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in Longchenpa’s Great Perfection Philosophy of Action
Abstract

This is a study of the philosophy of practical action in the Great Perfection poetry
and spiritual exercises of the fourteenth century Tibetan author, Longchen Rabjampa
Drime Ozer (klong chen rab 'byams pa dri med 'od zer 1308-1364). I inquire into his claim that
practices may be completely spontaneous, uncaused, and effortless and what this claim
might reveal about the conditions of possibility for action. Although I am interested in
how Longchenpa understands spontaneous practices, I also question whether the very
categories of practice and theory are useful for interpreting his writings. In taking up these
questions, I maintain that Longchenpa’s texts can contribute to inquiries into the nature of
human practices and action that is relevant today. It is my aspiration that this dissertation
may facilitate engagement with Longchenpa’s reflections on the nature of liberative
practice by thinkers in post-Heideggerian continental philosophy, especially in relation to
conceptions of intentionality, causality, agency, ethics, and free will.
The study begins with the historical context for issues of spontaneous practice
relevant for Longchenpa’s Great Perfection tradition in fourteenth century Tibet.
Following from this context, I then present four different interpretations of causal action,
which I call the “four configurations.” Comprising the second part of the study, my
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examination of each of these configurations will consist in an exploration of what I argue
are four primary ways to construe the nature of practice in terms of intentionality, theories,
and causality. The first configuration addresses spiritual exercises that begin with
theoretical views that are deliberately applied in actions. The second configuration focuses
on methods that begin with embodied practices. The third configuration explores
metaphysical foundations for actions. The fourth configuration looks to tacit social
practices and networks of relationships as conditions for methods of ethical self-cultivation.
Yet each of these characterizations fall short of what I will argue is Longchenpa’s
understanding of practical action. Each of these configurations fail to provide the most
satisfying, and in the end accurate, model of the process by which human beings perform
freedom. The central chapters of the thesis bring together the history of Buddhist spiritual
exercises, Longchenpa’s writings, and selected issues from contemporary philosophy and
sociology of practice.
I will show how Longchenpa’s spontaneous practice theory challenges some of the
most basic assumptions about practices, and questions whether even well-meaning
techniques or manipulations can lead to freedom. In the process of this critical reading, I
will also be able to glean affirmative aspects of Longchenpa’s approach. Once we suspend
the first configuration we can see Longchenpa’s phenomenology of knowledge. Going
beyond the second configuration allows me to point to his conceptions of time and an
effortlessness style in his instructions for spiritual exercises, which, I argue, is distinct from
many interpretations of “sudden” conceptions of Buddhist practice. Going beyond the
third configuration allows us to garner a sense of groundless potentiality in actions. And
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finally, interrupting the fourth configuration provides an opportunity to discern
Longchenpa’s spontaneous ontological ethics.
My primary thesis is that if practices are preconceived to be causal, teleological, and
intentional, they will be predetermined in terms of an imperative to produce effects. Some
form of willfulness becomes necessary to mediate between theory, action, and agency.
Therefore, to allow for spontaneous practices, there can be neither a theoretical nor a
practical a priori foundation and they must be freed from causality and object-directedness.
This observation calls into question the entire metaphysics in which the western apparatus
of practice and ethics is thinkable. I would like to put the meanings of practice into the
form of a question. Longchenpa will help us to reawaken a sense of wonder and
uncertainty about the practical.
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Introduction
This dissertation studies the meaning of practical action in the writings of the
Tibetan philosopher-poet, Longchen Rabjampa Drime Ozer (klong chen rab 'byams pa dri med
'od zer 1308-1364, henceforth: Longchenpa). Adopting a philosophical reading of his
meditation instructions and his approach to Buddhist practices of self-cultivation, I am
interested in how Longchenpa understands practical action itself. At the same time, I will
also question whether the categories of practice and theory are useful for interpreting his
writings. In taking up these questions, my study aspires to allow Longchenpa to contribute
to contemporary reflections on practice. His commitment to effortless spontaneity makes
Longchenpa a significant resource for philosophies of practical action. Longchenpa’s poetic
writings on the Great Perfection attempt to provide a non-teleological mode of action that
suspends all intentional striving, but which nonetheless performs freedom. This thesis
claims that Longchenpa’s methods of cultivating spontaneous practice can make a
contribution to inquiries into the nature of religious practices and action that is relevant
today.
Accordingly I propose that Longchenpa is not merely concerned with
contemplative, ritual, and doctrinal Buddhist themes that can only be understood in
historically specific ways, but that he also responds to issues fundamental to the aims of
human practices more generally, including issues that have concerned philosophers of the
twentieth and twenty-first centuries in the West. Following Martin Heidegger’s critique of
technological practices and the instrumentality of the modern will, I maintain that practice
is today too easily assumed to be instrumental and either willful or causally determined.1
We commonly understand somatic and meditation practices as well as moral systems of
training to be transformative, teleological, or productive in some sense. We presume that
means lead to their ends and that is why we engage in them. To practice is to accomplish
something—to affect our selves, our bodies and brains—or to affect others and the world in
1

Martin Heidegger, The Question Concerning Technology and Other Essays, trans. William
Lovitt (New York: Harper Torch Books, 1977). On Heidegger’s critique of the will, see Bret
W. Davis, Heidegger and the Will: On the Way to Gelassenheit (Evanston: Northwestern
University Press, 2007).
1

some desirable way. In Giorgio Agamben’s words, “being and acting today have for us no
representation other than effectiveness.”2 Increasingly, we see a tendency to think of
practices of self-cultivation as opportunities for our own self-creation, or even that such
practices imply a responsibility to shape and control our own brains and lives.3 With the
advent of a discourse that brings together the study of neuroplasticity, cognitive science,
and meditation techniques, we may interpret Buddhist spiritual practices exclusively as
methods to produce positive effects. In this way, practice is identified with productive
human labor. I will show how Longchenpa’s practice theory challenges these basic
assumptions and questions whether even the most well meaning techniques or
manipulations can lead to freedom.
Although writing at great cultural and historical distance from our present
moment, Longchenpa’s perspective may help articulate the reasons practice, if conceived in
terms of causal efficiency, may be insufficient to capture what is entailed in liberating selftransformation. Longchenpa argues instead for other dynamic modes of action, untethered
by function, yet irreducible to mere apathy or quietism. For Longchenpa, it is only
spontaneous practices that can disclose freedom as a form-of-life.4 It is my aspiration that
this dissertation may facilitate engagement with Longchenpa’s reflections on the nature of
liberative practice by thinkers in post-Heideggerian continental philosophy, especially in
relation to conceptions of intentionality, causality, agency, ethics, and free will.5
2

Giorgio Agamben, Opus Dei: An Archaeology of Duty, (Stanford: Stanford University Press,
2013), xiii.
3
I am referring to the argument by Catherine Malabou in, What Should We Do With our
Brain? Trans. Sebastian Rand. (New York: Fordham University Press, 2008).
4
By form-of-life, I refer to Agamben’s use of the phrase: a life that is inseparable from its
form, its practices, and its activities. For a recent use, see Giorgio Agamben, The Highest
Poverty: Monastic Rule and Form-of-Life, trans. Adam Kotsko (Stanford: Stanford University
Press, 2013), 121. The idea is explicitly developed in the chapter, “Form Of Life” in
Agamben’s Means Without End: Notes on Politics (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota
Press, 2000). For a study of this phrase as it passes through Ludwig Wittgenstein to
Agamben, see Matías Leandro Saidel, “Form(s)-of-life: Agamben's reading of Wittgenstein
and the Potential Uses of a Notion,” Trans/Form/Ação Vol.37, No.1 (2014):163-186.
5
By continental philosophy I mean a broad philosophical family that takes Hegel,
Nietzsche, Freud, Marx, and/or Heidegger as key reference points for content and style. I
also make this point so as to distinguish my emphasis from the robust literature on
2

The primary contribution of this thesis will be to recognize, and work through, four
characterizations of the relationship between theories, practices, and their results.
Comprising the second part of this thesis, my examination of each of these four
“configurations” will consist in an exploration of what I argue are four primary ways to
construe the nature of practice, as that connects to related issues in contemporary
continental philosophy. And yet each of these characterizations of the relation between
practice and its impact on the practitioner fall short of what I will argue is Longchenpa’s
thinking on practice. Each of these configurations as I have identified them fail to provide
the most satisfying, effective, and in the end accurate model of the process by which
human beings perform freedom. In short, these central chapters of the thesis will bring
together the history of Buddhist spiritual exercises, Longchenpa’s writings, and selected
issues from contemporary philosophy and sociology of practice.
In order to provide the requisite background to my discussion of these issues as
they emerge out of Longchenpa’s work, the first section of the thesis will be taken up with
an overview of Buddhist notions of the causality of religious soteriology, followed by an
overview of Longchenpa’s historical and religious context, along with a summary of some
of his key writings and ideas on the nature of practice and the kind of causality it entails.
The second section of the thesis will then proceed first to describe and then to critique
each of the four causal configurations on which I am focusing, as a way to disclose
Longchenpa’s recommendations for an approach to practice that avoids their respective
entanglements.

practice, causality, action, agency, and intentionality in Anglo-American analytical
philosophy. It would have been useful, but unwieldy, to also include this literature.
Important analytical works include: Wilfred Sellars, “Thought and Action,” in Freedom and
Determinism, ed. Keith Lehrer (New York: Random House, 1966); Harry Frankfurt, “The
Problem of Action,” American Philosophical Quarterly, 15 (1978): 157–62; Donald Davidson,
Essays on Actions and Events (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1980); Elizabeth Anscombe,
Intention, (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2000); John Searle, Intentionality
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983) and “Collective Intentions and Actions,”
in Intentions in Communication, eds. P. Cohen, J. Morgan, and M. Pollak (Cambridge, MA:
MIT Press, 1990); and Michael Thompson, Life and Action (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 2010).
3

I.

Longchenpa and Spontaneity in Buddhist Practice
Longchenpa, arguably the most important thinker and visionary in the Great

Perfection or Dzogchen (rdzogs chen) tradition of Tibetan Buddhism, was embedded in a
highly ritualized religious and philosophical community. The Great Perfection tradition
was controversial, at times accused of transgressing many accepted norms of spiritual
practice and ethical cultivation of its time. Of still unclear historical derivations, the Great
Perfection includes some of the oldest and most radical approaches to enlightenment in
Tibet, encompassing a complex variety of spiritual exercises dating from at least the eighth
century C.E., many still alive today. It is considered a radical model of the soteriological
path as it affirms the complete immediacy of freedom, disclosed through effortless practice.
The term “Great Perfection” can refer to the natural state of phenomena and sentient
beings, conceived of as the primordial perfection or completeness (rdzogs) of reality—an
ontological or theoretical account. It is simultaneously the coordinate contemplative system
that claims to recognize such perfection—a practical account. The intimacy of this ontology
and this practice pervades Great Perfection religious literature. My study of Longchenpa
therefore works at the intersection of practices and ontologies.
Longchenpa’s fourteenth century writings attempted to synthesize the Great
Perfection’s various spiritual exercises, symbols, texts, and doctrinal views into a complete
system. His practical philosophy is discernable throughout his master-works, the so-called
Seven Treasuries, which systematize and contrast the Great Perfection to other Buddhist
schools and, at times, crescendo into ecstatic verses describing and performing his personal
experience. My study will focus on two of the seven Treasuries, composed in elegant
metered verses, that I feel represent his most complete philosophical-practical expression:
The Precious Treasury of the Basic Space of Phenomena and The Precious Treasury of the Way of
Abiding, and their auto-commentaries.6 Though I also rely upon his other writings, this
6

In Klong chen rab ‘byams pa mDzod bdun: The Famed Seven Treasures of Vajrayana Buddhist
Philosophy 7 vols., Gangtok, Sikkim: Sherab Gyaltsen and Khyentse Labrang, 1983.
Longchen Rabjam, The Precious Treasury of the Basic Space of Phenomena, (Chos dbyings rin po
4

dissertation does not claim to be an exhaustive reading of Longchenpa’s entire corpus;
rather, my questions are addressed primarily to these two particular poetic-philosophical
works. The issue of poetic versus prose genres will thus also be relevant as I attempt to
bring together an analysis of form and content—as well as texts and practices of reading.
What Lacan said about language in general is especially true of Longchenpa’s poetry: “it is
not to inform but to evoke.”7
II.

Spontaneous Practice In The History Of Philosophy, Study Of Religion, And
Study Of Tibetan Buddhism
In order to pursue the possibility of the contribution of Longchenpa’s thought we

need first to explore some of our primary terms, particularly notions around the key ideas
of spontaneity and practice that are so central to Longchenpa’s concerns. The following
will attempt to do this, providing also some of the history of the treatment of such terms
and issues in western philosophy, religious studies, and Buddhist studies.
To begin with spontaneity, the English term may imply unmediated naturalness or
uninhibited personal expression. To practice or act spontaneously would therefore suggest
actions free from all conditions and restraints, a fantasy of pure independence and
freedom of will. Spontaneity would initiate an act unconstrained by any external, sociocultural, or historical conditions—a self-caused, free or natural deed. According to
Immanuel Kant, for example, the spontaneity of an agent is self-caused and begins from an
idea “which could start to act from itself, without needing to be preceded by any other

che’i mdzod), trans. Richard Barron (Chökyi Nyima) (Junction City, California: Padma
Publishing, 2002) and its auto-commentary, The Treasure Trove of Scriptural Transmission,
(Chos dbyings mdzod kyi ‘grel ba Lung gi gter mdzod), trans. by Richard Barron (Chökyi Nyima)
(Junction City, CA: Padma Publishing, 2001); and The Precious Treasury of the Way of
Abiding (Gnas lugs rin po che’i mdzod), trans. Richard Barron (Chökyi Nyima) (Junction City,
California: Padma Publishing, 2007) and its auto-commentary, The Exposition of the
Quintessential Meaning of the Three Categories, (Sde gsum snying po rin po che’i mdzod ces bya ba’i
‘grel pa), trans. Richard Barron (Chökyi Nyima). (Junction City, CA: Padma Publishing,
1998).
7
Bruce Fink, Lacan to the Letter: Reading Écrits Closely (Minneapolis: University of
Minnesota Press, 2004), 182 n.2.
5

cause that in turn determines it to action according to the law of connection.”8 This sense
of spontaneity thus seems to operate outside of the linguistic, relational, historical practices
and material causality that we have been trained to assume in modern scholarship.
Yet the meaning of spontaneity in Longchenpa’s texts and practices that is the
focus of this dissertation presupposes neither a romantic account of independent personal
expression nor does it circumscribe all human activities to be the result of various
conditions of possibility. Longchenpa’s spontaneity arises before and beyond such
conditions are methodologically presumed, yet without being an act that starts from itself
as causa sui. In other words, Longchenpa’s account of effortless spontaneity will assume
neither free will nor determinism. Furthermore, this spontaneity does not simply mean
automatic, instinctual, or habitual action.
The general meaning of spontaneity or spontaneous presence (lhun grub) for
Longchenpa denotes uncaused, unintentional, or natural phenomena. The Tibetan grub
means to fulfill, accomplish, or establish. In the context of spiritual exercises, it can mean
to actualize or realize the contemplative experience. It could even be translated as
“practice” in certain contexts. Lhun connotes effortlessness and together lhun grub is a
familiar term for spontaneous, effortless, and natural. It also carries specific technical and
metaphysical connotations in a Great Perfection context. Spontaneous presence means
that something exists without coming into being through causes and effects. It is just
there—suddenly, naturally, freely, and completely. Spontaneous phenomena cannot be
explained through mechanical or causal accounts.
In this way, the opposite of spontaneity is causality. Causality (rgyu ‘bras, literally
cause and result) is a key term for Longchenpa because intentional attempts to create the
causes and conditions for freedom become an obstacle to that very freedom. Longchenpa

8

Immanuel Kant, The Critique of Pure Reason, trans. Paul Guyer and Allen W. Wood
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), 533. Kant distinguished between
theoretical-transcendental and practical-psychological meanings of freedom. The former is
based on reason beyond time, space, and natural causality. The later, practical freedom, is
grounded upon this first transcendental freedom but refers in particular to the freedom of
choice from necessity. This allows one to, “determine[] oneself from oneself.” Ibid., 561.
6

claimed that his method “involves no concerted effort.”9 “Due to spontaneous presence,
without any duality of goal and conduct, there is not the slightest sense of any fruition to
achieve.”10 Longchenpa thus questions the limits of all intentional practices and causal
models of ethical cultivation, including almost all Buddhist paths and techniques. Yet, as
we will see, he does not abandon actions entirely, but rather must advocate what he
conceives as spontaneous practice.
In these ways, Longchenpa’s spontaneous approach to spiritual exercises provides a
distinctive perspective on religious practices. Compare, for example, Pierre Hadot,
foremost historian of ancient philosophical practices of the self who claimed that,
above all every school [of ancient philosophy] practices exercises designed to ensure
spiritual progress toward the ideal state of wisdom, exercises of reason that…consist
above all, of self-control and meditation…It always involved an effort of the will,
thus faith in moral freedom and the possibility of self-improvement…and the
practice of examining one’s conscience; and lastly…practical exercises…controlling
one’s anger, curiosity, speech, or love of riches, beginning by working on what is
easiest in order gradually to acquire a firm and stable character.”11
In such a conception, practical philosophical exercises are developmental and teleological
in that they “progress towards the ideal state.” They are rational, “exercises of reason” and
demand “self-control” and self-monitoring, which lead to the capacity to control anger,
desire, and so forth. Intentional effort inevitably motivates such exercises for they are
“always an effort of the will.” They assume the necessary “moral freedom” to progress.
Finally, such willful effort is gradual, relying on precise techniques that allow for an everwidening transformation from the limited starting point where one finds oneself,
expanding to greater possibilities for improvement. The fruition would be a “firm and
stable character,” which could here mean the constancy of innate dispositions for virtuous
and wise action. Teleology, rational self-examination, willful techniques organized into
9

bya rtsol med pa’i chos chen/ Longchen Rabjam, Basic Space, 38, 39.
sgrub par bya ba’i ‘bras bu rdul tsam med/ Ibid., 42,43.
11
Pierre Hadot, “Forms of Life and Forms of Discourse.” in Philosophy as a Way of Life
(Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing, 1995), 59. Note that this language of “firm and stable
character” echoes Aristotle in Nichomachean Ethics II.4, 1105a30-33: “The [virtuous] agent…
must be in a certain condition when he does [virtuous deeds]; in the first place he must
have knowledge, secondly he must choose the acts, and choose them for their own sakes,
and thirdly his actions must proceed from a firm and unchangeable character.”
10

7

progressive trainings gradually moving towards moral self-mastery comprise such
intentional methods of spiritual exercises and philosophical self-formation.
Similarly, Michel Foucault defined “technologies of the self” at one point as
“techniques that permit individuals to effect, by their own means, a certain number of
operations on their own bodies, their own souls, their own thoughts, their own conduct,
and in this manner so as to transform themselves.”12 Rather than external impositions
forced upon the actions of individuals, Foucault saw ethical action as the work of the self
upon the self. Understood in these ways, spiritual exercises and technologies of the self are
forms of volitional self-formation through gradual and continual self-regulation and selfrepresentation. They rely upon an effort of the will, imposed upon oneself, to cause
transformations in body, soul, and thought, oriented towards a goal. One of the four facets
of Foucauldian ethics is telos.13
This dissertation, however, explores practices that are envisioned as spontaneous,
non-developmental, unintentional, non-teleological, and critical of willfulness. They
challenge the idea of rational moral deliberation and collapse a means-end conception of
practice. Teleology, rationality, self-control, willful agency, effort, and gradualism are part
of an interlocking complex of assumptions that I call a “causal complex.” This complex
often frames religious and ethical practices; it is a metaphysics of practice, the paradigm or
structure in which techniques interlock in meaningful distribution and connection. It is
like a net that catches and binds action.
Yet the causal complex cannot hold together once causality is challenged; in fact
the entire complex will collapse if any of its elements are abandoned.14 In order for
practices to be causally effective, it seems that there must be some original status of the
12

Michel Foucault in Ethics: Subjectivity and Truth (Volume I), ed. Paul Rabinow (New York:
The New Press: 1994), 177.
13
Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality, Volume 2: The Use Of Pleasure (New York:
Random House, 1990), 25-32.
14
This is similar to a point made by Fingarette about Confucian ethics: “The notion of
choice as a central feature of man’s existence is only one element in a closely related
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practitioner, some path or techniques in the middle, and some telos or end-goal, as well as
an agency that motivates this causal process by desiring outcomes, rationally making
decisions, or willfully engaging in exercises, and so forth. To use a nomadic Tibetan
metaphor from Longchenpa, removing one aspect of this interdependent complex would
be like removing the pin that holds together baggage on a pack animal, and the entire
weighty system would collapse.15 Spontaneity removes causality and pulls out the pin
immediately—without cause and effect as the fundamental paradigm in which spiritual
training operates, the other aspects must change radically or prove meaningless.
Longchenpa attempts to cast off the causal-complex completely. I am trying to understand
why, and also what he suggests as an alternative mode of practice in the resulting space
opened up when causality is suspended. It is in this space that Longchenpa’s understanding
of spontaneous action is most radical and most helpful to inform modern conceptions of
practices. Giorgio Agamben’s philosophical and political reflections are one example where
Longchenpa’s conception of practice might be relevant. Following Heidegger’s critique of
technology, and taking a different direction than Foucault, Agamben is currently
investigating forms of practice that suspend all ends and “dispense with the work-oriented
conception of human existence altogether.”16 Longchenpa’s texts on spontaneity can
contribute to this investigation. Modern scholarship has not yet sufficiently articulated
such a spontaneous theory of practical action.17
Practice
My exploration of spontaneity is primarily about contemplative practice in the
soteriology, sociology, metaphysics, and pedagogy of religious traditions, Great Perfection
being the prime case study, even though there will be implications for a general theory of
human action more broadly as well. Yet the further I explored Longchenpa’s writings, the
more I questioned the overall category of practice and its relevance for the Tibetan, Great
15
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Perfection context. The semantic range of Tibetan words for practice is quite broad and
there is no single term that evokes the meanings and histories embedded in the English
‘practice.’ Modern interpreters do not translate a single Tibetan or Sanskrit word as
practice, but instead draw upon different terms that could all variously be understood
accordingly.18 This is not an insignificant point; for although I can locate a conceptual
bifurcation between ideal theories and actual deeds within Longchenpa’s intellectual
tradition, this does not entail that the originally Aristotelian theory-practice binary
functions in the same ways for Longchenpa. Yet just as the English word ‘practice’
simultaneously means action, habit or custom, repeated acts, ethical engagement, and
performance, the Tibetan terms involved evoke the complex and multiform ways in which
human beings act, as well as the concurrence of thought and action.
The meaning of the English term ‘practice’ is also rich and complex and its
meanings are fluid; no single definition could easily capture its changing valences. In the
broadest sense of the word, practice refers to action. Derived from the Greek praxis, it can
simply mean doing, accomplishing, or acting (praxis was translated as actio in Latin).
However, this common Greek usage developed into a more precise meaning in Aristotle’s
writings in the fourth century B.C. In the Metaphysics and The Nicomachean Ethics,
especially Book VI, Aristotle set forth a schematic categorization of practice that has proven
definitive for western thought.19 I will only utilize the Greek term praxis when referring to
Aristotle’s specific usage and do not rely on it to mediate between theory and practice for
reasons that will become clear.
For Aristotle, in brief, praxis referred to the contingent ethical engagement with the
world of changing circumstances whereas theoria meant the contemplation of timeless
principles. Praxis deals with particulars, whereas theoretical knowledge never engages
specific circumstances, but only unchanging truths. The life of the philosopher is the
detached life of contemplation. The life of the politician is the life of ethical action in the
polis. According to Aristotle, ethical action should always be oriented towards a practical
18
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goal or telos and should be “useful.”20 Theory is “useless,” (achreston) but in a positive sense
such that it is free from the contingencies of the world, rising to a more divine
contemplation of truths.21 Theory is the pristine, noetic activity of the gods that is engaged
exclusively for its own sake; it has no interest in the human world and this disinterest is
what grants access to timeless truths. In De Anima, Aristotle wrote that theoretical
understanding “never contemplates what is done in action, and says nothing about what is
to be avoided or pursued.”22 It should be noted, however, that the activity of
contemplation was the highest form of praxis. This means that theoretical contemplation
and practice were not simply opposed, but worked together in subtle ways. Aristotle saw
ethics as practical, yet he named ways in which theories and reasoned argumentation
contribute to practices, and suggested ways in which theory itself may be modified by the
exigencies of practical engagements.23 Within this description lie many of the aporias in the
relationship between theory and practice that will prove relevant for any studies that attend
to practice and ethics.
In this thesis I make a distinction between practices and techniques. By techniques
I will always mean organized actions that aim towards an end or a telos. This corresponds to
a third Aristotelian category, the activity of production or “making:” poiesis. Poiesis is an
action which is only fulfilled when producing something external to the act: we are
productive when something comes into existence beyond the act itself, such as a sculpture,
a poem, or a building. Poiesis is based on the disposition of techne, from which we derive
the word ‘technique’ and ‘technology.’ Production is best understood in contrast to praxis,
which is an action that is realized in performing the very act itself. Whereas poiesis is
realized by the end or goal of the activity (a building, a sculpture), praxis is realized in the
very doing of the action. Cutting, lifting, and hammering lead to the external goal of a
20
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building, whereas gently lifting up a child who has fallen is the very purpose of the ethical
act itself, which is praxis. Aristotle defined praxis as a “movement in which the end is
present in the action.”24 Practices are endotelic in the sense that the ends are performed in
the doing of the action itself. Therefore, when I speak of religious practices I will mean
actions that are organized in such a way that they constitute some aspect of a religious
tradition as they are being performed. When I speak of techniques or “technologies of the
self,” I will mean activities that are productive and teleological. This meaning of techne also
corresponds to Heidegger’s critique of technological practices, which he sees as willful,
teleological, and insistent upon instrumental use.
Development Of The Notion Of Practice In Modernity
Despite its persistence, it can be shown that Aristotle’s ancient binary has passed
through various inversions of meaning and the senses of the term ‘practice’ have
transformed significantly over the millennia. For example, many of the most important
philosophical, political, and sociological authors from the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries to the present underscore practice. The young Marx famously wrote in his 1845
Theses on Feuerbach:
All social life is essentially practical. All mysteries which lead theory to mysticism
find their rational solution in human practice and the comprehension of this
practice.25
And, in a different text, Marx and Engels wrote:
Where speculation ends—in real life—there real, positive science begins: the
representation of the practical activity, of the practical process of development of
men.26
With Marx, social and material practices, such as labor practices, underlie our theories and
interpretations; practices come before theory. He defined practice as “human sensuous
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activity” and called attention to the social dimension of human practice.27 While for Plato
and in different ways for Aristotle and Descartes, in principle timeless truths were to be
discovered by a detached objective knowing, free from social relationships and sensual
attachments, for Marx it is only within socio-historical practices that we can discover truths.
Furthermore, such truths are meant not only to reveal abstract principles, but to change
human conditions in history. Therefore, practice is revolutionary, meant not simply to
know, but to act.
In 1881, following along a different but related set of reactions to western
metaphysics and morality, Nietzsche wrote in Daybreak:
Works, first and foremost!
That is to say, doing, doing, doings!
The ‘faith’ that goes with it will soon put in an appearance
—you can be sure of that.28
Here, Nietzsche prioritizes doings over faith, which arises afterwards as a secondary step.
The implication is that we first act, and then later develop a faith or justification for our
actions. In the Genealogy of Morals, Nietzsche summarized his critique of a timeless knowing
subject, the concept of pure reason, and the very idea that there can be absolute knowledge
without an embodied perspective.29 It may be argued that Nietzsche “reverses the
hierarchies” of western metaphysical principles such as “will over reason, body over mind,
the sensuous over the supersensuous.”30 The same could be said for practices over theories.
In the twentieth century, Heidegger’s deconstruction of western metaphysics in
Being and Time hinged upon first a reprioritization of our practical engagement with the
world. In practical activities such as hammering a nail or daily language use we are not
conscious of our action and this pre-reflective activity may give us access to Being. Then in
later works, he attempts to discover a way of thinking irreducible to either theory or
27
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practice.31 In the Letter on Humanism, Heidegger writes that thinking “is neither theoretical
nor practical” but “occurs before the distinction.”32 He eventually maintains that the
practice of thinking needed to be free from all willing and goals.33 Heidegger associates
willful and goal-directed practices with the problematic technological perspective that
enframes modern thought and action.34 Drawing upon Meister Eckhart’s medieval term
Gellasenheit or “releasement,” Heidegger’s later writings attempt to discover an unwilled
openness to let things be as they are. For these reasons, Heidegger’s thought will be helpful
in interpreting Longchenpa.
Hannah Arendt maintained that for centuries in the West, silent stillness became
the necessary condition for truth, whereas the vita activa, the life of action, was given the
negative connotation of an un-quiet clamor.35 She worked to reclaim the value of the life of
action. Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology of perception and his later articulation of the flesh
were, in part, attempts to locate knowing from within active embodiment and
comportment.36 Social theorists such as Marcel Mauss, Pierre Bourdieu, Anthony Giddens,
and Theodore Schatzski have focused on learned social practices rather than rigid
structures or systems.37 Bourdieu in particular emphasized how the body is molded by its
31

Martin Heidegger, Being and Time, (San Francisco: Harper and Row, 1962); “Letter on
Humanism,” in Pathmarks, trans. William McNeil (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1998), 239-277.
32
Francois Raffoul and David Pettigrew, eds. Heidegger and Practical Philosophy (Albany:
SUNY Press, 2002), 323.
33
See Heidegger’s, Being and Time; “Letter on Humanism;” and Country Path Conversations,
trans. Bret Davis (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2010). See also Davis, Heidegger
and the Will.
34
Heidegger, Question Concerning Technology.
35
Hannah Arendt, The Human Condition (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1958), 15.
36
Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception, trans. Colin Smith (London and
New York: Routledge, 1962) and Merleau-Ponty with Alphonso Lingis, The Visible and the
Invisible, ed. David Levin and John McCumber (Evanston: Northwestern University Press,
1969.)
37
See Marcel Mauss, "Body Techniques," in Sociology and Psychology: Essays, trans. Ben
Brewster (Boston: Routledge and K. Paul, 1979), 97-123; Pierre Bourdieu, Outline of a
Theory of Practice (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1977) and The Logic of Practice
(Stanford: The University of Stanford Press, 1990); Anthony Giddens, Central Problems in
Social Theory: Action, Structure and Contradiction in Social Analysis, (London: Macmillan,
1979); Theodore Schatzki, The Practice Turn in Contemporary Theory (New York: Routledge,
14

performance of practices; practices produce and are in turn produced-by the learned-body
or habitus.38 Henri Lefebvre and Michel de Certeau critiqued the practices of everyday life
while pointing to political tactics and strategies in the midst of daily routines, studying
apparently insignificant quotidian activities such as navigating urban spaces as sociopolitical modes of practice.39 As mentioned above, in his treatment of ethics towards the
later part of his life, Michel Foucault examined “technologies of the self” and a certain
practical relationship of the self to the self.40 Judith Butler’s studies of performativity,
gender, and material bodies all hinge on the practices of power and discourse through
which agents—often unconsciously—construct themselves through repeated social norms.41
In her analysis of subjectivization she challenged the assumption that action originates with
a subject who “either acts or is acted upon.”42 Bruno Latour’s Actor Network Theory
redefined actors as any entities within a network, both human and non-human, pushing
the concept of practical action beyond anthropocentric boundaries.43
Agamben is currently writing genealogies of practice in western politics, theology,
and ethics in which he attempts to suspend or “render inoperative” what he sees as the
schism between being and action, the contemplative and the practical.44 Perhaps the
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central term throughout his work, “inoperativity” means an absence of any telos in practice
and, by extension, the possibility of practice irreducible to a task.45 Agamben’s inoperativity
will also be helpful in articulating Longchenpa’s texts; when I use the phrase “rendering
inoperative” I refer to Agamben, a point I elaborate upon below.
These and myriad other examples complicate and modify the Aristotelian
bifurcation of theory from practice. Theorists who speak of practices today do not have in
mind a single phenomenon but rather refer to a wide range of actions, objects, networks,
performances, rituals, discourses, contexts, and organized constellations of activity.
Intentional and Unintentional Practices
In this thesis I attend to what I argue is an important distinction between
intentional and unintentional meanings of practices. My use of the term intentional
combines three registers: the colloquial sense, the phenomenological sense, and an active
or willful sense. The English word intention comes from the Latin intendere, meaning to
aim in a certain direction. The colloquial meaning of intentional includes a sense of being
deliberate, planned, explicit, or purposeful. In this way, practices may be intended or
purposefully chosen by an agent. The intentions of a deliberating subject may be conceived
of as a cause of religious practices, moral actions, and their effects.
The phenomenological register is more specific. A central concept introduced into
modern phenomenology by Franz Brentano and his student Edmund Husserl,
intentionality is the defining mark of mental experience. For Brentano, “in presentation
will complete this dissertation before I can study this newer direction. Perhaps some of my
research anticipates this turn for Agamben.
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something is presented, in judgment something is affirmed or denied, in love loved, in
hate hated, in desire desired and so on.”46 Intention therefore refers to the objectdirectedness of consciousness, the reference to some content, the “aboutness” of
perception, thought, and feelings. When we perceive, we perceive something; when we
think, we think about something; when we love, we love someone. Mental events have
content and are about the objects to which they refer. If applied to action, when we act
intentionally, our actions are oriented somewhere and are motivated by a purpose.
My third use of intentionality evokes the meaning of active effort and willfulness.
In order to be intentional, in this sense, there must be some volition or a desire to engage
in an act. In this register, a religious practice is intentional when the agent willfully or
intentionally applies exertion in carrying out the activity.
Although each of these registers is distinct, I combine or even conflate these three
meanings throughout the dissertation. This means that I will not always adhere to the
precise phenomenological meaning of intentionality. I make this choice because I am
following aspects of Longchenpa’s thought. I will show that he combines the sense of
deliberation (colloquial), object-orientation (phenomenological), and effort (willful) in his
assessment of causal activities.
Much of this focus on the issue of intentionality comes from the fact that in
Buddhist thought causal action, or karma, is defined as intentional. In its classical form,
karma is the process by which intentional (cetanā) acts of body, speech, or mind bring
about specific results.47 The Aṅguttara Nikāya defined karma as fundamentally intentional:
“Intention, I tell you, is kamma [karma]. Intending, one does kamma by way of body,
speech, and mind.”48 The foregrounding of intention means that karma is not a general
theory of action, but rather a moral understanding of intended deeds and their effects.
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Intention is ethically charged action, and is what separates simple physical and speech
movements from karmic acts of body, speech, and mind.49
Cetanā is translated variously as “intentionality,” “volition,” “wish,” “directionality,”
“purpose,” “choice,” “willful effort,” and “will.”50 It refers to the way consciousness moves
toward an end or an object and “is by definition connected with action.”51 In this sense,
the translation of “intention” or “intentionality” is helpful. Cetanā can mean also
purposive action or striving. It is the “effort in carrying out an action.”52
These meanings will be important for Longchenpa who tends to associate
perceptual intentionality with deliberate, effortful actions. Spontaneous practice could be
understood as non-purposive, non-goal-directed, unwilled, and unintentional action, so we
need to explore the ways in which karmic acts are understood to be intentional in order to
recognize Longchenpa’s valorization of effortlessness.
Unintentional Practices
Yet practices may also be tacit and unconscious acts, arising without intention. One
of the most common strategies in recent philosophies of action is to reconceptualize
practical action in such a way that it is not based upon agent-causality—the conscious,
intentional choices of a subject.53 Unintentional or tacit practices can include any actions
that are not the result of deliberate, conscious decisions.
49
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Unintentional practices are often embodied and enacted within the context of
collective social fields.54 This is important because it invites an understanding of somatic
practices embedded in networks of relationships, communities, discourse, and economies.
That is, human practices do not take place in isolation from others, but in the midst of our
interconnections. Much of what we know about acting in and navigating our world is
learned through relationships, hints, slight glances, and laughter and this learning is often
held in the body.
Though such unintentional or tacit models of practices are somewhat helpful in
interpreting Longchenpa, and though I rely on their insights throughout my study, I
ultimately find them inadequate to fully understand his notion of spontaneity. I will show
that Longchenpa’s interpretation of spontaneous practice is neither grounded in the willed
intentions of a free subject, nor the tacit body, nor the contexts and intersubjective social,
linguistic, or material practices in which humans are embedded.
Practice in the Study of Religion
Scholars of religion will not be surprised that my research takes up an emphasis on
practices. Thirty or so years ago, Sheri Ortner was able to describe “‘practice’ (or “action”
or “praxis”) as the symbol of a new and emerging shape of things to come in
anthropology.”55 Now, we can stand back and see how practice has indeed emerged as
more than just a symbol around which to orient methods in the humanities, but is part of
an increasingly prominent understanding of humanity itself.
Ortner’s article was fresh enough in 1993 that the introduction to Talal Asad’s
influential Genealogies of Religion built its argument in part through a critical reappropriation of Ortner’s emphasis on practice.56 Like Ortner and like all of those who
emphasize practice, Asad asked scholars to move “from reading symbols to analyzing
54
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practices.”57 Just before Asad’s Genealogies, Catherine Bell’s 1991 Ritual Theory, Ritual
Practice approached ritual from within the field of practical activity. She claimd that
practice is often thought in contrast to theory, exemplifying an overdetermined binary that
may limit our understanding of religious phenomena such as ritual.58 Recognizing the
extent to which our categorical opposition of theory versus practice is part of the
construction of what it means to “do theory,” Bell interrogated the ways in which we split
thought and action. However, she clearly felt that practices are more primary than theory.
In a later summary of the theme of performance Bell wrote, “Most theories of religion
since the Enlightenment have tended to emphasize the more cognitive aspects of religion.
In the last several decades, however, religious studies have become increasingly concerned
to give more attention to the actual “doing” of religion.”59 Like Bell, my approach is to read
Longchenpa’s texts and his approach to practices as an example of the “doing” of religion,
not simply a doctrinal position.
More recently, the authors of the volume Ritual and Its Consequences have criticized
Bell’s insistence that ritual acts must be separated from everyday practices, arguing instead
for a continuity of ritualized doings throughout all of human life.60 Recent approaches to
ritual “can be properly understood only in the context of the rediscovery of the body and
the performative turn within cultural science.”61 In this context, the practical dimension of
ritual emphasizes embodied movements and gestures, social hierarchies, and the racial,
gendered, and power relations in which these movements become meaningful.
Contemplation, Action, and Mystical Practice in Religious Studies
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Earlier I claimed that scholars tend to understand spiritual exercises in terms of the
causal complex and rational, or willful, self-cultivation. To gesture towards exceptions to
this rule we might note the longstanding “Christian debate between action and
contemplation in the religious life,” in the words of Amy Hollywood.62 I would highlight
those studies that see mystical experience taking place at the limits of contrived experience,
obliterating the ultimate value of any willfully created and symbolically structured states.
Denys Turner goes so far as to deny the very concept of mystical “experience,” although his
conclusions are debatable.63 Though much of this literature has tended to focus on
language, discursive and embodied practice is also at play.64 John Connolly recently
explored Meister Eckhart’s detailed critique of the medieval notion of the will with an
emphasis on the place of ethical teleology.65 John Caputo’s studies of mystical aspects in
Heidegger and Eckhart converge in the concept of the will-less.66
Accounts and methods of mystical practitioners tend to conjoin passivity and
activity, the contemplative and the active. As Hollywood noted in regard to twentiethcentury philosophers’ interest in women mystics, they:
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Read these woman…as unique in their ability to bring together action and
contemplation, emotion and reason, body and soul. Or perhaps better, these
twentieth-century intellectuals admire a figure like Angela of Foligno because she
subverts the very distinctions between action and contemplation, emotion and
reason, body and soul, effecting through her words a disruption of the boundaries
between them.67
As with this mystical subversion, Longchenpa’s critique of willful spiritual exercises is
perhaps best understood in relation to associated methods of mystical training, which
similarly disrupt these same boundaries.
Religious, mystical, and ethical formation may at times be thought of as a radical
dissolution of willful control. In “Ethical Formation and Subjection,” Jonathan Schofer
reminds us that not all self-cultivation is dominated by individual striving but often comes
through submission to others, “People often form themselves as ethical subjects in the
context of subjection to others. The categories of ethical formation and subjection
highlight the intertwining of self-making and being made.”68 I will show that Longchenpa’s
pedagogy includes related dimensions of subjection to others through the teacher-student
relationship, a relationship that is an essential gateway to spontaneity. Nonetheless, though
subjection and submission stand partly outside of the intentionality of the causal-complex,
Longchenpa would still consider them to be conditioned. The claim that unconditioned
experience is non-causal also entails that even passive surrender to the will of an Other
cannot establish freedom. Despite this claim, however, effortless practice bares some
striking family-resemblances to the ways in which a via negativa and submission can openup and transform human experience.
Sudden-Gradual Cultivation In Buddhism and Great Perfection
The Great Perfection was certainly not the first or only Buddhist tradition to struggle
with the problems of willful effort, and not the first to challenge the structures of a causal
path. Thus when Longchenpa makes the strong claim that practices of freedom should be
effortless and spontaneous, he is building on longstanding debates between sudden and
67
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gradual methods of cultivation within Buddhist meditation traditions, as will be explored
in chapter five of this thesis. As ideal categories, sudden refers to a conception of
enlightenment as an immediate leap into a primordial or innate state that is neither
developed nor attained. Gradual refers to a means-end conception of the path to
enlightenment, a developmental progression with various stages and methods. The
strategies of the gradual path can be both conceptually articulated and engaged by means of
individual exertion, whereas the sudden approaches tend towards the rhetoric of
ineffability and non-conceptuality. As Luis Gomez summarized, the sudden approach is
akin to opening ones eyes to see decisively, whereas the gradual approach is more like a
long process of changing bad habits.69 Although the distinction betwee sudden and gradual
enlightenment may also be found in India and Tibet, academic scholarship on Chinese,
Korean, and Japanese self-cultivation has led the way in analyzing the nuances of the
temporality of practices within Asian religious studies.70 Though we have David Ruegg’s
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study of the sudden-gradual issue in India and Tibet, Sam van Schaik’s book-length
research on these issues in the Great Perfection and David Jackson’s exploration of subitist
methods in Tibet, Longchenpa’s approach has not been fully articulated in this discourse.71
I take up van Schaik’s study in chapter four. By contributing to the previous scholarship in
this area with special attention to Longchenpa’s theory of practice, my dissertation
attempts to further address this relative lacuna.
In regards to related themes, the Great Perfection tradition has been the subject of
important translation and scholarship in Tibetan Studies, and Longchenpa often played a
central role.72 Three recent works specifically attend to Great Perfection theories of
spontaneous practice: David Higgins’ dissertation on the philosophical grounds for the
Great Perfection path, Anne Klein and Tenzin Wangyal Rinpoche’s recent work on Bön
Dzogchen73 and Gidi Ifergan’s book, The Man from Samye: Longchenpa on Praxis, Its Negation,
and Liberation. Higgins focused upon the distinction between mind, the nature of mind,
and the theory of the ground (gzhi) in order to understand why Great Perfection soteriology
emphasizes effortlessness. Though this superb historical and philosophical research has
71
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been helpful to me, Higgins’ orientation begins with theory and then extends into practice.
Below I will address why I adopt a different method. Klein and Wangyal’s work focuses on
the logical validation of certain Great Perfection concepts, but along the way it touches on
some key practical and contemplative concerns. In particular, in a chapter entitled
“Primordial Nondelusion: Artful Endeavor and Spontaneity” they develop the language of
“artful endeavor” to describe the effortless know-how of Great Perfection practice. I will
adopt some aspects of this sense of “artful endeavor.” It helps to capture the aesthetic
quality of action, which evokes how a practice can express a certain style or quality as it is
engaged.
Gidi Ifergan explicitly focuses on the negation of what he calls praxis in
Longchenpa’s thought. I appreciate much of his reading and it is somewhat uncanny to
have found his work after I had nearly completed my studies on closely related subjects.
However, I differ from Ifergan’s interpretation in three primary ways: First, he interprets
Longchenpa’s approach as a “negation of praxis.” I instead question whether praxis is the
appropriate category for interpretation. Secondly, I differ from Ifergan’s reading in that he
claims that the rhetoric of philosophical negation is mapped onto a dialectical negation of
practices. I think it is incomplete to assume that the process starts in the realm of theory
and rhetoric, to only secondarily shift to the practical domain. Furthermore, in presuming
a dialectical process Ifergan cannot find a way out of teleology. Thirdly, I question how
Ifergan replicates a largely Aristotelian separation between theory and practice. It is
precisely in the unique ways that Longchenpa plays with and overcomes such a separation
that some of the most significant dimensions of Longchenpa’s thought emerges. Let these
points show that we are perhaps emerging into a moment of focused scholarship on
Longchenpa and Great Perfection theories of practical action.
In this dissertation, I will contribute the most sustained investigation of the
meaning of spontaneous practice and its relationship with theory in the study of the Great
Perfection. While indebted to previous scholars, I have moved in a different direction by
beginning from an interrogation of the category of practice itself. This has led me to new
insights regarding the import and nature of Great Perfection spontaneous action.
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Theory, Practice, and Method in Buddhist Studies
The precise relation between Buddhist doctrine and meditation practice has at
times been a contested topic within Buddhist studies. Are pre-established philosophical
views applied in meditation practices? Or to what degree are meditation practices a way of
founding and expressing philosophy? As early as 1936, Louis de la Vallée Poussin inquired
into the tension between knowledge and embodied practices in Buddhist soteriology.74 He
argued that a monk named Musīla represented an approach to enlightenment based upon
knowledge, whereas the monk Narada represented an approach grounded in mystical
practice, or “touching nirvana with his body.”75 In an influential article, Lambert
Schmitthausen systematically showed connections between contemplative exercises of
meditative concentration, visualization, and mental imagery, on the one hand, and the
Idealist Yogācāra school’s philosophical position, on the other.76 Schmithausen argued that
important Buddhist metaphysical theories, such as impermanence and selflessness actually
arose from Buddhist meditation practices. He understood practice to be the origin of the
theories. In a response to this line of reasoning, Eli Franco argued that Buddhist
metaphysical positions are far too complex and doctrinally varied to successfully locate any
single origin, in either a theory or a practice.77 He critiqued Schmithausen’s account and
instead maintained a back and forth relationship between metaphysics and practice.
Despite this claim, it is clear that in the end Franco viewed doctrinal arguments as more
primary than practices.
Paul Griffith’s research on the philosophical implications of Buddhist meditation
described a “symbiotic” rather than causal relationship between Buddhist theory and
meditation practices. He claimed,
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It is not that specific meditative practices straightforwardly give rise to specific
doctrines… Rather, philosophical beliefs shape meditative techniques, provide
specific expectations, and thus have a formative influence on the kinds of
experience which are actually produced, as well as on the philosophical conclusions
which are drawn from these experiences. Similarly, the results of meditative
practice inform the philosophical views of practicing Buddhists with new
experiences, and thus suggest new ways in which the philosophical system can be
modified and developed.78
That is, neither practice nor theory need be deemed the more important dimension of
Buddhist soteriology; but rather, the two mutually inform each other.
As I question whether the theory-practice binary is relevant for understanding
Longchenpa, I am not suggesting that we throw out the distinction, or synthesize the
differences, nor merely show the interdependence of theories and practice, or stop using
the categories as a useful orientation. Nor do I claim that the distinction between
theoretical views and practical actions or techniques was foreign to Indo-Tibetan Buddhism.
In fact, a clear conceptual distinction between (mere) theory and (actual) practice can be
found throughout Longchenpa’s tradition and in his own work, a point I show in chapter
four. Rather, Longchenpa helps us to see that the binary can be metaphysically saturated in
such a way that it disallows spontaneous action.
There are philosophical and doctrinal reasons that can explain the Great
Perfection’s interest in spontaneous practice, and most academic studies of this tradition
have tended to emphasize these theoretical underpinnings. In such approaches, it is
assumed that primary theories are applied in practices. For example, as mentioned above,
David Higgins’ lucid dissertation treats the Great Perfection ground (gzhi) as the
philosophical perspective underlying and accounting for the effortless, pathless-path of the
Great Perfection.79 David Germano’s groundbreaking studies of Longchenpa often
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emphasizes cosmology and cosmogony as foundational for Great Perfection contemplative
methods; although, he does not claim that such cosmologies precede the arising of
practices.80 However, Germano’s analysis of Great Perfection preliminary practices,
funerary traditions, and his “Architecture of Absence” opened new possibilities for
historiography of Great Perfection practice, and its contextualization within other tantric
methods.81 His interpretations of this history have been influential to my understanding.
Gregory Hillis studied the role of rhetoric in Longchenpa’s Way of Abiding, demonstrating
how the language of naturalness works in the Great Perfection.82 Albion Butter’s
dissertation described Longchenpa as a scholastic philosopher and focused on his
Philosophical Systems.83 My use of this same text is almost the exact inverse of Butters: I draw
on aspects of the doxographical text that are not about formal philosophical positions,
whereas Butters focuses on the tenet systems chapter. S. Aguillere’s comprehensive study of
Longchenpa emphasizes five primary philosophical perspectives as the basis of his approach
and does not interpret these as practical.84 Jean-Luc Achard has studied of various facets of
Bön Great Perfection practical manuals and biographies.85 Matthew Kapstein described the
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coexistence of contradictory mythic structures that justify Great Perfection ritual
approaches.86
Especially Herbert Guenther’s pioneering studies regularly accounted for Great
Perfection meditation methods in terms of its dynamic ontology and view of process over
reduction and criticized the use of Aristotelian categories in interpreting Tibetan thought.87
His creative translations and challenging philosophical studies opened up the possibility of
reading Longchenpa as a philosopher, whose tradition advanced Buddhist thought towards
self-arising creativity.88 Throughout his career, he associated Longchenpa with Heidegger,
an association I will address in chapters four and six. In his last period of writing,
Guenther especially sought to establish connections between the Great Perfection and the
“new sciences” arising from systems and process thinking.89 He emphasized the selforganizing or autopoeitic dimension of Great Perfection ontology. I will challenge certain
aspects of this interpretation in chapter six, but I am indebted to Guenther’s pioneering
interpretations from which we still have much to learn.
In large part, if they directly address practices at all, most of these approaches to
studying the Great Perfection tend to share a concern with “metapraxis.” Thomas Kasulis
defined metapraxis as “the development of a philosophical theory about the nature of a
specific praxis, in this case, religious praxis.”90 That is, the studies named above focus on
the overarching principles and theoretical articulation of practices. While I engage
metapraxis and formal metaphysical positions throughout, I also attend to the practices
themselves, reading their logic, their aesthetic, and their tempo as described in
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Longchenpa’s poetry. This means that the distinctions between overarching theory,
underlying philosophical positions, and embodied methods will be suspended in my
research method.
We would move too quickly if we were to reduce the Great Perfection’s
understanding of spontaneous action to the pre-existence of a set of theories, beliefs,
myths, cosmologies, or metaphysical positions. Such an approach concedes to the
longstanding assumption that religious phenomena are to be explained by reference to
belief or a system of meaning, connected with what Nietzsche called our “absurd
overestimation of consciousness.”91 Instead, how might we disclose the practices
themselves, not simply our theories about them?92
Ethical Practice: Free Will, Determinism, and Agency in Buddhist Ethics
Practice and practical philosophy are often associated with ethics. In western ethics
and metaphysics, freedom, action, and causality are often bound together with the concept
of the will. What is the role of the will in spontaneous practice? Is there something like free
will and autonomous agency in Longchenpa’s approach? If on the other hand, according to
Longchenpa, we cannot intentionally refine ourselves, does this mean that we are totally
determined by karmic causality?93 Does this not lead to a form of determinism, akin to
saying that we are totally trapped in causes and effects, bound to our conditions with no
hope of transformative liberation? These concerns are not just obscure ethical-psychological
specificities, but are relevant for our understanding of our selves as human actors. The
study of freedom of will allows us to inquire into our agency while at the same time
exploring our moral responsibility.
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There has been increasingly sophisticated attention to questions related to free will
and determinism in Indian, Chinese, Japanese, and medieval Western and modern
scholarship in recent years, yet Longchenpa and the Great Perfection have not been
included in this literature.94 Furthermore, Western ethical categorizations of the freedom
of the will have had a longstanding influence on academic interpretations of Buddhist
thought and soteriology, with many arguing in support of some form of free will, and some
arguing against it.95 According to Meyers, Buddhist scholarship has tended “to read
Buddhist doctrines of action and causation through the lens of the Western debate over
free will without paying adequate attention to the way these doctrines resist the categories,
assumptions and values informing the debate.”96 If such doctrines resist these western
categories, this is certainly the case for Longchenpa’s radical spontaneous ethics. Once
causality, deliberation, and effort are removed from the process of ethical cultivation, the
very parameters in which we understand practice and action are unsettled. Western
analytical ethical philosophy that provides the categories of free will, determinism,
libertarianism, and compatibilism are almost completely unhelpful in interpreting
Longchenpa’s texts. When free will is no longer the focal point of ethics, the ethical
horizon opens out beyond the metaphysics of subjectivity and conscious agency. The
primary question that follows is of how to understand such an unwilled ethics.
Longchenpa will contribute creative responses to this question.
Longchenpa’s approach should be added to the list of examples of ethical training
systems that do not rely on a rational, willful, agent who makes decisions and could be held
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morally accountable, guilty, or responsible. I will argue that Great Perfection spontaneous
and effortless ethics do not represent a hard determinism, nor does it espouse complete
libertarian freedom and it is not a middle way between the two. Instead it grounds
questions of freedom in ontology, as opposed to the subjective question of whether an
agent can or cannot make free decisions. Among the most provocative and productive
resources drawn from Longchenpa’s texts, we will find an ethics that disrupts and
transforms not only ethical answers but also the original questions from which we begin
our inquiry. In this sense, the Great Perfection practice is an inquiry into the very
foundations of the ethical with attention to the role of willful effort and control.
It is in this more radical expression that Longchenpa is closer to a stream of
western ethics that is quite different from the analytical models that provide us with the
categories of determinism, libertarianism, and compatibilism. In The Genealogy of Morals
and Beyond Good and Evil, Nietzsche parted from the morality of the earlier western
tradition, challenging not only its categories and assumptions, but also the metaphysics in
which they were formed. Nietzsche wanted to plumb the depths of western assumptions
about morality, from what he saw as its “life-denying” Platonic roots to its Christian
emphasis on guilt and accountability. One reason this Nietzschean interrogation of
morality is relevant for Longchenpa comes back, once again, to causality. Longchenpa’s
final theory of practice attempts to completely leave causal logics behind. Again, causality is
a key term in organizing Longchenpa’s analysis of ethics and a closely-related claim could
be made for Nietzsche and Heidegger. A primary question for this rogue tradition of ethics
is “Should responsibility be conceived exclusively in terms of the causality of the will?”97
The four fundamental concepts of normative western ethics criticized and
overturned by Nietzsche and Heidegger are, according to Francois Raffoul’s summary: 1
The belief that a human being is an agent or a subject; 2 The notion that the subject is a
voluntary agent; 3 The reliance on causality, with responsibility being defined as the cause
of the act; and 4 The assumption that the responsible being is a rational subject.98 In the
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last chapter of this dissertation, I will focus on concepts number two and three, but it is
helpful to see the interrelated complex of assumptions that connect with causality.
Because of the proximity of some of these continental ethical perspectives to
Longchenpa, it would be fair to locate this dissertation as something akin to a continentalinfluenced reading of Buddhist ethics more than an analytical one, although there are
limits to this description. In turn, I will try to show that Longchenpa may contribute to
such issues in continental ethicality, especially in how ontological and ethical themes are
worked-through in various attempts to practice freedom in everyday life.
III.

