paris, 1959), p. 175, n. 562; and Bhikkhu Nanananda's Concept and 
Reality in Early Buddhist Thought (Kandy, 1971). MadhytmUlkll·kiriki XVIII, 5 is 
central to an understanding of prapanca, where it is said to found vikllipa, dichotomous 
conceptualization; as well as Candrakirti's commentary on XVIII, 9, which glosses 
prapanca as vak (Vaidya ed., p. 159). There, he tells us that the reason for this is that 
prapanca conjures up, proliferates (propancayati, spro-bar byed-pa) meanings (artha, 
don). Such hints have suggested 'semantic structuring' to us, but a contemporary poet, 
George Quasha, seem to have captured it best as "the linguistic unconscious of easy 
conceptualization." On sense-relations in modern semantics, see John Lyons' excellent 
survey, Semantics 1 (Cambridge, 1977), chapter 9. 
11 RG, f. 7b,4-6. 
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12 On ngo-bo and rllng-bzhin, see Guenther, H. V., Kindly Bent to Ease- Us, Pllrt One: 
Mind (Emeryville, Calif., 1975), pp. 223-4; Kindly Bent to Ease Us, Part Three: Won
derment (Emeryville, Calif., 1976), pp. 5ff.; and nbetan Buddhism in Western Perspective 
(Emeryville, Calif., 1977), pp. 119, 124-5, 156, 176,212. 
13 This idea appears throughout the DS, rust occurring on ff. 564,4-565, 1. 
14 RGM, f. 433, 6ff.; DS, f. 576, 6ff. The difference between the usage of mnya here 
and in the Prajridpirllmita literature (and the works of Nigirjuna, Candrakirti, etc., 
which are said to explicate it), lies in what Tibetan scholasticism called the stong-gzh;, 
"the basis for (the understanding) of sunya." In the Uttaratantraiastrll, the stong-gzhi 
is the kharns (dhatu), while in the Prajridptiramita it is any dharma, or entity, in its 
ontical givenness or 'nature'. 
15 DS, f. 568, Iff. 
16 See Ruegg's article mentioned in note 1 for a concise statement of their approach. 
17 See the treatment of tathdgatagarbha in his Theg-pa mtha '-dllg gi don gsal-bar byed-pa 
grub-pa'; mtha' rin-po-che'; mdzod (Gangtok, Sikkim, n.d.), p. 161, 4ff. and the follow
ing note. 
18 rDzogs-pa chen-po serns-nyid ngal-gso'i 'gTel-pa shing-rta chen-po (Gangtok, Sikkim, 
n.d.), p. 312, 4-6 . .Klong chen-pa's most extensive treatment of the tathagatagarbha is 
to be found in this work, p. 310 ff., by way of commentary on the verse numbered 
"BIIc" in Guenther's translation, p. 65 (Kindly Bent, Part One) . .Klong-chen-pa makes 
the same distinction which the dGe-Iugs-pa were later to emphasize in criticizing the 
theories of Bu-ston and the Jo-nang-pa, i.e., we speak of tathagatagarbha or gotra as long 
as one is bound up with the adventitious kleia, but when these have been removed, we 
can speak of tllthagata. Cf. also Kindly Bent, Part One, pp. 52-3. 
19 RGM, f. 381, 4ff. 
20 TS, p. 2ff. Here Tsong-kha-pa is placed under the chad-mtha' la dbu-ma smra-bll 
("Nihilistic Midhyamika"). 
21 In his controversial commentary on the Madhyamaleo1a1fJ.wa of Santarak~ita, for 
example, Mi-pham explicitly links the philosophical perspective (Itll-ba, dr1ti) of Candra
kIrti with the rDzogs-chen: 

The intent of Candrakirti (is) the profound perspective in which the 
deceptiveness of conventionality subsides in the continuum of Being 
(dbyings-su Yill-ba), because all presence is pure in exactly its own place 
(rang-sar). (This) is similar to the setting forth of the initially pure (leo-dag) 
in the works of the rDzogs chen. 

(Collected Writings of 'Jam-mgon 'Iu Mi-pham rgya-mtsho, Vol 12 (Gangtok, 19761, 
f. 46,3-4.) 
22 It is interesting to note that the gzhan-stong-pa seized on the difference ~tween 
these two aspects, relegating the rang-stong (mnya as 'being-devoid-of') to the samv{ti 
and thegzhan .. stong (mnYIl as an ontological region) to the partlnuIrtha. See TS, pp. 1-2. 
23 This is closely related to the understanding of prtlpanca discussed in note 10, for 
prapanca clearly has an ontologi~ function. Not only do we-'have' and 'use' language, 
but we have been "habituated to s8J!1si.ra since beginningless time" because of prapanCll, 
as Candrakirti tens us in his commentary to Madhyamakllkirik4 XVIII,S (Vaidya ed., 
p.150). 
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Ascertaining the Two Kinds of Selflessness
by Mipham Rinpoche

Homage to Mañjuśrī!

