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ā
ra

Buddhism / Asian Philosophy

ogācāra is an influential school of Buddhist philosophy
and psychology that stems from the early Indian
Mahāyāna Buddhist tradition. The Yogācāra view is

based on the fundamental truth that there is nothing in the
realm of human experience that is not interpreted by
and dependent upon the mind.

Yogācāra Buddhism was unable to sustain the same level of
popularity as other Buddhist schools in India, Tibet, and East
Asia, but its teachings on the nature of consciousness
profoundly impacted the successive developments of
Buddhism. Yogācāra served as the basis for the development of
the doctrines of karma and liberation in many other schools.

In this refreshingly accessible study, Tagawa Shun’ei makes
sense of Yogācāra’s subtleties and complexities with insight and
clarity. He shows us that Yogācāra masters comprehend and
express everyday experiences that we all take for granted, yet
struggle to explain. Eloquent and approachable, Living Yogācāra
deepens the reader’s understanding of the development of
Buddhism’s interpretation of the human psyche.

Tagawa Shun’ei is the abbot of Kohfukuji in Nara, the head
temple of the Hossō school of Japanese Buddhism. 

charles muller specializes in East Asian Buddhism,
working primarily in the areas of Korean Buddhism and 
East Asian Yogācāra. He presently teaches at the University of
Tokyo.
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Translator’s Introduction

WHaT is YoGācāRa?

While Yogācāra buddhism is fairly well known to specialist researchers in
buddhist studies, it is still basically unknown to ordinary buddhists in
asian countries, as well as buddhist practitioners and other nonspecialist
students in the West. Why is this the case? First of all, despite the enormous
influence of Yogācāra during the formative periods of mahāyāna buddhism
in india, the school died out there—along with buddhism in general,
toward the end of the first millennium. in Tibet, despite its influence, the
school never really existed as a distinct tradition. in East asia, Yogācāra
did exist as a distinct tradition, but for practical purposes, pretty much
ceased to wield any major influence after the first millennium of the com-
mon Era.

despite its eventual disappearance as an independent school, Yogācāra
teachings on karma, meditation, cognition, and path theory had a power-
ful impact on the other mahāyāna schools that developed during the time
of the importation of Yogācāra to Tibet and East asia, such that much of
the technical terminology on which other mahāyāna schools based their
discourse was absorbed from the various strands of Yogācāra.

The lack of the development of a Yogācāra school in Tibet is mainly
due to the fact that it was absorbed into newly created indigenous
Tibetan doctrinal schools. in East asia, on the other hand, Yogācāra did
exist for some time as an independent sect, known in chinese as Weishi
(consciousness-only) or Faxiang (dharma-characteristic). but the school
ended up dying out in the face of various forms of competition with (1)
doctrinal schools whose teachings were deemed more resonant with the



East asian worldview, and (2) more popularly oriented schools such as the
Pure land and meditation (chan/seon/Zen) schools that offered a form
of teaching and practice much more readily apprehensible to the ordinary
lay believer.

Yogācāra’s greatest obstacle in terms of gaining widespread popularity
resided in the complexity of its unwieldy system of viewpoints, paths, and
categories, explained in difficult technical terminology. it does, indeed,
require a fairly significant degree of commitment on the part of the student
to attain a level of basic understanding sufficient to read and comprehend
a Yogācāra scripture.

There are some, however, who would argue that this perceived diffi-
culty in understanding Yogācāra may also lie to a great extent in the man-
ner of presentation, and i’m sure that this is a view of the matter that the
author of the present book, Tagawa shun’ei, would wholeheartedly
endorse. That is to say, despite the seeming unwieldy complexity of the
Yogācāra system, what the Yogācāra masters are talking about in many
cases are readily recognizable everyday experiences shared by all of us.
many of the points that the Yogācāra masters focused on were things that
we all take for granted, but for which, when examined in greater detail, we
really have no explanation. and in most cases—i believe we can add—
many of these are questions for which researchers in fields such as mod-
ern psychology, physiology, chemistry, and physics do not yet have
answers.

The first example that i often like to take up with my own students is
the matter of memory and learning. Even the smallest children inherently
know that if they try to do something the first time and don’t succeed,
their chances at success at a given task will continue to improve as they
keep trying. This means that they know the experience of, let’s say, shoot-
ing a basketball into a hoop is retained, and built upon, as a stepping stone
for the next attempt. and it must be retained not only conceptually, in the
gray matter of one’s brain (if, indeed, that’s where such information is
kept), but in the fingers, hands, arms, and legs that work together in the
task of taking the shot. but precisely speaking, where are these experi-
ences being accumulated in a way that they are accessible for subsequent
retrieval?
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shooting a basketball into a net is one relatively simple event in our lives.
in the course of growing from children into adults, we experience, enact,
and input a staggeringly vast amount of information into that which we call
“memory.” We have input from our parents, siblings, relatives, and friends;
then, from our teachers, classmates, books; and nowadays, TV, movies, and
the internet. The amount of information that we are taking in during a
single day can be staggering, not to mention it’s compounding in the accu-
mulation of months and years.

We have, of course, been taught since we were very young that items of
memory are stored somewhere in the brain. if this is true, then with the
brain being made of physical matter, should it not be the case that as we
keep adding information, the brain should grow in size in order to con-
tain this? of course, it does not. but then where is all of this conceptual
information being kept—not even to mention information relevant to
bodily activity?

The obvious response to this question is that this information is stored
somewhere in “the mind.” but if this is the case, where in the mind is this
vast amount of information stored? and how do we know that we are not
steadily losing information at the same time? and if we are storing it,
exactly how do we retrieve it when we need it? For the majority of
responses, the answer is “well, we don’t exactly know.”

For the formulators of the Yogācāra school, this kind of answer was not
acceptable, and thus they strove through their studies, research, and con-
templative techniques to provide some answers, as well as a broad range of
related, and even more fundamental, questions.

it must be pointed out at this juncture that the motivation for the
Yogācāra researchers was not simply the creation of an early indian
buddhist equivalent to modern cognitive or behavioral psychology.
asanga, Vasubandhu, and their colleagues were religious thinkers forced—
through apparent contradictions and doctrinal complexities inherent in
the buddhist explanation of the nature of the human mind, juxtaposed
with the processes that lead to either enlightenment or deeper entrapment
in ignorance and suffering—to try to work out some solutions that were
rationally apprehensible. in the process of working out such solutions
(while inheriting a long-developing tradition of philosophy of the mind
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provided by previous scholars) they ended up needing to do a very thor-
ough investigation of how, exactly, it is that we know things, and how,
exactly, our bodies and minds change and develop. Having to deal with
these kinds of issues, they could not but encounter some of the same prob-
lems that are met by modern philosophers, psychologists, and even evolu-
tionary biologists. and it is precisely for this reason that Yogācāra studies
have come, in modern times, to attract the interests of various intellectu-
als whose work lies outside the realm of religious faith, who study problems
in cognition, human behavior, personality development, and so forth.

in the final analysis, though, the problems dealt with by the Yogācāras
are buddhist problems, through and through, and thus to understand the
motivations behind the works of these thinkers, it is probably useful to
provide a brief overview of how these problems developed.

no-sElF

The core problem that is addressed in buddhist doctrine and practice is
that of the mistaken attachment to an imaginary notion of a “self,” “ego,” or
“eternal soul.” For according to buddhism, it is because of the erroneously
generated notion of a clearly delimited, enduring, unitary self that all trou-
bles arise, and it is through this that human beings entrap themselves ever
deeper in fictions that engender further troubles. Śākyamuni buddha’s direct
discourse on this matter came in the form of the refutation of an eternal
self, or soul, called ātman, which early indian thinkers of his time generally
regarded as the basis for the existence of all living beings. in the indian
worldview during the sixth century bcE and afterward, this ātman was
understood to be the subject of the cycle of reincarnation, a cycle that only
ended in the attainment of an experience of liberation, wherein individual
ātmans were dissolved into their source, brahman, the eternal world-soul.

While on one level, we can understand the refutation of a self to be
directed historically toward early indian suppositions about an eternal
ātman, the object of the deconstruction of selfhood taught in buddhism is
not limited to this particular event in indian intellectual history—it has
basically the same relevance for any culture, in any time. That is, while many
of us may not have ever been formally inculcated with specific religious or
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philosophical doctrine advocating the existence of an “eternal self,” even the
most learned scientists and philosophers among us cling to a semiconscious
notion, or intuition, of unitary, enduring selfhood. and for good reason,
since after all, we all possess a stream of memory that goes back to our ear-
liest childhood, providing a cohesive narrative. We have all been condi-
tioned to identify with our own names and various first and second person
pronouns since we first learned to speak. We all feel uncomfortable when
disparaged, and feel good when praised. From a buddhist perspective, this
is all because we are deeply attached to an ego that we see as possessing its
own inherent identity.

This ātman is always accompanied by the notion of “mine” (techni-
cally described in buddhism as “objects of self ”), referring not simply to
the things one legally owns, but also to all the perceivable objects within
one’s environment. in regard to these objects, we give rise to imbalanced
(and logically unsupportable) emotions of like and dislike, which further
generate a whole range of afflictive feelings such as pride, jealousy, anger,
attachment, and so forth. These not only bring us pain, but further impair
the clarity of our thinking. in india, a wide variety of contemplative tech-
niques would come to be developed in various doctrinal and cultural
forms of buddhism, most of which had as their ultimate goal decon-
structing, or refuting, the notion of I. The full annihilation of egoistic
identification was said to result in liberation, called in buddhism mokṣa,
or nirvāṇa, a state of cessation of afflictive mentation. a key point here is
that in order for this experience to occur, it is not sufficient to simply
come to intellectually understand the fictional character of the self
through a logical, discursive, approach. intellectual understanding alone
is not powerful enough to change (for buddhists) innumerable lifetimes
of habituation of the i-notion. Thus, it was understood that it was neces-
sary to work through the repeated application of meditative techniques
aimed toward the dissolution of the notion of self.

imPERmanEncE and dEPEndEnT aRisinG

one basic buddhist method of demonstrating the untenability of the
notion of self is that of taking account of the impermanence (skt. anitya)
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of all existence. We know, being educated with twenty-first century sci-
ence, that all matter is in a continual state of flux. atoms and molecules are
in continuous motion, breaking down and recombining. Śākyamuni intu-
ited this without the benefit of instruments penetrating to the microscopic
layer, based entirely on his thorough inference. Following the same rigor-
ous mental inquiry, he also stated that it was not only matter that was
impermanent: there was nothing in the material or spiritual realm which
could possibly exist without continuously changing. according to him,
the notion of ātman as “unchanging” was untenable.

more important than impermanence in the task of refuting the concept
of an eternal identity, however, is the buddhist view of dependent arising.
The main reason that Śākyamuni considered such a thing as the centralized
entity of a “self ” to be an impossibility rose from his view of the way all
things arise, subsist, and cease. Śākyamuni explained that living beings do
not exist as distinct, self-subsisting entities. Rather, they only come into
being as provisional combinations of a vast array of causes and conditions.
This mode of existence is called, in sanskrit, pratītya-samutpāda, which is
translated into English as dependent arising. He thus denied the belief in a
“higher” or “more real” substance present in living beings as eternal “self ”
enclosed in body/mind. Rather, he saw living beings as nothing other than
a vast conglomeration of complex factors: physical matter and sensory, per-
ceptive, emotional, and psychic forces joined in a marvelous combination.

The more traditional description of dependent arising is that which was
taught by Śākyamuni at an early stage in his teaching career, which elabo-
rates the process of the construction of perception and cognition engen-
dering birth and death in an unending cyclical fashion. This is the
twelve-limbed model of dependent arising, wherein each event occurs with
the prior as precondition. The twelve-linked model was used in early
indian buddhism primarily to deconstruct the notion of a defined, eternal
self. later, the implications of dependent arising, especially as they develop
in later forms of mahāyāna buddhism, were explained in a broader man-
ner, more akin to the approach of modern physics, which recognizes the
lack of border between things at the subatomic level. This means there was
a recognition that it was not only sentient beings that do not exist as sep-
arate, monolithic entities. all of the myriad objects surrounding us also
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lack any kind of delimited permanent identity, only existing by virtue of
dependence on other factors and conditions. The implications of depend-
ent arising developed to include that we should both not grasp to the
notion of an “i” and also not grasp to the objects that surround us. This
notion of lack of inherence in the objects around us is represented in the
well-known buddhist concept of emptiness (skt. śūnyatā).

RiGHT ViEW

The juxtaposition of the mistaken way of seeing oneself and things—as
inherently existent, delimited entities—with the correct way of seeing
things—as impermanent and dependently arisen—indicates that the most
fundamental problem of human beings is that of their mistakenly habitu-
ated mode of knowing things. Thus, in Western philosophical parlance,
the buddhist problem is primarily an epistemological one, a problem that
we have with our way of knowing things. Hence the investigations,
research, and contemplations undertaken by the Yogācāras were centered
on uncovering, demonstrating, and correcting these sorts of errors.

The Yogācāra masters can be said to have simply been carrying out a
deep and elaborate extension of the basic eightfold buddhist path, which
the buddha is said to have taught during his first sermon as the method for
extricating ourselves from affliction and delusion. The first of the eight
items listed in this path is that of Right View, which means, simply stated,
the seeing of things as they truly are, the obvious implication being that
those who are trapped in an existence marked by suffering are not seeing
things as they truly are. Rather, their view of themselves and their world is
colored and distorted by a range of mental obstructions: prejudices, attach-
ments, assumptions, and inaccurate perceptions and conceptions of things,
which are produced from the mistaken imputation of selfhood in persons
and things.

KaRma

once we have a basic understanding of the notion of selflessness, we can see
that logical problems must arise for buddhist thinkers once they attempt
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to integrate this with the important buddhist notions of karma and trans-
migration. Karma, according to buddhism, is the universal law of cause and
effect, which can be compared, to some extent, to Einstein’s law of the con-
servation of energy. This is to say that there is no action anywhere in the uni-
verse that does not have a corresponding reaction. There is no cause that
does not have some kind of effect. However, whereas Einstein’s theory was
primarily directed at clarifying the function of matter and energy at the
level of measurable physics, the buddhist understanding of flawless binding
of cause and effect extends into the mental realm, where all actions, speech,
and thoughts are understood to possess their own qualities, or values, which
engender some kind of negative, positive, or neutral/indeterminate moral
effect. The moral quality of one’s activities in the present moment brings
about the creation of the being (oneself ) who is being continually recreated
in the ensuing second, minute, year—and in the case of buddhism—life-
time. The existence of this law of karma provides the main rationale for the
aspect of buddhist practice that deals with morality.

at first glance, one might well ask what is so special about the insight
that causes and effects are inextricably bound to each other. is it not obvi-
ous? Well, it may be obvious within the limits of the measurable sensory
realm. but it is certainly not obvious within the mental/spiritual sphere.
There are some story writers whose works appear in books and film who
regularly portray people living out their lives treating others unfairly with
no apparent retribution to be seen, while others who live out their days
engaged in activities characterized by generous caring are met with con-
tinuous misfortune. What guarantee is there of recompense for the deeds,
words, and thoughts that one carries out? and if karma is indeed accu-
rately transferred, if we will indeed be held accountable for all of our rights
and wrongs and in-betweens, by what kind of process can this be
explained? This is one problem.

The second problem associated with karma is that of transmigration.
if it is supposed to be the case that beings are reborn in circumstances dic-
tated by the quality of their prior actions, and if there is no “i,” how can
the process of rebirth be posited? Exactly who, or what, is being reborn?
and if there is rebirth, how is individuated karma transmitted between
lifetimes?
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ExPlaininG THE docTRinE: abHidHaRma

Given the flourishing state of competing philosophical schools in india
during the rise and development of buddhism, buddhist thinkers could
not but be compelled to attempt to offer logically supportable answers for
the problems raised above. in response to these sorts of questions, there
arose a range of philosophical sects, whose doctrinal inquiries came to be
known broadly in india as abhidharma (“about the dharma”). abhi-
dharma became a large and diverse scholarly project that endeavored to
conceptualize a theoretical background to explain the phenomena of inces-
sant coursing through cyclic existence, along with the escape therefrom.

six consciousnEssEs

one of the things for which the abhidharma tradition is noted is their
investigation into the problems of causation and rebirth within the matrix
of individuated consciousness. over time, they developed elaborate
schemes for explanation of these phenomena, built upon extensive tech-
nical terminology. one of the major products of their work was the artic-
ulation of a well-defined “map” of human consciousness, which they
divided into six regions, according to distinct cognitive functions. This set
of six is well understandable from the perspective of modern psychology
and physiology, since its first five regions are none other than our five
senses, with the sixth being the mind, broadly defined. The principal activ-
ity of the mind was understood to be thinking, which is carried out pri-
marily through concepts—linguistic constructs and mental images. The
faculty of mind, as it was understood by abhidharmists, had as its princi-
pal objects (1) the perceptions received from the five sense consciousnesses,
(2) language, and (3) images—both those apprehended in the present and
those retained in the memory. This model was apparently satisfactory as a
theoretical basis for a certain period of time. but it also presented new log-
ical problems that required more thoroughgoing treatment. We can say
that it is in response to some of these problems that the school known as
Yogācāra was born.
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YoGācāRa and iTs VaRious PRoJEcTs

The school known as Yogācāra began to take form in the fourth century
cE as both a result of continued aims at refining the theories of the mind
developed by the abhidharmists, as well as in response to certain philo-
sophical positions found in the discourse of the competing madhyamaka
(middle Way) school, which had carried out the most rigorous articula-
tions of the notion of emptiness. The word Yogācāra is comprised of the
two components yoga and ācāra. Yoga in this case refers to meditative
analysis, and ācāra means “practice.” Thus we can understand that this
school arose as a system of meditative practices aimed at the attainment of
liberation. The underlying motivation of the school, then, is salvific—alle-
viating living beings from their suffering. in the process of this work, how-
ever, Yogācāra masters also sought to articulate as comprehensive and
rational an account as possible for the psychological/spiritual processes
involved in the attainment of liberation.

The principal founders of the Yogācāra school are traditionally listed as
maitreyanātha, asanga, and Vasubandhu. While concrete biographical
details on the first figure are vague, the latter two, brothers who lived in
india during the late fourth and early fifth centuries, are thought by schol-
ars to be the authors of many of the most important formative texts of the
tradition. The Yogācāra school later received important influences from
such figures as dignāga (c. 480–540) and sthiramati (seventh century)
before it declined in popularity in india during the eighth century and
made its move to Tibet and East asia.

THE EiGHT consciousnEssEs

above we introduced the scheme of six consciousnesses, taken as a model
for sensory and cognitive operation by early buddhists. While this model
of the five sense consciousnesses together with the sixth thinking con-
sciousness might suffice for explaining the function of everyday waking
awareness and thought in this life, there are a number of problems that
present themselves. one of the more significant problems is the fact that
buddhism accepts as a basic principle the doctrine of transmigration
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(reincarnation), and declares, furthermore, that transmigration operates
strictly by means of the flawless principle of karma. Yet we can readily see
that when the body passes away, the senses will also pass away, meaning
that the mental consciousness will also lose its sources of input and place
of residence. upon dying, it cannot but be the case that all six of these con-
sciousnesses are going to disappear. in the absence of a transcendent, endur-
ing self or ātman, what would be there to continue into existence into
another lifetime?

leaving aside for the moment the question of the cyclical existence of a
distinct living being, how is it that we are able to maintain continued
awareness of anything at all? obviously the continuity of our mental expe-
rience is not occurring by virtue of the total, unbroken, conscious, holding-
in-awareness of all thoughts and experiences through which we have
passed. That would be impossible—an incredible overload of our facul-
ties would come about almost immediately. Yet when a thought, or a sen-
sory or emotive experience, leaves us, we are somehow able to recall it in the
future, despite the fact that we do not continue to maintain it at the fore
of our conscious awareness. and not only are we able to let things disap-
pear from our consciousness and recall them again later on; we are able to
accumulate distinctive forms of knowledge, as well as physical and mental
skills, and are able to continue to build on these, as when we learn how to
play tennis, or learn a foreign language, or calculus. Where are these batches
of information, and these abilities all being put away? and how are we able
to retrieve them when the need arises?

Further, assuming that the sensory and perceptual faculties of human
beings all function in pretty much the same way, we can take note of the
fact that a vegetable patch is seen in a radically different way by a farmer
than it is by a city-dwelling office worker. The perceptions of the farmer are
being deeply colored by his prior experience. but where, in this case, is the
coloration coming from? Where is it being stored?

our definition of what comprises the mind gets more complicated when
we attempt to reconcile it with basic buddhist doctrines. it also was becom-
ing more complicated for the abhidharmists who were trying to offer a
rational and coherent explanation of the mind and human being in the con-
text of buddhist dependent arising, suffering, and release from suffering.
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What they began to conclude was that the mind had to have at least two
very distinct regions: (1) an active, manifest region that included thinking,
feeling of emotion, reception and integration of sensory contact, and (2)
a subliminal, subconscious aspect that had the capacity for storage and
maintenance of continuity of karma, in terms of both the day-to-day expe-
riences of the present lifetime, and the continuity of a distinct flow of
apparent individuality between lifetimes. Thus an additional conscious-
ness came to be established, a sort of root consciousness (mūla-vijñāna), or
adhering consciousness (ādāna-vijñāna), which served as the source of
continuity on which the other consciousnesses could rest.

at this point in the inquiry, we are historically beginning to move from
the end of the abhidharma approach to the problem to the birth of theo-
ries that would be seen as belonging to the Yogācāra school. after a period
of time, the Yogācāra thinkers saw the need to further distinguish the base
consciousness into two aspects. one aspect, which was called the manas
(which means “mind” in a broad sense), was seen to play the role of a sort
of preconscious tendency to assume the existence of an actual self, con-
struing the base consciousness to be an ātman. This consciousness was
numbered as the seventh, after the sixth thinking consciousness. since it
was the source of attachment to the notion of a self, it was also seen to be
the origin of all selfish views and tendencies, thus, it was also termed
“defiled consciousness” (skt. kliṣṭa-vijñāna).

The remaining region of consciousness, which came to be seen as the
ultimate ground of existence, was understood to be the locus of the stor-
age and reproduction of karma and the consciousness that continued to
exist after death and form the basis for the new being in the next life. it was
numbered as the eighth consciousness, and called the ālaya-vijñāna, or
“store consciousness.” The resulting scheme was that of the five sense con-
sciousnesses, the sixth, thinking consciousness (mano-vijñāna), the sev-
enth consciousness, called manas, and the eighth, ālaya-vijñāna.

oTHER EPisTEmoloGical and soTERioloGical issuEs

The elaboration of the minds of sentient beings into this system of eight
consciousnesses represents only one portion of the topics covered by the
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Yogācāra thinkers. at a more epistemological level, their concerns lay in
basic problems of how cognition is possible, and how cognition bifurcates
into correct and incorrect modes of activity. numerous Yogācāra writers
engaged in hair splitting analyses of the processes of cognition. again, the
lack of a distinctively delimitable “i,” along with an awareness of the
dependently arisen character of all things, could not but call into question
commonsense reified notions of subject and object. Thus, great effort was
made at trying to precisely articulate the relationship of sentient beings
with their surrounding environment.

along the way to understanding the processes leading to liberation—or,
conversely, further enmeshment in ignorance and suffering—the Yogācāra
thinkers also dedicated much energy to trying to understand and explain
the processes of karmic causation, and how these could be concentrated in
their function within separately identifiable human beings. While the
scope of their interests was broad, they went to great lengths to tie all of
these problems into one cohesive system.

TRansmission inTo EasT asia

buddhism began to trickle into china during the first and second centuries
cE, and eventually began to flow rapidly into the entire East asian region.
Giving the basic weight to buddhism as a new tradition in East asia were
the voluminous translations of buddhist scriptural texts from sanskrit into
chinese. at the earliest period of the transmission of buddhism into East
asia, Yogācāra proper had not yet been born (although its abhidharmic
predecessors were hard at work). but as Yogācāra developed, its texts were
also translated into chinese, and these naturally attracted the attention of
chinese masters of the buddhist doctrine.

some central Yogācāra texts were translated in the fifth and sixth cen-
turies by Paramārtha (499–569) and his contemporaries, but many among
this earlier set of texts were apparently incomplete, and thus it took a fair
amount of time before the Yogācāra corpus was accurately and adequately
understood in East asia. during the sui and Tang periods, a chinese
buddhist scholar named xuanzang (600–664) was deeply interested in
Yogācāra, and became increasingly disturbed with both the quality and
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quantity of the translated Yogācāra materials that were available in
china. He eventually became so consumed with the matter of their rec-
tification that he ignored an imperial edict against foreign travel and left
for a seventeen-year cultural exchange in the West, most of which was
spent in india.

The story of xuanzang’s famous trip to india is well known from a vari-
ety of perspectives in East asian cultural history. When he returned to
chang’an in 645, he brought back with him wagonloads of scriptures and
treatises representing all sorts of buddhist traditions, and the subsequent
translation of these texts made a profound effect on the entire East asian
buddhist tradition. but for xuanzang personally, the real treasures in the
corpus were the Yogācāra texts, most important of which were such works
as the Saṃdhinirmocana-sūtra, the Yogācārabhūmi-śāstra, and the Mahāyā-
nasaṃgrāha. xuanzang, who spent a great deal of his time in india mas-
tering the language and the Yogācāra system, translated these with a
precision and mastery unequalled in the East asian tradition of scriptural
translation. based on his new translations, the understanding of the
Yogācāra system in East asia was dramatically transformed.

The indian Yogācāra texts that were translated by xuanzang and his
assistants were instrumental in directing the subsequent flow of this doc-
trinal system in East asia. but in terms of the influence of a single Yogācāra
text on the East asian tradition, there was none equal to that of the Cheng
weishi lun [CWSL], composed by xuanzang and his disciples as an attempt
to systematize the main points of the Yogācāra teachings into a single work.
While certain parts of the CWSL drift from the doctrinal positions put
forth in the Yogācārabhūmi and other texts, the CWSL ended up becom-
ing the de facto definitive text for the Yogācāra tradition as it would
develop in East asia. in Japan, for instance, works on Yogācāra composed
by Japanese masters usually took the CWSL as their base text.

in applying a name to the school in East asia, there was no strong
attempt made to maintain the original sanskrit rubric of Yogācāra, and the
main figures of the tradition tended to define it in terms of one of its cen-
tral, yet difficult to grasp tenets: “consciousness-only” (ch. wei shi)—
which paid attention to the central epistemological problem taken up by
the school, that nothing in the world can be apprehended apart from one’s
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complex of cognitive processes. The formal name that became attached to
the school later on, however, interestingly enough, was originally applied
with disparaging intent by members of a rival school. The masters of
Huayan buddhism, one of the major doctrinal rivals of the consciousness-
only school in the early Tang period, had characterized their own system
as one which paid attention to the inner nature of phenomena (in chi-
nese, fa xing). in trying to characterize the Weishi school as one which
was absorbed in the superficial manifestations of things, they called it
the school that pays attention to the “characteristics of phenomena,” in
chinese fa xiang. The name Faxiang ended up sticking, and the tradi-
tion was transmitted to Korea and Japan with this label. later, it came to
be simply taken as the orthodox name for the tradition, without pejora-
tive connotations.

as noted earlier, the Faxiang school in china would eventually die out,
submitting first to the competition with the native chinese doctrinal sys-
tems of Tiantai and Huayan, and finally to the more popular practice ori-
ented schools of Pure land and chan. but while it died out as a formal
school, the remaining schools would end up relying greatly on the con-
cepts and schema that had been developed by Yogācāra, in creating their
own doctrinal explanations of such phenomena as karma, rebirth, and the
course to liberation.

Yogācāra thought had a deep influence on Korea, where it was assimi-
lated together with other East asian doctrinal teachings, but it did not
endure long in Korea as a distinct school. in Japan, Hossō (the Japanese
reading of the chinese word Faxiang) became one of the major early schools
in nara and Heian period buddhism, with the Kōfukuji Temple in nara as
its headquarters. Hossō was an active and distinct tradition in Japan long
after its influence had waned in china and Korea, with Hossō scholar
monks participating in major doctrinal debates with Pure land and Tendai
opponents into the Kamakura period. Eventually, however, the Hossō tra-
dition would end up losing influence in Japan to the Tendai, nichiren, Zen,
and Pure land schools that advocated the one Vehicle position (discussed
in detail in chapter 9 of this book) in regard to the attainment of liberation.
despite its loss of broad influence, the school does still exist, based at the
Kōfukuji Temple in nara, led by the energetic author of this book.
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THE dEcision To TRanslaTE THis booK

When i was first given the opportunity, a few years back, to teach a course
on “buddhist psychology” (a convenient way of teaching Yogācāra in the
university curriculum) and i began to investigate what kinds of books
were available written in Japanese to be used as course texts, i discovered,
rather quickly, around fifteen candidate books that were written as intro-
ductions to this topic. in English, of course, there is not yet one full length
introduction to Yogācāra. on the whole, the situation is pretty much the
same across the board regarding introductions to various schools and
buddhist topics here in Japan, where there is no lack of such introduc-
tory texts (although i do have a feeling that it may be precisely due to the
image of Yogācāra as being perceived as “difficult” that some scholars feel
pressed to write an easy introduction, ending up with the situation where
there are perhaps more “introductions to Yogācāra” than there are for any
other tradition).

This disparity should not come as such a great surprise, since Japan is,
of course, a country with a long-continuing tradition of buddhist practice
and buddhist scholarship. This means that despite the ongoing tendency
toward secularization of society, there is still a significant amount of basic
background and interest in buddhist studies among the public to allow a
number of buddhism-centered publishing houses to stay in business. in
addition, the greater volume of production of introductory—and more
broadly speaking, popular—books on buddhism in Japan may simply be
due to the fact that most of the scholars are themselves buddhists, whether
formally declared or not, and thus feel a certain personal commitment to
use their knowledge as a way of spreading accurate dharma.

Writing a good, accessible, introductory book on Yogācāra is not easy—
and in some sense, even more difficult for a scholar who has spent his life
immersed in Yogācāra studies. Yogācāra material is so complex that those
who try to deliver an introduction of this system to the average reader find
that it is quite difficult to get started without getting the reader entangled
in a morass of arcane complexities. This is unfortunate, since the gist of
what Yogācāra has to teach, on a practical level, is rather straightforward,
dealing with quite observable and logical matters of everyday experience.
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as mentioned above, when i first began to peruse the introductory
Yogācāra books available to me in Japanese, i found more than a dozen
possible candidates, most of them published by some of the leading author-
ities in the field. in perusing these texts, however, i found out that almost
every single one of them jumped immediately into dense historical and
doctrinal issues that would be far beyond the capacities of my undergrad-
uates, none of whom were buddhist studies majors. These books also did
not attempt to explain how one might understand these Yogācāra con-
cepts—especially those concerning the individual function of karma—in
terms of one’s own lived experience. There was, however, an exception, a
book entitled Hajimete no yuishiki (lit. “beginning consciousness-only”)
written by the present abbot of Kōfukuji, Tagawa shun’ei. i found this
book to be well written, offering a concerted effort to try to show how the
principles of Yogācāra might be observed, and even applied in the course
of one’s daily living. its explanations of the functions of consciousness,
while thorough, did not get bogged down in technical language or philo-
logical and historical complexities. There was ample use of metaphor and
examples to clarify doctrinal explanations.

Thus, i selected it for use in my course. it turned out to be a success,
and having read through the book a few years in a row, i began to realize
that i would be able to translate it into English without too much difficulty.
aware that there was not yet a comparable work available in English, i
undertook the task.

in my translation, i have done my best to be faithful to the original
text, but there are places where i have taken the liberty of deleting infor-
mation (for example, discussions of Japanese kanji, or other Japanese cul-
tural materials that i thought to be overly tangential to the discussion).
i have also added information (such as some sanskrit equivalents, and
other explanatory background that i thought would be helpful to a West-
ern audience). The largest overall change is seen in my decision to ren-
der the ubiquitous Japanese term yuishiki as Yogācāra, rather than the
literal consciousness-only. The reason for this decision is that i felt that in
the vast majority of cases where the author uses this term, he is referring
to a group of thinkers, to a tradition, rather than the specific epistemo-
logical position of that tradition.
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in East asia, it is quite common to refer to the tradition as “consciousness-
only” (ch. weishi; Kor. yusik; Jp. yuishiki) but in the West, a significant por-
tion of the scholars who specialize in this tradition do so not from an East
asian background, but from an indian or Tibetan approach, and within this
group, a clear custom has developed to refer to the tradition by its indian
name of Yogācāra. i felt that in order to contribute to the growth of a unified
discourse of research and study in the West on this topic, it would be less
confusing if East asianists such as myself also refer to the overall tradition
itself by the name of Yogācāra, rather than by the term “consciousness-only.”
also, in attempting to use the term consciousness-only, there is already a
problem of potentially confusing multiple vocabulary with the various Eng-
lish renderings of vijñapti-mātratā and cittamātra with such terms as “mind-
only,” “mere-representation,” “cognition-only,” “mere cognition,” and so on.
Hence my decision to stick with Yogācāra.

a. charles muller
Tokyo, 2009
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Foreword

in recent years, Japan has seen a noticeable interest developing in the
indian and post-indian forms of buddhism that served as the back-
drop for the formation of the Heian and Kamakura buddhism. The

general public has come to understand that there are doctrinal teachings of
buddhism upon which such foundational Japanese masters as Kūkai and
saichō, shinran, dōgen, and nichiren greatly relied in making their own
impact on their local form of the tradition. one of these buddhist doctri-
nal systems that originates in india is that of Yogācāra buddhism—com-
monly referred to in East asia as “consciousness-only buddhism.”

The indian buddhist schools of abhidharma and Yogācāra together
form a extremely detailed and complex scholarly system. To indicate the
difficulties involved in learning these two extremely complex buddhist
doctrinal systems, there is an old saying, “Yogācāra three years, abhidharma
eight years,” reflecting the amount of time it is thought to take to truly
master these two systems.

although Yogācāra buddhism is a notoriously complex doctrinal sys-
tem, at the same time it is a straightforward and realistic teaching that
offers much that we can draw upon for application to our daily lives. How-
ever, due to its complexity, truly accessible introductory works written on
the topic have been few and far between: detailed complexity and sim-
plicity don’t go so well with each other.

despite the difficulties to be seen in putting together a good introduc-
tory work on Yogācāra, Japanese specialists in this area have made efforts
to compose and publish some relatively easy introductory works for pub-
lic consumption, which has in turn led to an increase in interest on the
part of general readers. nonetheless, we still often hear complaints from



readers that these books are too difficult, and it is thus in response to these
voices that i have endeavored to write a book that avoids discussion of
hair-splitting details, and which, in as simple a language as possible, pro-
vides an introductory account of the basic Yogācāra teachings.

While Yogācāra may on one hand be characterized as nothing more than
the extended study of basic buddhist doctrine, it is also something that is
complete as a single religious system in itself. Therefore, in teaching about
Yogācāra, it is not merely my intention to select a list of essential items and
explain how these are experienced in the course of living one’s daily living.
Rather, it is my intention to explain the religious significance of these
teachings, and exactly how, as a whole, they can be appropriated and
applied in our daily lives.