Conceptual and Methodological Issues: Is Practice Still a Question?
Inquiry into Longchenpa’s spontaneous practice may broaden our understanding

of practice, yet can also go further by revealing underlying metaphysical assumptions fixed
in our concepts of practical action. As I explore what it means to practice in this particular
case study of Longchenpa, I will therefore raise longstanding questions of the relationship
between being, action and non-action, as well as related ethical issues in terms of free-will,
agency, and determinism. This will allow Longchenpa’s writings to come to life and
contribute to present issues, simultaneously transforming their very parameters as they are
pursued within a different context. Through articulating this contribution, we can better
appreciate the subtlety of the Tibetan practices themselves. I agree with Christian Coseru
that Buddhist thought is “better showcased (and understood) if made continuous with
contemporary philosophical concerns.”99
Recognizing the specific meanings of practice that already define the territory in
which I attempt to read Longchenpa, I begin by acknowledging that even choosing the
topic of practice arises from a specific context and history. Despite centuries of reversals
and critiques, Aristotle’s categories hold sway over theory and method in the humanities. A
possible misunderstanding of practice stems from presuming the separation of theory and
practice from the beginning. That is, if I enter into a study of the practical realm already
99
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defining practice in its distinction from theory, then I will have perpetuated a preunderstanding that may close off important dimensions of human action and
Longchenpa’s perspective. As Charles Hallisey wrote, sometimes the best questions are
those that allow us to “come to see that a basic orientation is an eminence grise shaping and
limiting our investigations more than we might have ever expected. That is, attempting to
put our most basic interpretive assumptions into the form of a question can give us a
chance to consider whether some of the questions we ask inadvertently cause us to
misconstrue or ignore some of the very material that we hope to understand.”100 It may be
that the categorical bifurcation of practice from theory will limit, rather than enhance, our
understanding of Longchenpa by predetermining and imposing a metaphysics foreign to
his subtle approach to human action and spiritual exercises.
With an unexamined use of these categories, we may miss a presumption in the
English language, one that haunted my first attempts to articulate Longchenpa’s thought: it
is difficult to speak of the relationship between a theory and a practice without implying an
entire metaphysics. For example, if I say that I would like to put a theory into practice, the
implication is that a previously established idea is then secondarily applied or embodied or
converted into action. Something called an “idea” is subsequently enacted, perhaps
unintentionally evoking a metaphysical separation between a realm of ideas or theories, on
the one hand, and a realm of actions or creations, on the other. We may unwittingly frame
human action in a fundamental opposition to thought or theory. To split ideas from
actions in this way slides easily into related divisions between mind and body, potentiality
and actuality, the unmanifest and the manifest, being and act, Creator and creation, and
more. Whether we mean to maintain these dualisms or not, such language and thought
remains structured by a pervasive binary opposition. Even in everyday speech, we articulate
the movement from the theoretical to the practical as the realization of an ideal, the
actualization of a possibility, the application of a principle, or the embodiment of an ideal.
Note how even such terminology rehearses concepts such as creation, incarnation, and
manifestation in the sense of a transition from a prior abstract, ideal dimension to a
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manifestation in the realm of the real. In this way, the distinction between theory and
practice is metaphysically loaded.
I have found that simply reversing the order of primacy from the theoretical to the
practical will not suspend this ancient metaphysics. That is, though prioritizing practices
may enrich our studies of religious action, this inversion still perpetuates the original
bifurcation or fracture. Attention to embodied and social practices as more fundamental
than theoretical abstraction still operates within the presumed schism between theory and
practice. I also claim that this schism will inevitably demand a crucial function of the will,
binding action and intentionality. Longchenpa’s concept of spontaneous action does not
operate with these metaphysical presumptions.
Rendering Inoperative
One of my methodological approaches is to resist the imperative to emphasize
practices over theory, while also resisting any theoretical primacy. Instead, I use Agamben’s
method of “rendering inoperative” the ongoing conflict between the theoretical and the
practical. For Agamben, “all Western concepts of any significance derive their longevity,
consistency and operativity from the dialectical conflict internal to them...”101 This means
that to render something inoperative does not mean simply to negate, nor to reverse the
order of prominence of the dialectic, but to suspend the very operations of that conflict. In
my case, I attempt to suspend the persisting operativity of the dialectic between the
theoretical and the practical altogether. I have therefore chosen not to advocate for a
practice-oriented reading of Longchenpa, for this would simply reverse the primacy from
theory to practice. Instead I find that Longchenpa’s spontaneity calls for us to render
inoperative the ancient fracture between theory and practice, being and action, creator and
created, thus freeing different potential for action.
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Two Threads: Theory-Practice and Spontaneity
In this way, there are two main threads to my interpretation of Longchenpa. The
first critiques and renders inoperative the relation between the theoretical and the
practical. The second concerns the meaning of spontaneity and its relation to the will and
causality. Weaving these two threads together, interpretations of spiritual exercises may
presume a certain causal and volitional relation between theories and practices. For
example, we might think of meditative procedures as based upon a pre-established,
theoretical, doctrinal position, such as a conception of consciousness or a position on the
status of selfhood. This would be a theoretical primacy. Or vice versa, we may interpret an
embodied ritual performance as the source of a subsequent theorization. Here, it is in the
doings and performance of religious phenomena that we find the richness of concrete
meanings. This would be a practical primacy. I have found that analyzing Longchenpa’s
approach to practices in such terms is always limited, for spontaneity is by definition
uncaused by either a theoretical foundation or a prioritization of the practical. This only
becomes evident when attending to the actual pedagogies and strategies in Longchenpa’s
instructions on contemplation and ethical conduct: if either an idea or an act caused the
operation of his religious methods, those methods would be causal. My primary thesis is
that if practices are conceived to be causal, teleological, and intentionally motivated, they
will likely be predetermined in terms of an imperative to produce effects. Some form of the
will becomes necessary to mediate between theory and action. That is, locating spiritual
exercises within contingency orders practices to be technological (in Heidegger’s sense),
instrumental, teleological procedures assessed in terms of utility, even if the telos is
immanent to the practices. Therefore, to allow for spontaneous practices, there can be
neither a theoretical nor a practical a priori foundation and they must be freed from the
causal complex. This simple observation calls into question the entire metaphysics in which
the western apparatus of practice and ethics is thinkable. I would like to put the meanings
of practice into the form of a question. Longchenpa will help us to reawaken a sense of
wonder and uncertainty about the practical.
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Hermeneutics of Practical Aesthetics
This project therefore seeks a method to understand practices outside of the causal
complex and one way forward is to attend to Longchenpa’s aesthetics. Radical effortless
practices depend upon the aesthetics of methods and postures of utter relaxation, such as
gazing into horizons of open space with the lips gently parted.102 Such practices are
embraced by a mood in which open ease, loosening, and play are valued above striving and
instrumental utility. By practical aesthetics I will mean the style and tempo of concrete
methods and contemplative instructions, and especially the way such an aesthetic
condenses both practical and theoretical poles into sensual performance.103 Bourdieu
writes, “Practical logic manifests itself in a kind of stylistic unity, which, though
immediately perceptible, has none of the strict, regular coherence of the concerted
products of a plan.”104 With an emphasis on the “tempo” of practice, I refer to Pierre
Bourdieu’s conception of the logic of practice.
Yet I will not directly study embodied practices themselves, but rather
Longchenpa’s poetic writings that perform this practical aesthetic. In order to articulate his
approach to practice, Longchenpa relies upon a poetic mode of writing that evokes both an
understanding and a practical experience. By practical aesthetic I will therefore also discuss
the evocative and “work like” qualities of written or spoken instructions. With “work-like”
I refer to Dominick Lacapra’s conception of the ways texts may work on the reader to
transform their experience through persuasive aspects of the writing.105 He distinguishes
between the denotational or descriptive content—the “documentary” aspects of texts—and
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the work-like impact of a text. Longchenpa’s poetry may be said to work upon readers to
evoke and manifest spontaneity. His literary strategies and metaphors immerse readers in
this aesthetic of relaxed, effortless ease in contrast to the strivings and willful exertion of
other approaches; and, he receives this aesthetic from texts and contemplative styles
present in our earliest evidence of the Great Perfection.106 Extending this approach further,
what I want to do in this dissertation is to read Longchenpa’s poetry on practices,
comportments, and gestures, as a performative vocabulary of spontaneity. The practices are
the text to be read, but read through specific texts on practice.
Longchenpa’s practical aesthetic invites the reader to move beyond causality. As
philosopher and literary theorist Timothy Morton explains in regard to mechanical
theories of causality:
Causality theories are occupied with explaining things away, with demystification.
A theory of cause and effect shows you how the magic trick is done. But what if
something crucial about causality resided at the level of the magic trick itself? To
think this way is to begin to work out an object-oriented view of causality. If things are
intrinsically withdrawn, irreducible to their perception or relations or uses, they can
only affect each other in a strange region out in front of them, a region of traces
and footprints: the aesthetic dimension.107
This perspective invites attention to the aesthetic dimension beyond explanations based
upon causes and effects. That is, theorizations of causes and effects might explain how the
magic trick of spontaneity is performed through clarifying the underlying procedures. But
in that process spontaneity would be explained away and we would miss the magic and
strangeness of its performance.
Turning towards an aesthetic of spontaneous practice helps to move us beyond a
simple bifurcation of theory and practice. While my method attempts to disclose the mood
of the practices themselves, or “aim[s] at understanding the world as it appears to actors in
that world,”108 I am not simply turning from a theoretical to a practical emphasis. Rather, I
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aspire to suspend the categorical divisions of theory and practice, being and action. This is
what Longchenpa’s spontaneous practice asks of us.
IV.

Four Configurations and Overview of the Chapters
As mentioned at the beginning of this introduction, one of the principal

contributions of this study is to identify and explore what I see as four basic ways that
theory, practice, causality, and intentionality may be connected. These four
“configurations,” as I am calling them, will determine the larger organizing structure of the
second section of the thesis. The four are:
1. Theory-caused, intentional practice
2. Practice-caused, intentional practice
3. Theory-caused, unintentional practice
4. Practice-caused, unintentional practice
These four models of the relationship between theory, intention and practice are drawn
from what I see as the implications of both Longchenpa’s critical reading of his tradition as
well as contemporary philosophies of practices. They condense the primary interpretative
stances available to us from within a causal metaphysics of practice. Each gives an account
of what appear to be spontaneous actions and each presume a fundamentally causal
perspective in that they seek the causes, reasons or grounds for those actions. I ultimately
find that each configuration obscures how Longchenpa understands and implements
spontaneous action. In fact, spontaneity is possible only when these causal configurations
fall away. Over the course of the second part of the dissertation, I will lead us through
Longchenpa’s explicit or implied critique of all four of these interpretations of practice. In
each case, I will show how the configuration in question cannot adequately account for the
kind of practice that Longchenpa envisions. At the same time this critique will also become
the occasion for me to explore how I see Longchenpa creatively refashioning the
configuration in question into a strategy that will allow spontaneity to emerge.
1. The first configuration—theory-caused, intentional practice—refers to an approach in
which a priori theories underlie actions. Thought, ideas, and choices determine deeds. As
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in the Kantian relationship between theories and their application in practices, primary
principles precede anything properly conceived of as practice. Thoughts, principles, and
concepts cause actions. Furthermore, an agent intentionally, willfully, and consciously
attempts to apply theories in their practices, an interpretation sometimes known as a
“calculative view of action.”109 It is theory-caused in the sense that theories or views are the
inspiration, source, and ideally the cause of practices.
2. The process of practicing scales on the piano, riding a bike, or training in a
martial art each exemplify my second configuration of practices: practice-caused,
intentional practice. Here intentional effort is exerted to develop a certain skill. Yet this
skill cannot principally be learned theoretically. We cannot learn to play the piano or ride a
bike exclusively from excellent books on the topics, nor by contemplating how to do it; it
must be learned in the doing and practicing itself. In this sense, the cause of the practice
arises from the practical domain, rather than from the theoretical.
This approach is intentional in the sense that mimetic training, exertion, and the
freedom to train, may all be prerequisites for action. Learning is the result of disciplined
striving and often a repeated effort. However, one of the most significant aspects of this
dimension of practical experience is a certain form of spontaneity. Once we have mastered
riding a bike, we do not have to repeat the effort and struggle each time we ride. Rather,
our body simply knows how to ride, how to balance and pedal without falling, how to
negotiate speed and turns in the road ahead, and we do so without any particular effort
and without having to check with a set of rules or principles. We ride spontaneously after
having established somatic dispositions through repeated training. This perspective is also
relevant for religious training.
3. With the third configuration, I move from intentional to unintentional
interpretations practice. The first two interpretations of practice were volitional, based
upon deliberate agency and effort. The final two interpretations displace any sense of
purposive intentionality to a cause other than the agent. By unintentional I will mean
actions that are not caused by the conscious choices of an agent. Such action must
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therefore arise from another source. Configuration three—theory-caused, unintentional
practices—are practices that are caused by a theory or principle, but one that does not arise
from the minds and choices of individuals. Instead, this theory acts more as a foundation,
principle, archē, cause, or ground.
If individual religious actors and their effortful striving do not drive their practices,
is the agency deferred to a different source or power? If the Great Perfection practitioner is
effortless, is something else doing the work? Does Longchenpa therefore posit some Other,
nonhuman or non-subjective cause? Is the point somehow to surrender our will so that our
actions arise from the will of an Other, or a cosmic principle that will act in our stead? A
paradigmatic example of such an approach would be to defer or surrender intentionality
from the will of the practitioner to the will of God. For example, in Luke 22:42 “Not my
will, but yours be done.” Or a Buddhist example may be when Shinran invites the
possibility of letting go of agency in favor of realizing the mind of shinjin, entrusting oneself
to Amida’s vow.110 It may, therefore, seem appropriate to explain spontaneous practice as
shifting the agency from the confused individual to another source.
4. The fourth configuration is what I consider the most-subtle interpretation of all:
practice-caused, unintentional practice. This interpretation draws especially upon the early
Heidegger and sociologists of practical action such as Bourdieu and allows me to locate
indirect assumptions operative in Longchenpa’s theorizations of practice. This
configuration is primarily a way to take account of social practice
Here, human practices are unintentional in the sense that they emerge not from
the dogmas of a tradition (configuration one), nor the will of a subject (configuration two),
not from a timeless principle (configuration three), but from a normative ethicality
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pervading human social fields. In this sense, they could function as something akin to the
true source of moral actions. Of particular import to my reading of Longchenpa, ethical
methods of cultivation may ultimately be traced not to a deliberating subject, but to the
everyday interactions in social relationships.
For each configuration, I will not only unpack its logic, but will also then go on to
examine how Longchenpa is, or would be, critical of such an interpretative scheme. I will
then explore how his spontaneous approach disrupts and refashions it. In the process of
this critical reading, I will also be able to glean affirmative aspects of Longchenpa’s
approach. Once we suspend the first configuration we can see Longchenpa’s approach to
knowledge. Going beyond the second configuration allows me to point to his conceptions
of time and an effortlessness tempo. Going beyond the third configuration allows us to
garner a sense of groundless potentiality in actions. And finally, interrupting the fourth
configuration provides an opportunity to discern Longchenpa’s ethical thought. In this
way, I aspire for my reading of Longchenpa to nuance and contribute to modern
conceptualizations of practice even as I simultaneously explicate in detail Great Perfection
spontaneity. Longchenpa’s perspective can be in dialogue with, and push back against, a
range of both Buddhist and western perspectives on practice and causality.
Overview of Chapters
Chapter 1: Causal Action, Great Perfection Practices, and Tibetan Historical Context
In this first chapter I introduce the paradox of the relation between causal action
and the unconditioned goal of enlightenment. I then turn to the history of the Great
Perfection tradition in Tibet as approaches to practice in response to this paradox. This
also situates Longchenpa’s fourteenth century writings within their institutional and
historical setting. I engage recent historiography of the Great Perfection and place
Longchenpa in that context.
Chapter 2: Longchenpa’s Life and Works
The second chapter introduces Longchenpa’s biography and provides an overview
of his writings, with special attention to the issue of spontaneity and causality. Here I
summarize his major works and their likely chronology. Some of Longchenpa’s writings are
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clearly motivated by a gradual, inclusive strategy to locate the Great Perfection as the
inevitable culmination of the causal and tantric Buddhist path. Yet I argue that
Longchenpa’s radical spontaneity is best understood as distinct from the former gradual
methods of cultivation. This chapter thus makes an argument for my rather specific
reading of The Treasury of the Basic Space of Phenomena and The Treasury of the Way of Abiding.
Chapter 3: Awakened Phenomenology: Beyond Configuration One
Following these introductory chapters, the fourth chapter begins with an
exploration of the first configuration: theory-caused, intentional practice. I detail
Longchenpa’s critique of the scholastic pedagogical system of view, meditation, action, and
fruition. Rather than describe a gradual and causal method whereby theoretical views are
first contemplated and then later applied in actions, Longchenpa articulates a nuanced
approach to view (lta ba). Here view transforms any notion of a pre-established theory into
an immediate and phenomenological looking (lta). This chapter also allows me to inquire
into the role of knowledge in spontaneous practice; and, I show that an awakened
phenomenology is apparent in Longchenpa’s texts. Rather than the common academic
interpretation of Buddhist phenomenology as a description of the operations of confused,
dualistic consciousness, for example in Abhidharama literature, Longchenpa is best
understood as articulating a rich description of awakened experience.
Chapter 4: Endless, Effortless Action: Beyond Configuration Two
The next configuration is practice-caused, intentional practice. In this chapter, I
index this approach to Longchenpa’s general assessment of non-Great Perfection, “lower”
tantric practice. Although the tantric approach leads to a certain kind of spontaneity, it is a
conditional spontaneity in the sense that the intentional training brings into being
dispositions that are later enacted. This is true even in the sense that the practices
constitute the goal, the ends performed as the means. Yet the Great Perfection claims that
there are no causes and conditions for spontaneity, leading Longchenpa to distinguish the
Great Perfection from other tantric methods that are elsewhere regarded as fruitional and
sudden. Like all causal interpretations of action, this second configuration also assumes a
gradual approach to training, even if one is gradually becoming accustomed to the fruition.
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Longchenpa’s critique of causality will ultimately undermine this second interpretation of
practice.
Chapter 5: Beginningless, Anarchic Action: Beyond Configuration Three
Configuration three describes the first of two interpretations of unintentional
practice. In this first case, theory leads the way again, now as an underlying foundational
principle. If the previous chapter assessed the end (telos) of practices, this chapter
deconstructs their beginning (archē). It investigates whether the will and agency of the
Great Perfection practitioner is deferred to the ground of being (gzhi) as an uncaused cause
or unmoved mover undergirding the entire practical system. If the ground can be said to be
such a transcendent agency, effortlessness simply displaces effort to another causal basis. I
will ultimately show that Longchenpa does his best to repudiate any interpretation of the
ground as a cause. It will be necessary to instead articulate an anarchic groundlessness as
the indeterminate and unfounded nature of the practices themselves.
Chapter 6: Spontaneous Ethics: Beyond Configuration Four
This chapter takes up the second kind of interpretation of unintentional practice to
be studied in this thesis. This would be a social interpretation that I have termed practicecaused, unintentional practice. This chapter goes on to highlight an idiosyncratic
pedagogical tension in Longchenpa’s systems of teaching. In the final chapter of his The
Way of Abiding, Longchenpa explains how to select the appropriate student for spontaneous
practices, and how this selection choice defers to a complex set of karmic causes and effects
including previous relationships between teacher and disciple in past lives. In this way past
karmic dispositions may act as hidden conditions for what claims to be unconditional. This
mode of deferring would thus be unintentional, social and intersubjective: it is about
relationships stretching back into the past, social norms embodied in the present, and the
intimate, loving relationship between teacher and student. I will show how such
conditions reveal what I call the ‘pedagogical universe’ assumed in Great Perfection
cosmology. Longchenpa sees the universe itself as an effulgence of compassionate
instruction, reaching out to the particular forms of suffering that entrap beings in their
actions. Yet again, even this vibrant universe should not be seen as the grounding cause of
spontaneous practices. Instead, a different ontological ethicality emerges. This chapter thus
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explores Longchenpa’s sense of ethical practice.
Through critically and carefully moving through these four configurations, my
aspiration is to clear the space of causality so as to allow spontaneity to be thinkable. I have
chosen the title of this dissertation to reflect the process that I perform: the practice of
rendering certain causal interpretations of action inoperative as a way to allow for
spontaneity. Through my reading of Longchenpa’s writings, I seek to deactivate the
metaphysics that holds theory and practice apart and that commands practices to be willful.
In so doing, my aim is to contribute to a non-instrumental understanding of practices and
to actively free the potentiality of action. I will conclude the dissertation with a summary of
Longchenpa’s contributions to theories of practice in our technological age.
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SECTION I:
THE BACKGROUND OF GREAT PERFECTION PRACTICE
Chapter 1: Causal Action, Great Perfection Practices, and Tibetan Historical Context
I.

Causal Action
Longchenpa’s spontaneous and uncaused approach to practice is the primary site of

inquiry for this study. Yet the nature of causal action on the path to liberation had been a
problem throughout the history of Buddhist thought, long before the advent of the Great
Perfection that Longchenpa elucidates. Among the most influential and principal
assumptions of Buddhist thought, the conception of karma—literally “action,”—is the
context in which human existence, self-formation, and self-cultivation are conceived: new
actions are understood to take place against the background of prior patterns of acts. Any
relevant account of Longchenpa’s conceptions of practice needs to begin from this
overarching understanding of action in a Buddhist framework, even if the Great Perfection
in some ways rejects the dominance of this model. In any case, the Indian Buddhist
concept of action involves metaphysics, the causes and conditions that establish sentient
subjects, and approaches to spiritual exercises. In early canonical texts, human beings are
said to “originate from their actions.”111 In other words, the effects of actions in their
interrelationship with various causal conditions lead to the development of the self, and all
existential experiences of pleasure and pain and the various situations in which we find
ourselves. Sentient life enacts the circumstances of its own becoming.
Considering the human condition to be only one kind of existence within endless
cycles of suffering (saṃsāra, henceforth: samsara) propelled by actions, the path to complete
liberation seeks a cessation of karma, which leads to a state unencumbered by the endless
recurrence of doings, practices, and their effects. Action is thus a problem—the
epistemological, metaphysical, and existential cause-and-effect of conditioned existence. For
many Buddhist thinkers, this background of action is not conceived primarily as a neutral
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field of potentiality, but is rather understood to be a tangle of suffering. Actions ingrain
certain habitual patterns that subsequently reinforce themselves as those habits are
repeated, like rain running through ever-deepening ruts and channels in the ground
following consecutive storms. In an important sense, we are karmic actions, and every new
intentional act propels and generates a context in which we will become wholly absorbed
and driven to act again—a ceaseless feedback loop churned by action. The same may be true
for virtuous and neutral actions. We are propelled by the habitual patterns of our deeds,
creating innumerable consequences that then compel us to reengage those patterns. Even
in attempts to manipulate these consequences for the better we may create unforeseen
situations with which we must then contend. Longchenpa would agree with the Japanese
philosopher, Keiji Nishitani, who wrote in regard to karma, “[it is] the character of an
inexhaustible task that has been imposed upon us, which means that we can maintain our
existence in time only under the form of constantly doing something…. being obliged to be
ceaselessly doing something.”112
The causal nature of this action is evident in the necessary relationship between an
action and its result.113 As Ulrich Kragh notes in his study of early conceptions of karma, “I
prefer the full Sanskrit compound karmaphala to refer to the concept of ‘action and result’
… Many scholars…have referred to this concept simply as ‘the karma theory,’ but I feel that
the simple designation karma is imprecise as a name for the whole model, because karma
strictly speaking only refers [to] actions without including their results.”114 We can add that
in Tibet the most common term for the theory of karma is “action and result” (Skt.
karmaphala, Tib. las rgyu ‘dras).
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The notion of ‘cause’ (usually Skt. hetu) is thus central to the theory of karma. The
Sanskrit hetu connotes, among other things: impulse, motive, cause, cause of, reason for, by
reason of, on account of, for this reason, and the consequences of any act.115 Like the
English term “cause,” the Sanskrit hetu can denote the reason for something as well as an
account of something.
Causality is then closely tied with the principle of karmic action. Nonetheless, the
relations between a cause and its effect are complex, encompassing an almost infinite
number of conditions, dispositions and circumstances in the present and past, making
each causal relation a veritable network or pattern that is neither linear nor deterministic.
For example, while it is clear that acting virtuously will inevitably ripen into some positive
result, the timing and conditions that will allow for that ripening are not determined and
are infinitely complex, based upon countless other possible influences. There is seldom a
direct, one-to-one relationship between an act and its result and some texts speak of people
who act positively but, nonetheless, find themselves in hellish circumstances, and vice
versa.116 Karmic causality is thus not a case of one entity banging into another like billiard
balls colliding. Rather, all actions are part of a broader network of interdependently related
causes and conditions and cannot be extracted from this context.
Causation is both a metaphysical concept and a practical soteriological concept. For
western as well as Buddhist thought, causality is a prominent metaphysical theme that
articulates the ways in which phenomena arise and exist in relation to each other;
therefore, causal relations explain nothing less than the nature of reality and how we
determine what is real. Simultaneously relevant for practical-ethical engagements, causality
explains why a given act is able to have a future effect, thereby making agency meaningful
and providing a pattern for a life of both philosophical training and practices of the self.
Ethical or ascetic cultivation in the present is presumed to have some causal effects in the
future. Theories of causality postulate coherent models of how the universe functions, and
how agents may effectively participate. This is why I name it “the causal complex,” because
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it is causality that sustains the model in which most practices make sense.
The Paradox of Action and the Unconditioned Goal
Since karma was seen to define the intercausality of all intentional action, there
arose the problem of how that which was conceived as not the product of karma—namely
nirvāṇa (henceforth: nirvana)—could ever occur? At issue is the relationship between causal
actions and the goal of complete cessation. How does this process operate? How do actions
lead to the extinguishing of actions without impelling more actions? Here we encounter a
fundamental, practical paradox: the end goal of nirvana is defined as unconditioned.117
How can the conditions of the path lead to that which that has no conditions? How can
causal actions bring about that which is uncaused?
The early sūtras made a general distinction between phenomena that are
conditioned and unconditioned, a distinction that remained significant up until
Longchenpa’s time.118 Conditioned phenomena are those that “participate in causal
interaction or are subject to production and destruction.”119 Anything created, caused, or
arisen from dependent origination is a conditioned phenomenon. The unconditioned is
free from causes and conditions. Nirvana, the goal of the path, is by definition,
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unconditioned and unborn—hence the problem of how conditions may lead to the
unconditional.120
Self-Formation, Subjectification, Karma
This problem of causal action impacts Buddhist conceptions of selfhood and
agency. The standard Buddhist view is that there is no permanent, independent self.121
This premise of non-self (anātmavāda) means that the sense of being a separate person is
only the result of a stream or process of matter, causal interactions, attachments,
intentions, and perceptions that comes to think of itself as an ‘I.’ Yet in reality, there is no
substantial entity such as a soul and learning to dissolve a false attachment to self
comprises much of Buddhist practice. One comes to recognize that there is only an
interdependent, changing, karmic process. In this way, karma and selfhood are intimately
interrelated.
The self-forming operation of karma in Buddhist thought shares family
resemblances with the process by which subjectivity and agency are established in some
contemporary theories of power relations. Noting these resemblances can help to clarify
what I mean by causal action as a problem. In The Psychic Life of Power, Judith Butler
described the paradoxical relationship between power, subjection, subjectivity, and
agency.122 It is one thing to think of power as a force which oppresses a subject, it is quite
another to recognize that it is only through power relations that the subject is constituted
in the first place. Following Foucault, Butler begins her arguments by restating how the
very sense of self requires social conditions of power. In this way power is creative and
constitutive of subjectivity, not merely a force that limits or entraps it:
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Power is not simply what we oppose but also, in a strong sense, what we depend on
for our existence and what we harbor and preserve in the beings that we are. The
customary model for understanding this process goes as follows: power imposes
itself on us, and weakened by its force, we come to internalize or accept its terms.
What such an account fails to note, however, is that the “we” who accept such
terms are fundamentally dependent on those terms for “our” existence…Subjection
consists precisely in this fundamental dependency on a discourse we never chose,
but that, paradoxically, initiates and sustains our agency.123
Power is a productive force, not simply a force of constraint. Subjection or subjectivation is
therefore defined as “the process of becoming subordinated by power as well as the process
of becoming a subject.”124 As Foucault wrote in Discipline and Punish, “the man [sic]
described for us, whom we are invited to free, is already in himself the effect of a subjection
much more profound than himself.”125 This is the ambivalence: subjection is negative in
the sense that we are dominated by conditions, discourses, and power relations; subjection
is positive in the sense that these same conditions are necessary to allow us to become
subjects and “sustain our agency” in the first place.
In a similar way, karma is simultaneously the necessary condition of possibility for
any individual sentient being; but it is also the pattern of action that keeps sentient beings
entrapped in the cycle of suffering. Let me be clear that I am not suggesting that the
meaning of power or subjectification in contemporary discourse is the same as the notion
of karma in Buddhist thought and practice, far from it. Rather, I merely want to point out
the similarity in the circular reasoning shared by Buddhist conceptions of karma and
Butler and Foucault’s account of the conditions for subjectivity. Both explicate conditions
that both sustain and entrap or dominate agency. This will be a significant issue for
Longchenpa and other Buddhist conceptions of karmic action. They will have to propose a
path of liberation from karma that both utilizes and sheds its influence.
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Causal Paths
The history of Buddhist spiritual exercises and soteriology traces a variety of shifts
in ideas around why karma poses a problem for the path, what allows for action to be
liberating, and what types of action are most conducive to freedom. In the context of the
relentless doings of intentional actions, among the panoply of systems, Buddhist authors
propose gradual methods that rely upon causes and their effects, an approach by which one
attains the goal through abandoning anything that is not that goal,126 metaphysical analyses
of karmic causality (e.g. in Abhidharma texts),127 internalizations of causality within
consciousness (in the Yogācāra school),128 deconstructions of causality (e.g. in the
Madhyamaka school),129 disclosive approaches where innate enlightenment need merely be
uncovered (in Buddha Nature teachings),130 tantric inversions of means and ends whereby
the goal itself is taken up as the path (in the tantras),131 post-tantric responses to complex
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tantric techniques (in Mahāsiddha literature),132 and immanent and sudden systems (e.g. in
the sudden schools such as Chan).133 It is within the history of these practical methods that
the Great Perfection emerges as a unique response to issues of action, causality,
conditionality, and the performance of freedom.
II.

The First Dissemination of Teachings and the Imperial Period
For the remainder of this chapter I trace the history of practical approaches to

freedom in Tibet that follows from the paradox of causal action. I attend to the specific
practices that have been most influential to the development of the Great Perfection and
Longchenpa’s writings, emphasizing the relationship between theory and practice. From
the beginning, it should be clear that there is no unified Great Perfection approach to
practice; instead we find shifting and competing methods developing in particular
contexts.134
The Great Perfection is associated with both the Nyingma (rNying ma)–or
“Ancient”—school of Tibetan Buddhism and the Bön (bon) tradition. The latter refers to an
indigenous Tibetan religious community that understands itself as pre-Buddhist and non132
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Buddhist, with a lineage of teachings emerging from the land of Zhang-Zhung—or Tazik
(stag gzik), located to the west of Tibet.135 It contains a robust corpus of Great Perfection
teachings that are in many ways indistinguishable from various Buddhist forms of the
Great Perfection, suggesting a clear history of exchange and mutual development. The
former term—Nyingma—refers to the lineages, rituals, and textual traditions that trace
themselves back to the Imperial or Dynastic Period of Tibet (around 600-850 or 910
CE).136 It is primarily this Nyingma school that provides the context for Longchenpa’s
teachings, although certain Bön traditions were also influential.137
Buddhism arrived in Tibet over the course of two primary disseminations from
India. The first took place in the seventh to eighth centuries, while the Tibetan Empire was
in its zenith of power and military strength, seen as one of the most dominant forces in all
of Asia. Buddhism flourished in this imperial period, which came to be looked upon as an
initial golden age in which unified political power supported Buddhist institutions. The
second emerged in the tenth century, after the collapse of Imperial rule.
The teachings prominent during the early period later came to be associated with
the Nyingma; the Great Perfection came to be understood as its most unique and highest
expression. It is also important to note that the partially-legendary Samye debate between
the sudden and the gradual approaches to practice ostensibly took place during this time.
This illustrates the period’s most heated issues pertaining to gradualism, the path, and
135
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ethics, as well as the political influence of India and China. Samten Karmay expressed an
opinion shared by many modern historians that early Great Perfection emerged in part due
to intersections between the influence of instantaneous or sudden teachings—especially the
Chan Buddhism that was active in Imperial Tibet, the form of Indian tantric Buddhism
known as the Mahāyoga, and the early Mind Series (sems sde).138 To this list, Germano adds
the influence of “unknown indigenous elements,”139 and elsewhere, the influence of
Kashmiri Śaivism.140
The Collapse of the Imperial Period and the Dark Age
Despite the retroactive, idealized view of the early period of teachings, Tibetan
rulers after Trisong Deutsen faced challenging consequences for their support of
institutional Buddhism and investment in Buddhism played some part in the
destabilization of the Empire. In the year 840 or 841, King Ralpachen was assassinated in
the context of mounting tensions, leading to the short and dramatic rule of the last in the
dynastic line, King Lang Darma (gLang dar ma). After a brief period of tentative support of
Buddhism, this final king attempted to break free from the growing power and costs of
Buddhist institutions – a decree that came to be seen as a suppression of Buddhism, but
was likely more of a withdrawal of centralized patronage.141 In the midst of both the chaos
and apparent threat to Buddhist teachings, a solitary monk saw it as his religious duty to
138
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set matters right: he assassinated Lang Darma in 842. With the death of the last king, and
competing claims for succession, the centralized dynastic rule came to an end. This collapse
of Buddhist institutions in Central Tibet mirrored the broader fragmentation and conflicts
of the period, including violent political struggles for power in the vacuum left by the
demise of the dynasty, and social unrest in the wake of the breakdown of a unified
government in central Tibet. This so-called dark period lasted from around 842 until the
late tenth century. However, in these emerging communities, new social forms, creative
practices and interpretations arose—a point that is often ignored by traditional Tibetan
understandings of this dark age.
Renaissance and the Second Dissemination
Beginning in the tenth century, a second dissemination of Buddhism began as
Tibetans sought to reestablish what they saw as authentic teachings following the chaos and
challenges of the dark age. Monks in Eastern Tibet had kept their monastic lineage intact
through the darkness, and religious revivals in Western Tibet, led by figures such as the
translator Rinchen Zangpo (Rin chen bzang po, 958-1055), with the support of local kings,
spurred new inspiration for what they thought of as authentic Buddhist teachings and
ethics. With each new translation, the older Tibetan translations came to seem less
genuinely Indic; and some claimed that the previous tantras were indigenous fabrications,
especially without access to the Sanskrit originals.142
Tinged with ethical connotations, this desire for the authentic was critical of the
apparent antinomian excesses of non-monastic tantric adepts during the dark period.143
Thus, a context of moral conservatism often inspired the quest for new translations and
teachings.144 The Nyingma, in general, and their tantric practices and views, in particular,
came under attack during the second dissemination of teachings.
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Yet this new dissemination (phyi dar) also marked nothing less than a renaissance of
remarkable cultural creativity, linguistic development, and political consolidation.145
Tibetan translators—sometimes financially supported by powerful clans and sometimes
setting out on their own—journeyed to India and Nepal in search of genuine ethical and
philosophical teachings, and the latest developments in tantric Buddhism. These new
schools came to be known as the Sarma (gsar ma), literally New Ones. It was only at this
point that the older Dynastic traditions came to call itself the Nyingma.
For the New Translation Period, Indian culture was the source of all that was
genuine and good. ‘Authentic’ came to mean teachings from India, and what emerged
from Tibet was met with skepticism. Thus, the translators, ethical systems, and the
emergence of Indian and Bengali teachers, such as the renowned eleventh century Atisha,
helped to create a context in which rituals, texts, or teachings without proven lines of
connection to India were deemed inauthentic. It was in this context that the Nyingma
found themselves in need of rearticulating and defending their own systems of practice. By
the eleventh century, Tibetan thinkers were immersed in “a period of retrospective study of
the religious practices prevalent in the immediately preceding centuries.”146
III.

The Early Great Perfection as an Approach to Practice
The Nyingma who claimed direct descent from the Imperial times came to see

themselves as holders of unique methods, surviving through the dark age, and now in
competition with the rich array of newly translated sutra and tantra systems. Though other
systems were at play, the Nyingma could be understood to emphasize two primary systems
of practice of their own, known as the Great Yoga (rnal ‘byor chen po, Skt. Mahāyoga) and
the Great Perfection. Tracing the relationship between the Great Yoga and the Great
Perfection approaches to practice held in the Nyingma school is particularly informative in
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that the difference between the two could be understood to encompass the issues of causal
approaches that are the focus of this dissertation.
Great Yoga had been the foremost tantric method during the period of the first
dissemination of Buddhism and was therefore the primary analogue to the New schools’
freshly translated tantras, such as the Unexcelled Yoga tantra (bla na med pa’i rgyud, Skt.
Anuttarayoga) and the Wheel of Time tantra (dus kyi ‘khor lo, Skt. Kālacakra). One of the
central texts of the Nyingma’s Great Yoga system is the Secret Nucleus tantra (gSang ba snying
po, Skt. Guhyagarbha).147 While this tantra expresses themes such as inherent awakened
awareness and describes all phenomena as a display of innate wisdom, it nonetheless
includes elaborate tantric rituals, antinomian rhetoric, sexualized methods and the
employment of violence, as well as complex methods of visualization and subtle embodied
yogic techniques.
The earliest Great Perfection texts, on the other hand, tended to emphasize a
radical rejection of complex tantric ritual and techniques, favoring instead a rhetoric of
simplicity, naturalness, and absence of all effort, similar to the post-tantric writings
reviewed in the last chapter. The meditation practices in this system invited the
practitioner to relax without involving a developmental logic of causes and conditions,
instead relying on the natural spontaneity of reality to liberate itself. The early Great
Perfection often disavowed the volitional and causal agency of individual actors.
Yet the Great Yoga and the Great Perfection both appeal to a similar, tantric
immanent ontology. By this I mean that for both systems, the ultimate awakened nature of
being is luminous, innate, and spontaneously present. However, the practical implications
of this ontology were expressed differently, hinging upon the issue of causal development
and effort. We can interpret these two Nyingma systems as intimately related but diverging
approaches to practice and action, with the Great Yoga offering intricate methods of
ritualized activity and the Great Perfection gesturing towards non-action.
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However, the earliest uses of the term ‘rdzogs chen’ links the Great Yoga and the
Great Perfection methods of practice together. In fact, the first textual evidence of the
word Dzogchen that we know of is in the Secret Nucleus tantra itself.148 For those Nyingma
seeking Indian origins and authenticity, these references to the Great Perfection in a Great
Yoga tantra from India were important proof that the Great Perfection derives from the
great tantric systems of India.149
Two primary stages of tantric practice explored in the Secret Nucleus tantra are the
generation stage (bskyed rims) and the perfection—or completion—stage (rdzogs rims). This
term “rdzogs” or perfection/completion is the same as in rDzogs chen. In the first phase, the
practitioner actively generates or visualizes a symbolic, circular realm and identifies their
own subjectivity with meditation deities. These deities in turn embody qualities of
awakened experience. In the second, completion stage, the visualized images are dissolved
into the subtle body of the practitioner; or, in some instruction phases, they are utterly
dissolved into emptiness. In tantric texts such as the Secret Nucleus, the completion stage
refers to sexual practices in which the practitioner would take either an actual or a
visualized consort and engage in sexual yogic techniques. In the context of the Secret
Nucleus, the sexual practices and the moment of bliss (sometimes connected with orgasm)
in particular is associated with a breakthrough to a state of non-conceptuality. It is in this
context that the Secret Nucleus refers to not only a perfection (rdzogs) stage, but a great
perfection (rdzogs chen) stage, reached at or just following the ecstatic moment of bliss—an
opportunity to break through habituation and experience the nature of awareness. Tantric
visionary philosophy utilizes these two stages as meaningful expressions of classical
Buddhist metaphysics, with the generation stage indexed to the arising and manifestation
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of phenomenal appearances and the dissolving or releasing quality of the completion stage
indexed to the ultimate emptiness of those appearances.150
The term ‘rdzogs chen’ is used four times in the Secret Nucleus.151 In the first
reference, great perfection is linked with the spontaneous (lhun grub) quality of the universe
and the realization that all phenomena originate from this spontaneity. In the second
reference, the tantra states that, “all phenomena are primordially spontaneously present
within the great perfection.”152 The third time the term is used refers to the great
perfection of enlightened body, speech, and mind that are “totally complete and perfect in
terms of enlightened qualities and activities.”153 The final instance gives an instruction:
“remaining within the commitment of equality, which evenly links you to equality, you will
attain the great equality-perfection.”154
These references are relevant not only because they may represent the very earliest
use of the term rdzogs chen in an Indic text, but also because they reveal the connection
between the emergence of this tradition and some of the themes that will come to define
its singular vocabulary and contemplative approach—unique means of spontaneous practice
that eventually begin to distinguish themselves from the Great Yoga. We see the
association between the Great Perfection and spontaneity, as well as the spontaneous
origin called the primordial nature, of all phenomena; the completeness and perfection of
enlightened body, speech, and mind; and the significance of equality, equanimity, or
evenness as a practical comportment. As van Schaik summarizes, these initial uses of the
term rdzogs chen in the Secret Nucleus are quite similar to the meaning in the later tradition,
emphasizing that the ends or fruits of the Buddhist path are complete (rdzogs) from the very
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beginning. This primordial completeness is specifically connected with the principle of
spontaneity.155
The second of these uses appears in Chapter Thirteen of the Secret Nucleus. This is
significant because the thirteenth chapter is one of the most important chapters in the
Nyingma tradition regarding issues of contemplative practice. Longchenpa himself wrote
an influential commentary on the tantra entitled Dispelling Darkness in the Ten Directions.156
Further, an important early Great Perfection text attributed to Padmasambhava called the
Jewel Garland of Essential Instructions (Man ngag lta ba’i phreng ba) is an exposition of this
thirteenth chapter. In this text, the Great Perfection is described as the culmination of
three modes of practice: the development, the perfection, and the great perfection.
However, in all of these uses ‘great perfection’ is not considered its own vehicle or
approach to practice, as it will later become. Instead, it is a part of the tantric stages in the
Great Yoga. The earliest dateable evidence that we have of the Great Perfection as a
separate vehicle (thegs pa) comes from a significant text called the Lamp of the Eye of
Meditation (bSam gtan migs sgron), likely in the first quarter of the tenth century.157
In addition to the references in the Secret Nucleus, our knowledge of early
expressions of the Great Perfection continue to emerge, as scholars probe texts found in
the early twentieth century in a cave in Dunhuang, located in what is today Western
China. This region along the Silk Road became a locale of confluence for Chinese,
Tibetan, and Indian Buddhists, as well as Chinese Daoists, all in dialogue around methods
of practice and realization. Any text discovered in the cave provides evidence dating from
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at least this period or earlier, as the cave was sealed in the early eleventh century. In his
groundbreaking work on the Great Perfection, Samten Karmay translated and explored the
implications of three of these Dunhuang texts to enable an early history of the Great
Perfection.158
Between Simplicity and Complexity: The Mind Series Texts
By exploring the relationship between the Great Yoga and the Great Perfection
approaches to practice held in the Nyingma school, we can better understand the
differences between the two as they embody the paradoxes in causal approaches that are
the focus of this dissertation. The Great Yoga, while evoking spontaneity, immediacy, and
non-conceptuality, still suggests the need for certain highly-ritualized practical conditions,
religious acts, and elaborate volitional methods in order to attain enlightenment. The
Great Perfection, on the other hand, denies even the most-subtle tantric methods, and
invites the practitioner to release and let go of the striving process entirely. Hence the
Great Yoga’s practical aesthetic remains effortful, whereas the Great Perfection evokes an
aesthetic that is effortless, a total relaxation. In fact, some of the earliest Great Perfection
texts, now known as the Mind Series (sems sde) in the Nyingma tradition, define themselves
in explicit opposition to the rituals and techniques of the Great Yoga tantra. With its
unwavering commitment to the ontological perfection and goodness of all being,
embodied in the primordial Buddha named All Good (Kun tu bzanpo, Skt. Samantabhādra),
the Mind Series consistently articulates an approach to practice in which one completely
releases effort, eschewing any manipulations of experience and any structured techniques.
Instead, the All Good reality will simply and spontaneously manifest when striving and
struggle are released. Acting by means of causes and effects is the primary obstacle to
allowing the natural luminous awareness and benevolence of being to reveal itself.
The Mind Series is a loosely related body of teachings from the eighth to perhaps
tenth centuries that were retroactively collected into a grouping in order to distinguish it
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from later Great Perfection innovations.159 Thus despite the possible emergence of the
nomenclature and general idea of a Great Perfection from the Mahāyoga context, the Mind
Series eventually developed into a distinct approach to practice, rhetorically opposed to
ritual complexity, developmental transformation, and all causality. It is here likely that the
Chinese Chan teachings played an influential role.160 Tracing the multifaceted relationship
between the Great Yoga and the Great Perfection practical systems of the Nyingma allows
us to explore in the context of a single tradition—and possibly even a single ontological
perspective—the overlapping and competing aesthetic comportments of an emphasis on
causal action and an overcoming of the very logic of causes and conditions.
There are two primary interpretations of the relationship between these dual
approaches among modern academic scholars of the Ancient school. It should be noted
that both interpretations recognize the undeniable influence of the Mahāyoga on the Great
Perfection. The first interpretation was offered in part by Samten Karmay and elaborated
in an important and brilliant article by David Germano entitled, “Architecture and
Absence in the Secret Tantric History of the Great Perfection.” 161 Germano’s contention is
that the Mind Series represented a distinct community of practitioners of unclear origins,
operative in Imperial Tibet that only later became the Great Perfection by merging with
Great Yoga practitioners. This combined community of practice eventually “detached”
from its origins and became an independent approach.162
Germano refers to the simplicity of early Great Perfection literature as “pristine”
Great Perfection in contrast to both the Great Yoga’s elaborate methods and future
developments in later Dzogchen. Germano’s interpretation emphasizes the distinction and
opposition between the Great Yoga complexity and the Great Perfection simplicity and
suggests that these were two related, but distinct textual traditions and approaches to
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religious practice existing in dialectical opposition and mutual formation among the
Nyingma. We can trace the transformations of the so-called early pristine Great Perfection
into increasingly complex and elaborate forms as the Great Perfection encountered new
tantric methods during the renaissance, an important background for understanding
Longchenpa to which we will return below. In a subsequent article, Germano showed that
the gradual reintroduction of complex tantric techniques was part of a broader trend in
which especially funerary rituals and an interest in death, the intermediate process (bar do),
and yogic death procedures became a central concern for many Great Perfection cycles of
teaching, culminating in the eleventh century.163 In this way, the pristine came to reabsorb
various forms of complexity: pedagogically, ritually, and through the introduction of new
symbols and concerns. It was the deviating and often-competing ways in which complexity
was reintroduced into the tradition that led to the variety of sub-schools and branches of
the Great Perfection, shattering any simple sense of a single, unified tradition.164
Sam van Schaik described a second perspective on the relationship between the
Great Yoga and the Great Perfection in an article entitled, “The Early Days of the Great
Perfection.”165 This article claims that, “although we do find these two kinds of literature
[pristine and Great Yoga] in the early days of the Great Perfection, this does not in fact
entail the existence of two separate traditions.”166 Rather than conceive of the Great Yoga
and the Great Perfection as competing methods and approaches, based upon his study of
Dunhuang texts, van Schaik views the Great Perfection as primarily a unique way of
practicing Mahāyoga tantra rather than as its own independent system, at least in its early
period of formation. Thus, instead of seeing a transformation of the pristine Great
Perfection to a more complex and ritualized form in the later Great Perfection, as
Germano describes, van Schaik claims that both strands were always interwoven. In
another book, van Schaik summarizes his view that the Great Perfection was ultimately a
philosophical context in which to understand tantric ritual and practice, rather than actual
methods. He even claims that, “these Great Perfection instructions were rarely taken
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literally: few Ngapas [non-monastic tantric yogins], if any gave up every religious practice to
just sit around being enlightened. Instead the Great Perfection remained a kind of
framework for meditation and study, a reminder that enlightenment was not to be found
‘out there’ but was immediately present in the pure nature of one’s own mind.”167
While I would question whether these instructions were not taken literally, and do
think that Great Perfection practitioners throughout history have indeed relinquished all
practices, at least for periods of time, this was no doubt exceedingly rare. There is evidence
for a radical relinquishing of practices in the life stories and teachings of numerous Great
Perfection and Mahāmudrā masters.168
Yet the overall conception of the Great Perfection as an interpretive context for
other practices is helpful and guides us in the right direction. We should not, however,
describe the Great Perfection approach as primarily a philosophical context or
“framework,” which seems to highlight theory over practice, as if doctrines always
predetermine practices. Instead, the Great Perfection should be understood as a practical
aesthetic conjoined with its ontology—beyond the separation of theory from practice. Such
a nuanced interpretation will become especially important, for the Mind Series Great
Perfection distinguishes itself from the Great Yoga not primarily in terms of its doctrine or
theory but in its practical aesthetics.
There are many theoretical, doctrinal acknowledgements of innate enlightenment
in esoteric texts and a doctrinal recognition of this immanence is not what distinguishes
the Great Perfection. Tantras like the Secret Nucleus are peppered with references to the
innate and timeless presence of awakening. The philosophical context of both the Great
Yoga tantras and the Great Perfection is in agreement about the innate and primeval
awakened nature named in both Third Turning texts and most tantras. Where they diverge
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is not in theoretical framework, but in practical unfolding and aesthetics, in the way
behavior and religious actions identify with the ontology of radical immanence. The
interpretive bifurcation of theory and practice is subtly at play in any reading of Tibetan
religious history that assumes a distinct philosophical framework always underlies practices.
This is an example of where a theoretical primacy must be rethought.
I see importance in both Germano’s and van Shaik’s interpretations that are highly
relevant for our concern with practice and causality. First, it is undeniable that the
“pristine” Mind Series texts developed their own approach to practice in contradistinction
to the rituals and techniques of the Great Yoga. A central group of Mind Series texts was
later collected into a volume called The All Creating Sovereign (Kun byed rgyal po) which
exemplifies the way the Great Perfection established its own methods against the foil of the
Mahāyoga.169 In this text, all intentional and causal practices are summarized by a list of ten
Great Yoga techniques—or, the tenfold nature of tantra (rang bzhin bcu). These are ten
ethical, ritual, and contemplative methods found throughout texts such as the Secret
Nucleus. The negation and transformation of this list of ten carves out the space of the
pristine Mind Series by distinguishing its effortless approach from the causal tantric
techniques.170 The ten techniques are negated by the Mind Series to become the Ten
Absences (med pa bcu), the locus classicus of which is The All Creating Sovereign. These consist
of the following ten negations:
1) View is not to be meditated upon; 2) Ethical Commitment is not to be maintained;
3) Mandala is not to be generated; 4) Initiation is not bestowed; 5) Enlightened
activities/karma are not to be pursued; 6) Paths are not to be traversed; 7) Levels are
not to be trained in; 8) Conduct is beyond accepting and rejecting; 9) Timeless
Wisdom is unobscured; and 10) Spontaneous establishment is beyond effort.
These ten points from the Kun byed rgyal po are meant to condense the entirety of exoteric
as well as tantric doctrine and practice in the Secret Nucleus, acting as summary of
normative tantric systems in early Tibet. They encapsulate intentional, effortful, and causal
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techniques. The systematic negation of these ten factors defines the early Mind Series
Great Perfection tradition and makes up pristine Great Perfection.171
Germano’s “Architecture and Absence” assumes a dialectical relationship between
pristine absence and tantric systems to describe how the rejection of the Mahāyoga
nonetheless informs the very absent space of the early Great Perfection:
Yet this absence…is utterly defined by what it has excluded—it is not a simple
absence, but rather an absence of precise systems, systems which are inexorably
evoked though now under erasure. The entire spectrum of tantric ideologies and
praxis haunts this pristine space of absence. The subsequent history of the Great
Perfection then constitutes the cycling back of the tide, the inexorable return of the
expelled, as tantric ideologies and practices flow back into this excavated space...172
Germano’s understanding dialectically opposes the pristine absence of the Great Perfection
and the complex tantric presence of the Great Yoga. Germano clarifies that we should not
see the Mind Series as a simple negation of practice, but rather the result of an elusive and
invisible influence of the very techniques that are negated. The two methods of Nyingma
practice are indeed related, but not as a coupling, not as two twin threads woven
throughout Nyingma lineages, but in a dialectic of presence and absence. The presence of
the Mahāyoga is negated, or better, sublimated in the Hegelian sense, and then remains
operative as a hidden trace of what was originally denied. For Germano the key to the
relationship between Mahāyoga and Great Perfection is one of mutually informing
difference and tension engaged dialectically.173
At the same time, van Schaik’s idea that the Great Perfection is a unique way or
method of practicing the Great Yoga is also a valuable perspective. Van Schaik may be
understood to describe the history of the emergence of the Great Perfection from the
Mahāyoga as an ongoing pairing, rather than a dialectic. In van Schaik’s understanding we
can explore how the Great Perfection is a style or aesthetic of practice that may be used to
approach and transform any techniques. In this way, whether a technique is ritualized,
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complex, and causal or not, the Great Perfection approach may transmute the methods at
hand with its aesthetic of ease, rest, and spontaneity.
For example, in a Dunhuang text called the Questions and Answers of Vajrasattva
(rDorje sems dpa’ zhus lan), which van Schaik has provisionally dated to the early ninth
century, we see evidence of the Great Perfection conceived as an effortless way of practicing
the generation and completion stages of Mahāyoga. Rather than a distinct, pristine system,
it is described as a way (tshul) of practicing the tantra.174 In fact, the text clarifies that when
practicing the Great Perfection, one should not forsake tantric ritual, but rather one
should engage those very rituals in an effortless and immediate manner. In particular,
when one engages the tantric meditative techniques “without the concepts of cause and
effect and without the idea that one gains accomplishment from elsewhere [this] is the way
of rdzogs chen.”175
This interpretation of the relationship between Great Yoga and Great Perfection
does not deny that later Great Perfection texts established themselves as constituting a
separate vehicle. In fact, van Schaik describes the process by which this occurred. What is
relevant is how the Great Perfection theory of practice may be understood in a flexible
manner, as a “way” in which religious techniques may be engaged. With such an
understanding, we can explore how a certain practical aesthetic—critical of developmental
striving, volition, and causality—could transmute any given technique, action, behavior, or
even ethical commitment. Rather than emphasize the negation of the ten Great Yoga
techniques, we could disclose the transmutation of the ten techniques into effortless
actions.
Both interpretations of the relationship between Great Perfection and Great Yoga
described above—as dialectic and as a style of practicing—are in fact evident in Germano’s
“Architecture and Absence,” for Germano’s primary theme is to explore how the tantric
methods that are originally negated are invited back in to the Great Perfection as a kind of
return of the repressed. Yet as they return, these techniques are “transformed to become
something other than their source…The end result is that this becomes a place where a
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genuinely Tibetan transformation of Buddhist tantra takes place.”176 Such a transformation
implies that the Great Perfection cannot be merely a rejection of complex causal, volitional
tantric technique, but must be flexible and accommodating enough to be able to reappropriate those very techniques and change them in the process. It is this transmutation
that occurred during the renaissance of the second dissemination of Buddhism to Tibet.
Germano hesitates to describe the pristine Great Perfection of the Mind Series as offering a
technical approach at all. Rather, he describes the Mind Series as “technique-free;” and
states that, “it is thus difficult to ascertain precisely what type of formal contemplation
might have been associated with the early Mind Series literature, since it devotes little space
to such practical presentations.”177 This is certainly true, but only if one understands
practice to mean structured, methodological, technique. The Mind Series is indeed
“technique-free,” whereby technique means teleological and causal development. But we
may also understand the Mind Series to be almost entirely focused on expressing an
approach to practice, if practice is understood as an unintentional, unwilled, non-causal,
non-teleological style of effortlessness. In this interpretation, the ten absences, the negation
of complex ritual and effort, and the freedom from causality are all practical instructions
and the entirety of the early Mind Series may be read as meditation instructions. As
Germano himself often notes, the poetry of these instructions informs the contemplative
experience with the language of naturalness, letting-be, and spontaneity.
IV.