The mind that thinks “I am” in reference to the five aggregates (skandha) of its own
psycho-physical continuum is clinging to that “I”. In other words, the referent object
(zhen yul) of such clinging is the self of the individual (pudgalātman) or the “I”. As
long as we don't investigate or analyse it, we have a sense that this self exists,
whereas, in fact, it has never existed, just as there has never been a snake in a length
of coloured rope. The five aggregates, which are the basis upon which the self is
projected, are themselves multiple and impermanent. We might think that there is a
self which endures, in the sense that it came out of the past and will pass into the
next phase, and that this self is somehow unitary. Yet such ideas are simply
projections, made on the basis of the gathering of the aggregates; and they have no
foundation in reality.

The subject, which is the mind that thinks “I am”, is therefore self-clinging. And its
referent object is what we call the “self”. Rather like mistaking a length of coloured
rope for a snake, we simply project the idea of a self onto the aggregates, while the
self in fact has no real existence. Understanding this is the view of selflessness.

All conditioned and unconditioned things other than the "I" or the self are
“phenomena” (dharma). As long as we don't subject our naive assumptions to
investigation, we believe that these phenomena exist. Yet if we do examine them
using logical reasoning, such as the argument of “neither one nor many”, we come to
understand that no entity, whether coarse or subtle, can be said to be real. And that
understanding of how things lack any basis or origin is what we call the realization
of the 'selflessness' (or 'identitylessness') of phenomena (dharmanairātmya).

The self of the individual and the 'self' (or identity) of phenomena are therefore
objects of negation: naturally, truly existent individuals and phenomena such as
vases. Although we perceive these two kinds of self as a result of our mental
delusion, when we analyse them we find that they lack even the slightest hint of
reality—and this absence is the selflessness of the individual and of phenomena. The
mind that understands the absence of self in this way is said to realize selflessness.

There are thus two forms of perceived self, and correspondingly two types of
subject, or self-clinging. In order to eradicate both forms of self-clinging, it is
necessary to arrive at certainty through logical reasoning, by considering how these
two types of object, or types of self, lack true existence, and thereby generating
realization of selflessness within the mind, as the 'subject' perceiving twofold
selflessness.

1 
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In short, clinging to an “I” is the source of all mental afflictions (kleśa), which are the
root of saṃsāra. Its antidote is the realization of individual selflessness, which is like
the root of the path to liberation. And the full view of emptiness, through which we
understand how all phenomena lack true existence, overcomes cognitive
obscurations in their entirety—and is thus the root of the Mahāyāna path. Until we
arrive at a deep, stable certainty concerning the great equality that is the
inexpressible dharmadhātu, in which emptiness and dependent origination are
indivisible, we must continue to refine our view.

Mere conceptual understanding based on an unqualified negation (med dgag)—i.e.,
refuting an object of negation—is the 'categorizable ultimate' (rnam grangs pa'i don
dam), which is merely a gateway to true, ultimate reality, not the ultimate nature
itself.

The Middle Way of unlimited unity, or the 'uncategorizable ultimate' (rnam grangs
ma yin pa'i don dam), is the natural state of the indivisibility of the two truths, which
is understood through self-knowing awareness, and is characterised by pacification
of web-like conceptual elaboration.

In short, conceptual understanding born of analysis brings genuine certainty and the
decisive understanding that all the phenomena of saṃsāra and nirvāṇa appear while
lacking even so much as an atom's worth of true existence—as is made clear when
we subject them to investigation and analysis. Moreover, there is no conflict
between the appearance of all these entities and their lack of true existence, just as
in the examples of the reflection of the moon in water, a dream, or an illusion.
Conviction at this stage is equivalent to the certainty regarding illusoriness that is
experienced during post-meditation. Although it represents a positive intellectual
grasp of Madhyamaka, by itself it does not qualify as seeing the true dharmadhātu,
the great Middle Way beyond conceptual elaboration, which must be understood
through self-knowing awareness. We must therefore engender a special form of
certainty within the space-like freedom from conceptual elaboration that results
from directly seeing the actual state of inexpressible unity. Then we must practise
the meditative equipoise in which all philosophical standpoints based on thoughts of
refutation or proof have faded away entirely. This is said to mark the point at which
an analytical view developed through study and reflection is perfected. Still, the
dharmadhātu, which is an object of self-knowing awareness, can only be seen
through the complete transcendence of ordinary mental processes, and not through
any outwardly directed, language-based analysis which fails to strike the crucial
point. Moreover, those who are adept at settling the mind as a result of their guru's
pith instructions, find it easy to develop certainty. We must therefore understand the
key points of the path without error.

By Mipham.

Translated by Adam Pearcey, 2016
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