This does not mean that this is the only way the book is to be read—i
think that this is something that needs to be tried and tested by each reader
from his own standpoint. one should be able to gain personal access to
the Yogācāra teachings while at the same time apply these within the frame-
work of understanding buddhism that one has developed heretofore. if
this book can in any way help to facilitate such an approach, i will be very
grateful.

Tagawa shun’ei
march 6, 1989
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Chapter One: Yogācāra Is...

noTHinG buT THE TRansFoRmaTions oF consciousnEss

i built my hut amid the throng of men,
but there is no din of carriages or horses.
You ask me how this can be?
When the heart is remote, the earth stands aloof.
Plucking chrysanthemums by the eastern hedge,
i see afar the southern hills;
The mountain air is fine at sunset;
Flying birds return home in flocks.
in this return lies real meaning;
i want to explain it, but i lose the words.

Tao Yuanming, “Drinking Wine”

it might be surprising that i choose to open up this discussion with Tao
Yuanming’s poem “drinking Wine.”1 However, seeing that we are going
to engage ourselves with Yogācāra buddhism from the perspective of its rel-
evance in dealing with our daily lives, i would like to take this poem as our
point of departure.

i was in my second year of high school when i was first introduced to
this chinese poem. since that time, i have continued to re-read it from
time to time, and whenever i do, a proverb comes to mind, which goes:
“The great recluse hides himself in the city markets; the minor recluse
hides in the deep mountains.” our teacher, mr. u., also taught us this
proverb for the purpose of drawing out the meaning of the poem. i



remember having been somewhat puzzled by its meaning at the time, but
later on, after entering into the world of buddhism, its meaning became
increasingly clear.

While it is indeed the case that anyone who is practicing meditation in
a buddha-hall is seeking enlightenment as some sort of distant goal, the
fact is that the temples, practice centers, and the buddhist path do not
exist for any purpose other than for us to fully understand ourselves exactly
as we are here and now. Where we are now, as shown in Tao Yuanming’s
poem—the hut in the midst of the world of people—is precisely our prac-
tice center, and so it doesn’t do us any good to try to escape from it. We
should think about the buddha-path and the meditation hall in the way of
the great recluse who “withdraws to the city streets.” This is the main rea-
son this poem resonates with me, and thus i continue to re-read it.

but there is also another reason.
Tao Yuanming has told us that in the noisy world of men—living in the

middle of the city—he hears no noisy traffic. He has, in answering his own
question, arrived at a conclusion: “when the mind is remote, the earth
stands aloof.” i take “When the mind is remote” to mean that the mind is
distantly removed from its attachments. so what is this world of ours, when
viewed by the person who has a “remote mind”? Whether it be someone
who boisterously takes the lead in worldly affairs, or, on the other hand, the
spiritually-attuned person who is profoundly aware of the pitfalls of deep
attachment to one’s ego—both of these people are, after all, overwhelmed
by, and washed along in the flow of daily affairs. However, we can be cer-
tain that they are perceiving their circumstances along the way in a quite
different manner.

The great recluse Tao Yuanming tells us that he is removed from the
clamor of the world of men. but how about us? We ordinary people fre-
quently seek to be able to escape from day-to-day living in the way of the
lesser recluse, who goes deep in the mountains to be alone. if we really
think it through, we can say that while we live in the same world, each per-
son sees things in his or her own way, and there is a sense in which each one
of us is in fact living in his own world. This fact is very interesting to take
into account as we accumulate the experiences of daily living, yet from
another perspective, it can also be a bit scary.
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Given the admonition of Tao Yuanming about “distancing the mind,”
what we need to consider is whether such “distancing” is actually a func-
tion of our own minds, and if so, if it is a fundamental, innate function—
or perhaps even the mind’s basic character? The Yogācāra teachings that we
will discuss constitute the form of buddhism that has taken under the
deepest consideration these problems regarding the composition and func-
tion of our mind.

The Yogācāra project, which attempts to accurately map out the con-
crete structure of our minds, develops as the result of coming to a profound
understanding of the relationship between ourselves and the myriad
objects in our environment, and then correlating these with the basic teach-
ings of Śākyamuni buddha. The central tenet of Yogācāra is usually said to
be that of “consciousness-only,” which means, more precisely, “nothing but
the transformations of consciousness.”

The characterization “nothing but the transformations of conscious-
ness” can be further as “nothing but that which has been transformed by
consciousness.” i am afraid, however, that starting off with this kind of
arcane approach is probably not very helpful for newcomers to this topic,
so i’d like to step back and take a gentler approach for a moment.

at the clapping of hands,
The carp come swimming for food;
The birds fly away in fright, and
a maiden comes carrying tea—
sarusawa Pond.

This is a line of Japanese tanka poetry, which expresses distinct ways of
interpreting a particular event, based on a few traditional Japanese images.
if one claps one’s hands the carp (which are conditioned to come for feed-
ing at the clap of the hands) will come swimming to the water’s edge for
food; birds, on the other hand, will fly away in fright. Yet again, to the
waitress in the traveler’s inn, it is a notification that the guest wants tea.

sarusawa Pond (monkey marsh Pond) lies in the middle of a famous
tourist area in nara. it is said that this verse was written because there are
so many travelers inns (ryokan) in that area, but it is also well known as a
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place where one can, from the water’s edge, look up at the impressing fig-
ure of the five-story pagoda of Kōfukuji temple.

Yogācāra is the doctrine of the Hossō (ch. Faxiang) school, one of the
six schools of the southern (nara) court, and Kōfukuji is the long-
flourishing headquarters for the study of Hossō teachings. Therefore, this
tanka line which at first glance does not appear to say anything out of the
ordinary, actually is a direct expression of the essence of the Yogācāra way
of thinking.

The subject of the verse is the extremely simple action of “clapping the
hands.” This verse shows that despite the singular character of this action,
and the singular character of the sound that is generated, its meaning can
be dramatically different depending upon the individual conditions of the
receiver of the sound.

on the other hand, we can all call to mind the case of seeing the same
thing many times over and over. Everyone has had the experience of hav-
ing their impression of a particular object change depending upon their
feelings or conditions at a given moment. This is because the object is seen
under the influence of the mental state of that moment. of course, at the
time when we are looking at something, we are generally not aware of the
way our feelings are being projected into the situation.

seen in this way, our so-called cognition, or the action of discerning the
meaning of things as they are perceived by us, is never in any case a per-
ception of the external world exactly as it is, but rather a world that can only
be apprehended via its interface with our present mental state. in other
words, it is nothing other than our own mind that constructs things and
determines their content. This is the meaning of “consciousness-only,” or
“nothing but the transformations of consciousness.” and, if we turn this
around, we ourselves are nothing other than things that dwell in a world
defined by the limits of that which is knowable by the functions of our
own mind.

There is a sense in which this can actually seem pretty scary. Why?
because if there is abundance in my mind, i’ll be able to experience life
dwelling in a world of abundance; but on the other hand, if there is poverty
in my mind, there will be no recourse except for me to reside in a world of
poverty. if i have no recourse but to finish my days in poverty, this would
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indeed be a sad human limitation. However, the notion of “nothing but the
transformations of consciousness” teaches us accurately about the mode
of the reality we experience. because of this, we can develop a deep aware-
ness that we have no recourse but to continually and repeatedly reflect on
ourselves. The effort of trying to live life with this kind of earnest reflection
can be understood to be the practice of Yogācāra buddhism.

THE FouR asPEcTs oF coGniTion and
THE THREE Kinds oF obJEcTs

as we have broached the topic of consciousness-only and nothing but the
transformations of consciousness through this poetic imagery, i would like to
proceed by providing a few further examples from daily experience that
will hopefully shed further light on these notions.

We are, in the midst of our day-to-day affairs, continuously experienc-
ing the mental functions of seeing, hearing, and thinking, assuming all the
while that we are directly seeing, hearing, and understanding the external
world. but careful analysis makes it quite clear that this cannot actually be
the case. according to Yogācāra buddhism, what we actually perceive are
images of the things of the external world as they are transformed by our own
consciousness, and reflected onto our own mind. This being so, the things
of the world that we are seeing and hearing cannot be the world exactly as
it is. all of the things around us are the transformations by our own con-
sciousnesses. This is the basic Yogācāra approach to understanding the rela-
tionship between ourselves and our environment.

We assume that we are sensing and seeing the scenery of the mountains
in the distance and clouds in the sky that spread out before us in the way
that these things actually exist. We also prefer to think that we are accu-
rately recognizing the people and events surrounding us as we carry out
our daily lives. When someone happens to point out that our view lacks
objectivity and is off the mark, we don’t like it.

However, if we think it through, even though the mountain we are
presently seeing is a single entity, upon reflection it should become clear to
us that we are actually seeing the mountain via the medium of the outward-
going projection of various mental conditions that are specific to us as
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individuals. Rather than seeing the mountain as it really is, what i am actu-
ally seeing is a mountain that is colored and altered by my own mind.

it is said that a painter picks up the brush upon the feeling of being
moved by the power of the scene of the mountain that stands before him.
When we look at the scenes of mt. Fuji painted by famous Japanese artists
such as Hayashitake and Ryuzaburo umehara, even though theoretically
speaking we should see in their respective works the same exact image of
the mountain, the mt. Fuji that ends up being painted on the canvas con-
tains a wide range of distortions.

concerning this, nakagawa Kazumasa (a famous living Japanese artist)
has written that the work of the painter is to “fix” what is moved in his
mind, while the mind that receives this deep impression “undoes” the
shape. if this is the case, then we can say that the distorted image of mt. Fuji
that is painted onto the canvas is one that has been transformed in the
painter’s mind according to the received impression, and this is what the
painter has fixated upon.

although these kinds of artistic distortions may not be readily apparent
while we are in the process of carrying out our daily lives, it is nonetheless
the case that while we are in the midst of our daily activities, we are, just like
these painters, perceiving all the things we must come in contact with dif-
ferently according to our various mental states. and we can take it a step
further and say that we are also transforming and perceiving things in the
way that provides the greatest convenience for the carrying out of our life.
according to Yogācāra, this is a stark fact of our existence.

because our mind is actually working like an agent that manifests all
objects of cognition, the Yogācāras, rather than simply calling it “mind,” call
it “the mind that transforms” or “the mind as agent of transformation.” in
the same vein, because our cognitive objects (or “objective realm”) are
things that are in fact manifested by the mind-as-agent-of-transformation,
they are called “transformed objects,” rather than simply “objects.”

To explain the functions of the subjectively transforming mind and
objectively transformed objects in a coherent system, Yogācāra developed
the teaching of the four aspects of cognition and the three kinds of objects.
The explanation of the four aspects of cognition clarifies the function of
the mind in its role as transforming subject, and the explanation of the
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three kinds of objects clarifies the character of the objects that are trans-
formed. Within these theories, the Yogācāras carry out a hair-splitting
analysis in regard to our cognitive functioning. This kind of subtle analy-
sis is a bit hard to get the first time around, but efforts made toward under-
standing it are truly worthwhile, since once one has gotten this, it can be
said that one has penetrated the core principle of Yogācāra. Therefore the
saying, “if one understands the four aspects of cognition and three kinds of
objects, the mastery of Yogācāra is half accomplished.”

The Four Aspects of Cognition

The theory of the four aspects of cognition, which clarifies the action of the
“mind that acts as agent of transformation” tells us that the processes of
our cognitive function can be divided into four parts. These are: (1) the
objective aspect; (2) subjective aspect; (3) witnessing aspect; and (4) re-
witnessing aspect.

in the process of the cognition of any given object, the first step is the
mental function of perceiving the object and then determining what it is.
in general, it is understood that this is an external object (something out-
side the mind). it is normally assumed that this thing that is “outside the
mind” is taken as object, and the mind subjectively identifies it. so most of
us think.

However, according to Yogācāra, when the cognitive mental function-
ing is activated, the mind itself is actually divided into four aspects, depend-
ing upon the particular function, and that which we know as cognitive
function is established based on this division. These four are the aspects of:
(1) that which is seen (objective aspect), (2) that which sees (subjective
aspect); (3) the confirmation of that seeing (witnessing aspect), and (4)
the acknowledgment of that confirmation (re-witnessing aspect). usually,
even in the case when we are firmly convinced that we are directly per-
ceiving and understanding something that exists outside of the mind, the
fact is that it is actually this objective aspect that has been transformed
within our minds. in other words, although that which appears in our
minds is nothing more than an image resembling that object, we take it to
be the actual object of our cognition.
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if this is indeed the case, one might well extend this point further to say
that what we call cognition is nothing but “the mind seeing the mind.” it
would certainly not be wrong to say this, but it is not that simple, either. This
will be covered fully below. The analysis of these four aspects, especially the
notion of the objective aspect that is transformed from its original form in
being taken as an object of the mind, and being thought of as an image, orig-
inates in the Yogācāra school, as the word yogācāra (“yoga practice”) refers to
the practice of focusing one’s mind—meditative concentration.

in the commonsense understanding of the notion, the idea of focusing
one’s mind in meditation is usually associated with the severing of the con-
nection with the external world, assuring that, in the state of deep medita-
tion, there is little connection with concrete things. However, it was often
the case that adepts at yoga practice had the experience of seeing an image
of the buddha as the content of their deep meditation. of course, that
buddha was a buddha seen from the individual meditator’s own perspec-
tive, and so there was no such thing as a physically present buddha corre-
sponding directly to this image.

based on this experience, Yogācāra practitioners came to the conclusion
that the cognitive object called “buddha” was something that was mani-
fested from within their own minds. as they gradually came to an under-
standing of the function of the mind that confirmed that what they were
seeing in meditation was in fact the buddha (rather than something, or
someone, else other than the buddha), they eventually arrived to the estab-
lishment of the doctrine of the four aspects of cognition.

The doctrine of the four aspects of cognition takes as its objects both the
cognition of sensory objects in our daily life as well as those things that are
manifested by our mind. Taking this as a focal point, and reflecting again
upon the commonly-held assumption that we see things as they actually
are, we come to gain a modicum of understanding of the fact that these
things are never seen in any way except that which is suitable to us. To the
extent that our mental functioning is subject to this limitation, there is no
reason to assume that we will ever see anything as it actually is. Thus the
characterization as “nothing but the transformations of consciousness”
strongly suggests that our assumption that we see things as they actually
exist is in need of serious reconsideration.
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This demarcation of these cognitive functions into these four parts of
cognitive function of objective aspect, subjective aspect, witnessing aspect,
and re-witnessing aspect is usually difficult to grasp the first time around.
For the purpose of aiding in the understanding of this process, a simile
based on the process of measuring cloth has long been used. in it, the cloth
represents the objective aspect, with the subjective aspect being the meas-
uring scale. The witnessing aspect is seen as the function of coming to know
the size of the cloth, and the re-witnessing aspect is represented by the
notation of the size of the cloth.

another way of thinking about the four aspects can be seen in the case
where at the moment i say, “i am presently looking at my watch, and the
time is 7:30 pm.” in that situation, first, the watch is the objective aspect,
and the seeing of the watch is the subjective aspect. Then, the confirmation
of the fact that the hands of the clock are indicating the position of 7:30 is
like the witnessing aspect. Then, since it is usually the case that when that
kind of confirmation is made, it is something done consciously, this kind
of conscious stage can be understood to be the re-witnessing aspect.

Three Categories of Transformed Objects

Three categories are utilized in order to clarify the character of objects
that are transformed: (1) objects as they are in themselves—their raw sen-
sate appearance; (2) objects that are merely illusion, and (3) objects that
are originally derived from raw sensate appearance but which end up being
falsely perceived. Here, i would just like to introduce these concepts with-
out going into extensive detail. but the reader should understand that this
category of “objects of cognition” under discussion here is none other
than the objective aspect (discussed just above) that manifests through
transformation in the mind. Here, the three categories are distinguished
in terms of the extent to which they are grounded in raw sensate experi-
ence (for the sake of simplicity, let’s just say “the actual things of the exter-
nal world”):

(1) The objects as they are in themselves are images manifested through
transformation based on raw sensate appearance, and are correct objects of
cognition.
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(2) on the other hand, the objects that are completely illusory have no
relationship to the raw sensate appearance, but are images projected on the
mind by the power of the attention that the mind has generated on its
own, and thus are utterly ungrounded cognitive objects. illusions are good
examples of the objects of this category.

(3) Things that “derive from raw sensate appearance but which are mis-
takenly perceived” are objects that despite being grounded in raw sensate
appearance are, due to the circumstances, not correctly apprehensible, and
thus they are the sorts of objects that we call “mistaken,” “misconstrued,” or
“misidentified.”

We touch upon various things every day, meet various kinds of people,
and are encountering various situations and events as we carry out our day-
to-day living. at that time, is quite natural for us to think that in regard to
the objects of our mental functions of perceiving, thinking, and making
judgments, that we are directly seeing, hearing, and making judgments in
regard to this and that object. However, according to Yogācāra buddhism,
those cognized objects have already been colored and transformed by our
minds in the process of their manifestation.

There are those who would object by saying it is the environment that
determines the mental consciousness. However, the relationship between
oneself and the things that surround oneself is not that simple. as we have
already seen, it is more the case that one’s mind determines the content of
the environment, and that “self ” surrounded by the environment which
was secretly manifested through transformation is once again cognized by
us. This is understood as the real composition of things.

despite the lack of any evidence to support this case, we tend to feel
rather stubbornly that our own view of things is undistorted. but with a
thorough pursuit of the Yogācāra way of thinking, this problematic sense
of infallibility is readily dissolved.
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Chapter Two: The Structure of the Mind

suRFacE mind and dEEP mind

We lead our lives surrounded by all sorts of things. When annoyed, we
may try to escape them by moving to the quiet and simple life in the mid-
dle of the mountains, but the fact of our being surrounded by many things
does not change at all. as long as we are alive, there is no way that we can
ever sever ourselves from our environment. in managing our daily lives, we
have no recourse but to proceed while maintaining some kind of relation-
ship with all those things that surround us. at such a time, there will always
be things, people, and events. Rather than seeking to escape from them,
what we need to do is examine the way we cognize these things, and the
way we understand their content.

in Yogācāra buddhism, unusually deep consideration was undertaken in
regard to the nature of cognitive function and the objects of cognition. as
a result of their investigations, Yogācāra thinkers came to the conclusion
that although as a matter of convention we perceive the things of the exter-
nal world as if they were directly apprehended by us, and although we fur-
thermore think that we correctly interpret their meaning based on this
direct apprehension, these objects do not in fact exist in this way. Rather,
the Yogācārins said that these cognitive objects are actually transformed
by our own minds, and then are reflected onto our minds as images that
resemble those things.

since an image that resembles the thing is conjured through transforma-
tion and floated on the mind, it is natural that some of its distinctive aspects
will be sufficiently transmitted such that we can recognize it. However, we
have good reason to doubt the extent to which this manifestation actually



reflects the appearance of the thing as it is. despite this reasonable suspicion,
we proceed along with our lives thinking that we are accurately seeing, hear-
ing, judging, and understanding the objects that impinge on our awareness.
since none of us are intentionally trying to change the appearance of these
objects, wanting to distort their shape, or alter their appearance, we unthink-
ingly live out our lives believing that we are cognizing everything accurately.

an important implication of coming to terms with this observation is
that our daily life is not lived only in the mental domains of conscious
awareness. The regions of mind which we can reflect on and regulate are
known in buddhism as the six consciousnesses: the visual consciousness,
auditory consciousness, olfactory consciousness, gustatory consciousness,
tactile consciousness, and thinking consciousness. However, these six kinds
of awareness alone cannot account for the full range of our thoughts and
activities. For example, standing in front of the same mountain, the sea-
soned veteran mountain climber and the raw novice see the face of that
mountain with a dramatically different understanding. our ordinary
thinking consciousness has accumulated a great number of years’ experi-
ence, for which it lacks the capacity to contain fully.

it was in regard to this observation that the Yogācārins, deliberating on
the composition of our mind and its functions of conscious awareness,
came to be convinced that there had to be an additional, deeper layer of
mind, which, while continuously imposing its influence on everyday con-
scious awareness, also served as its underlying basis. Thus, they posited a
subconscious region of the mind, comprised of the two deep layers of con-
sciousness of manas and ālaya-vijñāna.

The custom of numbering the major distinct faculties of consciousnesses
was in place from the time of early indian buddhism, and was still retained
as a basic standard in the lesser vehicle buddhism taught in texts such as the
Abhidharmakośa-bhāsya. Yogācāra buddhism, in its earliest stages, took
this traditional scheme as its point of departure, but its thinkers gradually
began to develop their own distinct model, having come to the conclusion
that these six could not account for the entire mind, and represented noth-
ing more than its surface aspect.

Within these six consciousnesses, the visual, auditory, olfactory, gusta-
tory, and tactile consciousnesses each operate specifically in response to
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colors and shapes, sounds, odors, tastes, and tactile objects. They corre-
spond to what we know as sight, hearing, sense of smell, taste, and sense
of touch—in other words, the five senses, each sensory activity occurring
through its corresponding sense organ. These five consciousnesses all
share the feature of only being able to cognize a presently existing object
as it is.

For example, in the case where the visual consciousness arises based on
the presence of a red flower, the material object that constitutes the objec-
tive aspect of the visual consciousness is nothing more than the direct per-
ception of a red-hued object with a certain shape. at this point, it is a type
of cognition which lacks any intermediary, such as language, to apply
meaning. This is what we call direct perception. at this stage, there is no
understanding that says, “This is a bright red flower, and this flower is a
lotus.” The object of cognition at this time is an object as it is in itself—a
raw sensate appearance among the three kinds of objects described in chap-
ter 1. since the lotus flower has an incredible fragrance, the olfactory con-
sciousness naturally arises, creating a scent that is known exclusively by the
olfactory consciousness.

The cognition that “this is a bright red flower, this flower is a lotus, and
it has a very good smell” is something that occurs on the next level, that of
the function of the thinking consciousness (mano-vijñāna). The thinking
consciousness, the sixth, accounts for the mental functions of perception,
emotion, deliberation, and volition, and is essentially equivalent to what is
referred to as “the mind” in everyday language. Expressing this with the
present-day idiom of “information processor,” the information gathered is
that which is perceived by the five consciousnesses, gathered through the
five sense faculties.

The method of processing this information is a problem of the func-
tion of the thinking consciousness. The five consciousnesses of eyes, ears,
noses, tongue, and body all constitute relatively simple cognitive functions.
since these consciousnesses are understood to operate “prior” to the think-
ing consciousness, they are usually subsumed as a group under the rubric
of prior five consciousnesses.

The sixth, thinking consciousness, functions concurrently with the prior
five consciousnesses. Taking the pure cognition of the object as it is, and
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recognizing that “this is a bright red lotus flower, which has a wonderful
fragrance” is the function of the thinking consciousness. While the prior
five consciousnesses are limited in only being able to directly perceive a
presently existent object as it is, the sixth thinking consciousness, while
functioning in the framework of the present, can also reflect back upon
the past as well as anticipate the future.

since the cognition of present objects by the prior five consciousnesses
just as they are occurs through the sense organs, a temporary interruption
(such as when one shuts one’s eyes) will lead the cognitive function of that
consciousness to be terminated. While the cognition by the prior five con-
sciousnesses is limited to a particular place—the thinking consciousness—
the mental activity concerning the lotus flower that has been seen up until
then can be continued. it is precisely because of this ability to maintain
continuity that one may reflect afterward on the lotus flower repeatedly
and from various perspectives, giving one’s imagination free reign. Recol-
lecting the past, anticipating the future, or carrying out a variety of calcu-
lations and comparisons, and then gathering and synthesizing all of
these—these are the functions of the thinking consciousness.

in considering the prior five consciousnesses and the thinking con-
sciousness, we can easily imagine the numerous differences in terms of the
range of their function, or the objective referent that they discern.
nonetheless, since the prior five consciousnesses and the sixth conscious-
ness share in common the general function of discerning and distinguish-
ing the content of their respective objects, Yogācāra buddhism categorizes
the prior five and the thinking consciousness together as the consciousnesses
that discern objects. However, for Yogācāra these six consciousnesses are far
from being all there is to the mind, since these object-discerning con-
sciousnesses do not suffice to explain the full gamut of our mental life.

THE ālaYa-ViJñāna and THE manas

1. The Limitations of the Six Consciousnesses

as distinguished from the view of the six consciousnesses in place since
early indian buddhism, the Yogācāras hypothesized that our mind was
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composed of eight consciousnesses. The eight consciousnesses include the
six object-discerning consciousnesses, plus the manas (fundamental men-
tation consciousnesses), and ālaya-vijñāna (store consciousness).

if we attempt earnestly to ascertain the true aspect of our human exis-
tence—to whatever degree it is knowable—we must assume that there is a
subconscious mind that, while serving as the basis for our existence, is
ceaselessly exerting great influence on our conscious daily lives. it is pre-
cisely the proof and definition of this subconscious mind that the
Yogācāras took up as their central focus of their investigations. above, we
explained that the accumulation of long years of experience is something
that cannot be accounted for within the function of the thinking con-
sciousness. To test this, let’s reflect on our own past for a moment.

despite its vast range of function beyond that of the sense conscious-
nesses, if we consider the sixth consciousness from the perspective of the
full range of our past experiences, it turns out to be something quite shal-
low and limited. obviously, we forget many of the things we have done
over our lifetimes. However, imagine if there were no retention whatso-
ever of the traces of those events that have occurred within ourselves? if this
were the case, no matter what we might apply ourselves to do, it would be
impossible for us to improve at anything. However, we know that with
even a small amount of practice, we are going to become better and more
skilled. For the time being, then, we have to acknowledge that there has to
be a mental region where such experiences are accurately retained. but
what becomes of the thinking consciousness when we are sleeping soundly?
since its mode of existence is thinking, and thinking has ceased, practi-
cally speaking, that consciousness has ceased to exist. There is a complete
interruption in the function and existence of this consciousness. This
notion of interruption is critical in the Yogācāra theory of the mind.

The thinking consciousness is not something that is operating contin-
uously—it has intervals. This is something that is readily understandable
in commonsense terms, but there is a special problem in this fact for
buddhism, since unlike other religions that assume the existence of an
enduring soul, or self (ātman) that grounds the being and holds it together
in times of mental inactivity, one of the basic tenets of the buddhist teach-
ing is that any such assumed self cannot be anything other than a fiction.
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This being the case, there is nothing to unite these interruptions, and even
a provisional self as a unifying entity cannot be posited. Having come to
this conclusion, they decided that there has to be a latent area of the mind
that is uninterrupted, firmly retaining the aftereffects of all we have done.
Yogācāra buddhism argued for the existence of such a mind, and called it
ālaya-vijñāna (store consciousness).

2. The Ālaya-Vijñāna and the Manas

in Yogācāra, the mind called the ālaya-vijñāna is hypothesized to be the
most fundamental mind, the mental region that accounts for the unbroken
continuity extending from the past to the future.

Practically speaking, there has to be an “i” that is changing on a daily
basis. but we know from experience that the i of yesterday is virtually the
same as the i of today, and there is not so much difference between the i of
a year ago and the i of today. We naturally feel like this. This changing-but-
unchanging so-called self is what we take to be our basis, that upon which
the stability of our life is maintained. and that basis is the ālaya-vijñāna.

in a buddhist framework, although we say “changing yet unchanging
self,” we are not talking about an unchanging essence, but something that
is fundamentally impermanent in its nature. We nonetheless end up grasp-
ing this aspect of continuity and misconstrue it to be an unchanging, rei-
fied self. it is said that in addition to the ālaya-vijñāna, we also have within
us an aspect of mentation that is carrying out this “i-making” function.
The Yogācāras first posited this aspect of mind, which they called the
manas, proposing that there is a function of mind that is secretly, ceaselessly
attaching itself to the notion of a continuous and unbroken self. since the
manas is also engaged in a rudimentary kind of thought, some of its func-
tions also overlap with those of the thinking consciousness.

it was already stated that the task of gathering and determining how to
process information was one of the functions of the thinking conscious-
ness. but it is unlikely that the thinking consciousness would be capable of
fully operating in an independent manner during this information pro-
cessing. concerning this, Yogācāra hypothesizes that the thinking con-
sciousness has the manas as its support (skt. āśraya).

16 living yoga-ca-ra



The “i-making” function of the manas also has an outward-going influ-
ence, since Yogācāra buddhism understands that no matter how accurate
a judgment we endeavor to make, we are essentially incapable of going
beyond the purview of a judgment that we believe would be good for our
own situation. This is taken as evidence of the pervasive and unbroken
function of the manas. The manas in turn takes the ālaya-vijñāna as its
underlying basis. Thus, in Yogācāra buddhism the ālaya-vijñāna is under-
stood to be the most basic form of mind.

3. The Three Subjective Transformations

Thus, the Yogācāras began to conjecture the structure of mind as being com-
posed of eight consciousnesses, distributed in two deep levels of mind as
the manas and ālaya-vijñāna, followed by the six surface levels including
the visual, auditory, olfactory, gustatory, tactile, and thinking conscious-
nesses. as we have also noted, our mind has the function of manifesting the
object of cognition on the mind as an “image.” in this very important sense,
the mind is not simply seen as mind, but as a mind that carries out trans-
formations. This mind as subjective transformer consists of three layers.

The first mind as subjective transformer is the ālaya-vijñāna. The ālaya-
vijñāna flawlessly retains all of our past experiences, and recognizes and
contextualizes things as we cognize them. our experiences, according to
their depth and significance upon our lives, are difficult to remove.

The second subjective transformer is the manas. in this case, objects of
cognition are transformed by a deep attachment to the self, and the result-
ing tendencies to protect and further that self.

Then, already subject to these subconscious influences, the cognitive func-
tion of the thinking consciousness and the five sense consciousnesses—that is,
the discrimination of things—arises. When one is focused on seeing or hear-
ing, what is seen and what is heard are naturally different from each other.
since these consciousnesses are aware only of their own objects, the only things
that are transformed are their own objective images. Thus, the six object-
aware consciousnesses together constitute the third subjective transformer.

From this we can begin to understand the profound difficulties involved
in knowing the actual way of being of any given thing as it really is.
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Chapter Three: The Functions of the Mind

THE mind-KinG and mEnTal FuncTions

in the course of our everyday lives, we casually refer to the psychological
aspect of our existence as mind without giving it special thought. Yogācāra
buddhists saw the mind as being distinguishable into eight kinds of aspects
(eight consciousnesses), and furthermore saw them as dynamically consti-
tuting the three subjective transformations.

in East asian Yogācāra buddhism, the eight consciousnesses are known
collectively as the eight consciousnesses mind-king (citta). While mind is usu-
ally regarded as a single entity, when it is analyzed into its substance and its
functions, the term mind-king is used to connote the sense of “master,” or
“main part.” in contrast to this are the functions that occur based within this
substantive mind-king, which are called mental factors (skt. caitta).

in Yogācāra, the essence of the substantive mind-king is first understood
to cognize the essential, or general aspects of things, after which it gives rise
to discriminating, discursive knowing. The mind-king-as-substance first
executes a general type of cognition, and as it begins its activity, the men-
tal functions arise and begin to scrutinize the object in greater detail, at
the same time generating various thoughts.

For instance, when we are presented with a blue box, the general recog-
nition that it is a blue box is made by the mind-king. after that, the detailed
cognition that the main part of the box is deep blue, and the lid only is
light blue, is the work of mental factors. and of course, the further thought
that “i want this box” also occurs within the mental factors. Whether it is
a thing, a person, or an event, according to Yogācāra we are completing
our cognitive function through this process.



Yogācāra posits fifty-one of these mental factors, which are categorized
into six general types. as explained in the Lucid Introduction to the One
Hundred Dharmas,2 they are arranged in this manner:

(1) omnipresent factors: attention, contact, sensation, perception,
intention.

(2) object-contingent factors: desire, resolve, mindfulness, concen-
tration, intelligence.

(3) wholesome factors: faith, zeal, conscience, shame, not covet-
ing, no anger, no folly, pliancy, no laxity, indifference, not
harming.

(4) afflictions: craving, ill-will, pride, ignorance, doubt, incorrect
views.

(5) secondary afflictions: anger, enmity, anxiety, concealing, deceit,
flattery, arrogance, hostility, jealousy, parsimony, unscrupu-
lousness, shamelessness, unbelief, indolence, negligence, slack-
ness, agitation, forgetting, incorrect cognition, distraction.

(6) four uncategorized factors: drowsiness, regret, discovery, scrutiny.

These technical terms for our mental functions were developed as the
result of the work of a long tradition of buddhist scholasticism examining
human behavior, and precisely identifying the variety of modes of our men-
tal functioning in daily life. This terminology was further developed into
its final form by the Yogācāra school.

For instance, the wholesome group consists of good mental functions
that improve one’s spiritual condition. basic buddhist teachings state that
if we continually maintain these kinds of mental functions, we will even-
tually arrive to the states of a buddha or bodhisattva. conversely, the men-
tal functions that bring unremitting suffering to our bodies and minds are
listed in the category containing the twenty-six items of the afflictions and
secondary afflictions.

These mental factors are concrete mental functions that we all experi-
ence. The clear presentation of the concrete functions of the mind are just
the first indication of the precision with which Yogācāra buddhism
attempts to scrutinize the actual condition of the human mind. it is a view
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of humanity that, while focusing on human behavior as the intersection of
goodness and affliction, tries to realize suffering, regardless of its depth.
Yogācāra also tells us that it is precisely within the subtle intertwining of
these mental functions that that intense suffering is brought to body and
mind, and only based on sincere reflection in the course of our everyday liv-
ing can the religious world be established.

since we will be taking up the wholesome factors, the afflictions, and
secondary afflictions categories for detailed examination in chapter 6 and
chapter 7, i will here treat the groups of omnipresent, object-contingent,
and uncategorized.

omniPREsEnT and obJEcT-conTinGEnT FacToRs

1. Omnipresent Factors

omnipresent factors are the most basic psychological functions active in
all situations, concomitant with the mind-king and all mental factors. The
five omnipresent factors include: attention, contact, sensation, perception,
and volition.

no matter the situation, for cognition to be established, the mind must
first be awakened and arouse concern for the object. attention (skt. man-
askāra) is the name of the function of arousing concern for an object, the
function that initially stimulates the mind. once the stimulated mind has
come into association with its object, the conditions for establishing cog-
nition are gradually established. contact (skt. sparśa) puts the mind into
such a state, and is the support for the ensuing functions of sensation, per-
ception, and volition.

a problem now arises: in its relation to “me,” is the cognitive object that
is being taken in something good, something bad, or neither? The recep-
tion of the cognitive object is called the mental function of sensation (skt.
vedanā). in the case where the object brings about displeasure or pain, it is
called sensation of pain. Pleasurable sensations are called sensation of pleas-
ure and experiences of objects that are neither pleasurable nor painful are
called sensation of indifference. These are classified together as the three
sensations.
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Within the process of cognizing an object, our mind becomes entwined in
the sensory awareness of liking and disliking at a very early juncture. and since
there is such thing as indifferent sensation, we know that not every instance
of perception of objects is involved with affectivity. There are numerous
objects that we experience in our daily lives that do not result in pleasant/
unpleasant, painful/satisfying sensations and emotions. For instance, we
can consider the way reception of cognitive objects is changed when such
objects overwhelm us by exceeding our present cognitive capacity.