From the Mind Series to the Seminal Essence: The Discovery of Treasures
Before I turned to an exploration of the earliest traces of the Great Perfection in

the Secret Nucleus, we had left the story with the Nyingma struggling to define themselves
and their practices in relation to the New schools’ freshly-translated Indian tantras that
were changing the very culture of Tibet. While the New schools looked south to India, the
Nyingma looked back to the Imperial Period for their distinct sources of authenticity. In
this period of remarkable creativity and discovery, the Nyingma did not simply codify and
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repeat the methods of practice of the past, however. Instead, like the New schools around
them, the Nyingma erupted into a period of prolific writing and activity, bringing forth
new evolutions in the relationship between complex tantric ritual and pristine, effortless
contemplation.
This emerging period of creativity for the Nyingma relied on a unique genre of
Tibetan literature known as terma (gter ma), or treasure.178 Nyingma authors began to write
down, reveal, and teach dynamic new approaches to the Great Perfection which they
claimed were actually present in the eighth century Dynastic period, but had been hidden,
or buried like treasure, awaiting the appropriate time for their revelation. Terma are
composed by authors known as treasure discoverers (gter ton) who claim to either reveal
texts buried in rocks or under the earth, or in visionary states. The idea is often that these
treasure revealers were in their past lives the disciples of previous masters who taught them
certain practices destined for the future. Hidden in the mind-stream, and available only at
the appropriate moment, these treasure revealers suddenly recall the previously hidden
treasure buried in their minds, and write them down. In this sense, treasure is about
timing, context, and contingency. It recognizes that specific methods respond to the
specific needs of a time, place, and people. As Janet Gyatso states, “The content of a
Treasure text is said to have been formulated specifically to benefit the Tibetans at a
particular moment in their history. The Treasure prophecies often describe the wars and
political upheavals of such moments, their traumas somehow to be alleviated by the new
religious practices introduced by the Treasure scripture.”179 Thus, in the new period of the
renaissance, conditions were ripe to evoke and summon-forth the teachings of the past—
teachings to respond to the particular religious needs of the present. Often-eccentric and
young, treasure-revealers emerged on the scene en force. They wrote down whole “cycles” of
texts, including prophetic origin accounts, rituals, rites of protection and secrecy,
philosophical analyses, and specific practices. Through Treasure, practices and ritual
systems arose as a response to specific needs. These practices could be understood as
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doubly pragmatic: first, they are practical methods, narratives, and rituals claiming to lead
to liberation or the reduction of suffering; and, second, the very context in which those
specific practices emerge are particular to the exact requirements of a given time and place.
Visionary Technique and Spontaneous Forms
The particularities of the emerging tantric technologies during the renaissance
hinged upon innovative methods of arousing visionary experience. These new techniques
are perhaps best exemplified in one of the most influential tantras to emerge in Tibet
during the renaissance, the Kālacakra or Wheel of Time.180 In addition to complex
treatments of astrology, embryology and gestation, numerology, apocalyptic history, and
specific visualizations, the Wheel of Time described an as-yet-unheard-of approach to
completion stage (rdzogs rims) practice called the six-limbed yoga.181 The six limbs are 1.
Withdrawal, (pratyāhara); 2. Meditation, (dhyāna); 3. Control of the winds, (prānāyāma); 4.
Retention, (dhārana); 5. Recollection, (anusmrti); and 6. Meditative absorption, (samādhi).
This completion stage practice is intended to allow for a direct, sensory experience of
divine forms. That is, unlike the generation stage practices in which one actively and
intentionally visualizes the form of the deity, here one spontaneously experiences the
divine visions manifesting of their own accord. The idea is that spiritual techniques and
methods of relating with sight facilitate a spontaneous emergence of vision—an idea that in
itself brings us to the meeting point of willful and intentional methods and uncaused
spontaneity. It also brings together theory and practice. In other words, specific techniques
such as bodily postures, gazing at a source of light in a certain way, or even pressing on the
eyeballs, all release or invite visual phenomena. This release of vision is uncontrolled and
spontaneous in some sense; at the same time, it is clearly the effect of certain methods. The
fact that the techniques create certain conditions and must be engaged willfully represents
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the intentional side whereas the uncaused arising of visions represents the spontaneous
side. According to the Wheel of Time commentaries, at first the spontaneous images are
smoky and unclear, but become more complex and stable as the practice evolves. In order
to truly begin the completion stage, the “empty-forms” (gstong gzugs) must show themselves,
rather than be visualized. The imagery must be given rather than created, implying an
interest in the self-arising of experience and reality rather than a volitional creation of
experience. Empty form, “refers to forms first developed in the completion stage that are
devoid of any atomic structures and are not visualized or deliberately projected by the
mind, but exist of their own volition.”182 This raises the question of what kind of agency is
ultimately behind or responsible for giving these spontaneous forms.
Withdrawal, the first of the six completion stage yogas, is particularly relevant for a
body of tantric techniques related to later Great Perfection methods important to
Longchenpa. The practice “withdraws” the energetic bodily winds (rlung, Skt. prana) and
the six sense consciousnesses (seeing, hearing, smelling, tasting, touching, and
conceptualizing) into a focal point between the eyebrows. The understanding at play here is
that the subtle movements of the energetic winds in the body govern the karmic, ordinary
body. If these winds are gathered, then the ordinary functioning of the body will be
quieted.
In order to accomplish this, withdrawal is divided into a dark or night practice and
a light or day practice. First, the night practice: through a sensory deprivation technology of
the dark practice, the body is removed from everyday activities, and placed into a
completely darkened room or cabin; the senses are detached from their sense-objects; the
body is positioned in static postures, held for long periods of time; the gaze is focused in
the midst of the blackness; and the mind is oriented towards ultimate truth. The body is
thus removed from the intersubjective comportment, activity, and sensory-motor
relationship that it normally acts within. This is perhaps a bit like removing a fish from the
water in which it swims and thrives. In the case of the withdrawal techniques, the
practitioner is removed from the daily, intentional (object-directed) sensory experiences
and social relationships; and, it is only when removed in this way that a new realm of
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vision may show itself. In the darkness, the eyes remain open. Thoughts are abandoned
and the practitioner draws the winds into the central channel of the energetic body. The
Vimalaprabhā states:
With mind fixed into space, eyes unclosed,
the vajra path is entered. From emptiness arises smoke
mirage, a clear uncontaminated light in the sky, and
a butter-lamp flame.183
It is in this darkened and withdrawn practice that the empty forms actually begin to
appear. They are said to be “like smoke.” At first, a practitioner may not be sure if they are
seeing something objective or just hallucinating. After some time engaging the gaze and
bodily postures in the complete darkness, the empty forms become more stable.
In the daytime or light techniques, in order to further the stability and experience
of these empty forms, the practitioner applies the same technique, but now looking into
the clear, open sky. “Under the vast expanse of the cloudless sky, where no water or snow is
in the line of vision, where the eyes are not exposed to the wind and to the glare of the
sun, one should meditate.”184 Such new methods of visualization and perceptual training
emerged with force in renaissance Tibet. Among the Great Perfection Treasure teachings
of this period, we can see parallels to the Kālacakra’s withdrawal practice, including the
division into darkness and light, and the emphasis on spontaneously arisen forms.
Visionary Philosophy: Beyond Theory and Practice
By at least the end of the eleventh century, Tibetan philosophers and theorists of
practice were enamored with the new possibilities of visionary experience. Their interest
was not only in regard to ritual and practical concerns, but simultaneously about the
philosophical implications of these practices. Hatchell, following Germano, describes this
as “philosophical Vajrayāna” in which the tantric methods are not understood as merely
ritual or practical applications of philosophical theory, but as the working-out of
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philosophical themes in methods and experiences.185 For Hatchell, “ideas and problems
inherent in visionary yoga spilled over into the philosophical domain.”186 For example, in
the visionary context, the darkness of the dark room techniques, and the open sky of the
daytime practices, both stand for emptiness. Yet this is an emptiness that is not merely void
and stagnant, but a pregnant emptiness capable of giving birth to appearances, indexed to
the arising, smoky, empty-forms and brilliant visions. Thus, the ontological and
epistemological relationship between emptiness and appearance, between ultimate and
conventional truth, was expressed in new practical forms.
These practices were epistemological because the authors who explored the new
visionary techniques were particularly interested in the question of how one may see
ultimate truth, or emptiness. As Hatchell shows in his lucid comparative study of early
Wheel of Time, Great Perfection, and Bön visionary theorists, emptiness may be understood
as entirely inaccessible, ineffable, and beyond the scope of a perceiving consciousness. This
was arguably the emphasis in many Perfection of Wisdom sutras, in certain aspects of
Nagārjuna and Candrakīrti’s writings, and in the famous ninth chapter of Śāntideva’s
Bodicaryāvatāra. At the same time, emptiness may be understood as precisely what is
necessary for a sentient being to encounter in order to awaken—for example, in accounts of
the third of the Five Paths in which the meditator has a direct, non-conceptual glimpse of
emptiness.187 This path is called “the path of seeing,” implying visual or cognitive
experience of the ultimate. Mahāyāna philosophy, logic, and epistemology elaborate upon
these questions of access to emptiness. These debates inform dialectical philosophy such as
the Madhyamaka and Yogācāra, as well as treatises on meditation, perception, and the
path. In the new visionary, Vajrayāna philosophy, these debates emerged in practical forms
and played out in a variety of techniques.
One of the threads in this dissertation entails the relationship between theory and
practice in the Great Perfection. With these reflections on Vajrayāna philosophy in the
renaissance period, we have a clear example of the conjunction of theory and practice in
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tantric methods. It is difficult to tease out what aspects of the new visionary techniques
were practical and which were theoretical. When describing a method such as building and
entering a dark retreat while holding the body in specific postures, we are clearly in a
practical domain. At the same time, these methods are thoroughly theoretical,
contemplative, and philosophical. Darkness is chosen and valued in part for its
philosophical meaning, namely its connection with emptiness. Therefore, concrete
practical techniques such as building and abiding in a dark hut may be thought of as
doctrinal and philosophical. Where the theoretical and the practical fields begin and end is
difficult—and perhaps limiting—to determine.
While Hatchell focuses on overturning the impression that Vajrayāna is only a
practical application of Mahāyāna theory, I am more interested in the question of whether
our categories of practical and theoretical are helpful and relevant within these contexts at
all. As I move on with the pertinent history of the Great Perfection as an evolving theory of
practice, I am continually struggling with the overdetermined binary of theory and
practice.188 My understanding of the Great Perfection, for example in this particular
instance of concrete visionary philosophical practices, denies any simple polarity between
the theoretical and the practical. Three months in a dark cabin engaging specific postures
and visual techniques is certainly a practice, but at the same time it is entirely theoretical
and philosophical. Yet a naïve sense in which the practical and theoretical are the same
equally misses the point. Therefore, I am left wondering if these very categories are
misleading and need to be abandoned in order to understand these examples of religious
practice and understanding.
Seminal Essence: Spontaneous Ontology and Visionary Method
The possibility of ultimate, spontaneously arisen forms in the Wheel of Time was
well matched to the logic of practice that characterized the Mind Series. We have seen that
spontaneity was often a quality associated with the Great Perfection, even in its earliest
period before the Wheel of Time was even known in Tibet. The Wheel of Time understood
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the self-arising empty-forms as visible expressions of emptiness, or ultimate truth. In the
emerging Great Perfection Treasure context, the luminous display of ultimate reality was
interpreted as spontaneous presence. The subdivision of the Great Perfection that
integrated these visionary techniques came to be known as the Quintessential/Seminal
Heart/Essence (snying thig; henceforth: Seminal Essence). The vast majority of the Seminal
Essence teachings—and this particular use of the term snying thig—were probably first
articulated in Treasure texts from the renaissance period, mostly written down during the
eleventh and twelfth centuries, although connected to lineages, texts, and teachers that go
back to the Imperial times. Their authorship was also ascribed to transcendent Buddhas
who are often the authorial voice of the texts themselves, verbalizing the experience of
awakening and composed from their first-person perspective. It was this category of the
Great Perfection that Longchenpa helped to synthesize.
Three Series (sde)
The most significant Seminal Essence Treasures were collected into a coherent and
linked textual grouping called the Seventeen Tantras. These teachings are, in turn, known as
a subdivision of Instructions Series (man ngag sde).189 The Nyingma organize the Great
Perfection into Three Series: the Mind Series, the Space Series, and the Instructions Series.
As we have seen, in its earlier eighth through eleventh century form as the Mind Series, the
Great Perfection emphasized the absence of causal techniques, complex ritual, and
developmental striving. Another stratum of texts and methods came to be known as the
second, Space Series (klong sde), as its texts often emphasize the metaphor of vast space.
While this second “series” was influential enough to warrant its categorization as a distinct
grouping, the Space Series was eventually adopted into and absorbed by the overwhelming
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popularity of the third, the Instructions Series.190 Modern historians tend to see the Three
Series as roughly chronological developments and textual groupings in which the Mind
Series arose first, the Space second, and soon thereafter, the third, Instructions Series.
But the Three Series—Mind, Space, and Instructions—also became the primary way
in which the Nyingma organized the various distinct approaches to practice contained
within the Great Perfection, with the Seminal Essence understood not as an historical
development, but as the highest expression taught from the very beginning. The Nyingma
view the Seminal Essence as the teachings brought to Tibet in the eighth century by
Vimalamitra who transmitted them to a Tibetan named Nyang Tingzin Zangpo (myang ting
‘dzin bzang po). He then hid these teachings and they were only to be re-discovered as
Treasure in the eleventh century and codified into the Seventeen Tantras.
From the perspective of modern historiography, as the new visionary techniques
grew in prominence through the emerging New schools, the Great Perfection tradition
evolved to incorporate these new visionary methods in the Instructions Series, here
synonymous with the Seminal Heart. It is this form of the Great Perfection that became
dominant, in part because of Longchenpa’s writings. The rise of the Instructions Series as
the classical expression of the Great Perfection epitomizes the modification of tantric
visionary technique within the practical aesthetic of effortless ease and spontaneity, as
Germano showed.191 In other words, the Great Perfection of the early Mind Series was a
simple, pristine teaching that emphasized effortless practice free from all complex tantric
techniques. However, through the process described above, the new visionary methods
were eventually incorporated into the Great Perfection. Germano describes this as a twohundred-year process by which the pristine transformed into complex tantric elements,
rituals, and symbols. In this way, effortless and spontaneous styles of practice absorbed and
incorporated complex visionary techniques, transforming them in the process.
We could also say that the transformation from the Mind and Space to the
Instructions Series represents a growing accommodation of techniques by the practical
aesthetic or style of spontaneity and effortlessness. Rather than describe a transformation
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from pristine simplicity to complexity, we could regard this as a process of greater
inclusivity of complex techniques. The effortless style then accommodates the new
visionary techniques with a comportment free of causality and striving. From the
perspective of the historical unfolding of approaches to practice, the new texts and
meditation instructions in the Instructions Series emerged with practices simultaneously
effortless and actively visionary. The Instructions Series approach to practice is both
completely attuned to the Mind Series emphasis on rest and non-action, but now
embracing aspects of the complex tantric techniques originally rejected.192 Further, the new
techniques were transformed in the process so that they fully expressed the effortless
aesthetic of practice of the early Great Perfection.
From the earliest records of the Great Perfection in the Mind Series through the
fourteenth century, we can read the trace of effortless non-activity as it persists through
concepts of action and a range of effortful techniques. The trace at times seems to
disappear altogether, and at times seems to re-emerge as it redefines and transforms the
religious methods that it encounters. We can, therefore, suggest that a very early aesthetic
of utter relaxation is able to maintain itself even within conditions in which action,
causality, and teleology are dominant—like an effortless meme or a genetic code.
In this process, the Seminal Essence developed an account of the ground of reality,
the emergence of phenomena, an account of confusion, and a map of the human body.
This allowed the Seminal Essence to claim that practitioners are able to release the innate
wisdom inherent in one’s nature and one’s flesh. In the Seminal Essence, the wisdom and
brilliance of reality is said to abide in the heart, in the ordinary human body. The effortless
approaches to practice allow this innate luminosity to shine-forth from the heart, through
subtle channels in the body, and erupt in vision from the eyes. These Seminal Essence
visions are spontaneous and not the result of volitional generation. Such descriptions were
clearly faithful to the style of the early Mind Series, which conceived of the nature of mind
as innately pure, knowing, spontaneous, and luminous. Now this understanding was
elaborated as visionary methods including dark and light practices similar to those found
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in the Wheel of Time, yet emphasizing the spontaneous and embodied release of vision with
singularly Great Perfection terms and practical aesthetics.
A primary point I will try to show later in the dissertation regarding the Seminal
Essence is the coalescence of ontology and practice. In so doing, it is important to call
attention to their historical simultaneity. That is, in my account of the history of the Great
Perfection thus far, it is difficult if not impossible to locate either a theoretical perspective
or practical experience as the anterior cause of the other. We have seen the intertwining
and unfolding of practical-philosophical aesthetics across time, as it has been modified and
transformed along the way, and as certain aspects have remained continuous. Even though
we see an intellectual development of theories of mind and its various grounds (gzhi), there
is no primary doctrinal position that gives rise to or is secondarily applied as a set of
practices. Nor is there reason to argue that a specific practice was the condition for a
certain philosophy.
Spontaneous Practices in Seminal Essence: Cutting Through and Leaping Over
The Seminal Essence and Instructions Series emphasize a set of preliminary
practices followed by two spontaneous practices that claim to allow for an immediate
immersion in freedom.193 These practices are ways to train in spontaneity, which is a
paradoxical claim. The methods are divided into two types: Cutting Through (khregs chöd)
and Leaping Over (thod rgal).
The first involves settling in unfabricated awareness, guided by poetic instructions
to rest naturally (cog gzhag). This practice is exemplified here in Longchenpa’s metered
verses in The Way of Abiding:
Like an easygoing person who has nothing more to do, body and mind rest in
whatever way is comfortable, without tension or looseness. Awareness is an
expansive openness, like the clear sky, abiding within the realm of the basic space of
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phenomena, not uniting with and then separating from it. In the skylike realization
of the nature of phenomena, empty yet lucid, there is unfettered awareness—
uninterrupted and expansive openness—unbound by reification, transcending all
thought and recollection.194
The Tibetan, chöd, means to cut; khregs can mean solidity, stubbornness, and obstruction,
or is sometimes interpreted as “direct.”195 The tradition imagines a way of relaxing that
immediately “breaks through all resistance” and allows for an expansive openness that
simultaneously recognizes the nature of awareness and phenomena. This is the practice of
non-practice par excellence, attempting to be free of all volition and striving. Yet it is not
merely a kind of complete not-doing, for the claim is that this openness reveals a different
mode of knowing, inherent in ordinary awareness but usually inaccessible due to the habits
of intentionality, reification, and discriminative perception. From this perspective, our
habitual ways of knowing inhibit the more natural awareness, while effortlessness discloses
this awareness. Conjoining relaxation with an experience of gnosis, the exhortations to
release all striving are exactly an instruction for a way of knowing—knowing the nature of
mind and phenomena.196 Cutting Through is consistently indexed to the empty and
originally pure nature of the ground of being, thereby coalescing the practice with an
ontology.197
The second practice, Leaping Over is definitive for the Seminal Essence tradition of
the Great Perfection;198 rgal means to “leap over” and thod is a peak or crest. Thod rgal is the
common translation of the Sanskrit avaskanda and viśkanda which mean a leap, as in the
sense of skipping over something.199 However, in the Great Perfection the term is probably
not a simple translation of a Sanskrit term, but rather is given a singular meaning. Here
Leaping Over refers precisely to those visionary practices that we see emerge in full force
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just before Longchenpa’s time. They claim to provide immediate access to the luminous
nature of awareness, abiding in the subtle body. The method incorporates a yogic psychosomatic conception of the body. Through adopting simple but specific postures and gazes,
and immersion in either total darkness or by gazing into the bright and unobstructed sky,
or other light-sources, the practitioner is supposed to be able to release an inner brilliance
that effulges spontaneously through the eyes. This esoteric visionary method unfolds
gradually-but-spontaneously as a series of visions, though the process is usually activated by
the non-gradual effortlessness of Cutting Through. Leaping Over is considered inseparable
from luminous spontaneous presence, which is a description of the presencing (or arising,
snang) of phenomena, again coalescing a practice with an ontological perspective.
Cutting Through and Leaping Over are said to work together as a pair, usually in
that sequence, though at times the order can be reversed.200 The method, in brief, is to
utterly relax all intentional effort through the Cutting Through practice of complete rest.
In the space of this breakthrough to openness, the practitioner adopts simple postures and
gazes thereby catalyzing the Leaping Over visionary process. With the coupling of these two
methods, original purity (emptiness) and dynamic spontaneity (luminosity) coalesce as both
practical and ontological ways of being.
V.

History of the Seminal Essence Through the Fourteenth Century
While the Seminal Essence invited into its corpus of literature and practices the

complexity of visionary techniques, deity yoga, funerary rites, and subtle body methods, at
least some of its authors attempted to do so in a style resonant with the early Mind Series.
Nonetheless, there were Great Perfection teachers who did not appreciate these new
techniques and rituals and began to produce literature that sustained more of the
“pristine” qualities of the earlier Mind Series literature as a reaction to the Instructions
Series. One such approach arose in the twelfth century and came to call itself the Crown
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Pith (spyi ti) tradition. The central texts of this system were also composed as Treasures,
apparently predominantly by Nyang ral Nyima Özer (nyang ral nyi ma ‘od ser, 1124/36 1192/1204), a key figure in the propagation of the connection between the Great
Perfection and Padmasambhava. The Crown Pith’s poetic and philosophical texts criticize
a tradition they call “Transcendent Pith Great Perfection” (A ti rdzogs chen). This Ati
Dzogchen tradition plays the role of foil and counterpart to the Crown Pith; Ati Dzogchen
therefore seems to stand for the emerging dominance of the Seminal Essence itself, which
is now problematized.
There are issues of doctrinal and meditation technique at play in the Crown Pith
critique of Ati Dzogchen. The primary issues have to do with the balance between the twin
pairs: emptiness-effortlessness and appearance-causality. Emptiness is connected with
effortlessness whereas the appearance of forms is connected with conceptuality and effort.
According to Germano, in these texts, Transcendent Pith Great Perfection is understood
to use intentional and volitional effort, and overemphasizes appearing manifestations and
conceptuality.201 On the other hand, Nyang ral describes the Crown Pith as utterly free
from overemphasizing either appearance or emptiness, but rather fully integrates emptiness
and appearance, primordial purity and spontaneity. Thus, he locates the Seminal Essence
Great Perfection as a lower school, inferior to the Crown Pith. For this reason, Germano
sees this approach as something of a conservative backlash against the Seminal Essence
incorporation of tantric techniques back into the Great Perfection. “In other words, the
Crown Pith seems to represent an attempt to reassert the primacy of the pristine Great
Perfection.”202
In this and other ways, competing traditions of practice in dialogue and debate
with each other continued to unfold the dialectic and transformations of various Great
Perfection practical aesthetics, with some perceived as over-exaggerating ontological and
practical extremes, such as appearances or effort. Nonetheless, the Seminal Essence came
to almost completely dominate the Great Perfection and the Crown Pith did not continue
as an influential system. By the beginning of the fourteenth century when Longchenpa
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enters into the story, the Great Perfection included a complex array of methods,
metapraxical perspectives, rituals, resistance to rituals, ontologies, cosmologies, and
competing aesthetics. It was far from a single and unified system, and hundreds of Treasures
evoked multiple lineages and multiple practical aesthetics.
New Lineages, New Politics in a Time of Consolidation
Meanwhile, the New schools’ own efforts in translation and the establishment of
their unique lineages expanded throughout Tibet. By the twelfth century, India was no
longer the same reference point for authentic Buddhist teachings, as many of the great
monastic universities such as Nālanda collapsed under new military, economic, and
religious pressures in northern India, and other significant cultural and social changes
south of Tibet. Increasingly, Tibet became one of the most powerful sources of Buddhist
teachings. The New and Ancient lineages thus became increasingly focused on stabilizing
and codifying their own bodies of teachings and institutions.
Along with the new religious lineages, new political pedigrees emerged in the
Tibetan plateau. Utilizing the tropes and imagery of religious kings (dharmarāja) and
“supreme overlords” (rajādhirāja) referenced throughout tantric literature and rituals of
empowerment, new forms of religio-political power emerged across the land.203 Following
the collapse of the old empire, the New schools and their connection with various family
clans established fiefdoms often centered around monasteries. Thus, the late tantric
worldview imported from India from the renaissance on restructured Tibetan culture,
binding clans and religious lineages into new political forces. The Sakya school, presided
over by the Khön clan, emerged in South central Tibet as one of the most powerful new
political institutions.
Yet the slow development of local religio-political constituencies within Tibet paled
in comparison to a growing military power surrounding Tibet. The Mongol empire had
arisen with tremendous force, conquering land all around Tibet, and finally in 1239-40,
the armies of Genghis Khan’s son, Goden Khan, invaded Tibet. The Khan was interested
in Buddhism and the means by which its rituals and power could enhance his court.
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Seeking the most well respected teacher, Goden Khan eventually invited the leader of the
Sakya, the scholastic Kunga Gyaltsen (Sa skya Pandita Kun dg’a rgyal mtshan, 1182-1251),
better known as Sakya Pandita. Sakya Pandita epitomized what Davidson has called the
neo-conservative, scholastic approach to Buddhism. In this way, a mutual relationship
between the seemingly invincible Mongol empire and the Sakya school emerged as the
most dominant force in Tibet. By 1264, Goden empowered the Sakya, Pakpa Lodrö
Gyaltsen ('phags pa blo gros rgyal mtshan), 1235-1280), as the ostensible ruler of Tibet. Pakpa
was Sakya Pandita’s nephew and had grown up in the Mongolian court of Kubilai Khan.
Pakpa was thus a logical choice of leader, joining religious and political authority as well as
familiarity with the Mongolians.
The relationship between the Mongol leaders and the Sakya exemplified the
important relationship between patron and spiritual teacher that came to prominence
during this period and remained the operative political-economic-religious relationship
throughout much of Tibetan history. A similar relationship emerged between the powerful
Drigung Kagyu lineage and the Il-khans of Persia, a Mongolian power in competition with
Goden Khan and his descendants.204 The Drigung conquered land in Western Tibet and
arose as opponents to Sakya rule. Pakpa did his best to negotiate with the Drigung, even
calling for an interreligious conference in central Tibet in 1276. Yet even after a short
period of peace following this conference, violence and tension between the Drigung and
the Sakya heightened. After the death of Pakpa, the Persian Khans associated with the
Drigung burned down a Sakya monastery killing the abbot; Tibet erupted into warfare. The
war was only to be finally silenced in 1290 when Kubilai Khan sent in a massive army to
definitively claim Tibet under Sakya control.
The Drigung, who were connected with the Tibetan clan named the Pagmodru, lost
control of Western Tibet and returned disgraced to a tiny territory in Southern Tibet. In
the 1330s, however, an intelligent and strategic governor of the Pagmodru clan, named
Changchup Gyaltsen (1302-1364), emerged as a threat to the Sakya. The Mongolian
representative in Tibet was dispatched to try to control the young leader. The Sakyas
supported the Mongolian representative who, in turn, used a series of deceits and enforced
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unwarranted imprisonments and threats of torture; yet, Gyaltsen was undeterred. Now
angered by the deceits and abuses, he launched a war against the Sakya; and, despite the
odds and the reinforcement by Sakya-Mongolian troops, Gyaltsen and the Pagmodru clan
emerged victorious after bloody battles and the virtual destruction of central Tibet. In
1354, a conference declared the Pagmodru the new leaders of Tibet and the Sakya-Mongol
rule came to an end. Under Gyaltsen’s diplomacy, the Pagmodru established a reign based
on references to and customs from the old Imperial court. A new period of Tibetan selfrule and religious consolidation began.
Born in Central Tibet in 1308, Longchenpa grew up in the period of tensions and
warfare between the Pagmodru and the Sakya.205 This was also a time of religious and
lineage consolidation. The early fourteenth century saw the establishment of the most
important canons of religious literature. The Tibetan scholar, Buton (Bu ston rin chen grub,
1290-1364), oversaw the compilation and cataloguing of the Buddha’s word—or, Kangyur
(bka' 'gyur)—and the treatises and commentaries—or, Tengyur (bstan 'gyur)—between 1347 and
1351. In the process, however, many important Nyingma tantras and Great Perfection
Treasures were not accepted as authentic Buddhist teachings. For example, the Secret Nucleus
was not included in the canon, even though Sakya Pandita himself had seen a Sanskrit
original of the tantra.206 In this and other ways, Longchenpa lived during a time of
contestation regarding the process of organizing and consolidating the various Buddhist
texts and practices that had emerged, especially since the new translation period in the
tenth century.
Some of the greatest scholars and philosophical innovators in the history of Tibet
also lived during roughly this time: for example, Dölpopa Sherab Gyaltsen (1292-1361)
who established the influential and contested “Other Emptiness” philosophy and
Tsongkhapa (1357-1491) whose philosophical genius and precision led to the founding of
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the Gelugpa school. This was an age in which the complexity of views and methods
required systematization and was, therefore, ripe for brilliant thinkers to create overarching
hermeneutic and organizing systems. Nyingma philosophy and the Great Perfection
traditions of the Three Series, the Seminal Essence, the Crown Pith, and a complex range
of ritual and Treasure literature remained largely unsystematized and invisible to the
scholastic-oriented and often-conservative New school compilers such as Butön. It was in
this fourteenth century context that Longchenpa’s own contributions should be
understood.
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Chapter 3: Longchenpa’s Life and Works
I.

Longchenpa’s Biography
In this review of Longchenpa’s life I rely on biographies from close disciples as well

as hagiographies to construct a simple chronological overview of significant events and
periods of writing; I am not adding anything new to what scholars already know. 207 Born in
1308, Longchenpa’s maternal lineage traced itself back to one of the primary students of
the influential teacher Atiśa Dīpaṃkara Śrījñāna. His father was a non-monastic, tantric
practitioner from a Nyingma family lineage called Rog, claiming as its ancestor one of the
original seven monks ordained by Śāntarakṣita. According to hagiographies, Longchenpa
showed signs of tremendous intelligence as a young boy and began his studies at age five.
His father initiated him into Nyingma tantras—likely Mahāyoga and Anuyoga—as well as
Treasure teachings. Following the death of his mother—when he was just nine years old—
and then his father—when Longchen was age eleven, he sought to ordain by entering
monastic training and study.
At twelve, Longchenpa received his monastic vows in Samye Monastery and
commenced its ecumenical system of scholarship and ritual training. His ordination name
was Ethical Intellect (Tshul khrims blo gros). At this time, some of the greatest masters in
Tibet visited Samye to offer teachings from a range of different traditions, including the
Third Karmapa, Rangjung Dorje (Rang 'byung rdo rje) (1284-1339) who, while being the
primary teacher of the Karma Kagyu lineage, exhibited a particular interest in the Great
Perfection and Treasure cycles. We also know that the Sakya scholar, Lama Dampa Sonam
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Gyaltsen (bLa ma dam pa bsod nams rgyal mtshan) (1312-1375) taught Longchenpa during
this period.208 When he turned sixteen he formally began tantric initiation and study.
Samye’s multiple lineages interacted to create a rich spiritual environment and Longchenpa
would have been exposed to Nyingma teachings as well as The Wheel of Time, the Sakya
tantric system of Path and Fruit and the Kagyu “Six Dharmas” yogic practice.
At the age of eighteen Longchenpa enrolled in the greatest university of the day,
Sangpu (gSang-phu Ne'u-thog), located about 15 kilometers southwest of Lhasa in central
Tibet. Founded by Kadam teachers in 1073 upon the model of an Indian scholastic
institution, Sangpu offered rigorous training in logic, epistemology, poetics, and the
dialectical philosophical systems.209 When Longchenpa later penned his detailed scholastic
interpretations and doxographies, both the confidence of his positions and the clarity of
his prose stem from this period of sophisticated scholastic formation and debate. In those
cases where Longchenpa’s rhetorical positions and aesthetic tend toward a criticism of elite
intellectualism, this is not due to resistance to scholarship or lack of erudition, but rather,
to a result of his substantial intellectual development within a major center of study and
debate.
Longchenpa’s mastery of poetics, metered composition, metaphor, and belles lettres
are also products of this period of intellectual formulation.210 His poetry makes it apparent
that Longchenpa studied Indian poetic science based upon Daṇḍin's Kāvyādarśa (sNyan ngag
me long). While most previous Tibetan authors had composed commentaries on Daṇḍin,
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according to Guenther, Longchenpa was one of the first Tibetans to apply his rules in
unique compositions penned in Tibetan.211
Biographers note that at least some periods of his studies in Sangpu were difficult,
in large part because of struggles with his colleagues from Eastern Tibet. Evidently regional
and clan cliques forced Longchenpa into an outsider position, only exacerbated by his
precocious intellect. Thus, after a few years, he decided to drop out of Sangpu in 1334, in
search of a personal teacher. In a well-known story, tradition recounts how Longchenpa
composed a poem criticizing the aggressive behavior of the Easterners, a poem in which
each of the thirty lines begins with a consecutive letter of the Tibetan alphabet.212 This in
itself is an ostentatious show of learning. He is said to have posted the poem in a highly
visible location and walked into the mountains.
The break from Sangpu also represented a turn away from scholastic education and
institutional prominence to a more radical, solitary, and materially difficult lifestyle of
wandering the countryside, meditating in caves with little to eat—a form of life that was of
course also valued in the life stories and ideals of his religious world. While in the
mountains of central Tibet, Longchenpa eventually made his way to the encampment of a
Great Perfection guru named Kumārādza (rig 'dzin ku ma ra dza) Shönnu Gyalpo (gzhon nu
rgyal po) (1266-1343). Kumārādza had been a tantric yogi and artist known for his painting.
His biographies mention that he worked to prevent fishing and trapping of animals. 213
Significantly, the history of Tibet called the Blue Annals states that Kumārādza taught the
Great Perfection “with the help of terminology peculiar to that system,” perhaps rather
than in the context of the developmental tantric systems or in reference to causal scholastic
philosophy.214 This could imply that Longchenpa’s most important teacher of the Seminal
Essence viewed it as a system complete unto itself, rather than as the end-result of training
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in other methods. If this interpretation is correct, it means that part of Longchenpa’s most
formative training under Kumārādza may have viewed the Seminal Essence—and its
spontaneous approach—as at least in part a sufficient soteriological method. The encounter
with this Great Perfection master reoriented Longchenpa’s life towards the Great
Perfection and eventually the Seminal Essence, in particular.
According to the account in Dudjom Rinpoche’s history of the Nyingma, before
meeting Kumārādza, Longchenpa undertook a five-month retreat in complete darkness.215
As reviewed above, such a practice could have been informed by The Wheel of Time, or
perhaps a Seminal Essence Treasure instruction, although it is unclear which system
Longchenpa relied upon. Within this immersive retreat, Longchenpa is said to have
received profound visionary experiences, in particular witnessing before him a young
maiden on horseback who offered him blessing and protection, according to Dudjom, and
a direct encounter with Padmasambhava and Yeshe Tsogyel, according to other
hagiographies.216
With a background of scholastic learning and at least some yogic and visionary
experience, Longchenpa arrived in Kumārādza’s encampment in the mountains above
Samye. When Kumārādza saw Longchenpa, he is said to have recounted a dream from the
previous night in which a bird carried dharma books in all directions, and foresaw that this
young man would become his principle disciple.
Steep valleys and wide vistas, access to the open sky, and the vast horizons so
prominent in Longchenpa’s poetry from this period surrounded the gathering of disciples.
The scene in the encampment itself included about seventy rickety cloth tents and
handmade shelters, for Kumārādza kept his community always moving and wandering from
place to place, seeking to break free from any attachments to shelter, comforts, or
institutions. It is said that during the spring and summer of that one year alone, the
encampment moved nine times.217
Because it seemed as if they had to move just as they made camp, Longchenpa
could obtain neither food, nor clothing. With the change of seasons he was
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completely worn down by the bitter cold and the icy terrain; and he survived for
two months on nothing but three measures of flour and twenty-one mercury pills.
Then, when the snow fell he lived inside a sack garment which served both as a
robe, and as a bed.218
As Hillis notes, “This quasi-nomadic lifestyle is quite consonant with tropes and metaphors
commonly found in Great Perfection literature valorizing space, the absence of boundaries,
natural freedom, simplicity, spontaneity, and so forth. Hence, this training with his teacher
Kumārādza may be understood as a period during which these images became vivid
experiences connected to specific behaviors and lifestyles for Longchenpa.”219
Significantly, one of Longchenpa’s fellow practitioners in the encampment
returned from travels with a text entitled The Seminal Essence of the Sky Dancer (Khandro
Nyingthig, Mkha’ ‘gro snying thig). An uneducated teenage Treasure discoverer named Pema
Ledrelsel (Padma las 'brel rtsal) (1291-1315) had only recently discovered the text in the
midst of spontaneous visions guiding him to uncover the location of the teachings. The
boy attributed the authorship of this extensive Seminal Essence teaching to the early tantric
master Padmasambhava, who imparted the text to King Trisong Deutsen and his daughter,
the princess. Further, Pema Ledrelsel understood that he himself was the rebirth of this
very princess, destined to recall the teachings from the past. Killed by the husband of one
of his numerous lovers, this eccentric treasure-discoverer died at a young age, likely just
before Longchenpa’s birth. Though understood as Nyingma, the Khandro Nyingthig,
represented inspired new instructions and Great Perfection reflections that further guided
Longchenpa into his deepening connection with the Seminal Essence approach.
After about two years of wandering, meditation, empowerment, and continual
training together, Kumārādza invited Longchenpa to begin teaching and composition. It
seems that Longchenpa was particularly inspired to offer transmissions from The Seminal
Essence of the Sky Dancer, and he gathered eight of his own closest disciples to enter into this
esoteric material in a retreat in Chimpu, above Samye in the valley below.
During the next period of his life, Longchenpa composed extensive teachings
emerging from contemplation and visionary experiences, including discovering Treasures
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of his own. Biographies state that female divine presences, known as “sky-dancers” or
dākinīs, came to him with both encouragement and challenges. Through his visionary
experiences, Longchenpa entered into a phase of prolific writing, systematizing and
explaining the Great Perfection—at times in reference to the scholastic, ethical, and tantric
traditions of India and Tibet, and at other times scripting contemplative instructions,
practice manuals, texts, and rituals to elaborate upon the Seminal Essence and the three
Series of Mind, Space, and Instructions. This prolific work remains the primary and most
influential description and codification of the Seminal Essence, and perhaps of Nyingma
tantric thought in general. His combination of intellect, scholarly training, poetic mastery,
and profound contemplative experience conjoined in one of the most brilliant
contributions to Tibet’s literature.
Eventually, Longchenpa settled into his own more-established encampment and
retreat area on the top of a high ridge in proximity to Samye called White Skull Mountain
(gangs ri thod kar). While there, the range of visionary experiences increased and intensified
and he simultaneously received and taught his own Treasure instructions, immediately
gathering into experience the methods thus revealed. His fame grew.
Though the exact reasons are not explicit, Longchenpa came to be embroiled in the
political feuding between the Drigung and Changchup Gyaltsen, discussed in the previous
chapter. Sometime near 1350, the myriarch of the Drigung invited Longchenpa to be one
of his primary teachers and to restore a temple important in the history of the Seminal
Essence. This was the Zha’i lha kang founded by Nyang Tingdzin Zangpo (Myang ting 'dzin
bzang po) (eighth and ninth centuries) and in which the Vima Nyingthig was supposedly
discovered in the tenth century. This evidently gave the impression that the two important
figures were perhaps plotting together; Changchup Gyaltsen forced Longchenpa into exile
in what is present-day Bhutan, perhaps fleeing for his life around 1350. While an
expatriate for a period of roughly seven years, Longchenpa composed some of his most
significant writings, including a catalogue of his own works.220 It is possible that
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Longchenpa composed the entirety or sections of two of the texts most important for this
dissertation while in Bhutan: the Treasury of the Basic Space of Phenomena and the Treasury of
the Way of Abiding.221 Oral tradition in Bhutan states that Longchenpa settled in and taught
the Great Perfection in eight different areas or “glings,” the most famous of which was thar
pa gling.222 He also restored a number of monasteries, taught widely, was a regular presence
at the Bhutanese royal court, and fathered at least two children: a daughter in 1351 and a
son in 1356, according to Bhutanese oral tradition.223 After various efforts from his
students and followers, Longchenpa returned to Tibet in around 1360 and was reconciled
with Changchup Gyaltsen, evidently establishing an amicable relationship. Returning to
White Skull Mountain, Longchenpa entered into the final years of his life, composing his
last teachings and instructions. He became severely ill in 1363 and died in 1364 at the age
of 56.
II.

Longchenpa’s Body of Writings
Following Dudjom Rinpoche, Longchenpa’s primary works may be organized into

five groupings:224 1. The Trilogy of Dispelling Darkness, (Mun sel skor gsum); 2. Trilogy on Resting
at Ease (Ngal gso skor gsum); 3. Trilogy on Natural Freedom (Rang grol skor gsum); 4. The Fourfold
Seminal Essence (Snying thig Ya bzhi);225 5. The Seven Treasuries (Mdzod bdun).226 While the fifth
grouping of The Seven Treasuries is most relevant to this dissertation, I present an overview
of Longchenpa’s corpus through the lens of the dichotomy between spontaneous and
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gradual methods in each of the text groupings. This will provide context for my reading of
the Treasure of the Basic Space of Phenomena and the Treasure of the Way of Abiding. My
reading of Longchenpa’s major works is that it is in these final two poetic texts that
Longchenpa articulated his most boldly spontaneous approach, despite the obvious
presence of a gradual model in many of his other works.
I see three broad registers in Longchenpa’s writings. These are not necessarily
chronological. The first register corresponds to texts that assume a causal perspective
rooted in theory. In brief, these are texts that explicate classical Buddhist philosophy as
well as gradual path literature, for example the Yid bzhin mdzod, Grub mtha’ mdzod, and the
Sem nyid rngal gso. This first register also includes ethical exhortations that assume the
causal-vehicle’s perspective of self-cultivation. The second register corresponds to texts that
assume a causal perspective rooted in practices and rituals. This register generally refers to
tantric texts, as well as Seminal Essence texts such as the Zab mo yang thig and
commentaries on the Seventeen Tantras as well as the Precious Treasury of the Supreme Vehicle
(Theg mchog rin po che’i mdzod) and the Precious Treasury of Words and Meanings (Tshig don rin
po che’i mdzod). Here Longchenpa emphasizes the esoteric body, specific rituals and
methods from the perspective of tantric technique and visionary experience. Often the
causality is fruition-based. The cosmogonic unfolding of the ground (gzhi) is also definitive
for this register. Finally, in the third register, we have poetic texts, in particular The Precious
Treasury of the Basic Space of Phenomena and The Precious Treasury of the Way of Abiding that
attempt to write from the perspective of neither theories of being nor specific techniques
or rituals, but from the way of abiding (gnas lugs) itself. This entails moving back and forth
between view statements and contemplative instructions within both the structure of the
texts and within single verses. Overcome by his experience of the spontaneous way of
abiding, these texts stand out as Longchenpa articulates a world in which actions, methods,
and ontology are also spontaneous and simultaneous. My use of these registers is general
and full of exceptions. For example, there are many moments of third-register instructions
in the Precious Treasury of Philosophical Positions even though its overall orientation is
gradual. Therefore, I will classify many texts as included in more than one register.
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Overview of the Textual Groupings
1. The Trilogy of Dispelling Darkness, (Mun sel skor gsum), is Longchenpa’s
commentary on the Secret Nucleus (Guhyagarbha) tantra of Great Yoga. It interprets this
fundamental Nyingma tantra from the perspective of the spontaneous visionary effulgence
of the Seminal Essence. Arguillère dates the composition of the text at 1352-1353, most
certainly while in exile in Bhutan, although the colophon could also be interpreted to date
the text to twelve-years earlier, in 1340.227 The primary text in this trilogy is the Phyogs bcu
mun sel, Dispelling the Darkness in the Ten Directions.228 Its commentary on the thirteenth
chapter is a resource for issues of practice and the creative reinterpretation of tantric
technique according to the Great Perfection aesthetic and the Seminal Essence visionary
methods. For example, Longchenpa critiques the function of forced generation stage
visualization of deities, and instead advises a more spontaneous arising of vision. In this
interpretation, he was influenced by a hermeneutic lineage traced back to the masterful
early Nyingma scholar and translator Rong Zom (Rong zom chos kyi bzang po, 1012-1088).
Yet unlike the much-earlier Rong Zom who wrote during the time of the prominence of
the Mind Series, it was the Seminal Essence that clearly inspired Longchenpa’s
hermeneutic approach to the Secret Nucleus. In his overview remarks on the “radiant light
stage” of the thirteenth chapter, Longchenpa described his unique interpretation: “The
primary message of this chapter applies to the dimension of luminosity; therefore, it is
exceedingly profound and vast.”229 Dispelling the Darkness in the Ten Directions emphasizes
the primordial presence of the deities and pure realms within the practitioner and the nonconceptual qualities of contemplation, facilitating a spontaneous emergence of luminosity.
Longchenpa also linked the various signs of yogic experience with the Four Visions of the
Seminal Essence. In this way, the thirteenth chapter in particular includes a spontaneous
227
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interpretation of fruitional tantric techniques. I therefore see this text as containing
elements of register two, with its emphasis on tantric technique, but also hints of register
three when Longchenpa describes the way visionary tantric methods may also be
spontaneous.
2. The Trilogy on Resting at Ease (Ngal gso skor gsum) is best described as a
“Paths and Stages” (lam rim) approach to the spiritual journey, moving from causal, gradual
methods, through tantric techniques, to eventually arrive at the Great Perfection. Herbert
Guenther translated the lyrical, metered verses of the root text in three volumes.230 This
Trilogy, perhaps more than any other work represents Longchenpa’s integrative and
accommodating perspective in which the Great Perfection is the culmination of the eight
vehicles, rather than assuming the position of a radically distinct approach. The audience is
therefore those who are situated within or familiar with causal or tantric systems and the
work successfully integrated the Nyingma approach within the developmental orthodoxy of
the day.
Coherently planned and structured, the entire Trilogy is an integrated whole. There
are three main books within the Trilogy: The Resting at Ease of the Nature of Mind (Sems nyid
ngal gso), The Resting at Ease of Meditation (Bsam gtan ngal gso) and The Resting at Ease of
Illusion (Sgyu ma ngal gso). Each book comprises root verses, an extensive commentary, an
outline, and an instruction manual of spiritual exercises (don khrid). Longchenpa entitled
each of the three commentaries “chariot” and each of the outlines as “rosaries.” The
complete Trilogy numbers fourteen texts including a general overview of the entire project
and an outline or inventory (dkar chag).
The first and lengthiest book maps the path to liberation from the conventional
“four contemplations that turn the mind to the dharma,” through Mahāyāna trainings in
ethics and the contemplative arousing of loving-kindness, empathy, and compassion, to the
classical tantric stages of generation and completion and the fruit of buddhahood. In the
twelfth and thirteenth chapters, Longchenpa moves into a more direct explication of the
Great Perfection meditation and its result, although principally from a developmental
perspective. Chapter ten is the ground, chapter eleven and twelve are the path, and chapter
230
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thirteen is the fruition. The second book The Resting at Ease of Meditation contains three
chapters, the first of which describes the proper locations and places for meditation, the
second, the qualities of the meditator, and the third chapter, what is to be cultivated in
awareness. The third book The Resting at Ease of Illusion is a beautiful poetic journey
through eight metaphors for the evanescent and dream-like quality of reality, elaborating
upon classical images for impermanence and emptiness in the sutras. The eight chapters
describe the eight metaphors (in Guenther’s translation): dreaming, enchantment,
wonderment, illusion, mirage, the reflection of the moon in the water, echo, cloud-land,
and phantoms.231
While each of the volumes refers to the Great Perfection, the overall emphasis is on
gradual, causal teachings that would have been familiar to any literate Tibetan Buddhist
audience. Thus, it is likely that this Trilogy helped Longchenpa to articulate for himself and
others how the radical nature of the Great Perfection could work in harmony with the
gradual stages of training in non-Great Perfection scholastic and tantric teachings. This
could have served to defend and explicate the Great Perfection to those from different
lineages, perhaps clarifying its value in the broader Tibetan context of canonization and
systematization. Germano suggests that, “If we trust the colophonic information and date
these works to his early thirties, perhaps their composition served to ‘clear his mind’ in a
type of literary/intellectual preparation prior to his wholehearted absorption into the
difficult attempt of scholastically synthetizing and interpreting the profundities of the
Great Perfection itself.”232 However, both Arguillère and Wangchuk have noted that later
Great Perfection-oriented works such as the Treasury of Philosophical Positions (Grub mtha’
mdzod) and The Wish- Fulfilling Treasury (Yid bzhin mdzod) refer to the large commentary of
the first book of the Trilogy, The Great Chariot (Shing rta chen po). Furthermore, it is clear
that the two Treasuries just named were composed after the massive tour de force through the
Seminal Essence, the Treasury of the Supreme Vehicle (Theg mcog mdzod). This shows that
Longchenpa composed the Trilogy on Resting at Ease in the midst of his articulation and
systematization of the fundamentals of the Great Perfection teachings, indeed after one of
231
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the most significant stages in this project, not as a clearing before writing more focused
Great Perfection works. Nonetheless, Germano’s overall point remains, which is that the
Trilogy on Resting at Ease is not a detailed explication of the Great Perfection itself, but
rather an attempt to seamlessly integrate the Great Perfection within other Buddhist
systems. Reading these works through the lens of causality clarifies that the entire Trilogy
assumes a causal, developmental, perspective. Longchenpa endorses a gradual-first
methodology by which the lower vehicles of sutra and tantra prepare students
developmentally. Only after reaching a certain level of realization and liberation would a
student begin formal training in the Great Perfection. It is noteworthy that in Nyingma
monastic colleges such as the modern university in Namdröling in Southern India, it is this
Trilogy that is the default, gradual introduction to the Great Perfection.233
It is important to acknowledge that while the root verses of the Trilogy are poetic,
they still remain largely gradual. This is significant lest it seem that all of Longchenpa’s
poetry always describes a spontaneous approach to the path, which is certainly not the case.
In this way, I see this textual grouping as fundamentally part of register one, with its
emphasis on gradual training rooted in theory.
3. The Trilogy on Natural Freedom (Rang grol skor gsum).234 Longchenpa
stated that this Trilogy of Natural Freedom is a commentary on the Instruction Series (man
ngag sde).235 Like the Trilogy on Resting at Ease above, this integrated textual grouping
comprises root verses and a series of clearly structured commentaries. The first book is The
Great Perfection of Natural Freedom of the Nature of Mind; the second is The Great Perfection of
Natural Freedom of The Basic Space of Phenomena/Dharmatā; and the third is The Great
Perfection of Natural Freedom of Equality.236 Also like the Trilogy of Resting at Ease, there are
three commentaries indexed to these three books (each with titles beginning with “Light”
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(‘Od) as well as three practical manuals (each with titles beginning with “Nucleus” or
“Essence” (Nying po).237
These are exquisite, metered texts oriented towards contemplation and meditative
experience. From the perspective of causality, the intention of many of the verses is utterly
non-causal and free from gradual, developmental striving. The root verses of the first book
state:
The nature of mind is effortless and spontaneously perfected;
do not adulterate it with antidotes of modification and transformation:
let go in ease.
If the dharmatā in which realization and non-realization are equal,
is not adulterated by binding it with nets of contemplation,
Then in the ultimate meaning there neither “is” nor “is not,”
neither phenomena nor emptiness…
It transcends view and meditation…
And through efforts and achievements, samsara will not cease.238
Here we see the familiar commitment to freedom from all effort, all view and meditation,
and the instruction to let go and relax naturally.
Natural Freedom of the Nature of Mind contains three chapters. Chapter one, from
which the above verses are taken, describes the ground (gzhi). The subtle descriptions of
reality are intended to guide practitioners of the highest acumen directly to awakening.
Utilizing a vocabulary and philosophical orientation common to some Mind Series
writings, the text does not emphasize the specific cosmological vocabulary of the Seminal
Essence.
The second chapter describes the path, and is intended for those of a middle-level
capacity to realize awakening. While the chapter begins with spontaneous exhortations to
rest in unfabricated ease, structured, systematic practices emerge throughout the coming
sections. Longchenpa suggests following a general system of training, yet this system is
described only after he presents non-causal teachings. Only after these poetic instructions
237
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confidently proclaim: “Freedom from conception and self-liberated contemplation is
accomplished spontaneously,” does Longchenpa describe a graded path. He introduces
these path-oriented instructions by stating, “For the ‘progression’ (bogs ‘byin) of those
methods which are the support of the path, with the illusory actions, free from acceptance
or rejection.”239 In other words, Longchenpa explicitly acknowledges that this very so-called
“progression” is but a process of illusory actions, and should be approached with a sense of
freedom from acceptance and rejection. He writes, “There is no need of actions and
efforts, as it is spontaneous and naturally accomplished.”240 With this caveat, he then
suggests: going to mountaintops, charnel grounds, small islands, and fairgrounds, “places
that make the mind waver” and “let the body dance, the voice sing songs, and the mind
project various thoughts.”241 Longchenpa then suggests that at times one may engage in the
devotional practices of guru yoga to view all phenomena as the maṇḍala of the teacher;
accumulate merit and purify defilements; and engage in yogic practices to refine one’s
relationship with thoughts and the elements. After long passages describing the experiences
of liberated mind, Longchenpa explains the experience of Cutting Through, and explicitly
names the Four Visions of Leaping Over; it is therefore clear that the Seminal Essence
perspective is at play.
The final chapter discusses the “great spontaneously accomplished fruition” based
upon the distinction between immediate and temporary results of the path and their
ultimate consummation. The temporary results are virtues in this life, while the ultimate
fruition are the three Buddha embodiments (Tib. sku, Skt. kāya) and the manifestation of
pure realms to benefit all beings with compassionate activity.
The colophon states that at least this first book of the Trilogy of Natural Freedom was
composed in White Skull Mountain. Arguillère believes that Longchenpa wrote the entire
Trilogy of Natural Freedom towards the very end of his life, after returning from Bhutan,
perhaps even just before his death. This seems plausible to me, as the style and beauty is
reminiscent of the two Treasuries most important to this dissertation, The Basic Space of
239
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Phenomena and The Way of Abiding, both of which are late compositions. In terms of its
position on causality, it is almost entirely oriented towards effortless freedom; yet as I
showed above, within this non-causal context a variety of practices are suggested in
sequence. Therefore, an overall, gradual unfolding of experience is embraced by an
effortless aesthetic and style of practicing. The visionary, skillful means of the Seminal
Essence are employed; yet they are approached without any sense of causes and effects
conditioning the fruition. Rather, the fruition is “spontaneously accomplished” and all
actions are illusions free of causality.
Despite clear counterpoints in this literature, the confidence with which the Trilogy
of Natural Freedom poetically expresses a non-causal approach leads me to support
Arguillère’s contention that this was one of the last major works Longchenpa composed,
likely written around the same time as the Treasury of the Way of Abiding.242 In terms of my
three registers, this text contains elements of all three. It may best be described as a mixture
of register one—in terms of a gradual sequence of training; register two—with its use of
tantric technique and view; and, register three—with its frequent emphasis on effortless and
spontaneous meditation.
4. The Fourfold Seminal Essence (Snying thig Ya bzhi), represents
Longchenpa’s most-focused articulations of the lineage stories, rituals, meditation
instructions, and transmissions of the Seminal Essence.243 As Germano explains, while
certain texts in the Seven Treasuries and elsewhere discuss the Seminal Essence, they do so
either scholastically or poetically, often in comparison with other Buddhist systems. In the
Fourfold Seminal Essence, Longchenpa explicitly explores the Seminal Essence itself, within
its own vocabularies, methods and visionary histories. They are an immersion in a rich,
esoteric universe of divine interventions, whispered instructions, dreams, and luminous
effulgence.
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Despite the title, there are actually five parts to this large and complex grouping of
texts, and only three were composed by Longchenpa himself: The Seminal Essence of
Vimalamitra (Bi ma snying thig) is attributed to Vimalamitra and the early Great Perfection
masters; while The Seminal Essence of the Sky Dancer (Mkha’ ’gro snying thig) is attributed to
Padmasambhava and his consort-partner, Yeshe Tsogyal. These two texts authored by
previous Nyingma Great Perfection teachers are known as the “Two Mothers.” The latter
of these two is the important text named above in the review of Longchenpa’s biography. It
was originally transmitted to the princess Pema Ledrelsel and then discovered just before
Longchenpa’s time by a young Treasure-discoverer by the same name.
The Quintessential Heart-Essence of the Teacher, (Bla ma yang tig) by Longchenpa and
The Quintessential Heart-Essence of the Sky Dancer (Mkha’ ’gro yang tig) by Longchenpa, are
known as the “Two Children.” The Bla ma yang tig is Longchenpa’s commentary on the
first of the Two Mothers and the Mkha’ ’gro yang tig is his commentary on the second.
Markedly, in his commentary on the text that so radically changed his life, Longchenpa
signed his name “Pema Ledrelsel” suggesting that he was the very incarnation of the young
Treasure-discoverer, and therefore the Princess herself. Thus, we have a structure in which
the earlier Seminal Essence collections are the “parents” and Longchenpa’s own
commentaries are the “offspring.” Longchenpa then prepared an overview of the entire
system called The Seminal Heart-Quintessence of the Profound (Zab mo Yang Tig) which is a
synthetic exploration of all of the texts above.
The Two Mothers are huge compilations, enumerated into over fifty sections each,
with multiple subdivisions. Some of the sections are commentaries and overviews of the
Seventeen Tantras. The primary themes have to do with the biographies and stories of the
lineage transmissions, the ground (gzhi), the ground-presencing (gzhi snang), the subtle body,
the luminous channels, esoteric precepts, and the visionary practices that characterize the
Seminal Essence.
In terms of causality, it would seem as if the Snying thig Ya bzhi ranges broadly,
including many evocations of spontaneity and naturalness, but also numerous rituals and
gradual instructions, techniques, and visionary protocols. My sense is that there is much
less emphasis on critiques of tantric complexity than in the Mind Series literature. Many of
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the multifaceted texts in this compilation are not systematic works, and are not envisioned
as complete overarching presentations, but rather, represent collage-like collations loosely
grouped together based upon lineage histories or shared themes.244 It is therefore difficult
to ascribe any particular position or aesthetic on our themes of spontaneous, pristine, or
complex practice. However, it is fair to say that in general, the tendency is toward the
complexity of the visionary over the simplicity of the pristine.
Arguillère dates the Bla ma yang tig to the years 1341-1342 based upon colophonic
data and intertextual evidence. He dates the final completion of the Zab mo Yang Tig to the
later years of Longchenpa’s life, 1350-1351. This means that Longchenpa wrote the Mkha’
’gro yang tig before this time, as the Zab mo Yang Tig includes a synthesis of the Two
Mothers and the Two Children. It is therefore clear that Longchenpa devoted much of his
writing career to commenting upon and synthesizing these crucial Seminal Essence
teachings. I have certainly not performed an exhaustive study of this complex material and
there has been only limited academic scholarship; but, in a general sense, I think it is
accurate to see this grouping as largely part of register two, with an emphasis on tantric
cosmology and yoga—but also with strong elements of the spontaneity of register three at
moments.
5. Finally, we have The Seven Treasuries, (Mdzod bdun), the last major textual
group in Longchenpa’s corpus and the most important for this dissertation. Although
authors such as Rong Zom Pandita had composed original works in the past, Longchenpa’s
effort represents one of the most important Nyingma projects since the renaissance, with
Longchenpa willingly accepting authorial credit, rather than deferring the inspiration to
non-human Buddhas, Great Perfection masters of the past, or Indian translators. Therefore,
as Guenther, Germano and others have noted, Longchenpa’s Seven Treasuries mark an
evolution within the Nyingma tradition and perhaps Tibetan literature as a whole, an
evolution increasingly confident in proclaiming unique Tibetan contributions to Buddhist
thought.
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The final two Treasures are the most obviously spontaneous and critical of causality,
while others are at times explicitly gradual.245 Many consider these Treasuries to be the finest
and most definitive example of Longchenpa’s brilliance, the apogee of his lifelong project
to synthesize and articulate the Great Perfection. These seven texts only loosely hang
together, however, sometimes sharing little besides their metaphoric title of “Precious
Treasury” (rin po che mdzod). The Seven are:
1. Precious Treasury of the Supreme Vehicle (Theg mchog rin po che’i mdzod) (TCD);
2. Precious Treasury of Words and Meanings (Tshig don rin po che’i mdzod) (TDD);
3. Precious Treasury of Philosophical Positions (Grub mtha’ rin po che’i mdzod) (GTD);
4. Precious Wish-Fulfilling Treasury (Yid bzhin rin po che’i mdzod) (YZD);
5. Precious Treasury of Instructions (Man ngag rin po che’i mdzod) (MND);
6. Precious Treasury of the Basic Space of Phenomena (Chös dbyings rin po che’i mdzod)
(CYD); and,
7. Precious Treasury of the Way of Abiding (gNas lugs rin po che’i mdzod) (NLD).
The Treasury of the Supreme Vehicle; and the Treasury of Words and Meaning
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It is fortunate that Richard Barron, also known as Chökyi Nyima, has translated four of
the Seven (CYD, NLD, GTD, MND) and is working on the remaining volumes; Barron’s
work utilizes wood-blocks from the A ‘dzom Chös sgar printing house in eastern Tibet,
which were carved in the early twentieth century and then carried from Tibet by
Dodrupchen Rinpoche to Gangtok, Sikkim, where they were subsequently published as a
photo offset edition. Chökyi Nyima also used a revised and corrected version of the above
supplied by Chagdud Tulku Rinpoche as well as a third edition from wood- blocks carved
in Derge and published by Sherab Gyaltsen and Khyentse Labrang in Gangtok, Sikkim. In
my own studies I rely mostly on the TBRC scan of these texts published by Tarthang Tulku
in 1999 as well as the Sherab Gyaltsen and Khyentse Labrang version. David Germano
translated the first five chapters of the TDD in Poetic Thought. Lama Chönam and Sangye
Khandro have translated TDD in a restricted publication. Albion Moonlight Butters
translated sections of the GTD in Doxographical Genius, Arguilère has translated the first
eight chapters of the CYD into French in Vaste Sphere; Hillis has translated the NLD in
Rhetoric of Naturalness; and Keith Dowman published an alternative translation of the NLD
and CYD in Keith Dowman, Natural Perfection: Longchenpa’s Radical Dzogchen (Boston:
Wisdom, 2010) and Spaciousness: Longchenpa’s Precious Treasury of the Dharmadhatu (Nepal:
Vajra Publications, 2013).
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The Treasury of the Supreme Vehicle (TCD) seems to have been the first Treasury
Longchenpa wrote, in 1343 when he was in his mid-thirties, during an early period of
prolific, creative composition.246 This was also the same year of Kumarādza’s death, and as
Germano has suggested, the massive encyclopedic text may have been composed as a
tribute to the Seminal Essence vision at the heart of his teacher’s activity. This Treasury is
closely related to the Treasury of Words and Meaning, which treats the same topics in a more
concise and compact form; although it, too, is an enormous and difficult text. Based upon
Arguillère’s research, it now seems clear that the sprawling Treasury of the Supreme Vehicle
arose before the more concise Treasury of Words and Meaning.
The Treasury of the Supreme Vehicle contains twenty-five chapters, literally twenty-five
“houses” or “floors” (khang).247 The pattern and logic of these chapters is further condensed
into the “Eleven Vajra Points” that form the structure of the Treasury of Words and Meaning,
and these can, in turn, be understood to be condensed into rubrics such as the Five
Aspects in the Treasury of Philosophical Positions. The twenty- five are:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.

How the teacher All Good (and his retinue) arose in this world system;
An explanation of the origins of world environments and its life forms;
The classifications of the phenomena of samsara;
The doxographical philosophical systems;
Difficult points of the tantric systems;
Categories of tantric empowerments;
Ethical commitments (samaya);
A Discussion of the abiding nature of the primordial ground;
An explanation of how the ground-presencing (gzhi snang) spontaneously manifests
as confused straying or the primordial Buddha, awakening;
10. The way of going astray and how to reverse this process;
11. How straying embodied as karmic tendencies forms the human body;
12. The various channels, winds, and seminal “drops” within the body;
13. Enumeration of the four lamps, the basis of pure perception;
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14. Basing understanding on this perception, especially distinguishing between the All
Ground Consciousness (ālaya-vijñana) and the Dharmadhātu and distinguishing
between mind and wisdom;
15. Discussion of the external and internal elements (‘byung ba);
16. Explanation of the spontaneous presence of space (dbyings) and primordial wisdom
(ye shes);
17. Explanation of the path for those of gradualist tendencies, using mental objects of
focus and concentration for those who rely on conceptual elaborations;
18. Teaching the path of the vajra essence of radiant light for those free of conceptual
elaborations, emphasizing the Leaping Over preliminaries and an overview of
Leaping Over;
19. Teaching the precepts of freedom for those with highest acumen, the method of
freedom without meditation, Cutting Through;
20. Essentials in “gathering into experience” (nyams su len) of primordial wisdom, the
spontaneously accomplished Leaping Over;
21. An explanation of twenty-one different kinds of direct introduction (ngo sprod);
22. Explanation of the signs of realization from past lives;
23. A teaching on the way that the bardo self-presences, and how those with average
acumen can become enlightened after death;
24. How those with inferior acumen may gradually attain the fruit by being born in
pure realms; and,
25. Teaching the spontaneously fulfilled fruition of buddhahood.
Not only are these twenty-five themes the overarching structure of Longchenpa’s synthesis
of the Great Perfection, but the individual chapters in the TCD are further elaborated into
the volumes that make up the rest of the Seven Treasuries. For example, chapter four of the
TCD on the philosophical systems and chapter five on tantra are later expanded into the
Treasury of Philosophical Systems (GTD) and chapter Seven on samaya is elaborated upon, in
part, in the Treasury of the Way of Abiding (NLD). In this way, the Seven Treasures are
interrelated and interlinking. They represent Longchenpa’s own original commentary and
synthesis of the entire range of Great Perfection and other teachings into a single system.
The Treasury of Words and Meaning condenses and refines the twenty-five chapters of
the TCD. 248 It begins with the primordial ground and its presencing (snang), tracing its
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outflowing evolution, and then describes the location of primordial wisdom in the body,
the methods by which the practitioner may re-experience this primordial wisdom through
Cutting Through and Leaping Over, and the final fruition. Therefore, the twenty-five
become eleven “Vajra/Adamantine Points,” an enumeration common in the Seventeen
Tantras and the Fourfold Seminal Essence:249
1. The ground and how the ground presences;
2. How sentient beings stray from the ground;
3. How all sentient beings are pervaded by Buddha nature, even while we stray;
4. The precise location of primordial wisdom abiding within the body;
5. The pathways of primordial wisdom within the body;
6. The gateways of primordial wisdom within the body;
7. The expanse in which primordial wisdom shines forth;
8. How primordial wisdom is brought into experience;
9. Signs and measures of realization;
10. Signs in the dying and the intermediate stage after death; and
11. Ultimate fruition as the manifest realization of the three Buddha embodiments.
The pattern of the two texts is unmistakably similar, rehearsing the evolution from the
ground all the way to reclaiming and recollecting buddhahood.
In terms of our interest in causality and gradual development, both the TCD and
TDD assume the unfolding of reality over time, emerging from the primordial ground and
then returning to that ground. This could be understood as a primarily causal becoming,
within a paradigm in which reality as a whole—as well as the spiritual path—moves
diachronically from one point to another. Yet, as I will show in chapter six, there are some
ways in which this very paradigm is ultimately undermined by the system. Nonetheless, it
does seem that Longchenpa’s primary interest was not to articulate freedom from causality
during the period of composing the TCD and TDD. Arguillère dates the completion of the
TCD at 1343 and the TDD at 1346.
The Treasury of Philosophical Systems and the Wish-Fulfilling Treasury
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The Precious Treasury of Philosophical Systems (henceforth Philosophical Systems or
GTD), is a doxographical text that maps a comprehensive system of both philosophical
tenet systems (grub mtha’) and spiritual approaches (theg pa) to practice and soteriological
paths (lam). As mentioned above, it may be understood as an elaboration of chapters four
and five of the TCD. In terms of my three registers, the general orientation to both
Treasuries is register one with its gradual and causal emphasis rooted in theoretical
positions. With the exception of one unpublished doctoral dissertation, there has been
little modern scholarship to focus on this important text, and the dissertation mostly
analyzes its philosophical positions, even when exploring the sections on Great
Perfection.250 My approach has been to look at the overall structure of the text, focusing on
those aspects that are precisely not the tenet systems, with an emphasis on the way
Longchenpa demarcates the Great Perfection.
The Philosophical Systems is about self-positioning Great Perfection with respect to
the other main lineages of learning and categorization. Longchenpa locates the
spontaneous Seminal Essence in relation to other schools, both Buddhist and nonBuddhist. These include non-Buddhist ascetics, materialists, and logicians, dialectical
Hīnayāna, Mahāyāna, and Vajrayāna doctrines and paths of tantric practice from both
Nyingma and New (Sarma) lineages.
I have utilized this text in large part because Longchenpa especially relies on
causality as an overarching categorization. He emphasizes the distinction between causal
approaches (rgyu’i theg pa) which use gradual methods of self-cultivation; fruitional
approaches (‘bras bu’i theg pa); and, a non-causal, spontaneous path (lhun grub pa’i lam) that
does not rely on the logic of cause and result. In this way the Philosophical Systems provides
one of the most explicit contrasts between teleological, causal practice systems and the
spontaneous approach within Longchenpa’s corpus.
The systematic presentation in this doxography also allows us to look at shifts in
genre as Longchenpa moves from dialectical philosophical tenet systems, to ritualized
practical-philosophical tantric systems, to non-gradual Great Perfection teachings, giving
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further insight into the underlying logic of the relationship between theory and practice.
Longchenpa writes differently, emphasizing different qualities as he shifts from describing
philosophical schools to embodied tantric practices. For example, when he describes
tantric thought, he does so through descriptions of the ritual proximity of the meditator
and their visualized deity: the closer and more intimate the meditator is to their personal
deity, the more profound the view. Here ritual proximity is equated with non-duality, the
union of the two truths, and the union of emptiness and luminosity, all charged with clear
sexual implications for the union.
The structure of The Philosophical Systems reveals the ways in which formal
philosophical tenet schools are embedded in cosmological and practical-pedagogical
concerns. There are few examples of pure theory isolated from the broader practical, ritual,
and soteriological context. At the same time, precise logical and metaphysical arguments
work in relation to the practical concerns as a unified trajectory. There is no absolute
separation between theory and practice in this genre, though distinctions between theories
and practices abound. In this sense, the use of the term “philosophy” as a translation of
grub mtha’ should be understood to parallel Pierre Hadot’s notion of “philosophy as a way
of life,” or philosophy as inclusive of exercises of self-cultivation, ritual, attention training,
ethical self-analysis, bodily ascetics, diet, communal living, and forms of life, etc.251 This is
not unique to Longchenpa; the Tenet System (grub mtha,’ Skt. siddhānta) literature in India
and Tibet often includes ritual and practical considerations as much as philosophical and
logical doctrines.252
The full title of the text is, The Precious Treasury of Philosophical Systems, a Treatise
Elucidating the Meaning of the Entire Range of Vehicles.253 “Vehicles” (Tib. theg pa, Skt. yana)
clearly refers to schools of ethical, meditative, ritual, and tantric bodily practices in
addition to the formal philosophical positions.254 Despite the title, presentations of formal
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philosophical positions only receive attention in one of the eight main sections. The text is
divided into an introduction and the following chapters:255
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.

The Buddha-Teacher;
The Buddha’s teaching;
The Approaches and their Philosophical Systems;
Bringing the Path into Experience, The Paths of the Caused-Based
Approaches;
Fruition Secret Mantra;
New Translation Traditions;
The Nyingma Tradition; and
The Vajra Seminal Essence.

It is only in chapter three that Longchenpa focuses on the dialectical philosophical
positions of the five non-Buddhist schools and the Hinayāna and Mahāyāna Buddhist tenet
systems, such as the Mind Only or Middle Way teachings. Though a brilliant, difficult, and
condensed chapter, revealing much about Longchenpa’s thought, this chapter on formal,
dialectical philosophical analysis is clearly not the priority of the work as a whole.256 The
longest chapter is chapter four, “The Paths of the Cause-based Approaches, ” which reviews
the Buddhist path from a causal perspective. The formal philosophical positions in chapter
three make up the second longest chapter, and chapters seven and eight, in which
Longchenpa describes the non-causal Great Perfection, are tied for third longest. It is this
overarching map of all-known-thought and all-known-practices, oriented towards the noncausal approach of the Heart Essence, that is the ultimate priority of the text. Longchenpa
wanted to show how the Great Perfection and the Seminal Essence, in particular, sits as
the pinnacle of the entirety of all philosophical and practical approaches as its inevitable

approaches; but in the context of this doxography, the term has a more general meaning,
referring to the various approaches to the soteriological path altogether.
255
The categories of “introduction” and “chapters” are somewhat questionable, as these
forms of textual organization are much more obvious in modern volumes, oriented towards
publication norms such as tables of contents and clear chapter divisions that allow a reader
to easily look up and move from one section of a text to another. While there are divisions
in content acknowledged by Longchenpa, in the Tibetan printing of the Philosophical
Systems they are not as pronounced as in the modern translation.
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culmination. At the same time, he presents it as a corrective antidote to the side-effects of
the medicine offered in the causal approaches.
The Wish-Fulfilling Treasury is similar to the Philosophical Systems in that it is also
doxographical; although, it is arranged perhaps more like a paths and stages work,
presenting the various exoteric and esoteric schools in a graded hierarchy that could be
used as a soteriological map. Also like the Philosophical Systems, The Wish-Fulfilling Treasury
goes into great detail regarding the manifestation of the cosmos, its world-systems, the
arising of teachers and teachings, and especially the pure realms. However, The WishFulfilling Treasury only touches on the Great Perfection itself in the final chapters, eighteen,
twenty, and twenty-one. Also, unlike the Philosophical Systems, The Wish-Fulfilling Treasury is
composed in metered verses. Longchenpa wrote a lengthy prose commentary entitled the
White Lotus. The twenty-two chapters share some themes with the TCD and TDD.
However, with the exception of the first and the final three chapters, the emphasis is on
the origination and development of the cosmos and descriptions of the teachings and the
path from an exoteric perspective, rather than from the visionary tradition of the Seminal
Essence.
The Treasury of Direct Instructions
In many ways, the Man ngag rin po che’i mdzod is an anomaly. Unlike the TCD and
TDD, it is far from a systematic description of the Seminal Essence system. Unlike the
GTD and YZD, it is not a story of cosmology and the Buddha’s teachings, a map of the
path or a sequential doxography culminating in the Great Perfection. Like the CYD and
NLD, it is a work of verse poetry, yet it does not often voice the immediate perspective of
contemplative awareness. It is in large part a text of aphorisms, or brief poems of spiritual
life advice (zhal gdams).257 The topics range from ethical guidance on what to accept and
reject; advice for successful retreats and meditation; working with teachers and
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companions; facing death, emotions, sickness, and hardship; tantric empowerment; and
glimpses of effortless Great Perfection instructions. Each poem makes six points (with a
few minor exceptions) on whatever topic is its focus.
There does not seem to be an explicit order or sequence to the poems although
clusters of themes are often apparent—for example, when a pair of poems address retreat in
solitude, when a group of teachings pertain to appropriate students and what to look for in
a teacher; or when Longchenpa explores the theme of how bodhisattvas use their head,
speech, body, legs, eyes, and hands across a few poems.258 There is clearly more emphasis
on Great Perfection methods towards the latter parts of the text; the penultimate poems
treat death and the intermediate period following death, gesturing towards some loose
narrative arch. The final sections describe the fruition of enlightenment enumerated as the
three Buddha embodiments.
While we do not know the context in which these poems were recited or written—
whether they were collected from a single process of composition or as the result of a
collection of poems written over many years—they are joined together in their verse form
and their consistent six-points. In his introduction Longchenpa writes:
Those of most excellent fortune wish to attain liberation.
For them I have distilled the very essence of the sutras, tantras,
and pith instructions,
revealing their most profound key points (gnad), leaving nothing out.
Listen with respect as I present these points in groups of six.259
Throughout the text there is a sense of urgency, as if the author was trying to distill the vast
range of teachings into the most accessible and potent form. It may even be the case that
the topics were inspired by the very challenges and realizations that made up Longchenpa’s
own path, and his attempt to offer them to his disciples. Whether advising on meditation,
renunciation, attachments to social status, resistance to the teachings, or the Great
Perfection, Longchenpa’s verses may be considered his existential guidance on life and the
path to liberation.
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In terms of the issues in this thesis around the theme of spontaneity, effort, and
causal cultivation, it is noteworthy that Longchenpa moves freely back and forth between
these different orientations, as if there was no barrier between them. The majority of
poems clearly assume a causal logic, requiring effort, discrimination, and gradual
cultivation, speaking without hesitation from the perspective of the causal vehicles. For
example:
There are six ways to develop certainty about causality:
Listen to the teachings found in the Compilations (Three Baskets: Tripitaka),
for this will lead to certainty about the principle of cause and effect.
Pursue your twofold development, recalling the example of an initially small fire
incinerating an entire forest.
Develop merit, for joy and sorrow are the results of your previous actions.
Train in stages (rim), for your twofold development cannot be completed
all at once.
Have the conviction that your belief in a self reinforces karma.260
Here Longchenpa affirms the reality and import of cause and effect, and based upon this
encourages a gradual cultivation of the two “accumulations” of merit and wisdom in stages.
He explicitly states that these cannot be achieved all at once, that is, without gradual
cultivation. In this way, this poem clearly assumes the paradigm of causality and the
attendant approach to gradual training.
However, though the vast majority of the poems assume the causal worldview, a
select few others hint at the non-causal perspective of the Great Perfection: “Your ordinary
mind, conceiving of something to be done, cannot realize what requires that nothing be
done, because that is freedom from anything ever needing to be done.”261
The Treasury of the Basic Space of Phenomena and its Auto-commentary, the
Treasure Trove of Scriptural Transmission
The final two Treasuries are the primary sources for this dissertation. In my
interpretation, they represent the most complete articulation of Longchenpa’s spontaneous
perspective both in content and form. In terms of content, they expound the absolute
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perspective of Great Perfection—with The Basic Space of Phenomena addressing in large part
the practice of Cutting Through, and The Way of Abiding treating Cutting Through in its
first two chapters and Leaping Over in the third and fourth chapters. Longchenpa attempts
to write the perspective of these practices: “I have arrived at the ultimate womb of basic
space, which cannot be characterized as some ‘thing.’ At the time of certain realization, I, a
yogin who is like the sky, wrote this summation of my own experience (rang nyams).”262 The
content is performed through the very style and cadence of especially the metered poetry of
the root verses, with its fluid movements between ontology and meditation instructions
and guidance on effortless conduct. Though inspired by the poetry of the Seventeen Tantras,
these works were unprecedented compositions, exceptional for their time in the history of
Tibetan literature, and have become the prototype for much Great Perfection poetry that
followed after.263
According to Arguillère’s evaluation, The Basic Space of Phenomena and its
commentary were likely composed between 1354-1355, thus representing one of his final
major works.264 The colophon reads that this text was “composed on the slopes of Gangs ri
thod dkar (White Skull Mountain) by a yogin of the most sublime vehicle,” clarifying that
it was completed after Longchenpa’s return from Bhutan.
Though a profound and nuanced text, my sense is that it appeals easily to a certain
lay readership, especially for a reader who shares a commitment to and reverence for the
text.265 There is an easily accessible feeling-tone of the writing, which, while relying on the
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singular vocabulary of the Great Perfection, is somewhat colloquial—even domestic—and
does not require mastery of logic or other scholastic trainings. The use of metaphors such
as space-like, magic play and blissful places of rest (bde ba’i mal) are rather apparent and
domestic. For example, here mal (place of rest) literally means “bed.” This poetry, while
profound, wants to reach out to the reader and invite them into the experience and the
aesthetic of ease, rest, and unfixed dynamism as the opening in the reader’s experience that
facilitates understanding. The imagery and flow of the text is immersive and enveloping,
inviting the reader into a horizon that surrounds, pervades, and opens further.
The root verses are structured in the following chapters:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.

Samsara and nirvana do not stray from basic space;
All appearances and possibilities arise as a pure realm;
Metaphors/examples of awakened mind;
The essence of awakened mind;
Transcending effort, cause and effect;
Everything is subsumed within awakened mind;
Spontaneously present awareness;
Non-duality within awakened mind;
The decisive experience (la bzla ba) that one comes to concerning all
phenomena;
10. How enlightened intent does not waiver from the space of phenomena, (natural
meditative stability);
11. Appearing circumstances are pure (resting in uncontrived conduct);
12. All phenomena are timeless freedom; and,
13. Awakening to buddhahood happens without effort or achievement.
We can note a certain narrative and developmental arch to these chapter topics,
although this development is itself challenged by the claims of the text. By this I mean that
though the work could be interpreted as beginning with a philosophical theory of
phenomena and mind (chapters 1-4), which then leads to meditation instructions (chapters
5-10), which guide an approach to conduct in everyday life (chapters 10-11), and results in
buddahood (chapter 12), this surface interpretation ignores aspects of the text as it is
performed. After all, we are provided an important hint in the very topic of the final
chapter: “Since all phenomena already constitute the timelessly awakened state of
179. In terms of religious methods of reading and even worship of texts, see Paul J.
Griffiths, Religious Reading: The Place of Reading in the Practice of Religion (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1999).
115

buddhahood, Awakening to buddhahood anew happens without effort or achievement.”266
That is, any sequence of causes based on striving that results in awakening is not the
position of this work. For example, while in the supposed “view” section in the opening
chapters, we are already seeing from the perspective of awakened awareness and there is no
difference in the view, meditation, or conduct from the beginning to the end of the text,
thus undercutting a sense of path or development. This text and its commentary are clearly
part of my third register: an effortless, non-causal, spontaneous approach.
The Treasury of the Way of Abiding
Finally, Longchenpa composed the limpid Treasury of the Way of Abiding as likely his
last major work, in around 1362. The Way of Abiding is simultaneously an instruction on
the philosophical view, meditation practices, and phenomenological descriptions of the
enlightened state of awareness as well as a manual for teachers to transmit this approach to
future students. The first four chapters describe four sacred tantric commitments (dam
tshig, Skt. samaya), or what Richard Barron calls “disciplineless disciplines.”267 The fifth
names the ideal students and teachers for such a spontaneous approach. In terms of the
first four chapters, in the context of the Great Perfection, any specific discipline or ethical
commitment could be a hindrance, limiting the spacious freedom and spontaneous
responsiveness so valued by the tradition. The Way of Abiding therefore modifies the
meaning of ethical commitment by dispossessing the practitioner of the conventional sense
of obligation. We are witness to a reworking of a normative tantric ethical category,
transmuting it into the Great Perfection’s aesthetic of naturalness and spontaneity. Yet the
four commitments are indeed described as “binding” the practitioner to the space-like
freedom of non-commitment.268 The two extremes of this metaphor crystalize much of the
practical paradox that is worked-through in Longchenpa’s poetry: on the one hand is total
freedom from any discipline or commitment, on the other is a radical, disciplined
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commitment to or within this total freedom, a way of performing this freedom. As David
Germano emphasizes in his reading of this text, it is a philosophical meditation on
bondage and freedom, on the relationship between a vow which binds and stakes us to the
way of abiding, restricting us into freedom.269
The audience of the text is clearly for inner Great Perfection practitioners. As Hillis
notes only two or three of the myriad sources cited in the auto-commentary are recognized
as canonical outside of the Nyingma school. Here, as in the Treasury of the Basic Space of
Phenomena, Longchenpa is free to write without needing to align the Great Perfection with
the norms of causal or tantric traditions.
Each of the four topics is a facet of the “way of abiding” of reality itself. This “way
of abiding” (gnas lugs) is simultaneously ultimate reality and a description of the kind of
contemplative and ethical comportment that a practitioner should immerse within—that is,
the title of the text is about how things are and how one should act, in a single expression.
The first two themes are indexed to Cutting Through and the last two with Leaping Over.
Therefore, the first four chapters are a commentary on a set of practices in which the
readers of the text would likely be engaged.
The four themes that describe and evoke the way of abiding are the first four
chapters: (1) ineffable absence (med pa), (2) openness or simplicity (phyal ba), (3)
spontaneous presence (lhun grub), and (4) oneness or unity (gcig pu). These four are repeated
regularly in the earlier Seventeen Tantras such as the Tantra of Heaped Jewels, the All Creating
Sovereign, and the All-Illuminating Sphere. Longchenpa treats the same enumeration in the
TCD and TDD as well. The Treasury of the Way of Abiding, however, is a penetrating
elaboration on the four themes as ethical, ontological, and practical commitments. The
basic sense is that we have arrived at the most profound and natural expression of
ethicality, one in which what the practitioner commits to is the originally free abiding
nature itself, taking up a commitment to being as an ethics.
In turn, each of the four main themes are divided into four sub-commitments,
echoed in each chapter: (1) revealing the key point or literally “loosening the vital point”
(gnad bkrol), (2) committing to the implications or literally refraining from the obstruction
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(‘gag bsdams), (3) binding to the larger theme or schema (chings su bcings ba), and (4) coming
to the decisive experience or literally “ascending the mountain pass” or leaping definitively
(la zla ba). As is clear, these are esoteric terms with subtle semantic range. How they are
interpreted will lead to very different readings.270
In Hillis’s legalistic interpretation, influenced by Guenther’s original philological
suggestion as well as Germano’s reading, the way these four sub-commitments bind the
practitioner to freedom is of primary import.271 Hillis attempts to contextualize
Longchenpa’s composition of the text in its political moment, when Changjub Gyaltsen
had only recently allowed Longchenpa to return from his exile, during a time when new
legalistic norms and laws were being implemented in central Tibet. He suggests that
Longchenpa’s life was one of constant persecution and threats. With this context, this is
his rendering of the commentary:
(1) indicting (gnad krol) within [the courtroom of] suchness, (2) confining (‘gag
bsdam) within [the prison of] the actual self-emergent primordial wisdom, (3)
binding (chings su bcings ba) [within the cell of] the unproduced which is beyond the
domain of any thought, and (4) convicting (la bzla ba), within that which transcends
the causal networks of activity and striving. Hence, this presentation of the sixteen
doctrinal categories is the presentation of the crucial rubrics of this teaching.272
While I find this reading provocative because it emphasizes the ways in which one may be
bound to freedom, it seems to go too far in the direction of incarceration, ignoring the
equally important qualities of releasing. Hillis’s bracketed additions are certainly
supplementary, at the least. Furthermore, in my reading, only one of the four terms
explicitly connotes binding, which is the term chings su bcing ba. The Tibetan bcings usually
translates the Sanskrit bandhu, as in a bind for a yogic posture or when one tightens the
lower abdomen, binding the inner winds. The tautology of the phrase could mean
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something like “binding to the bind.” Yet Chokyi Nyima reads it as “embracing the larger
scope:” clearly an entirely different interpretation. He arrives at this reading by taking the
first chings to mean something like a theme, principle, paradigm, or model, all of which are
plausible. The final bcing seems to me more straightforwardly a sense of bind.
However, the Tibetan for samaya or tantric commitment in the first place is dam
tshig, which already literally means utterance or word (tshig) of commitment (dam), or
bound to one’s word. Thus, some of the same themes are condensed in the original idea
under consideration. The other three terms seem much less connected with the juridical
implications Hillis emphasizes. gNad krol literally means freeing or “loosening” (krol) the
vital point (gnad), with the tone of loosening seeming to be the exact opposite of what
Hillis wants to find; ‘Gag bsdam is literally refraining from or preventing (bsdam) the
obscuration or blockage (‘gag); and la zla ba means something more like a leap, literally
“crossing the peak” or passing beyond. It does hint at a legal meaning as well, however, in
the sense of resolving a case. The imperative is la zlos shig, meaning “resolve decisively!” or
“settle once and for all!”
Longchenpa’s intention is to play with the paradox of ethical commitments being
entrapping, yet here they trap the yogin into their original freedom. By calling attention to
the juridical, binding aspects, Hillis helpfully emphasizes one side of the paradox. Chokyi
Nyima’s translation tends to emphasize the other side, calling attention to the freedom and
embrace of larger horizons. I will try to include both in my own interpretations, for this
hermeneutic tension is closest to Longchenpa’s position that ethical commitments are
simultaneously entrapping and freeing.
Conclusion
As stated above, Longchenpa’s texts on spiritual practice may be categorized into
three broad registers. These registers are flexible and many texts cross between the various
registers relying on two or all three at once. In the first register we have texts that value
theories as the guides for practices: view leads to practice and action. In the second, we
have texts that emphasize ritual or yogic practices that lead to or enact theories or
cosmologies. In the third register, we have texts that coalesce theories and practices in such
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a way that the very expression, description, or conception of the theory is the being of the
practice. Especially evoked in the Treasury of the Basic Space of Phenomena and Treasury of the
Way of Abiding, this third register performs a relationship between knowledge and action,
and between being and practices, that calls for a reassessment of the categories of theory
and practice altogether.
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SECTION II:
BEYOND THE CAUSAL COMPLEX
Chapter 4: Awakened Phenomenology: Beyond Configuration One
Part 1: Configuration One
I.

Theory-Caused, Intentional Practice
In this and the next three chapters, I will present four models, or configurations, of

causal practice that I have identified, along with my reading of Longchenpa’s critique and
refashioning of each model. Every configuration links the primary terms of the causal
complex—practice, theory, intentionality, and causality—into a distinctive sequence, leading
to radically different implications for practice. My discussion will proceed as a synthesis of
what I see as Longchenpa’s main arguments, including close readings of selected passages
of his writings, along with my own reflections and connections that I see with
contemporary continental philosophy and sociology. While each configuration reveals
important aspects of Longchenpa’s philosophy of practice, none of them can ultimately
explain his notion of spontaneous action. Through critically analyzing each interpretation
of practice, I mean to shed light on the Great Perfection concept of spontaneity.
The first configuration of practice that Longchenpa critiques corresponds to what I
am calling theory-caused, intentional practice. This would refer to any practice that is
guided by theories willfully taken up by agents. This configuration involves intentionality
in the triple sense: it presumes deliberation, it assumes intentional objects or reference
points, and it is based upon willful effort on the part of the actor. It is theory-caused since
some sort of theory, knowledge, or view is deliberately applied in a practice. By ‘applied’ I
mean to say a process that commences with a theory and subsequently is put to work in
action. I explore this approach to practice in terms of explicit metapraxical reflections as
well as in concrete methods, especially as pedagogies that claim to provide access to
knowledge. That is, I will study learning practices as forms of spiritual exercises that
embody this first configuration.
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A paradigmatic actor in this first configuration would be one who engages
“philosophy as a way of life,” or aspires to apply philosophical theorems as the basis of their
everyday actions, ascetics, and exercises.273 Such a person appears, for example, in the
history of western philosophy whereby an approach to ethical cultivation consists in the
use of theorems as action-guides; classical philosophers such as Marcus Aurelius would be
paradigmatic. For the great Roman emperor and Stoic philosopher, life was to be lived by
means of an “ever-renewed effort” to skillfully apply dogmas to concrete situations. 274
According to Pierre Hadot’s study of Aurelius, “A dogma is a universal principle which
founds and justifies a specific practical conduct.”275 In his journals known to us as the
Meditations, Marcus Aurelius engages in a practice of writing to himself as a personal
reminder, which is itself an act of self-formation: “What art do you practice? That of being
good. How can you practice this except by starting out from theorems?”276 For Aurelius,
such theorems are intended to guide all actions so that everyday life becomes an “art of
living called philosophy.”277 Philosophy as a way of life is thus set in motion by theoretical
principles meant to shape all actions by way of practical rules. There should be a
“theoretical foundation for your actions.”278 The philosopher should only engage with what
is in “conformity with the theorems of the art.”279
In terms of ethical action, this approach founds moral conduct upon theorems or
pre-established principles. In turn, such descriptive principles lead to specific moral values
or virtues as well as prohibitions. Furthermore, those prohibitions become the basis for
everyday practices. In this way, metaphysical and moral descriptions bring about ethical
proscriptions and their accompanying prescriptions for action. I will explore the moral
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dimensions of this approach in chapter eight on spontaneous ethics. In the present chapter
I focus on knowledge and pedagogical practice.
II.

Examples of Configuration One: Pedagogy in the Causal Vehicles
According to Longchenpa, all Hinayāna and Mahāyāna schools adhere to a “cause

based approach of characteristics/dialectics.”280 They are a causal vehicle (rgyu’i theg pa) in
the sense that they are gradual and assume the logic of causes and effects. They entail
characteristics (Tib. mtshan nyid, Skt. lakśana) in the sense that they rely on dialectical
definitions and argumentation. The term mtshan nyid may also imply linguistic definitions,
suggesting that this approach to the path assumes the existence of terms, concepts, and
ideas to be conceptually defined and evaluated.281 This vehicle also includes ethical
cultivation and contemplative practices such as those included in the Five Paths of
Abhidharma tradition.282 The seventeenth chapter of the Treasury of the Supreme Vehicle
asserts that this vehicle is “a path for those of gradualist tendencies, using mental objects of
focus and concentration for those who rely on conceptual elaborations.”283 For
Longchenpa, the cause-based paths represent protracted, gradual and developmental
training, driven by intense efforts:
Thus in the case of the approach of characteristics, the term “cause” (rgyu mtshan)
refers to a path in which the refining away of one’s obscurations and the
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completion of one’s spiritual development are the results of employing meditative
absorption and other means that derive from causes involving intense effort (‘bad
pa tshegs chen po’i rgyus).284
As in this passage, Longchenpa consistently associates causes with intense effort. The logic
is that when the path refers to the gradual process of refining away that which is unwanted
and developing that which is wanted, the spiritual agent must exert themselves in order to
affect a modification in their being.
The causal path also entails the conceptual contemplation of theoretical views (lta
ba) using deductive reasoning. Longchenpa designates this approach as limited and
incapable of revealing the abiding nature of awareness and phenomena.
The dialectical approach consists of nothing more than the following: The ground
aspect is a mental construct of the ultimate truth, which is investigated through
logic and evaluated through deductive reasoning. The path aspect is a process of
striving to settle the mind in that context…The fruition aspect is conceived of as
something that tends to be attained after many eons…and using this understanding
solely to make ethical decisions about what to accept and reject. 285
Here we see that Longchenpa conceives of the causal vehicles as grounded in the analysis of
mental constructs, which amount to theoretical views. Then meditation is the process of
stabilizing the mind in this construct and the path amounts to striving to settle in this
context. Due to the protracted and gradual process, the fruition comes a long time in the
future. The ethics involve deliberation between what to accept and reject, which
Longchenpa always sees as part of a causal process, impelled by willful intention.
The causal vehicles are a spiritual approach in which the contemplation of theories
are subsequently meditated upon and finally applied in behavior or action (spyod pa). There
is, therefore, a bifurcation of theory and practical action, mediated by the willful
application of views in specific engagements. The ideal of this method of cultivation,
according to Longchenpa, is the consistent application of pre-established theories,
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principles, truths, and values. At the same time, it is this very consistent application that
culminates in the highest knowledge.286
The cultivation of knowledge in this system is frequently divided into three forms:
knowledge arising from listening, knowledge arising from thinking or contemplating, and
knowledge arising from meditating.287 In Longchenpa’s critical analysis of this approach to
practice, he explains that, “coming to a definitive understanding…by means of the vehicle
of characteristics entails some delusion.”288 I want to show that the delusion for
Longchenpa has to do in part with the way in which the vehicles of characteristics rely
upon a causal relationship between mental concepts or theories and their application in
action. They have further to do with delusion because of their conventional, gradual
understanding of temporality; and therefore, they take an almost inconceivable amount of
time to arrive at their fruition, if they do at all. In his detailed assessment in The
Philosophical Systems, Longchenpa explains:
The [cause-based] approach of characteristics consists of nothing more than the
following: The ground aspect is a mental construct concerning the ultimate truth,
which is investigated through logic and evaluated through deductive reasoning. The
path aspect is a process of striving to settle the mind in that context—that is, simply
a process of calm abiding and profound insight. The fruition aspect is conceived of
as something that tends to be attained after many eons. As for the extent of this
approach, it consists of nothing more than coming to a definitive conclusion about
the relative level of truth—including the mind-body aggregates, fields of experience,
components of perception, and so forth…and using this understanding solely to
make ethical decisions about what to accept and reject.289
This is a metapraxical assessment—that is, a theoretical analysis of the very structure and
logic of the causal practices. First, we have a theoretical ground or starting point, which is
merely a conceptual approximation of ultimate truth. The ground or cause of this pedagogy
is on Longchenpa’s reading but a philosophical view, or a mental construct (blos byas), of
the ultimate. Hence my categorization of this approach as theory-caused. Practitioners are
asked to learn about or listen (thös pa) to teachings that describe a mental conception (blos
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byas) of what is real. Then the instruction is to investigate, analyze, and reason about such a
mental construct. Based on this ground of mental construction, view, and reasoning, one
engages in meditation. This theory-caused approach is intentional because one must strive
through effort to meditate upon those theories. Finally, one is able to apply these theories
and make “ethical decisions about what to accept and reject.” In this way, ethical action is
the result of the causal methods of cultivation; and, ethical actions are, in turn, a result of
reflection and decision-making on the part of a rational subject. Theories are applied in
actions.
In the cause-based paths this means for Longchenpa that, “one struggles to focus
the mind for long periods in order to achieve calm abiding and profound insight.”290 The
pairing of “calm abiding” and “insight” represents key stages in Buddhist meditation.291
Calm abiding (zhi gnas) is the process of stabilizing the movements of mind through mental
training in attention-cultivation and tranquility. The methods include: observation of body
and breath and one-pointed attention on either a phrase from the teachings or visual
images (such as a Buddha statue, candle flame, or visualized forms, such as a small sphere
of light.) Once the mind arrives at a state of calm abiding, then the practitioner would turn
their attention to analysis, or “profound insight.”292 Here the practitioner joins the onepointedness of attention with analytical investigation into the absolute nature of an
object.293 The method is to inquire into the ultimate existence and nature of whatever is
analyzed, seeking its true ontological status (or lack thereof). In the Mahāyāna context
named here by Longchenpa, one analyzes until reaching ultimate emptiness, beyond
concepts. Kamalaśīla’s (circa 740-795 C.E.) Bhāvanākramas would be one locus classicus for
these methods.294 The fusion or distinction between calm and insight was one of the topics
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disputed in the Samye Debate between sudden and gradual methods, with Kamalaśīla
arguing for the gradual approach of analysis and the developmental union of calm and
insight.295
Knowledge, Analysis and the Sudden-Gradual Debates
At issue is an account of liberating knowledge—knowledge that uproots ignorance—
and how one is able to not merely reach a state of calm, but also a clear understanding of
reality. Merely to arrive at a peaceful mind is insufficient to account for knowledge;
therefore, analysis is required.296 For example, the sudden approach that the Chinese
teacher Hashang supposedly taught was said to have emphasized non-mentation (Tib. yid la
ma byed pa, Skt. amanisakāra) and non-conceptuality. While a state of non-mentation may
conceivably go beyond or suppress conceptual mental activity, Kamalaśīla and other
gradualists claimed that they are insufficient for generating insightful knowing. Instead, the
aspirant needs to sequentially study the view, meditate on it, and mix calm abiding and
insight.
In The Philosophical Systems, in one fell swoop Longchenpa claims that all such
methods entail delusion. Longchenpa argues that for those engaging a cause-based
dialectical approach, “the view is simply that of emptiness free of conceptual elaboration;
they do not realize the indivisible truth that abides primordially…Those of the mantra
approach do realize this. They train in realizing the innate purity of things on the relative
level…In addition they realize that this relative level and ultimate reality…are primordially
inseparable.”297 That is, the view of emptiness as free of conceptual elaboration has little to
say about the purity of everyday experience. “Indivisible truth,” here means the coalescence
of the absolute and the conventional truths. In Longchenpa’s rendering, the gradual
dialectical method of analysis and reasoning concentrate upon ultimate emptiness; but in
doing so, they bypass relative phenomena of the conventional world: of bodies, the play of
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sensual perceptions, actions, and emotions. Through a silent absorption based upon
investigations of the true nature of phenomena, by conjoining peaceful abiding and
insight, the meditator peers into the ultimate emptiness of any existing entity, eventually
seeing them as conventionally existing but ultimately empty. The process moves through
investigations of the relative so as to reveal the ultimate. Appearing, interdependent,
conventional phenomena are of course not theoretically denied by cause-based approaches
such as the Madhyamaka meditations on emptiness—they are understood to be
conventional truth with their own validity. Yet the dialectical systems have no methods for
including and working with the appearances themselves, at least according to Longchenpa.
For him, it will only be the fruition-based and spontaneous approaches that wield practices
for engaging with relative phenomena.
This is an important point and one that I have yet to encounter in the literature on
the Buddhist sudden-gradual distinction. For example, in his cultural critique of the
Rhetoric of Immediacy, Bernard Faure makes a pointed analysis of the sudden, subitist claims
to somehow bypass the relative truth: “Daoxin and other early Chan masters remained in
line with Madhyamaka orthodoxy, which held that one cannot reach ultimate truth if one
rejects conventional truth. Radical advocates of shortcut subitism, however, came to assert
that ultimate truth required the rejection of conventional truth, which they saw no longer
as mediating truth but as outright falsity.”298 Faure claims that the sudden approach
without any gradual conceptual analysis denies the importance of the conventional.
Here, Longchenpa makes precisely the opposite claim for his own sudden
approach. The gradual, cause-based methods of analytical investigation theoretically claim to
uphold the conventional truth. Yet in practice—in their methods of pedagogical training,
meditation, and everyday actions—they have no means to bring the relative truth into
experience. It is thus the causal, gradual approach that bypasses relativity in their rational,
step-by-step, investigative quest for ultimate truth, not the sudden approach that
Longchenpa will value. By taking a mental construct of the ultimate as an object of
contemplation, the cause-based methods bypass the appearing display of conventional
phenomena and miss the indivisibility of the two truths.
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However, despite Longchenpa’s critique, the cause-based Mahāyāna traditions
would surely respond by reminding us that the ethical engagement of the six perfections
(paramītas: generosity, ethical discipline, patience, exertion, meditation, and knowledge) in
post-meditation is precisely a skillful means to engage the relative world with actions
imbued with the highest knowledge of the ultimate truth, emptiness. The Mahāyāna
provides explicit guidance for how to integrate the recognition of emptiness with everyday
action. The coupling of wisdom and the compassionate actions of the bodhisattva are
understood to join the two truths on the path. Longchenpa was perfectly aware of this
normative view, but he does not present it here. Perhaps the reason is that he conceives of
the ethical engagements of the perfections as applications of a more primary view or
conceptual construct. That is, the view of emptiness or the ethical maxims and injunctions
of the perfections are first studied and meditated upon, then secondarily applied in
actions. If this is indeed the pedagogical conception of the perfections, then there is not a
true unity of knowledge and action, but rather an application of knowledge in subsequent
actions, as in the paradigm of view, meditation, and action. Any time there is an
application of a pre-established theory, the approach will be temporally sequential and
causal, in which a theory guides or is enacted in a subsequent action. Perhaps a more
generous and rich analysis of the six perfections practice in Buddhist history could reveal
that the very engagement of ethical acts is indeed inseparable from knowledge; and that
knowledge is deepened through actions. But this is not Longchenpa’s sense.
For Longchenpa even the profound view of the Prāsańgika teaching of emptiness,
its analytical methodologies, and its instructions on the perfection of actions is insufficient.
Longchenpa states, “The fruition will not be attained if the ground and path are at crosspurposes.”299 The path’s methods themselves must take up the inseparability of emptiness
and interdependence, ultimate and conventional in practical forms, in order to be free of
causality. Longchenpa aspires to a homology between means and ends, theories and
practices, as well as the knowledge and the exercises that make it possible to gather
knowledge into experience. We can see here the important conjunction of theory and
practice in Longchenpa’s thinking. While the cause-based contemplative methods
299

Longchen Rabjam, Treasure Trove, 267.
129

theoretically affirm the relative interdependence of causal phenomena, and while they
affirm the union of conventional and ultimate, they have limited practical means to
experience such a unity. In this sense, the separation of theory from practice, or view from
the methods to bring the path into experience is Longchenpa’s primary concern. The Great
Perfection approach to the correct understanding of reality must therefore integrate theory
and practice.
Meditation, Post-Meditation and Theory, Practice
For an example of integration of theory and practice in contemplative techniques,
we can turn to Longchenpa’s analysis of the classical Buddhist distinction between formal
meditative equipoise and post meditative, “subsequent attainment.”300 The former refers to
the actual engagement in a session of meditation when one abides in equipoise, whereas
the latter names the time when one arises from the period of meditation and goes about
everyday activities. Longchenpa explains, “As for the yogic practice in the [cause-based]
vehicle of characteristics, one forges the path in the phase of meditative equipoise by
cultivating a non-referential state that is empty like space, whereas in the post-meditation
phase one undertakes the yoga of experiencing the illusoriness of things.”301 In the
complete absorption of equipoise, there usually are no appearing phenomena. In contrast,
the post meditation phase requires one to engage in the world of appearing phenomena
after one arises from a formal period of practice and goes back into everyday life. In the
cause-based approach that Longchenpa is critiquing, these two are held to be separate,
distinct phases, again shattering the holism Longchenpa is seeking.302
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In meditative equipoise the mind is undisturbed by appearing phenomena and
psychological stirrings, whereas in post-meditation, the rush of objects, bodily states, and
cognitive-emotional complexity can be overwhelming. In the cause-based approach, the
primary instruction to work with this complexity during post-meditation is to see them as
like an illusion, that is, understanding their ultimate nature as empty. Equipoise represents
the ultimate whereas post-meditation represents the conventional.
I am here reminded of Hannah Arendt’s comments about theory and practice:
As early as Aristotle the distinction between quiet and unquiet, between an almost
breathless abstention from external physical movement and activity of every kind,
is… decisive…Every movement, the movements of body and soul as well as of
speech and reasoning, must cease before the truth. Truth, be it the ancient truth of
Being or the Christian truth of the living God, can reveal itself only in human
stillness.303
In some Greek and Christian contexts, contemplation/theory was linked with the silence
and stillness of truth, whereas action, ethics, emotions, bodies, and practice were indexed
to the “unquiet” of contingency and change. Arendt claimed that under the influence of
Platonic and Aristotelian contemplation, much of western philosophy, ethics, and theology
have assumed that we are closest to truth or God when we quietly contemplate eternal
verities using reason. The highest point of philosophy is, in this reading, to theoretically
interpret and contemplate the principles of ultimate reality from a cool, silent, abstract
distance.304 Peter Sloterdijk has recently compared this state of theoretical contemplation
of timeless truths to death:
The idea that the thinking person has to be a kind of dead person on holiday is
inseparable from the ancient European culture of rationality, particularly classical,
Platonic-inspired philosophy….true lovers of wisdom are concerned with being as
dead as possible in their lifetime; because if we are to believe idealism, only the
dead enjoy the privilege of looking at the truths of the afterlife “autoptically,” as if
face to face. Naturally, we do not mean the dead according to undertakers, but the
Chokden’s New Interpretations of Yogācāra and Madhyamaka (Albany: SUNY Press, 2011), 169
ff, for a creative Sakya take on the issues. See Pettit, Mipham’s Beacon of Certainty, 139 ff. for
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philosophically dead who cast off their bodies and apparently become pure
intellects or impersonal thinking souls.305
In Sloterdijk’s sense, pure theory is not only breathless and silent, but also as close as
possible to death. Death, of course, eliminates all the complexity and messiness of bodies,
emotions, relationships, and time if the pure intellect is understood to separate out from
all contingency and finitude. Our personal prejudice, bias, emotions, and personalities
would also ideally die in order to reach the truth of pure theory. With such an emphasis on
the primacy and import of the theoretical, thinkers must learn to “die in advance” of actual
death.306 The contemplative or philosophical life is, in this rather gloomy interpretation,
the life of learning to die. In turn, this conception influenced the modern, Cartesian
understanding of knowledge as that which is undisturbed by the potentially demonic
illusions of the embodied senses. Even in Husserl’s phenomenology, there is the trace of
the call for the undisturbed quiet and stillness in his epochē, or phenomenological
reduction.307
In the distinction between the state of meditative absorption and post-meditative
activities, a similar binary is present in the scholastic Indo-Tibetan traditions. Longchenpa
wants to overcome this very binary between silence and noise, contemplation and action,
mental constructs and embodied involvement with the changing world. For him, action
and contemplation can be a unity.
The theoretical view espoused by all Mahāyāna and Vajrayāna traditions describes
the ultimate inseparability of emptiness and interdependent phenomena, or transposed
into the techniques of absorption and post-meditative activity, the union of stillness and
movement. As the Heart Sutra states: form is emptiness, emptiness also is form. Nāgārjuna
famously praises the Buddha as the one who taught that “whatever is dependently arisen is
unceasing, unborn, un-annihilated, not permanent, not coming, not going, without
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distinction, without identity, and free from conceptual construction.”308 Dependently
originated phenomena are emptiness. In the practices of what Longchenpa calls the causebased methods, however, the flux of relative dependent arising and the ultimate emptiness
are held apart. In contrast, Longchenpa seems to value the coalescence of contemplative
silence and the active complexity of a life of engagement and contingency. This is an
important sign that something akin to the Aristotelian schism between theory and practice,
the vita contemplativa and the vita activa, would be seen as problematic for Longchenpa. He
wants the nonduality between ultimate and relative truth to reveal the nonduality of
contemplation and embodied, sensual action in the very methods of the path. This is one
more reason he would be critical of an intentional, theory-caused approach to practice.
III.