Perception can be understood as the process of taking in a copy of an
image of something into the mind and associating it with words. This men-
tal factor functions in such a way that it takes that thing received as the
object of cognition and fits it into the framework possessed by the “i” who
receives it. it is at that time that one clearly apprehends exactly what the
cognized object is.

Each person has their own frame for apprehending things as a matter of
necessity. Yet while an individual’s own framework might be unique, each
one is deeply influenced by one’s society, race, and culture. Why? because
the ultimate frame of perception is none other than language itself. This
reception is described as being carried out at the level of the sixth con-
sciousness, meaning that that which is actually digesting information is
none other than the framework known as language.

However, speaking of this frame presents another type of restriction,
and whether or not the distinct cognition formed upon the basis of lan-
guage is a valid cognition is another problem. The function of further clar-
ifying the object of cognition by applying language skillfully is understood
to be a problem that appears not at this present stage of perception, but
rather falls under the purview of the mental factors known as discovery
(vitarka) and scrutiny (vicāra), which are among the uncategorized factors
that will be discussed below. The image of the thing that is to be cognized
is clearly copied onto the mind, where it is absorbed. Perception then
occurs as the mental function that fits it into one’s own behavioral and
thought patterning.

The mental factor of volition is understood to be comprised of three
sequential stages: (1) evaluation, (2) decision-making, and (3) initiation of
action. Evaluation is the basic psychological function taken in regard to
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the cognition of an object based on the prior phases of attention, contact,
sensation, and perception, where the various options involved regarding the
taking of action (karma) are contemplated in regard to the object. decision-
making is a mental function wherein one decides whether or not to take
a certain type of action in regard to the object. initiation of action is a
mental activity of receiving the content of the decision, and initiating a
concrete action.

as for concrete action, our daily activities are completed through three
general modes: bodily activity (deeds), verbal activity (speech), and men-
tal activity (thought). Bodily activity (kāya-karman) is any action in which
bodily function is included, verbal activity (vāk-karman) refers to linguis-
tic behavior, and mental activity (manas-karman) is the deliberation that
occurs in the mind. mental activity is also understood in a positive sense
in buddhism as the mysterious activity that occurs within our own minds
that is inaccessible to others.

because volition is the mental function that constitutes the mainspring
of our concrete behavior, the essences of the three karmas of deed, speech,
and thought are to be found within these three stages of volition. The kar-
mas of deed and speech have initiation of action as their essence, and men-
tal activity (thought) has evaluation and decision-making as its essence.

2. Object-Contingent Factors

object-contingent mental factors differ from the prior omnipresent factors
in that they function only in regard to specific objects rather than being
operative in every situation. The five object-contingent mental factors
include desire, devoted interest, mindfulness, concentration, and intelligence.

concerning the karmic moral quality of the objects of these object-
dependent factors, it is assumed that these five are not directly associated
with either wholesomeness, unwholesomeness, or indeterminacy. While
this is similar to the case of the omnipresent factors, object-dependent fac-
tors tend to be explained with a focus on wholesome mental functioning.
This is the way Yogācāra buddhism schematizes the mind, but it must be
remembered that in the final analysis, the ultimate goal lies in nothing
other than entry into buddha-mind.
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Desire (chanda) is a mental function wherein one sees an object for
which it holds interest and concern, and hopes to attain it, or at least to see,
hear, or perceive it more deeply. When this mental factor of desire operates
in a wholesome way, it has the ability to offer us a foothold into the reli-
gious world, as it becomes the basis for the positive mental function of
zeal. The basic mental function that leads us to take the buddha-way as a
single path from which we do not deviate is desire in a positive mode—
wholesome desire.

Devoted interest (adhimukti) is a mental function that acknowledges
the object and retains it according to a clearly identifiable way of think-
ing. This can also function with wholesome, unwholesome, or indeter-
minate karmic moral quality, but as with the basic nuance of correctness
seen in the term devoted interest, there is already the anticipation of whole-
someness associated with the term. indeed, it is explained that it is only
in this place that a single, firm, excellent understanding can be established,
and where there should be no distraction. in terms of devoted interest,
no distraction means that the content of cognition is something that is not
easily corrupted.

The mental factor of mindfulness (smṛti) preserves the previously cog-
nized object such that is it not forgotten. because we possess the mental func-
tion of being able to powerfully engrave an impression in our minds without
forgetting, we can pour our minds into a specifically cognized object. The
mental factor that allows us to deeply concentrate feelings on this object
without distraction is called concentration (samādhi). This mental factor of
concentration has the factor of mindfulness as its support, and concentration
in turn serves as the support for the ensuing factor of intelligence.

in buddhism, concentration is commonly referred to as one of the basic
three buddhist disciplines: moral discipline, concentration, and wisdom.
in this case, the term refers specifically to the practice of (seated) medita-
tion, and it is further understood that true wisdom is derived from the
mental state produced in this kind of meditative concentration. The
object-contingent mental factor of concentration is normally understood
in terms of its operation in a wholesome mode, but in terms of its basic
potential, it is understood to be capable of operating in all three morally
qualitative modes of wholesome, unwholesome, and indeterminate.
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Therefore, the form of concentration under discussion here is neither
equivalent to meditative absorption (samāpatti) nor the concentration listed
among the three buddhist disciplines. Here, concentration refers to a gen-
eral psychological function of focus, wherein we naturally find ourselves
focusing on a single thing in everyday daily experience. This is known tech-
nically in Yogācāra as inherent concentration.

There are two kinds of concentration understood in Yogācāra
buddhism; the first is this inherent concentration, and the second is culti-
vated concentration, the latter being attained in the course of continuous
diligent practice of the buddhist path. The development of true wisdom
is dependent upon the degree to which a practitioner is able to cultivate
concentration. However, we cannot but be powerfully encouraged when
we consider that there is somehow an intimate connection between the
difficult-to-attain cultivated concentration and the general mental func-
tion of inherent concentration that is possessed by all of us.

Intelligence (prajñā) is the function of the mind that makes the choice
of selecting or rejecting the object of cognition. For example, even though
a handbag may look like a genuine Gucci, one’s intelligence can discern
that it is clearly a fake. based on this decision, the state of uncertainty as to
whether or not it is genuine can be removed. This kind of mental function
is labeled intelligence.

The mental factor of intelligence can also work in the modes of whole-
some, unwholesome, and indeterminate karmic moral quality. among
these, since intelligence functioning in an unwholesome mode would indi-
cate a mistaken judgment in regard to the object, it is classified under a
separate heading as the mental factor of incorrect view within the category
of afflictions. mistaken views have incredible power to lead us astray from
the buddha-path. Thus, the role of intelligence as a mental factor is rather
prominent as compared with other functions.

While the object-contingent factors are, generally speaking, mental
functions that operate within the manifest six consciousnesses of eyes, ears,
nose, tongue, body, and mind, this final factor of intelligence is understood
as operating not only within the sixth consciousness, but in the subcon-
scious region of the manas. as explained above, the manas pursues its
unbounded obsession with the self without lapse, even at the times when
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the activity of the sixth consciousness has stopped. in the manas’ function
of deep attachment, it is first necessary to either select or reject the object
of attachment. The mental function that offers up the object for attach-
ment by the manas is none other than the factor of intelligence from
among the object-dependent factors. Therefore, the factor of intelligence
as explained in Yogācāra is concomitant not only with the sixth con-
sciousness, but the seventh as well.

uncaTEGoRiZEd mEnTal FacToRs

The group of uncategorized mental factors includes the four of drowsi-
ness, regret, discovery, and scrutiny. These four mental functions have fea-
tures that problematize their categorization into the groups of
omnipresent factors, object-contingent, wholesome, afflictions, or sec-
ondary afflictions, and so they are collectively grouped under the rubric
uncategorized.

For instance, these mental activities all operate in the sixth conscious-
ness, and therefore, they can’t be categorized in the group of omnipresent
factors, which necessarily occur in any situation of the mind-king and men-
tal factors. and, unlike the wholesome and the afflictive factors, their
karmic moral quality is indeterminate.

Drowsiness (middha) does not refer to sleep itself, but to the function
that occurs at the time we are falling asleep. drowsiness is that which makes
us foggy-minded, as when, in a condition of dull-mindedness or confu-
sion, we cannot accurately cognize things, much less perceive their under-
lying nature and meaning. it is only when we enter the state of the sound
sleep (called extreme drowsiness) that the mental factor of drowsiness is
inoperative. This is because at the time of deep sleep, the thinking con-
sciousness has ceased to operate.

Recognition of one’s errors (kaukṛtya) is also known by the term regret.
such mental attitudes that arise when we reflect on previous actions and
experience thoughts of regret are called recognition of errors. We may strug-
gle over why we said or did something, and no matter the specifics of
related actions and consequences, they cannot result in anything but a state
of unease.
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This mental factor can function in either wholesome, unwholesome, or
morally indeterminate modes. When it functions wholesomely, its basic
character is to reflect on our prior wrongdoings, and even though this is not
necessarily a bad thing, the mind in this state is not calm. since a calm
response cannot be made, the potential exists to cause problems.

“Reflect, but don’t regret.”
There are people who engrave this maxim at their places of study.

Human beings are surrounded by regret wherever we go in our lives.
as described in the passages on perception and omnipresent factors,

discovery (vitarka) and scrutiny (vicāra) are functions that rely on language
to further clarify the cognitive object and deepen investigation of it. These
mental factors, based on their function, are said to be aspects of volition
and intelligence, but since their function lies within the sixth, thinking
consciousness, they cannot be strictly categorized as being either
omnipresent or object-contingent.
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Chapter Four: Building Up Experience
in the Latent Area of the Mind

THE FiRsT subJEcTiVE TRansFoRmER—THE ālaYa-ViJñāna

after carrying out a detailed analysis of the mind, the Yogācāras became con-
vinced that it was comprised of eight specific regions constituted by the prior
five consciousnesses of eyes, ears, nose, tongue, and body that handle the five
senses, along with the thinking consciousness, manas, and store conscious-
ness. The Yogācāras posited that these eight kinds of mind-king possessed the
ability to subjectively transform everything that surrounds us in the process
of three stages, which are known as the three subjective transformations.
among these, the most important is the first subjective transformer, the
eighth consciousness, the ālaya-vijñāna. in this chapter, we will first take a
look at the ālaya-vijñāna in its role as the subject that transforms the objects
of cognition. Ālaya is a sanskrit word that can be translated as store (or store-
house), and ālaya-vijñāna is often rendered into English as the “store con-
sciousness,” with the implication that it accumulates and preserves
information. What exactly is put away in this store consciousness? as a way
of getting around to answering this question, we need to first inquire as to
which region of consciousness we should regard as being the real center of the
mind-kings of the eight consciousnesses. From the perspective of the actual
experiences of everyday life, we might well consider the sixth, the thinking
consciousness (mano-vijñāna) as the center of the mind. We manage our
daily lives through the variety of functions governed by the thinking con-
sciousness. However, as we have already mentioned, this thinking con-
sciousness is subject to interruptions—it does not operate continuously.

For example, both fainting and deep sleep bring our thinking con-
sciousness to a halt. While one could argue that the case of fainting is



problematic based on the fact that it is such a rare occurrence, deep sleep
is a nightly certainty for most people. We understand that even if the think-
ing mind seems to operate continuously, it is something that is in fact fre-
quently interrupted, existing only as discontiguous fragments. if there were
no mental framework to pull these pieces together, we could not exist as
integrated beings. The ālaya-vijñāna is necessary to serve as the “backup”
for intentional, conscious life.

our actions and behavior are directly related to our interaction with
others. after we complete these actions, we can be certain that they will
always be evaluated in some way, and we can be sure that the reverbera-
tions of these acts will imprint society to one extent or another, whether it
be labeled as an “excellent achievement” or a “ crime.” in both cases we are
clearly subjected to, and imprinted with, a social evaluation; yet this social
evaluation is only made possible by our actions being seen through the eyes
of others.

so what happens when our negative actions are not seen by others? since
no one is watching, the perpetrator of some nasty business assumes that he
will never be subject to public evaluation. afterward, he may hear people
say things like “there are really some bad people hanging around, aren’t
there.” Playing dumb, he sticks out his tongue at them behind their backs,
and that’s the end of it. From the perspective of society, the case is closed.
but what ends up happening to such a person on the inside?

among the three karmic modes of body, speech, and thought, it is only
thoughts that are not accessible to others, as they occur inside our mind as
mental karma. However, as explained above in the discussion of the men-
tal factor of volition, in buddhism, even the thoughts that occur within the
mind are understood to have a marvelous function.

it is at this point that the Yogācārin asks what, exactly, is the nature of
this that we call our actions. The conclusion is that the dispositions of
every act end up leaving behind impressions in the ālaya-vijñāna, where the
after-effects of our activities are retained.

although we are careful when we know we are being watched by
others, we should not forget that we are also watched by spiritual
beings.
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These are the words of the Great Japanese Yogācāra master of the
Kamakura period, Gedatsu shōnin ( Jōkei; 1155–1213), from his Gumei
hosshin shu (Awakening the Mind From Delusion). We are automatically
cautious in our actions and speech—the objects of evaluation by others—
when we are in the presence of people, but less so when we think we are not
being observed, or when the activity is taking place hidden within our
minds. our world of thought that is unknown to others has an amazing
proclivity to fall into dissoluteness. However, Gedatsu shōnin is telling us
that this place is perfectly visible to the eyes of the gods and buddhas,
meaning that our negative actions never go unwitnessed.

our world of thought, where we are secretly at ease, is indeed an untidy
place. according to the Yogācāras, everything that occurs here turns into
a burden which we must carry in a future life. The ālaya-vijñāna retains all
of our memories up to the present, and all of the dispositions of activities
and behavior have been secretly accumulated in the basis of our minds.
These are in turn re-manifested and naturally exude from our being. The
Yogācāras take this as the most fundamental underlying operation of our
minds.

This kind of automatic exuding of the dispositions of our past experi-
ences in the midst of our cognition is called the first subjective transforma-
tion. The ālaya-vijñāna that retains the impressions of all of our past
experiences first acts to transform the objects of cognition. We have utterly
no conscious control over what we exude. We cannot help but taking that
which is first subjectively transformed as a cognitive object, and this sub-
jective transformation is a reflection of our entire past—which is none
other than ourselves. When we discuss the store consciousness as the first
subjective transformation, we are talking about this fundamental—and
somewhat frightening—point.

To the extent that we deepen this kind of contemplation of the ramifi-
cations of the store consciousness, we cannot but end up coming to the
conclusion that from this moment forward, we must try to orient our lives
in some positive direction. Yogācāra buddhism is asking us to seek out a
way of life grounded in such a recognition and awareness. by positing the
existence of the ālaya-vijñāna, Yogācāra buddhism strongly suggests that
a life of careless behavior won’t do.
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THE PERFuminG oF sEEds

consider a famous novelist who is known for revealing his personal
thoughts by taking his own life as his subject matter. This doesn’t neces-
sarily mean that he has revealed everything there is to know about himself.
There is no one who does not have something within himself that he keeps
hidden from others. at the same time, we may assume that because our
actions were witnessed by others that the case is karmically closed. indeed,
though the case may be closed on the level of society and human interac-
tion, the ramifications of the negative activity do not disappear, and the
impressions are long retained.

We then turn to consider by what kind of process, and in what kind of
form, our actions and behavior could possibly be retained, and then accu-
mulated, in the mind’s innermost depths of the ālaya-vijñāna? it is
explained in Yogācāra that “manifest activity perfumes the seeds in the
ālaya-vijñāna.” “manifest activity” can be understood as our concrete activ-
ities, and these concrete actions and behaviors end up being “perfumed”
into the store consciousness in the form of metaphorical “seeds.”

Perfuming means that in the same way that an odor is transferred to and
adheres to clothing, one’s actions create impressions and dispositions that
become planted in the deepest regions of that person’s mind where they are
retained. These impressions impregnate the store consciousness, and as
planted actions, they are called “seeds” as they have the power to give form
to the subsequent self.

These seeds, which are secretly impregnated and retained in the ālaya-
vijñāna, will again generate visible phenomena when the right set of cir-
cumstances arises. since this is exactly the kind of function associated with
the physical seeds of plants, they are so named metaphorically. We should
not, however, go so far as to construe them as material, substantial seeds.

seeds are explained as “the power within the eighth consciousness to
produce an effect.” That is, they represent the causative power to manifest
activity as fruit from within the ālaya-vijñāna. seeds represent the momen-
tum of impressions, and also be understood from the perspective of the
almost synonymous technical term, karmic impressions (skt. vāsanā).
Karmic impressions have the connotation of “dispositions caused by per-
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fumation.” The notions of seed and perfumation are seminal in Yogācāra
buddhism, and although they may seem to be rather arcane concepts, they
are necessary to understanding the operation of karma and consciousness
in Yogācāra.

in The Oriental Ideal (Tōyō no risō), okura Tenjin wrote: “surely the
shadow of the past exists as the promise for the future. no tree can grow
larger than the potential contained in its seed.” Here the word seed is being
used in its basic biological sense, rather than as a Yogācāra term, and it can
be understood as a general truth. However, truth understood by Yogācāra
buddhism is that what we call “the past” exerts an influence on the for-
mation of the future, and the future is something that cannot be so easily
changed. This will be covered in depth in the following section.

i have heard that the former kyōgen (a form of traditional Japanese the-
ater) master miyake Tōkurō, who was famous for the severity of disci-
pline he imposed on himself while practicing, had a saying to the effect
that “there is no such thing as luck on the stage,” considering “luck” to
refer to the case where one performs with good technique by mere coin-
cidence. While some may say that things are “by chance” going well, in
truth there is no reason why they should, or continue to do so. a first-rate
stage performance depends completely on self-discipline through consis-
tent practice.

That which has not been stored up in the ālaya-vijñāna won’t suddenly
appear at the moment one steps up in front of the footlights. no matter
how hard one tries, if the requisite potentiality has not been accumulated
in the store consciousness, it cannot be manifested upon demand. The
same applies for those of us who do not perform on the stage. and what
sort of thing, exactly, is perfumed in our ālaya-vijñāna? it is on the answer
to this question that we now embark, but replacing the word “stage” with
the words “human life,” and reinterpreting this saying as “there is no such
thing as luck in life.”

bEGinninGlEss PERFuminG

in Yogācāra, it is not the case that our actions, being finished, are simply
over with, or that we are no longer responsible for them. after the event,
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the perfuming seeds, accumulated in the eighth consciousness as poten-
tialities, are keeping record of everything. if we accept this, then the ālaya-
vijñāna becomes understood as being the accumulated totality of life
experiences—nothing other than the present “i.” When we think seriously
as to how every one of the actions and behaviors after receiving birth in this
world are impregnated without loss into the mind’s innermost depths, and
that this influence continues to extend into our present selves, we cannot
but end up being deeply concerned.

additionally, in regard to the matter of perfuming, Yogācāra posits
something called beginningless perfuming. This means that perfuming has
continued from time immemorial, without beginning, and that the seeds
in the store consciousness are not simply produced beginning with birth
into this present life.

This brings us to consider our attachment to this life—a desire to keep
living. no matter how disappointing or complicated we feel our life has
become, we still want to continue in it for as long as possible. buddhist
philosophy states that suffering is produced from this attachment to life,
and it is because of this ardent attachment to life that we can continue to
struggle through our daily lives.

most of us firmly maintain this mental state of ardent attachment right
up to the moment before death. it is quite likely that the thought “i want
to live” that appears at our final moment is the most strongly held feeling
in all of life. buddhism teaches us that it is precisely because we are so
strongly attached to life down to its very final moment that we cause our-
selves to be reborn into the next life. This is called transmigration.

This means that the kind of life we are living here and now is precisely
due to the ardent attachment we held for our existence in our former life.
and our former life must be something that was brought about by an
“attachment to life” in the life before that. This being the case, we can
trace our present existence back infinitely into the past. our store con-
sciousness is not only comprised of all of the actions, dispositions, and
impressions beginning with our birth in this present lifetime, but it is also
perfumed by the seeds of our actions and behavior from all of our life-
times in the immeasurable past. This is the meaning of “beginningless
perfuming.”
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being exposed to this kind of teaching, we naturally become awed at
the apparently limitless depth and capacity of this ālaya-vijñāna, and con-
cerned about what might be perfumed and contained within us. However,
even while wincing at the notion of the vastness of this ālaya-vijñāna, we
should calmly think, what on earth this “i” is that has been traversing
through lifetimes since time immemorial? at such a time, we become
newly aware of our ardent attachment to life. With this expression “attach-
ment to life” to replace Yogācāra technical terminology, we may begin to
further deepen our mindfulness. in Yogācāra, the cause of reincarnation is
assumed to be mental disturbances, which consist more precisely of the
mental factors of afflictions and secondary afflictions enumerated in the
lists of mental factors in the preceding chapter. it is not explicitly stated in
the Yogācāra source texts, but understanding the function of the store con-
sciousness the way it is taught, we can assume that it might, unbeknown to
us, be retaining something that reaches all the way back to the very origins
of human existence, and life itself. This awareness cannot but give the feel-
ing in each individual that each and every life should be respected as a
member of the universe of sentient beings. and, at the same time, each one
of us individually needs to be deeply aware of the perspective wherein an
attempt is made to live life based on this awareness of respecting every kind
of life form.

THREE mEaninGs oF sToRE

There are three connotations identified in the earliest Yogācāra texts related
to the ālaya-vijñāna: (1) the storer (i.e., storing agent); (2) that which is
stored; and (3) the appropriated store. Taking these as the fundamental
approaches for considering the ālaya-vijñāna, we now move to take
another look at what we have discussed regarding the ālaya-vijñāna and
show how it fits into the framework of these three.

(1) The storer indicates that this deep mind is something that possesses
the basic quality of being able to preserve our experiences in its seeds. it is
the “mind that is able to store all seeds.” When this is considered from the
perspective of the seeds, these are the things that are stored by the ālaya-
vijñāna. but if the seeds are looked at by themselves, regardless of their
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container, the seeds are that which give rise to manifest activity. They are
the main causes of the formation of a self. When the ālaya-vijñāna is seen
from the causal aspect of such a potentiality, it is called the “consciousness
containing all seeds.”

(2) That which is stored connotes the store consciousness as the recipi-
ent of perfuming. The seeds that are the impressions and dispositions of
our various concrete activities are able to perfume the ālaya-vijñāna. if we
take this as storer, the ālaya-vijñāna that is the recipient of perfuming
becomes that which is stored. in this way, that which is stored becomes
the recipient of perfuming. but if this is seen from the perspective of
actions and behavior, the ālaya-vijñāna that undergoes the perfuming also
exists as the result of these activities.

The eighth consciousness seen from this aspect of effect is called the
ripening consciousness (skt. vipāka-vijñāna). The ālaya-vijñāna continues
without break from the past to the future, and serves as a backup for the
intermittently functioning thinking consciousness. in Yogācāra buddhism,
this eighth consciousness that serves as the basis for human existence is orig-
inally of neither wholesome nor unwholesome karmic moral quality, and
thus it is said to be of indeterminate (or neutral) karmic moral character.

if this very fundamental source of our existence were intrinsically bad,
we would end up cycling again and again through a world of suffering,
unable to obtain a foothold to buddha’s world throughout all eternity. on
the other hand, if our fundamental basis was intrinsically good, and all
people’s minds were connected to the buddha-mind, it would be difficult
to reconcile this with our everyday experiences in society.

it is also not the case that the variety of our daily activities and behav-
iors clearly tend in one direction or the other. This is made clear by merely
looking at the fifty-one mental factors considered above in chapter 3. Even
while we lust after something, we may at the same time reflect strongly on
our lust. While diligently devoting ourselves to the buddha-path, we may
inadvertently give rise to anger. our basic nature is not disposed toward
either goodness or evil, but is of indeterminate moral karmic quality.

We are, without doubt, planting the seeds of goodness in the store con-
sciousness with our wholesome activities, and impregnating it with bad
impression-potential with our unwholesome activities. This is possible

36 living yoga-ca-ra



precisely because the eighth consciousness has no fundamental predispo-
sition toward good or evil—it is of indeterminate karmic moral quality.
depending on the seeds of good or evil that have already been planted,
various real and concrete good and evil activities occur. nevertheless, the
eighth consciousness does not incline toward good or evil. individual
actions taken by themselves, along with the perfuming from their impres-
sions, can be wholesome, unwholesome, or indeterminate in karmic moral
quality, but if the ālaya-vijñāna as the result of activities is viewed as a
whole, it is neither good nor evil.

Just as wholesome causes bring wholesome effect and unwholesome
causes bring unwholesome effects, cause and effect are understood to be
imbued with the same karmic moral quality (in Yogācāra, this condition is
denoted with the technical term continuity of sameness, or natural outcome;
skt. niṣyanda). but in the ālaya-vijñāna-as-effect, whether or not it is pro-
duced by a good or bad seed, the end result of the action is always under-
stood to be of indeterminate or neutral moral quality. This kind of
cause-effect relationship is called ripening, and because the ālaya-vijñāna
as the aspect of effect is seen in this way, it is called the ripening conscious-
ness. in other words, in its ripened state it has a different karmic moral
quality than its causes. When one thing produces another, the next thing
that is produced, while having a direct and close relation to its cause, must
also be something different from its cause. common metaphors include
that of the ripening of a fruit, or a baked loaf of bread, which are both quite
different in character from their causal stages, and have exhausted their
potential for further development.

This aspect of the ālaya-vijñāna of being of intrinsically indeterminate
moral quality is vitally important from a religious perspective. although we
humans are greatly influenced by our own past, we are at the same time
endowed with the potential of creating an entirely different future, start-
ing right here and now, no matter how deeply our past is filled with evil
karma. but on the other hand, even if our days were filled with efforts
toward cultivating buddhahood, we can never assume that we have safely
achieved a level of perfection.

(3) Appropriated store refers to the attachment to self-love. We have the
feeling that we are spending every day living in a conscious manner. However,
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as we have already seen, the operations of the thinking consciousness and
prior five consciousnesses are intermittent and are broadly supported by
the basis of human existence, the ālaya-vijñāna. in Yogācāra buddhism, it
is thought that the only reason we are able to live such a unified existence
is because of the store consciousness.

The ālaya-vijñāna is a mental region which has arrived to the present in
a continuous unbroken stream while receiving uninterrupted beginningless
perfuming from the past. and it will continue unbroken into the future.
The great indian master Vasubandhu, who is accorded the bulk of the
credit for the foundation of Yogācāra buddhism, described the ālaya-
vijñāna in his Triṃśikā (“Thirty Verses on Consciousness-only”) as “con-
stantly coming forth, like a raging current.” our deep ālaya-vijñāna is like
a great river, which, while roiling in turbulence from the eternal upstream,
rolls without stopping on its way downstream. This store consciousness
has always been in a state of continuous alteration.

However, while it is not something immutable, it has the character of
being changeless but changing. The seventh consciousness, the manas, func-
tions in a way of trying to see the unchanging aspect of the store con-
sciousness as an immutable essence. The manas takes this ostensive
immutable essence as its object and adheres firmly to it, believing it to be
a self. This kind of misconstrual and reification of the ālaya-vijñāna on
the part of the manas constitutes the third connotation of store: appropri-
ated store.

While in Yogācāra buddhism the ālaya-vijñāna is interpreted with these
three connotations of storer, that which is stored, and appropriated store,
it is the meaning of appropriated store that tends to be paid the greatest
attention. The aspect of existence that is reified by the manas is the char-
acteristic of the ālaya-vijñāna itself. The Yogācāras argue that the very core
of suffering is to be found in the place where the manas, the mind of attach-
ment to the ego—engages itself in the activity of attachment, taking the
ālaya-vijñāna as its object. Thus we can say that the meaning of the appro-
priated store defines the relation between the eighth, ālaya-vijñāna, and
the seventh, manas, consciousnesses.
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conTinuiTY oF samEnEss

so the relation of the manas to the ālaya-vijñāna is that the manas, the
mind of ego-attachment, taking the deep store consciousness as its object,
misconstrues it to be the reified essence of the self, and strongly clings to
it, and within this relationship, Yogācāra buddhism sees the causes of all
human problems. Therefore, among the three connotations—storer, the
stored, and appropriated store—the connotation of appropriated store is
the most fundamental from a religious perspective.

The store consciousness that undergoes beginningless perfuming is
taken as the object of attachment of the manas because of the existence of
a mental region—a psychological basis—that appears as changing-but-
unchanging, and functions to maintain something that resembles a self-
identity. This special characteristic of the ālaya-vijñāna is called continuity
of type or continuity of identity. continuing in a single type means that an
unchanging character continues without interruption.

Within the store consciousness there exists a characteristic of continu-
ity in sameness that has continued changelessly and without interruption
from the distant past. and the store consciousness, with its indeterminate
karmic moral character, is that which takes our daily behaviors and activi-
ties that are riddled with interruptions, binds them together, accumulates
them, and unifies them.

Dealing with Impermanence and No-Self

The three most fundamental principles that are said to specially identify
the buddhist teachings are (1) impermanence of all phenomena; (2) the
selflessness of all phenomena; and (3) the quiescence of nirvāṇa. These are
three distinctive characteristics that mark a given set of teachings as being
authentically buddhist, and any teaching not based on these three can be
said to be non-buddhist. Within ourselves and the natural world, all things
arise, cease, and change. That such arising and cessation occurs every sin-
gle instant is the meaning of the impermanence of all phenomena. This is
the most fundamental concept in buddhism.
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at first glance, we may be inclined to regard this fact as being patently
obvious. no doubt we all understand that all things are constantly
changing. nonetheless, we may not be comfortable with things that are
always in a state of flux, as it makes us ill at ease. We struggle to take
things that are in flux and continually force them into our framework,
reifying and trying to grasp them, while at the same time reifying the
understanding gained through this process. isn’t this the way we are func-
tioning every day?

Without a doubt, we are enriching our lives as we accumulate new expe-
riences daily. However, as we age we become increasingly aware of the
falloff in our ability to recover from physical fatigue. if at this point we
reflect back on our twenties and thirties, we become newly aware of the
subtle changes in our physical strength. and we recall that people tried to
warn us, but we were too young and proud to take heed. Yet even while we
come to understand that our bodies and minds are always changing, we
also retain a distinct sense of being thoroughly penetrated by the changing-
yet-unchanging.

some philosophical schools of ancient india were convinced that this
changing-but-unchanging aspect existed in people as an immutable
essence, and they called it ātman (“i,” self, soul). This ātman was under-
stood to be the subject of transmigration, something immortal, running
through the past and future repeatedly through our life and death. but if
all things are transient, how can we acknowledge the existence of this kind
of invariable, immortal ātman? This kind of substantial self was clearly
denied by the buddha, and this idea is the meaning of selflessness of all
phenomena.

Even though we understand intellectually that our ego can’t be an
immutable essence, we still seek such an essence in ourselves and grasp to
it, and as a result bind ourselves. The buddha Śākyamuni called on us to
turn against this unfortunate urge, and try to bravely manage our lives
based on the realities of impermanence and no-self. He taught that a life
lived in accordance with these kinds of realities leads us to a state that is
spontaneously and genuinely free of restrictions, and completely pure. This
is the quiescence of nirvāṇa, a state of calm manifested in body and mind,
within which one harmonizes with reality.
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There is a problem here, though, since in addition to the three seals of the
dharma, buddhism includes the notion of reincarnation as one of its basic
tenets. Given the doctrine of no-self, what should we understand to be the
subject that repeatedly undergoes this birth and death? in ancient india, it
was thought that we undergo repeated reincarnation with a substantial,
immortal self as subject. but because the buddha categorically denied such
a thing as an eternal ātman, buddhism had to locate a subject of transmi-
gration without undermining the theory of no-self. after the buddha’s
death, various theories about this were tendered by a number of buddhist
groups. The most well thought-out resolution of this problem is that of the
ālaya-vijñāna, as posited by the Yogācāras. as an answer to the non-
existence of an enduring essence, they saw a latent mind that continues with
the same morally indeterminate karmic quality, storing and accumulating
the impressions of past experiences as seeds of potentiality for the produc-
tion of effects. This, they posited as the subject of reincarnation.

summaRY: iF THinGs can’T bE so simPlY WasHEd aWaY,
THEn WHaT?

in the thinking consciousness (mano-vijñāna), the experiences of our daily
lives are quickly forgotten. We may read a novel with great passion, but
undoubtedly after the passage of several years, it will be difficult to recall
portions of its plot. However, even if it is completely forgotten on the side
of the thinking consciousness, it is properly stored in the subconscious
region.

We can say that in having this kind of store consciousness that preserves
our entire past, our present selves exist atop that same storehouse, which
serves as our foundation. in this sense, our past actions and experiences
cannot be so easily washed away. but within the range of our memory we
may tend to try to wash away the recollection of inconvenient events, to act
as if they never existed.

The notion of “washing away” is well understood among the Japanese
people in particular. Perhaps there may even be some sense in which con-
sciously dealing with the past is related to a particular cultural ethos.
Whether or not this is true, if light is shed on the matter from a Yogācāra
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perspective, the mere mutual agreement to forget about an incident only
amounts to being the most superficial manner of handling a past problem.
our present existence is constituted by the things we have done in the past,
no matter how ugly they may be. The problem is what, exactly, we are per-
fuming into our ālaya-vijñāna.

in the world of buddhism, cultivation of a particular aspect of our spirit
and body is often carried out in a traditional format within a set period of
time, and we call this “practice. “ but when we exert ourselves in the effort
of valuing our daily life as it is, trying not to be sloppy in the three karmic
activities of body, speech, and thought, this is not simply called “practice”;
rather, it is labeled with the buddhist technical term applied practice (skt.
prayoga). This means that, when, on the other hand, practice is not
“applied,” we are doubtlessly carrying out our daily life in a sloppy way.

applied practice refers to this kind of maintenance of continual mind-
fulness. For instance, in the Avalokiteśvara Sūtra3 the term constant mind-
fulness appears often, advising one to be continuously mindful of the
bodhisattva avalokiteśvara. as a result, the bodhisattva avalokiteśvara is
gradually impressed strongly into the mind’s innermost depths, and the
mindfulness of avalokiteśvara is accumulated in the ālaya-vijñāna. We
develop a focused spiritual power, which becomes a support and founda-
tion for future practices.

The past cannot be altered, or brushed off by excuses. We are nothing
but a vast, unerring receptacle of our past. and regardless of our past expe-
riences, it is our past in its totality that is the basis of our being. Yet we can,
taking this totality as our basis, from this moment forward align ourselves
with the buddha’s teaching with a view toward tomorrow. This is the
beginning of a life based on the wisdom of Yogācāra.

The possibility for this lies in none other than the fact that the ālaya-
vijñāna is an ever-ripening consciousness. although we are standing on an
inescapable past, we are existing here and now, in a present state of neither
good nor evil—indeterminacy. The buddha warned us how ill-will can
instantly incinerate the forest of merit built with great effort, and thus we
should strive to focus and rise above our past indiscretions. in the won-
derful words of the Sūtra of the Deathbed Injunction:4 “The one who prac-
tices forbearance is a great man possessed of power.” However, even if one
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is a great man possessed of power, if he gives rise to anger even once, he is
no better than an ordinary person.