Learning Practices
In Longchenpa’s evocative writings, the causal distinction between theory and

practical action changes and is overcome. Pedagogy and learning practices in the Great
Perfection are beyond causal categories and discriminations. According to Longchenpa, the
“common systems consider the view to be the ground, meditation to be the path, conduct
to be the supportive element, with some fruition occurring eventually.”309 As a temporal
sequence of contemplative causes and conditions, such a system cannot reveal the
uncaused, spontaneous nature. I will now turn to a paradigmatic, pedagogical distinction
between views, meditation practices, and actions to show how Longchenpa goes beyond
this causal approach in his instructions. Longchenpa does not critique the philosophical
positions (grub ‘mtha) of the common systems, but their methods of training, namely the
impact of their separation of theoretical views, from meditative cultivation, from actions
and their results.
Buddhist Philosophical Practices: View, Meditation, Action, and Result
As we have already encountered, a pedagogical distinction between views and
actions was widespread in Tibetan texts especially important to Longchenpa’s school: the
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distinction between view, meditation, action, and result, sometimes rendered as the
threefold—view, meditation, and practice (lta, sgom, spyod gsum).310 Great Perfection texts
may also be structured with this logic.311 Not a simple rubric or set, but rather a dynamic
process and pattern, this enumeration is especially revealing of what I mean by the
potential metaphysical influence of theory-practice distinctions. The metaphysical
assumption is that theoretical positions underlie action.
As pedagogy and learning practice, view, meditation, action and result crystalizes a
pattern of theoretical rule following in which theorems, once internalized through
meditative development, become the guides for everyday conduct. Theoretical constructs
and guiding views are internalized through reflection and repetition. In turn, such
internalization of the view establishes dispositions, literally imprinted or traced in
consciousness as positive habitual patterns. Such traces are said to be like “seeds” (bīja) that
will later sprout as actions.312 In this way, the path moves gradually from primary study and
theories to the practice of cultivation, and then results in ethical actions. Meditation
practices are, therefore, held within a broader theoretical context, informing and shaping
the practices with views, while theories are oriented towards their eventual application in
acts. In this procedure of learning, the theoretical plane will become actions; theories will
be actualized.
For Longchenpa, no matter how sophisticated, non-conceptual, and accurate the
view, no matter how stable and deep the meditation, and no matter how skillful and
virtuous the action, an intentional, theory-based approach to practice still adheres to and
exacerbates the very motions of the cycle of suffering, driven by causal action. It is here that
310
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the critique of intentional, causal action and the separation between theory and practice meet. The
bifurcation of theory from practice is part of what sanctions causal systems of knowledge,
including the pedagogies that provide access to that knowledge. According to Longchenpa,
establishing philosophical positions and even completely definitive theories or views will
nonetheless lead to confusion. “If you try to impose the schema of view, meditation,
conduct, and fruition on awareness, that very awareness has no finite essence even as you
make the attempt, and so nothing need be done about any of these; they are in direct
contradiction to awareness.”313 From the perspective of the radical, spontaneous
expressions of the Great Perfection, the paradigm in which a theory must guide actions is
itself a way of understanding that remains at a distance from freedom.
In The Treasury of Philosophical Systems, it is only in the chapters preceding
Longchenpa’s descriptions of the Great Perfection that the differentiation between theory
and practice remains firmly in place. Once he portrays the Great Perfection in the later
part of the text, the two converge. For example, when we reach the description of the Great
Perfection in chapter seven, he quotes from The All Creating Sovereign,
Though view (lta ba) and action (spyod pa) seem to be a dichotomy, just as space is
nondual there is no duality in enlightenment. Enlightenment, which is like space, will
not come about for those who indulge in dualities. The onset of a dichotomy between
view and action constitutes error and obscuration.314
Here, the Great Perfection opens up a perspective in which the previous divisions between
view and action, or theory and practice, are overcome. It is evident that the very distinction
between theory and practice is not representative of Longchenpa’s final understanding,
although we have seen that it was indeed a paradigmatic distinction in Mahāyāna
scholasticism.
Through view that involves dualism, you are not liberated from the three realms [of
suffering]. Through meditation that involves a frame of reference, the karma of the
higher realms is reinforced. Through action that involves acceptance and rejection,
you are not liberated from the narrow impasse of error and obscuration. A fruition
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that involves hope and fear perpetuates samsara. For these reasons, it is crucial to
realize that awareness is the resolution of phenomena.315
Here the interrogation of conventional pedagogical assumptions overtly links these very
methods with the dualism, conceptual references, karma, ethical deliberations, and hope
and fear that knowledge is meant to uproot. We can interpret this as Longchenpa’s
pointed conclusion that these practices of learning are entrapping. To practice gradually
and teleologically—to separate view, meditation, action, and result—perpetuates samsara.
The conditions of possibility of knowledge as defined in the causal vehicles are the
operations of a confused perspective, and ultimately perpetuate ignorance even with their
well-meaning intentions.
In some sense, the Great Perfection critique of scholastic methodology is a
rethinking of philosophy as process and experience. No longer is the love of wisdom an
affair in which we sort out our relationship with pre-established truths. It is a living and
creative relationship with truth. As Maurice Merleau-Ponty wrote, “Philosophy is not the
reflection of a pre-existing truth, but, like art, the act of bringing truth into being.”316
Section Conclusion: Beyond View, Meditation, and Action
Three initial points can be made about this reinterpretation of the relationship
between theory, practice, action, and result. First, Longchenpa is indeed responding to
something akin to an Aristotelian conceptual opposition between theory and practice,
thought and action, which is alive in his tradition. These categories do exist in varying
forms throughout the Indo-Tibetan Buddhist tradition. Longchenpa is, therefore,
reimagining this tradition from within its own corridors of learning and cultivation,
pushing back against often unquestioned and established notions.
Secondly, the separation of theory and practice leads to a necessarily gradual and
causal understanding of the path of spiritual exercises. If theory comes before action as its
condition and guide, practices will always be conceived of as causal, with one stage acting as
the preparation for the next. Such a causal understanding defines the approach to practice
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that is to be relinquished by allowing spontaneity. In this way, an assumed bifurcation of
theory from practice will fundamentally structure the logic of practices so that they remain
causal, gradual, willful, and teleological. From the Great Perfection perspective, such an
approach to practice will never disclose freedom and primordial wisdom.
Thirdly, to my knowledge, this critique of the theory-practice relationship has been
noted neither by traditional Tibetan scholars nor by modern, academic researchers. It is
certainly not upheld as a prominent legacy of Longchenpa, and many members of his own
tradition, who consider themselves to be adherents to Longchenpa’s teachings, actively
utilize the fourfold of view, meditation, action, and result. For example, the renowned
Nyingma scholar who understands himself to be a direct heir of Longchenpa, Ju Mipham
Gyatso (1846-1912) tended to emphasize the guiding priority of view as it is cultivated in
practice and comes to manifest as action.317 Longchenpa himself regularly utilizes the
ground, path, and fruition rubric. This shows that there is an unthought dimension of
Longchenpa’s own contemplative instructions that may not easily translate into his
propositional metapraxical analysis. What I have found is that Longchenpa may not
consistently critique the separation of view, meditation, and action when he stands back to
offer theoretical reflections on the nature of practice, but he does consistently and
creatively transform these distinctions in his contemplative instructions.
Longchenpa states that, “through such gathering into experience (nyams su len), the
four factors of view, meditation, conduct, and fruition will occur spontaneously and all at
once within a single awareness, empty yet lucid.”318 Collapsing the temporal separation of
theoretical, meditative, and behavioral components of spiritual exercises, Longchenpa
leaves behind the safe island of conventional methods of cultivation guided by the security
of knowledge. Because a secure, theoretical ground is no longer the starting point,
Longchenpa’s pedagogical instructions venture into a groundless practical abyss. That is,
the actions are ungrounded in pre-established theorems. Yet I want to show that it is
precisely this groundlessness of practical actions that allows for a spontaneous
understanding.
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Chapter 5 Part 2: Longchenpa’s Awakened Phenomenology
As intimated in the previous sections, I propose that Longchenpa’s Treasury of the
Basic Space of Phenomena and Treasury of the Way of Abiding offer an awakened
phenomenology—a vivid description of enlightened awareness and the spontaneous
phenomenal world as a unified empty field. This phenomenology is what emerges when
one suspends the cause-based dialectical methods of gradually employing view, meditation,
action, and fruition. When the practical paradigm of theory-caused, intentional practice is
interrupted, a new mode of knowing may emerge as a practice. This is what I am calling
Longchenpa’s awakened phenomenology, one in which conceptual, theoretical views (lta
ba) are transformed into a practice of phenomenological looking (lta). Let me define what I
mean by this, and develop its implications for theory and practice.
Phenomenology is descriptive: it begins with observation of everyday experience and
existence the way it appears to the experiencing subject. According to Lusthaus:
Phenomenology and Buddhism both take the whys and hows of human experience as
their starting and concluding points. Both focus on similar epistemological issues, such
as perception, sensation, cognition, noetic construction, embodied conditioning, and
the overcoming of embodied ways of seeing the world. Both propose, through
methodic investigation of the way we cognize, to resolve the most fundamental human
dilemmas and problems.319
The claim is that Buddhist schools such as the Abhidharma, Sautrantika, and
Yogācāra offer phenomenological descriptions of human experience. As Coseru puts it:
“The Abhidharma traditions with their phenomenological approach to investigating the
elements of existence and/or experience provide the basis on which Dignāga, Dharmakīrti,
and their followers deliberate on such topics as the ontological status of external objects
and the epistemic import of perceptual and intentional states of cognitive awareness.”320
The precise account of this description, and even the extent to which it is indeed
phenomenological, has been contested; and, diverse interpretations abound.321
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Almost all of these studies share a common approach, namely to presume that the
Buddhist thinkers provide descriptive accounts of confused, dualistic consciousness, as
opposed to a phenomenological, first-person description of awakened awareness. I
attended a lecture by noted philosopher and interpreter of Tibetan thought, Georges
Dreyfus, who was asked whether there was a phenomenology not only of the confused,
dualistic consciousness, as per the Abhidharma, but also of enlightened, nondual
awareness.322 His answer was negative. Similarly, in Lusthaus’s study of Yogācāra and
phenomenology, he states, “Since enlightened cognition is nonconceptual (nirvikalpa-jñāna)
its objects cannot be described.” And,
Enlightened cognition is likened to a great mirror that impartially and fully reflects
everything before it, without attachment to what has passed nor in expectation of what
might arrive. What sorts of objects do enlightened ones cognize? Yogācārins refuse to
provide a detailed descriptive answer aside from saying it is purified from karmic
pollution (anāśrava), since whatever description they might offer would only be
appropriated and reduced to the habitual cognitive categories that are already
preventing us from seeing properly….. 323
Coseru makes this point and explicitly argues why a phenomenology of enlightened
experience would not be possible:
There is a long-standing debate in the Buddhist literature on meditative attainments
about the nature and indeed the possibility of mental states of pure non-mentation, in
which there is complete cessation of all cognitive activity (nirodha-samāpatti).
Unfortunately, these accounts are not accompanied by any positive descriptions and
are thus phenomenologically opaque.324
In other words, if the state of liberation is conceived of as a cessation of all cognitive
activity (a kind of non-mentation), then it would seem impossible to describe it
phenomenologically, for what kind of mentation and use of language could facilitate
description if all such activity has ceased? This issue points to the themes taken up by Paul
für Tibetische und Buddhistische Studies, 2007), 95–114 with Coseru on intentionality;
contrast also with Dan Arnold “Buddhist Idealism, Epistemic and Otherwise: Thoughts on
the Alternating Perspectives of Dharmakīrti,” Sophia 47 No. 1, (2008): 3–28.
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Griffiths in On Being Mindless: Buddhist Meditation and the Mind-Body Problem, in which the
question is how to account for this total cessation. Griffiths remarks: “a purely
phenomenological approach, in which an altered state of consciousness is described
without a highly ramified set of interpretive concepts in terms that hope to capture the way
it appears to the experiencing subject, is not likely to be of much use for the analysis of the
attainment of cessation since the central point about this altered state is that it permits no
experience while it endures.”325 Like Coseru, the claim is that the enlightened state will by
nature exclude explanation and description given the cessation of all mental activity and
the impossibility of language functioning to capture this experience as it happens. Here we
see how this issue also evokes debates about so-called pure or unmediated religious
experience (and whether it can be called experience at all), the role of language in its
descriptions, and how language and symbols condition supposedly unconditioned religious
experience.326
While I want to stay away from some of the basic Kantian presuppositions of these
debates—and instead focus on Longchenpa’s descriptive process and what it uncovers—it is
clear that Longchenpa is involved with a vivid, experiential description of awakened
awareness. Yes, he repeatedly portrays this state as ineffable (brjod du med pa) and free of
conceptual cognitive activity. But it is, nonetheless, a state available for a rich description;
and, the singular vocabulary of the Great Perfection is a wellspring of terms, imagery, and
an overarching aesthetics to describe this experience. Longchenpa nowhere argues for this
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point; he neither defends a theory of language nor defines what precise operations of
cognition or methods of doxastic communal exchange could allow for such a
phenomenological description.327 Nor do I think that Longchenpa would expect his
descriptions to operate persuasively in dialectical debates; he does not claim that his
descriptions should count as authoritative statements upon which to base valid
philosophical positions. Rather, his poetics serve a different purpose, namely: to invite his
readers to share in this experience of appearing phenomena and the comportment that is
their way of abiding. They are work-like rather than documentary writings.328 They perform
rather than describe.
Despite these caveats, Longchenpa does attempt to describe primordial awareness and
the correlative display of phenomena. That is, unlike the Yogācārin view that Lusthaus
rehearses, unable to describe enlightened cognition beyond saying that it is “like a mirror,”
Longchenpa unhesitatingly describes his own experience of the actual way of abiding of
phenomena:
Outwardly, the expanse of sensory appearances is spacious as a supreme and timelessly
empty state without any underlying basis. Inwardly, the expanse of mental activity is
spacious as a supreme and naturally pristine state in which thoughts leave no trace.
Secretly, the expanse of awakened mind is spacious as a naked, unobstructed state.
327

My use of the term “doxastic” is from William Alston, Perceiving God: The Epistemology of
Religious Experience. (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1991). For the place of related
arguments about the relation between Buddhahood and the positive existence of wisdom
upon enlightenment in the Nyingma school, influential for Longchenpa, see Almogi, Rong
zom chos kyi bzang po’s Theories, 193 ff. The issue here is about a special kind of wisdom or
gnosis (ye shes) that is present in the enlightened state. If there is such a presence, then it
could account for a certain kind of mental activity (as well as the enlightened,
compassionate activities of a Buddha in the world). In other words, enlightenment is here
not conceived of as a mere cessation, but also a cognitive fullness. If there were a certain
kind of pure mental activity, then this would be what explains the capacity for Longchenpa
to describe his experience phenomenologically. If pressed, I would imagine that
Longchenpa would draw from this material and account for the existence of gnosis in
awakened awareness. Indeed, the Nyingma tradition describes the Rong-Klong (that is the
position of Rongzom and Longchenpa) view on this subject. Mipham offered extensive
arguments in favor of this enlightened wisdom.
328
With “work-like” I refer to Dominick LaCapra’s conception of the ways texts may work
on the reader to transform their experience through persuasive aspects of the writing. He
distinguishes between the simple content or the “documentary” aspects of texts and the
work-like impact of a text. See “Rethinking Intellectual History,” especially 30-31.
141

These three abide as an uncreated spontaneous presence, I, Longchen Rabjam [The
Entire Range of the Vast Expanse], a yogin of the sublime vehicle, have realized this in
all its nakedness and natural lucidity. With the arising of a supreme state of infinite
spaciousness—the expanse of samsara, originally pure without having to be abandoned,
and nirvana, spontaneously present without having to be accomplished—everything is
embraced within the blissful expanse of my realization that samsara and nirvana are
nondual within the single expanse of awareness. I, Natsok Rangdrol [The Natural
Freedom of the Myriad Display], a yogin for whom myriad phenomena are inherently
free in their true nature, have reached dharmakaya, enlightened intent beyond ordinary
consciousness. And so my realization has reached full expression at the point where
phenomena resolve in their true nature. Thus, since I have gained the ongoing state of
authentic being, the most majestic state of dharmakaya, in this present life, I would say
that I have reached the summit of the most excellent endeavor.329
It has been noted that Buddhist thinkers may be wary of claiming personal experience.330
Yet, here we have an author not only willing to claim his own awakening, but further, an
attempt to describe it as such. Coalescing his own names with the “expanse” and “myriad
display” of phenomena, Longchenpa goes so far as to equate his own identity with reality,
as if his autobiography would amount to a description of suchness. To the extent that
modern philosophical appropriations of phenomenology are indeed concerned with firstperson accounts of consciousness, and would be curious about claims of first-person
descriptions of enlightened awareness, Longchenpa’s poetry offers a resource—a treasury—of
such descriptions. What can we learn from this treasure? What does it reveal about a
practice of knowing that is not a causal view—leading to meditation, leading to action and
result—but is, instead, the simultaneity of viewing, meditating, and knowing? Can
knowledge be a form of action?331 With Longchenpa’s phenomenology, we witness a form
of practicing that is itself theoria, a phenomenological looking (lta).
IV.

Phenomenological Practice
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In addition to an interrelated set of writings, vocabulary, and discourse about
consciousness and metaphysics, western phenomenology is also a method or a practice.332 It
entails attending to and clearly describing our experience of phenomena as a way to reveal
the phenomena themselves. First articulated by Husserl in his eidetic reduction and epoché
or “bracketing,” the results of phenomenology are intertwined with its methods of inquiry.
The methods focus on descriptions of the world as given in consciousness and the
intentional acts of consciousness itself.333
According to Husserl, the way to approach the investigation of consciousness
hinges upon our ability to bracket certain metaphysical presuppositions that seem so
obvious that we take them for granted. In sum, these presuppositions are the “naturalistic
attitude” which assumes that appearing things exist in a mind-independent external world.
Whether the assumed metaphysics of the natural sciences, or a pre-theoretical, everyday
assumption held by most people, it seems obvious that the objects that we encounter are
“really out there” in the world. Yet Husserl found it unacceptable to simply assume this
natural attitude, and wielded the phenomenological practice as a means to bring it under
critical investigation. “Our investigation should turn its attention towards the givenness or
appearance of reality, that is, it should focus on the way in which reality is given to us in
experience. We should, in other words, not let preconceived theories form our experience,
but let our experience determine our theories.”334 The practice of phenomenology is to
turn awareness towards appearances, without assuming that these refer to objects in an
external world. Rather than look at the tree in front of me as an object-out-there, I suspend
my assumptions and turn my awareness to the act-of-seeing-an-appearing-tree, to the
appearances as such in their immediate givenness to consciousness. I look to the happening
of appearing.
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However, this is the point at which phenomenological method is most easily
misunderstood and assumed to be a kind of inward turn. Phenomenology is not
introspectivism. Husserl was explicitly opposed to such a perspective and wrote repeatedly
to try to clarify that the epoché should not be conceived of as a rejection of external reality:
“The real actuality is not ‘reinterpreted,’ to say nothing of its being denied; it is rather that
a countersensical interpretation of the real actuality; i.e. an interpretation which
contradicts the latter’s own sense as clarified by insight, is removed.”335 In other words, the
external world is not denied, but the interpretations of the natural attitude are removed in
order to reveal the “real actuality” as attended to on its own, or in its “own sense.” Husserl
also stated, “‘The’ world has not been lost through the epoché–it is not at all an abstaining
with respect to the being of the world and with respect to any judgment about it.”336 In
fact, the entire project is to investigate and offer a philosophical foundation for external
reality, but one that includes the important role of subjectivity. However, Husserl rejected
any form of psychologism. In order to do so, the method must first be freed from
assumptions and presuppositions. We must suspend the assumption of the natural
attitude; and, by suspending it, we can then return to it in order to explore and describe its
mystery and wonder. Maurice Merleau-Ponty elegantly summarizes the phenomenological
method:
The best formulation of the reduction is probably that given by Eugene Fink,
Husserl’s assistant, when he spoke of ‘wonder’ in the face of the world. Reflection
does not withdraw from the world towards the unity of consciousness as the world’s
basis; it steps back to watch the forms of transcendence fly up like sparks from a
fire; it slackens the intentional threads which attach us to the world and thus brings
them to our notice; it alone is consciousness of the world because it reveals that
world as strange and paradoxical….In order to see the world and grasp it as
paradoxical, we must break with our familiar acceptance of it and, also, from the
fact that from this break we can learn nothing by the unmotivated upsurge of the
world. The most important lesson which the reduction teaches is the impossibility
of a complete reduction.337
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With clarity and fidelity to Husserl’s methodology, but also influenced by Heidegger’s
thought, Merleau-Ponty here describes the practice of phenomenology. Reflection in the
phenomenological reduction does not deny the external world in order to withdraw into
consciousness. Rather, it steps back in order to see the way the world actually appears to us,
as the external world, for our consciousness. This hinges upon loosening intentionality, for
the reduction “slackens the intentional threads which attach us to the world.” We break
from the familiar assumptions so that we can return to them in their vivid foreignness. The
subtlety of phenomenology as a method is this re-attuning of awareness towards what is
most natural and most primordial, (a word Merleau-Ponty uses regularly), thereby breaking
with the familiar relationship and opening up a fresh philosophical perspective.
To come full circle, as this new philosophical perspective opens up through the
practice of phenomenology, what it reveals is the world itself. That is, we discover that the
tree and all appearing things cannot exist only within consciousness, or as a form of
absolute idealism. Both Husserl and Merleau-Ponty are opposed to such subjective
idealism. For Merleau-Ponty especially, idealism and objectivism are the twin threats to
phenomenology.338 Instead, the reduction reveals that there can never be an absolute
withdrawal from the world, for we can only slacken the intentional threads and not cut
them entirely. The world keeps revealing itself to us, giving itself to us in its “upsurge” of
appearances. Therefore, “The most important lesson which the reduction teaches is the
impossibility of a complete reduction.”339 In other words, we can never completely bracket
away the world. In this way, the phenomenological reduction is a method or practice of
awareness meant to reveal things as they are, as they appear to us.
V.

Cutting Through as Phenomenological Practice
If western phenomenology is a practice, it is all the more appropriate to read

Longchenpa’s Great Perfection meditation instructions as a form of phenomenological
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method and description. For Longchenpa, without the resonant contemplative practices,
the nature of phenomena as a spontaneous, empty, indeterminate play cannot be revealed,
thus conjoining the comportment of the practitioner and the wisdom that knows reality.
This is the precise dimension of the theory-practice binary that I am exploring in this
chapter: the relationship between the practice of knowing and what is known theoretically.
For Longchenpa, to know spontaneous presence, one must be spontaneous presence. As
we saw above, a gradual cultivation of view, meditation, action, and result cannot reveal
things as they are, because the practice of knowing is not homologous with what is to be
known. Longchenpa claims that Great Perfection contemplative practice allows for
phenomena to reveal themselves as they really are. In this way, Great Perfection practices of
non-intentional, effortless natural awareness are the methodology to disclose the abiding
nature of phenomena.
I am here closely following Longchenpa’s commentary on the tenth chapter of The
Treasury of the Basic Space of Phenomena, in which he offers guidance on the practice of
Cutting Through.340 Longchenpa divides all meditation techniques into two categories
based upon whether or not their methods involve the support of a reference point (dmigs
pa) or are free of such supports.341 In epistemology, reference points refer to the process of
apprehension (Tib. dmigs pa, Skt. ālambana) and grasping (Tib. ‘dzin pa, Skt. grahaka) of an
object by a knower. Those techniques that utilize reference points include practices with
external objective reference points (such as placing attention on a stone or an image of a
meditation deity or symbol), tactile sensations, or the breath. They also include techniques
reliant upon internal supports, such as the subtle yogic body of winds and channels; or an
internal, mental visualization of light, syllables, or other imagined forms. The division is,
therefore, between external objects as the basis of meditation and internal, mental objects
as the basis of meditation. Longchenpa names a third and final mode of meditation with
reference point as support, a technique that involves neither external object nor mental
image:
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A technique that involves no mental image is to sit cross-legged, gaze straight ahead,
and settle one’s mind without distraction in a completely non-conceptual state;
this, therefore takes the state of pristine emptiness as its non-conceptual frame of
reference.342
Here the meditator attends to non-conceptual, pristine emptiness; but she does so with
emptiness as a reference point. In this sense, the method still utilizes a subtle form of
support or an object upon which the mind is placed in a relation between subject and
object, or grasper and grasped. It is not a physical or tactile object in the world, nor is it a
mental image; but it nonetheless remains an approach that assumes a certain subject-object
dualism. Here the subject or knowing mind is placed on the object of non-conceptuality
itself. Yet this is still a frame of reference or a support.
To summarize, everyone holds that “meditation” refers to some state with a single
reference point, positing that it is essentially a state of mind at rest, that its purpose
lies in some hoped-for goal that can be reached through stabilization, and that its
function is to arrest dualistic perception…[However] the very idea that subjectobject dualism343 is to be arrested already involves a subject (an ordinary state of
consciousness) perceiving an object (a frame of reference). And so these are simply
methods by which one begins to approach the profound aspects of spiritual
teachings, not the actuality of profound yoga (zab mo dngos kyi rnal ‘byor ma yin).344
In that the ordinary methods of meditation utilize reference points as supports for practice,
they engage a certain implied dualism between subject and object. Even attending to nonconceptual emptiness without external or internal images still adheres to this subtle
dualism. The hoped-for goal is that this dualism will be overcome as a result of the
techniques. Yet in assuming the dualism as the basis and hope of the technique, it is
replicated in the process of the techniques. Even in the attempt to arrest dualism, it is
recapitulated as method. Therefore, from a Great Perfection perspective, these are not the
profound methods for they all presuppose a relationship between subject and object in
their techniques. Cutting Through practice will, therefore, be without the support of any
reference points, going beyond any intentionality. Again, I call attention to Longchenpa’s
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analysis of the ways in which techniques crystalize and replicate theoretical assumptions in
their logics.
Instead, the practice of natural meditation in the Great Perfection aspires to rest
awareness in a way that is already present in awareness itself. It assumes that there is a
mode of nondual, non-intentional primordial knowing that abides as the very nature of all
mentation. Great Perfection meditation not only reorients awareness towards this natural
knowing, but it aspires to practice in such a way that this knowing is the very style of
practice. Rather than attempt to arrest dualistic thoughts, struggle to still the mind, or
focus attention on an external or internal reference point, awareness is invited to rest as it
already is:
True meditative stability is a particular feature of the Great Perfection
approach…Just as heat is present as a natural attribute the moment there is fire,
and wetness is naturally present in water, naturally settled meditative stability is
present in awareness.345
In turn, the practitioner recognizes this naturally abiding awareness and becomes
increasingly attuned to this state.
While this awareness is supposedly always available, and is considered the abiding
condition of all mentation, it is apparently easy to miss. Habitual mind, intentional
perception, and volitional karmic actions conceal this open awareness. Earlier in the
Treasury of the Basic Space of Phenomena, Longchenpa wrote that “dualistic habitual patterns”
create the following perceptual confusion:
Since what are not objects are misconstrued as objects, there are the five kinds of
sense objects, and since what has no identity is invested with identity, there are the
five afflictive emotions. These constitute all possible confused perception—of the
universe and beings within it.346
In other words, when appearances are reified into dualistic objects, habitual psychological
reactions emerge that try to grasp or push away these objects. Yet within this reification and
reactivity, the natural awareness remains complete and unstained. When habitual,
intentional reactions are recognized to be no different from the more primordial awareness
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which is the very ground of possibility of habitual perception, awareness can rest at ease. By
revealing what is natural, but concealed, Longchenpa claims that Cutting Through
effortless practice discloses open and lucid awareness and invites simple rest in this state,
free of fixation.
What is important here is that this sense of rest is nondual and non-intentional in
that it presumes no relationship between subject and object, inner or outer. Whenever the
subject-object split is presumed in the methods, a mind intending towards an object is
always assumed as the model for the techniques. This split imposes a theoretical
perspective on the meditation methods and ends up repeating the intentional, dualistic
orientation of confused consciousness leading to a problematic, subtle fixation:
In brief, meditation with ordinary mind (sems), which involves some frame of
reference (dmigs pa), is anchored in dualistic perception, while awareness (rig pa)—
naturally settled meditative stability—is the ongoing and naturally settled state that
is the true nature of phenomena. And so there is a difference between [meditation
with references] and abiding in your own natural state within the enlightened
intent of buddhahood (which actually connects you with the liberation of
nirvana).347
Techniques that utilize reference points as supports replicate dualism and fixation, in the
practice; whereas, the method of natural awareness, precisely because it is not cultivated
intentionally and not oriented to a subject-object relationship, reveals the true nature of
phenomena. Here I want to purposely conflate the meaning of intentionality as the objectorientation of consciousness, with the meaning of intentionality as effortful striving. Both
obscure primordial knowledge. Both are released in the natural awareness Cutting
Through practice. In this way, releasing effort also slackens the intentional threads.
Attending to Appearances
Another distinction between practices of natural awareness and techniques utilizing
dualistic reference points has to do with the practitioner’s relationship to appearances. By
appearances I here mean the arising of sense objects. For during meditative reflection,
“sense objects manifest within the limpidity of awareness, so there is a continuous aspect of
347
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clarity.”348 However, with intentional and dualistic meditation techniques, thoughts
proliferate in response to objects. Ordinary mind intends towards appearing objects and
responds with its various habitual reactions of attachment or ignoring and so forth.
However, in natural awareness practice, “awareness does not focus on external objects, for
even though they manifest to it, it is unencumbered by them, so the root of ordinary
thinking has been cut through.”349 When open awareness experiences appearances, it
allows them to dawn as they are without reifying them as objects and without adding the
habitual and intentional dimension of ordinary mentation. No thoughts of discrimination,
judgment, accepting, or rejecting arise and the appearances are allowed to be as they are, in
their spontaneous and indeterminate play.
This way of allowing phenomenal appearances to be as they are is in some ways
similar to Merleau-Ponty’s sense of stepping back to watch appearances “fly up like sparks
from a fire” and “slackening the intentional threads which attach us to the world.” With
this image, Merleau-Ponty attempts to clarify that the phenomenological reduction does
not withdraw from the world into an objective space of observation. Instead,
phenomenological practice attends to phenomena as they present themselves to us in time
and in the world. The method is to look at immediate experience. Compare Longchenpa’s
specific instruction for working with appearances: “Without rejecting samsara, you perceive
it to be naturally occurring primordial awareness.”350 The prose commentary reads:
As apparent sense objects arise continuously within the limpidity of awareness
(which is like a mirror), the dynamic energy of responsiveness is continuous within
that awareness, and so you are vividly aware of these sense objects and feel as if you
are encountering them. Although in essence sense objects do not entail concepts,
their specific manifestation makes it seem as though they do. But even as they arise,
you do not try to block them, deliberately focus on them, or leave them alone as a
compromise. Rather, you allow them to settle in their own place, they do not stray
from the context of their true nature.351
Here the method is to allow sense appearances to arise within awareness, and go so far as
to feel that you are actually encountering them. You do not block them, focus on them, or
348
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even leave them alone. Instead there is a subtle method to allow them to “settle in their
own place.” When the meditator allows this self-settling, then there may be a recognition of
their true nature, from which the appearing object has never strayed.
Like the western phenomenological epoché, Longchenpa’s Great Perfection method
is to reorient awareness in such a way that appearances are engaged as appearing, rather
than as external objects. Also like the western reduction, this requires suspending
conceptualized understandings of the objects. By allowing the phenomena to show
themselves as they are, we can understand their being. Unlike the Husserlian and MerleauPontian language however, Longchenpa emphasizes naturalness, and letting go as the
comportment of the practitioner of the method.352
Many Buddhist concentration meditation techniques are precisely an attempt to
arrest the arising of both appearances and mental proliferations. According to
Longchenpa’s understanding of the Great Perfection, however, this would lead to a
manipulated and forced suppression, requiring tremendous effort and struggle. Further, it
would cut off the arising of appearances and thereby would neglect the spontaneous play,
missing an opportunity to recognize their being. The method here is to allow this play to
display itself, without blocking it in any way, but also without reintroducing the habitual,
dualistic mind that fixates or thinks. In this way, the “intentional threads” are slackened in
the sense that appearances are allowed to arise, yet the habitual attitude which reacts to or
intends-towards those appearances is suspended. A new relationship with appearances thus
emerges which allows for their spontaneous and indeterminate display. In turn, this
discloses the true nature of appearances as space-like emptiness, nonetheless appearing
vividly. At the same time, mind itself is not reified as some kind of object. Phenomena are
in no way reduced to an internal consciousness. This is not a subjective idealism.353
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In an earlier chapter of the commentary on The Treasury of the Basic Space of
Phenomena, Longchenpa details the subtle distinction between the nature of mind and its
appearances.
As things arise due to the dynamic energy (rtsal) of awareness, it is possible to
identify awareness in all its pristine nakedness, without the reifying effects of
concepts—without investigating anything outwardly, without examining anything
inwardly, or deliberately settling between these alternatives.354
It is important to underline that this phenomenology is not a process of investigation and
analysis. In this section, Longchenpa attempts to ward off a misunderstanding of the
relationship between mind and appearances. There are two aspects of awareness and,
therefore, two aspects of meditation practice; but they are inseparable. On the one hand,
there is “naked awareness as whatever arises [as an appearance] (analogous to a reflection).”
On the other hand, there is “naturally occurring primordial awareness that is
consciousness in its natural place of rest (analogous to the surface of a mirror).” A
misunderstanding would be to assume that these are two separate states: awareness as it
abides like a mirror and awareness as it arises like reflections. If a meditator presumes this
perspective their, “meditation will go off in two directions.” In other words, they will
attempt to split their practice into an aspect at rest and an aspect that arises as appearances.
The whole point, however is to rest in such a way that these two are a unity. “While one
continues to experience the arising one abides naturally in the ground…Although one
continues to experience what is, in effect, a state of abiding, the radiance of awareness,
which is a continuous mode of arising, is naturally evident.”355 Later, he writes: “No matter
what arises, do not reflect back on what has passed, do not think ahead about what is yet to
the same as the perceiving mind: “Some blithering idiots, who lack the advantage of having
heard teachings, hold that “sensory appearances manifesting outwardly in all their variety
are awakened mind” and “it is one’s own mind that manifests thus.” But the difference
between such assertions and my present argument…is as vast as that between heaven and
earth….specific phenomena that have never existed either as mind or as anything other
than mind and that manifest clearly without truly existing anywhere, outwardly or
inwardly.” Longchen Rabjam, Treasure Trove, 156.
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come, and do not analyze the present moment in between. Rather ensure that you do not
stray from the recognition of bare awareness in all its nakedness.”356
Earlier, we saw that Longchenpa critiqued the cause-based dialectical vehicles for
separating the silence of meditative absorption from the sensory display and complexity of
the post-meditation, everyday state. Here we can see more clearly what is at issue. For Great
Perfection meditation, the display of appearances must be allowed to arise naturally,
without suppression. Yet the meditator is not seduced by this display, and does not need to
grasp or fixate at what arises. Rather, the instruction is to rest in such a way that the state
of abiding and the appearing are non-differentiated. Wisdom does not arise through
stopping or transcending appearances, sensual experience, and the movements of mind.
This conjoins the relative and absolute as a single gesture of knowing, “the indivisible truth
that abides primordially…”357 It is only through allowing the arising of phenomena that the
true nature of awareness and phenomena may be elicited. Awareness (like a mirror) and
the display of awareness (like reflections) “are not separate or distinct from one another,
but constitute the essence in which phenomena resolve, that is, the very essence of being,
originally pure, pristinely naked, and free of elaboration.”358 In other words, ontology (“the
essence of being”) is disclosed by allowing appearances to arise within the meditative state,
while still remaining in a restful openness that does not reify these appearances into
objects. Longchenpa summarizes the practice: “It is a pith instruction for ensuring that
conditioned appearances arise such that they clarify your experience of awareness.”359
This awakened phenomenological practice is radically different from that of view,
meditation, conduct and fruition. Rather than a conceptual view, or an approximation of
ultimate truth, and a process of analytical investigation, here there is a bare, restful looking
(lta), or a viewing. Recall that the Greek theoria literally means, “looking.” Yet in Aristotle,
the theoretical contemplation must transcend all contingencies, all appearing things, and
withdraw into the silence of timeless knowing, unaffected by the body and senses.
Similarly, in the cause-based dialectical vehicles, ultimate truth is only to be known through
356
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the non-conceptual meditative absorption in the utter cessation of mentation. Here in the
Great Perfection, however, theoretical views are released, natural abiding is merged
seamlessly with appearances, and the distinction between meditative absorption and postmeditation everyday life is overcome. Knowledge, sensation, and action need not be
separated. As Longchenpa writes,
Meditative absorption as the supreme state of natural abiding is illustrated by four
topics—view, meditation, action, and fruition that transcend any schema of view,
meditation, action, and fruition:
Given the unchanging, spontaneously present nature of phenomena,
if you look (lta) again and again with self-knowing awareness,
free of any complicating conceptual framework,
you will see that there is nothing to look at.
Nothing to look at—this is the view (lta ba) of omnipresent awareness.360
In effect, what Longchenpa achieves in these verses is a method that both absorbs and
transforms the schema of view, meditation, action, and fruition into a phenomenological
looking (lta). Rather than a view, we have the act or practice of looking, which discloses
knowledge. This practice, moreover, is uncaused and effortless. Instead, the evanescent,
spontaneous, indeterminacy (nges med), or ineffable absence (med pa) of phenomena is
revealed. In this sense, the view of spontaneity is revealed through looking again and again,
free of all views. “Through such practice, the four factors of view, meditation, action, and
fruition will occur spontaneously and all at once within a single awareness, empty yet
lucid.”361
Conclusion:
In the experience of yogins who do not perceive things dualistically,
the fact that things manifest without truly existing is so amazing
they burst into laughter…
Looking around, I find the perception of beings to be truly
amazing.
They fixate on what is not real as real, so that it certainly
360
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seems real.
They fixate on confusion when there is no confusion, so that
there certainly seems to be confusion.
They reify what is indeterminate as determinate, so that it
certainly seems determinate.
They reify what is not so as being so, so that it certainly seems so.
They reify what is untenable as tenable, so that it certainly seems tenable...
As you look outward at sense objects manifesting externally,
everything is unobstructed, vivid yet ephemeral,
random, without any reference point.
You perceive, hear, think, are aware, experience, and feel
as never before.
“What is this? Are my perceptions by nature those of a lunatic?
Am I in a dream?”
You burst out laughing at yourself!362
In these verses, it becomes clear that Cutting Through practice is not only a matter of
redirecting attention, but unleashes an experience that unsettles conventional perception.
Longchenpa is left in amazement, not only about appearing phenomena, but also about the
strangeness of fixated, dualistic intentionality. He wonders at the everyday perceptions of
ordinary beings who reify objects and impel confusion. “Before, you perceived outer
manifestations—sense objects—as existing in their own right. But now that you have
realization, the very essence that you have certainty of is such that your holding to things as
having true existence is overturned.”363
As we saw above, Merleau-Ponty described the experience of stepping back from
intentional perception. So as to reveal the strange, paradoxical quality of the familiar
world, the phenomenological reduction “slackens the intentional threads” by turning
awareness to the intentional acts themselves. Intentionality connects our awareness with
the world. From a Husserlian phenomenological perspective, it is precisely the intentional
threads that ensure that we are not dreaming, and that we remain tethered to reality. If
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these threads were severed, we would float into madness.364 If western phenomenological
practice flirts with this madness by loosening the threads, allowing for wonder or
amazement, then the Great Perfection practice may cut through those threads altogether.
The ordinary mind is bound when it is distracted by sense objects drawing it
outward, so these objects are equally binding, like chains of gold and ropes of
hemp. Since all of them are in actuality without basis or foundation—having never
existed—they are equal in their final analysis. Since they end up vanishing naturally
without a trace, they are of equal essence in that they are naturally freed.365
The chains and chords bind the ordinary mind when it is drawn outward by sense objects.
Yet when the practitioner cuts through and rests in naked awareness, then it becomes selfevident that neither objects nor mind have any foundation, and the chords dissolve,
naturally freed. What this phenomenological practice reveals is a primordial awareness,
embracing both appearances and ordinary mind. As Longchenpa writes above, from within
this awareness, phenomena are “unobstructed, vivid yet ephemeral, random, without any
reference point.” However, so much of the intentionality of consciousness allows us to
establish reference points for perception, bodily comportment, and social cues. Indeed,
“consciousness is structured in such a way to protect itself and to maintain a certain
equilibrium.”366 It seems that the experience of awareness as described and disclosed in
Longchenpa’s poetry ruptures the intentional relationship and protection of consciousness,
dissolving reference points. Perhaps the thoroughness of the Cutting Through method
allows for a more penetrating perception that continues further down the path opened up
by western phenomenology, walking all the way out into the abyss that is awarenessphenomena. Allowing spontaneity entails allowing such a threatening breakthrough.
As Husserl said, “through the epoché a new way of experiencing, of thinking, of
theorizing, is opened to the philosopher.”367 Similarly, Longchenpa wrote, “You perceive,
hear, think, are aware, experience, and feel as never before.” Yet this also leaves the Great
364
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Perfection yogin somewhat shocked: “What is this? Are my perceptions by nature those of a
lunatic?” Here the mystery and wonder of the world, of human awareness, and the
presencing of appearances unfolds past the point of comfort, hinting at madness. Yet this
madness is simultaneously freedom from all fixation and reification and is perhaps mad
only from the perspective of the grasping mind. Longchenpa’s laughter is not that of the
suffering and pain of psychosis, but the jubilation of the loss of a certain kind of sanity.368
Later in the text, he writes that the enlightened experience of time and space “arise
naturally in openness, like the carefree perceptions of a small child resting in his or her
own bed or of a cheerfully crazy person.”369 Phenomena arise naturally, yet they are not
grasped, reified, or conceptualized.
Extolling children and crazy people evokes a somewhat antinomian aesthetic within
the Great Perfection—one that often admires the innocence and fresh perspective of the
young, the carefree ease of the very old, and even the joviality of the mad. A “cheerful”
crazy person may engage their world with unabashed delight and humor, without the
constraints of social, temporal norms. It is not insignificant that Longchenpa emphasizes
that this is a “cheerful” crazy person. Though Foucault studied the changing discursive
conditions in the structural division between reason and sanity, or reason and folly, he did
not call attention to the humor of the insane. In José Barchillon’s introduction to
Foucault’s Madness and Civilization, he notes that his “only quarrel with the book is the lack
of emphasis on the humoristic elements in psychoses and neuroses: i.e., the patient laughs
at himself, or laughs at the world through his illness.”370
It may seem that I have taken us far from our original inquiry into the meaning of
practice for Longchenpa. However, this journey into awareness and the presencing of
phenomena has allowed me to develop three important themes for this inquiry. First, I
have been able to show not only that Longchenpa critiques the scholastic, pedagogical
methodology concretized in the gradual process of view, meditation, action, and fruition,
but also that he offers a robust, alternative account of knowledge as a living practice.
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Rather than engage a causal process based upon pre-established views that are only
secondarily cultivated in meditation and thirdly applied in action, Great Perfection
meditation instructions are a form of knowing that is a practice, an act of looking.
Knowledge is action.371 View transforms from a view (lta ba) as a noun to a
phenomenological practice of looking (lta) as a verb. In this way, the practical paradigm of
theory caused practices are transformed into a phenomenology of primordial awareness.
Secondly, I have been able to describe the actual method of one of the two most
definitive Great Perfection practices: Cutting Through. By interpreting it as a form of
phenomenological inquiry, I have tried to make it clear that the deceptively simple
instructions to rest, look, and open awareness to the display of phenomena are a significant
form of knowing. I mean this to contribute to the limited understanding of so-called
“sudden” or passive meditation methods, as portrayed by scholars such as Gomez. That is, I
would like to re-open the question of the sudden-gradual debates about themes such as
non-mentation, not only by rehearsing the metapraxical claims of gradualist or sudden
systematizers, but through attending to the actual methods and practices of these
traditions. When we look at Cutting Through as a form of phenomenology, we are witness
to a clear methodology for attending to awareness, appearances, and knowledge
simultaneously.
This brings me to the third theme: clarifying in more detail the necessary
correlation between theory and practice in the Great Perfection. For Longchenpa—unlike
for an abstract or transcendent theoria that rises above the contingencies of the world—
knowing being does not come at the expense of the contingent becoming of phenomena.
Wisdom is invited through resting with the arising of the display of appearances. This also
means that knowing timeless being can be a praxis in the sense that it engages the changing,
flickering world of appearances. Theory and practice conjoin, once again redefining what
we mean by practice in the first place. If active practice can reveal timeless truths as much
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as the silence of theoretical contemplation, what does this say about the metaphysics that
holds practice and theory apart? For Longchenpa, to know spontaneous presence one must
act spontaneously, allowing for phenomena to reveal themselves as they really are. The
restful aesthetic of the practice and the work-like experience of reading the poetry,
summons a specific knowing. In this way, Great Perfection practices of non-intentional,
effortless natural awareness are the methodology to disclose the abiding nature of
phenomena.
As we have seen, the further paradox for interpreting Longchenpa is that the very
comportment that allows for the recognition of the true nature of phenomena is conceived
of as effortless, unwilled, and unconditioned. One meaning of intentionality is effort and
volition. Another is the object-directedness of consciousness. I have tried to show that both
meanings are overcome in effortless awareness: both the active striving and the dualistic
object-orientation of conventional meditation training are released or cut through. Only by
abiding at ease in the same unconditional and effortless naturalness of phenomena may
the unconditional, effortless nature of phenomena be disclosed. For Longchenpa, the
relinquishing of intentional striving is the practice which is the ontology. This is
Longchenpa’s response to the causal pedagogy of view, meditation, and action: a
simultaneity of practice, theory, and action in the phenomenological disclosure of being.
Theory-caused, intentional practice is rendered inoperative in practices of knowledge and
pedagogy, and unintentional natural rest allows for spontaneity to show itself, and to play.
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Chapter 5: Endless, Effortless Action: Beyond Configuration Two
Part I: Configuration Two
I.

Practice-caused, Intentional Practice
According to the first model of how theory affects practice, theoretical

understanding comes to be applied in practices. In this way, we can say that theories or
ideas are the cause or explicit rationale for practical actions. From the perspective of the
second configuration I would like to explore now, however, practices and/or actions come
before theories. The process of riding a bike, rehearsing scales on the piano, or training in
a martial art each exemplify this pattern: practice-caused, intentional practice. In this
scenario, practices are intentional in the sense that effort is exerted to develop a skill. Here,
agents deliberately work to cultivate themselves or train in an art. This would be an art or
skill that cannot be learned theoretically, at least not primarily. We cannot learn to ride a
bike exclusively from a book on the topic, nor by contemplating a discursive model of how
to do it; it must be learned in the doing and practicing itself. In this sense, the practice
arises from the practical, often bodily, domain, rather than from the theoretical. Hence, I
refer to this configuration as one in which the causality lies in the practice itself. Theories
are not applied in such practices; theories may often be irrelevant for such practices.
If there were to be a theorization or articulation of such practices it would require
an additional effort, and, in any event, the successful accomplishment of practices does not
necessitate the ability to explain them in language. As Bourdieu wrote, “The essential part
of the modus operandi which defines practical mastery is transmitted in practice, in its
practical state, without attaining the level of discourse.”372 While a recipe may be crucial for
an exceptional dish, the master chef brings something to the process of cooking that
exceeds all recipes. Likewise, it may be difficult to persuade a musician to explain why they
bend or delay notes during improvisation or in a particular live performance, where such a
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move was not required or noted in the written composition.373 It is plausible that the same
may be true for master meditators or those proficient in ethical action. If we understand
religious path literature and metapraxical interpretations of spiritual exercises as akin to a
recipe or musical notes on a page, I would propose that there is frequently something that
exceeds that literature and that surpasses articulation in discourse. It is likely that this is in
part because ethical, ritual, and contemplative adepts and communities often learn their
refined skills through the bodily doing of them, rather than by first learning a theory and
then subsequently applying it. This may not be true of all practices, or circumstances, but
at least we can say that it is often the case that certain practices come to be through
processes of habituation, body learning, and circumstantial variation born of previous
practices done in the past, more so than any particular discursive script or idea. This kind
of causality is what I am trying to get at in what I have termed the second configuration
This second configuration is intentional in the sense that deliberate mimetic
training, exertion, and the intention to practice are prerequisites for it to occur. However,
we can also say that sometimes a certain form of spontaneity is also facilitated through this
type of training. Once we have mastered riding a bike, we do not have to repeat the effort,
and we no longer struggle each time we ride. Rather, our body simply knows how to ride,
how to balance and pedal without falling, how to negotiate speed and turns in the road
ahead; and we do so without any particular effort, without much thought, and without
having to check with a set of rules or principles. What is more, we ride spontaneously after
having established somatic dispositions through the repeated training, sometimes even
taking new risks or discovering innovative movements based in the act of riding itself.
Once the pianist has spent years practicing scales and arpeggios, their fingers know how to
play without the intentional deliberation of a beginner. A know-how and sometimes,
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creative facility emerges instinctively and perhaps unexpectedly in the riding and playing.
Through the refinement of skill and disciplined preparation, actions arise seemingly
naturally and extemporaneously. The following will explore this type of action in light of
Longchenpa’s analysis of spiritual exercises.
The Knowing Body, Cognition, and Spontaneity
Let us imagine a martial artist engaged in a sword duel.374 If they think before they
act, they will be too slow and will be struck by their opponent. So how might they act
without thinking, and without being slowed down or impeded by taking the time to form a
mental intention? This question has not been fully considered by philosophers such as
Donald Davidson, for example, for whom intention must causes action.375 Without a
cause, there cannot be an act; and therefore, the cause must be located in the intending
itself. But while the martial artist may seem to think, “I will strike now and to the head,”376
any such accounts maintaining that intentions precede action cannot explain what seems
to be the immediate responsiveness that comes from a martial artist in the midst of battle.
It seems that each parry or strike happens automatically, without there being time to stop
and think. One explanation would be to attribute the causality not to a thought, rule,
decision, or deliberation in the mind of the swordswoman, but rather, to previous hours of
training the responsiveness of her body. In this way, spontaneous action emerges out of the
instincts developed in the body over time. This example of a martial artist intentionally
training so that she might act without thinking exemplifies what I would like to consider as
the operation of intentional, practice-caused practice.
To explore the features of the configuration of intentional, practice-caused practice
further we might reflect upon how bodily postures and actions can transform human
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experience. In recent research, social psychologist Amy Cuddy showed that adopting
specific bodily stances increases confidence by heightening the neuroendocrine levels
connected with self-assurance and the willingness to take risks.377 In short, experiments
demonstrated that simply by assuming and holding a stance associated culturally with a
kind of confidence (such as standing like Superwoman) before an interview, participants
found that they felt more capable and, in fact, were statistically more likely to be hired.
When they adopted less confident poses before the interview, (such as bending in upon
themselves), their neuroendocrine levels dropped and they were less likely to be hired. If
considered a practice, this so-called “power posing” technique is another good example of
an intentional, practice-caused practice: the agent need not think about anything in
particular and requires no pre-established theory or personal, psychological knowledge;
rather, simply (though intentionally) by adopting a posture, the bodily comportment causes
the desired result, effecting a change in the agent and accompanying actions.
Yet another example of a bodily interpretation of practice connects to what Edward
Slingerland has argued, in his recent book on the Chinese principle of “effortless action”
or wu-wei (literally “not-doing). He studied various old Chinese strategies for training in
spontaneity.378 Relying on current cognitive science and neurological research, Slingerland
associates effortless spontaneity with embodiment.379 Accordingly he speaks of two forms of
cognition: one is “hot” cognition which comes from the body and is automatic, tacit,
mostly unconscious, and very fast. The second is “cold” cognition which comes from
conscious mental operations and decisions and “is slow, deliberate, effortful, and
conscious, corresponding roughly to our “mind.”380 Due to this acknowledgment of the
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power of tacit bodily activity, and with this validation from current research, Slingerland
turns to ancient Chinese philosophers to show the variety of training methodologies that
might cultivate such embodied spontaneity. Slingerland’s research is helpful for
understanding Longchenpa. He shows why spontaneity and effortless action are relevant to
modern research on human action and cognition. Further, he shows how Chinese thinkers
developed related modes of knowing and methods to train in how to “try not to try.” Each
of the Chinese strategies he summarizes bares some relation to Longchenpa’s thought,
though none are identical.
Yet what is most significant is that Slingerland indexes spontaneous and effortless
action to what he calls embodied hot cognition. This aligns closely with what I am referring
to as the second configuration: practice-caused, intentional practice. Rather than rational,
theory-caused practices motivated by principles and rules, “Early Chinese thought instead
emphasized what we could call know-how: the practical, tacit, and often unformulizable
ability to do something well.”381 Such know-how is present in pre-reflective responses
emerging from bodily knowing.
In the second configuration of causality that I am identifying, this know-how is the
result of repeated training and exertion. Yet the intention to train is prerequisite. Here, I
am therefore ignoring the unintentional, background, and social contexts for many
embodied practices—for example, in Bourdieu’s habitus. I will focus upon this
unintentional and social dimension in the final two configurations to be treated in the
following chapters of this dissertation. Instead, in this second configuration, I attend only
to those practices deliberately taken up by agents who train themselves in an art, system,
technology of the self, or method. Volition and agency are central. What makes this second
configuration distinct is that learning is the result of effort. Without volitional training and
habituation as a condition, spontaneity is impossible.
The critical distinction is that although this second configuration develops a certain
kind of spontaneity, it still requires the willful and deliberate efforts of the practitioner.
The causal line of influence moves from intentional, conscious training to automatic
actions. Effortful training establishes dispositions that later emerge automatically in action;
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the training is therefore the cause of those later actions even though they appear to be and
feel to the actor as being spontaneous. I call this kind of spontaneity, “automatic.”
In what follows, I show that Longchenpa would not regard such automatic
response as true spontaneity. This is in large part because Longchenpa is critical of all
effort, willfulness, and goals. This position will lead Longchenpa to distinguish his
understanding of the Great Perfection from any account that aligns with the second
configuration of causality that I will outline in this chapter, even with its embodied knowhow. Like all causal accounts of action, this second configuration assumes a gradual
approach to training, even if one is gradually becoming accustomed to a goal of automatic
responsiveness. Great Perfection spontaneity is not automatic for Longchenpa, and it is not
realized through intentional, practice-caused practice.
II.

Examples of Configuration Two: Tantric Technologies of the Self
In the first configuration, theoretical knowledge or view guided meditative

contemplation and ethical conduct, leading to the telos of enlightenment. The Buddhist
tantric methodology can be seen as the inverse of this approach, whereby conduct, rituals,
and embodied techniques are primary. Furthermore, in tantric practices the ends are taken
as the means. Though certainly not all aspects of the immensely complex tantric vehicles
map perfectly onto my second configuration, many do. While a robust metaphysics
informs tantric techniques, the tantric techniques themselves place an overwhelming
emphasis on the efficacy of embodied exercises and rituals over arguing conceptual views.
At least this is Longchenpa’s explicit analysis. As he maintains in The Philosophical Systems:
As for the profundity of the mantra [tantric] approach, without relying on logical
argumentation, one simply focuses on the key points of the body, speech, subtle
channels, energies, bindu and so forth. In this way, one comes to a definitive
understanding of the essence of the truth body of the buddha—which is nonconceptual timeless wisdom, rather than some mental construct—as the ground of
being.382
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This analysis of the superiority of mantra or tantric vehicles mirrors the critique of the
dialectical, cause-based approach in the first configuration. Instead of view, mental
constructs and logic, we have instructions on the body and its subtle energy-dynamics.
According to Vajrāyāna esoteric anatomy, human beings possess a subtle body comprised
of channels through which psychic energies course, and concentrate in “spheres” or dots of
intensified and sexual energy.383 By relying on somatic techniques that cultivate this subtle
body, the practitioner facilitates a non-conceptual and direct experience.
Longchenpa conceives of the tantric techniques as practice-caused rather than
theory-caused in the sense that bodily actions and methods are the primary focus of the
training. To say that one “focuses” on the key points of the body is to say that tantric
techniques utilize methods of engaging the body, rather than on logical formulations. This
analysis opens up the realm of the body and ritual comportments as the basis of religious
practices. In comparison with the scholastic, dialectical, cause-based approach, Longchenpa
makes the fruition-based methods appear as a rich spiritual technology playing with time,
space, sensuality, embodiment and perception. In short, the metapraxical understanding
here is that if one acts like a Buddha, one will be a Buddha.
Fruition-based Techniques
Longchenpa refers to all of these tantric approaches as the “fruitional or resultant
vehicle” (bras bu’i theg pa) in the sense that they adopt the perspective of the result, fruition,
effect, end, or goal of the path as the means. He quotes the Excellent Accomplishment as
stating: “Depending on whether its basis is that of causes or the fruition, there is the
parāmitā approach or the unsurpassed Vajrayāna.”384 The parāmitā approach stands for the
(Mahāyāna) causal vehicle and the fruition refers to the tantric vehicles. While the causal
approach bases or grounds itself in causes that lead to effects, the tantric vehicles take the
effects as the basis for their practices. In short, this means that one acts as if one were an
enlightened Buddha and imagines oneself as such a being as the basis of their spiritual
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exercises. In so doing, the actions eventually become actual and the practitioner leaps to
the end of the path in some important respects. This inverts the logic of the cause-based
systems, taking the end of the path as the means. The fruition-based approach is a method
of religious practice in which the effect or fruit is utilized as the cause or base. Longchenpa
writes, “The cause-based approach of characteristics considers [the fruition] something that
takes place in the future, after a long time. The [tantra] approach is superior, for it
maintains that the fruition is indwelling, naturally and spontaneously, in the present
moment.”385 The fruition-based vehicle’s conception of the path may be understood to
warp the temporality of spiritual training by taking the future-end as the present-means.
This facilitates a transformation of sensory, cognitive, and emotional experience into its
original, enlightened form through a range of techniques meant to evoke a sensory
embodiment of the indwelling awakened state.
Let me explore these points in more detail by beginning where I left off in the last
chapter in my analysis of the lack of harmony between cause and effect in the cause-based
dialectical approach. Longchenpa described how the causes were out of sync with the
desired fruits in the causal, scholastic vehicles. In the tantric or fruition-based approach,
however, the realization of the Buddha and the buddha “bodies” and timeless wisdom is
taken as the path. Therefore, Longchenpa says, “It is only reasonable to conclude that…the
fruition that comes about will be consistent with them.”386 Here we again witness
Longchenpa’s desire for a homology between cause and result. If the embodiment of
freedom and wisdom are the effects, then the path of training should somehow include or
participate in those qualities. Here Longchenpa points to the body: Buddhahood is an
embodiment and the techniques aspire to body-forth that embodiment in the agent’s body.
Through yogic techniques, self-visualization, physical gestures (mudrā), ritual offering,
including sensual pleasures and emotions, eating, drinking, and sex, the body is the site of
tantric practice.
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Tantric Body
The fruition-based approach expedites the path by focusing on the direct
experience of the practitioner’s body, rather than the mental constructs of the cause-based
approach: “one simply focuses on the key points of the body.”387 It is clear that practical
methods relying on the body are valued above conceptual and logical analysis. A direct and
non-conceptual understanding is facilitated through the body, which allows the
practitioner to easily abide in this understanding. By employing the numerous yogic
breathing, visualization, and energetic methods of esoteric Buddhism, the practitioner
“comes to a definitive understanding of the essence of the truth body of the Buddha.”388 A
shift from concepts to non-conceptual wisdom defines the shift from cause- to fruitionbased methodology and such a shift can be mapped onto a movement from the mental to
the somatic.
Longchenpa’ own opinions on the human body are complicated and ambivalent.
For example, at times he celebrates the body as suffused with gnosis, while at other times it
is clear that the body is like a contaminated shell that must be cast away in order to arrive
at complete realization.389 Nonetheless, Longchenpa maintains that the fruition-based
techniques focus on training the body.
Such a shift in method from conceptual-dialectical to bodily training, however,
should not be taken merely to describe different techniques to arrive at the same end.
Longchenpa also claims that in tantra, the end itself shifts from a contemplative realization
387
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of a merely conceptual ultimate truth to a definitive understanding of non-conceptual
wisdom. This is made explicit in the way Longchenpa declares a distinction between the
causal vehicles and the fruition vehicles not only in terms of their methods, but also in
terms of the corresponding knowledge. Once again, the resonance between means and end
is announced in the homology between technique and understanding, or practices and
theories.
It is often claimed that the Mahāyāna and the Vajrāyāna share the same ultimate
view, but differ in terms of their skillful means or methods.390 It is noteworthy that such a
position assumes that a shift in practice would have no impact on the view. From this
perspective the Vajrāyāna is but a pragmatic extension or application of the causal vehicles,
and even if they have different methods the two vehicles share the same theoretical
position. If this were the case, then the final analysis of tantra would be a variety of
configuration one, theory-caused practice: there would be an original view or theory (such
as emptiness), and then a variety of skillful means or practices that could reveal, actualize,
or express this view. However, in his commentary on the Guhyagarbha Tantra, entitled
Dispelling Darkness in the Ten Directions, Longchenpa explicitly states an alternative position:
There are some who claim that [the tantric vehicles] are more sublime by virtue of
method (thabs) alone, since there are no distinctions based upon knowledge. Such
assertions are illogical. If there is a difference by virtue of method being more
sublime, then through that assertion itself, knowledge would also have to be more
sublime. Where can it be found that the vehicle of the Perfection of Wisdom
(prajñāparamitā) asserts that all phenomena abide as the maṇḍala, and that the
present mind, without a hair’s worth of adjustment, is already fully awakened? Thus
the higher vehicles are more sublime by virtue of both method and knowledge.391
There are two aspects of this analysis. First, Longchenpa makes it clear that the tantric
vehicles have a different and “more sublime” knowledge than the causal vehicles. This is a
significant claim in the context of Tibetan religious history. Yet for our purposes, the more
390

As Georges Dreyfus states, it was Tsongkhapa’s general position that tantra was an
esoteric aspect of the sutra vehicles; see Dreyfus, Two Hands Clapping, 21. This is the
position of some of the most influential Tibetan Buddhist schools. See, for example, Jeffrey
Hopkins, Maps of the Profound: Jam-yang Shay-ba’s Great Exposition of Buddhist and NonBuddhist Views on the Nature of Reality (Ithaca: Snow Lion, 2003), chapter 13, in which the
Secret Mantra is described as expedient skillful means, not a new view.
391
Longchen Rabjam, Dispelling Darkness in the Ten Directions, 524, f. 477-488.
169

important point is Longchenpa’s secondary claim: when methods shift, so does the
knowledge. The tantric knowledge is sublime “by virtue of [its] method” being more
sublime. In other words, he states here that we cannot uncouple the means and ends, the
methods and the knowledge that corresponds to those methods.
By naming the concept of phenomena abiding as a maṇḍala, Longchenpa describes
a view and a practice, as well as an artistic and symbolic image. For all phenomena to abide
as a maṇḍala means that all appearing forms are self-arranged in a perfect design, a divine
realm of symmetry, meaning, and beauty. The question here is whether or not such a view
is articulated in the causal vehicles (here called the Perfection of Wisdom). Longchenpa
clearly feels that this knowledge is only held in the fruition vehicles. Yet in addition to
representing a view, maṇḍala is also an essential component in tantric visualization
technique in the generation stage, during which an adept actively visualizes the
surrounding world-realm as an ornately detailed maṇḍala. The methods sometimes include
the instruction to maintain this perspective at all times, even after a session of formal
training, thus increasingly coming to experience the world as a perfectly arranged realm.
Furthermore, the body itself is considered a perfect maṇḍala—the macrocosmic perfection is
at once the microcosm of the individual body. The practitioner learns to visualize maṇḍalas
within the body, in each hair pore, for example. They practice reimagining their entire
body as a maṇḍala modifying their own interoception: they train in sensing their own body
as the primordial self-arrangement of the cosmos. The tantric technique thereby performs
the view of the primordial purity and wisdom of the cosmos abiding as a perfect maṇḍala.
In this way, the view or knowledge and specific techniques correspond. Here, the
knowledge of the abiding nature of phenomena and the specific methods to disclose or
cultivate this knowledge are inseparable. In this sense, Longchenpa claims that the tantric
vehicles are superior in both method and knowledge.
Longchenpa gives the further example of understanding “the present mind” as
already completely awakened, without any modification required. As we have seen
repeatedly in his analysis of the fruition vehicle, the fundamental difference between the
causal and the fruitional is in whether or not a direct experience of the fruition is
employed as the causal basis of the practices. Here this would mean that one abides in the
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perfectly awakened nature of mind, without attempting to arrive at it in some later
moment. Specific bodily yogas and meditation techniques cultivate such a capacity. For
example, methods of calming and gathering the energetic winds (rlung) into a “central
channel” are supposed to be the somatic experience of enlightenment, or at least
equanimity. By learning to work with the energetic body in this way, the practitioner
directly leaps into the fruition experience. Like adopting the power-pose of Superwoman in
order to experience confidence, the tantric practitioner adopts the psychosomatic qualities
of an enlightened being in order to practice being enlightened. To embody enlightenment
is to be enlightened. Again, what I want to call to attention is the reciprocity of specific
techniques (e.g. gathering the winds, or meditation claiming to rest mind in its pristine
nature, or establishing maṇḍalas) with the knowledge claims. It is only because of the
techniques that such claims have their specific tantric meanings. More radically, it is only
because of such techniques that this knowledge of immediate perfection may be disclosed.
That is, the spiritual exercises are the conditions of possibility for this knowledge and when
systems such as the causal vehicles do not utilize these particular methods, they cannot fully
understand what is to be known. When theories and practices are divided, practitioners
cannot completely integrate the means and ends, the relative and the absolute, samsara and
nirvana, the immediacy of experience and its abiding nature. To the extent to which this is
correct, Longchenpa’s conception of practice assumes a reciprocal relationship between
methods and knowledge.
Generation and Completion: Inviting Complexity into Practice
Just as in Longchenpa’s awakened phenomenology, in the fruition vehicles, the
integration of the two truths means that ultimate emptiness and the relative appearance of
phenomena coalesce. In the tantric techniques, this integration of the two truths is
performed when generation and completion stages conjoin. In the generation stage, a
practitioner intentionally imagines Sanskrit or Tibetan syllables, a personal meditation
deity (yi dam), and a maṇḍala—often a circular palace with symmetrical walls, gates,
buildings, rooms, and halls populated by wrathful protectors and divinities. Creatively
envisioning these elaborate symbolic landscapes and structures require expert capacities of
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memorization, attention, and mental construction—the capacity to mentally generate and
sustain a complex setting in explicit detail. The techniques utilize horrific, violent, imagery
as well as blissful, erotic, opulent, and utopic imagery. While visualizing, the tantric
practitioner may simultaneously utter mantras, as well as engages a series of ritual chants,
invocations, physical offerings such as flowers or saffron water, symbolic hand gestures
(mudrā), and other rituals of purification, confession, and devotion. In this way, the senses,
movements, and emotions are employed contemplatively. After abiding in this imagined
creation for a time, the tantric practitioner then dissolves the visualization in the
completion stage (rdzogs rims), and rests in an uncontrived way. This completion stage may
also entail internalizing the imagery and syllables and working with the subtle bodily
channels, winds, and energetic dots mentioned above.
These methods are inseparable from specific philosophical knowledge. In Nyingma
tantric thought, the active generation of visualized forms (and accompanying sounds,
textures, and smells) is indexed to a “pure relative truth.” Philosophically, pure relative
truth refers to the most refined experience of appearing forms.392 Ultimate truth is
associated with formless emptiness. Ordinary relative truth is associated with the confused,
dualistic appearances of everyday perception. The pure relative truth of divine forms in
visualization practice is the analogue of how an enlightened being would perceive
appearances. In this way, visualization also corresponds with an account of perception and
appearing phenomena.
Among numerous understudied implications for spiritual exercises, these methods
represent a way to engage with the dynamism and commotion of the relative world as part
of meditative cultivation. Rather than simply relegating the appearing world of relative
truth to mere illusion, the secret mantra enfolds the arising of phenomena into the
meditative absorption. Rather than withdrawing the mind in a silent void, here the mind is
absorbed in a dense and often dramatic array of imagined colors, blazing lights, skulls,
naked figures copulating, severed heads, raging fires, decaying corpses pecked by vultures,
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three-dimensional palaces, elegant flowing silks, graceful bejeweled divine figures, infinitely
expanding rays of light, lettered garlands swirling through the subtle body, energetic flows
pulsing, swelling, melting, and contracting within the practitioner. Then, to dispel any
sense of the permanence or solidity of such displays, these images dissolve back into
emptiness, indexed to the ultimate truth. Various methods also unite these two stages of
generation and completion, relative and ultimate.
Such techniques entail collapsing the distinction between meditative equipoise and
post-meditative experience of everyday life. Again, in this distinction from classical
meditation theory, meditative equipoise refers to a state of complete absorption without
any appearing forms or mental events, almost a total contemplative darkness when
consciousness withdraws into one-pointed focus and stabilization without concepts. The
post-meditation state refers to arising from this absorption and engaging in the behaviors,
mental events, and perceptions of everyday life. In this context, equipoise is indexed to the
formlessness of absolute truth and post-meditation is linked with relative truth of
appearances. The claim that tantric methods conjoin equipoise and post-meditation
collapses the bifurcation of the two truths. As one arises from equipoise, the instructions
are to maintain the sense that the displays of material form, speech, and mental
phenomena are just like the images in the visualization. That is, what one encounters in
the everyday life-world are also understood to be empty appearances, just like the luminous
visualized images in the generation stage. In this way, there is less of a division between
formal practice sessions and the rest of life.
On an ethical level, this means that the practitioner of mantra is at least
hypothetically asked not to distinguish between what to accept and what to reject in
everyday life, for this would necessitate a conceptual, dualistic discrimination. Instead,
there are skillful techniques, such as feast practices and sexual yogas, which are intended to
allow for transgressive engagement with relative phenomena. In feast practice one eats vile
meats such as elephant meat and human flesh and drinks alcohol and sexual fluids, thereby
literally acting in such a way that affirms the relative purity of the appearing world. The
idea is that taboo and impure substances are swallowed and digested in a concrete
enactment of their fundamental purity. Rather than reject such substances as impure, they
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are swallowed. In sexual yoga, the bliss and fluids of sexuality are included as part of a
methodology to attain liberation. Conduct, view, and meditative techniques converge in
this method of practice.
In this way, through the concrete techniques of maṇḍala, visualization, consuming
taboo substances in feast rituals, and through collapsing meditative equipoise and postmeditation everyday life, the Vajrāyāna conjoins theory and practice in creative methods
and spiritual exercises. Philosophical positions such as non-duality are performed in literal
bodily positions and behaviors.
Tantric Techniques and Philosophy
Though I claim that Longchenpa understands tantric philosophy as inseparable
from its pragmatic methods, I do not want to argue for a simplistic order of prominence in
all Vajrāyāna systems, however. I am not claiming that tantric techniques always come first,
and theoretical reflections come later. Nor am I making a temporal or historical argument
in which philosophical principles are epiphenomenal to ritual or embodied action. Surely
such a limited interpretation would ignore the early historical presence of themes such as
emptiness, the two- truths, and highly speculative theorizations of visual processes,
equipoise and post-meditative attainment; these ideas predate any historical evidence of
Buddhist tantric techniques. It would be patently false to claim that the techniques of the
Vajrāyāna gave rise to the philosophy of the two-truths, for example.393 Rather, Vajrāyāna
philosophy knits theory and practice, philosophical positions and techniques, into
intricately knotted forms that cannot be easily disentangled. Neither practice nor theory is
primary in any temporal or historical sense. Surely countless doctrines influenced the
construction of tantric techniques, procedures, and metapraxis, and philosophical
reflection emerged from the experience of engaging certain techniques. For example,
earlier we saw how the arising of “empty-forms” in the Kālacakratantra dark practice
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catalyzed a specific discourse on the nature of appearances. Longchenpa himself repeatedly
presented logical and philosophical reflections within the context of Vajrāyāna rituals,
contemplative techniques, and discourse.394 My claim is, therefore, definitely not that
Vajrāyāna is devoid of philosophical content or expression, requiring the unlearned
participation of automatons. It is undeniably a complex interweaving of theories and
practices.
However, I am making an argument for a certain experiential and pedagogical order
of precedence. Longchenpa’s analysis of the superiority of Vajrāyāna does argue that in the
actual engagement of these techniques, the practitioner simply does them, rather than first
needing to establish a mental concept as the object of meditation. They practice the ends as
the means, which also entails embodying truths as a practice instead of establishing a
mental conceptualization of truth. Therefore, I locate at least some aspects of tantric
practice as part of the second configuration: intentional, practice-caused practice.
Of course Longchenpa’s analysis is an ideal interpretation; and, it remains unclear
to what degree actual tantric adepts began with embodied practices or to what degree they
learned explicit conceptual models for the path and the logic of the methods before
beginning tantric training. In many major Indo-Tibetan monastic colleges today, indeed
the pedagogical order is to begin with conceptual and theoretical training, and only later
move to tantric practice.395 However, along the way, students are regularly initiated into
and engaged in tantric rituals, usually long before, if ever, receiving teachings on tantric
theory.396 Even in a sociological study of the concrete pedagogies of monastic, scholastic
learning, and even in contexts in which the view is deemed necessary, collective ritual
esoteric practice (pūjā) is often introduced before its theories are explored.397
I have described the details of the fruition-based practice because the tantric
methods, symbolism, and language drastically inform the spontaneity of Great Perfection
practice. As Sam Van Schaik noted, while the Chan sudden traditions are in dialogue with
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sutra texts, the Great Perfection is in dialogue with tantric texts and rituals.398 The Great
Perfection is flooded with the practical and ritual experience of the Vajrāyāna. When
Longchenpa describes the spontaneous purity of all phenomena, this is not just another
way of saying, with the Prajñāparāmitā and the Middle Way, that form and emptiness are
inseparable (although it is that as well). There is also a range of methods that perform this
inseparability, opening up the possibility of a holistic and sensual embrace of the two
truths as a practice.
Through a study of the tantric techniques we can see how they inform the specific
sense of Longchenpa’s spontaneity. The practical experiences of the fruition-based methods
infuse the immanent immediacy of the Great Perfection, demanding a sensual and tactile
relationship with the full-presence of enlightenment. Therefore, to say that the fruition is
already present in a tantric-influenced context may have a different meaning than saying
that the fruition is already present in a Chan or Mahāyāna context. The practical
techniques matter, modifying the perspective of the body, appearances, sounds, and
philosophical views.
III.

Longchenpa’s Critique of Practice-Caused Intentional Practice
However sophisticated, according to Longchenpa’s Great Perfection analysis, the

tantric techniques remain intentional, teleological, and causal. They require deliberate and
repeated engagement and they fundamentally rely upon the cause-effect paradigm of the
cause-based approaches, only in reverse. Though fast, creative, and blissful, this remains a
causal way of theorizing religious practice for it attempts to ground practical action and
methods upon the causal basis of the ends, rather than the means. This is still teleological,
and all teleology requires effort. A more profound release from cause and effect, willful
effort, and teleology will therefore mark the shift from fruition-based tantric techniques to
the spontaneity of non-causal, technique-free practices of Great Perfection.
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The Architect of the Path: Intentionality, Contrivance, Teleology
Longchenpa understands causal and effortful spiritual exercises to be the product
of a confused and habituated consciousness—what he calls the craftsperson or “architect”
(bzo bo). There is an uncanny similarity between the Greek concept of architecture and the
fact that Longchenpa calls the one who crafts the path a bzo bo, translated by Nyima as
“architect.” The Greek term “architect” is comprised of the term for a founding principle:
archē and the term for production or craft: technē. For Aristotle, technē is the disposition
underlying all production (poiesis). As we have seen, the telos of any production is known in
advance, and technē is the know-how to bring forth this telos (as known in advance) into
material form. Similarly, tantra as fruition-based, may somehow know the end of
enlightenment in advance. The tantric technology would be to bring this foreknowledge
into existence via the spiritual techniques.
Yet for Longchenpa, such teleological or intentional spiritual exercises, no matter
how refined and well-intended, are fundamentally structured according to causality. He is
therefore not only critical of methods grounded in theoretical abstractions or views, but is
also critical of philosophical-ethical religious systems that emphasize techniques and
embodied methods. Inverting theoretical primacy to practical primacy will therefore not be an
appropriate interpretation of Great Perfection spontaneity. Relocating practices from the consciousmind to the unconscious-body will not explain what Longchenpa sees as true spontaneous action. This
is perhaps the most important outcome from my analysis of the second configuration.
Longchenpa’s critique of intentional, practice-caused practice conjoins an
epistemological and psychological account of the operations of dualistic consciousness with
an analysis of spiritual exercises. He claims that intentional methods are fundamentally
identical to the dualistic appearances of confused mind arising from the karmic all-ground
consciousness. Just like the compounded objects of samsara, the stages and strivings of
spiritual training are the illusory displays of a confused mind. They are merely
constructed—artificed—by the confused architect. Longchenpa explains that, “the phrase
‘created by ordinary mind’ refers to the phenomena of the impure states of samsara.” Most
importantly for our purposes,
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it also refers to…all that is classified as the ground, path, and fruition of spiritual
approaches. These phenomena pertain to a state of confusion—a state driven by the
habit patterns of ordinary mind—because they are adventitiously created by the
architect that is ordinary mind. They are experienced as appearances that manifest
and are perceived out of confusion, and so at present seem absolutely real.399
This description links the stages of intentional, spiritual cultivation with the confused
phenomena of samsara such as the body-mind aggregates (skandhas) and dualistic
perceptual fields (ayātanas). The spiritual path with its ground, path, and fruition and its
intentional techniques of self-cultivation are the architecture of habit and confusion. While
some systems of cultivation may claim to skillfully utilize these illusory forms as methods of
liberation, Longchenpa ultimately questions the viability of a path produced by confusion
and cleaving to the architectonics of causality. “It is fundamentally contradictory for what
is in essence unconfused to be attained through confusion.”400 That is, as we have seen
already, if the methods of attainment on the path replicate some aspect of confusion they
cannot lead to freedom from all confusion.
In The Basic Space of Phenomena, Longchenpa further described this confused,
ordinary mind in three ways: It is marked by dualistic habitual patterns; It is that which
construes what are not objects as objects; It is that which invests what has no identity with
identity, and therefore the five emotional afflictions arise.401 In turn, these dualistic habit
patterns, objects, identities, and emotional afflictions, “constitute all possible confused
perception, of the universe and beings within it.”402 Longchenpa here links the architect
who constructs spiritual paths with epistemological and psychological (mis)perception. He
links the reification of objects with the inexorable emotional-psychological reactions that
abound once objects appear.
The significant point here is that this same confused process is present in the
reification of spiritual techniques, tantric methods, and causal paths. It is because of the
habitual tendency to perceive and grasp dualistically that developmental and causal effort
seem necessary. The architect solidifies the spiritual path into an object comprised of
399
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grounds, paths, and fruits. It then subsequently grasps these stages in the same way any
other object may be grasped. The confused and reifying architect then “forges” the spiritual
path (lam du byas), blind to the self-imposed conditions that it spins forth as developmental
techniques. Longchenpa analyzes spiritual exercises and paths just as he would analyze
existent objects.
For Longchenpa, all Buddhist paths, the scholastic dialectics, and even the most
profound methods of tantric techniques are all, “driven by the habit patterns of ordinary
mind.” “One fixates on phenomena (whether internal or external) which one experiences
as objects other than oneself, or on [tantric practices such as] maṇḍalas, which one takes to
be absolute.”403 This statement clarifies that the exact process of fixation common to all
confused perception is replicated in the architect’s production of tantric techniques such as
maṇḍala. The practitioner inevitably fixates upon those very techniques as absolute. The
attempt made by the confused architect to construct its way out of imprisonment thus only
adds further layers of entrapment by reifying the very techniques it designs, constructing a
proliferation of confused acts in the efforts to bring karmic causality to rest. The architect’s
structures then become prisons.
Deliberate action misleads—look at the confusing appearances of samsara
Effort corrupts—think about the machinations of suffering.
With virtue and harm, there is an uninterrupted flow of happiness and suffering.
Karma is reinforced, causing one to wander high and low through samsara.
There is no opportunity to escape the ocean of conditioned existence.404
Therefore, the Great Perfection ultimately withdraws confidence from all effortful
techniques, disrupting the very logic of any intentional, practice-caused practice. A
different mode of practice must be disclosed which is neither intentional nor simply the
tacit habitus of the body or willfully pre-established dispositions.
Causal and intentional techniques only exacerbate this spiraling cycle of confusion,
missing the complete availability of a more primordial wisdom. Longchenpa describes
poetically:
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The sun of ultimate reality…is obscured by the clouds of both virtue and harm,
positive and negative, and obstructed by the lightning of obsessive efforts to accept
or reject…From the consummate and ultimate perspective of the definitive seminal
heart, chains of gold and ropes are equally binding. Likewise, the spiritual and nonspiritual bind the mind equally. Just like light and dark clouds are equally
obstructing, positive and negative actions equally obscure awareness. Therefore it is
crucial that one immersed in genuine being—who has realized this to be so—
transcends all causes and effects, whether positive or negative.405
Longchenpa uses an old metaphor in which gold chains refer to the ways religious
practitioners may become entrapped in their own practices. The self-binding of constant
ethical self-regulation turns out to be just as entrapping as being bound by “ropes,”
referring to the ordinary, non-religious, habitual tendencies that bind people to suffering.
Whether bound by intentional religious practices of the self or unconscious everyday habit,
we are still bound. The implication is that even well meaning teleological modes of
contemplative and moral training may bind us further.
The Trace of Teleology in the Sudden
From Longchenpa’s perspective, tantric spiritual exercises are a complex and
hidden form of teleology. The telos is gathered into the practitioner’s experience in the
present; the future becomes the now. Yet such suddenness and immediacy is still an
appropriation of causes and effects. Now the causal factors of tantra are not in the future
but are made manifest in the present. This is one way to understand sudden practice. Yet
this is not a good interpretation of the Great Perfection. In this sense, the Great Perfection
is neither sudden nor gradual, but displaces causality and interrupts teleology.
Teleological practice assumes a distinction between the means and ends, even if the
means partake of those ends, as in Aristotle’s definition of praxis. Teleology is a futureorientation and goal-directedness and it is essential in many theories of practical action and
ethics. It motivates the actors engaged in the movements, responses, and intentions of
practical fields: as a musician plays the next note, as an athlete orients their sprint across a
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field, as a ritual leader gives a sign to move into the next phase of the liturgy, as an ascetic
gathers water from a well, their practices heed to time and its call towards a future.
There are a variety of species of teleology. For example, Aristotle’s eudaimonism is
teleological in the sense that “the fulfillment or perfection of our nature involves a futureoriented process consisting…of practice, habituation, experience, and learning, all with an
eye to the goal of happiness.”406 Connolly’s study of Meister Eckhart distinguishes between
three types of teleology. First is teleological moral development: here, the primary concern
of ethical cultivation is to direct one from a confused or immoral state to a “perfected
state” (the telos or goal: eudaimonia, maturity, etc.) in which one is a fully-developed moral
agent. Such a “teleological view of human life” 407 is typical of, though not exclusive to,
virtue ethics.
Second, there is the means-end relationship in teleological action. Practical or
ethical action (praxis) is conceived as the means to an end. Yet even this relationship is
variable, for the ends or telos could be intrinsic to the actions themselves or they could be
completely extrinsic. As I have noted, for Aristotle, praxis partakes of the good to which it is
directed, and therefore the ends are intrinsic to the means. In the Metaphysics, Aristotle
defines praxis as a “movement in which the end is present in the action.”408 When I
practice generosity, this partakes of the good to which generosity aims. This would also be
true for the fruition-based tantric practices that explicitly understand their approach to
practice as grounded upon and partaking of the ends. When a tantric practitioner
visualizes their body as an enlightened deity, expressing the soft gracefulness of
compassion, seated on delicate lotus petals, and exuding cool light reaching out to heal
suffering beings, this is a sensorial and affective method to become the ends, as the means.
We have seen that Longchenpa often looks for a homology between means and ends. Yet
even in endotelic modes of practical action, in which the ends are intrinsic to the means,
teleology is at play. According to Connolly, for Aristotle, this is explicit:
It is still the point of praxis to contribute to or constitute eudaimonia, something that is
to-be-completed by a lifetime of such action. While “means-end” might be a misleading
406
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term for the relation of praxis to eudaimonia, it is accurate to use Aristotle’s own
phrase: praxis is “toward the goal” (pros to telos) of eudaimonia; so in this sense Aristotle
is a teleologist about action and the will. Action is for happiness; and the latter
depends on getting the former right.409
This means that praxis is always goal-oriented even if the goal is not the extrinsic product of
action. Ultimately, even if endotelic, the actions are still willed and intended towards an
end.
A third type of teleology is with respect to the virtues. If virtue or virtuous acts are
understood to ultimately be in service to an extrinsic telos, such as the overall good for the
most beings (as in consequentialism) or in order to impress colleagues or achieve political
office, then this would be a form of teleology. If, however, one performs virtues as ends in
themselves, the teleology would be subtler. For Aristotle, though, even such virtuous
practices aim towards the good as their telos.
In each of the senses above, the cause-based scholastic Buddhist systems as analyzed
in the previous chapter are teleological. The gradual methods, ethics, and conception of
practices are means to an end called non-conceptual wisdom, compassion, nirvana,
enlightenment, liberation, cessation, etc. According to Keown, “since the moral life in
Buddhism has a definite telos it is preferable to describe it as teleological.”410 Like
Aristotelian virtue ethics, Keown claims that Buddhist ethics begin from “untutored
human nature from which one moves towards this telos.”411
The tantric, fruition-based systems harbor a finer teleology, closest to the second
meaning of teleology as evident in Aristotelian praxis. Even though the ends are present in
the means, the practices are still teleological in that they are oriented towards a goal.
Achievement and the requisite effort are still operative in the Vajrāyāna and it is only in
the Great Perfection that total effortlessness is at least rhetorically valued, and is not
considered an end. In this sense, the Great Perfection would not be endotelic, but rather
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absent of all means and ends.412 Longchenpa’s writings should make us question the
parallels between all Buddhist ethical and practical systems and (neo) Aristotelian virtue
ethics.
The Tempo of Teleology
In order to connect the philosophical critique of teleological action back to
concrete techniques and training, I turn now to Pierre Bourdieu’s analysis of practices and
their interrelationship with time, tempo, and pacing. Rather than merely stand back and
offer a theoretical analysis of teleology, I want to disclose the way ends and means reveal
themselves in the lived-experience of the arts, spiritual exercises, and paths of training.
Practice unfolds in time and has all the correlative properties, such as irreversibility,
that synchronization destroys. Its temporal structure, that is, its rhythm, its tempo,
and above all its directionality, is constitutive of its meaning. As with music, any
manipulation of this structure, even a simple change in tempo, either acceleration
or slowing down, subjects it to a destructuration that is irreducible to a simple
change in axis of reference. In short, because it is entirely immersed in the current
of time, practice is inseparable from temporality, not only because it is played out
in time, but also because it plays strategically with time and especially with
tempo.413
A specific temporality is assumed in all causal and teleological practice. What are the
experiences of time in the gradual or teleological approaches to practice? And what tempo
and rhythm are strategically at play in tantric practice or in spontaneous practice? Asking
these questions along with Bourdieu’s analysis of the logic of practice relocates
longstanding doctrinal and logical question about sudden versus gradual and attempts to
trace the unfolding of a practice tradition from within the logic of its own experience of
temporality.
According to Bourdieu, practices, like participating in a game, play strategically with
time; they do not only unfold within time. He gives the example of someone playing
football/soccer: “A player who is involved or caught up in the game adjusts not to what he
sees, but to what he fore-sees, sees in advance in the directly perceived present; he passes
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the ball not to the spot where his teammate is, but to the spot he will reach—before his
opponent—a moment later, anticipating the anticipations of the others…”414 When a chess
player experiences his opponent move a knight, the future implications—ten moves in one
possible future, ten in another—unfold in the present, as the meaning of that present move.
Players, practitioners, ritual actors,
decide[] in terms of objective probabilities, that is, in response to an overall,
instantaneous assessment of the whole set of his opponents and the whole set of his
teammates, seen not as they are but in their impending positions. And he does so ‘on
the spot,’ ‘in the twinkling of an eye,’ ‘in the heat of the moment,’ that is, in the
conditions which exclude distance, perspective, detachment, and reflexion. He is
launched into the impending future, present in the imminent moment.415
The logic of practice is only available when immersed in the temporality of the game itself.
If scholars, as observers, detach and distance ourselves from the game, unaware of its
urgency and demands, then we will be unable to understand its meanings and moods.
The game example from Bourdieu is simultaneously helpful and challenging for
Longchenpa’s writings on effortless and goal-less action. It is helpful because it asks that we
try to step into the tempo of the practices through the texts that we have available to us.
The scientific perspective, what Bourdieu also calls the theoretical plane, withdraws into a
timeless and uninvolved space from which to analyze practices. The theoretical, scientific
practice is to detemporalize the world. The practical plane, on the other hand, is from
within the temporality of the practices: the sense of heart-pounding urgency from within
the football game, the need to act based upon the imminent time-constraints, the
anticipation of the future moves which land upon the present and demand immediate
response. Religious and ethical practices of cultivation may have a similar logic, impelled by
an urgency—or a stillness—only available from within the temporality of particular practices,
relationships, liturgies, techniques, calendars, cosmologies, and communities. Just like an
observer standing outside a football game in which they have no stake, it is difficult to
mark the tempo and pace, the flood of adrenalin and bodily responses, the emotional sense
of demand, guilt, or ease emanating from certain contours and events of the religious life.
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The tempo and pace of relaxed, spontaneous Great Perfection contemplation, free
from an orientation towards a goal may feel different from the willful exertion of
teleological cultivation. It sustains a different tempo. Yet the very possibility of immersion
in the tempo of Great Perfection practice poses a severe interpretative challenge, more
complex than even the hermeneutic question of how to disclose the temporality of a game
that we are not playing. This is the challenge that Longchenpa and the Great Perfection
tradition may, in their very religious practices, attempt to withdraw into a theoretical
perspective. According to Bourdieu:
Only for someone who withdraws from the game completely, who totally breaks the
spell, the illusio, renouncing all the stakes, that is, all the gambles on the future, can the
temporal succession be seen as a pure discontinuity, and the world appear in the
absurdity of a future-less, and therefore senseless present, like the Surrealist staircases
opening onto the void. The feel (sens) for the game is the sense for the imminent future
of the game, the sense of the direction (sens) of the history of the game that gives the
game its sense.416
Bourdieu names a perspective that cuts through the game, withdrawing from its urgency
and stakes by stepping outside its temporal flow. What if it is precisely this withdrawal, the
attempt to break free from the spell of all human action, which is itself the temporality and
sense of Longchenpa’s practice? In other words, it may be that methods such as Cutting
Through open the possibility of withdrawing from action’s futurity as a practice. It is
plausible that this freedom from practice—able to see the future-less present, absent of
direction, “opening onto a void”—is precisely what Longchenpa teaches his readers to
practice. It is conceivable that the pace and tempo of these particular religious practices are
themselves an attempt to step beyond the urgency of determining the next move in the
game (of causality). Perhaps Great Perfection religious actors and writings occupy the place
of the theorist of human action altogether, merging their radically negative critique of
intentional action with a creative affirmation of its suspension.
Yet in adopting this place of the theorist of all human action, Longchenpa would
also simultaneously engage this theoretical view as a practice. That is, the logic, pace, tempo,
postures, gazes, and experience of the practices would be to abide in the goalless void
416
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absent of causal action. The practices, in this interpretation, would be to suspend oneself
in that absence of goal-orientation by performing effortlessness that voids the confused
architecture of spiritual paths and techniques.417
Disclosing Longchenpa’s practical aesthetic or style is a way to articulate the
conjunction of theory and practice in Longchenpa’s writings, for here his evocation of
goalless-ness is simultaneously an instruction on an engaged, embodied practice and a
theoretical-doctrinal analysis of action altogether. It is a game, playing the freedom from all
games. Or it claims to be the freedom from all games invited into experience. The absence
of a telos in practice is an understanding of temporality as much as a mood or style for
techniques. The instruction to let be and release a sense of attaining the fruition invites the
practitioner into the easeful tempo of a specific practice of freedom, as if the meditations,
bodily movements, and articulations could be annotated as ‘adagio’ (play slowly). This
adagio is simultaneously ontological: “let things be” and “it is of no concern for things are
as they are.”418 Longchenpa claims that an easeful pace cuts the teleological and
developmental causality. The methods and tempo of goalless effortless action enacts an
interpretative therapeutic of causal human action in general. From within this “opening
onto a void” the Great Perfection practitioner claims to be able to free themselves from the
entrapments of action, to understand the very being of action and the being of time as a
practice.
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Chapter 5 Part II:
Spontaneous Time and Teleology
We have seen that, according to Longchenpa, Great Perfection spontaneous
practice must be non-teleological. The spontaneous presencing of phenomena and the
spontaneity of effortless practices such as Cutting Through and Leaping Over cannot be
understood if they are interpreted in terms of instrumental goal-orientation. Yet the fact
that actions and spiritual practices are non-teleological and that they aspire to disengage
from goals and gradual development does not mean that they are necessarily sudden, in the
sense of quick or abrupt. The opposite of gradual and teleological is not urgency. The
tempo of spontaneity is not a quickening. Rather time itself opens into what Longchenpa’s
tradition calls a “fourth time” beyond past, future, and present. This understanding of time
is meant to liberate practices from telos, from achievement, and from passivity or stillness,
enacting timelessness as a style. In order to disclose this style, attention to the aesthetic
dimension of Longchenpa’s writings and the tempo of Great Perfection practices remains
helpful.
Over and again, we have seen how Longchenpa describes the primary characteristic
of the spontaneous Great Perfection in terms of freedom from cause and effect. Here I
want to show how this critique does not lead to temporal suddenness or speed. Though he
does mention in The Philosophical Systems that this approach is “instantaneous” (skad cig), in
both the chapter introducing the Great Perfection and the chapter detailing the Seminal
Essence systems, he only rarely uses this term.419 The first time is in conjunction with the
“instructions based on the source tantras,” within the category of Instructions. The next is
when he describes the superiority of the Seminal Essence, claiming that other methods “do
not enable one to perceive the reality of timeless wisdom directly and instantly (skad cig).”420
Following this statement, Longchenpa clarifies that, “In this superior approach, the signs
that one is experiencing naturally occurring timeless wisdom, inwardly and instantly, are
perceived through one’s senses as the visions of the nature of being.” He also describes the
practice of Cutting Through:
419
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When, having applied the key points of practice, one has the view that is the direct
perception of reality, in that instant, timeless wisdom arises inwardly; it is pristine,
hence unwavering and free of the proliferation and resolution of thoughts. This is
trekchö, or reaching the dharmakaya in the immediacy of ones own true nature.”421
Cutting Through is “in that instant;” the arising of timeless wisdom takes place in no other
time. Further, “In a single instant of cultivating Cutting Through and Leaping Over, all is
complete—skillful means and sublime knowing, the stages of development and completion,
dharmakaya, and rupakaya, appearances and emptiness, as well as the development of
merit and the experience of timeless awareness.”422 Therefore, the theme of immediacy,
now-ness, and instantaneousness is indeed part of Longchenpa’s rhetoric, though it is far
from the primary concern. There are certain methods of cultivation that subsume the
entire path and all of its accumulated effects into a single instant. Yet, as far as I can tell,
throughout the Seven Treasuries, he rarely uses the term most often translated as “sudden”
(cig car). This is especially true in The Basic Space of Phenomena and The Way of Abiding.
In the massive commentary on the Basic Space of Phenomena, the Treasure Trove of
Scriptural Transmission, Longchenpa uses the term “instantaneously” in an “instant” (skad
cig) on about twenty different occasions. Eleven of those occurrences are within
Longchenpa’s own composition, as the others are in quotations from supplementary Great
Perfection texts. Five of those occurrences from Longchenpa’s pen have to do with the
instant of death.423 Of the remaining six occasions, two have to do with the image of the
sun instantly coming out behind the clouds.424 One instance simply claims that, “one does
not experience separation from the essence of awareness even for an instant.”425 Another
states, “Thus, there is nothing to plan or to do, even for an instant.”426
The final two instances point to a more sudden interpretation of practices. In the
tenth chapter on natural meditation, Longchenpa give the instruction to the Great
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Perfection meditator: “identify unobstructed awareness in your immediate perception of it.
In the very instant you do so, you abide in enlightened intent that is like space.”427 The
additional occurrence has to do with the way consciousness and sensory appearances arise
when they are recognized with unconditional awareness:
Due to the key point that [consciousness and sensory appearances] come into being
simultaneously in the same indivisible instant, they arise naturally within the state
of freedom that is their true nature and that occurs in the moment without
depending on any succeeding moment.428
Though in these last two examples of his use of the instantaneous Longchenpa clearly hits
upon issues familiar to the sudden traditions, neither of these uses is explicit about sudden,
abrupt, or quick aspects of the path or realization. Rather, they speak to an arising of
experience or perception that happens all at once, instantaneously. This is of course linked
with sudden realization, but notice that at no point does Longchenpa claim that the Great
Perfection is abrupt.
In this way, I submit that the meaning of instantaneousness for Longchenpa is not
necessarily about a rapid approach. I find that the issue of speed and temporal immediacy
is not important, dispelling the sense that the Great Perfection should be understood in
exactly the same terms as the sudden-gradual debates or the issue of the “single white
remedy.” 429 In fact, Longchenpa claims that it is the authors of tantric fruition-based texts
that are concerned with the speed of their methods. In contrast, the speed of the Great
Perfection system seems hardly significant to Longchenpa and is not a distinguishing
feature. This is important because spontaneity may be mistakenly understood to mean a
spiritual short cut.430 In some way, this is an understandable and not entirely inappropriate
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account. However, the emphasis on freedom from cause and effect for Longchenpa acts to
disempower the significance of goals, hurry, and speed, more than accentuate it. This is the
insight drawn from attending to the tempo and aesthetic of the practices, not only its
explicit articulations.
For example, what is the pace and mood if we understand the following verses as a
concrete meditative instruction regarding how to relate with the telos or fruition (‘bras bu)?:
The usual order of things is reversed within the single sphere of being,
and so hope and fear concerning the fruition are cut through—
a state equal to space.
So vast, so supreme, the enlightened mind of victorious ones is equal to space.
There is no renunciation or attainment—the expanse of the single sphere.
This is timeless freedom; it is irrelevant whether or not one has realization.
A yogin is content on the path equal to space, with nothing needing to be done.431
The theme of instantaneousness here gives way to a sense of inevitability.432 It is
“irrelevant” whether one has realization or not. In these verses, the timeless availability of
awakening is more important than any sense of abruptness or a sudden flash of experience.
Again and again, the distinguishing feature of the Great Perfection is its freedom-from, or
suspension-of, the paradigm of causality and effort. This freedom extends to any linear or
temporal continuum with a telos or even a sense of the telos as immediate or present. Such
freedom, and practical instructions “to be content with nothing needing to be done,” is
what allows for spontaneity.
The sudden-gradual polarity may be understood in terms of a diachronic or
synchronic development of the path across time. Sudden refers to an instantaneous
method and realization, whereas gradual refers to an extended series of stages, a variety of
techniques, and a progressive, teleological movement from confusion to enlightenment. I
find that Longchenpa’s writings on spontaneity do not easily fit into this polarity. While he
is certainly critical of the gradual, diachronic, cause-effect temporality of the path, at least
in The Basic Space of Phenomena and The Way of Abiding, he does not emphasize an abrupt,
synchronic sense of spontaneity. Instead, Longchenpa’s spontaneous practice is not about
431
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time, nor about expediency, nor about temporally immediate access to enlightenment or
the indwelling potential, Buddha nature. It is instead an approach to practice that may be
described as flowing diachronically—across time—as much as it may be described
synchronically—in a flash. The Great Perfection employs a range of methods and some of
them (such as subtle-body practices and the four Leaping Over visions) are an explicitly
gradual unfolding, yet are still supposedly effortless and spontaneous.
Transforming Effortful Bodily Practice into Effortlessness
As further evidence for diachronic spontaneity, I now turn to the ways in which
Longchenpa refashions yogic techniques of developmental striving into effortless ease.
Longchenpa critiques the methods of the non-Great Perfection approach to tantric subtlebody practice and visionary methods:
Such methods do not bring about freedom, only a particular state of meditative
stability…According to the lower tantric systems…it is held that the motile energies
and essences enter the central channel from the [left and right] channels and so
release blockages in the central channel, with the release of each blockage leading
to the experience of a corresponding quality of enlightenment. But such methods
give rise to many impediments and perceptions based on confusion.433
Longchenpa contends that unlike in the lower tantras, in the approach of the Seminal
Essence, the subtle energies settle into a natural state of quiescence, and so need not be
forced to enter the central channel. When the subtle energies in the individual radiating
channels have naturally become pure, “the subtle energy of timeless awareness in the
channels of light is inherently lucid and in its natural state. One perceives the pure visions
of timeless awareness.”434
The above quotation is a specific example of how the Great Perfection transforms
tantric bodily techniques into natural and effortless practice. Rather than a causal process
overcoming blockages in the subtle body through techniques and effort, in the Seminal
Essence, the winds naturally gather back into the central channel simply by resting. The
lower systems approach subtle body yoga with an attitude that is “stressful and forced” (rtsol
433
434

Longchen Rabjam, Philosophical Systems, 349.
Ibid., 350.
191

ba can). In the Great Perfection, no effort is required, for the natural condition already
abides in the body. In The Precious Treasury of the Sublime Approach, Longchenpa elaborates
on the distinction between Great Perfection inner yogic practice and luminous visions and
lower systems based on strenuous effort and manipulation:
Since [the visions in the Great Perfection] are not dependent on holding the winds
[as they are in the lower systems], emotional distortions and conceptuality naturally
cease, and they are adorned by the meditative state of naturally abiding within
lucency… However, [in the lower systems] the thoroughly pure ten signs of windchannel [practices] is brought about in the wake of strenuous activities involving
the winds. For this reason, they are quite unstable, constantly oscillating between
intensification and obscuration—following non-lucency, partial obscuration, coarse
conceptuality and emotional distortions, there is only a little moisturization of
clarity’s emergence and stable focus. For these reasons and others, the difference is
exceedingly great. 435
In this esoteric passage, Longchenpa states that the lower tantric systems rely upon
“strenuous activities” involving “holding and forcing” the subtle bodily energies, whereas
the Seminal Essence is not dependent upon such procedures, instead relying on
naturalness. The Seminal Essence thereby transforms the style of practice in its
accommodation of tantric spiritual technologies. Rather than practicing forcefully, now
one relaxes and allows.
Such a relaxed style is also a way to attune theory and practice in the process of
practicing.
In lower systems of the secret mantra approach, the entrance of motile energy and
mind from the [left and right] channels into the central channel initiates an
experience of timeless awareness that is blissful, lucid, and nonconceptual.
Although this awareness is held to be innate, the process in itself does not undermine
the basis of all ordinary experience and the eight avenues of consciousness…436
Longchenpa’s assessment here reveals that the lower tantric methods of relating with the
subtle body may indeed “initiate” or spark timeless wisdom, and it may understand this
wisdom to be innate. However, the very process in itself, that is, the practice, still utilizes the
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ordinary samsaric mind as its basis. The lower systems still employ intentional effort,
whereas the Great Perfection approach invites total freedom from causality: “Because one
rests in the lucidity of awareness, no antidote is used to cause one to experience its
clarity.”437 Longchenpa claims that the non-Great Perfection visionary methods rely on the
architect of samsaric mind—cause and effect and dualistic perception—rather than
undermining samsaric mind through practicing primordial freedom.
The unstated practical logic here demands that the process itself—the practice—and
the way of abiding—the ontology or the theory—be completely harmonious and
homologous. “If one practices with samsaric mind, the result will still be samsaric mind,
because of the ineluctable connections between cause and result. In the highest approach,
the key point is as follows: While on the path, one is free of samsaric mind.”438 If cause and
result remain operative, and if samsaric mind is the cause, the same result will follow. Yet if
causality is suspended, then on the path one will be free from samsaric mind. Here practice
and theory, the methods and the ontology converge at the same time as the ground, path,
and fruition dissolve. In this way, complex, tantric subtle body and visionary techniques are
refashioned in the context of the Great Perfection. Now relaxed bodily methods express
timelessness and naturalness as a process. If this description is accurate, Longchenpa’s
approach offers an important rethinking of the temporality of the sudden-gradual
paradigm.
IV.