The fact that we rest upon this firm foundation of the past, and simul-
taneously have the ability to anticipate a bright future, is our way of being,
all contained with in the deeply abiding ālaya-vijñāna.
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Chapter Five: The Production of Things

THE consciousnEss conTaininG all sEEds

if the only function of the ālaya-vijñāna were to secretly preserve and accu-
mulate all the impressions of all the activities in our entire past experiences
without the slightest bit of loss, it would not act as a source of pain or irri-
tation for us. The problem lies in the fact that the dispositions of past expe-
riences go on to become the major causal factors in the formation of the
subsequent “i.”

The term “seeds” refers to nothing other than the potential energy,
under the right conditions, to produce subsequent manifest activities
related to those that preceded. seeds can be characterized as “the potential
within the eighth consciousness to produce an effect.” Yesterday’s conduct
and today’s activity produce what will end up being the self of tomorrow,
and the function and power that brings about such a result is called “seeds.”

The ālaya-vijñāna is called “consciousness containing all seeds” (sarva-
bījaka-vijñāna), signifying that the impression-dispositions of the past
actions and behavior saved in the eighth consciousness end up being the
primary causes for the production of dharmas of the future. The term all
dharmas (skt. sarva-dharma) is very common in buddhist discourse, and
so we should provide a very basic explanation of its connotations.
although the range of meanings of dharma is extremely broad, i would
like to focus here on the two most important meanings that relate to our
present discussion.

The first usage is like that seen in the case of the term buddha-dharma.
The teachings given by the buddha are called the buddha-dharma, which
is commonly expressed simply as dharma. When we see such expressions



as “seek the dharma” or “for the purpose of the dharma,” this is a reference
to dharma as teaching.

The second major connotation of the term dharma, which is being
invoked in the expression all dharmas, is the sense of existence or thing.
The term all dharmas has the meaning of all things or all phenomena, refer-
ring to all existing things and phenomena. as you may recall, above we
introduced the name of the East asian transmission of the Yogācāra school
as the “dharma-characteristics” school (in chinese, Faxiang school, in
Japanese, Hossō school), and the usage of dharma there also implies this
meaning of all existences and everything. The dharma-characteristics
school tended to take a special interest in ascertaining and explaining the
true character of these dharmas.

Further, the production of all dharmas refers to the appearance of all
phenomena in our daily lives, and included within this is the formation of
our own selves. The causal power for the occurrence of such dharmas is
the seeds that are stored in the ālaya-vijñāna. Within the function of these
seeds, according to the presence of the right conditions, phenomena are
manifested before our eyes. our own behavior also becomes a manifest
actuality, and is no longer mere potentiality.

sEEds and maniFEsT acTiViTY

The term manifest activity perfuming seeds refers to seeds that represent
the momentum of the impressions of manifest activity that is impregnated
into the ālaya-vijñāna—those same manifest activities originally produced
by seeds. This process of seeds giving rise to manifest phenomena is called
seeds generating manifest activity.

in Yogācāra buddhism, these two functions are never conceived of as
operating as two distinct processes, but are always understood to be linked
as one—seeds generating manifest activity / manifest activity perfuming
seeds. The continuous cycle operates in such a way that the seeds that are
the disposition-impressions of past experiences give rise to present actual-
ities and activities, and the impressions of those activities are again stored
in the ālaya-vijñāna.

To express this, there is the concept of “three successive processes
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simultaneously bringing about cause and effect.” These three processes
are: (1) the creation of seeds from manifest activity; (2) the production of
manifest activity from seeds, and (3) the perfuming of those seeds already
contained in the ālaya-vijñāna by manifest activities. The fact that these
three phenomena, while acting as mutual causes and effects, continuously
operate one after the other, and that furthermore all of this happens simul-
taneously, is called three successive processes bringing about cause and effect
simultaneously.

This is said to happen instantaneously, and according to Yogācāra, in
less than an instant the manifest activities produced from the seeds of the
reverberations of past activities are again stored into the ālaya-vijñāna as
their seeds and dispositions. since this phenomenon has continued with-
out interruption since the immeasurably distant past, it is identical to the
beginningless perfuming mentioned previously. The occurrence that we
call three successive processes bringing about cause and effect simultane-
ously gives us a rich sense of a flawlessly functioning system that accepts no
excuses.

it is easy for us to dismiss our habitual conduct as just something that
everyone else does, and thus not worthy of special reflection. certainly,
our everyday selves are nothing other than part of our everyday scenery,
and self-reflection is a uncomfortable and difficult mode to remain in.
nonetheless, being based on three successive phenomena bringing about
cause and effect simultaneously and beginningless perfuming, what we will
come to be in the future is deeply rooted in the everyday behavior we have
been engaged in up to now. and while taking a thorough look at ourselves
is of vital importance in any circumstance, it is nothing less than indis-
pensable in the religious world. it is only through this process that a firm
foundation may be built for the attainment of liberation. Real self-
reflection can only happen in the context of everyday, normal activity.

although i have no formal training in the martial arts, the traditional
art of kyūdō (traditional Japanese archery) has always moved me. Kyūdō
requires that an incredible level of mindfulness be exercised up to the
moment of the release of the arrow, a level of mindfulness impossible for the
impatient. and once the arrow is released, excuses are meaningless. one
concentrates the mind and body fully on a single point: the distant target.
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in kyūdō, there is an incredible level of fine-tuning involved in focusing
body and mind, to the extent that one feels a moment of unity between
one’s mind, body, and the target. Even if the arrow that is boldly released
after this fine-tuning does not hit the target, one still feels a sense of calm,
a feeling that stems from the fact that one still retains the mental and phys-
ical harmonization with the target. using this analogy, we can clearly per-
ceive the meaning of the mechanism of the seeds and manifest activities
operating through the three successive dharmas. by handling the affairs of
our daily life with the same attitude, we are removing the necessity for
excuses in not hitting the target in archery.

compared to other religious and philosophical systems, buddhism pays
a considerably greater amount of attention to the matter of the insepara-
bility of cause and effect. it is reiterated that all dharmas do not occur other
than their basis in cause and effect, making it impossible to imagine that
things have evolved by some sort of accident. This is one of the most fun-
damental aspects of the buddhist way of thinking. Tradition says that the
buddha, when delivering his first sermon at the deer Park in benares,
instructed his students with the Four Noble Truths and Noble Eightfold
Path, with the concepts of cause and effect seminal to this teaching. The
Four noble Truths are: the (1) truth of suffering, (2) truth of arising, (3)
truth of cessation, and (4) truth of the path.

(1) The truth of suffering clarifies the most fundamental view of
buddhism—that human life is fundamentally unsatisfactory. but can we all
not attest that there exists much great joy within our daily living? our hap-
piness often acts as our daily target, the only thing getting us through days
otherwise filled with anger and frustration. but we have come to under-
stand that this enjoyment is transitory. it is too often our experience that
when we continue to do something to excess because of the pleasure it
brings, that feeling of enjoyment will eventually turn into pain. This is
because our existence is based on suffering, even the pleasurable parts.

The buddha taught that there are eight kinds of suffering. in addition
to the four basic types of birth, aging, sickness, and death, we also suffer
from separation from pleasurable things (or the people we like); association
with undesirable things (or the people we dislike); not getting what we
desire; and we suffer from existing within the unstable flux of the five
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aggregates. This last kind of suffering is a bit of catch-all for various kinds
of suffering, but mainly refers to the suffering we experience in relation to
our inability to determine, locate, and account for who we really are, given
the fact that we are composed of a wide range of unstable physical and
mental factors that are roughly categorized into five groups, known as the
“five aggregates.” For example, we have the strong desire to maintain eter-
nal youth, despite gradual weakening and aging, and this conflict between
our desire and the actuality cannot but bring about discomfort.

(2) The truth of arising identifies mental disturbances (afflictions) or
actions and behaviors (karma) as the causes of human suffering. since suf-
fering occurs because of mental disturbances and karma, it is called suffer-
ing from afflicted activity.

(3) The third truth, that of cessation, tells us that if we sever the mental
disturbances and karma that are the causes of suffering, we can obtain
nirvāṇa (peace of mind). The truth of cessation is identified as the true
purpose of human existence.

(4) Finally, the truth of the path indicates the method and process by
which tranquillity is attained. This path is presented as a list of eight
items to be practiced in daily life: right view, right thought, right speech,
right action, right livelihood, right effort, right mindfulness, and right
concentration.

Within these four truths, we can see the significance of cause-and-effect
within buddhist philosophy. in the first two truths, there is (1) the suf-
fering of human existence (effect) and (2) the mental disturbances and
karma that bring it about (cause). in the second two truths, (3) the liber-
ation that is the true goal of human life (effect) is brought about by (4) the
daily practice of the eightfold path (cause). The former pair represents an
analysis of the actual present human condition, while the latter pair is
related to the attainment of liberation. These are known respectively as
tainted cause-and-effect and untainted cause-and-effect.5 buddhist philos-
ophy strives to first try to fully comprehend the cause and effect rela-
tionships that bring about the actual human condition before progressing
further down the path.

The classical buddhist scholastic text Abhidharmakośa-bhāsya elaborates
upon the topic of cause and effect as the theory of six causes, four conditions,
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and five kinds of effects. in that text, a detailed and precise examination was
carried out regarding the causes and conditions involved in the production
of all dharmas. Within these causes and conditions, four general categories
were posited, which include: (1) direct causes; (2) causation through sim-
ilar and immediately antecedent conditions; (3) objective referent as
cause/condition; (4) contingent factors as causes and conditions.

Yogācāra buddhism took this set of four and further elaborated them in
this way: (1) a direct cause is an immediate cause that produces all the phe-
nomena we experience in our everyday lives. The seeds stored in the ālaya-
vijñāna function to produce manifest activities. From this perspective, the
causes are the seeds. Then, the manifest activities that were produced by the
seeds immediately perfume the impression-momentum seeds in the ālaya-
vijñāna and in this way those manifest activities are the direct causes of
those seeds. Thus there are two kinds of direct causes: seeds as direct cause,
and manifest activity as direct cause. With these two as condition, all dhar-
mas are produced, an effect that we call seeds producing manifest activity,
manifest activity perfuming seeds.

(2) Causation through similar and immediately antecedent conditions
refers to a situation wherein a certain type of mental function (mind-king
or mental factor) occurs continuously, with the antecedent mind-
king/mental factor becoming the condition for the succeeding mind-
king/mental factor. There is no interruption between past and present,
leading to what is called a similar and immediately antecedent condition.

(3) The objective referent as cause refers to the causative power of the
objects of cognition. if an object of cognition is not present as a condi-
tion, cognitive function cannot occur, since the projected image (objec-
tive aspect) that is manifested in the mind fails to appear. Raw sensate
appearances (the things of the external world) both give rise to objective
aspects and are indirect cognitive objects, and as such they are included in
the category of objective referent as cause.

(4) Contingent factors as causes and conditions refers to the ancillary
causes and conditions that function in the production of all dharmas,
lying beyond the scope of the three causes and conditions introduced
above. While the primary requirement in the production of effects is the
direct cause, cooperative factors are also necessary—there has to be a
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friendly, supportive environment in order for things to occur—or at least
an environment that does not prevent the occurrence of something. These
are the contingent causes. The former case has an active connotation which
is called supporting contingent factors, and since the latter case is merely a
lack of obstruction, it is called non-obstructing contingent factors.

The dharmas (in this case, often rendered into English as elements or fac-
tors) are divided into two broad categories: mind dharmas (mental factors),
and form dharmas (material factors). mind dharmas occur based on all four
kinds of causes and conditions, while form dharmas are produced by two
kinds of causes and conditions (direct causes and contingent factors). mate-
rial things are established based on seeds in the store consciousness.

by now we can see how Yogācāra buddhism explains the occurrence of
things mainly through the concepts of seeds and manifest activity. since
use of the term all dharmas has a tendency to depersonalize this process, we
should reiterate that point that what is being referred to is nothing other
than the content of our daily activities. and the fact that these daily activ-
ities occur based on nothing other than the seeds amassed in our ālaya-
vijñāna means that the responsibility for what occurs in our life is entirely
our own. When we are handling things well, we tend to see the causes for
success as coming from within ourselves. but when things are not going
well, we tend to shift the responsibility and blame to someone else, or to
some external factor. The fact that such shenanigans are utterly in vain is
due to the fact of the seeds and the manifest activity being direct causes.

in the meaning of “non-obstructing” we can see the breadth of the
buddhist vision in its taking into account ancillary conditions in the pro-
duction and establishment of each thing. Even the little mundane features
of our lives that are passed by and ignored contribute to the constitution
of the present “i” at that moment. This realization makes it more difficult
to ignore the consequences of all of our daily interactions. and when
thinking about supporting causes beyond those of immediate motivation,
we can think of ourselves as profoundly situated on top of a vast and fer-
tile ground of production.

although the manifest activities produced from the seeds plant new
impressions back into the ālaya-vijñāna as seeds simultaneously with their
own production, it is not necessarily the case that seeds perfumed to the
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ālaya-vijñāna immediately re-generate new effects. There are, in fact, an
overwhelming number of circumstances in which manifest activity can-
not be directly attained. This means that the necessary conditions must
be anticipated and prepared in order for any event to occur.

Here a problem arises: if the necessary conditions are absent, what hap-
pens to those seeds? Eishun (1518–1596) of Kōfukuji Temple in the muro-
machi period had this to say:

Whatever the experience may be, it cannot avoid being retained by
the reliable and incorruptible seeds.

in a diary entry from the twenty-ninth day of the twelfth lunar month
in the sixteenth year of Tenshō (1588), he wrote:

This means simply that seeds do not decompose.

in this way, the impressions and dispositions that are retained in the
depths of our minds do not disappear simply because there is no suitable
environment for their manifestation. The seeds in the ālaya-vijñāna that
are the causes for the production for the fruit as manifest activity are, in a
latent condition, repeatedly produced and extinguished from moment to
moment, while simultaneously transmitting and continuing their charac-
ter, awaiting the proper environment for their manifestation.

This process is called seeds generating seeds. These two kinds of seeds—
those that produce and those that are produced—exist in causal relation to
each other. The preceding seeds (cause) produce the subsequent seeds
(effect). because cause and effect are temporal, it is not a simultaneous
relationship as in seeds generating manifest activity and manifest activity per-
fuming seeds, and so it is called diachronic cause and effect.

The process of seeds bringing about the continuity in type while repeat-
edly being extinguished and reproduced is precisely what is meant by seeds
generating seeds. Earlier we described the ālaya-vijñāna’s aspect of pre-
serving the continuity of a single type of quality, but this was only one
characterization of the aspect of the ālaya-vijñāna as essence. From the
aspect of its function, it is characterized as seeds generating seeds. Thus,
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the relationship between the ālaya-vijñāna and the seeds can be described
as that of the relation between essence and function—aside from seeds,
there is nothing in the ālaya-vijñāna that we can really speak of.

This further clarifies the point that since seeds generate further seeds in
this way, it would be foolish to imagine that the seeds planted by our
actions, behavior, and past experiences will naturally fade away over time.
The past is something from which we may not escape. We are, no matter
what, nothing other than the receptacle of our own past. by keeping keen
awareness of the mental processes of seeds generating manifest activity, man-
ifest activity perfuming seeds and seeds generating seeds, we can begin to
behave accordingly and start to follow the Yogācāra way of life. This entails
paying continual attention to the fact that our activities proceed through
the three karmic processes of bodily activity, speech, and thought, and that
every thought passing through our mind has its implications for the future.

innaTE sEEds and nEWlY PERFumEd sEEds

The manifest activities produced from seeds have a single clear result,
and manifest activities that appear as effects on the surface have a clearly
discernible moral quality to their content. our daily life is composed by
the proliferation of such manifest activities, which develop variously.

Seeds are a way of describing the causal power that will produce results.
since these seeds exist in a latent, unmanifest condition, and are said to be
the result beginningless perfuming, we have no way to discern their con-
tents. being unknowable, they defy any sort of observation or evaluation.
since they are unknowable, that means that there is virtually nothing that
we can consciously do about them—despite the primacy of their role as
the causes of the production of all experienced phenomena.

This means that if i want to try to live from tomorrow according to a
buddhist lifestyle, i have no other recourse but to start not with the
unknowable seeds, but the manifest activities that are their tangible effects.
one voluntarily reflects on one’s own manifest activities while receiving
the evaluation of others, and based on that creates new behavior. This grad-
ual progression provides us with the opportunity for self-examination
within manifest activity.
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However manifest activity is something that is characterized by inter-
ruptions, which means that no matter how carefully we observe our man-
ifest activity, we cannot come near to knowing the true manner of our own
existence by this alone. The seeds both give the main form to our life and
serve as its “backup.” The main “interactive” processes are those of seeds
generating manifest activity and manifest activity perfuming seeds. but in
terms of the problem of bringing about changes in our being, we need to
pay special attention to the process that preserves the continuity of same-
ness in kind, which is the mechanism of seeds generating seeds. When we
discuss a person’s character or basic personality, we must learn to go beyond
the range of externally expressed manifest activity and proceed to take into
account the latent, unmanifest seeds. otherwise, we can never gain a sense
of the person in his or her entirety.

manifest activities are nothing more than the behavior constituted by
individual actions. That which unites a person’s separate manifest actions
into an integrated whole is the extent to which they “seem like him” or
reflect his individual potential. if we miss this aspect, then even if we have
gained a certain sense of the person by accurately observing his separately
apparent actions, and even if this sense may seem to tally with what that
person really is in his integrated totality, in the final analysis, it has to be dif-
ferent. in order to approach the true aspect of a human being, great con-
sideration needs to be given to the seeds, or the ālaya-vijñāna, even though
we have no conscious access to them.

The factors that form the totality of someone’s character, or personality,
are usually distinguished—in all ages and all cultures—into those that are
inherent and those that are acquired. Thus, when discussing a person’s per-
sonality, we often refer to her or his “nature.” by inherent we mean some-
thing that is inborn and not readily changeable—which lacks room for the
effects of education and training. as distinguished from the inherent, the
acquired is that which is assimilated into the person after birth, such as
influences stemming from familial environments or social norms that are
naturally ingrained; or that which one gains based on one’s own applica-
tion of effort. Psychological theories regarding the formation of personal-
ity have shown a tendency to incline in one of these two directions (i.e.
the timeless debate regarding nature vs. nurture). nowadays, it seems to
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be generally understood that personality formation happens through the
course of a dynamic relationship of various mutual influences between the
innate and the acquired.

Yogācāra presents a classification in seed theory that separates types of
seeds in a way that resembles this nature vs. nurture paradigm. This is the
division between what are known as innate seeds and newly perfumed seeds.
The concept of innate seeds (or originally existent seeds) expresses the poten-
tiality for the production of all dharmas naturally included since the begin-
ningless past in the ālaya-vijñāna. since the term inherent indicates original
peculiarity, innate seeds can be seen as being analogous to the notion of an
inherent tendency. However, since they are possessed “originally, from the
beginningless past,” it is important to realize that this is something with sig-
nificantly more complex connotations than those of simply inborn or innate,
as is understood in present-day psychological discourse.

Newly perfumed seeds are seeds that were not originally present in our
bodies and minds at birth. These are the impression-dispositions that are
newly impregnated from various manifest activities. From the perspective
of the classification of personality-forming factors into “acquired” and
“inherent,” it is possible to think of these newly perfumed seeds in terms of
those that are acquired. since their perfuming is seen to be something that
has continued from the beginningless past, the newly perfumed seeds can
be understood as included in the category that we normally consider as
inherent.

it is often said by those comparing modern psychology with Yogācāra
that innate seeds are like inborn nature, while newly perfumed seeds are
akin to acquired conditioning. in Yogācāra, however, the distinction
between innate and acquired is not simply a matter of whether or not the
qualities are “inborn,” but a question of whether they are naturally accu-
mulated in the basis of our existence from the eternal past. it is thought that
these inherent qualities and the non-inherent newly perfumed qualities
produce all dharmas based on their mutual relationships, bringing forth the
actuality of our life. While this kind of distinction may be hypothetically
made, actually identifying distinct seeds as differing along these lines is
somewhat problematic. We may say, in a general sense, that innate seeds are
originally equipped in the “i,” and newly perfumed seeds are newly planted
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in the ālaya-vijñāna based on the activities our daily life, but it is in fact
impossible to make a concrete distinction between those that are inherent
and those that are newly perfumed. only the buddhas have the ability to
discern this sort of thing.

instead of getting tangled up in this matter, it is more worthwhile to
earnestly contemplate how our present daily actions and behavior are
planting newly perfumed seeds in the ālaya-vijñāna. so here, again, we
return our attention to manifest activity. it is also not helpful to merely
(and perhaps, fatalistically) regard our manifest appearance and behavior
as the generated effects of seeds; rather, it is more important to see our
manifest behavior as the causes for the perfuming of seeds which bring
influence on all of our subsequent actions and behavior, as well as our
entire future destiny.

The character of such a moment in the linking between manifest activ-
ity and (newly perfumed) seeds is well expressed in the following short
passage from the Tale of the Vegetable Roots (1602) by Hong Zicheng of
the ming period. it contemplates the weaknesses of human beings who
retrogress after gradually reaching to a certain kind of level.

While on the path of desire, you should not be so quick to stick
your finger in the pot to get a taste. once you stick your finger in,
you fall down a thousand fathoms. While on the path of principle,
you should be on guard not to hesitate and retreat. Retreating once,
you fall back the distance of a thousand mountains.

The interpretation of this sentence by usaburo imai, included in his trans-
lation of the text, is as follows:

don’t temporarily put out your hand thinking to grab an easy
opportunity to satisfy yourself. Trying to snatch one time, you end
up falling into the depths of ten thousand fathoms (in other words,
once you get a taste and remember that taste, you’ll end up being
drowned in it). (on the contrary), when it comes to the path of
principle, even if you find the difficulty bothersome, don’t shrink
back for a moment. if you shrink back just once, you’ll end up being
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separated by a thousand mountains’ distance which can never be
recovered (because once you regard the task as bothersome, it will
only become more and more bothersome).6

Who can disagree?
We all have the tendency, whatever the situation, to opt for the easiest

way out. by repeatedly continuing in this activity we become habituated. at
length, coming to an awareness of this, we realize that it shouldn’t be, and
the mental factor of regret (skt. kaukṛtya) begins to take hold. is this not our
most authentic mode of being? Yet still, even though we are aware that we
shouldn’t do such-and-such a thing, we gradually slide back into an easy
direction. While one can always make the excuse that we are “only human,”
the awareness brought about from the Yogācāra perspective should help to
prevent us from becoming fully immersed in pleasure and ease.

six connoTaTions oF sEEds

as we have now come to realize, the Yogācāra view is that the two processes
of seeds and manifest activity, while serving as mutual cause and effect,
produce all appearances, events, and actions. our daily lives revolve
through the chain of links of seeds generating manifest activity and manifest
activity perfuming seeds. in considering the fact that each one of our activ-
ities in daily life perfumes its impression into the mind’s innermost depths,
and these are accumulated as a potential energy for the subsequent pro-
duction of all dharmas, we shouldn’t be able to engage so lightly in careless
activity.

on the other hand, this should not be taken as an excuse for not taking
action. We can gain greater awareness of the state of mind that bends the
bow toward the distantly-placed target. in the final analysis, what is most
important is to simply have a target. in his research on the Vimalakīrti-
sūtra, dr. Hashimoto Hōkei has said, “the target is that which serves to
gather all the power that a person has.” since this is an expression of his own
experience in pulling the bow, it is not mere word play. He also said, “Every
person should always have a destination.”7
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it doesn’t matter whether we call it a target or a destination. in life, if one
has a goal, and one fixes one’s gaze on it from afar, one will, as a human
being, naturally strive for it.

THE six connoTaTions

The seeds that represent the potential within the eight consciousnesses to pro-
duce an effect are understood as operating governed by six different condi-
tions, which are (1) momentariness; (2) simultaneity with their
manifestations; (3) functioning in tandem with the appropriate con-
sciousness; (4) having the same karmic quality as their manifestations; (5)
production of their manifestations only after the necessary associated
causes are present; (6) each seed produces its own peculiar manifestation
and no other. These are known as the six conditions of seeds. We need to take
a moment here and briefly discuss the connotations of each of these dis-
tinctive properties in terms of the explanation of seeds given above, espe-
cially in terms of the relationship between seeds and manifest activity.

(1) Momentariness means that seeds, representing the potentiality for
the production of all things, arise, cease, and change without interruption.
if it were the case that seeds were something eternal and unchanging, cau-
sation would be rendered impossible. The fact that seeds cannot be some-
thing eternal and unchanging, but must arise, cease, and change from
moment to moment, is the meaning of momentariness.

next we move to the condition of simultaneous cause and effect as an
aspect of the causes and effects in the production of all phenomena, which
is the relationship between seeds and manifest activity. This is the mean-
ing of (2) simultaneity of seeds with their manifestations. This means that
seeds, as the causes for the production of all dharmas, simultaneously con-
tain their effect qua manifest activity. This idea was already touched upon
in some detail from the perspective of the three successive phenomena bring-
ing about cause and effect simultaneously in the context of seeds generating
manifest activity and manifest activity perfuming seeds.

(3) The meaning of functioning in tandem with the appropriate con-
sciousness is that the seeds are continuous in their function without inter-
ruption, and that they bring about the continuity of the same qualities
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without altering them. if that which we understand as cause disappears
before it produces its intended effect, then it has lost its meaning. in order
for seeds to function as the causal power for the production of all phe-
nomena, they cannot be something that readily disappears. They must con-
tinue without interruption. seeds, as they bring about the continuity of a
certain type over a long period of time, act as seeds generating seeds, dis-
cussed at length above. by “long period of time” here, we are discussing a
period of time lasting until the attainment of the final stage of enlighten-
ment, which will be discussed in chapter 10.

(4) Having the same karmic quality as their manifestations means that the
seeds are of the same quality as the manifest activities they produce. in
other words, wholesome manifest activities are caused by wholesome seeds
and unwholesome manifest activities are caused by unwholesome seeds.
Thus, the meaning of seeds having the same karmic quality as their mani-
festations means that the quality of a certain behavior or appearance auto-
matically resonates with the wholesome, unwholesome, or indeterminate
karmic moral quality of the seeds that produced it.

seeds are again used as a metaphor for the latent potentiality to give
rise to each thing, and we have repeatedly seen them described as the poten-
tial within the eight consciousnesses to produce an effect. However, in reality,
the establishment of all phenomena is attributable not only directly to
these seeds. in order for things to occur, various kinds of conditions must
also be present. This is indicated by the fifth connotation, (5) seeds pro-
duce their manifestations only when the necessary associated causes are pres-
ent. This is stating that the occurrence of events awaits the assembly of
myriad conditions.

Finally, (6) states that a seed produces its own particular manifestation
and no other, meaning that the seeds naturally bring about effects that are
homogeneous with their own character.

at a first look, the implications of numbers (4) and (6) may be hard to
distinguish, but they do refer to two distinct aspects. in #4, having the same
karmic quality as their manifestations, the issue is one of the karmic charac-
ter or moral quality of the seed. in condition #6, that of production of its
own peculiar manifestation and no other, the problem is one of type or kind.
We tend to end up referring to all dharmas as if they were just one set of
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things, but all of the phenomena that are produced by causes and condi-
tions (known as conditioned dharmas) can be broadly categorized into three
groups, which include: (1) mental phenomena (including the mind-king
and mental factors), (2) material phenomena (called form dharmas), and
(3) phenomena that can be classified as neither material nor mental (called
factors not directly associated with mind; including such things as time,
direction, quantity, etc.). in a very general sense, it would not be incorrect
to say that seeds are the causes of the production of all dharmas. However,
specifically speaking, it is understood that material phenomena are pro-
duced from the seeds of form dharmas, and psychological phenomena are
produced from the seeds of mind dharmas. This is the meaning of each
seed producing its own peculiar manifestation and no other. it is from
these conditioned dharmas that our daily life takes its form. When we con-
sider each seed producing its own particular manifestation and no other, we
are shown that an “i” cannot be established based solely on a single type of
cause. any phenomenon that is not defined by all six of these conditions
cannot be a seed.

among these six meanings of seeds, i would like here to stress the spe-
cial importance of the two connotations production of their manifestations
only after the necessary associated causes are present and each seed’s production
of its own peculiar manifestation and no other. This entails another look at
the four causes and conditions. From the very start, buddhism pays great
attention to the matter of cause and effect, and within this notion of cause
and effect, it places special stress on the notion of causality through a mul-
tiplicity of causes and conditions.

in other words, it is impossible to think that all the things that go into
the composition of our actual daily lives occur on their own and without
due cause. Rather, it is precisely in the midst of a dynamic assembly of man-
ifold causes and conditions that things come into being, while we go about
managing our daily lives. buddhism assumes this way of thinking to be
fundamental, and this approach is clarified and elaborated with far greater
precision by the Yogācāra notions of seeds producing their manifestations
only after the necessary associated causes are present and each seed producing
of its own peculiar manifestation and no other.
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Chapter Six: The Deep Self Absorbed in Selfishness:
The Latent Area of the Mind

THE manas and iTs obJEcT

We tend to operate under the assumption that our daily lives progress
according to our conscious intentions. but these consciousnesses that dis-
cern objects that handle the management of our daily affairs—i.e., the five
consciousnesses of eyes, ears, nose, tongue, and body, as well as the think-
ing consciousness—do not continue functioning uninterrupted for
twenty-four hours a day. We may sit and gaze out a window at a lovely
landscape spread out before us, but by simply closing our eyes, we may be
in another land, in our imagination. The visual consciousness can be eas-
ily shut down, interrupted, and lost.

likewise, when we fall into a deep sleep, we suspend the function of the
sixth consciousness. The mental functions on the surface of the six con-
sciousnesses have interruptions, but we fall asleep every night with the
assumption that when we awake, the same “i” as the present “i” will be
there in the morning. We do not consciously confirm this assumption each
time we awaken, but if serious doubt were cast on the viability of this
assumption, it would no doubt be a bit more difficult to fall asleep at night.

When we consider how we are able to wake up as essentially the same
person each morning, it becomes clear that there needs to be a region of
consciousness that binds together the six interruption-prone conscious-
nesses, and serves as a broad base of support for human existence. The men-
tal region that we are proposing is not something that we can seek and
know directly; without the postulation of a latent mental region such as
this, we will be unable to account for the totality of human experience.
This led the Yogācāras to postulate the ālaya-vijñāna.



Śākyamuni, the first historically-recorded teacher of buddhism to our
world, turned his penetrating eye toward human beings and their sur-
rounding natural world and uncovered the two vitally important buddhist
principles of impermanence of all phenomena and selflessness of all phenom-
ena. The impermanence of all phenomena means that we, and all aspects
of the natural world that surround us, are in a constant state of arising,
change, and cessation. There is no way that there can be any such thing as
a permanent, unchanging essence, and thus the implication of the selfless-
ness of all phenomena.

The Yogācāras, taking this basic buddhist idea as a basis, continued the
search for the most fundamental latent area of mind that would become
known as the ālaya-vijñāna. based on the presence of various requisite
conditions in this store consciousness, the seeds that follow each other in
succession produce manifest phenomena, and those manifest phenomena
in turn perfume the ālaya-vijñāna with their impressions and dispositions.
The chain of such seeds generating manifest activity and manifest activity
perfuming seeds serves to create a continually evolving environment.

We enrich our lives by accumulating new experiences daily, and our store
consciousness is something that assimilates the impressions of those new
experiences into itself one after another. by this we can clearly understand
that the ālaya-vijñāna is neither unchanging nor substantial.

However, on the other hand, the ālaya-vijñāna is something that main-
tains a series of moments of general similarity in character—the continu-
ity of sameness. Yogācāra buddhists discerned that in the latent area of this
same mind, there was a strong tendency toward the reification of an
unchanging essence. The mental function that served to misconstrue the
store consciousness to be a firm, unchanging essence (an “i”), was named
the manas. The sanskrit term manas is interpreted in texts such as the
Cheng weishi lun8 to mean continually examining and assessing.

it is helpful to be reminded of the previous discussion of the three mean-
ings of store, in the terms (1) storer (2) stored, and (3) appropriated store.
The third meaning is that of an attachment to a self as referent.

This refers to the eighth consciousness as it is appropriated and attached
to as an object by the manas. conversely, the manas takes the ālaya-vijñāna
as its object, and attaches to it as a self constituted by an unchanging
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essence. in this, the idea of an appropriated store clearly characterizes the
relationship between the ālaya-vijñāna and the manas, wherein we can see
that the aspect attached to by the manas is an actual characteristic of the
ālaya-vijñāna. From this perspective then, the meaning of appropriated
store is the most important of the three. The origin of all of our confu-
sions lies precisely within this relationship between the ālaya-vijñāna and
the manas.

of course, the other two connotations are significant, but the special
importance of the appropriated store is that it is the basis for what we
regard as the distinctively religious aspect of Yogācāra. The purpose of
Yogācāra is not merely to map out a structure of the mind—to articulate
a buddhist type of psychology. as is the case with basic buddhist teach-
ings, the purpose of Yogācāra theory is to bring about liberation from
suffering, and achieve peace of mind. To this end, the first thing that
needs to be clarified is where the root of suffering lies. Within this sote-
riological inquiry as the main point of its orientation, Yogācāra tries to
provide a clear and detailed explanation of the structure of our mind, its
dynamic internal and external relationships, as well as its distinct men-
tal functions.

THE sEcond subJEcTiVE TRansFoRmaTion: THE manas

The function of the manas is to continually turn its eye toward the ālaya-
vijñāna-as-self, and to attach to it. The manas may also be interpreted as
“ego-devotion,” as this kind of mental functioning naturally brings us to
lead our lives in a state of extreme self-centeredness.

Ryōhen (1194–1252) was a Kamakura Period Hossō priest. in a pas-
sage found in his Two-Volume Hossō Extracts, a classical Japanese intro-
duction to Yogācāra, he describes the manas like this:

always functioning to pollute in the bottom of the minds of ordi-
nary people, even when the prior six minds are pure, i never fail to
attach to the distinction between my self and things. The depths of
the mind are always being defiled; they come to this state depend-
ing upon the manas.
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summarizing what we have discussed so far, let’s make an initial attempt
to identify the main features of the manas. The first feature would be that
it constitutes a latent region of the mind that is not directly accessible to
conscious awareness. The second is that the mental activity of the manas
is never interrupted—it is always active. Third, its function is to place “i”
at the center of any event, rendering one incapable of unbiased views.

it is only through the consciously aware aspects of our minds that we are
able to reflect back on ourselves, and try to map out some kind of realistic
future. This kind of activity is both wonderful and praiseworthy, as it is
possible for us to mature greatly based on the cultivation of such an atti-
tude. once we have taken such an action, we may think we have delivered
a crippling blow to our selfishness. not so. our selfishness and self-love
are not things that can be cast off so easily—they are extremely tenacious,
and embedded in the subconscious level of our mind, known as the manas.
Yogācāra buddhism, in striving to see human being through its function in
the reality of daily activities, could not but pay close attention to the mat-
ter of our selfishness. and such a view could not find its conclusion with-
out the discovery of the manas, the source of selfishness and egoism.