Practices of Time and Timelessness
Longchenpa attempts to articulate human action freed from the assumptions and

imbrications of teleology, means, and ends. This hinges upon his understanding of time.
We can summarize Longchenpa’s understanding of time and causal practices in the
following way: While volitional religious and ethical practices are of benefit in specific
contingent situations, when agents assume that their actions take place within a continuum
across time, those very actions replicate the temporality of cause and effect—that is,
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samsara. Yet spontaneity is not simply a shortcut or an escape from time, language, or
conventionality. It is the description of practice not understood as fading instants in a
continuum. However, presuming that time is a continuum or an empty container in which
we act is not the only understanding of time. If we attend to even our ordinary, everyday
experience of time, do we actually experience it as instants framed by a past and
anticipating a future? Experiences of time are more variable. An easy example of variable
everyday experiences of time could be the common phrase, “time flies when you are having
fun.” Doing certain activities speeds up or slows down time, and this is only one most
obvious consequence. In The Timespace of Human Activity, sociologist and practice theorist
Theodore Schatzski writes,
When I write that activity is a spatiotemporal event…I do not mean that activity
occurs in time and in space… I mean instead that time and space are inherently
related constitutive dimensions of action and that the happening of action is the
opening—or coming to be—of those dimensions: of time and space. Activity is a
temporalspatial event in the sense that it is in the occurrence of activity that
timespace comes to be.439
In this interpretation, activity does not occur within space and time but rather activity in
part constitutes (and is constituted by) time and space. That is, when we act, that very
activity shapes and composes the experience of time. From this perspective, spiritual
exercises do not occur within time, but rather they constitute time. If timespace itself
comes to be through perspective and actions, then actions of effortless relaxation
unhooked from a telos may indeed allow for different temporal possibilities.
For Longchenpa, there are four temporalities: past, present, future, and the fourth
time. The fourth time (dus bzhi) is the absence of the other three, or timelessness (ye nas).
“The three times and timeless time are All Good time, and it is the originally accomplished
and changeless state.”440 The fourth time is the ontology of the three times in the sense that
the fundamental being of all three is unrestricted, empty, and spontaneous—the true nature
of phenomena: “Since you rest in infinite evenness, a state not subject to restrictions or
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extremes, you experience a state of spontaneous presence within the realm that is the true
nature of phenomena—“the fourth time.”441
In order to clarify the meaning of the fourth time and so as to display
Longchenpa’s evocative writings on time we can turn to the Basic Space of Phenomena. I find
the chapter entitled “Timeless Freedom” (ye grol), and its auto-commentary in The Basic
Space of Phenomena one of the most personally revealing pieces of Longchenpa’s literary
creations. The section in which Longchenpa explicitly evokes the fourth time follows after
a description of his personal experience, a phenomenology of what it might be like to
experience the world as spontaneous and timeless. Even though aspects of this description
are not explicitly about temporality, Longchenpa describes his own experience of
phenomenal objects and awareness as the way in which to understand time, and it
therefore seems important to provide this context.
Since everything reverts to a state of evenness, with no object
whatsoever existing,
there is no orderly process, there are no phenomena, there is
no identifiable frame of reference.
The ground collapses, the path collapses, and any sense
of fruition collapses,
so you cannot conceive in the slightest of good or bad,
loss or injury.
Your experience of evenness is decisive, timelessly so,
and you feel certainty about the universe of appearances and possibilities.
The division between samsara and nirvana collapses—
not even basic space exists innately...
Since the perspective of confusion—the universe of appearances and possibilities
collapses,
Day and night are timelessly pristine, naturally pristine, pristine
in space.
Days and dates are pristine; months, years, and eons are
pristine.
One thing is pristine; everything is pristine.
The spiritual and the nonspiritual are pristine
in primordial basic space.
The term “basic space,” the product of conventional mind, is pristine.
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However you strive, whatever effort you make, what now will
be of value?
The entanglements of the desiring mind resolve—the supreme marvel of space!
The nature of this irreligious beggar resolved into such a state.

Spontaneity and Timelessness
As modern readers, we may ask: Is the pristine evenness of this fourth time not a
hygienic, frozen denial of time? What is time without movement, without becoming and
without change? What is an experience of life without loss and the vulnerability of
impermanence? How could any vital human lived-experience, or any biological thriving, be
conceived without temporal development and why would we want to consider this
possibility? Our entire organism is thrown into time and any spiritual practice that
“resolves” the necessary differences inscribed in time may merely suppress time, rather than
engage it.
I think that related issues lead Longchenpa to insist that the fourth time is identical
to dynamic spontaneous presence. “Since you rest in infinite evenness, a state not subject
to restrictions or extremes, you experience a state of spontaneous presence within the
realm that is the true nature of phenomena—“the fourth time”—in which conceptual
elaboration is cut through.”442 Spontaneity is here inseparable from evenness. Spontaneity
is indexed to arising, movement, expression, unfolding, and presencing. As we saw with
Longchenpa’s awakened phenomenology, while resting, the contemplative instructions are
to allow the arising of objects, emotions, perceptions, and the experience of their passing,
“Do not suppress objects that manifest:”443 When we attend to the practical instructions
for working with appearing objects, emotions, and dynamism, the pristine and even
restfulness of timelessness is not a frozen stillness. Instead, the movement and dynamism of
the universe are opened up through resting in timelessness. As we read from Longchenpa’s
commentary on the verses above, “Units of time such as a twenty-four hour day… are
pristine in that you perceive them to be unobstructed and without bias. They arise
naturally in openness, like the carefree perceptions of a small child resting in his or her
442
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own bed.”444 In this way, phenomena and units of time arise naturally, yet they are not
grasped, reified, or conceptualized. Just as with appearing objects, their arising and their
absence are inseparable. Time, change, and movement are not suppressed, but neither are
they grasped.
Yet seeing though time does not necessarily mean that there is a pre-temporal
origin that precedes the arising of hours, days, weeks, and years. In order to prevent the
position that timelessness is conceived as an a-temporal origin, cause, foundation, or
substance, Longchenpa adds: “since any state to which you might be led by reifying basic
space is pristine, things are unobstructed.”445 This is a significant addition, for it removes
the sense that objects arising in and as timelessness are grounded in a substantialized
‘something’ called timelessness of basic space, or the ground of being. Instead, “Everything
is primordially without origination, without location, and without cessation.”446 That is,
the fourth time is not a separate origin or location from which time arises. Rather, the
arising of hours, days, and weeks is without origination or location or cessation, without
beginning or end, and this is the fourth time. The fact that time has no origin is
timelessness. In this sense, timelessness withdraws from us, as much as it is something in
which the practitioner is immersed. It cannot be reified, cannot be found, cannot be
located and is not an origin or some a-temporal cause of history. I will substantiate this
interpretation in my detailed analysis of the ground in the next chapter.
Longchenpa claims that this fourth time is only available as the absent-butspontaneous arising of conventional time: past, future, present, as well as hours, days, and
weeks. In other words, we can only experience timelessness through time. There is no
fourth time as such. In The Way of Abiding, Longchenpa writes that, “With no dualistic
perception, in that very moment (da lta’i dus nas), there is abiding in the seminal
essence.”447 Here, “in that very moment” refers to the previous statement that, “there is no
division of time” (skad cig cha med).448 The fact that a practitioner is able to abide “in that
444
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very moment” is not a statement about sudden immediacy or abruptness; it is not about a
present-point. It seems, instead, to suggest that because time itself is not something that
can be divided, the abiding may happen in this very moment, where “this very moment”
means the recognition of the indivisibility of time. Longchenpa consistently describes being
as that which has no time, rather than an instantaneous time: having “no time or place and
is beyond phenomena that originate or cease.”449
The fact that time has never existed means that neither a continuity nor a moment
has ever existed, and the fact that no finite essence has ever existed means that
neither a continuity nor a moment has ever existed.450
Practicing the Timeless
Longchenpa gives the contemplative instruction to “stand firm in the nature of
phenomena, which is without transition or change.”451 Timelessness is practiced. While
developmental and effortful techniques rely upon a continuum of moment-points lined up
in a gradual or sudden movement towards an end, Longchenpa invites practitioners to
immerse themselves in the nature of phenomena, which is empty timelessness like space.
Such timeless and unchanging space is not an instant.
Indestructible basic space—the supremely blissful state of natural rest—
is sublime meditative stability, spontaneously present without
having to be cultivated.
Always present…
it is self-evident if there is uncontrived equipoise.
The nature of phenomena, at rest just as it is, is similar to space.
Since there is no transition or change, there is no question
of whether or not there is distraction.
The immensity of sublime basic space, which does not form
and then disintegrate,
is not within the range of finite experience that can be characterized by words.452
The commentary to these verses reads:
What is ultimately significant about the ineffable absence (med pa) of causes and
effects, whether positive or negative, is that it does not vary, being constant
throughout the three times (earlier, later, and at present). Even if you repeatedly
449
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seek awareness, whether outwardly, inwardly, or in between, you will not find
it….You will not find it even if you examine each instant of either ordinary mind or
awareness. Even though you divide time into past, future, and present, the earlier
phase has ceased to be, the later phase has not yet come into being, and the present
moment is forfeited in the interval between and cannot be found. Similarly, no
karma or its inevitable consequences—no causes or effects, whether positive or
negative—can be found.453
In the condensed movement of Longchenpa’s writing, timelessness is not a frozen
compression of past, present, and future, but rather the ineffable absence (med pa) of causes
and effects. If the function of cause and effect includes a “misconstrued” division of time
into these three moments or instants of a past, a present, and a future, then the absence or
emptiness of causality means that such a division is unsustainable. Now, this could be read
to mean that everything stops, or that everything is gathered up into a temporal-point
called ‘now.’ This could be one explanation of the subitist approach: there is no past and
no future, so enlightenment is simply instantaneous, right here and now. However,
Longchenpa instead describes the absence of the three times, including the absence of the
present, as a constancy, “naturally pristine, the open ground of being…a pristine state of
evenness…a freeing of all restrictions.” That is, past is ineffable absence, for it has ceased,
future is ineffable absence because it has not yet come into being, and the present as
ineffable absence cannot be found at all. In this way, the three times of past, future, and
present all share the same absence and are therefore a constant.
The invitation to rest in timelessness does not mean, however, that time is arrested.
There is no now-point that somehow freezes the flow of a continuum. Rather, the
semblance of the divisions of past, future, and present is acknowledged. These three times
are not solid and cannot be reified. Longchenpa quotes from The Six Expanses: “Even the
three times do not exist, nor does a continuum of the three times...Since there is no
differentiation among my deeds and modes of conduct, in the equalness of the three times,
my realm is ineffable, free of the idea of any basis.”454 He also quotes from The All-Creating
Sovereign, “There is no linear time.”455
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It is precisely in a (new) relationship with time that timelessness is disclosed. It is
not through denying or rejecting hours and years, or grasping at ‘now,’ but through
experiencing their unobstructed, even-presencing that the fourth time is brought into
experience. Here the two truths coalesce, rather than simply conflating the ultimate
timelessness with the passage of time. This confronts and rests the spontaneous arising of
time in such a way that it cannot be reified into moment-points stacked in a continuum.
This is distinct from the now-point of a limited interpretation of the sudden approach.
Timeless Action
Although a complete exploration of Great Perfection understandings of time
exceeds this dissertation, in order to comprehend the meaning of practice for Longchenpa
it has been necessary to locate the critique of teleology and goal-oriented effort from within
a broader conception of timelessness. Paradoxically, however, the emptiness of time allows
for action. The experience of resting in the fourth time of timelessness is that “you feel that
the enlightened intent of naturally arising actions has awakened in your mind stream.”456
If gradual practice means a way of training which assumes the reality of causality
and culminates in a goal or telos, and sudden means a way of practicing with enlightenment
dawning in an immediate-point called now, then spontaneous presence means the
experiential immersion in the absence of the divisions of time into past, future, and
present. Spontaneity is not static. In the chapter on spontaneous presence in The Way of
Abiding, Longchenpa describes, “the nature of spontaneous presence is not created by
anyone, for it abides timelessly.”457 It is the timelessness that allows for spontaneous
dynamism in the same way that emptiness allows for or is identical to interdependent
arising. There is no now-moment in which enlightenment suddenly happens. Instead,
enlightenment has been happening all along, timelessly, and is therefore available
effortlessly.
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Chapter 6: Beginningless, Anarchic Action: Beyond the Third Configuration
Part 1: Configuration Three
I.

Theory-caused, Unintentional Practice
Configuration three, consisting in theory-driven unintentional practice, is my first

schematization of unintentional practices. By unintentional practices I will mean practices
in which active intentions, or the practitioner’s individual will, do not determine that
person’s engagement in a practice. Instead, according to this configuration, the practices
come to occur or are impelled into being by something other than the individual human
agent. Thus, in this third configuration, the causal basis of spontaneous practice transcends
the efforts and intentions of the practitioner. Something external to the thinking and
choosing individual subject is the cause of action. This chapter explores methods of selfcultivation that yield-to or receive-from some sort of an external other. In particular it will
investigate whether such a conception of practice might be what is at stake in Longchenpa’s
account of Great Perfection spontaneous practice.
The external other at work in configuration three may be a transcendent theory or
principle, such as a state of being, a god, an unmoved mover, a primordial buddha, or
nature. This theoretical principle would be the true underlying condition for the
practitioner’s actions. This chapter explores the possibility that the Great Perfection
concept of the ground of being (gzhi) serves as such an underlying cause of Longchenpa’s
practice system. To the extent that this ground is the foundation of all, the corresponding
model of practice of configuration three would be that practices are brought into being on
the basis of this foundation, and would therefore be unintentional from the perspective of
the individual practitioner, but still be caused by the metaphysical ground. The practice
would be deemed effortless on the part of the practitioner because it is this ground of
being that is the true agency and source of action.
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My third configuration provides an interpretation that would suggest a critique of
Longchenpa’s theory of practice. Despite his claim that the Great Perfection completely
transcends causality, effort, and willful agency, one could argue that there is a singular
causal basis at play in its practical system. Perhaps the Great Perfection idea of
spontaneity—and the fantasy of human effortlessness or naturalness—in fact depends upon
a metaphysical foundation that has withdrawn into the background. Just as the meaning of
signifiers defers to a chain of meanings in the deconstruction of structural linguistics, the
causal impetus of religious exercises may defer to a chain of practices that lead back to an
underlying principle.458 According to such an interpretation, the individual student of the
Great Perfection need not intentionally struggle to practice; instead, they need to simply
rest and allow the ground to act for them. In this case, letting go of effort may simply
displace that effort onto another causal power or foundation. And so despite the fact that
the result seems effortless, there is nonetheless an active factor at work.
In short, this chapter looks at the model of religious cultivation in which the will of
the individual religious agent may be said to defer to the will of an Other.459 If the habitual
limitations and entrapment of our engrained actions are too deterministic for our efforts to
lead to freedom, must the practitioner defer to some transcendent agency to liberate her?
And is this what Longchenpa is suggesting? Is Longchenpa ultimately advocating something
like “grace” as in some Abrahamic religions, or perhaps an “other-power” (tariki) as is
found in Pure Land Buddhist traditions?460 What conception of potentiality and
actualization, what metaphysics or gnostic theism underlies the Great Perfection?
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In the following exploration of such questions, I make a distinction between two
forms of unintentional practices. The first are unintentional practices that defer to a
transcendent principle or cause beyond the practicing agent. The second are unintentional
practices that defer to a background of social, historical, discursive, or institutional
practices that are predominantly human. The present chapter treats the first of these forms
of unintentional practice, and the next chapter will address the latter. Thus in this chapter,
I will ignore the rich field of social practices and relationships and instead attend to the
cosmology and ontology in which Great Perfection action is conceived. This will, in turn,
better allow me to explicate the field of unintentional social practices in the final
configuration.
Metaphysical Foundations for Action
Because it broaches the ontological status of the ground and the cosmological
context for Longchenpa’s spontaneous practices, the present chapter is the most explicitly
metaphysical in the dissertation. However, though I engage metaphysics and cosmology, I
do so primarily to continue my investigation of the meaning of practice for Longchenpa.
One of the values of this third configuration for the study of religious practices is to reveal
the often unacknowledged and hidden complicity between metaphysical concepts and
spiritual exercises. As I will show here, conceptions of truth and being, and pragmatic
models for self-cultivation—including techniques and soteriological maps—are mutually
interdependent. Longchenpa’s subtle evaluations of the meaning of the ground (gzhi) and
its relationship with its spontaneous manifestations, or ground-presencings (gzhi snang) will
therefore have significant implications for my interpretations of Great Perfection action
and non-action. At issue, in particular, is the opposition and linkage between cause/effect
and potentiality/actuality in the context of the ground’s spontaneous presence.
There is precedence for such an approach. Herbert Guenther warned that
“Westerners” would face significant difficulties in understanding Great Perfection thought
in part because “our language is too deeply steeped in the Aristotelian categories of
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substance and quality.”461 And “furthermore, our language consists largely of nouns, and
whatever is designated by them becomes a thing—in Aristotelian terms a substance with
properties—hence we believe the ‘world’ to be made up of physical objects.”462 Even if I am
cautious about any such generalizations of western philosophy or language, I agree with
Guenther’s general assessment that a focus on substance will occlude an appreciation of
Great Perfection metaphysics.463
Guenther began the work of challenging Aristotelian interpretations of the Great
Perfection in his translations and readings. He did so primarily by emphasizing process
over stasis, creativity over reductionism.464 Guenther felt that process-oriented philosophy
freed us of Aristotelian categories. In this chapter and throughout this dissertation I
continue this work. However, I do so by showing how actions and spiritual practices can
also be reduced to categories of essence and substance, just as objects can. I will thus
attempt to take Guenther’s work forward by deconstructing causal-foundational
interpretations of action and the relationship between actions and a metaphysical ground.
Unlike Guenther, I will not emphasize process over reduction, but will instead explore how
the cause-effect relationship between ground and its manifestations may itself be reified
and substantialized, leading once again to a misunderstanding of Longchenpa. Such
reification would influence our interpretation of Great Perfection cosmological
metaphysics by displacing all actions onto the ground as source.
In order to render such an interpretation of the ground inoperative I will analyze
the function of the ground. The function of teleology played a major role in my analysis of
the second configuration. In the previous chapter, I showed how fruition-based techniques
intentionally orient towards a telos, and therefore replicate a means-end process, no matter
461
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how subtle. In this chapter, I will introduce the antonym and twin to telos, namely an
origin, beginning principle, reason, or archē. The Greek term ‘archē’ functioned
prominently in Aristotle’s understanding of action. It means a foundational principle that
both underlies and dominates what emerges from it.465 If archē is akin to the inception of a
journey, then telos is its culmination. The relationship between an origin and an end mark
the bookends of causal thinking. Through first deconstructing the end and now turning to
the beginning, I attempt to loosen both. Recall especially that I am here interrogating an
interpretation of causal actions in the sense of acts that have a founding origin (Greek archē)
or ground (Tibetan gzhi) and progress towards an end-goal (Greek telos) or fruition (Tibetan
‘bras). In Tibetan religious thought, the ground is connected to the fruition by a path (lam)
of practices; in Aristotelian thought, the origin is connected to its end in the process of
becoming, which plays out in causality.466 An archē is also a reason in the sense that the
ultimate reason or explanation for something is also its cause. In this way, in Aristotelian
thought there is proximity between a cause, a reason, a beginning, a ground, and an
underlying principle or theory. I explore this proximity as a way to anticipate and
ultimately disrupt a dominant form of philosophical interpretation stemming from
Aristotle that may presuppose a causal reading of Longchenpa. In short, I am trying to
suspend the assumption that actions are always set in motion from an unmoved mover, a
beginning, a foundation, or an Other-power. I instead offer a non-foundational reading of
Longchenpa’s ground. These questions have analogues in western reflections on the
meaning of the potentiality and actuality of the ground of being in ancient Greek through
Neoplatonic emanationism as well as Gnostic, Christian, modern, Hegelian, Marxist, and
Heideggerian expressions. Though I cannot pursue this here, I am thinking in particular of
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Meister Eckhart’s explication of a “bubbling” or “boiling up” (bullitio) within the Trinity
and its relation to a Ground more primordial than the personal Godhead.467
Other Power
In Buddhist history, the theme of a transcendent Other is perhaps most explicitly
and profoundly expressed in the Shin School of Japanese Buddhism. Shinran (1173-1263)
founded Shin (True Pure Land) Buddhism in the Thirteenth Century by emphasizing
complete trust and dependence upon the salvific power of the Primordial Buddha,
Amida.468 This is referred to as the principle of “other-power” (tariki). According to
Shinran, practitioners do not arrive at enlightenment or even rebirth in a Pure Land due to
their practices and efforts, but rather, through the manifestation of the compassionate Vow
of Amida. This Vow acts through the person on the path by means of the practice of
reciting the Name of Amida (nembutsu). Even as someone utters the name, they are not
understood as actively cultivating themselves, but rather, as receiving and listening to the
Vow. The event in which one attains utter freedom on the path is called shinjin, or
“attaining the true mind given by Amida Buddha.”469 This is best understood as a radical
entrusting to Amida’s compassion, a delivering over of all will and all personal striving or
karmic action to Amida.470
Shinran’s thought is a penetrating reflection on our near-total entrapment in
karmic causality and evil, demanding utter entrusting rather than more habitual
deliberation and activity.471 Attaining the true mind is thus given by Amida and is in fact a
spontaneous (jinen) manifestation of Amida’s Vow. In turn, the practitioner discovers
naturalness and spontaneity as they allow for Amida’s manifestation to become the source
467
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of their own actions. Shinran described this spontaneous action as “one is made to become
so by the virtue of this dharma being the working of the Vow where there is no calculation
on the part of the practicer.”472 Absent of calculation, freed of karmic striving, the Vow
does the work. It is clear that “neither utterance of nembutsu nor an attitude of entrusting
oneself to Amida’s Vow have their origin in the practitioner’s deliberation” and that
entrusting represents a “radical reversal of agency.”473 The agency reverses from the selfpower of the practitioner to the other-power of Amida’s Vow.
Shinran thus contrasts the working of other-power to the self-power (jiriki)
emphasized by the Zen school and additional paths understood as relying upon the agency
and willfulness of the practitioner.474 In Shinran’s refined writings, we witness a Buddhist
tradition that exemplifies the way an other-power may transform conceptions of karma,
action, and spontaneity. Are there similar dimensions at work in the Great Perfection? Is
Longchenpa’s conviction in utter effortlessness also dependent upon the will of an otherpower working through the practitioner?
II.

Example of Configuration Three: The Ground
In Longchenpa’s context, I would propose that there are at least four ways in which

an unintentional, other-principle may be the true cause of the practices, and they are all
related to the notion of a ground. In the first, the cause of enlightenment is not the
individual person but the indwelling Buddha nature, tathagatagārbha. Secondly, the Great
Perfection sometimes personifies the primordial ground at the basis of both samsara and
nirvana. Texts give voice to the ground in the first person of a Primordial Buddha, All
Good, (Tib. Kun tu bzang po; Skt: Samantabhādra), claiming that, “I am the very nature of
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mind.”475 It would seem to make sense that if a practitioner lets go of all effort, any
willfulness could be deferred to such a personified ground of being, transposing the agency
from the religious practitioner to the primordial, sovereign Buddha. In this sense, All
Good may maintain some functions similar to Amida in the Shin tradition or an archē in
Aristotelian metaphysics. Thirdly, the Great Perfection contemplative methods are
oriented towards the nature of mind (sems nyid), pure open awareness (rig pa), or primordial
wisdom (ye shes). Indeed, Longchenpa will often emphasize the definitive distinction
between ordinary karmic mind and wisdom.476 We could interpret the true cause of the
practices to originate with such awareness and wisdom. In other words, the entire system
could be explained by displacing agency from confused mind to wisdom itself.
Fourthly, and closely related to the above three, the Great Perfection locates a trace
of the ground in the body itself. The body is a microcosm of the macrocosmic universe and
cosmological creation is enacted in the subtle body. If this is the case, then we can quite
literally speak of displacing agency from the confused and karmically-bound mind of the
intentional architect, to a primal wisdom pervading the body. This move would displace
the intentional-mental to the unintentional-bodily, perhaps sharing parallels to the shift
from Slingerland’s “cold” mental cognition to his “hot” bodily know-how, named in the
previous chapter.477 Therefore, the unintentional theoretical cause of the practices
(configuration three) could be traced to the wisdom of the practitioner’s flesh. I explain
this sense of enlightened embodiment below. However, this would be different from the
bodily techniques in intentional, practice-caused practice, (configuration two) for
intentional training in corporal techniques impelled those methods. In the example that I
am describing here, Great Perfection texts speak of an unintentional bodily intensity that
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can emerge spontaneously, precisely when the practitioner relinquishes effort. This bodily
wisdom is more primordial than conditioned effects. Spontaneity does not come from
dispositions cultivated through mimetic training, but from something other but nonetheless
within the agent’s body: as close as possible but withdrawn beyond deliberate access.
Coupling effortlessness and this embodied ultimate trace, the Seminal Essence’s yogic
methods encourage releasing striving in such a way that a pre-conscious somatic wisdom is
activated. Specifically, Leaping Over practices claim to release this fleshly wisdom.
Each of these four principles is conceived of as being more fundamental than
adventitious karmic actions. That is, these awakened qualities are truer to the nature of
things than the causal suffering of cyclical existence. Unlike more common exoteric
Buddhist cosmologies that begin from the perspective of the ignorance and confusion of
samsara, here the Great Perfection places enlightened potentialities as original and abiding
prior to confused actions. They share a sense of existence identified with the primordial
way of abiding. On this point, the Great Perfection logic is similar to that of Shin
Buddhism (as well as Zen), in which the karmic habits of the self cover-over a more original
naturalness: “true naturalness generally lies buried beneath the covering (Skt. kleśa, Jpn.
bonnō), of karmic desire; true naturalness lies ontologically before and practically or
soteriologically beyond the cravings of ego.”478 In Longchenpa’s writings, the indwelling
Buddha nature, the Primordial Buddha All Good, the nature of mind, and the bodily trace
of wisdom are each also ontologically before and practically beyond karma and ego.
Although all four of these possibilities have their own unique characteristics and
implications, in a Seminal Essence context they each are instances of the same original
ground. That is, the Buddha nature is in fact the presence of the ground as the nature of
each sentient being. All Good Primordial Buddha is a personification of the ground
realizing itself, and is therefore inseparable from the ground itself. The nature of mind,
pure open awareness, and primordial wisdom are also ultimately identified with the
ground. The same may be said about the important terms “mind of awakening” and the
“basic space of phenomena:”479 they may also be understood as identified with the ground,
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although with distinct valences and uses. These Great Perfection terms are certainly not all
the same thing, yet they all stand in an important and related relation to the ground as
primordial. It is, therefore, the ground that is the most likely causal foundation and
original Other that may be the cause of Great Perfection action. I am therefore choosing to
analyze the ground as the best candidate for a founding theoretical principle underlying the
system.
Ground in History
Yet it is important to clarify that in significant ways the ground is not a
transcendent or autonomous Other—it is not separate from the mind and even confusion
of the practitioner. The history of the development of the concept of ‘grounds’ in Great
Perfection thought and soteriology is complex, yet its origins are at least in part derived
from the Yogācāra concept of the all-ground. As we have seen, Yogācarins conceived of this
all-ground as the most basic mode of consciousness. Early Yogācāra authors presented the
all-ground as a confused, dualistic sub-consciousness storing karmic activity and habitual
patterns.480 The causes and effects of karmic action likewise formed the all-ground itself—it
was both the foundation for and the residue of causality. It was a temporary, adventitious
phenomenon that required purification, needing to undergo a revolutionary
transformation at its basis in order to eliminate its confusion.481
However, in later Yogācāra thought influenced by the Buddha nature teachings, the
all-ground was at times conceived of as also the basis of enlightenment. In such an
interpretation, only adventitious and confused aspects of consciousness needed to be
cleared away in order to disclose the underlying purity and luminosity of mind. That is, if
the all-ground was originally Buddha nature, then it need not undergo a radical
transformation or purification, but rather it simply required disclosure. Many tantras also
assumed the position of the innate purity and indestructible Buddha nature present in the
nature of mind. In this way, in early eighth through twelfth century Tibet, and in the early
Great Perfection tradition we find a range of perspectives on the all-ground, with some
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scholars and translators associating it with confused consciousness, some claiming that the
all-ground was also a synonym for the Buddha nature and pure mind, and others
identifying the all-ground as a single, original source for both confusion and wisdom.482
According to Higgins research, it was only in the twelfth century up until
Longchenpa’s time that we see a systematic analysis of the absolute distinction between the
all-ground consciousness and the ground of the Great Perfection, although such
perspectives were also present earlier, for example in Gnubs chen’s early 10th century bSam
gtan mig sgron.483
Elaborating upon the Yogācāra all-ground consciousness and summarizing the
Seventeen Tantras, Longchenpa described not only one ground, but also as many as four
interrelated grounds. Note that these are (often) no longer all-ground-consciousnesses, but are
rather termed simply “all-grounds”—the consciousness descriptor falls away as deeper
structures are described. They are the a priori bases or the grounds for the eight
consciousnesses. The Yogācāra ground-consciousness is here elaborated upon and
transformed into a layered topography of numerous grounds. Like the story of the earth
resting upon the backs of turtles, our ordinary, confused karmic experience rests upon evermore original grounds. Beginning with the most primordial and least divisive and
ascending to the most confused: The primordial all-ground (ye don gyi kun gzhi), the uniting
or linking all-ground (sbyor ba don gyi kun gzhi), the all-ground of various karmic habitual
tendencies (bags sna tshogs pa’i kun gzhi), and the all-ground of the karmic habitual
tendencies (bag chags lus kyi kun gzhi).
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three all-grounds: an ultimate sphere of suchness all-ground (dbyings de bzhin nyid la kun
gzhi), the uniting or linking all-ground (sbyor ba don gyi kun gzhi), and the all-ground for
latent tendencies or habitual patterns (bag chags lus kyi kun gzhi). The first, more ultimate
ground is the background of these two more subsidiary grounds and is akin to the
primordial all-ground (ye don gyi kun gzhi). The latter two grounds underlie Longchenpa’s
discussion of causality and karmic actions; and, he gives most attention to the ground of
karmic traces in his third chapter in the Great Chariot, which is an account of the function
of karmic cause and effect. At play is the relationship between habituated, latent
experience and the potential for a more original awareness that precedes and grounds the
habituated, karmic consciousness.
One could gloss the issue as a matter of human nature: are we most fundamentally
an open field of potential or are we a collection of habituated, latent patterns? This
problem comes to resolution in the systematic articulation of the ground in texts such as
The Treasury of Words and Meanings. In those texts, as I explore in the following section, the
ground is not a consciousness, but is a context or horizon in which anything can arise or
presence (snang). It is this ground that I am concerned with here.
Importantly, in the valances of the grounds above, even when named as the nature
of reality itself, they are not usually described as a separate and distinct entity, substance,
foundation, or personified being. Rather, due to the history of the development of the
terms ālaya and gzhi, ground is more often equated with the cognition and awareness of an
individual sentient being.
Groundless
In fact, in Longchenpa’s texts it is often safest to describe the ground as groundless
(gzhi med).486 The ground is neither a substantial foundation nor an existent entity.
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Longchenpa summarizes the ground and awareness in his commentary to the first chapter
of The Basic Space of Phenomena:
The theme of this chapter is the determination that basic space and what arises
within its scope—whether as samsara or nirvana, since both are like dreams—
constitute a supreme state of equalness that is groundless (gzhi med).487
Clarifying the notion that both samsara and nirvana never stray from basic space (Skt:
dharmadhātu), Longchenpa here states that they are groundless. To say that they are
groundless is here the same as saying they arise from the primordial ground. The ground is
emptiness and primordial purity, and is, in this sense, complete groundlessness or abyssal.
Though the ground is groundless and though it is often in relation to an individual
consciousness, I am provisionally asserting the idea that the ground may be a foundational
principle because under the interpretation of the third configuration, the ground would
function as a cause that remains beyond the will of the practitioner. It would, in this sense,
function as an Other regardless of its psychological, ontological, or temporal status.
III.

The Ground in Practice: The Ground and its Presencing
To briefly summarize the Seminal Essence texts, the ground is the context in which

all objects, beings, actions, and experiences arise, whether of samsara or nirvana. In its
most primordial state, it is an unmanifest, unrestricted space beyond any conceptual
designation or categorization. It is most often described as the unity of empty, primordial
purity (ka dag) and spontaneous presence. Therefore, an analysis of the ground is
indispensable to fully understand spontaneity. Such a description is meant to bring the
groundless, unfixed, openness of emptiness (primordial purity) into complete union with a
lucid clarity that can express itself unobstructedly (spontaneous presence). This is related to
the Mahāyana teaching of the union of emptiness and luminosity or emptiness and form.
The quality of emptiness is meant to overcome any sense of substance, permanence or
metaphysical foundationalism. The quality of luminosity is meant to overcome any sense of
487

Longchen Rabjam, Treasure Trove, 34; Klong chen rab ‘byams pa Mdzod bDon Vol. 3 A
‘dzom chos sgar, 1999. TBRC: W1PD8 p. 242: le’u ‘di ‘i gras ni dbyings dang de‘i ngang nas shar
ba’i ‘khor ‘das rmi lam dang ‘dra bas gzhi med mnyam pa chen por mjal pa la/
213

nihilism or non-existence. The ground is simultaneously space and light, being and action,
stillness and movement, both passive and active. Furthermore, the ground is consistently
categorized as being simultaneously empty, lucidly aware, and “compassionately responsive”
or pervasively creative. Known as the three wisdoms of the ground, these are three
fundamental categories through which to understand the entirety of the Great Perfection.
Especially due to this third aspect of the ground, its compassionate responsiveness,
care flows as the ground’s expression, linking it to ethical action. From the context of the
third configuration, the ground may therefore be understood as that to which original
ethical agency is ultimately attributed. Relaxation and effortlessness would thereby defer
from the practitioner to the creative display and energy of the ground. Action would
emerge from the potentiality of the ground. We would have found our Other, our ground,
reason, archē, principle, theory, or ontotheological presence.488
Five Aspects of the Ground in Great Perfection Soteriology and Cosmology
In his Precious Treasury of Philosophical Views, Longchenpa summarized the overall
understanding of the Seminal Essence in five aspects: how the ground abides naturally;
how the primordial Buddha awakens and ordinary beings experience confusion; how the
way of abiding remains utterly lucid in ones body even as there is confusion; how one
brings the way of abiding into experience; and how the consummate fruition is ensured.489
These five may be understood to simplify and condense the more elaborate presentation of
“twenty-five floors” in The Precious Treasury of the Supreme Vehicle (TCD) and the “eleven
adamantine topics” which comprise the structure of Longchenpa’s Precious Treasury of
Words and Meaning (TDD).490 They offer a helpful overview of the entire Seminal Essence,
the function of the ground, and its role on the path. I will draw upon the Treasury of Words
and Meaning to elaborate on the details.
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1. How the Ground Abides and How the Ground Presences
Longchenpa begins by describing the ground as synonymous with naturally
occurring primordial wisdom that abides before the appearing universe. It “is not anything
whatsoever that pertains to either samsara or nirvana. Yet from the standpoint of its
providing an open dimension in which these can occur, it is referred to as ‘basic space,
supremely and completely pure by its very nature.’”491 The ground is here described as a
primordial “open dimension” a spaciousness or context in which either confusion or
liberation can arise.492 The primordial state of the ground is also known as the “common
ground” in that it is the common or shared basis of both confusion and enlightenment.493
Naming a primordial openness that abides naturally before a split into samsara or nirvana
is essential to the Seminal Essence approach to both metaphysics and practice. The ground
is thus the “‘foundation for freedom’ due to its serving as the ground for freedom and the
‘foundation for straying’ due to its acting as the ground for sentient beings’ errant
straying.”494
The ground is also the potential to not-manifest, to abide in the possibility of nonactualization. This is made evident by the fact that Longchenpa begins his analysis in the
Words and Meanings with the question of how the ground abides before either the
realization of the Primordial Buddha or straying into samsara. In this way, it is assumed
that the ground could be unmanifest. In the short text, The Eleven Words and Meanings,
Longchenpa also wrote of “the fundamental condition of the ground in the time preceding
the presence of Buddhas realizing it and of sentient beings failing to do so.”495 This is
significant for it means that we may speak of the ground before any presence. The ground
is, at least in some thinkable sense, independent of its manifestations and can abide
without them.
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In addition to the metaphor of space, the ground is also likened to a “youthful
body in a vase.”496 Like a flaming lamp inside a container, the ground’s potency remains
unexpressed. However, through a process called the “ground presencing” or the “lighting
up of the ground” (gzhi snang), this lamp is released from its container. The metaphor of
youthfulness represents fresh possibility, whereas the vase represents the vessel in which
this potentiality is contained. The lighting-up process is initiated as, “the encasing seal of
the Youthful Body in a Vase (the primordial ground of the originally pure internal
expanse) is rent open, and the gnostic winds’ impulsion raises awareness up from the
ground.”497 In this way, the latent dynamism is unleashed and flows forth in the form of
light. This is the spontaneous dawn of the appearances (snang) and possibilities (srid) of the
universes, the manifestation of phenomena. No specific causes or conditions are named
here as the source of this eruption of manifestation.
2. How the Primordial Buddha Awakens and How Beings Experience Confusion
The ground-presencing provides the context in which both liberation and
confusion become co-emergent possibilities. The difference hinges upon how the luminous
display of the ground is recognized. In short, “by failing to understand that such a ground
is the way of abiding, beings fall under the influence of karma and stray into
confusion…experiencing various pleasures and pains.”498 However, if the manifest display
of the ground is “recognized” for what it is, then the primordial Buddha All Good directly
awakens. In other words, the radiant phenomenal appearances can either be recognized or
misunderstood. If there is recognition, there is spontaneous awakening. If there is nonrecognition, the entire cycle of karmic cause and effect is catalyzed and set into motion,
entrapping sentience in actions without end. In this way, a moment of non-recognition or
ignorance is the cause of samsara. The age-old Buddhist teaching that grasping is the source
of suffering here takes on further ontological and phenomenological meaning. The initial
moment determining either confusion or liberation hinges upon the proper recognition of
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the spontaneous display of the ground. If the various manifest lights are understood as
inseparable from the ground, and not as objects to be grasped (or rejected), attached-to or
feared, then this is the naissance of awakening itself. However, if there is grasping, then the
universe is split into grasper and grasped, subject and object, self and other. This is the
beginning of dualistic perception, karmic actions, and, samsaric existence. “In the very
moment this raising-up from the ground takes place, the ground-presencing manifests as
the self-presencing…of spontaneous presence. Not grasping it as being “other,” with an
impartial mind you will recognize it as the natural self-radiation it is.”499
The breach between primordial awakening and confusion is a matter of perception
and recognition. The relaxed, awakened phenomenology that I described in chapter four is
a practice and knowing that allows for recognition to occur. With recognition of the
ontological condition of spontaneous presence—if the appearing display is understood and
practiced as the very way of abiding itself—then freedom remains. If there is misrecognition,
reification and grasping is set in motion and the wheel of samsaric action spins into being.
When the ground is recognized in its truest meaning, this is known as the “ground for
freedom” (grol gzhi) and when misconstrued this is known as the “ground for illusory
straying” (‘khrul gzhi). Though understood differently, they are the same basic ground or
context.
The ground-presencing is linked with spontaneous presence. If the spontaneous
display is grasped as something other, then the wheel of suffering begins. If the
spontaneous display is recognized as the self-radiation of the ground, freedom abides
naturally. In this way, the alternative between freedom and confusion comes down to two
different relationships with spontaneity. In the Treasury of Words and Meaning, Longchenpa
describes the process of straying: “Straying and distortion emerges by virtue of the groundpresencing not being self-recognized as its own nature.”500 The entire process is thus selfarising and self-contained, referring back to its own being with either wisdom or confusion.
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While this narrative is told in cosmological time, almost like a creation myth, the
implication is clearly that each moment contains the potential for liberation and
confusion. Thus, the Great Perfection practitioners always find themselves in this flickering
possibility of either recognition or non-recognition.
3. How the Way of Abiding Remains Utterly Lucid in One’s Body
The next stage in the story clarifies that even straying into confusion is still
ultimately inseparable from the spontaneous ground-presencing itself. That is, even nonrecognition is itself an expression of the ground—samsara does not fundamentally separate
from the ground.
When in their confusion beings stray into the six realms of [cyclic] existence, this
confusion expresses itself as ordinary body, speech, and mind. But even though the
timeless awareness expressed as enlightened form, speech, and mind [the
manifestation of a Buddha] is not apparent, this does not mean that it is not
present.501
Here Longchenpa clarifies that even while ordinary confused beings dwell in the various
states or realms of cyclic existence and suffering, the enlightened manifestation remains
present even within these circumstances. Beings can never fundamentally stray from the
ground, for even the arising of confusion is a display of the ground.
This is meant literally and materially. In the Seminal Essence, the innate existence
of enlightenment is bodily. Innate wisdom is located in the heart (Tib. tsita, Skt. citta),
which is in turn the hub of networks of energetic channels and gateways through which
luminosity flows. Here the cosmological unfolding is indexed to a subtle, luminous body.
In turn, this body is the biological-existential basis of yogic practices.
The Great Perfection describes a distinctive set of “luminous channels” largely
unheard of in other tantric systems.502 The body supports subtle channels, and those
channels support subtle energies and subtle essences. The vital concentration of these is
“the immeasurable mansion of naturally occurring timeless wisdom” at the very core of the
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four chakras, or energy centers.503 In the heart center—“the palace of the true nature of
phenomena”—the essence of timeless wisdom, naturally occurring and utterly lucid, is
steadfastly present, together with a “retinue”—the vast scope of timeless awareness.”504
As sentient beings’ physical bodies form due to the biological parents’ semen and
egg coming together, there is a subtle process set in motion by which the enlightened
potential innate in all sentience grows in the developing embryonic body:
The first step in the formation of the physical body occurs when the causal factors
from the father and mother…unite and become inseparable from the subtle energy
and mind of the being who is thus conceived. With this, two extremely tiny and
clear cells form, about one-tenth the size of turnip seeds. These will become the
convergence of channels in the navel center. From this starting point, once the
body becomes fully formed and is born, and for as long as it lasts, the subtle vajra
body has three channels, four chakras (energetic wheels), and so forth. Although
this description is in agreement with those found in other systems, this approach
has a distinctive feature—the subtle channels and bindu of naturally occurring
timeless awareness.505
In this way, the presence of the enlightened ground is mapped out as channels, winds, and
seminal “drops” comprising the energetic body.506 In particular, the Seminal Essence
emphasizes a “channel that is like a crystal tube [that] connects the heart center with the
eyes; it is permeated by the bindu adorned with goodness and functions as the support for
the arising of countless visions.”507 “At the core of the central channel, within the channel
of utter lucidity, abides a bindu of light—the spontaneously present ground.”508 The
physical body is thus host to a subtle energetic dimension in which the innate primordial
wisdom of the ground abides. The “drop of light” is itself the spontaneously present
ground, revealing a bodily analogue of spontaneity. In short, the ground is fully present in
the body.
This awareness—buddha nature—is enmeshed in the physical body…it is enmeshed
in the net of the ordinary mind—the eight avenues of consciousness…it is overlaid
with karma and habitual patterns…it is obscured by what is by nature a state of
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nonrecognition…This primordial basic space as naturally occurring timeless
wisdom—buddha nature—completely pervades the body.509
In this esoteric map of the body, innate awareness pervades the body and abides in the
heart. It abides in such a way that it is akin to the ground in the narrative cosmology of
number one above: How the Ground Abides and How the Ground Presences. The heart is
here identified with the ground. While enmeshed and obscured it remains pure. In turn,
through visionary Leaping Over practice, the ground can radiate from the heart and the
eyes. The luminous potential in the heart may be released, flowing out through the “crystaltube” channel and bursting forth through the eyes. This is akin to the cosmological
ground-presencing above. That is, the esoteric release of light from the eyes parallels and
reenacts the cosmological ground-presencing itself. The clear light that flows forth from the
heart is indexed to the ground-presencing. The esoteric visionary practices of the Seminal
Essence thus work on a microcosmological level to repeat or re-enact the unfolding of the
universe, but here on the level of the practitioner’s own body and visionary experience.
4. How One Gathers into Experience Based Upon the Way of Abiding
In Tibetan, the title of this fourth aspect is “gnas lugs nyams su blang lugs.” The
phrase, often translated simply as ‘practice,’ literally means “the way one gathers into
experience based upon the way of abiding.” The original Tibetan phrase repeats the term
lugs, “way” or “mode” twice: once in relation to the way of abiding and once in terms of the
way of gathering this into experience. Therefore, we witness the mirroring of the two ways.
This is a significant phrase, for this fourth aspect of the approach of the Seminal Essence is
indeed about spiritual exercises. Here, practice is described as a way of bringing into
experience based upon the way being abides. That is, the practice itself is meant to mirror,
resonate with, perform, or embody the way of abiding, the gnas lugs. The terminological
mirroring in the text performs the resonance between ontological and practical ways.
We can see how this operates in the Leaping Over practice. In this practice, the
adept adopts simple postures, breathing methods, and gazes called “lion,” “elephant,” and
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“seer-sage” (Skt. ṛṣi). Peering into the sunlit open sky, a lamp, a reflective pool, or a crystal,
or in a completely dark chamber, the Great Perfection meditator waits in a state of nonconceptuality and non-effort for visions to naturally and spontaneously dawn of their own
accord. There are two primary methods of Leaping Over. The first is the so-called daytime
practice of gazing into the unobstructed brilliancy of the sky, or sometimes looking directly
at a light source such as a lamp or the sun. The second is the so-called nighttime dark
retreat practice in which one enters a completely blackened cabin as a kind of sensory
deprivation. In this darkness, the eyes are left open and a range of visions are said to
unfold in the visual field of the practitioner: the initial visions are small dots and flashes
but they may develop as more established symbols, faces, bodies, and even entire figurative
structures. The unexpectedly arising images may be disconcerting and at times terrifying.
The practical aesthetic of these visionary methods, however, is to remain effortless and
loose, for ordinary dualistic perception tends to reify appearances into concrete objects.
Instead of grasping for certainty and reference points in the swarm of semblances, the
practice is to rest rather than reify.
The latter practice is to leave the eyes open and see darkness itself. Now theoretical
looking (lta) goes beyond the looseness of Cutting Through and engages with visionary
objects that both exist and do not exist. They exist in the sense that they arise as forms that
are clearly and unmistakably seen through the eyes in the external visual field. These are
not generation-stage intentional visualizations cultivated by the practitioner’s efforts, but
rather, spontaneous formations. During the daytime, sky-gazing practice, these can be
squiggles, dots and meshes that appear in part from the “floaters” on the surface of the
eyes. During the darkness practice, these can be the emerging forms and flecks of symbols
and sparks of divine figures and maṇḍala structures. Yet the practitioner is somewhat aware
that these are not really there: they are non-existent. Yet they are present. In this way, the
images are precisely present absences.510
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Striving for and grasping at visionary appearances will freeze indeterminate
spontaneous presencings into static presences. Thus, the open-dimension of the Cutting
Through awakened phenomenology is the context in which the luminous display is to be
encountered, for in that method, the meditator learned to allow phenomena to presence
without any dualism, contrivance, or grasping. In this way, the relaxed, effortless style is
also the epistemological modality that allows phenomena to presence spontaneously.
Therefore, ease, looseness, effortlessness, and play are both the way the practitioner must
hold themselves, and the only perceptual manner that allows the visions to play.
Four visions are said to unfold through Leaping Over methods. The first is the
“vision of the manifest immediacy of awareness” or the “vision of the manifest immediacy
of dharmatā.”511 Here, hints of visual forms emerge in the foreground of the optical
horizon, manifesting as small circles of light and chains or linked-spots, said to appear like
a chain of “little linked lambs.” The instruction is to recognize that these are merely
external manifestations of ones own mind. The word translated as “manifest immediacy”
(Tib. mngon sum, Skt. pratyakśa) has connotations of direct perception in the context of
Indo-Tibetan epistemology. In Great Perfection terminology, the same word connotes a
sense of manifestation, completely evident and unmediated experience of what it is.
The second vision is the “intensification of experience,”512 in which the ephemeral
shapes and visible twinklings are said to become slightly more stable. They arise without
the need for any particular technique such as gazing into light. Now the vision dawns as
clearly defined shapes, patterns such as lattices, thigles (spheres), and emergent, incomplete
bodies. The third vision is known as the “vision of awareness come to its full measure.”513
Now the visions self-organize into complete maṇḍalas, deities, and pure realms—understood
as the purest way of perceiving appearing reality.514 The true nature of phenomena
spontaneously shows itself to the practitioner as external visions, effulging from the ground
of the bodily heart center.
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Finally, the entire process folds in on itself, dissolving into the fourth vision, “the
exhaustion of phenomena.”515 The various lights, maṇḍalas and pure realms now fade back
into the open space of emptiness, “dissolving into” the ground. The perceptual experience
of all appearances coiling back and releasing into their own ground is equal to
enlightenment. The manifest universe now “returns” to its nonmanifest state. I have placed
“return” and “dissolving into” in quotation marks because it remains up for debate
whether this is a literal cosmological return or an analogy for the experience of selfliberation.
5. How the Consummate Fruition is Ensured: Enlightened Action
This dawning of awakening through effortlessness and the four visions “ensures” or
is the way of establishing realization.516 Fruition entails the compassionate manifestation,
embodiment, and actions that arise from the awakening experience:
Once the path of the four visions is completed, if one sees that the benefit for
others can be accomplished through ones present embodiment, one continues to
manifest in this form through the intention that it endure for as long as
conditioned existence endures.517
The sense here is that the habitual, karmic confusion that once impelled the physical body
is now exhausted and the body becomes unnecessary. There thus arises the question of
how and if one should continue to exist as an embodied being. The answer is ethical and
pragmatic: if it will be of benefit to beings, then one remains in order to teach, heal, or
serve others. The very physical existence of the body will now become an ethical
manifestation rather than the result of karmic compulsion. Ethical embodiment is
common throughout Mahāyāna literature, in which the bodhisattva cultivates their being
so that they will manifest charismatic, elegant, and powerful bodies in the future.518 The
bodhisattva’s flesh is moral. In the Great Perfection articulation of ethical embodiment
515

chos nyid zad pa'i snang ba.
mthar phyin ‘bras bu’i grub lugs.
517
Longchen Rabjam, Philosophical Systems, 355.
518
Susanne Mrozik, Virtuous Bodies: The Physical Dimensions of Morality in Buddhist Ethics.
(Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press, 2007).
516

223

through the visionary process, the remaining body of an enlightened being is supposed to
be impelled by compassion, not karma. This is expressed by the term ‘enlightened activity’
(‘phrin las): action (Tib. las, Skt. karma) is transformed into enlightened, charismatic action
(‘phrin las). A body impelled by karmic action is replaced with an embodiment performing
enlightened action. The material body, its actions, and ethics all converge in the Great
Perfection articulation of the consummation of the path. I explore this further in the next
chapter.
Yet there may also arise the possibility that the body will no longer be of benefit: “If
however, one sees that a great deal of benefit for others cannot be accomplished through
one’s present embodiment, one instead attains freedom in the utter lucidity of being.”519 In
other words, if one’s body and present life will not serve any particular benefit for others,
then the body dissolves altogether and spontaneously rests as the three Buddha
embodiments. Yet even this complete existential dissolution is intended to prepare the way
for future ethical responsiveness and action, conceived of as a “rainbow body” of light (‘ja’
lus).520 In this way, one may manifest as either the formless basic space of the truth body,
the luminous pure expression of the enjoyment body or the physical form of the illusory
emanation body. In this final manifestation, “in the realms of the six classes of beings, the
respective teachers of those realms manifest in the form of sublime nirmāṇakāya
emanations, emanations who benefit through artistry, emanations who consciously take
rebirth, and so on, ensuring benefit.”521 Therefore the final fruition is a new mode of
ceaseless, compassionate, artistic action:
For as long as conditioned existence endures, uninterrupted enlightened activity
takes place in keeping with each individual’s perceptions…The primordial wisdom
of these buddhas is in full evidence and so is ever-present, with no break in its
continuity.522
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Here at the end, the non-action of the Great Perfection approach unfolds as continuous
moral activity. It is continuous in that it is ongoing, “for as long as conditioned existence
endures.” It is pragmatic and moral in that these actions are responses to the particular
needs and experiences of individual beings: “enlightened activity takes place in keeping
with each individual’s perceptions.” I further take up these ethical implications in the next
chapter.
Chapter Six Part 2: The Anarchic Ground in Action
Though I have rehearsed the significance of the ground for the logic of Great
Perfection practices, the ontological status of the ground remains unclear. Clarifying this
ontology will be essential to accurately interpreting the meaning of practice for
Longchenpa. Translators have readily used the language of potentiality and actualization in
articulating the ground and its presencing, yet it is necessary to be more precise in
disclosing a genuine understanding of the ground.523 If the ground is a potential and the
presencing its actualization, the ground may be a cause and its manifestations an effect.
Recall that what we are concerned with in this third configuration is whether the ground is
the true cause, principle, or foundation of the entire Great Perfection approach to action
just reviewed. If this were to be the case, then Longchenpa’s systems would not be
completely spontaneous or uncaused, but would simply defer causality back to the ground
as the underlying archē or unmoved mover of the whole system. It is, therefore, important
to inquire into the ground’s causality, potential, and activity in this system.
IV.