The manas is always functioning subliminally. contributing to the
progress and enhancement of society is unmistakably a wonderful and
wholesome thing, and naturally, it is will be highly evaluated by society.
However, inside the person who is striving to cultivate wholesome atti-
tudes and behavior, regardless of the situation, all such activities are defiled
by our selfish mind. The passages in the Two Volume Hossō Extracts reflect
this sentiment.

The notion that the mode of existence of unenlightened regular people
is that of deep attachment to self—one that it is deeply rooted in the reifi-
cation of the ego-notion—is of course a widely held understanding in
buddhism. However, it was up to the Yogācāras to postulate that this
attachment was based in a deep region of the mind called the manas and
to clearly articulate its characteristics. it is this attachment to self that
buddhist practices aim to remove.

Please note here that within representative bodhisattva practices of
mahāyāna buddhism, such as the six pāramitās (“six transcendent prac-
tices”)9 and the four methods of winning people over,10 the act of donation is
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always at the top of the list. The action of giving things over to others,
especially when there is no expectation of recompense, is intimately con-
nected to the removal of attachment to self. donation, especially in this
buddhist sense, involves giving one’s own possessions to others uncondi-
tionally—without any expectation or subsequent regret. To whatever
extent we continue to lead our lives permeated by an attitude of ego attach-
ment, we are to that degree incapable of freely and unconditionally offer-
ing our own possessions to others.

concerning the practice of donation, there has been, from an early
period of buddhism, a teaching called the three rings (“practices”) of purity.
The three rings are those of the donor, the donee, and the offering. When
the three are carried out completely without any hint of internal struggle,
it is regarded as a perfect donation—an unconditional form of donation
where one does not expect as much as a single word of thanks. We might
call it “giving and letting go.”

on the other hand, conditional donation is called the three impure rings.
Here, self-centeredness is not only not abandoned; the prejudice to the
self is of immediate importance and attention. When we first begin to
practice donation, all of our offerings are contaminated by this quality, as
the practice of donation is always bound with those things that are offered,
and because the self, as the focus of our awareness, makes it extremely dif-
ficult to carry out donation in the unattached mode of the three pure rings.
However, it is precisely because of this that it is considered to be such an
important practice in buddhism.

if we think about this problem of donation while bearing in mind that
this manas sinks subliminally, secretly, and deeply into to self-attachment,
we cannot but know that our “giving” is something that is done, regardless
of the situation, only at our own convenience.

it is easy to see how selfishness cannot but bring great influence to bear
upon the objects that we see, hear, and consider. Previously, we have seen
in the discussion of the ālaya-vijñāna as the first subjective transformation
that the object of cognition is first transformed as it is contextualized by the
totality of our own experiences. now, on top of this, we imbue greater sig-
nificance to objects of our cognition according to the self-centeredness
emanating from the manas. We are conducting our lives in an environment
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that is subjectively altered by the ālaya-vijñāna, and is now, in addition,
subjectively altered by the manas. This is called the manas as the second
subjective transformation.

We live our lives based on the assumption that we directly perceive, and
are accurately interpreting, objects with a fair amount of accuracy. since we
naturally assume that we are apprehending objects of cognition as best as
possible, it does not occur to us that we are purposely twisting the object
before our eyes to fit our own convenience.

instead, we take as our objects of cognition things that have already been
influenced and altered by the ālaya-vijñāna and manas consciousnesses.
Everything has been greatly twisted and defined to support our own con-
venience, and as such, objects of cognition are in fact referents that have
been transformed by the subjectively transforming minds. The things that
we are cognizing are certainly not “external objects” in the commonly
understood sense of the term. Those of us who believe we are carrying out
our daily lives based on an accurate understanding of the true way of being
should begin to abandon that conceit and begin to rethink the matter just
a bit. This realization forms a critical juncture in Yogācāra teaching.

THE FouR aFFlicTions oF THE manas

While the ālaya-vijñāna accumulates all of our actions and behaviors and
has the character of continuity of sameness, or, changing but unchanging,
the manas misconstrues the ālaya-vijñāna to be an invariable, substantial
thing identified as the self, and tenaciously attaches itself to it.

The perfuming of the impressions of every single one of our actions into
the ālaya-vijñāna happens subtly, below the threshold of our conscious
awareness. at the same time, the attachment to this ālaya-vijñāna by the
manas is not directly knowable. Therefore the elimination of the self-
attachment of the manas, the internal egoism and selfishness held within
the “i,” is impossible simply by making a conscious decision to do so.
Within the conscious “i” that earnestly reflects on the selfishness of one’s
speech and behavior, there is a subtler “i” that is sunken deeply in egoism.
From here, let us consider the actual mental functions of the manas com-
prising the roots of egoism and selfishness.
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Yogācāra buddhism says that we possess a total of fifty-one mental func-
tions, and it divides these factors up into six groups: omnipresent,
object-contingent, wholesome, primary afflictions, secondary afflictions, and
indeterminate. These six groups were presented earlier in chapter 3, as item-
ized in Vasubandhu’s Lucid Introduction to the One Hundred Dharmas.
Within these mental factors, all except for the omnipresent factors are con-
centrated in the manas as afflictions and secondary afflictions. These are the
factors that have in common the characteristic of bringing us irritation and
suffering.

Primary afflictions contain the fundamental afflictions, or mental dis-
turbances, representing the fundamental psychological functions that make
our mind and body suffer intensely. Within this group are the six mental
factors: craving, ill-will, pride, ignorance, doubt, and incorrect views. among
these, those understood to be functions of the manas are craving, pride,
ignorance, and incorrect views.

The Lucid Introduction to the One Hundred Dharmas is thought to have
been written by Vasubandhu at a point when his Yogācāra thinking had
reached maturity, but there is another famous earlier work by Vasubandhu
which is even more influential, the Triṃśikā (translated into chinese with
the title “Thirty Verses on consciousness-only”). in this text, four afflic-
tions are associated with the manas: self-delusion, self-view, self-conceit,11

and self-love.
if we compare these two texts, despite the fact that the order of the item-

ization is different, we can see that their understanding of mental func-
tioning is the same. However, one passage from the Triṃśikā states that
“[the manas] always acts in tandem with four afflictions: self-delusion, self-
view, self-conceit, and self-attachment,” and has been repeatedly cited since
early in the history of Yogācāra studies. it makes sense, then, to use the pas-
sage from the Triṃśikā as the main source for our discussion of these afflic-
tions. if we properly understand these four afflictions associated with the
manas in the Triṃśikā, self-delusion, self-view, self-conceit, and self-love,
they can been seen as analogous to the ignorance, incorrect view, pride, and
craving of the Lucid Introduction to the One Hundred Dharmas respectively.

The mental factor of self-delusion, synonymous with such buddhist
concepts as ignorance or bewilderment (skt. avidyā, moha), refers to the
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obscuration of reality, and implies a state of confusion. because it is the
psychological function that serves as the source of all afflictions, self-
delusion is considered to be the most original, fundamental, aberrant men-
tal function. it is the prime cause for the confusion that we experience in
our daily lives.

in addition to its function in the manas, self-delusion is also understood
to operate throughout the prior five consciousnesses and the sixth, think-
ing consciousness. despite the seemingly simple label ignorance, the true
scope of its function is various and indeterminate. Within this, in its role
as a factor in the psychological functioning of the manas, its distinguish-
ing characteristics are the fact that it arises concomitantly with self-views,
self-conceit, and self-attachment, as well as the fact that it has continued to
function since the immemorial past without interruption. This indicates
delusion in regard to the principle of no-self, which corresponds to the
self-view (the next item to be discussed), and is rightly called self-delusion.

The rubric of incorrect views is subdivided to five kinds of content:

(1) the view of a composite self,
(2) extreme views,
(3) perverse views,
(4) attachment to one’s own views, and
(5) views of attachment to moral discipline.

Self-view corresponds to the view of a composite self, and refers to the
misconstrual of the “i”, which is established as an aggregate of various ele-
ments to act as an invariable essence. self-view means that one sees the “i”
to be a real self, when in fact it is impermanent and lacking an inherent
essence. We continually operate in the midst of a wide variety of mistaken
views, all of which have their roots in this self-view.

To properly understand incorrect view, we need to recall the mental fac-
tor of intelligence that was listed in the group of object-contingent factors
that were introduced in chapter 3, “The Functions of the mind.” intelli-
gence is a mental function that chooses, distinguishes, and determines the
object of cognition. it operates not only in a wholesome manner, but also
unwholesomely and with karmic moral indeterminacy. When intelligence
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operates in an unwholesome manner, by grasping things in a distorted way,
it is known as incorrect view.

incorrect view is understood to operate within both the thinking con-
sciousness (mano-vijñāna) and the manas consciousness. above, when we
broke down the incorrect view into five specific aspects, we stated that the
view of a composite self was roughly analogous to the self-view among the
four afflictions. more precisely speaking, within the view of a composite
self there is an inherent aspect that functions at all times without inter-
ruption, and this is the self-view of the manas. all the functions occurring
within the view of a composite self that are subject to interruption (as well
as extreme view, perverse view, attachment to one’s own view, and view of
attachment to discipline) are understood not as functions of the manas
but as being the psychological functions of the sixth, thinking conscious-
ness. Extreme view, perverse view, attachment to one’s own view, and the
various views of attachment to discipline all ignore the principle of cause
and effect, and refer to mistaken and potentially harmful non-buddhist
teachings. Except for extreme views, these views are not innate, but are the
result of cultural conditioning from the time of birth. The innate, latent
mental function that notices the store consciousness’ character of contin-
uous sameness but takes it to be an unchanging essence—thus imputing a
true self—is the self-view within the four afflictions.

Self-conceit is a mental activity wherein one takes great pride in oneself
and looks down on others. Generally the term conceit refers to a mental
function that is generated based on a comparison between oneself and
others, wherein one’s own worth is exaggerated to generate the feeling of
superiority.

self-conceit is distinguished into seven types of manifestations, called
the seven kinds of conceit:

(1) basic conceit,
(2) conceit in regarding oneself as superior to equals and equal to

superiors,
(3) conceit in feeling superior to manifest superiors;
(4) self-conceit,
(5) conceit in superior knowledge,
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(6) conceit in regarding oneself as only slightly inferior to those
who far surpass oneself,

(7) conceit in regarding oneself as possessing virtues, such as wis-
dom and enlightenment, while actually lacking them.

The seven kinds of conceit refer to psychological functions that origi-
nate in the course of comparison between oneself and others, and which
motivate the cultivation of a greater feeling of superiority. an interesting
example is seen in that of conceit in regarding oneself as only slightly inferior
to those who far surpass oneself. This is a self-conceit that rears its ugly head
when we encounter a person who is superior to ourselves in every aspect.
one might well assume that in this sort of circumstance no form of con-
ceit would arise whatsoever, since there is no recourse but to admit that
other party is excellent. but even a slightly adjusted acknowledgment, such
as “i might not be quite as good as him, but i’m definitely on the right
track,” causes us to rationalize that the other person is only a little bit bet-
ter than ourselves.

in this case, to our regret, we are unable to exercise a pleasant feeling of
superiority, and so instead we try to minimize the feeling of inferiority we
may experience. conceit in regarding oneself as only slightly inferior to
those who far surpass oneself is not an obvious form of conceit, but it well
shows the incredibly subtle face of the basic function of conceit.

conceit is understood to be a mental factor operating in both the sixth
and seventh consciousnesses. The self-conceit that operates within the lim-
its of the thinking consciousness can be noticed in self-reflection, and thus
suppressed. However, forms of conceit that operate within the manas are
functioning in the subconscious region of the mind, so that no matter how
earnestly one reflects, one can never come close to influencing or manipu-
lating them.

To believe one thoroughly knows things of which one is actually igno-
rant is called conceit in superior knowledge. by deeply reflecting on this
shortcoming, we can experience a marvelous advance in our spiritual
progress and greatly develop our lives henceforth. However, Yogācāra
buddhism holds that beneath the functioning of this surface mind there
is an unremitting mental function of conceit, which secretly relies on the
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fictitious self and serves to generate a feeling of contempt for others. This
is none other than the mental function of self-conceit found in the manas.

Self-love is also called self-craving, craving, or addiction. craving is a
mental factor that attracts us toward whatever object we find appealing.
craving, along with ill-will and folly, is counted as one of the three poi-
sonous afflictions. craving is a well-known mental function that is one
of the most fundamental factors serving to pull us ever further from the
state of buddhahood. Yogācāra buddhism sees the mental factor of crav-
ing as operating broadly, being seen in the prior five consciousnesses, the
thinking consciousness, and the manas. Within this self-love, the manas
misconstrues the ālaya-vijñāna to be a real self and firmly attaches to it,
such that our awareness of the attachment will eventually come to the
fore. We can enhance this awareness by reflecting on our words and
actions.

in the case of craving, it can only be identified as operating at the exter-
nal level of the mano-vijñāna (thinking consciousness). at that time, the
self-love of the manas is still writhing beneath the surface of the thinking
consciousness.

THE EiGHT sEcondaRY aFFlicTions oF THE manas

as we have seen in the prior section, the manas misconstrues the continu-
ity in type of the deep ālaya-vijñāna and considers it to be a true self, and
then attaches to it incessantly. it has as its representative functions the four
primary afflictions of self-delusion, self-view, self-conceit, and self-love,
which are always concomitant with it. When the final two afflictions of ill-
will and doubt are added to these four, we have the full set of six primary
afflictions, the fundamental mental disturbances that are the source of
other derivative troubles.

based on these fundamental afflictions, a set of derivative afflictions,
known as the twenty secondary afflictions, are stimulated. among this
group are eight psychological functions understood as being associated
with the manas. These are: no faith, indolence, self-indulgence, depression,
agitation, forgetfulness, incorrect knowing, and distraction. When afflicted
states of mind (kliṣṭa-manas) arise, all eight of these mental factors arise
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in tandem. defiled mental states disturb our mind, and as a result the dis-
tance between us and buddhahood becomes steadily greater.

let’s take a brief look at these eight mental factors from among the sec-
ondary afflictions.

No faith (skt. aśraddha) is a term that defines the lack of inclination to
be concerned with wholesome dharmas, of entrusting oneself to them, and
of looking forward to their positive effects. Wholesome dharmas are the
positive spiritual mental functions, and the action of no faith defiles our
minds. Faith is a fundamental buddhist concept that implies the power
we have to purify our minds and move us closer to our goal of buddha-
hood. since no faith is a mental function that interrupts the establishment
of faith within us, it is something that defiles our minds and interrupts our
spiritual path.

most directly induced by no-faith is the mental factor of indolence (skt.
kausīdya), the lack of any motivation toward the cultivation of wholesome
dharmas. it is a psychological function that represses the motivation toward
honest improvement, causing Ryōhen to write: “Those who lack faith are
indolent; those who are indolent lack faith.”12

buddhist practices are commonly summarized under the rubric of “elim-
inating the unwholesome, cultivating the wholesome.” This implies the
elimination of mental disturbances and the maintenance of the energy to
proceed toward buddhahood, which can be interpreted as simply drawing
a clear line between what one will do and what one will not do. unless we
set a clear line between what we will and will not do, we cannot establish any
clear principle of living. living a life without principles, just following one’s
desires wherever they may lead, leads to a life filled with self-indulgence. This
further leads to a greater defilement of the mind, and the positive factors
that may have been previously been assimilated into the “i” are corrupted.

Depression is a psychological condition where the mind sinks, prevent-
ing one from properly identifying and judging things and events. The
counterpart of this condition is the mental factor of agitation, a psycho-
logical condition where one’s mind abnormally rises and floats. The main
symptom of this mental factor is the inability to thoroughly ascertain the
character of things.
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Forgetfulness (skt. smṛti-nāśa) stands in contrast to the mindfulness
of the object-contingent factors. if in losing the focus of attention one
also loses sight of the object of cognition, it is not possible to adequately
assess it, or contemplate upon it. as a result, one’s mind becomes scat-
tered. Forgetfulness is considered to be the main contributing factor to
distraction.

Distraction works counter to the object-dependent mental factor of con-
centration. Rather than focusing the mind on a single object, one’s attention
jumps, moves, and wanders from thing to thing, one after another. as a
result, one tends to develop imbalanced and mistaken views.

at first glance, distraction and agitation may seem to refer to the same
sort of condition. but whereas in the former state one’s mind jumps from
one object to another, agitation refers to the tendency of the mind to make
contact with a single object in an odd way, leading to confusion.

The last of this group, incorrect cognition is a mental function wherein
a mistaken understanding is made regarding all knowable objects.

since the function of the manas is deep, subtle, and not directly know-
able, the same thing can be said about its four basic afflictions. Therefore,
the explanation of the treatment of mental factors that are concomitant
with the manas is usually carried out in the context of discussions of the
thinking consciousness. although we have explained these factors here as
clearly identifiable functions, in actuality they should be understood as
ineffable factors, simply being muddying, vague psychological functions.

summaRY

We are told that the buddha never grew weary of deepening his personal
realization of the impermanence of all phenomena and teaching others
about the selflessness of all dharmas. buddhists in later generations may
well interpret the buddha’s energy as coming from a desire to transmit
these truths to those who are so distant from him in time and space. but
this is really nothing more than our own interpretation, made from our
own perspective. The real source of his motivation was simply that such
notions as impermanence and no-self are really quite difficult to grasp for
people who live in such a deep state of confusion. Thus, there can be no
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doubt that it was precisely in response to this difficulty that Śākyamuni
was motivated to re-explain such seminal concepts again and again.

Human beings and the natural world that surrounds them are all in a
state of movement and change, and those things that exist here and now are
nothing more than provisional combinations of various elements. nothing
is changeless and substantial, and this is the meaning of the impermanence
of all phenomena and the selflessness of all dharmas. such truths are pre-
sented to us in the hope that we might at least tentatively allow for the fact
that they might turn out to be true.

at the same time, even though we talk about impermanence we cannot
but directly feel that there is something about the “i” of today and the “i”
of several months ago that has remained constant, hardly changing
throughout time and growth. being attracted by this unchanging aspect, we
understand it to be something substantial connected with the self, and our
attachment to this substantial, unchanging aspect continues throughout
the rest of our lives as our de facto state of being.

concerning this mechanism of attachment to a fictitious self, Yogācāra
buddhism created a detailed elaboration of this latent mind of self-
attachment called the manas that takes the ālaya-vijñāna as its object. since
our attachment to a fictitious self is understood by the fact that the ālaya-
vijñāna, which accumulates the impressions of our actions and creates a
general sense of continuity in type from the past to the future, is miscon-
strued by the manas to be an unchanging substantial self.

Eishun, wanting to express this human impermanence and the selfless-
ness that it is derived from, composed the following verse:

The old and the young all know they are going to die, and say so as
if they really know it. but even though they say so, they really don’t
know what’s going to happen.13

by attaching strongly to our egos, we exhibit our own lack of awareness of
the real nature of our own existence. it is painful. i can hear the sigh of
lamentation from Eishun.

The manas is a mind preoccupied entirely with self-interest, and since
we possess this mind deep within us, we are, every moment of every day,
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inevitably self-centered. We twist and turn in the direction of self-concern
and self-benefit in every circumstance that befalls us.

The mental factors of the primary and secondary afflictions present in
the manas are, as we have seen above, not only associated with the manas,
but also with the mano-vijñāna, or, according to the situation, even within
the prior five consciousnesses. The psychological functions of the primary
and secondary afflictions that work at the level of the sixth consciousness
allow us to be conscious, and therefore when engaged in deep and sus-
tained reflection, we are able to suppress them to a certain degree, but not
the four afflictions of the manas. The four afflictions are continuing in
their subtle, subliminal function, which means that our efforts at conscious
reflection can only take place fragmentarily, sitting atop a base permeated
entirely with self-centeredness.

of course, by attempting to work toward a positive direction at the level
of consciousness, we may bring great meaning to our lives. However, in
our deep self there are four afflictions that do not rest in their attachment
to the fictitious self. Truly, it is as Ryōhen said:

always functioning to pollute in the bottom of the minds of ordi-
nary people, even when the prior six minds are pure, i never fail to
attach to the distinction between my self and things. The depths of
the mind are always being defiled.

This is why our efforts at cultivating wholesome behavior cannot be clearly
and immediately effective.

The deep mind that is absorbed in self-centeredness pulls into it the
objects considered good and convenient according to its bias, and focuses
exclusively on these as the objects of its cognition. This is another vitally
important way for us to realize that objects do not appear to us as they
really are, but in a state that is subjectively transformed by the selfishly ori-
ented manas.
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Chapter Seven: The Variously Assessing Mind

THE dEEP mind and THE THinKinG consciousnEss

(MANO-VIJñĀNA)

in the course of our daily lives, we meet many people, see and hear various
things, and make an effort to experience everything. our lives consist of a
series of relationships between the “i” and these people, things, and events.
but the content of these relationships is going to depend greatly upon the
way in which we cognize these things. We know that at the earliest point
in the cognitive process the ālaya-vijñāna—the first subjective transfor-
mation representing the collected array of all our past experiences—greatly
imbues its influence onto the cognitive object. The manas, the second sub-
jective transformation, then attempts to understand each thing with
unfathomable self-centeredness. The ground of our daily cognitive life lies
in the deep mind of the ālaya-vijñāna, constituted by the whole of our
actions and experiences, along with the mind of attachment to the self,
known as the manas. These are the cognitive foundations from which we
experience our lives. although we believe that we live in a fully conscious
and aware manner, upon taking full account of the cognitive process and
its inevitable passage through these prior two transformations, it becomes
difficult to maintain the view that we conduct our lives only through our
conscious awareness.

Given the fact that these first and second subjective transformations
occur subliminally, we do not have conscious access to them, and as a
result have no idea what is actually going on in the depth of our minds. its
function is truly quite mysterious—especially that of the ālaya-vijñāna,
the most fundamental, psychological base that undergoes beginningless



perfuming. since the ālaya-vijñāna is constituted by the entirety of our
past experiences, it is something that we can trace back infinitely into the
past. Who knows what might be stored within it? all that we can say with
any certainty is that it is far beyond anything we might be able to imag-
ine—that it is nothing short of a total mystery. We may be convinced that
we are carrying out our lives in a state of manifest conscious awareness, but
underneath everything lies a profoundly unknowable psychological basis.

The relationship between the consciously aware region of the mind and
the deep, unfathomable region reminds me of a story that i read of a man
who dreamt of a giant eggplant. When asked how large it was, the man
replied, saying, “it was like attaching a calyx (the cup-like base found on
vegetables like eggplants) to the dark void.” in this story, the darkness
extends to infinity, and so this eggplant is infinitely large. The ālaya-
vijñāna is comparable to the infinite darkness of the eggplant, and the
superficial thinking consciousness is like the calyx attached to its tip.

although the metaphor of an eggplant calyx for the consciously aware
mind is a bit of an oversimplification, hopefully it serves to show the lim-
itations of the mano-vijñāna in accounting for the totality of our lived
experience. since the thinking consciousness is subject to interruptions,
that which is gained through the mental functions such as perception, feel-
ings, thinking, and intentions cannot be a full account of reality. Yet despite
the fact that these breaks lead our psychological functions to be non-
continuous, we are nonetheless living unified and continuous lives. This
can only be possible because of the existence of the ālaya-vijñāna that sus-
tains the surface mind, extending into the infinite past. The ālaya-vijñāna
is seen as the indescribable, vast, psychological base of our lives when com-
pared to the surface mind of the sixth, thinking consciousnesses.

but this does not mean that we should regard the conscious mind as
being insignificant. There is no other way to engage in self-reflection than
through our conscious awareness, which allows us to adjust to our present
situation and discern the path that we need to tread into the future. With-
out relying on the psychological functions of the sixth consciousness,
there is nothing we can do to improve ourselves. Even though the domain
of the thinking consciousness receives profound influence from the deep
mental regions of the ālaya-vijñāna and manas, our ability to learn from
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experiences and progress into the future is only made possible by the think-
ing consciousness in the present moment.

i would like to quote the opening passage of the short story “swiss
chard”14 as a metaphor for the relationship between the deep mind and the
sixth consciousness.

His wife’s voice was heard, saying, “it is just like the congealing of
the bean curd (tofu). When the soybeans have just been ground,
there is nothing but soupy, amorphous, soybean pulp, and there is
nothing that can be gotten from the mix. However, after the bittern
is mixed in, the parts that end up becoming bean curd clump
together, becoming clear and firm, and that which will become
bean curd and that which will not are clearly distinguished.”

“no matter what, bittern is necessary,” came the voice of mr.
Yoichi from the main house. “That’s right. if you don’t use it, the
bean curd will never take shape,” said the wife and mr. Yoichi,
soberly, together as one voice.

The function of the deep mind is to continuously maintain the impres-
sions and disposition of past experiences in the form of seeds without any
loss. This can be seen as the original framework of individuality, but it
would be more proper to call it a “formless original form.” so let’s imagine
the deep mind as something like the soupy, mixed soybean pulp as seen in
the above story.

no matter how flawless the deep mind may be in terms of what it
receives and preserves, based only on an awareness of its function as recep-
tacle, it is not possible to identify a clearly defined and distinct “i.” Just as
the form of bean curd can only be obtained after bittern is put into the
soupy soybean pulp, on top of the formless, soupy “i,” it is only after the
appearance of the thinking consciousness, which assesses each separate
thing, that a distinct, individual “i” is formed for the first time.

in comparing the conscious mind to the calyx of the eggplant, we drew
attention to the fact that just like the bittern that congeals the bean curd,
this consciousness is vitally important. While understanding the store con-
sciousness as the basis of existence, if there is no function of conscious
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awareness, that which we call “i” has no medium to function in society.
Thus, while Yogācāra buddhism is primarily known for its extensive inves-
tigations into the operations of the subconscious regions of the mind, the
thinking consciousness also has vitally important implications.

Religion is inevitably something that demands faith, or belief from us.
Given the variety of forms of religion, it is natural that definitions of faith
are also various. one interpretation, based on our discussion thus far, is to
say that faith involves the sincere taking of our entire past as a foundation
while simultaneously looking forward to the creation of a bright future.
While this is a somewhat narrow perspective of the notion of faith, it
reflects at least two essential points. one is that no one can rearrange his
or her past. Whatever may be in our past, we have to accept it. The second
point is that the thinking consciousness is operating while being continu-
ally subjected to the powerful influences of the manas. Even the whole-
some mental factors are working under the severe constraints of a deeply
embedded selfish attachment that is utterly bereft of the ability to take an
unbiased perspective on anything.

The only recourse we have is to consciously accept our past without a
struggle, and from the position of leverage provided by this awareness,
elevate, deepen, and broaden our inclination toward the world of the
buddha. This is the first religious step of Yogācāra, its foundational form
of faith.

THE THiRd subJEcTiVE TRansFoRmaTion:
THE sixTH, THinKinG consciousnEss

our mind does not simply cognize objects exactly as they exist in them-
selves. on the contrary, it is fundamentally disposed to subjectively alter
everything that is seen, heard, and touched. our minds carry out such sub-
jective transformations at three levels. The first two of these three levels, as
we have already seen, are the ālaya-vijñāna and the manas. The first sub-
jective transformation is made against the backdrop of the gamut of our
prior experiences, and the second subjective transformation is motivated by
our deeply-held attachment to ourselves. Even though both of these dra-
matically alter the objects of cognition, we operate under the assumption
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that these objects are being directly cognized, and we go forth with our
lives based on this.

once we understand this teaching, we can no longer continue assuming
that we are cognizing things as they really exist. still, the simple intellectual
understanding of this fact is of no consequence if some concrete action is
not taken to stop this habitual tendency. and if nothing is done to coun-
teract it, we become ever more strongly convinced that our own view is
basically correct instead of finding liberation from the habit. This may lead
us to wonder how we can ever hope to attain a correct perspective.

The process of subjective alteration does not stop with the first and sec-
ond subjective transformations. There is now yet another subjective trans-
formation occurring in addition to these, known as the third subjective
transformation. in the context of the mind-kings of the eight conscious-
nesses, this refers to the operation of the sixth consciousness and prior five
consciousnesses. The case of the prior five consciousnesses will be discussed
in further detail in the next chapter.

Yogācāra buddhism broke down our psychological functions into fifty-
one mental factors, which were then classified into six groups according to
their character. These six groups of factors are:

(1) omnipresent factors,
(2) object contingent factors,
(3) wholesome factors,
(4) primary afflictive factors,
(5) secondary afflictive factors, and
(6) indeterminate factors.

it is understood that the fifty-one mental factors are directly associated
with the thinking consciousness, and that the thinking consciousness has
an extremely wide range of varying, psychological functions.

one implication of this is that at the level of conscious awareness, the
mind is capable of working in either wholesome or unwholesome modes.
While undergoing the powerful influences of the subliminal ālaya-
vijñāna and manas, and according to the variety of psychological func-
tions carried out by the thinking consciousness, we may either come
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closer to buddhahood, or fall further away from it. based on the function
of this sixth consciousness, things are subjectively altered, and these trans-
formed objects are taken to be the objects of our direct cognition. This
third subjective transformation begins when we create understandings
regarding objects based on this.

one of the most commonly-seen ways of distinguishing the general
functions of the human mind is to break it down into the three aspects of
cognition, emotion, and intention. some schema simplify it even further,
into the two general aspects of cognition and emotion. These approaches
have been taken since ancient times, and are not necessarily Eastern or
Western in origin. in Yogācāra, the thinking consciousness is usually ana-
lyzed into the three aspects of cognition, emotion, and intention, and from
these three categories opens up a wide range of topics for discussion. We
can see from this that the third subjective transformation is quite complex
in terms of its content.

The most important factor to take into account when discussing the
third subjective transformation is that objects of observation will differ
significantly from person to person, depending on personal interests and
attitude—and there is an unlimited range of possible interests and atti-
tudes. one might have a readily apparent and strong awareness of a certain
matter, and go on to pursue it deeply. one may also have some level of con-
cern for an object but no impetus to pursue it. Even though both kinds of
concern are for the same object, the character of what ends up being per-
ceived can differ immensely. Thus, the former person sees much that is not
seen by the latter, whose volitional requisites toward the object’s intellec-
tual appeal that would lead one to study more deeply are sparse. The lat-
ter person does not see what the former person has apprehended through
greater application of attention.

in the case of a deficiency in apprehension for something that should be
normally cognized by the thinking consciousness, we can see the operation
of the factors of slackness from among the secondary afflictions, or drowsiness
from among the uncategorized factors, which bring dullness to one’s cogni-
tive faculties and gloom to one’s emotional state. For example, we may be
able to read the text on the page of a book, but with this slackness we may not
be able to understand the content of the paragraphs—the sentences written
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on the page are nothing but individual letters conveying no meaning. or, in
the case of ill-will among the afflictions, the psychological function of anger
narrows our overall cognitive scope. as a result, our ability to execute proper
judgment is lost. Thus the emotive elements of the thinking consciousness
carry out significant subjective alteration of the object of cognition.

THE VaRiETiEs oF consciousnEss

on an early summer morning before dawn, a man stands in a garden.
catching the familiar smell of the lotus blossoms, he forgets the suffering
of last night’s poor sleep due to the heat of the summer night, as if it never
occurred. during this time the sky lightens gradually, and lotus flowers of
various colors—white, red, and spotted purple, gradually show their neat
appearance. He brings his face close to the flower of a nearby white lotus,
and breathes in its scent deeply. at this time, the visual consciousness and
the olfactory consciousness of prior five consciousnesses work first, per-
ceiving that it is a white, fragrant lotus. He experiences the direct percep-
tion of that thing, simply as it is.

arising at the same time as the function of the prior five consciousnesses
is the sixth consciousness. This thinking consciousness (mano-vijñāna)
takes the sensation by the prior five consciousnesses to the level of con-
ceptualizing that “this is a beautiful white, lotus flower, which smells very
good.” and perhaps the cognition is even brought to the level of compar-
ison, in such thoughts as “the wind orchid and the flowers of the allspice
tree also smell good, but after all, the lotus is the best.”

However, the thinking consciousness does not require the function of
the prior five consciousnesses in order to operate. The prior five con-
sciousnesses are limited in their function to direct sensory experience, and
thus to a specific location, and to the direct sensation of a presently existent
object. but the thinking consciousness can, for example, reflect on the lotus
flower that was enjoyed this morning, and in the course of ruminating on
it, make various conjectures, comparisons, associations, and forecasts, all
without experiencing a concrete object. To reflect this meaning, the think-
ing consciousness is also referred to by the connotative technical term con-
sciousness with a wide range of referents.
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The cases of the arising of the thinking consciousness are broadly cate-
gorized into two types: (1) those where it arises in tandem with (at least
one of ) the five sense consciousnesses, and (2) those where it arises unas-
sociated with them.

in the first case, the thinking consciousness operates concomitantly with
the sense consciousnesses and enables them to more precisely cognize the
sensory object. it is quite normal for us to use our sense consciousnesses and
thinking consciousnesses in tandem when various conjectures and inten-
tions are experienced together with sensory perceptions. in this circum-
stance, the thinking consciousness that arises in tandem with the sense
consciousnesses is distinguished into two further types: (a) the thinking
consciousness that has the same referents as the sense consciousness, and
(b) the thinking consciousness that does not have the same referents.

in contrast to this thinking consciousness that arises in tandem with the
sense consciousnesses is (2) the thinking consciousness that arises unasso-
ciated with the sense consciousnesses. This form of consciousness is further
distinguished into: (a) the thinking consciousness that arises subsequently
to the sense consciousnesses, and (b) the thinking consciousness arises inde-
pendently of the sense consciousnesses. The thinking consciousness that
arises subsequently refers to the case where after the operation of one of the
sense consciousnesses, the object is taken up by the thinking conscious-
ness. This function is not simultaneous with that of the five sense con-
sciousnesses, but occurs in their wake.

let us again take up the example of reading a book. First the visual con-
sciousness sees the printed characters on the page just as they are. Then
the thinking consciousness that had arisen simultaneously with the visual
consciousness follows, cognizing the meaning of the words. However, it
does not stop there, as we continue to relate to the contents of what has
been read, pondering its meaning. This is the function of the thinking con-
sciousness following upon the operation of the sense consciousnesses.

There is also the case where sentences and words are recalled only upon
a certain occasion. Remembering the words of a favorite poem or novel, we
ruminate on their meanings, savoring them more deeply. This kind of func-
tion of the thinking consciousness does not occur simultaneously with the
prior five consciousnesses, nor does it directly follow upon them.
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in a poem entitled “Thinking of Kōfukuji Temple,” shūsō dōjin (aizu
Yaichi) wrote:

i guess that spring is has come; many people are coming and
going;

in the buddha-garden, perhaps the flowers are blooming.

dōjin, who had returned to Tokyo, was writing a verse of yearning.
Within the compound of the Kōfukuji Temple in nara, the people, while
waiting for spring, are coming and going in a relaxed manner. dōjin never
actually witnessed this scene with his own eyes, but his independently aris-
ing thinking consciousness, based on his past experiences, imagined that
around now, there must be such a scene occurring in nara. and so he
placed himself quietly into this scene.

if the only role of the thinking consciousness was to respond to cog-
nitive objects appearing before our eyes, our lives would end up being
pretty boring. it is the ability to pull things out of the depths of our own
being, examine and contemplate their individual characters, and then
accumulate this knowledge that brings richness and depth to our lives.
This is the indispensable function of the independently arising thinking
consciousness.

THE mind THaT assEssEs VaRiouslY

Yogācāra buddhism analyzed our mental functions including the five
omnipresent factors, the five object contingent factors, the ten wholesome
factors, the six fundamental afflictions, the twenty secondary afflictions,
and the four uncategorized factors, for a total of fifty-one, which were cat-
egorized into six groups. The ability of these fifty-one to function is due
mainly to the sixth, thinking consciousness.

The thinking consciousness, possessing these fifty-one psychological
functions and capable of cognizing all dharmas, surveys the wide range
of objects covered by these functions and allows us to make a variety of
assessments regarding them. since mental factors having a clearly defined
karmic moral character—such as the wholesome factors, afflictions, and
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secondary afflictions—operate within the thinking consciousness, our
conscious awareness is capable of leading us in either wholesome or
unwholesome directions.

Even though wholesome functions are available to us, such functions must
operate on top of the deep selfishness of the manas as expressed in its four
concomitant afflictions. This puts us in the position of swimming upstream,
as it were. Here we are again reminded of Ryōhen’s admonishment: Even at
the time when the six minds are functioning purely, we are always being
defiled in the depths of our consciousnesses. While this may be so, it is a
clear, unmistakable fact that within ourselves we possess the basic provisions
for the practice of a wholesome, spiritual life, and the ability to strive for
enlightenment. Having realized this special characteristic of the thinking
consciousness, we can begin to control the mental functions of the primary
and secondary afflictions. once the goodness in the mind has been solidified,
this turns into a great basis which we utilize to further ourselves toward
enlightenment. We can either take a powerful first step in the direction of the
good, or further enhance disturbances of the mind, scattering body and mind
in a thousand pieces, telling everyone that we were forced into this situation
by external circumstances beyond our control. The decision regarding our
course of action is entirely up to our own conscious mental activity.

in chapter 3 (“The Functions of the mind”) we discussed the four men-
tal factors subsumed under the categories of omnipresent, object-contingent,
and uncategorized. Then, in chapter 6 (“The deep self absorbed in self-
ishness”) we surveyed the four mental factors of craving, conceit, igno-
rance, and incorrect views from among the primary afflictions, as well as
no-faith, indolence, dissipation, slackness, agitation, forgetfulness, incor-
rect knowing, and distraction from among the secondary afflictions. We
now move to covering the remaining two basic afflictions, and then follow
up with the remaining twelve secondary afflictions, and finally finish with
the eleven wholesome mental factors.

The mental factor of ill-will is an affliction related to anger. it is usually
described alongside craving and ignorance, under the label “the three poi-
sonous afflictions,” as introduced earlier. These three are considered to be
the most rudimentary of our psychological problems. Jōkei (Gedatsu
shōnin; 1155–1213), when describing the condition of man while
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engaged in the process of deep self-examination (in the Anthology of Rous-
ing the Mind from Delusion), calls us “fellows deeply impregnated with poi-
sonous habituation.”15 His statement reminds us that we are nothing but
beings who lead our lives under the profound influence of the impregna-
tion by the karmic impressions in our ālaya-vijñāna, which is in turn con-
ditioned by the rudimentary psychological functions of craving, ill-will,
and ignorance.

We have already seen the mental factor of craving, wherein one covets
without limit those things that are pleasurable. The opposite of this is the
mental factor of ill-will, a psychological function of anger and hatred
directed toward the things that one does not appreciate. once anger arises,
any amount of peace and equanimity of body and mind that one may have
maintained up to that point is immediately lost.

Doubt is a psychological function only found in the sixth consciousness.
When one has misgivings about the validity of such principles as the law
of cause and effect and no-self, hesitation prohibits us from fully entrust-
ing ourselves wholly to these basic truths.

The next ten mental factors from the secondary afflictions, including
anger, resentment, worry, concealing, deceit, flattery, arrogance, envy, hos-
tility, and parsimony, are all functions found only in the domain of the
thinking consciousness.

Anger is a feeling of indignation toward those things that are disagree-
able to oneself. once this mental factor arises, uncouth speech and behav-
ior are sure to ensue.

Resentment is the psychological function that occurs based on the con-
tinued function of anger, and is characterized by feelings of abhorrence
and grudge toward that which does not suit one’s own feelings. as a result
of this function, our mental and physical equanimity is ruined.

Worry is a psychological function that occurs with the extended experi-
ence of anger and resentment, where one repeatedly feels indignation and
a sense of grudge. The mind is not peaceful, and in this state of confusion,
one is antagonized by everything he sees or hears, bringing about auto-
matic, intense suffering. needless to say, these three secondary afflictions
of anger, resentment, and worry all arise based on the fundamental afflic-
tion of ill-will.
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in buddhism, our intense desire for worldly reputation, gain, and profit
is considered to be a very fundamental problem. The mental factors of
concealing, deceit, and flattery are all the mental functions that derive from
attaching too much importance to fame and wealth, and are understood to
be indicative of deluded thinking. Therefore, it is understood that these
three mental factors are derived from the combination of the fundamen-
tal afflictions of craving and ignorance.

Concealing occurs when one fears losing the social reputation that one
has created because people will discover mistaken or evil actions and behav-
ior. People often go to great lengths to hide those activities that, if known,
will diminish their position, and these actions lead only to further anxiety
and worry.

Deceit occurs when greed causes one to try to achieve fame and profit by
deceiving others, pretending to have abilities that one does not. Flattery is
a similar psychological function operating in concern over fame and profit,
causing one to excessively praise someone else under false pretenses.

next, arrogance is a feeling of conceit that we experience when we attach
too much importance to our talent and property, which we find to be supe-
rior in comparison with those of others. it is considered to be a manifesta-
tion of the fundamental affliction of craving.

Hostility is a mental state wherein there is a total lack of pity for all
things, which allows one to proceed to inflict pain upon others without
remorse.

Envy occurs when one does nothing but worry over reputation and
wealth, and becomes annoyed at seeing the success and honor attained by
others, giving rise to envy and jealousy. When someone around us does
some good work that is positively evaluated by society, we calmly say, “isn’t
it great?” However, if someone advances rapidly without any discernible
effort, we are bothered. Here the mental function of envy has become acti-
vated. Hostility and envy are considered to be derivatives of the funda-
mental affliction of ill-will.

Parsimony is the mental function of being stingy in regard to one’s pos-
sessions, whether they be material things or one’s knowledge. needless to
say, this function is based on the fundamental affliction of craving.

This concludes the discussion of the mental factors of the secondary
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afflictions that are unique to the thinking consciousness. We now move to
those that are not necessarily relegated to the thinking consciousness.

Unscrupulousness is a state of mind bereft of self-reflection, a true lack
of any sense of shame, while shamelessness similarly refers to a lack of con-
cern about what others may think. it is thought that these two mental
factors lurk without fail in the bottom of our minds when we are in an
unwholesome psychological condition. in addition to functioning in the
sixth consciousness, they are thought to operate within the five sense
consciousnesses.

let us now look at the wholesome mental factors.
Faith is a purifying mental function, which in Yogācāra buddhism is

distinguished into three aspects: (1) cognitive faith, (2) joyous faith, and
(3) faith as the intent to cultivate wholesome dharmas.

cognitive faith is the effort to try to deeply ascertain the truth of the
world. This is a function based on the mental factor of devoted interest
(adhimukti; one of the object-contingent factors), meaning a deep under-
standing. it can be said that cognitive faith is a noetic function because it
seeks to achieve a deep understanding of phenomena.

Joyous faith is the movement of the mind wherein one attempts to
devote oneself toward seeking enlightenment. most of the time when the
term faith is used in buddhist texts by itself, it is this aspect which is being
indicated. This can be considered the emotional aspect of faith.

The faith of seeking to cultivate wholesome dharmas means that one
strongly intends to cultivate and to consummate all forms of goodness.
This is considered to be a function of the will.

The mental function of faith is generally understood as being rooted in
the emotional aspect of the human mind. However, the act of believing in
buddhism is not something limited to the realm of the emotions. Within
the mental functions of faith there is actually the inclusion of all three
human aspects of cognition, emotion, and volition, and thus the distinc-
tion of faith into these three aspects. Faith is a mental activity that mobi-
lizes all elements possessed by human beings, to thrust us forward into a life
based on truth.

buddhism is commonly characterized as a lifestyle that focuses on
eliminating evil and cultivating goodness. The psychological function of
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single-mindedly acting according to the truth, and living a life based on
reality, is called zeal. When this mental state is functioning, the attitude of
dullness and gloom toward creating truth and goodness (the mental factor
of laziness among the secondary afflictions) is severed. The mental factor
of wholesome desire that acts in the direction of goodness serves as the
basis for the psychological function of zeal, which has has already been
fully discussed above.

Conscience refers to the power of one’s continuous self-reflection in the
context of the teachings that one has entrusted oneself to, while one’s sense
of shame functions contingent upon one’s actions being observed by the
people that surround one. utilizing both, one tries to work diligently
toward the eventual attainment of the life of truth while continually adjust-
ing one’s own behavior. We can say that conscience refers to a decision to
take a certain course of action based on one’s own inner principles, while
the sense of shame takes the principles of society as a moral standard. When
we aim ourselves in a wholesome direction, we begin to reflect deeply on
our own daily life while holding a healthy respect for true teachings. How-
ever, at the same time, we should not fail to acknowledge that we are being
observed by others. For the “i” who exists nowhere else than within soci-
ety, to take advantage of being able to be purified by the relationship with
this society is more than simply appropriate—it is quite honorable.

The three factors of no craving, no ill-will, and no folly are mental states
wherein one does not covet, does not get angry, and is not deluded; three
mental functions that act to subdue the three poisonous afflictions of crav-
ing, ill-will, and ignorance. These are called the three wholesome roots. These
three are the foundation for the emergence of all forms of goodness. in the
same way that the size of a plant’s growth is dependent upon the quality of
its roots, the three good roots of no craving, no ill-will, and no folly impact
our progress toward enlightenment.

No folly indicates that one has a clear understanding that all things arise,
abide, and disappear according to such principles as the impermanence of
all phenomena and the lack of self in all dharmas. of course, it is not
assumed that we have already attained full mastery of the way of thinking
based in impermanence and selflessness.

by establishing our thinking based on such truths and making an effort

90 living yoga-ca-ra



to make this thinking as the basis for our daily lives, we will be able to sub-
due the feelings of craving toward remembered objects of attachment, gain-
ing control over feelings of detestation toward those things that we abhor.
These are the roles of the mental factors of no craving, and no ill-will.

Pliancy is a psychological function that separates the mind from the
afflictions that trouble it, causing the mind and body to feel light and
relaxed. it is a function that counteracts the mental factor of slackness of the
secondary afflictions. distinguished from the other wholesome mental
factors, it is considered to be a mental factor seen only in deep states of
meditative concentration, and is not often encountered during our daily
lives.

The next three mental factors of diligence, indifference, and non-
hostility can be understood as reflecting the necessary attitudes that we
need to develop for the cultivation of goodness.

Diligence refers to the mental function of working hard without any
laziness, actualizing all kinds of goodness and drawing a clear line of dis-
tinction between good and evil. of course one can benefit from having
diligence in any sort of endeavor, but in the context of the buddhist path,
if one is indolent, one has no chance of catching the hand extended from
the world of the buddhas.

being diligent in the practice of goodness should not be seen as a drudg-
ery—in fact, it can be enjoyable and fulfilling. However, if one is diligent
to excess, it can turn into the mental factor of agitation of the secondary
afflictions, and end up resulting in extreme instability and defeating the
whole purpose. To prevent this, goodness is something that is to be devel-
oped calmly and steadily. This attitude of calmness in regard to the attain-
ment of one’s goal is known as indifference. it is difficult, but our goal must
be to practice goodness while severing ourselves from any notions of attain-
ing it. diligence and indifference are derived from a combination of the
psychological functions of zeal and the three good roots.

on the other hand, non-hostility is a part of the psychological function
of no ill-will. When, for example, we are faced with a person we disagree
with, he is not to be taken as an object of hatred. one rather feels empathy
with the person, fully understanding the pain of the afflictions that he is
holding within himself.
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Here we have treated the main features of the wholesome mental factors
only in a very cursory manner. in Yogācāra buddhism it is said that when
the wholesome mental factors are arisen, all ten, except for pliancy, func-
tion in unison. since the wholesome psychological functions work in tan-
dem like this, when the wholesome functions are operating in the thinking
consciousness, we exert a powerful positive influence on the subconscious
mind of ego-attachment, progressing ourselves toward enlightenment.

summaRY: THE PRoblEm is, WHaT To do noW

We know that the sixth consciousness, as the consciousness with a wide
variety of referents, is a mind that can take any given thing to be its cogni-
tive object, during past, present, and future, and can support both whole-
some and unwholesome functions. The thinking consciousness is a mind
that can assess each separate phenomenon in a wide variety of ways.

Even though the thinking consciousness can carry out a variety of assess-
ments, it is still nonetheless a relatively superficial form of mind, with its
psychological functions strongly subject to the influences of the ālaya-
vijñāna and manas. We can never discuss any kind of a real “i” in the pres-
ent while ignoring our past activities and behaviors, or our profound
attachment to the imputed self.

nonetheless, we still have the capability of saying to ourselves “this isn’t
a good idea,” and from this moment forth, begin to recreate ourselves as
new beings. Indolence is transformed into diligence, and laziness is turned
into zeal. The reason for the possibility of this change is that the basis of
our existence—the ālaya-vijñāna—has an indeterminate character that is
neither good nor evil. despite the fact that our present self has been created
from our past activities and experiences, the past is still the past. We are
now actively creating a future that has a different quality from this past, and
it will be the focus of our experience henceforth.

despite the length of time we have been exercising excellent wholesome
mental functions and seeking to become one with enlightenment, we
should never imagine that we can receive a moment of rest from our
endeavor. our thinking consciousness is endowed with both wholesome
and afflictive factors, and conflicting psychological functions are always
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working within us. We live with the potential to tend toward either a good
or evil direction at any time. our daily life can be seen as something carried
out within the tug-of-war between goodness and affliction, putting us in
a position to never find peace. in the sixth consciousness, wholesome
trends change into afflictions in the flash of a moment. because we are try-
ing to learn from these subtle points and reach the realm of liberation, it is
necessary that we focus on our target. in the Tale of the Vegetable Roots (ch.
Caigen tan), we learn that:

When mind and body are luminous, a clear sky pervades, even in a
dark room. When our thoughts are dark and dim, vengeful demons
inhabit the bright light of day.

usaburo imai’s translation differs slightly, but also clarifies the thought:
“When body and mind are shining brightly, even in a dark room, the clear
sky is visible; when our feelings are darkened by mundane thoughts, we
are caught by demons in the middle of the day.” The term “dark room” can
be interpreted in various ways, but i take it as the condition of our insecu-
rities in society and their recognition of us, and our inability to accept this
state of affairs. if the character of the mind is luminous at such a time, the
person is unrestricted and need not be sick at heart. “body and mind are
luminous” describes the state wherein we have decided on a clear and firm
purpose for our lives. When someone lacks a goal, wherever he may be, he
won’t shine. conduct your daily life with a specific aim or purpose. in this,
the environment created by the rising up of the wholesome mental func-
tions will automatically open up immensely.

Human beings all have the ability to realistically reflect on themselves
and seek mental equanimity, and to actively avoid indolence and craving.
if we steadily handle our lives in this way, though it may take time, we will
certainly be thrust upward to the world of the buddha. This is the core
principle of Yogācāra buddhism.
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Chapter Eight: The Function of the Five Senses

coGniTion in THE PRioR FiVE consciousnEssEs

Within the mind-king of the eight consciousnesses, the six consciousnesses
(visual, auditory, olfactory, gustatory, tactile, and thinking) are generically
known as the consciousnesses that discern objects. This is because these six
consciousnesses, in contrast to the ālaya-vijñāna and manas, have the abil-
ity to discern and discriminate objects of cognition. Within these abilities
there is understood to be a function of subjective transformation of the
cognitive object, and this is the third subjective transformation.

in this chapter, we will look at the five consciousnesses: The visual con-
sciousness, the auditory consciousness, the olfactory consciousness, the
gustatory consciousness, and the tactile consciousness, which correspond
to seeing, hearing, sense of smell, taste, and the sense of touch respectively.
When these are compared with the thinking consciousness, their mental
activity can be seen as being relatively simple. Together, they are usually
referred to as the five prior consciousnesses, which can be understood as a
general rubric for the function of the five senses.

Each of the prior five consciousnesses respectively cognizes its own kind
of corresponding object: material objects, sounds, odors, tastes, and tac-
tile sensory objects. The visual consciousness sees the color, shape, and the
condition of a given thing; the auditory consciousness hears various
sounds; the olfactory consciousness smells the difference between pleasing
fragrances and bad odors; the gustatory consciousness tastes the things
that are put in the mouth, discerning whether they are bitter or sweet, and
the tactile consciousness identifies the things (tactile objects) that touch the
skin as being, cold, warm, hard, soft, wet, or dry. The sense consciousnesses
only apprehend their designated objects.



The primary function of these five consciousnesses is to perceive the
given object as it is. There is no further linguistically-based interpretation
carried out, such as “this is a flower” or “this is magnificent scenery.” They
only receive things as they are directly sensed, without conceptual overlay.
This kind of cognition is called direct perception.

buddhist logicians understand that there are generally three methods for
the cognition of things, which are: (1) direct perception (pratyakṣa-
pramāṇa), the unmistaken direct perception of things; (2) inference
(anumāna-pramāṇa), to know things through their logical connections,
such as through discrimination and comparison, and (3) mistaken per-
ception (apramāṇa), which refers to erroneous function of either of the
prior two. The prior five consciousnesses and the eighth consciousness
operate only with direct perception, while the seventh consciousness oper-
ates with mistaken perception. The situation of the sixth consciousness is
of course more complex, since its basic function is to first guess randomly
about each thing and deepen the cognition while making a comparative
investigation. Hence it frequently makes mistakes. and, since the thinking
consciousness also works through the mode of direct perception, this
means that it functions through all three modes of direct perception, infer-
ence, and mistaken perception. When compared with the broad range of
functioning of the sixth consciousness, the prior five consciousnesses func-
tion with relative simplicity.

The second feature of prior five consciousnesses is that they only per-
ceive objects that are in the present, and are as such limited by the given
scene. The prior five consciousnesses cannot retrace the past or mull over
the future as can the thinking consciousness. They can do nothing but
directly sense the object that is before them. if one’s eyes are shut, the visual
consciousness ceases to function. These interruptions constitute a promi-
nent feature of the prior five consciousnesses.

because the prior five consciousnesses are sensory cognitions, the func-
tion of discriminating the object is done through the particular sense organ.
This sense organ is called “faculty” (skt. indriya), which denotes the pos-
session of creative power, a metaphor based on the energy seen in the roots
of plants and trees, enabling them to grow and develop and instill life into
their trunks and branches. The five consciousnesses take as their bases of
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support the five faculties, and through them make direct contact with their
respective objects. The sensory organs, or faculties, are seen as possessing
not merely passive, receptive capabilities, but more importantly, genera-
tive powers comparable to that seen in the roots of plants. depending on
the visual faculty as its root, the visual consciousness can function aptly to
cognize its material objects.

Yogācāra analyses indicate that these faculties are distinguished into the
two aspects of the physical sense organ and the supra-physical sensory abil-
ities. The physical sense organ contains the tangible-visible, eyes, ears, nose,
tongue, and skin, while the supra-physical sensory ability is the sensory
power contained within the given sense organ.

We are inherently endowed with these faculties, but they are distinct abil-
ities and are unique to every sentient being. For instance, it is said that the
sense of smell possessed by dogs is about 6,000 times as strong as that of
human beings. While walking with its master on the same road, the degree
of a dog’s awareness of the world through its olfactory consciousness is vastly
incomparable to that of its master. by comparison, our sense of smell is dras-
tically limited in its ability to reveal the character of any given object based
on its odor. sensory function is categorized as the direct perception of things
as they are in themselves, but naturally there are limitations to be seen in the
prior five consciousnesses, based on biological conditions.

We are, from the beginning, beings subject to the restrictions of bio-
logical conditions. We cannot discern ultraviolet and infrared rays with
the naked eye, despite the fact that they certainly surround us everywhere.
The mind of the visual consciousness can do nothing more than delimit
color and shape, and within the confines of that delimitation, cognize,
through direct sensation, the objects of the visual realm. Even within the
same species of human being, there are persons who can detect extremely
subtle differences in the notes of the musical scale, as well as persons utterly
incapable of such acute sensory awareness. Even though the same notes are
being played on a piano, according to the individual conditions of the sen-
sory ability of the listeners, the auditory object is not the same. Thus, the
prior five consciousnesses, according to the individual and biological con-
ditions of their five sense faculties, first undertake the subjective transfor-
mation of the five objects.
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THE PRioR FiVE consciousnEss and THE sixTH THinKinG

consciousnEss

We have now roughly identified some features of the prior five conscious-
nesses. However, their most important single characteristic is that they
must operate in tandem with the sixth consciousness. They cannot func-
tion independently without it.

if the ramifications of this are considered from the perspective of the
prior five consciousnesses, we see that the five senses are subject to the
strong influences of the thinking consciousness. Taking as an example the
function of the visual consciousness, we assume that we see the vast scenery
spread out before our eyes as it is, and that there is nothing else to be appre-
hended. but the actual function of our seeing things is not so simple. The
thinking consciousness is directly involved, and this visual consciousness
that is subject to the influences of the thinking consciousness in turn sub-
jectively transforms the objects that it sees.

There is an interesting example in the case of making stone-prints, a
technique where one places a piece of rice paper over an old tile and then
presses down on the paper with a wet towel so that it fully and directly
adheres to the tile. after it has dried slightly, one taps lightly with a tanpo16

smeared with india ink, and the impression from the tile is copied into the
paper. The resulting piece of art is something that has quite an interesting
shape, and once the technique is learned, many people become obsessed
with this as a hobby, wanting to make stone prints of anything they can
find that has an uneven surface.

When a stone print is taken, one comes to feel as if the material of the
stone-print is leaping into our eyes from the other side. This is because up
until the time the person learned the technique, most of the things that one
has seen have undergone the subjective transformation based on the back-
ground of one’s habituated field of vision, and as a result other significant
aspects of the object had gone unnoticed. because the result of this revised
subjective transformation is so outstanding, we suddenly take notice and
are reinvigorated in our sensory perception. in this way, the prior five con-
sciousnesses of the sensory functions are also able to subjectively transform
their objects.
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We should also note that since the prior five consciousnesses are senses,
they are unable to distinguish between good or evil in terms of karmic
moral character. However, since it is the case that they function in tandem
with the thinking consciousness, it is almost inevitable for them to come
under the influence of the character of that consciousness at any given
moment, and thus the prior five consciousnesses can become wholesome,
unwholesome, or indeterminate in karmic moral quality.

When we give rise to the mental function of craving at the level of the
thinking consciousness, the function of the prior five consciousnesses is
strongly influenced by this, and they will take on its character. This is best
shown in the expression “to look at something with great desire,” which
we may interpret by saying that the eye consciousness is under the power-
ful influence of the sixth consciousness, and this quality becomes infused
into the visual faculty that is the container of this consciousness.

in summary, it is understood that the psychological functions of these
prior five consciousnesses include: the five mental factors of omnipresent
factors, the five mental factors of object-contingent, all eleven wholesome
mental factors, the three mental factors of craving, ill-will, and ignorance
( folly) among the afflictions, the ten mental factors of shamelessness,
unscrupulousness, agitation, slackness, no faith, laziness, indolence, forgetful-
ness, distraction, and incorrect knowing of the secondary afflictions, in total,
thirty-four.
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Chapter Nine: Who Am I?

THE mEaninG oF “bEcominG buddHa”

We have now come to learn something about the structure of the mind
and its functions, and how to distinguish between wholesome and
unwholesome using subjective transformations of the three regions of the
mind, through the functions of the eight consciousness mind-king.

let us briefly recap those points. First of all, the ālaya-vijñāna, in accu-
mulating the impression-dispositions of our actions, takes a powerfully
influential role in the overall function of the eyes that see people and
things. our past influences the present and, naturally, imprints anything we
do. This is the deep mind of the ālaya-vijñāna. next, this ālaya-vijñāna
flows as the continued succession of sameness from the distant past up to
the present. We begin to feel and take hold of a reified, unchanging self
within this ālaya-vijñāna and we become strongly attached to it, acting in
a self-centered manner. This is the mental activity of the manas. Yogācāra
buddhism understands that the four afflictions of craving, conceit, igno-
rance, and incorrect views are always at work in the mind’s innermost
depths as the specific mental activities of this manas.

Knowing this, we understand that our present life is continually subject
to the strong influence of two subconscious elements: the accumulation
of our past activities and experiences, and selfishness guided by deep
attachment to an ego. However, it is also pointed out that based on the
influence coming from wholesome mental factors found in the thinking
consciousness, we are provided with access to a means of awakening to,
and becoming intimate with, the buddha’s teaching. This is possible
because the ālaya-vijñāna, as the psychological base of our life, has the



special characteristic of bringing causes to their fruition in a state of karmic
moral neutrality.

Gaining familiarity with the buddhist teachings, we begin to develop
the growing clarity of an aim of enlightenment in our lifetimes, the goal of
buddhahood. saying that one will someday arrive to the buddha realm can
be paraphrased by saying that one day, the realm of the buddhas will be
directly manifested within my very self. Fixing one’s sight on enlighten-
ment, and living one’s daily life with that goal as a guiding light, is consid-
ered walking on the buddhist path. one’s eventual arrival to the state of
enlightenment is called “becoming buddha.”

“becoming buddha” means that if we make an effort to truly under-
stand the structure and mechanism of our own minds along with its vari-
ous psychological functions, and endeavor to nurture wholesome
psychological functions while trying to subdue the afflictive mental factors,
somewhere at the other end of this path, the buddha-state will manifest
itself. The consummation of this buddha-state is precisely the meaning of
“becoming buddha.”

but with this understanding, a question arises regarding the certainty
of enlightenment as our final goal. simply this: can “i” really become a
buddha, or not? Even though the “i” has been deeply and wonderfully
moved by the buddha’s teachings, is it really possible for this “i” to
become a buddha? This is something that we cannot but be greatly con-
cerned with, and thus i would like to take it up as the topic of discussion
in this chapter.

all sEnTiEnT bEinGs PossEss THE buddHa-naTuRE and THE
disTincTions in FiVE naTuREs

The central theme for all branches of buddhism is how to overcome suf-
fering and eventually be freed from it. by now, we understand that the mar-
row of the teaching is that which we saw in the content of Śākyamuni’s
first sermon delivered at deer Park in benares, where he discussed the Four
Noble Truths and Noble Eightfold Path.

since the Four Truths and noble Eightfold Path were introduced in
chapter 5, i will not re-explain them here, but simply reiterate the fact that
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buddhism takes the Four noble Truths as its point of departure, aiming to
bring human beings, who rush manically from the suffering of pain to the
suffering of pleasure, to a state of liberation. We who yearn for the world
of buddha, and who take the various teachings delivered by the buddha as
our great guiding light, single-mindedly desire to trace the way back to the
realm of peace and equanimity.

Within mahāyāna buddhism, all sentient beings are understood as pos-
sessing a noble quality that is fundamentally equal to, and connected to,
that of the buddha. it commonly stated in many mahāyāna scriptures,
most notably the Nirvāṇa Sūtra, that “all sentient beings possess the
buddha-nature,” or “each and every sentient being will become a buddha.”
seen in the context of the Nirvāṇa Sūtra, this phrase refers to the possi-
bility of becoming buddha. moreover, the idea that each and every sentient
being will become a buddha means that all living things can equally become
buddhas. among the various schools of mahāyāna buddhism, this general
way of thinking is associated with a specific doctrine, called one Vehicle
buddhism, which is a strongly idealistic approach to the understanding of
the buddhist doctrine.

The idea that everyone possesses the ability to become a buddha serves
to encourage our interest in the notion of enlightenment. indeed, there is
no other teaching that will lead us to be as intimate with the buddhist
teachings and give rise to the will to walk the buddha’s path. We are greatly
stimulated by this noble ideal, becoming steadily more encouraged to
deepen, heighten, and broaden our own practice of buddhism.

Yogācāra buddhism takes a considerably different standpoint from other
mahāyāna buddhist schools on this point—a considerably more realistic
approach. The notion that all beings possess the buddha-nature is under-
stood as an ideal that all practitioners should continuously orient them-
selves toward. but Yogācāra argues that in terms of actual practice, such an
attainment is almost impossible, and goes on to state that there is a type of
sentient being who cannot attain buddhahood.

This may startle some. buddhism is a religion that invites us to reach for
liberation, and directly bring us there. because Yogācāra buddhism—in
particular, East asian manifestations known as Faxiang (chinese), Yusik
(Korean), and Hossō ( Japanese)—taught that there were beings incapable
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of becoming buddha, they ended up getting into heated disputes with the
one Vehicle schools, a complication we will elaborate upon further below.

When we consider the broad range of sentient beings, even without
their variations in external form and appearance, we must acknowledge
that they internally contain a wide variety of differences in terms of abil-
ity and character. in roughly defining a buddhist lifestyle, i would like to
think of it as the lifestyle of consistent application toward the elimination
of evil and cultivation of good, with the ultimate aim of liberating our
mind, while simultaneously caring for others. but we certainly cannot say
that all sentient beings are endowed with the same capacity for the elimi-
nation of evil and cultivation of goodness. beyond these very general dif-
ferences, the Yogācāras understood that all living beings do not uniformly
become buddhas in the same way, and furthermore, that the state that they
attain differs according to their predilections. They differentiated between
three paths to the attainment of liberation, called the śrāvaka vehicle (“path
of direct disciples”), the pratyekabuddha vehicle (“path of adepts who
achieve enlightenment based on their own effort and insights”), and the
bodhisattva vehicle (“path of enlightened practitioners who prioritize the
well-being of others over their own attainments”). in contrast to the one
Vehicle buddhism that promised the attainment of buddhahood by all
beings, the Yogācāra school is known as Three Vehicle buddhism.

Yogācāra buddhism established a theory of classification of sentient
beings into five categories of distinctive proclivities:

(1) sentient beings with a nature predisposed for śrāvaka practices
(2) sentient beings with a nature predisposed for pratyekabuddha

practices
(3) sentient beings with a nature predisposed for bodhisattva

practices
(4) sentient beings with an indeterminate nature, and
(5) sentient beings lacking the nature (potential) for liberation

(known as icchantikas).

among these, the nature predisposed for bodhisattva practices refers to
practitioners who possess the character that enables them, via the removal
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of both afflictive and cognitive hindrances, to attain to a state of libera-
tion equivalent to the buddhas. ”liberation” is understood to have two
different aspects, known as nirvāṇa (extinction of suffering) and bodhi
(enlightened wisdom). it is said that nirvāṇa and bodhi were both attained
by the buddha upon enlightenment. Nirvāṇa refers to the state of peace
attained in mind and body, whereas bodhi refers to true wisdom.

We carry out our lives assuming ourselves to be something substantial
and unchanging, and we become deeply attach to this assumed self (this
attachment is known in sanskrit as ātma-grāha). but we attach to more
than simply a notion of a self. We also reify the things that we see, hear, and
think, into substances, and attach to them as well. This is called attach-
ment to dharmas (skt. dharma-grāha). among these two attachments, it
may be the case that we can earnestly reflect and bring ourselves to the
awareness of our attachment to self, making an effort to avoid it. but
attachment to dharmas occurs at such a subtle level that stemming it based
on conscious reflective awareness is practically impossible for most peo-
ple. We grasp at all dharmas (all phenomena), despite the fact that they
are nothing more than a provisional combination of elements according to
certain conditions. Taking these as the framework created from our past
experiences, along with accordance to our individual circumstances, we
see, hear, and think. When we regard the content of such seeing, hearing,
and thinking to be accurate, attachment to dharmas ends up being far more
difficult to come to reconcile than attachment to self. How do you deal
with something that is virtually unnoticeable? This attachment to dharmas
engenders the cognitive hindrances (jñeya-āvaraṇa), while attachment to
self engenders the afflictive hindrances (kleśa-āvaraṇa). nirvāṇa is said to
manifest based on the removal of the afflictive hindrances, while bodhi is
obtained by the elimination of the cognitive hindrances.

The practitioner with the potential for bodhisattva practices is a person
who is originally endowed with a proclivity for overcoming the two obsta-
cles of afflictive and cognitive character. if these proclivities are developed,
a practitioner can certainly attain buddhahood.

by contrast, practitioners whose natures are either predisposed for śrā-
vaka practices or predisposed for pratyekabuddha practices are only
endowed with the proclivity to sever the afflictive hindrances. These two
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types of people are distinguished from each other in that the practitioner
with the nature predisposed for śrāvaka practices must receive the teach-
ing from a buddha, other eminent teacher, or comrades and friends, after
which he can eventually walk the buddhist path, while the practitioner
with the nature predisposed for pratyekabuddha practices is a person who
overcomes the afflictive hindrances based on his or her own effort and
insights, without needing to rely on teachers and comrades.17

based on their exertion of effort, practitioners of these two types are
said to be capable of completely severing the attachment to self. They have
the potential to manifest a certain type of liberation, but that form of lib-
eration is radically different in quality from the perfect enlightenment
experienced by the buddha.

next, the indeterminate nature summarizes a class of practitioners who are
simultaneously endowed with a combination of two or more kinds of natures
among the above-mentioned śrāvakas, pratyekabuddhas, and bodhisattvas,
who have not determined the course along which they will traverse. Within
this indeterminate nature there are four different types of combinations:

(1) the nature that is not determined between the two of śrāvaka
and bodhisattva;

(2) the nature that is not determined between the two of pratyeka-
buddha and bodhisattva;

(3) the nature that is not determined between the three of śrāvaka,
pratyekabuddha, and bodhisattva, and

(4) the nature that is not determined between the two of śrāvaka
and pratyekabuddha.

among these, only the first three groups contain the bodhisattva nature,
and thus the proclivity for eliminating both kinds of hindrances of afflic-
tive and cognitive, and are able to proceed toward an enlightenment equal
to that of the buddhas.

Finally, sentient beings lacking the nature for liberation (icchantikas) are
a class that cannot achieve liberation through all eternity because they
lack the capacity to sever even the afflictive hindrances, not to mention
the cognitive hindrances. living a life with their light smothered by the
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attachment to self and to dharmas, they lack the potential for liberation.
However, by virtue of some conducive conditions, along with some knowl-
edge of the buddhist teachings, they may adjust their ways somewhat and
gain some degree of control over their lives.

This kind of division in type refers to one’s spiritual predisposition, or the
character that one is born with. in the Yogācāra context, this is a condition
related to innate seeds (see the discussion on innate seeds and newly per-
fumed seeds in chapter 5, “The Production of Things”). because practi-
tioners with the nature to overcome both the afflictive hindrances and
cognitive hindrances possess an undefiled character destined for liberation,
their nature is said to be constituted by inherently uncontaminated seeds.

The doctrine of distinction in five natures asserts that when liberation
is achieved, its content differs according to whether or not one is endowed
with the seeds of śrāvaka-hood, pratyekabuddha-hood, or the uncontam-
inated seeds of the bodhisattva in the eighth consciousness. among living
beings, there are some who can never attain any sort of liberation.

one of the most surprising aspects of this doctrine of distinction in five
natures is its clearly stated declaration that some sentient beings lack the
potential for liberation. While it was not the original intention of the
Yogācāras to harshly single out a specific group, it is only realistic to note
that there are those who, having spent a long time sunk deeply in delusion,
cannot manifest liberation despite their positive actions. Thus they are said
to lack the potential for liberation.

although the one Vehicle buddhists who advocate the attainment of
buddhahood by all sentient beings do not claim that this designation of a
class of sentient beings lacking enlightenment potential is an outright
heresy, they do categorize it as an expedient teaching—with the implica-
tions of “expedient” being that of inferiority. but this simple categorization
as “expedient mahāyāna” leaves us in an unsettled situation, which has gen-
erated significant debate since an early period.

one of these debates took place during the third year of the Ōwa period
(963), when Ryōgen of the Tendai sect of single vehicle buddhism and
chūsan of Kōfukuji Temple debated over the interpretation of the line
contained in the second chapter of the Lotus Sūtra which says: “among
those who hear my dharma there are none who do not become buddhas.”
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considered to be a pivotal phrase in the Lotus Sūtra discussing expedient
means, it was understood as establishing the position that all sentient
beings become buddhas. Ryōgen, in his attack of Hossō buddhism, cited
this phrase from the Lotus Sūtra as his trump card, declaring that Yogācāra
held a deviant buddhist position. in doing so, he interpreted the passage
as such: “if there are people who hear my dharma, not one of them will
not become a buddha.” However, in his response to Ryōgen, chūsan of
Kōfukuji Temple reinterpreted the scriptural passage to read: “Even if there
is someone who does hear my dharma, the one lacking the nature will not
accomplish buddhahood.”

To be fair, chūsan’s rendering of this line is rather forced. it does,
nonetheless, provide one example of how to interpret the buddha’s teach-
ing—by taking the position that all sentient beings accomplish buddha-
hood, or holding to the distinction in five natures—was the subject of
repeated debate. in the days subsequent to this sectarian Ōwa debate, both
sides declared victory.18

This disparity in view between all sentient beings becoming buddha
and distinction in five natures is grounded in the difference between an ide-
alistic point of view and a realistic point of view. To the extent that mem-
bers of each side attach to their own positions, they will accomplish
nothing more than continuing to traverse along parallel lines, and we can
never expect any satisfactory resolution of the controversy. However, those
of us who are trying to follow the buddhist path should, regardless of the
standpoint, be willing to give serious consideration to the perspectives of
others.

sEnTiEnT bEinGs lacKinG THE naTuRE FoR buddHaHood

in general, all schools of mahāyāna buddhism agree that all sentient beings
possess the buddha-nature—that all sentient beings become buddhas.
When our interest in buddhism is initially sparked, or when we arouse a
clear determination to seek enlightenment, this idea serves for us as a great
unmistakable voice of encouragement which helps lift us up toward our
goal. We are strongly encouraged by such phrases as “all sentient beings pos-
sess the buddha-nature” or “each and every sentient being becomes a

108 living yoga-ca-ra



buddha.” our interest in buddhism is increasingly stimulated, and our
determination for the goal of enlightenment is steadily strengthened. This
idea that each and every sentient being becomes a buddha points to an ideal
we can actively pursue, and something that we can use to encourage others.

However, this may become difficult when we consider that the prospect
of all things manifesting liberation equally is untenable, and furthermore,
that there are sentient beings lacking the nature for liberation. admittedly,
this is an unusual doctrine. However, we should remember to never take
the division into five natures as either a standard by which others are meas-
ured in the buddha-path, or as a teaching that coldly divides practitioners
into classes. The theory of the distinction in five natures is something that
should be taken up only in the context of one’s own self-examination
regarding one’s own qualities.

Buddhist Practice

Throughout this book, we have touched briefly here and there on matters
related to defining the buddhist’s life on the path, or faith. From the begin-
ning these have been little more than clumsy attempts, so i would like once
again here, in reflecting on the actualities of practicing the buddhist Way,
to summarize with the following two main points.

The first is that no matter what, buddhist practice must be based on
the repeated examination of one’s past activities. but if this examination is
not carried out through a clearly defined principle, then it will end up being
nothing more than a bit of indulgence in one’s memories, which does no
one any good. instead, without falling into self-recrimination, we should
strive to examine ourselves using knowledge learned in the teachings of
buddhist scriptures. it will be at that time that we first experience a
buddhist form of self-reflection. The second essential point is that while
taking this kind of sincere reflection, we create and develop a way of living
our lives henceforth, remembering the buddhist teachings and committing
to them as a way of bettering ourselves. but from the perspective of sentient
beings lacking the nature for liberation, how do we do this?

The previous statement, that “all beings possess the same nature of
accomplishing buddhahood,” points out that all living things can achieve
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liberation equal to that of the buddha. What other feeling could we have,
aside from utter joy, at hearing this proclamation? We are strongly encour-
aged by such a feeling, and almost naturally our interest in enlightenment
is amplified, and pure feelings toward liberation grow in strength.

Though we may be charmed or encouraged by this notion, how shall we
go about accumulating the virtues of self-examination, and how shall we
reflect on the course we have taken to arrive at this point?

“self-examination” implies the realistic observation of the self. This is
very easy to say, but since the task of observing the self implies the observa-
tion of something that lacks any form, if there is not some sort of method
for conducting this observation, it will bear no fruit. This is exactly what led
to the construction of the extremely detailed organization of the mind and
the list of various psychological functions provided by Yogācāra. as a result,
a composite of eight consciousnesses was articulated, made up of the surface
minds of the prior five consciousnesses and the sixth consciousness, which
undergo the strong influence of the deep minds of the eighth, ālaya-vijñāna,
and the seventh, manas, consciousnesses. moreover, as we have already seen,
the fifty-one psychological functions were classified and analyzed in detail
as the six groups of factors including omnipresent, object-contingent,
wholesome, primary afflictions, secondary afflictions, and uncategorized.
by utilizing this framework to help us shed light on the chain of our daily
behavior, we might come to see our true selves.

on the other hand, by conducting such self-examination through this
kind of framework, we may fear that that which is uncovered will be too
disgusting to gaze upon. With this thought, our feelings of elation cannot
but fade away, and we gradually slide in gloom and fear of what may be
discovered in this self-examination.

but the number of buddhist teachings is vast, and the content and
meaning of each has a wide range of varieties and permutations. by focus-
ing on consolidated sets of practice, such as the six pāramitās (donation,
observation of the precepts, forbearance, zeal, meditative concentration,
and wisdom) and four methods of winning people over (donation, kind
words, altruistic activity, and working together with others), we find a stim-
ulating, engaging method of self-examination and buddhist practice. a
buddha is a person who fully cultivates these items to their final fruition.

110 living yoga-ca-ra



However, in the case of the six pāramitās alone, the content of even a sin-
gle item can vastly mushroom. For instance, donation is practiced in the
context of the three rings of purity, and only assumes its full meaning when
it is done selflessly and without regret. While we may offer our possessions
and knowledge to the people around us, we in fact attach to our act of giv-
ing, and further exacerbate our devotion to our own self. our daily life
normally functions in the context of giving and receiving, and although we
may donate regularly, this ends up becoming a major factor in the fur-
therance of our attachment to self. For those of us so deeply attached to our
lives, or to ourselves, donation done according to the principles of the three
rings of purity is, honestly speaking, something far too large, far too deep,
and far too difficult to be fully carried out. Within the three rings are con-
tained the ramifications that when someone comes to beg from us, we com-
pletely offer up our very own existence. it is a process that demands perfect
and entire commitment.

if we take into consideration such statements as “all sentient beings pos-
sess the buddha-nature” and “each and every sentient being accomplishes
buddhahood,” from this perspective of those encountering the very first
challenging practices of the pāramitās, who in the world can be so bold as
to proclaim “i have the buddha-nature within me”? We instead begin to
feel as if we are the one who is furthest from the buddha-realm—a dis-
heartening conclusion, to say the least.

Though we are encouraged by the buddhist expression “all sentient
beings possess the buddha-nature,” and may rejoice at knowing that we
may eventually arrive to the state of buddhahood, on the other hand if i
reflect on and examine the “i” who is supposed to arrive to this state of
buddhahood, it seems impossible. There is a considerable gap here,
between this declaration of the possession of buddha-nature and what i
actually see in myself based on rigorous self-reflection. How did earlier
Yogācāra masters perceive and address this problem?

Jōkei resolutely studied the psychological factors that compose the mind
according to Yogācāra, and used them to earnestly examine himself. His
descriptions of the experience state that:
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if i desire to enter the vast and great entrance to the mind, my
nature is not equal to the task.

if i want to practice just a little bit of cultivation, my mind is
difficult to rely on.19

He is stating that although liberation is hoped for, and we have the incli-
nation to seek enlightenment, through self-reflection we realize that we
are not in possession of the qualities necessary to consummate that inten-
tion. based on this awareness, we then think that perhaps it is possible to
only practice a portion of the buddhist path. but by reflecting deeply, we
see that the mind is something that cannot really be relied upon.

This pronouncement is indeed somewhat disheartening. For the pur-
pose of transcending our everyday lives and seeking enlightenment, what
else can we rely upon if not our own minds? This thing that i call “myself ”
is truly a deluded being, distant from the buddha-realm, and Jōkei is fully
consumed by this realization. The Yogācāra teaching of sentient beings
lacking the nature for liberation that underlies these phrases, “my nature is
not equal to the task” and “my mind can’t be relied upon,” is pointing to no
one other than ourselves.

Perhaps it is by becoming separated from the buddha-realm like this,
and becoming completely ambivalent about mind and body, that we can
single-mindedly seek the buddha’s warmth. Jōkei has conjectured that it
may be precisely because one lacks the nature for liberation that this “i”
seeks out the empowerment of the buddhas and wishes for liberation. Fur-
thermore, it is the sentient being who lacks the nature for liberation who
can come to the level of sincerely seeking liberation, and one-pointedly
desiring the buddha’s enlightenment. Here Jōkei’s thought on the matter
reaches its final conclusion:

by means of none other than my foolishness, i know my pos-
session of the Great Vehicle nature.

if there is not even a state of [two-vehicle] extinction, how
could i possibly be lacking the [buddha-]nature?20
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The “nature of the Great Vehicle” refers to the requisite qualities for attain-
ing enlightenment. although it sounds contradictory, it is only when we
are able to truly reflect on our own folly that we are able to know what we
possess within our being, the capability of manifesting liberation equal to
that of the buddha.

We should read this passage knowing that it was at precisely the moment
of writing that Jōkei felt released from his feelings of deep depression
engendered by the conviction of a lack of buddha-nature as taught by his
own Yogācāra school, and that he was able to take a great leap forward
toward enlightenment. Hence, we can say that it was precisely the depth of
his awareness of himself as a sentient being lacking buddha-nature that
made him take his first step into the buddha-nature. His arrival to this crit-
ical juncture was based on nothing other than his single-minded, pene-
trating self-examination. and this self-examination was greatly advanced
and deepened by his awareness of the composition of the mind and its var-
ious psychological functions, as articulated by the Yogācāras.

THE dEVEloPmEnT oF THE inTRinsic unconTaminaTEd
sEEds

The doctrine of the five natures can only be properly understood in the
context of a profound self-examination. if we simply accept the five natures
as some sort of doctrinal classification, its deep religious significance is
utterly lost. Yogācāra opponents in the Tiantai school evaluated this doc-
trine as “expedient great vehicle” in some sense, a classification that origi-
nates within derogatory intention.

criticism of others is something to always be restrained, or even better,
not done at all. if we who are deeply attached to our selves, and who are
under the sway of negative mental factors such as conceit and envy, com-
pare ourselves with others and criticize them while abiding in this condi-
tion, we cannot but end up doing nothing but praising ourselves, and either
slandering others or envying them.

Thus, the warning against “praising oneself and disparaging others” is a
standard injunction in buddhism. it is specifically proscribed in such texts
as the Bodhisattva Precepts.21 but it is not simply the case that we should
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avoid praising ourselves and disparaging others. What is really implied by
this idea is the vital importance of one’s continued deepening of one’s prac-
tice of self-examination.

if i reflect on myself sincerely, isn’t it nothing but an afflicted “i” that
is coming and going, no matter what—nothing but the same deluded
me? and isn’t it that this “i” is seeking the mind of liberation, the true
enlightenment that lacks deceit and falsehood? at this point, the matter
of whether “i” am actually in personal possession of the basic qualities for
becoming a buddha is not really especially important. The only thing that
matters is that i truly want to seek the state of enlightenment. The mode
of this seeking is one of utterly pure single-mindedness. in seeking some-
thing like enlightenment, which lacks deceit and falsity, why should we be
lacking the prerequisite nature? Jōkei explains: “by none other than my
foolishness, i know my possession of the great vehicle nature: if there is
not even a state of [two-vehicle] extinction, how could i possibly be lack-
ing the [buddha-]nature?” This great moment of conviction is a point at
which one reaches the limits of human conception. We realize that we pos-
sess the buddha-nature, and naturally come to the clear conviction that if
even i am endowed with the buddha-nature, it should naturally follow that
all persons must be endowed with the buddha-nature.

To express the notion that all sentient beings possess the buddha-nature
in Yogācāra technical language, we would say that all living beings are
endowed with inherent uncontaminated seeds of bodhisattvahood in the
latent regions of their consciousnesses. However, we must remember that
the storage of innate seeds in the ālaya-vijñāna is unconfirmed. Jōkei’s per-
sonal assertion notwithstanding, the existence or non-existence of the
buddha-nature, and the existence or non-existence of the innate unconta-
minated seeds of the bodhisattva is something fundamentally unknowable
to us. The only one who is able to know this is the buddha, the only one
who has overcome them himself.

We understand that we need to single-mindedly strive toward enlight-
enment, and practice the buddha’s teachings in our daily lives. While all
beings are endowed with this so-called buddha-nature, they are not yet
perfected buddhas. if this potentiality to become buddha is not limit-
lessly developed, it is a terrible waste. a person may be equipped with the
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inherent uncontaminated seeds of bodhisattvahood, but if he fails to
develop, manifestly activate, and amplify these uncontaminated seeds, then
realistically speaking, it is the same as if these innate uncontaminated seeds
did not exist at all. Yogācāra buddhism challenges us to develop the poten-
tial we are naturally endowed with.

The ability to manifest liberation equal to that of the buddha is an
extremely subtle quality, so we should not make light judgments regarding
its existence or non-existence. The matter of whether or not we are
endowed with qualities within ourselves that will allow us to overcome
various obstacles and arrive at enlightenment is something of great inter-
est to us. However, if we look closely at this same self who is concerned
about the possession or non-possession of the buddha-nature, and we take
the position that there is no buddha-nature, we will be unable to manifest
complete liberation. despite the practice of a buddhist lifestyle, we will
end up in a condition where it is difficult not to feel that our efforts have
been in vain. one who is operating under this kind of notion is certainly
not attempting to follow the buddhist path, and can even be seen as “lack-
ing the predisposition for buddhahood.”

Jōkei, disgusted with his own delusion, no longer had room in his mind
for worrying about the presence, or lack, of the buddha-nature. Whether
or not one has the potential to reach the state of the buddha, this “i”
desires the buddha’s peace of mind. of course, if within myself “i” lack the
buddha-nature, “i” cannot attain enlightenment. but even if i can’t attain
it, i would like to move a single step, or even a half-step, toward the
buddha-realm. Jōkei, who deeply respected this kind of determination,
understood this to be nothing but precisely the mahāyāna nature as it
should be. Within that determination, one must attempt to tread the
buddhist path, and persist in it. There, leaving aside the matter of the
possession of innate uncontaminated seeds, a wonderful opportunity pres-
ents itself to gradually turn that so-called concealed nature into some-
thing powerful.

in response to the question of what happens to a person who lacks the
uncontaminated seeds of the bodhisattvahood (not to mention the seeds
for pratyekabuddha-hood, or śrāvaka-hood), Yogācāra buddhism teaches
that the practice of a buddhist lifestyle will still bring great benefit at a
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level appropriate to the character of the individual. This means that there
will be an enhancement for the individual in his place within the com-
munity, as well as an improvement in one’s insight based on the calming
effect that comes to body and mind. When teaching the ten precepts22 to
the people, the Venerable Jiun (onkō; 1718–1804) characterized the ten
precepts as “the way to become a human being.” This should be a maxim
in our daily lives.
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Chapter Ten: The Distance to Buddhahood

WHaT oRdinaRY PEoPlE coGniZE and WHaT buddHas

coGniZE

Human beings, along with all the things in their environment, are born,
extinguished, and changing in every single moment. There is not a single
thing that is invariable and substantial. We are told that when the buddha
guided deluded people to the world of enlightenment, that this is the kind
of teaching he offered. buddhist teachings assert that if one can completely
internalize these two points, one will achieve a considerable level of men-
tal equanimity.

To restate the truth taught by Śākyamuni, all things are brought into
existence based on a wide range of causes and conditions. all things (all
dharmas), whether they be psychic or material phenomena, occur because
various elements harmonize temporarily in specific conditions. not being
established for more than an instant, they absolutely do not exist as fixed,
unchanging substances. Therefore, once the provisional combination dis-
integrates, all phenomena disappear at once. in this way, all dharmas are in
a continual state of flux.

in Yogācāra, this manner of occurrence is called the dependently arisen
nature (paratantra-svabhāva), meaning that things only exist by virtue
of their relationships with other things. all things in this world exist
only through this dependently arisen nature. Thus our eight conscious-
nesses and all of our various mental functions exist like this, and most
importantly cognition itself has this dependently arisen character.
nonetheless, we grasp to all cognitive objects, assume them to be sub-
stantial, and attach firmly to them. This mental function, which occurs



in the sixth and seventh consciousnesses where one understands all dharmas
to exist substantially, is called the nature of attachment to that which is per-
vasively discriminated (parikalpita-svabhāva). We apprehend those things
that have a dependently arisen nature by covering them with the net of
attachment. since we understand the things that are actually in a constant
state of flux as having a fixed appearance, the things that are cognized by we
ordinary persons are said to be false deceptions. our painful lives are rigidly
established on the basis of this false cognition, and once formed, are diffi-
cult to change.

all things are comprised as nothing but the temporary combinations
of a multitude of conditions, which in their process of going from forma-
tion to extinction are in a continual state of change. in order for this char-
acter of existence to be personally witnessed, one must cease in being
trapped by pervasive conceptual reification of things that are actually
dependently arisen. Yogācāra buddhism teaches that when one becomes
separated from this habit of mistaken attachment, and correctly sees one-
self and all the things that surround oneself from the perspective of their
dependently arisen nature, the original mode of existence of each thing
appears magnificently before us. This is precisely the content of the
buddha’s cognition, and this pure cognition of the dependently arisen
nature is expressed by the technical term perfectly realized true nature
(pariniṣpanna-svabhāva).

These three modes of cognition—the nature of attachment to that
which is pervasively discriminated, the dependently arisen nature, and the
perfectly realized true nature—are known as the three natures.

an analogy has been used for centuries to describe the three natures. a
person walking on a path during the night sees a discarded rope, and mis-
construes it to be a snake, and is thus frightened. However, with another
hard look, carefully scrutinizing the “snake,” it becomes clear that it was
merely a rope. The rope comes to be known as a rope. as the person con-
siders this further, he becomes aware that there is actually no substance of
a rope, but that it is a composite made up of numerous strands of hemp,
and is only provisionally labeled as a rope.

This is called the analogy of the snake, rope, and hemp. The awareness of
the hemp is equivalent to the perfectly realized true nature; the awareness
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that the rope is composed of the various causes and conditions of the hemp
shows the dependently arisen nature. and the mistaken understanding of
the rope to be a snake represents the nature of attachment to that which is
pervasively discriminated. This three natures doctrine is one of the most
important in Yogācāra buddhism.

Here, we have given nothing but the barest introduction to the teach-
ing of the three natures, but hopefully the path that is to be advanced upon
has been sufficiently described. its orientation leads toward extracting one-
self from the cognition done by ordinary people through attachment to
that which is pervasively discriminated, and to strive for the cognition
through the viewpoint of the buddha’s perfectly realized true nature.

What exactly might be this path be that leads from the level of the ordi-
nary person to that of the buddha? What could be of more concern to us
than this? let’s now take a look at some interpretations of the nature and
content of the path that leads to liberation.

THE suddEn TEacHinG and THE GRadual TEacHinG

let us once again recall the words of Jōkei: “by none other than my fool-
ishness, i know my possession of the great vehicle nature.” Through a pen-
etrating self-examination, Jōkei became aware of his delusion, while clearly
realizing a self that sought honestly for the buddha’s empowerment. and
to the extent that he held on to the single-minded feeling of intention
toward enlightenment, try as he might to be a sentient being lacking the
nature for liberation, he strongly felt within himself the quality of a direct
connection to the buddha, the bodhisattva nature.

With the turns in the mind of this great master of Yogācāra, we find that
it is exactly in the realization of the hopelessness of our own self-delusion,
the deep sense of how we are truly sentient beings lacking the nature for
buddhahood, that the first step toward buddha-nature is taken. in other
words, it is precisely within the coming to awareness of one’s own delusion
that the great decision is formed to seek enlightenment, despite obstruc-
tions. and, it seems that we can understand that this decision, the prompt-
ing of the so-called arousal of intention (for enlightenment), means that it
is here that the substantial start toward the buddha-realm can be identified.
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by confronting our true feelings in this early period of our buddhist prac-
tice, it will naturally follow that we will make any efforts possible to bring
about the manifestation of the buddha’s liberation as soon as possible.

leaving aside our own feelings on the topic for a moment, buddhist
notions regarding the process of liberation can be generally divided into the
approaches of the sudden teaching and the gradual teaching. The sudden
teaching is the idea that liberation equal to the buddhas can be attained
rapidly. This is represented in such statements by adherents of the sudden
position such as “accomplishing buddhahood in this body.” on the other
hand, the gradual teaching takes the position that our tenacious attach-
ments to self and dharmas are things that cannot be instantly severed, and
can only be gradually eliminated by sustained exertion, and therefore the
accomplishment of buddhahood is something that requires training over
a vast period of time.

Here Yogācāra buddhism takes the gradualist position.
no doubt, if presented with a choice between these two approaches, the

majority of people are likely to express a preference for the sudden teach-
ing. However, those of us who are inclined toward rapid attainment of
buddhahood should first consider one point. a rapid progression can only
be fulfilled if one begins on a strong foundation of the accumulation of
honest effort. The gradual teaching is an approach that clearly prioritizes
the honest accumulation of one’s efforts, the cultivation of the six
pāramitās and practice of the four methods of winning people over, tread-
ing on the way of being human. based on this daily honest accumulation
of goodness, enlightenment cannot but naturally spring up from within
oneself. The rapid attainment of buddhahood can be considered as an end
result of this long and continuous accumulation.

it is, in fact, not so easy to maintain a perfect buddhist lifestyle in our
normal daily life. if we reflect on our life as one in which we should be
aiming for enlightenment, it is something in which we continually move
toward, and then retreat, from our goal. at such a time, we will come to an
understanding of the meaning of the gradual teaching that places empha-
sis on the honest accumulation of goodness.

in the seminal Yogācāra text entitled Mahāyāna-saṃgrāha, the great
indian master of Yogācāra doctrine, asaṅga (fifth century) wrote: “the
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mastery over vows is accomplished by completing the transcendent prac-
tice of zeal.” Zeal involves facing one’s goal, steadily striving without dis-
traction, proceeding toward its accomplishment without any lapse
whatsoever. but while this is an ideal lifestyle, it is not so easy to put it into
practice. The buddhist lifestyle is something that can only be accomplished
through the accumulation of one’s efforts, one day at a time.

accomPlisHmEnT oF buddHaHood in THREE Eons and THE
FiVE sTaGEs oF YoGācāRa culTiVaTion

Yogācāra buddhists deeply considered all facets of the mind, and made an
effort to clarify its actual composition and workings. From their perspec-
tive, it is certain that neither our attachment to self nor attachment to dhar-
mas can be easily severed. Rather, they can only be eliminated gradually
over a long period of steady practice. The course in which we awaken our
mind and tread the path of the bodhisattva, and finally fully attain libera-
tion, is definitely something that is neither short, smooth, nor sudden.

so exactly how long is this “long period of steady practice”? For we ordi-
nary people who think continuously of buddhahood, but are on the other
hand rather lazy, this is something to be very anxious about.

Yogācāra commonly expresses the notion of a very long time with the
term three great asaṃkhya kalpas or three [great] kalpas and one hundred
kalpas. Asaṃkhya is a sanskrit term that means “incalculable” or “innu-
merable” and kalpa is an indian concept that indicates a vast period of time,
similar to the English eon. This terminology indicates that the path to
attainment of buddhahood taught by Yogācāra buddhism is something that
definitely cannot be accomplished in a short period of time, but rather
requires an incalculably long time to complete. in order to understand this
incalculably long period of time, the two metaphors of the “rock-dusting
kalpa” and the “mustard-seed kalpa” have been employed since ancient times.

in the metaphor of the rock-dusting kalpa, the feathery robe of an angel
brushes across a great stone eight hundred miles in breadth once every
hundred years. The thinness and lightness of the feathery robe of the angel
can be thought of as something like the thin cloth used for a woman’s
blouse. The time required to finally wear down the megalith by lightly
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brushing it with this kind of robe gives the sense of one great asaṃkhya
kalpa. Three times this amount is called three great asaṃkhya kalpas.

in the metaphor of the mustard seed, tiny mustard seeds are dropped
into the courtyard of a castle that is eight hundred miles across, one seed
every hundred years. The time it takes to fill the castle courtyard via this
process is called a mustard-seed kalpa. Whether it be the metaphor of the
rock-dusting kalpa or the mustard-seed kalpa, what is being referred to is
nothing short of an eternity. in other words, what the Yogācāras are saying
is that without carrying out religious cultivation for an incredibly long
time, it is impossible to free ourselves from our bonds and attain enlight-
enment. Therefore, in opposition to the theory that one can suddenly man-
ifest the realization of the buddha, they instead advocate the attainment of
buddhahood in the course of three asaṃkhya kalpas.

The term, three asaṃkhya kalpas plus one hundred kalpas does not mean
that one hundred additional kalpas are required in addition to the three
great asaṃkhya kalpas. The one hundred kalpas are to be understood as
being included within the three asaṃkhya kalpas.

it is believed that the true bodhisattva, who in his practice of the six
pāramitās and so forth has nearly completed the buddha-path, will carry
out the wholesome karmic activities that engender the manifestation of the
bodily features that are unique to the buddhas only during his final hundred
kalpas. The bodily features that will appear on him are known as the excel-
lent thirty-two major characteristics and eighty minor characteristics that
are found on the buddha’s body. based on these marks, if a true buddha is
present, he can be readily identified. For instance, as the Sūtra of the Account
of Travels 23 says: “Replete with the major and minor characteristics, he is
like the moon among the stars.” This means that the major and minor char-
acteristics are gradually developed over the long course of one hundred
kalpas. This is the meaning of three [great] kalpas and one hundred kalpas.

While buddhism is known for its focus on developing the mind, it is
also a typically buddhist approach to see the body and mind not as two
separate entities, but as a unity. by training through an eternity, we will
gradually sever various afflictions. accordingly, the long and great buddha-
path of three incalculably long kalpas can be divided into a number of
stages of gradual improvement.
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in Yogācāra buddhism, these stages are understood to be the five stages
of preparation, application, insight, cultivation, and final, and are thus
named the five stages of the Yogācāra path of cultivation. among these, the
first four stages are those in which one practices with the aim of becoming
a buddha. They serve as the causes of buddhahood, and are collectively
called the causal stages. on the other hand, the final stage is where the
bodhisattva becomes buddha based on this development. because becom-
ing buddha is a result of training, it is called the buddha-result. The
buddha-result is understood as containing both bodhi and nirvāṇa, and
thus it is thought to be something so marvelous that it exceeds the possi-
bilities of linguistic expression. The fact that the true bodhisattva, through
cultivation in three great kalpas and one hundred kalpas, attains the state
of liberation equal to that of the buddhas has been known since ancient
times as the realization of the marvelous result of bodhi and nirvāṇa.

in the first stage of preparation, one engages in all kinds of wholesome
practices, and sets one’s sights on buddhahood. of course, the arousal of
the intention to attain enlightenment occupies an important place in this
first step. based on a deep belief and understanding the Yogācāra view,
clearly seeking for buddhahood, and a steady determination to actualize
bodhi and nirvāṇa, we can truly make a start at the buddha-path of three
asaṃkhya kalpas. The ability to be able to continually tread on the buddha-
path is dependent on such a consistent arousal of intention.

The personal realization of all things being nothing but the trans-
formations of consciousness begins to take place in the third stage of
insight, but in order to reach to that level, it is necessary to step up to the
level of directly cultivating through the application of effort, the stage
of application.

our various mental disturbances serve as major obstacles in the attain-
ment of buddhahood, and these are divided into the two general types of
afflictive hindrances and cognitive hindrances, and are further distin-
guished into the two categories of those arisen by discrimination and those
that are innately arisen. Innately arisen refers to mental disturbances in the
categories of the two hindrances which are inborn. in contrast to these,
arisen by discrimination refers to the mental disturbances in the categories
of the two kinds of hindrances that are taken on subsequent to our birth

the distance to buddhahood 123



in this world. as one might expect, inborn afflictions are much harder to
remove than those that are produced by discrimination.

Within these mental disturbances, at the stage of preparation and the
stage of application of practices, only the manifest activity of the discrim-
inatively arisen afflictive and cognitive hindrances is quelled. Quelling their
manifest activity means that the arousal of afflictive and cognitive hin-
drances from their seeds is suppressed, but the seeds of the afflictive and
cognitive hindrances themselves are not eliminated.

in the third stage, the stage of insight, one eliminates the seeds of the dis-
criminatively arisen afflictive and cognitive hindrances, giving rise to
uncontaminated wisdom, and as a result gains insight into the principle
of the world being nothing but the mere transformations of consciousness.

once one has fully attained the insight into the principle that all things
are merely the transformations of our cognitive processes, one renews
efforts at spiritual practice based on this insight in the next stage, the fourth
stage of cultivation. in this stage, the manifest activity of the inborn afflic-
tive hindrances and cognitive hindrances is quelled, and, moreover, their
seeds are gradually eliminated. The Yogācāras break this stage down into
ten levels wherein, up to the seventh level, the practitioner still needs to
apply conscious effort to the application of meditative practices. but from
the eighth level onward, applied effort is no longer needed, and one prac-
tices the buddha-path effortlessly.

The true bodhisattva, in the causal stages from the stage of preparation
up to the stage of cultivation, first works at quelling the manifest activity of
the afflictions, then removes their seeds, and finally dispels the remaining
karmic impressions and dispositions of afflicted mental activity that have
adhered within his person. The course of practice as defined in terms of the
elimination of afflictions through these causal stages is called quelling, elim-
inating, and dispelling. once all mental disturbances have been completely
quelled, eliminated, and shaken off, one reaches to the fifth and final stage.

The final stage is the stage of completion of the long buddha-path after
three asaṃkhya kalpas. Here, the bodhisattva realizes the marvelous fruits
of bodhi and nirvāṇa, and finally becomes a buddha. as explained earlier,
nirvāṇa is a state of equanimity of the mind and body, manifested as a result
of the full removal of all afflictive hindrances. bodhi is the uncontaminated
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wisdom that knows things exactly as they are, which is attained by the elim-
ination of the cognitive hindrances. This wisdom that apprehends things
exactly as they are is the standard cognitive function of the buddhas. This
means that none other than our eight consciousnesses that are the subject
of our cognitive processes are, at the new dawn after three asaṃkhya kalpas
of practice, qualitatively transformed. This is called the wisdom attained
as the transformation of the consciousnesses.

in this, the ālaya-vijñāna is recreated, becoming the perfect mirror cog-
nition. The manas is recreated, becoming the cognition of essential equality.
The thinking consciousness is recreated, becoming the cognition of unerr-
ing observation. and the prior five consciousnesses are recreated, becoming
the cognitions with unrestricted activity. These four types of cognitive activ-
ity form the content of bodhi.

We can now begin to pay some special attention to the cognition of essen-
tial equality. We know that the manas is a subconscious form of mind which
misconstrues the continuing-as-a-single-kind ālaya-vijñāna to be a real self,
attaching firmly to it. arriving to the final stage, the selfish latent mind
becomes an unsullied true cognition that sees self and other equally with-
out distinction. There is an incredible distance between my selfishness and
buddha’s compassion, a distance that is a buddha-path of three asaṃkhya
kalpas—in other words, an eternity. considering this eternal striving, we
may experience the tendency to take it in a leisurely manner. We are used to
making sure that our lives are filled with speed and convenience. We create
a framework in which we take delight in simplicity and ease, valuing short-
cuts and quick completions. Given this kind of quick-results oriented frame-
work that we have created in our daily lives, the buddha-path of three
asaṃkhya kalpas obviously cannot be accommodated.

However, coming to understand the extent of our folly, we realize the
need to dismantle all the frameworks used up to now in the handling of our
daily lives. Hidden roughly underneath the feeling that seeks for conven-
ience is a cheap frame of mind that seeks to avoid obstacles. The more
things that can be avoided, the better. To try to hold on to this approach,
and at the same time seeking liberation in the quelling, elimination, and
dispelling of the afflictions, seems to be extremely selfish, and an inappro-
priate attitude for traversing along the buddhist path.
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buddhism tends to apprehend things in terms of very long spans of time.
or, one might say that it exhibits the special characteristic of a tendency
not to cut things off in terms of temporal limits. For instance, a good exam-
ple can be seen in the “declaration of the three refuges,” such as “my disci-
ples, extending into the limits of the future, take refuge in the buddha,
take refuge in the dharma, and take refuge in the saṅgha.” This is an expres-
sion of taking refuge in the three treasures of buddha, dharma, saṅgha,
going beyond the limits of the future. “limits of the future” of course refers
to something that can never be exhausted, and thus what is basically
implied is an eternity. Therefore, if we paraphrase it, it means “no matter
where,” “no matter when,” etc. We who are the disciples of the buddha will
take refuge in the buddha, take refuge in his dharma, and take refuge in the
saṅgha for as long as is necessary, placing no limits. This is the meaning of
the “declaration of the three refuges.” Thus, “taking refuge” is something
initially taken up with a view extending into the eternal future, in other
words, something boundless, and, in that sense, the notion of “no matter
how far” has very important implications.

This means that we if we would become awakened to our own folly, aim
ourselves toward enlightenment, and become determined to henceforth
turn our life into a real buddhist life, we must not shrink from the vast
time of the three asaṃkhya kalpas. Rather, we must resolutely accept the
perspective of “no matter how long it takes.” and, we must know that
within this incredibly long buddhist life that extends to “no matter how
long it takes,” the standard fare of the ordinary person’s life with its love of
ready usability, cheapness, shortcuts, and hasty sloppiness will not be coun-
tenanced. We should know that only the continued honest accumulation
of goodness will push us up into the buddha-realm. and this is precisely the
content of the first stage taught in Yogācāra, the stage of preparation. in
another sense, it is consistently sought throughout the buddha-path in the
three asaṃkhya kalpas.

The relationship between the five stages and the three asaṃkhya kalpas
is shown in the table below.

126 living yoga-ca-ra



RETRoGREssion and TRaininG

The long Yogācāra path of cultivation begins with the stage of prepara-
tion. at this point, the “i” has come to profoundly understand its own
folly and yearns strongly for the buddha-realm, eventually cultivating a
firm resolution to reach to the buddha-realm despite obstacles. This firm
resolution to continue treading the buddhist path no matter what may
occur, entrusting one’s entire self in such a resolution without reservation,
is expressed with the buddhist term firm abiding in the arousal of the inten-
tion. This abiding in the arousal of the intention, which is anything but a
careless or perfunctory decision, is precisely the point of departure for the
stage of preparation.

next, the true bodhisattva carries out various wholesome activities, hon-
estly accumulating the necessary provisions for the seeking of the buddha-
realm. This stage is considered the most important stage in that if such
provisions have not been fully accumulated, the bodhisattva will be unable
to proceed to the second stage, the stage of application of practices. The
wholesome practices that are to be carried out in this stage include the six
pāramitās and four methods of winning people over, and those who are
focused on the bodhisattva path should implement them in their daily lives.

The matter of donation has already been addressed to some extent in the
context of the three rings of purity (cf. chapter 6, “The deep self absorbed
in selfishness,” the section entitled “The second subjective Transforma-
tion: The Manas,” and chapter 9, “Who am i?” the section entitled “sen-
tient beings lacking the nature for buddhahood”). Therefore, i will
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refrain from repeating that here. but the significance of donation that is
taught in buddhism, wherein if requested, one should even offer up one’s
own life, cannot but profoundly move us. The buddha-realm that cannot
be reached unless this donation is carried out perfectly might be seen as
something too overwhelming, even for the person focused on bod-
hisattvahood with unshakably firm determination. Faced with this
buddha-realm of such vast infinitude, one is bewildered, hesitates, and
loses confidence in the worth of continuing to endeavor in the buddhist
lifestyle. it is said that such vacillation is often seen in buddhist practice at
the first stage of preparation. This is called retrogression (or backsliding).
While taking buddhahood as one’s goal, instead of leaping forward, one
retreats and vacillates. The stage of preparation of the first title of the
Yogācāra path of cultivation is not a stage of smooth progress, but is char-
acterized by meandering and vicissitudes.

in what ways were the early founders of buddhist faced with situations
of retrogression like this? one of the most beneficial examples centers on
the greatest of Śākyamuni’s disciples, Śāriputra.

There is a tradition (derived from the Mahā-prajñāpāramitā-śastra) that
says that although Śāriputra is usually known as someone who attained
enlightenment as a śrāvaka, he was originally not a śrāvaka, but a person
practicing the bodhisattva path aimed at buddhahood. according to this
story, Śāriputra reverted to the śrāvaka path because he lapsed in his long-
maintained practice of donation. a certain brahman (a priest who admin-
isters the ancient ritual sacrifice) came to Śāriputra, begging for his eye.
Śāriputra responded to him by saying, “since an eyeball alone will be of no
use, allow me to offer my whole body to you.” However, the brahman,
obstinately demanding Śāriputra’s eyeball, said: “if you are genuinely prac-
ticing donation, you should simply give me your eye, as i requested.”
indeed, in the practice of donation, one is only supposed to give what is
begged for. so, Śāriputra plucked out one of his eyeballs, and handed it
over to the eye-begging brahman.

What happened next is rather shocking. The brahman, smelling the eye
that Śāriputra offered to him, blurted out, “Pew! it stinks!” He threw the
eyeball on the ground, and crushed it under his foot. He had begged for
something that he had not really needed, simply to test Śāriputra’s practice

128 living yoga-ca-ra



of donation. Śāriputra, watching this with his remaining eye, furiously
thought, “What a sick thing to do!” Then he thought, “such a wicked per-
son is indeed difficult to save. Even if he follows the buddhist path and cul-
tivates his entire being, he will not so quickly attain liberation from the
deluded realm of birth and death.” Reassessing his practice in the context
of this experience, he backed off from the bodhisattva path that is tread on
the basis of donation, and turned to the path of the śrāvaka.

Śāriputra often delivered sermons in the place of Śākyamuni, and even
later became known as the “disciple who re-turned the wheel of the
dharma.” He is sometimes described by likening buddha to a tree, and
Śāriputra to the flowers that adorn it. if it was a very difficult matter to carry
out donation perfectly for such a practitioner as excellent as Śāriputra, how
much more difficult it must be for we ordinary unenlightened people?

The cases of retrogression are classified into three types.
The first involves the practitioner becoming profoundly aware of the

vastness and depth of the content of the enlightenment realized by the
buddhas, and feeling that one’s own capacity will be wholly insignificant
for the task. This is called wavering due to a sense of vastness.

The second is the case where the practitioner, upon attempting the tran-
scendent practice of donation, the six pāramitās, and the whole gamut of
the great vehicle path, becomes profoundly aware of the difficulty of car-
rying out such practices to completion, and thus gives rise to thoughts of
abandonment of the path. This is called wavering due to a sense of the dif-
ficulty of the number of practices.

The third is the case in which the practitioner realizes that it is extremely
difficult to attain the realization of the buddha, and begins to develop a
pessimistic view, which leads to retrogression. This is called wavering due
to awareness of the difficulty of attaining the Buddha’s realization.

although one may take strong first steps with a firm abiding in the
arousal of the intention for enlightenment, the person aiming for bodhi-
sattvahood may easily feel overwhelmed, and develop a pessimistic attitude
concerning one’s own nature and capacity. despite our initial intentions, it
is not easy to remain immovably focused on the bodhisattva ideal.

There is a line from the Mahāprajñāpāramitā-śāstra that says:
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The bodhisattva, for the duration of one hundred thousand kalpas,
does not give rise to anger when reviled, and does not give rise to joy
when praised.

The one who is not at all moved by any kind of praise or abuse is a true
bodhisattva, because the bodhisattva’s mind and body are single-mindedly
focused on the attainment of enlightenment. We ordinary people spend
much of our daily life being praised by others or being slandered by them,
all the while bouncing up and down between elation and gloom. This is
because we are lacking in single-minded attention to our target. but by
keeping the bodhisattva path in the foremost of our mind, we will not be
shaken by any kind of evaluation.

Even if the three kinds retrogression of wavering due to a sense of vast-
ness, wavering due to an awareness of the difficulty of the number of prac-
tices, and wavering due to awareness of the difficulty of realizing the
buddha’s enlightenment cannot be avoided in the stage of preparation, one
should still refuse to give up on the buddha-path. concerning these three
kinds of retrogression, Yogācāra says:

Polishing their minds, the courageous do not waver.

This phrase is repeated several times in the Cheng weishi lun.24 it provides us
with encouragement in our moments of hesitation. We are attempting to
reach the buddha-realm, the actualization of a buddhist lifestyle. our
immediate target should be nothing other than learning how to abide firmly
in the arousal of the intention for enlightenment, but we are aware that the
path to this state is fraught with the influence of retrogression in the form
of pessimistic dispositions. at such a time, we can find considerable encour-
agement in the phrase “in polishing their minds, the courageous do not
waver.” We should receive this clearly and purely, allowing it to resonate
deeply within our being, providing strength for our minds that fall so eas-
ily into retrogression. We come to fully realize the great opportunity being
made available for steady and certain advancement along the buddha-path.
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Conclusion: Yogācāra Today

aWaKEninG To THE TRuE naTuRE oF oTHER-dEPEndEncY

over the course of ten chapters, we have conducted an overview of the
composition and function of our minds, broadly learning about the men-
tal mechanism as is explained in Yogācāra buddhism. in doing so, we have
continually placed emphasis on the aspect of the application of Yogācāra in
one’s daily life. but beyond the mere instruction in doctrine, or explica-
tion of technical terminology, we have continuously tried to demonstrate
how we can bring benefit to our daily lives using these principles.

in considering our mind as explained by Yogācāra teachings, we may
begin to question the reality of self-cognition as a person living everyday
life. We are forced to realize that it is not “reality” at all—rather it seems to
be far removed from anything that could be considered “real.”

but to this end, Yogācāra lays special stress on the fact that the content
of our cognition arises in dependence upon the ālaya-vijñāna, after which
it is subject to three distinguishable layers of alteration. it is possible for us
to remain quite distantly removed from the buddhist ideals of “knowing
ourselves as we really are,” or “perceiving those things that surround us as
they really are.” indeed, we can live a mere virtual reality.

This falsely cognized world was identified above as the nature of attach-
ment to that which is pervasively discriminated in the three natures doc-
trine. all things, including the self, come to be as a result of the provisional
harmonization of various factors under a certain set of conditions. and
although they appear to exist in a stable permanence, they are in fact con-
tinually changing. although the dependently arisen and ceaselessly chang-
ing phenomenal world that we inhabit is originally of the dependently



arisen nature, we inadvertently take it to be something substantial. addi-
tionally, we ceaselessly crave the things we find to be suitable, are dis-
gusted with the things we find to be unsuitable, and finally, we attach
deeply to these feelings of revulsion. This is the world of nature of attach-
ment to that which is pervasively discriminated, the state in which we are
actually living.

Those of us who have learned something about the real state of our cog-
nition and attachment are not satisfied to simply follow one or two minor
practices, but instead wish for the full removal of false attachment to that
which is pervasively discriminated. We can only then awaken to the other-
dependent nature of these momentary phenomena produced according to
the coalescence of various conditions, which continue in the flux of prior
extinction and subsequent arising.

Though the essence of this other-dependency is none other than the
perfectly true nature, it is taught in buddhism that the perfectly real world
is disclosed by the profound awareness of the empty character of all things.
What is of crucial importance is to firmly acquire the habit of remaining
aware that all things, including oneself, are not permanent substances, but
that they are in a continuous state of flux.

at the beginning, this kind of practice is not so simple. but in cultivat-
ing the awareness that we now have, we realize that our present mode of
cognition somehow seems to be different from “truth” or “reality,” and
from that, we need to further deepen our self-examination. if we carry on
with this honest effort, the extremely tenacious veil of attachment to that
which is pervasively discriminated should be gradually removed, just like
the peeling off of a thin skin.

YoGācāRa and THE liFE sciEncEs

in recent years, the life sciences have progressed rapidly, and those things
that were heretofore considered to be under the domain of God alone have
been revealed and accounted for one after another. We are constantly being
amazed by the complex scientific world around us. but this scientific world
is not at all incompatible with buddhism. on the contrary, both agree with
the basic position that human beings do not possess some kind of
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supremacy or special honor, but instead have the fundamental character of
simply being one kind of being dwelling in the midst of nature.

With current research in genetics and the charting of the full human
genome, there has been an increased tendency to try to engage these con-
cepts with such Yogācāra notions as seeds, or the ālaya-vijñāna. Questions
have been posed as to whether it is possible to explain the genome from the
perspective of the ālaya-vijñāna, or whether genes and seeds can be said to
be the same thing.

at present, such questions have still not gone beyond the level of idle
talk. but for buddhists who live in society and who have a keen inter-
est in the rapid developments of life science, i think that this sort of
dialogue is important. However, there are buddhists who have gone so
far as to flatly claim from the Yogācāra perspective that seeds are genes.
This is no doubt an apologetic stance that takes the Yogācāra doctrine as
something excellent that provides an explanation of state-of-the-art sci-
entific findings and should be thus valued. but this should not be con-
sidered the case.

if seeds were indeed equivalent to genes, the ālaya-vijñāna would be
considered the entire genome, as it is the consciousness containing all seeds.
certainly, it is said that the deep mind of the ālaya-vijñāna takes as its
three cognitive objects the seeds, body with faculties, and natural world,
appropriating these. among these, the body with faculties is the physical
body, and therefore it is clearly understood that the ālaya-vijñāna is deeply
bound to the body. While many say that the deep mind of the ālaya-
vijñāna is a mind unlimited in its closeness of connections to the body,
even without these claims it must be admitted that this deep mind is a
mental basis that has a certain relationship with the body.

Yogācāra buddhism argues that all causes are to be found within “trans-
formations of consciousness,” and phenomena are reduced to being “men-
tal factors.” as long as our understanding of Yogācāra is based on this, seeds
and human genetics are beyond comparison. Human genes are transmitted
from parents to their children, and fundamentally consist of matter con-
taining manipulative potentiality. Physical genes cannot be equated with
the mental-energy seeds that impregnate our actions into the deep mind of
the store consciousness.
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as we have seen repeatedly, our actions are never finished or complete.
The energy accompanying the wholesomeness or unwholesomeness of the
act is perfumed into the ālaya-vijñāna, and seeds impregnated into the
depths of the mind are, no matter how inconvenient for the present self,
not something that can be simply manipulated. Exactly because of this, we
realize that the seeds create the basis for our actions, permeating the depths
of our minds. They are wholly different from the human genetic code.

To a buddhist, life is not started based only upon the joining of the
sperm and ovum. The life-binding consciousness is necessary in the joining
of the essences of the mother and father, and without this, it is understood
that there can be no life. This life-binding consciousness is none other than
the ālaya-vijñāna.

according to the theory of transmigration, we have many prior lives,
and it is only because we were unable to let go of our attachment to life in
our most recent past life that, at the moment of death, our ālaya-vijñāna
becomes the life-binding consciousness, and detaching itself, depends upon
the next appropriate combination of the two drops of red and white. This
constitutes the moment of death as understood in buddhism.

Following this line of thought, the external form of the body may be
inherited from the sperm and egg of the parents. but the contents of this
body, the seeds that are the cause of manifest activities, are something that
has been inherited from one’s past lives as far back as they extend. again
we can refute the claim that the genes passed down from parent to child are
the same as the seeds of Yogācāra. We are confronted with the distinction
made in seed theory, between intrinsic and newly perfumed, as well as the
distinction between seeds that are uncontaminated and contaminated. it’s
safe to assume that no one will argue that genes can be distinguished into
uncontaminated and contaminated groups.

buddhists who live in ages henceforth will continue to debate advanced
findings made by researchers in the life sciences. but if we make these cor-
respondences based on a superficially felt sense of similarity, we will accom-
plish nothing but the invitation of useless confusion. We should instead
hold firm to the Yogācāra position that reduces all things to mental factors,
examine the differences closely, and then establish any correspondences to
be made based on that.
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conscious acTiViTY and THE PREsEnT aGE

Yogācāra buddhism is a teaching that seeks to fathom the origin of all
things in the deep, unconscious mind called the ālaya-vijñāna—the
dependent arising of the ālaya-vijñāna. However, at the same time, our
consciously aware activity impregnates the depths of that mind with new
seeds, and thus the question of conscious activity is crucial in Yogācāra. To
some extent, it is one of our only options for advancing toward enlighten-
ment. as the thinking consciousness is subjected to the powerful influ-
ences of the manas, though there may be a conscious intention within the
thinking consciousness to attain enlightenment, this is inevitably skewed
by the self-centeredness and ego attachment of the manas. but we are help-
less, and can only try to activate the powerful self awareness and inten-
tionality of our thinking consciousness.

Emphasizing this point, the Yogācāras say:

seeds produce manifest activity; manifest activity perfumes seeds;
three processes follow each other in sequence with cause and effect
occurring simultaneously.

This is the mechanism of our minds. That which produces our manifest
activities are the seeds in the ālaya-vijñāna (seeds generating manifest activ-
ity), while at the same time, the energy from those manifest activities is
being planted back into the ālaya-vijñāna (manifest activity perfuming
seeds). The instantaneous alternation between the seeds and manifest
activity as the causes and effects of each other is called simultaneous cause
and effect. and it is within that subtle alteration that our opportunity lies
for improvement or degradation. This manifest mental activity that
impregnates the subsequently differing seeds into the depths of the mind
holds a profound significance, and the function of the thinking con-
sciousness that is involved in this process, no matter how subtle it may be,
is something that cannot be overlooked.

scientific research has shown that we experience roughly 60,000
thoughts passing through our mind each day. What is more interesting,
however, is that about 95 percent of these are the same thoughts we had
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yesterday. one could say that we are carrying out lives in a stagnant way
with little change, but if we change the perspective and take notice of the
fact that five percent is different from the past, then this accumulation of
small acts should be something that carries a deep and fundamental sig-
nificance. The problem is, however, that the deep significance of each con-
scious act gradually loses its relevance in the greater context of our society.

modern society has, in its single-minded pursuit of material resources
and convenience, been able to tread the path of economic prosperity, and
based upon the recent revolution in information technology, is reaching
for an even greater efficiency-prioritized society. Thanks to this, we can be
connected to the latest updated information without leaving the comfort of
our homes, and as a result, our daily life becomes steadily more convenient.

it is not an exaggeration to say that everything is “upgraded” daily, and
that this moment knows no limit. To stay abreast of this advanced age, we
must lead life in such as way as to keep focused on keeping up with new
developments every day. but does this allow us time to think over what we
did a year ago, or even just six months ago? or, how has the chain of our
actions led us to precisely this situation at this point in time? if pressed to
clearly articulate these implications, many people would probably be utterly
bewildered. as we advance further and further, our actions become trivi-
alized, to the point that our actions seem to be as insignificant as paper
fluttering in the breeze.

our world can be considered a permanent movement. The terrific trans-
formation of society, just like the television talk shows, is characterized by
an unbroken tedium of empty chatter, continuing without a gasp for fresh
air. There is not the slightest space for a moment of stillness. it is nothing
but words surging like a flood, with the audience laughing “Ha Ha Ha”
and not taking the slightest notice. in the end, there is nothing to show
for it. afterward, a sense of vacancy remains, but cannot be examined in a
close and deliberate manner due to the hectic pace of our lives. We move
to seek the next moment of horseplay, wandering aimlessly. new informa-
tion tirelessly surges in.

Within human beings and all the various phenomena created by human
beings, the aspects of movement and stillness originally maintain a state of
equilibrium. but in the day-to-day survival of our daily life we concentrate
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on the aspect of movement, and the passing days inevitably become distant.
our individual actions and behavior are regarded as having little signifi-
cance. The recent remarkable decline in ethics in every place, and at every
level of society, has much of its origin in this.

under these kinds of circumstances, living life under the daily deluge of
new information, we eventually push to recover our lost personal time and
sense of stillness. but at this point Yogācāra questions the profound sig-
nificance of human activity. as the effects of our actions are never finished,
the energy that carries the wholesome or unwholesome quality of the act
is impressed to some extent or another in the depths of the mind, and the
remaining energy-as-seeds of the act are impregnated into the ālaya-
vijñāna. These qualities are transmitted through all eternity, continuing
as latent potentiality within the ālaya-vijñāna. since this is all happening
in a region of mind that is inaccessible to the waking consciousness, no
matter how inconvenient the existence of such seeds may turn out to be for
the situation of the present self, not the slightest thing can be done about
them. Eishun, the learned monk of Kōfukuji Temple whom we have cited
previously, composed this deeply impressive verse:

Whatever one experiences, the reliable and incorruptible seeds cap-
ture it. (Tamon’in nikki)

once seeds have been perfumed into the ālaya-vijñāna one can rely on
the fact that they will never decay; depending on their being firmly and
clearly assimilated, the significance of one’s activities is confirmed. With
this awareness, one should naturally avoid superficial frivolity, and become
conscious of it in others.

This is the driving force behind the mental mechanism of seeds gener-
ating manifest activity and manifest activity perfuming seeds that makes
the seeds of the first process and the seeds of the third process somewhat
different. and, once again, the maintenance of such awareness is clearly
our conscious problem.

since the seeds of this vast amount of accumulated actions and behav-
iors are planted in the depths of our minds, eventually the ālaya-vijñāna
taken as a whole has all of our past actions as its content. in other words,
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people are nothing other than what they create by their own activities.
no matter how dramatically transformed a society in which i must live,
my own actions are certainly not something to be regarded as being
insignificant. nay, we may begin to naturally see them as carrying pro-
found meaning.

in this way, in our renewed recognition of the importance of our activ-
ities—including the most commonplace and mundane, the study of the
mental mechanism understood by Yogācāra buddhism can play a very
effective role.
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Afterword

Yōen (1048–1125), who was the thirtieth steward of Kōfukuji as
well as the assistant Head of the order, was evaluated quite highly
by public opinion. For example, in the Center-Right Record it says

“among the monks of the north and south, he has no equal.” To our
regret, it is not clear as to whether any of his writings are extant, but it
seems that he was considered to be quite an eminent master of the Yogācāra
doctrine in his time. Yōen was also called by the elegant nickname Primary
sound High Priest, which came about due to his fame as a poet. Yōen
wrote poetry prolifically, having played an instrumental part in the rise of
the medieval world of poetry in the southern capital, going on to sponsor
the Yōen nara poetry contest. Thus he was a person with deep affinities
with art and literature.

so it seems as if he was a person with a talent for poetry, but he was at
the same time taken by some onlookers to be someone who did nothing
other than poetry. in the Selected Excerpts is it written that monks who
were his close friends came to him to express concerns that too much
absorption in poetry could end up becoming a hindrance to his studies of
buddhist doctrine. However, Yōen answered them by saying “This is def-
initely not the case. Rather, by reading poetry, my mind becomes more and
more clear, and through the objects of poetry, i come to better understand
the principle of mind-only.” Yōen’s and his monk friend’s appreciation for
poetry seem to have been quite different from each other.

The point is not simply to say that this kind of thing happens a lot, but
that our daily lives are made up of nothing but these kinds of differences
in perspective. once we give rise to our personal view, we have a tendency
to rigidly stick to it. and it is precisely this sort of thing that is the major



source of the various obstructions that arise to hinder human relationships
that would otherwise be very rich.

at such a time, having ready access to the Yogācāra teachings on the
composition and function of the mind can be extremely meaningful.
What is most important is that Yogācāra lucidly presents to us the real sit-
uation of the mind and its objects, which are more accurately seen as the
subjectively transforming mind and the objects that are transformed by our
mind’s cognition. Within the continual verification of the self as illumi-
nated by the Yogācāra understanding of the true state of our mind, we
have a great opportunity to form a far richer view of things, and of
humanity.

because this book is written for the purpose of trying to place Yogācāra
in one’s daily life, there has been an attempt to explain matters as simply as
possible, and thus many Yogācāra topics that are in fact far more compli-
cated and nuanced have only received the most general of descriptions.
For example, in the explanation of the transformation of the conscious-
nesses into correct cognitions, i explained the four perfected cognitions
as all being attained at the level of the final stage. However, to be more pre-
cise, the Yogācāra texts say that one begins to partially attain the marvelous
observing cognition and the cognition of equality in nature starting from the
first level of the stage of insight, with the great mirror cognition and the
cognition with unrestricted activity being attained only at the final stage. i
also did not go into detail explaining technical processes of the subjective
transformations, to show exactly how wholesome and unwholesome activ-
ities all end up in their fruition as being of indeterminate karmic moral
quality. in other words, i decided to omit a lot of standard Yogācāra tech-
nical baggage, in the hope of preventing newcomers from getting bogged
down in too many details at the beginning.

it might be pointed out that the inclusion of some more commonly-
used Yogācāra technical terminology would have been desirable, as this
may have aided in the memorization of difficult concepts. but my approach
was to avoid, as much as possible, the usage of terminology that i thought
would be difficult, trying instead to render these concepts in everyday lan-
guage. nonetheless, i still have some concerns as to whether in fact i have
ended up making some things more difficult to understand, or if i may
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have drifted a bit from the original doctrines. i hope that intelligent read-
ers will correct my errors.

However, if this book has stimulated your interest in Yogācāra
buddhism even a little bit, this pleases me greatly, but at the same time, it
is my sincere hope that you will carry your studies of this topic beyond the
range of this book, on to a higher stage of expertise. For that purpose, i
would like to recommend that you take a look at the suggestions for fur-
ther reading provided by the translator.

Finally, i would like to extend my deep thanks to mr. moriya okano of
the shunjusha editorial department who gave me valuable feedback while
he tried to speed me up. i am slow about everything, and the reason i could
finish this project in a somewhat timely fashion was due to these various
supporting conditions.

Kohfukuji Temple, bodai-in
march 24, 1989
Tagawa shun’ei
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Suggestions for Further Study

With the current state of availability of Yogācāra-related works in English,
unfortunately, the new student to Yogācāra is forced to make a pretty big
leap after reading an introductory book like this, as the rest of the relevant
works that are presently available fall pretty much into the two categories
of direct scriptural translation and detailed scholarly research. nonetheless,
with a bit of diligence and patience, one may certainly work to broaden
one’s grasp of Yogācāra by gradually working through what is presently
available. also, there is a fair amount of material freely available on the
internet that one may work through in small bites at one’s own pace.

at the time of this writing, there are a number of dependable and
informative scholarly works that provide thorough treatments of
Yogācāra and related topics. a very comprehensive treatment is con-
tained in dan lusthaus’ Buddhist Phenomenology. This is a long and dif-
ficult text, but if you can slowly work through even some portions of it,
you can go a long way toward advancing your grasp of Yogācāra
buddhism, especially in terms of the way it fits into the larger buddhist
tradition. also published fairly recently is William Waldron’s The
Buddhist Unconscious. This book offers a detailed explanation of how
the notion of ālaya-vijñāna arose from within the scheme of the abhi-
dharma six consciousnesses. You might also want to search for other
interesting articles by Waldron for comparisons between Yogācāra and
modern psychology, genetic theory, and so forth. also helpful in its pres-
entation of comparisons between Yogācāra and Western Psychology is
Tao Jiang’s Contexts and Dialogue: Yogācāra Buddhism and Modern Psy-
chology on the Subliminal Mind.



For a thorough understanding of the historical course of development
of the concept the ālaya-vijñāna, lambert schmithausen’s 1977 book
Ālayavijñāna: On the Origin and the Early Development of a Central Con-
cept of Yogācāra Philosophy has become regarded as a classic work in the
field. many of schmithausen’s early hypotheses about the development of
the ālaya-vijñāna have recently been challenged in an excellent book by
Harmut buescher entitled The Inception of Yogācāra-Vijñānavāda. again,
it takes some energy to work through these kinds of books, but if you can
make it through even one of them, you’ll come out with a solid grasp of the
issues. For a reliable anthology of works that are attributed to Vasubandhu,
see Thomas Kochumuttom’s A Buddhist Doctrine of Experience.

Thanks to the efforts of the bukkyō dendō kyōkai’s [bdK] numata
Translation series, some of the essential Yogācāra scriptural texts are com-
ing into print. so far, John Keenan has translated the Saṃdhinirmocana-
sūtra with the title The Scripture on Explanation of the Underlying Meaning,
and the Mahāyānasaṃgrāha as The Summary of the Great Vehicle.
Vasubandhu’s influential Triṃsikā along with the Cheng weishi lun have
been translated for the bdK by Frances cook under the title of Three
Texts on Consciousness-only. There are a number of other essential Yogācāra
translations in progress in the bdK project, which are also now being
released on the Web, so those interested in this field should keep abreast of
their publications as they come out.

in the introduction of the above texts and authors, we have pretty
much limited our scope to texts understood by the Faxiang and Tibetan
schools to represent the orthodox Yogācāra view. but one’s understand-
ing of Yogācāra issues that deal with cognition, enlightenment, delusion,
practice, and karma may also be enhanced through the study of works
that have a close relation to Yogācāra, such as the Laṅkāvatāra-sūtra, or
the Awakening of Mahāyāna Faith, or even some of the works produced
within the Huayan school. on the Tibetan side, much of the discourse
of the Tibetan tradition, and especially that of the Gelukpa school (the
school of the present dalai lama), is strongly Yogācāra influenced, with
great Tibetan masters such as dzong-ka-ba dealing extensively in
Yogācāra commentarial work. also, the works of later indian logicians
such as dharmakīrti dealt much with Yogācāra. if, after this point, you
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want to really get serious about studying Yogācāra, you’ll need to begin
learning some asian languages! best wishes in your continued studies of
this rich topic.

a. charles muller
Tokyo, 2009
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Notes

1. Tao Yuanming (365–427) was an eminent poet of the Eastern Jin,
from the locale of xunyang (in modern day Jiangxi). He is also found
in reference works under the name Taoxian, with Yuanming being
his pen-name. He referred to himself as Teacher Five Willows, and
was called by others Teacher Jingjie. He was once a magistrate in the
prefecture of Pengze, but quit after eighty days and returned home,
expressing his feelings in a document called “Returning to live in the
countryside.” While farming, he delighted in wine and nature, play-
ing the lute in the garden with his friends, and writing poetry. His
works brought a major influence on subsequent literary forms. His
extant works are collected in the Tao Yuanming ji.

2. The Lucid Introduction is a short text of just a couple pages, which
lists all these mental factors. Written by Vasubandhu, it was trans-
lated into chinese by xuanzang as the Dasheng baifa mingmen lun,
which is contained in the Japanese Taishō Canon, no. 1614.

3. a popular name for a chapter in the Lotus Sūtra entitled Guanshiyin
pusa pumen pin (Chapter of the Universal Gate of Avalokiteśvara
Bodhisattva). The text states that avalokiteśvara is capable of mani-
festing himself in thirty-three different bodies according to the states
of the beings to be saved.

4. a sūtra understood to have been delivered by the buddha as he was
approaching his death, wherein he instructs his disciples, after his
death, to uphold the precepts, guard the five senses, lessen the desires,
seek equanimity, and cultivate concentration and wisdom.



5. “Taint” here is a buddhist technical term (skt. āsrava) that indicates
that some kind of intent is involved—that the fulfillment of some
sort of desire, noble or ignoble, is anticipated.

6. Saikontan, trans. by usaburo imai, iwanami classics Vol. 11 (Tokyo,
1973), p. 57.

7. Yuimagyō ni yoru bukkyō (“buddhism according to the Vimalakīrti-
sūtra”) (osaka: Tōhō shuppan, 1988).

8. The Cheng weishi lun (Discourse on the Theory of Consciousness-only)
was composed/edited/translated by the great chinese Yogācāra master
xuanzang (600–664). it is widely regarded as the most comprehen-
sive and systematic work on Yogācāra, presenting the views of a num-
ber of masters on all the basic Yogācāra topics. it is based primarily on
dharmapāla’s commentary on the Thirty Verses on Consciousness-
only (the Triṃśikā-vijñapti-mātra śāstra) by Vasubandhu. This text
held great influence in East asia, and especially in Japan, where the
Japanese Hossō tradition bases its doctrine fully on this text. Thus, it
is also the primary source for the presentation of the Yogācāra con-
cepts made by Ven. Tagawa in this book. English versions include a
rendering by Wei Tat of the French translation by Vallée Poussin.
There is an English translation by Frances cook in the numata trans-
lation series, in the volume entitled Three Texts on Consciousness-only.
This translation is not unuseful, but since Prof. cook was not a
Yogācāra specialist, it contains numerous errors and points of confu-
sion, often at critical junctures. Thus, this vitally important text still
awaits a thorough, careful translation by a Yogācāra specialist.

9. donation, observation of the precepts, forbearance, zeal, meditative
concentration, and wisdom.

10. donation, kind words, altruistic activity, and working together with
others.
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11. skt. asmi-māna, rendered by William Waldron as “the conceit ‘i am’,”
and by lambert schmithausen as simply “identity.”

12. The Two Fascicle Hossō Extracts, “Grasping the meaning.”

13. From the Memoranda of the Hall of Broad Learning (Tamon’in nikki),
ninth year of Tenshō (1581), twenty-ninth day of the twelfth lunar
month. The Tamon’in nikki is a diary that was maintained over three
dynastic periods at the Tamon’in, a subsidiary temple inside of
Kōfukuji. compilation was initiated by Eishun in 1478, and was
maintained for 140 years, up to 1618.

14. From The Way of the Housewife, by Yamamoto shūgorō (Nihon fudō
ki) (Tokyo: Kodansha, 1968).
『日本婦道記(全)』 講談社(１９６８年８月)

15. This term comes directly from chapter 16 of the Lotus Sutra, “chap-
ter on the longevity of the Tathāgata,” wherein poisonous habitua-
tion refers to the karmic impressions of the three poisons. The author
has published a modern Japanese study and translation of the anthol-
ogy of Rousing the mind from delusion, with the title Jōkei: Gumei
hosshin shū wo yomu: kokoro no yami wo mitsumeru (Jōkei’s Anthology
of Rousing the Mind from Delusion: Plumbing the Darkness of the
Mind) (Tokyo: shunjūsha, 2004).

16. a tool similar to a sponge that is made from wrapping cotton with
leather and cloth.

17. While it is true that Yogācāra does break down the two kinds of
hindrances as being applicable to practitioners of the two vehicles
and bodhisattvas, this distinction is only valid in a very general
sense. detailed examination of hindrance theory shows that this
distinction is in fact much more tenuous. see a. charles muller,
“The Yogācāra Two Hindrances and their Reinterpretations in
East asia,” Journal of the International Association of Buddhist
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Studies, Volume 27, number 1 (2004), pp. 207–235. (also avail-
able on the Web.)

18. in his book Ryōgen and Mt. Hiei (Hawaii uP, 2002), Paul Groner
covers the content and events surrounding these debates in detail in
chapter 6, “The Ōwa debates.”

19. From the Kanjin i shōjō enmyō ji, contained in the Dai nihon bukkyō
zensho, vol. 80.

20. From the Hossō Mind Essentials (Hossō shin yoshō), Taishō Canon,
no. 2311.

21. a reference to the Bodhisattva-śīla sūtra, contained in the Taishō
Canon, no. 1501. developed from excerpts from the Yogācārabhūmi-
śāstra that explain the disciplines of the bodhisattva. This text served
as the Yogācāra precepts manual, a routinely performed communal
confession for monks and nuns.

22. The ten precepts are not killing, not stealing, not indulging in sexual
excesses, not lying, not speaking divisively, not disparaging, not using
ornate speech, not coveting, not giving way to anger, and not having
false views.

23. The Youxing jing is a section of the Dīrghāgama (Taishō Canon, no.
1) in response to the questions by King ajātaśatru regarding the han-
dling of affairs with neighboring kingdoms, the buddha explains the
six and seven rules to the bhikṣus.

24. For example, see Taishō Canon, no. 1585.31.49a14–20.
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ā
ra

Buddhism / Asian Philosophy

ogācāra is an influential school of Buddhist philosophy
and psychology that stems from the early Indian
Mahāyāna Buddhist tradition. The Yogācāra view is

based on the fundamental truth that there is nothing in the
realm of human experience that is not interpreted by
and dependent upon the mind.

Yogācāra Buddhism was unable to sustain the same level of
popularity as other Buddhist schools in India, Tibet, and East
Asia, but its teachings on the nature of consciousness
profoundly impacted the successive developments of
Buddhism. Yogācāra served as the basis for the development of
the doctrines of karma and liberation in many other schools.

In this refreshingly accessible study, Tagawa Shun’ei makes
sense of Yogācāra’s subtleties and complexities with insight and
clarity. He shows us that Yogācāra masters comprehend and
express everyday experiences that we all take for granted, yet
struggle to explain. Eloquent and approachable, Living Yogācāra
deepens the reader’s understanding of the development of
Buddhism’s interpretation of the human psyche.
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