Philosophical Presentation: The Ground’s Spontaneity
Such clarity was also important to Longchenpa. In the short text, The Eleven Words

and Meanings contained in the Bi ma snying thig and in both the Treasury of Words and
Meanings and the Treasury of the Supreme Vehicle, Longchenpa presented the ground through
523

Guenther, Matrix of Mystery and Meditation Differently chapter three; Germano, Poetic
Thought; Arguillère, Vaste Sphere.
225

a series of seven philosophical arguments. The interpretations differ slightly in each of
these texts; and, I will here follow the version in the Treasury of Words and Meanings as
translated by Germano. The Treasury of Words and Meanings provides an accurate
interpretation (the ground is primordially pure) of the seventh argument, whereas the
Treasury of the Supreme Vehicle also critiques even this seventh view.524 Older Seminal
Essence texts presented these arguments; and, as ever, Longchenpa is here a faithful
synthesizer of his tradition.525 We can, in fact, see arguments both for and against these
seven descriptions of the ground in the Seventeen Tantras.526
Longchenpa names six false conceptions of the ground:
.
.
.
.
.
.

Asserting that the ground is spontaneously present (gzhi lhun grub tu ‘dod pa),
Asserting that the ground is indeterminate or uncertain (ma nges par ‘dod pa),
Asserting that it is ultimately determinate or certain (nges pa don du ‘dod pa),
Asserting that it is completely able to transform into anything at all (cir yang bsgyur
btub tu ‘dod pa),
Asserting that it is acceptable to be conceived of as anything at all (gang du’ang khas
blangs du rung bar ‘dod pa), and
Asserting that it is multiple on account of its many aspects (rnam pa sna tshogs pas
khra bor ‘dod pa).

For Longchenpa, these represent all major metaphysical complexities and
misinterpretations of the ground. Yet, he also points to some truthful aspects within each
assertion, at least when they are freed from misunderstanding.
The Ground is Not Spontaneously Present
The first of the six false positions is of particular importance to my study because it
explicitly declares that that ground should not be understood as spontaneously present. I
will, therefore, focus on this first point. The primary issue at hand is the relationship
between the ground and its presencing. This is of utmost importance to my exploration of
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practices because the status of appearing things will determine what kinds of practices are
required.
It is a striking claim that the ground is not spontaneously present. In his more
poetic texts, Longchenpa repeatedly declares that spontaneous presence is the ground. For
example, in the Treasury of the Way of Abiding: “Spontaneous presence, unborn and
indeterminate, is the ultimate ground.”527 Nonetheless, the argument that Longchenpa
makes in the Treasury of Words and Meanings clarifies why it would be logically absurd to
posit that the ground is spontaneous. The consequences of this position undermine the
very logic of the path and run counter to conventional experience and commonsense.
Recall that spontaneous presence means that a thing exists without coming into being
through causes and effects. It is just there, suddenly, naturally, freely and completely. A
thing exists (or better, it “presences”) without conditions and without reference to an
underlying causal account. Given that the ground itself is emptiness, awareness, and
compassion, the notion that the ground is spontaneously present would mean that these
inherently enlightened qualities would be totally present and available at all times, even in
the midst of cyclical existence. Longchenpa claims that this would entail that the fruition
of enlightenment would exist “within the causal impetus” and that it would thus be
impossible for anyone to ever stray from the ground at all.528 Therefore, it would be
incoherent to talk about clearing away confusion or a fruition that would be separate from
the stains of ignorance. Freedom itself would be impossible. He quotes from the Six Spaces
Tantra (Kun tu bzang po klong drug, one of the Seventeen Tantras of the Seminal Essence):
“Since a causal impetus and its fruit must be (temporally) distinct from each other… the
former cannot be spontaneously present when the latter is.”529 That is, the pure
enlightened ground cannot be completely present and suddenly existent when ignorance is
still present, and when dualistic phenomena are present. Nor could it be present as cause
when its fruit—enlightenment—is present. There must be a temporal distance between the
two. If the enlightened dynamism of the ground were spontaneously present, then any
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confusion or suffering would be impossible and meditative exertion would be unneeded.
Later in this section, Longchenpa announces, “We don’t accept such statements as “no
purification ensues with meditative exertion.”530 In other words, here Longchenpa argues
that purification does ensue when there is meditative exertion; and, therefore, effort is
required on the path. In this way, the critique of the ground as spontaneously present here
hinges upon a defense of the need for an effortful, developmental path of meditative
purification. This is a very different approach than what we have thus far seen, especially in
The Way of Abiding and The Basic Space of Phenomena—both texts that critique development
and effort. I am attempting to understand why.
In his argument in The Treasury of Words and Meaning, Longchenpa next goes on to
clarify that “the ground remains with an identity that is primordially beyond all defects.”531
That is, if the ground were spontaneously present it would entail that the ground would be
stained by the confusion of cyclical existence. If the ground were fully present in the midst
of confusion, it would have the defects of that confusion. Therefore, the ground should
not be determined to be spontaneously present, and should be understood as more
primordial than either confusion or liberation. “In its own terms the ground is not
spontaneously present as such, and thus this quality shouldn’t be attributed to it other
than to indicate that the ground is the ground of the dawning of spontaneous presence.”532
This last statement is significant, for it clarifies that the ground itself is not
spontaneous presence, but is, rather, the source or foundation of spontaneous presence,
“the ground of its dawning/shining forth (‘char gzhi).” The ground is somehow before the
externalization of spontaneous presence, perhaps in the way that the sun may be thought
of as before and distinct from its rays. This interpretation protects the ground from the two
undesirable consequences named above: 1) that a completely spontaneously present
ground would make any meditative cultivation absurd; and, 2), that it would stain the
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purity of the ground by making it co-present with confusion. It protects the path from the
first implication by implying that there is still a need for meditation and clearing away
ignorance. It protects the ground from the second implication by locating the ground
before spontaneous presence’s externalization. It is therefore not fully present in samsara
but remains more primordial than both confusion and freedom. It is, in this way, clean or
pure, and untouched by confusion’s defects.
In his detailed notes, Germano interprets this section as delimiting the ground in
two aspects. The first is the pure, inward, latent potential of the ground and the second is
its active, externalized actualization or manifestation.533 In other words, Germano’s
interpretation opposes a potentiality and an actuality. These are generally indexed to the
ground itself before it dawns or lights up, and the ground-presencing or lighting-up process
of the unfolding of reality. The dynamism and potential of the ground itself is an inward,
unmanifest radiation or “glow” (mdangs) whereas the exteriorized presencing of unfolding is
“radiation” (gdangs). Germano reads Longchenpa as saying that spontaneous presencing
should primarily be associated with the exteriorized “radiation” and not the latent “glow”
which is an unmanifest potential. This separation of potentiality and actuality supports the
overall philosophical argument against the spontaneous presence of the ground presented
above: while the ground may indeed have the potential to spontaneously manifest as
anything at all, this spontaneity is not constantly actualized in all circumstances. Therefore
the ground should not be defined as spontaneously present. This also means that confused
beings can experientially stray from the ground into delusion and require some kind of
path to re-cognize the wisdom of the ground. In this way, the path of training is protected
from absurd consequences.
In general, I agree with most aspects of Germano’s interpretation of the distinction
between a latent and a manifest ground. However, significant questions remain
unanswered. First is a hermeneutic question about why Longchenpa insists upon a critique
of the spontaneous presence of the ground in The Treasury of Words and Meanings, yet still
maintains that the ground is spontaneously present in other texts, and in other portions of
this same text. Second is the pragmatic question regarding this insistence upon
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developmental meditation and exertion. So much of the rhetoric in the Great Perfection,
especially in texts such as The Way of Abiding and The Basic Space of Phenomena, is oriented
towards challenging the need for effortful, causal, and developmental approaches to
spiritual practices. Why in a voluminous exposition of the Seminal Essence does
Longchenpa want to step back from these radical claims towards a more conventional
conception, insisting that a path of meditation is a requisite condition for freedom? This is
a particular example of the convergence of sudden and gradual systems within the Great
Perfection. Third are metaphysical questions about the status of the ground and its
potentiality. If Germano’s interpretation is correct—that we need to distinguish between a
latent and an actualized potential—then what is the practical value and meaning of
spontaneous presence? If spontaneity has no impact on phenomena and action, then why
bother describing the ground? That is, if the ground is entirely protected, abiding in an
unmanifest inwardness, then why speak of the spontaneous play and dynamic energy of the
ground? Does the ground not in some ways “reach out” towards sentient beings in their
confusion? What matters most is how these three registers of questions are mutually
interrelated, again demonstrating how theory and practice coalesce, and how hermeneutics,
ontology, cosmology, and spiritual exercises are correlational. I will take these questions in
turn.
1. Hermeneutics of the Ground’s Spontaneous Presence: Causal Framing
The reader may have noticed that the logic used in the previous metaphysical
critique of the spontaneous presence of the ground is an explicitly causal logic: the
assertion that the ground is spontaneously present does not make sense from a perspective
that assumes a division between cause and effect. By causal in this specific context, I mean
an attempt to make sense of the teachings and the methods of training in terms of causes
and effects, and in which an interpretation of the ground will lead to certain requisite
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outcomes and not others. Indeed, Longchenpa speaks of “causal impetus” and causeseffects repeatedly in this section.534
Longchenpa introduced the section in the Treasury of Words and Meanings on the six
philosophical positions on the ground by describing it as a kind of necessary, provisional
tangent required to quell the conceptual doubts of others. “I do not here maintain any
theoretical position fixated on one extreme, claiming ‘It is this only.’ However, since others
won’t understand this if I don’t discuss it in accordance with these [theoretical] factors, I
will provisionally deal with them here.”535 The Treasury of Words and Meanings can be
understood as an encyclopedic summary of the Seminal Essence system written for an
audience committed to classical Buddhist texts and themes, and clarifying the Seminal
Essence in relation to more common tantric Buddhist approaches. In this context, as he
relies upon dialectical or scholastic forms of argumentation, Longchenpa assumes a logic of
causality. The idea that the enlightened ground is completely spontaneously present must
be shown to be nonsensical and lead to contradictions. More importantly, the function of
this and all six of the philosophical arguments is to demonstrate that the ground is beyond
all conceptual designations, including spontaneity.
Yet in his later poetic writings, he is unconcerned with giving an account of the
meaning of the ground in these causal philosophical terms. In The Treasury of the Basic
Space of Phenomena and The Treasury of the Way of Abiding, composed later in his life,
Longchenpa wrote for a different audience, namely one that already valued and was
committed to the Great Perfection. We here witness a close relationship between the genre
of writing (prose or poetry) and the approach to causality. When composing in prose and
relying on a scholastic-dialectical method, Longchenpa seemed to assume a causal
perspective on this issue. When composing poetically and in verse, and even in the prose
commentary to these verses, Longchenpa was less inclined to assume a causal perspective
regarding the ground.
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I believe that this responds to our hermeneutic question: the reason why
Longchenpa critiques the philosophical position of a spontaneous ground in The Treasury
of Words and Meanings is because he is writing in a prose and causal framework. In such a
context, it would be absurd to describe the ground as completely and fully present. He
composed the Treasury of Words and Meanings for an audience that presumes causal logic
and wrote in a prose scholastic style suitable to such a provisional account. In his poetic
writings, composed for a more inner audience, Longchenpa is willing to make the radical
claim that the ground is indeed spontaneously present, for in those texts he wrote from
beyond a causal framework, weaving seamlessly across time, practices, ground, and a
timelessly abiding freedom.
2. Practical Implications of the Spontaneous Ground: The Way of Abiding
The Treasury of Words and Meanings argues that the ground should not be asserted to
be spontaneously present because it entails unwanted consequences, especially that the very
logic of a developmental path would be absurd. Nothing would need to be done. In the
Treasury of the Way of Abiding, however, the spontaneous presence of the ground and all
phenomena are affirmed to proclaim that the logic of a developmental path is absurd. In
this way, ontological spontaneity indicates effortless relaxation on the path. This
understanding of the spontaneity of the ground bears practical implications. From the root
verses of The Way of Abiding chapter on spontaneous presence:
Without having to be sought, everything occurs naturally.
This is called “naturally occurring primordial wisdom, spontaneously present” (rang
byung ye shes lhun gyis grub ces bya).
The spontaneously present ground of myriad phenomena
is awakened mind, which is always spontaneously present,
so the three bodies, unsought, are innately present as natural qualities.
Since effort—which creates causes and effects, whether positive
or negative—is unnecessary,
immerse yourself in genuine being, resting naturally with nothing
needing to be done. (rang bzhag byar med rnal du ‘byor bya te),
The expanse of spontaneous presence entails no deliberate effort,
no acceptance or rejection.
From now on make no effort, since phenomena already are
what they are.
Even the enlightenment of all victorious ones of the three times
is spontaneously present as a supremely blissful state of natural rest.
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So, without depending on teachings of causality that are for less
fortunate ones,
look to the nature that is like space, in which nothing need be done.
So, in supreme spontaneous presence, uncontrived as it has
always been,
cut through all occurrence of and involvement with the hope and fear
of ordinary mind
and gain knowledge in basic space, spontaneous presence that need
not be sought.536
These verses bring together an ontological register with a practical-pedagogical register as
we have seen so many times before. In this specific instance, the ontology is in regard to
the spontaneity of the ground and phenomena: “The spontaneously present ground of
myriad phenomena is awakened mind, which is always spontaneously present.”537 This
verse clarifies that the ground should be described as spontaneously present. Furthermore,
this spontaneously present ground is the ground of the variety of phenomena; the ground
is the basis for the arising of any and all objects and beings, whether of samsara or nirvana.
In addition, this ground is awakened mind itself, and this awakened mind is also described
as spontaneously present. Therefore, spontaneity is indexed to 1) the ground, 2) all
phenomena, and 3) awakened mind.
Longchenpa continues, “All phenomena are discerned/bound within the context
of nothing needing to be done. All phenomena are embraced/bound (bcing ba) within the
larger scope of spontaneous presence.”538 What is significant here is that spontaneous
presence is the context or larger scope in which effortless non-action makes practical sense.
Precisely because the spontaneous ground— awakened mind—is the larger scope for all
phenomena, the three enlightened bodies are “always spontaneously present” and need not
be sought as they are, “innately present as natural qualities.”539 The meditative instruction
is to “rest naturally with nothing needing to be done.” Such non-action and rest are
opposed to effort, because effort “creates causes and effects.” Again, the logic here is that
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spontaneous presence is the opposite of causality. Because all is spontaneously present,
meditators need not engage in effort and should cease the instigation of more causes and
effects. He then reiterates, “the expanse of spontaneous presence entails no deliberate
effort, no acceptance or rejection.” The ontological condition of spontaneous presence is
what allows for effortless rest. If this sounds like a radical statement, leading to the absurd
consequence that enlightenment is completely present through simply resting, Longchenpa
confirms this perspective in these and countless other lines. He replaces causality and effort
with uncontrived naturalness free from all hope and fear.
This is a strikingly different emphasis than in the section critiquing the assertion
that the ground is spontaneously present in the Treasury of Words and Meanings.
Spontaneous presence is the ontology of the ground and phenomena that allows for
effortless, natural action. To go further, this ontology is the practical meditation instruction
of natural rest: “Spontaneous presence is pure and unwavering meditative absorption. All
phenomena are discerned within the context of nothing needing to be done.”540 The
commentary on this verse reads:
Since phenomena are not deliberately produced, they do not waver from the
ground, their natural place of rest. Since they are spontaneously present within the
enlightened intent of victorious ones, one rests—without moving, speaking, or
thinking—in a state of equilibrium within supreme spontaneous presence, a wideopen clarity similar to the immensity of space.541
In a move that we have seen repeatedly throughout his texts, Longchenpa here affirms that
spontaneous presence is meditative absorption; the ontology is the practice. This is because
all phenomena are understood in such a way that no particular action is necessary. The
commentary clarifies that phenomena are not produced through deliberate activity, so do
not stray from the ground itself, which is their natural place of rest. This means the
unproduced, or empty nature of phenomena entails that they are not fundamentally
separate from the ground. In other words, just as the ground is empty and spontaneous,
phenomena are empty and spontaneous. And the awareness attuned to this emptyspontaneous phenomenal presencing is also empty and spontaneous. When allowed to be
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in this way, there is no additional effort or willfulness required. Because phenomena are
spontaneously present, the method of practice is simply to rest. Furthermore, this rest is
likened to the openness that is similar to vast space. The resting qua practice is identified
with the ontology. This is an example of what I call Longchenpa’s practical ontology.
Meditative cultivation and the perception of phenomena are in this way linked
inseparably with an epistemology and an ontological conception of spontaneous presence
and the ground. This means that spontaneous presence cannot simply refer to a latent
potentiality in the inwardness of the pure unmanifest ground. Nor can it refer to an
energetic display somehow divorced or protected from this unmanifest ground. The
coalescence of ground and display must be the case because phenomena are spontaneous
in the lived experience and perceptions of the meditator, who exists within cyclical
existence. It is the spontaneous presence of all conditioned things (ontologically) that is
inseparable from the unconditional ground; this allows for the (practice of) restful attuning
to phenomena. It is because internal and external phenomena are seen as “within the basic
space of spontaneous presence” that the decisive experience of enlightenment dawns. This
spontaneous presence, in turn, “is the ultimate ground” itself. The dynamic display of the
ground reaches out as the energetic radiation of phenomena spontaneously presencing.
There can be no firewall between the potentiality of the ground and its actualization in
manifest form. The ground’s potency must be carried over or preserved in the groundpresencing.
In this way, the ground cannot be a cause, with its manifestation as a temporally
distinct effect. If the ground were a cause, it would be distinct from its display as result. In
the verses above, Longchenpa shows the identity of ground and ground-presencings.
Similarly, the ground cannot be a beginning, foundational principle (archē) oriented
towards an end or goal (telos). If there were a schism between origin and end point,
potentiality and actuality, or between cause and effect, then practice would need to be
effortful, creating and causing enlightenment where it was not present. That is, if the
ground were a mere potential source and its spontaneous presencing a secondary
actualization, then the ground’s spontaneity would not be accessible in practices. Yet
precisely because the three bodies of enlightenment are indeed spontaneously and
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naturally present within samsara, there can be rest and non-action and “nothing new need
be created.” Indeed, “none of this bears any similarity to the process of deliberate
involvement with causality.”542
3. The Ground as Potential and Spontaneous Presence as the Actual
Philosophically, the theme of potentiality and actuality is at issue in these debates
about the spontaneity of the ground. If the ground is indeed a pure potential that
manifests all phenomena, then it seems accurate to understand the ground as the
underlying causal basis (or archē), or Other-power, of Great Perfection action. If, however,
the relationship between potentiality and actuality is not one of simple cause and effect, if
a different kind of dynamism is at play, then the situation may be more complicated. In
this section, I show that an opposition between potentiality and actuality is not the only
way to interpret the relationship between ground and ground-presencing.
The general concepts of potentiality, actuality, and latency are well-established
themes in Indo-Tibetan philosophy.543 The Tibetan term for potentiality is nus pa, and it
refers to something being possible, a sense of potency, capacity, power, and ability. It
usually translates the Sanskrit śakti or samārthya. For example, a karmic seed has the
potential to ripen, to become actualized or manifest (mngon gyur). In epistemological
contexts, the term mngon gyur refers to an object realized through direct perception.544
When used in relation to meditative experience, it means to actualize or realize the purpose
of the cultivation. In the Great Perfection context mngon gyur takes upon unique valences,
meaning a fully manifest ontological dawning that Germano translates as “coming to the
fore” or ascendency.545 When something remains a potential that is not manifest, then it is
dormant or latent (bag la nyal ba). For example, in discussions of the all-ground
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consciousness (alayavijñāna), Yogācāra literature often refers to the latent potentiality, and
actualization of karmic seeds from the all-ground.546
Longchenpa does not use the term nus pa to describe the ground in his accounts in
either the Treasury of Words and Meanings or the Treasury of the Way of Abiding. For example,
even when Longchenpa critiques the philosophical reification of the ground as something
that “is capable” of transforming into anything at all, the term used is btub and not nus
pa.547 In fact, in neither of his expositions on the spontaneous presence of the ground in
these two volumes does Longchenpa use the term nus pa, nor does he refer to the ground
as a potentiality and its presencings as actuality or manifestation. Instead, when
Longchenpa refers to something like a manifestation he uses the term snang or snang ba,
which as we have seen refers to the ground presencing. I would suggest that we do not
think of the ground presencing as a manifestation or actualization at all, but rather as
possessing a unique ontological status that Longchenpa would distinguish from an
actualized—potential relation (the nus pa—mngon ‘gyur relation). This is noteworthy because
it would mean that the ground presencing is not an active-actualization-act based upon a
latent potential. It is something different.
Nonetheless, with analogies like a crystal ball and its rainbow-hued light at play, it is
undeniable that there is a conceptual distinction between the unmanifest ground and its
presencing as the ceaseless arising of phenomena. I am not calling this distinction into
question. What I attend to here is the relationship between the two, the relationship
between the crystal ball (so-called potential) and the emergent lights (co-called
546
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actualization), which ultimately self-organize into samsara and nirvana. A classic example of
a potential would be an acorn, and an example of its actualization would be an oak tree. In
this analysis, I am perhaps guilty of conflating potentiality-actuality with cause-effect.
Though serving different metaphysical functions, these two binary couples are indeed
related. The difference is that all causes can be both potential and actual. Potentiality refers
to the possibility that something may arise; actuality refers to the fulfillment of that
possibility. Not all causes will be actualized; not all acorns actually become a tree. Some
may remain dormant. Yet all (healthy) acorns have the potential to become an oak.
I have presented evidence that the true thrust of the chapter on spontaneous
presence in the Way of Abiding is to show the identity and simultaneity of the ground and its
manifestation, rather than a potential-actual distinction between the two. An associated
philosophical expression of this theme is the one-many relation. In Greek this is the proshen theme and in Madhyamaka thought the reasoning of neither one-nor-many (gcig du bral
gyi gtan tshigs) is an important argument for emptiness. 548 ‘One’ refers to the singularity or
unity of a phenomenon whereas ‘many’ refers to the manifoldness of a phenomenon, that
is, the fact that it can have numerous parts. The classic Madhyamaka argument is to show
the absurdity of either position. Longchenpa evokes this argument when he writes, “the
ground and the mode by which it arises as apparent phenomena are by nature beyond
being one or many, [it] arises as timelessly and spontaneously present.”549 In other words,
rather than a break between a primordial foundation or “one” and its manifestations as
“many;” the emphasis is on the co-emergent continuity between the ground and its
outflowing. Rather than protect the pure ground from its possible exposure to being
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infected by its manifestations, the thrust of the claim here is to equate appearances, beings,
and the ground.
Longchenpa attempted to keep the ground and its manifestation from being
interpreted in a one-many relation. The ground itself is not simply the one, and the ground
presencings are not the many. This is because, as he states in the commentary, both the
ground and its manifestations are “of one basic space.”550 Overcoming a schism between
source and manifestation, or potential and actualization, the argument is to correlate
ground and manifestation and avoid a one-many relation.
In further support of this interpretation, the ground should not be conceived of as
a timeless, atemporal source, with the world of appearances and possibilities as temporal
manifestations.
Spontaneous presence in its essence has not been created by anyone; rather, its
mode of arising is unceasing, so that anything whatsoever can manifest. The origin
of all samsara and nirvana is atemporal, with no beginning or end. Spontaneous
presence, unborn and indeterminate, is the ultimate ground.551
The ground is not a transcendent source of being that exists before time, and then flows
out into time and space. Rather the ground is atemporal and has no beginning or end;
and, spontaneous phenomena are also atemporal and have no beginning or end.552 That is,
again, Longchenpa’s poetic descriptions speak of a shared atemporality for both the ground
and its manifestations. They share the fact that they have not been created by anyone, are
unceasing, unborn, and indeterminate. Manifest phenomena of the appearing universe are
empty spontaneous presence and the ground is empty spontaneous presence. As I quoted
Longchenpa above, “Not coming into being or ceasing, not coming or going, and so forth—
spontaneous presence is pure and unwavering meditative absorption. All phenomena are
discerned within the context of nothing needing to be done.” This is not just an
explication of the ground, but of manifest phenomena. The explanatory work here is to
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show how these phenomena are identified with the ground in that they don’t arise and
cease, come and go, and so forth.
Recall that the context here is the practice of Leaping Over, in which the
meditative visionary methods work with the arising of visual phenomena in unique
perceptual environments such as bright light or total darkness. The thrust of the
descriptions is not to clarify how the diversity of phenomenal appearances are radically
different from their original oneness in the ground; the approach is not to show that
confused, created multiple manifestations are lost in time and space, and need to be
“returned” to their primordial, singular source or creator, beyond time and space. It is the
opposite: Longchenpa wants to reveal how the indeterminate, non-reified, open, dynamic
qualities of the ground are the spontaneously present nature of all appearing things,
whether of samsara or nirvana. The purity and freedom are present as the conditioned
phenomena. Therefore, the appearing world qua manifestation of the ground is identified
with its original empty ground. The emptiness and absence of phenomena are what link
them with the ground. It is only confused, reified perception that holds the two apart.
One of Longchenpa’s most striking expressions in this chapter concerns the
location of the ground as “from within” spontaneous presence, rather than as its source or
foundation: “From within the expanse of spontaneous presence is the ground from which
everything arises.”553 This is mirrored in the opening lines of the first chapter of the
Treasury of the Basic Space of Phenomena, “Within the expanse of spontaneous presence is the
ground for all that arises.”554 Rather than conceive of the spontaneous manifestation of
phenomena as a secondary outflowing from the ground, here the ground is from within
(the ablative particle las) the expanse of spontaneous presence. The Tibetan particle ‘las’
indicates an unbounded source from which or within which something comes.555 In this
way, spontaneity cannot be a secondary effulgence alone, because here the ground is from
within that spontaneous presence. Spontaneous presence is here a context, clearing, or
unbounded horizon within which the ground abides and manifests. Spontaneity can
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therefore be understood as a contextual matrix that allows for the ground’s manifestations,
as much as it is the manifest dynamism itself.
Longchenpa claims that freedom dawns through a decisive experience of
spontaneous presence. In light of what I have demonstrated here, we are now in a position
to see that this experience of spontaneity is conceived neither as an experience of actualized
phenomena, nor an experience of a latent ground. It is not the former because there are no
actual phenomena, for within the scope of recognition it is clear that all phenomena are
the empty play of the ground. Spontaneous presence is not the experience of a latent
potentiality because such latency would be unmanifest, inaccessible, and dormant. It would
have no implications for action and practices. Instead, spontaneous presence should not be
understood as a quality of the ground or the ground-presencing, but as subsuming and
pervading both. This all-pervasive spontaneous display is what allows for effortless freedom.
“If you do not come to a decisive experience now in basic space, the natural place of rest,
freedom in the original ground will not come about in the future.”556
In this way we can see that the ground should not be understood as something that
one might separate from and then unite with. Rather, the ground qua dharmakāya is
“timelessly ensured” (ye zin) in the very way awareness and phenomenal objects are always
present.557 Here again, we see the coalescence of the theory of the ground’s spontaneity and
the approach to spontaneous practice in which nothing is to be accomplished and no view,
meditation, conduct, fruition, or activity required. This statement weaves together many of
the threads in the previous chapters, revealing the intimacy of pedagogies, spiritual
exercises, effort, and ontologies.
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V.

Impotentiality and the Anarchic Ground: Non-Action in Practice
I am now in a position to resolve the question of the agency and causality of the

ground. Is the ground an Other-power or causal archē? As rehearsed above, in Shinran’s
poignant declarations of the karmic evil and entrapment of sentient beings, all free actions
are attributed to Amida Buddha, thereby liberating the religious agent on the path from
any sense of intentional practices or moral striving. Amida is invested with spontaneous
action which works-through the practitioner on the path. The logic of unintentional
practice for Shinran is to displace karmic agency from the practitioner to Amida, opening
the profound mind of entrusting (shinjin). The Primordial Buddha is therefore, in my
terminology, a theoretical cause of the unintentional practices.
In Longchenpa’s analysis, however, he does not attribute a sense of agency or the
qualities of a causal source of action and agency to the ground. Furthermore, the arising of
the All Good Primordial Buddha is a subsequent dimension of the ground realizing itself.
Hence, All Good is not the basis of the religious agent’s moral actions and spiritual
exercises. At no point in the Way of Abiding or the Basic Space of Phenomena, at least, does
Longchenpa personify All Good as an agency. For example, he never invites the meditator
to let All Good work through them, or defer their effort to this personification of
enlightenment. The logic of the practice does not displace effortful, intentional self-power
to a distinct agency, or something akin to an other-power. Rather, if given an option
between self and other power, Longchenpa’s poetics perform what we might call no-power,
an impotentiality that defers nowhere and comes from no place.
As I have done throughout this dissertation, I will now turn towards a
contemporary interpretive context for these themes. Is the ground a separate cause of its
manifestations like an acorn and a tree? Is the dynamic display its effect? Is the ground a
pure potentiality that is actualized in the ground-presencing? If so, what happens to that
pure potential once it is made manifest and comes into existence? Is the potential
exhausted or somehow conserved? Is the purpose of effortless spontaneous practice a way
to reclaim that original potentiality of the ground in actions? Or is it to dissolve all actions
back into the ground? I will here continue Guenther’s project of freeing our interpretation
242

of the Great Perfection from Aristotelian categories of substance and reification; my
purpose is to reveal and then disrupt those interpretations.
Aristotle, Agamben, and the Actualization of Potentiality
In this section, I will draw upon Giorgio Agamben’s notion of impotentiality—the
potential to not-be or not-do.558 He develops this reading not to argue for a specific
understanding of potentiality, but rather to ultimately render inoperative the very
categories of potential-actual so as to use these concepts differently. Just as the
deconstruction of the concept of original principle (archē) may facilitate a fresh reading of
the concept of ground, freeing up our thinking about potentiality can provide new, noncausal possibilities to understand the relationship between ground and its presencings.
Agamben arrives at his account based upon his unconventional, Heidegger-inspired,
reading of Aristotle. It was Aristotle who both opposed and linked potentiality (dynamis) to
actuality (energeia).559 Potentiality here refers to the possibility or capacity that any thing or
being has. For something to be it makes sense that it must first have been possible to be.
Actuality refers to the action, movement, or change when a potential is realized or when a
possibility becomes a reality. By definition, what is potential is not yet actual; yet, through
development and time, it has the power to actualize. Aristotle names two kinds of
potentiality: the first is the generic potentiality to become something. For example, wood
has the potential to become a table or a wooden bowl, and a child may have the potential
to become a pianist, a carpenter, or an accountant.
The second is the more specific sense of potentiality that concerns Aristotle. This is
the active potentiality that comes from knowledge, skill, or a capacity. For example, a
person who has spent years training in the piano now has an additional level of potentiality
that goes beyond the child who hypothetically might one day learn to play the piano. For
an accomplished pianist such as Glenn Gould, their potential to play is a hexis, a “having”
or disposition. A fully trained and educated pianist has actualized their more generic
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potential; now this actualization (being fully trained) has become a new potential to play
with proficiency. It is this specific sense of potentiality that Aristotle opposes to actuality.
Aristotle provides the example of someone who has the potentiality to see.560 This
potentiality is present whether their eyes are open or closed. That is, whether the capacity
to see is actualized or not, it remains a potentiality for sight. Here to be a potential means
the possibility of being actualized, yet this possibility may or may not be realized. Glenn
Gould has the potential to play the piano, yet he may not-play. This possibility not-to-be or
-do is contained in the very idea of a potentiality. Aristotle argued against the Megarian
philosophers who claimed that something is a potential only when it is being realized. They
claimed, “There is no power [potentiality] apart from its operation.”561 That is, the
potential for seeing would only exist when and if someone opened their eyes to see, or
when Gould was actually playing. Aristotle denied this, and claimed instead the more
commonsensical perspective that a person capable of seeing still conserves their potential
to see even when their eyes are closed. He would have argued that Gould still maintained
his potential to play even when he stopped playing. We have the potential to write even
when we are not writing and this potential has the possibility to not-pass into actuality if we
are not writing. In this sense, potentiality is “the potentiality-not-to-be” (dynamis mei enei) or
impotence (adynamia).” 562
This is the point where Agamben begins to engage a novel interpretation of
potentiality. In turn, Agamben uses this interpretation to suggest a new ethical and
political practice. He reads Aristotle as ultimately locating this potentiality not-to-be
actualized as the very essence of potentiality.
In its originary structure, dynamis, potentiality, maintains itself in relation to its own
privation, its own sterēsis, its own non-Being. This relation constitutes the essence of
potentiality. To be potential means: to be one’s lack, to be in relation to one’s own
incapacity. Beings that exist in the mode of potentiality are capable of their own
impotentiality; and it is only in this way do they become potential. 563
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Agamben here declares that at least some aspect of potentiality is not exhausted as it
becomes actualized. Agamben claims that potentiality is essentially impotentiality, or the
privation of potential. The full power of potentiality is in this impotentiality or incapacity,
the possibility of not actualizing. If we agree that the pianist’s capacity to play does not
disappear when they are not engaged in playing, this means perhaps that what is most
essential to potentiality exists when it is not being actualized. At the heart of potentiality is
the possibility not-to, and this essential impotentiality can never be exhausted in the
process of actualization.
What has potential is capable of both being and not being, both doing and not
doing. Agamben describes potentiality as “welcoming non-Being” and this welcoming and
receiving is potentiality.564 That is, since potentiality is in relation to both the possibility of
being actualized and the possibility of not being actualized, it is fundamentally a
simultaneous relationship with both being and non-being as well as doing and non-doing.
Potentiality is therefore neither simply the necessary passage to actualization (being and
doing) nor simply an impotent non-being or non-doing. Rather, it is “the existence of nonBeing, the presence of an absence.”565 The absence (the possibility to not-be or not-do) is
present. Further, Agamben describes such impotentiality as “suffering its own non-Being”
in the sense that it must face or abide with its possibility to not-be and not-do. He calls this
a “fundamental passivity.”
I feel that this account is helpful for our analysis of the relationship between
ground and ground-presencing. Rather than think of the ground as a pure potential and
the presencings as an actualization, perhaps it is more accurate to think of the ground as
the impotentiality that abides with the possibility to be and not-be. Then the presencings
might be best understood as what conserves both being and non-being, doing and notdoing, as they dawn. That is, as the presencings presence or arise, they maintain a
relationship with the impotentiality ground, rather than shifting into the actualization of
the ground. In this sense, presencings could harbor a relationship with freedom and nonbeing even as they arise.
564
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Freedom and The Potential Not-To
For Agamben, this impotentiality is true freedom. Freedom is often conceived of as
a matter of free will and choice: we are free to the degree to which we can choose to do
something or not do something. We are also free if we are not forced to act in a certain
way. Agamben claims, however, that “to be free is not simply to have the power to do this
or that thing, nor is it simply to have the power to refuse to do this or that thing. To be
free is, in the sense we have seen, to be capable of one’s own impotentiality, to be in relation to
one’s own privation.”566
As a further example of this impotential freedom we can turn again to Glenn
Gould. Towards the end of his life, Gould stopped performing in front of audiences. His
final live performance was on April 10, 1964, when he was only thirty-one years old. He
made no announcement that he would never play live again; he simply cancelled all of his
remaining concerts. Perhaps this non-playing was the great completion of his mastery. As
biographer Mark Kingwell reflects:
Although in one sense Gould stopped performing, he did not and could not stop
playing. Now the play was with his potential to play, exercised every day in the act of
not-playing. The act of not-playing was distinct from simply failing to play, or
happening not to play, or merely doing something else rather than playing. Gould’s
decision was not really a decision at all; it was instead an exercise in power, over
himself and his music, which had to be renewed forever. He enacted not-playing for
the remainder of his days, a continually reaffirming mastery of whatever being. He
was quodlibet man, pure potentiality. Playing music hid the silence that made
music possible, the nothingness before, after, and between…Gould played the
silence instead. In this view, his not-playing, his playing of silence, may be
understood as the greatest work of art he ever created, a life’s work.567
Gould’s biographer is here following upon a hint from Agamben’s brief remark about
Gould in The Coming Community, a book concerning potentiality, ethics and politics. The
reference to Gould emerged as Agamben clarified the meanings of potentiality and the
passage from potential to actuality. Perfect potentiality is revealed only through an
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accomplished pianist such as Gould who can play but does not. Such a conception of
potentiality allows potential to preserve its possibility to not become actual, to not act, to
not-be: it “maintains itself in relation to its own privation…its own non-Being.”568
Even though every pianist necessarily has the potential to play and to not-play,
Glenn Gould is however, the only one who can not not-play, and directing his
potentiality not only to the act but to his own impotence, he plays, so to speak,
with his potential to not-play. In this way, while his ability simply negates and
abandons his potential to not-play, his mastery conserves and exercises in the act
not his potential to play, (this is the position of irony that affirms the superiority of
the positive potentiality over the act), but rather his potential to not-play.569
What is at issue here are questions at the heart of Agamben’s political-theological and
ethical inquiry: what if true freedom is not about the work of willfully asserting agency? If
impotentiality is essential to all potentiality, then what would it mean to actualize that
impotentiality? Is there a way to enact impotentiality; is there a way to perform the full
range of both being and non-being, doing and non-doing which is the essence of
potentiality? In other words, Gould could simply actualize his potential to play by
performing a Bach fugue. He could negate or block the actualization of that potential by
refusing to play. But Agamben wonders, “what is the actuality of the potentiality to notplay?”570 That is, how might impotentiality be actualized? Gould’s cessation of playing
“conserves” and “exercises” in the act of not playing his impotentiality—that is, his
potentiality in its fullest scope of both being and non-being. He had already mastered the
piano; and, in doing so, this very capacity negates the possibility that he cannot play. That
is, he can play, he has the potential to play. Yet in this state of full capacity and potency, he
does not play. This non-playing opens him to both his potential-to and potential-not-to. He
therefore welcomes a relationship both to his being and doing and non-being and nondoing. In what appears to simply be a state of non-action, he conserves something
fundamental about his own potentiality: that is, his impotentiality.
All of this is important to Agamben because he claims that, through a complex
history of western political theology, contemporary capitalist democracies aim at limiting
568
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our capacity to not do or not work. That is, whereas previous authoritarian states have
attempted to suppress positive potentialities for free speech, political organizing, and selfexpression, contemporary systems suppress our ability to rest, to not-do, to not present
ourselves. “Those who are separated from what they can do can, however, still resist; they
can still not-do. Those who are separated from their own impotentiality lose; on the other
hand, first of all the capacity to resist.”571 That is, Agamben links current modes of
oppression with the injunction to constantly act and work, to incessantly invent oneself,
communicate, and willfully express freedom. Yet it is in this relentless expression that the
potentiality not-to-do is cut off. In this context, resistance is near impossible because acts of
resistance replicate the injunction to do and to work.
Agamben further links the example of Gould with the figure of Melville’s scribe,
Bartleby, who has stopped writing. Bartleby is employed as a skilled scribe in the short story
“Bartleby, the Scrivener.” However, one day when he is asked to work, the scribe says, “I
would prefer not to.”572 He remains in this state of preferring not to for the remainder of
the short story. This makes him the “extreme figure of Nothing from which all creation
derives.”573 Agamben uses Bartleby to show how this preference not-to performs
impotentiality. It is an expression of freedom, but not simply the freedom to do something
or not do something. It is a more radical freedom to not have to choose, to not have to will, while
also not having to deny or negate willing. This is how impotentiality functions to conserve the
radical freedom of being and non-being, doing and non-doing. It is the basis of an ethics
and a politics that, claims Agamben, renders the opposition between potentiality and
actuality inoperative. Agamben’s philosophical reflections are not an attempt to value
potentiality over actuality, nor the inverse. Rather, as with his methodology in general, he
wants to show how a conceptual opposition in western thought is ultimately
unsustainable.574 Agamben therefore uses the figures of Gould and Bartleby to demonstrate
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how both of these figures conserve in their non-doing their impotentiality as radical
freedom for being and non-being. In this way, they actualize impotentiality, deactivating
the entire logic of the potentiality-actuality division.
Agamben clarifies that Bartleby’s “preferring not to” is not the same as “willing not
to.” “Potentiality is not will” for, “to believe that will has power over potentiality, that the
passage to actuality is the result of a decision that puts an end to the ambiguity of
potentiality (which is always the potential not to do)—this is the perpetual illusion of
morality.”575 Here Agamben critiques a form of morality, which presumes that a willful and
responsible agent who makes rational decisions is the ultimate cause of ethics. Instead, a
very different morality can be disclosed beyond the will and beyond the moral choice of a
willful subject. As we have seen, Longchenpa is interested in a similar, unwilled ethics
coupled with non-action, and this will be the primary focus of my final chapter. Here
naturalness, ease, and ethics beyond willing are mutually supportive.
The Practice of Seeing Darkness
To conclude my use of Agamben, we can now return to the question of the
potentiality of the ground. It is important to locate all of these reflections on potentiality in
the context of the way the ground is brought into contemplative experience and the
specific spiritual exercises of Leaping Over, for it is in this singular Great Perfection
method that the themes of potentiality, dynamism, and spontaneous presence are
performed. These themes are apparent in the practice of seeing in darkness, for ultimately
my inquiry into the ground is still about practice.
Through a question that Agamben sees as related to the issue of potentiality, he
points out that in De Anima Aristotle wondered, “Why there is no sensation of the senses
themselves?”576 That is, why is it that “in the absence of external objects” the senses do not
give any sensation?577 Aristotle links this to the theme of potentiality: “this happens because
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sensibility is not actual but potential.”578 In other words, the faculty or power of sensibility
is a potentiality that is only actualized when external objects are present. It is only at the
time when an eye encounters a visible object that the potential for seeing is actualized. Yet
later, Aristotle acknowledges that we do in fact see darkness, just as we can hear silence. We
are capable of sensing an absence; we see shadow. According to Agamben’s interpretation,
this capability is the impotentiality that is the essence of potentiality. To see darkness
means to witness the existence of non-being, to suffer the simultaneous possibility of our
being and not-being. That is, light is indexed to actualization and presence while darkness
is “the color of potentiality” and privation or absence.579
The spontaneous practice of Leaping Over is a method to see darkness. As Hatchell
has shown, in the philosophy of Leaping Over visionary practices, darkness is indexed to
emptiness and light is indexed to luminosity or appearances.580 Similarly, darkness is linked
with the ground and light with the ground-presencing. That is, theoretical themes such as
emptiness, cognition, and the status of appearing objects are integrated with and
performed in these esoteric spiritual exercises, rather than simply analyzed in
contemplation. Meditative practices are the working-through of definitive philosophical
themes such as emptiness and ultimate truth. Here theory and practice are intertwined.
Just as Aristotle associated darkness with potentiality-absence and light with
actuality-presence, the Seminal Essence texts associate darkness with emptiness and light
with appearance. For example, in Seminal Essence tantras that discuss the dark retreat
practice, it is stated that the various “lamps” that gaze outwardly and the “seminal nuclei”
that appear vividly are empty and without inherent nature: nonetheless they appear.581 In
fact, ultimate truth—emptiness—appears:
By becoming familiar with emptiness
It is a natural radiance, and devoid of the apprehendable
objects, thus
An emptiness that no one apprehends!
This is radiance and emptiness
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Primordially pervasive and present—
A self-manifesting emptiness, a radiant object.582
In this way, emptiness is seen in the darkness as a present absence. This is a practice of
seeing darkness, a looking (lta) that engages the subtle body, senses, and perceptual
phenomena.
Furthermore, we can associate darkness-emptiness with the primordial purity of the
ground and light-appearance with the spontaneous presence of the ground. In this case, to
see darkness would be to see primordial purity and to see appearances in the context of this
darkness would be to see spontaneous presences. What would it mean to see darkness, to
open one’s eyes in the midst of the absence of light? In terms of potentiality, to see
darkness would be an expression of the capacity for vision in the context in which all
objects are withdrawn. Yet external objects do appear. In Great Perfection texts, Hatchell
suggests that these appearances should not be understood as external objects, however, for
they are seen as inseparable from the perceiver, and thus not properly a distinct object.583
Hatchell helpfully links these empty-appearances with research on Charles Bonnet
syndrome and the cognitive-perceptual tendency to fill in visions when they are not
present.584 Spontaneous visual phenomena have been shown to emerge for patients
suffering from degenerative eye diseases and brain injuries. Of particular relevance,
Hatchell notes that patients with significant “visual scotoma” or dark spots in the visual
horizon tend to “fill in” those absences. That is, the brain compensates for the visual
darkness by filling it in with images “like a television screen, while the remainder of the
visual field remains normal.”585 In a study at Harvard Medical School, volunteers were
blindfolded for five days.
Unsurprisingly, the reports by the blindfolded subjects correlate closely with literary
accounts of visionary experience in dark-retreat: the onset of visual experiences as
unstructured spots and patches of light (called phosphemes), for which many
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subjects eventually turned into complex, realistic experiences like peacock feathers,
faces, architecture, and landscapes.586
Human perceptual processes see darkness and see differently within that darkness, filling
in the darkness with appearing lights, dots, and images. In turn, cognition tends to turn
these appearances into more realistic images. Significantly, some patients reported that
these appearances were “hypervivid” and more real than reality.587
The most unique and ultimate practices of the Seminal Essence tradition are
spiritual exercises in which the practitioner sees darkness, perforeming the presencings
from the ground as the practitioner sees the dawning of spontaneous visions. It therefore
brings into experience the ground and its manifestation. Leaping Over is then a practice of
looking, sensing potentiality in which what is most real and vivid is a present absence.
These radiant objects emerge from within an effortless state in which the practitioner must
suffer the co-emergent possibility of their being and non-being, action and non-action.
In conclusion then, Longchenpa shares with Shinran the haunting sense that any
intentional deliberations on the part of the practitioner will inevitably lead to further
entrapment and confusion. So unlike self-power practice, the causal basis of free actions
does not arise from the efforts of the meditator. Yet unlike the other-power practice of
Shinran, the causal basis of free actions does not arise from an Other. Guiding a theory of
actions beyond all causes and before any sense of agency from either self or other, free of
both personal intentionality and impersonal grace, the Great Perfection opens an
interpretation of ungrounded, anarchic action that does not defer to the ground, or any
other source or principle (archē). The meaning in Longchenpa’s poetry merges and undoes
all potentialities and manifestations, actions and actors into a free-flowing pervasion of
dispersed action without source. There is no origin or founding principle for action. In this
way, Longchenpa’s spontaneous and uncaused ontology is identified with his instructions
on spontaneous and uncaused action, demonstrating how causal interpretations of
metaphysics can lead us astray in interpreting Great Perfection practices. When those
interpretations are rendered inoperative, other possibilities for practice become available.
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Chapter Seven: Spontaneous Ethics: Beyond Configuration Four
Part 1: Configuration Four
I.

Practice-Caused, Unintentional Practice
The fourth and final configuration through which we can characterize a causal

relationship between theories, practices, and their results is what I am characterizing as
practice-caused, unintentional practice. This arrangement of practical action refers to a
background context of relationships and social practices that can be said to cause what may
be claimed to be uncaused. Such a background of social practices is in itself comprised of
actions, and those contextual practices come to be the conditions for formal practices of
self-cultivation, such as meditation techniques. Because it is contextual social practices that
are causal conditions for religious practices, I consider this configuration to consist in
“practice-caused practice.” Furthermore, this configuration is unintentional because the
agent does not deliberately determine their actions. Unintended actions can range from
bodily behaviors to collective rituals and a variety of discursive, institutional, and social
practices. They are unintentional in that they are not chosen by a deliberating
consciousness, but instead they comprise an ongoing background of activities. Just as a fish
responds to the movements of a school in which it swims, or a word exists in the context of
a text, or a pedestrian halts and proceeds depending upon the pace of a city street, certain
aspects of human activity are encompassed in a nexus of social practices.588 Furthermore,
such practices partially determine or influence the specific choices and actions of an agent.
From the perspective of this type of social activity, agency “is not self-determining or
ontologically free-standing,” and so, “determination and being must be referred
elsewhere.”589 In this sense, the causality of formal religious practices of self-cultivation is
referred to a background of social practices.
In this chapter I shall explore whether such background social practices may be said
to be the causes of foregrounded religious practices like Longchenpa’s Cutting Through
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and Leaping Over. As throughout this thesis, I will begin my exploration of these practices
by reckoning with what I view to be Longchenpa’s most radical instructions on
spontaneity. I will inquire into how a religious practice may be deemed completely
effortless and unintentional. In the context of configuration four, this question may be
answered by showing that even seemingly spontaneous human practices are conditioned by
their context within networks of relationships, everyday discursive practices, economic
practices, and other social contexts. Such an interpretation is a causal account because it
sees such social practices as the determining or motivating causes and conditions for what
appears to be spontaneous action. In the previous, third configuration, a theoretical
principle operated as the underlying cause of spiritual exercises. Now in the fourth
configuration, social practices and relationships play this role. Humans are not isolated
individuals who independently impel their actions, but are rather embedded in various
social contexts that must be taken into account in any understanding of our actions.
This fourth configuration draws especially upon Heidegger’s notions of being-inthe-world (in-der-Welt-Sein) and being-with-others (mit-Sein) as well as of the work of
sociologists of practices, notably Pierre Bourdieu and Theodore Schatzki. It should be
noted, however, that Bourdieu would not have wanted to associate his theory of practice
with Heidegger, whom he felt ultimately denied social practices in his political ontology.590
The basic concept of being-in-the-world is that human beings are never isolated entities
who sometimes make contact with an external world and subsequently develop a
relationship with that world.591 Rather, human beings are always in-the-world as an
essential component of being human. The hyphens inscribed in Heidegger’s phrase almost
link together the human being-there (Dasein) with their world as a single phenomenon:
being-in-the-world. As Francisco Varela stated succinctly, “‘who we are’ at any moment
cannot be divorced from what other things are and who other people are to us.”592 As a
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response to a question about the meaning of being-in-the-world, Heidegger replied: “Dasein [human being] must always be seen as being-in-the-world, as concern for things, as
caring for others, as the being-with the human beings it encounters, and never as a selfcontained subject.”593 In this context, before one intends an act, we are already involved
with practical engagements with our world and with others.
Our engagement with others in the world is full of concern and care because tools,
material objects, and other beings are meaningful to us and we are meaningful to them.
Due to this ongoing engagement we are not detached, theoretical observers of the world.
Such engagement is the diametric opposite of the view that knowledge comes from
disengaged theoretical contemplation.594 Heidegger worked “to recover an understanding
of the agent as engaged, as embedded in a culture, a form of life, a ‘world’ of
involvements.”595
This social interpretation of engaged involvements, relationships, and care allows
for a fruitful exploration of Longchenpa’s ethics. What is the function of the social field,
ethicized relationships, and learning as conditions of possibility for ethical action from the
perspective of Longchenpa’s Great Perfection? What is a Great Perfection spontaneous
ethics if the volitional decisions of an agent are not valued as the locus of moral
responsibility, as they are not in Longchenpa’s view? Is there either a covert notion of free
will or determinism at play in Longchenpa’s system? Finally, what is the ontology of
spontaneous ethics? I see all of these questioning as interconnected and relevant in order
to understand Longchenpa’s conception of ethical action.
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In this explication of configuration four, I provisionally present a pragmatic reading
of the concept of being-in-the-world following authors such as Hubert Dreyfus, Charles
Taylor, and Richard Rorty. 596 This pragmatic reading presumes that practical engagements
are more primary for human existence than theoretical reflection. But I also wonder, with
Graham Harman, whether being is best interpreted neither practically nor theoretically,
but rather withdraws beyond any exhaustive representation.597 This is not to undermine
the fact that the pragmatic reading still has the value for my purposes in its emphasis on
unintentional practices that are enacted within the context of collective social fields. It is
therefore well suited for mobilizing an ethics within such social fields. Nonetheless, as I
deconstruct configuration four in the second part of this chapter, I will go beyond the
pragmatic reading.
The Social and Pedagogical Background of Practices
Pragmatic interpreters agree that the unintentional background of social practices is
pedagogical. Much of what we know about acting in and navigating our world is learned
through the relationships, hints, slight glances, rituals, and laughter that comprise our
social fields. How close to stand next to someone on the train, when to laugh or sigh in
response to another person’s facial expressions, and how to respond when someone
reaches their hand to shake yours are each forms of everyday practices that we know prereflectively. Furthermore, social practices are learned through doing rather than theorizing,
and such learning is often social. For Bourdieu, we learn our practices through
socialization. “A whole group and a whole symbolically structured environment…exerts an
596
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anonymous, pervasive pedagogic action… The child imitates not ‘models’ but other
people’s actions.”598 Bourdieu showed that the social field exerts an action that is
pedagogical. He described an unintentional, or “anonymous” force in the social field, a
force that teaches us simply by being a part of a network of relationships. Just as for
children or when we encounter a new culture, through socialization we may first have to
learn how to shake hands or when it is not appropriate to laugh. But we often learn these
social practices through deeds and not through predicative models. Eventually, we just
know these things bodily, without needing to think about it. This is why the fourth
configuration is practice-caused. The social field informs the body (or the habitus); then the
body enacts the social spontaneously.599
Primarily an understanding of social practice, my fourth configuration is well
captured by Schatzki’s observation that “practices are not only pivotal objects of analysis in
an account of…society, but also the central social phenomenon by reference to which other
social entities such as actions, institutions, and structures are to be understood.”600 By
attending to social practices, we attend to the “site where understanding is structured and
intelligibility articulated.”601 This means that practices are not simply phenomena that can
be analyzed amidst other phenomena; but rather, our practices form the background
context that makes things intelligible in the first place. For example, in the case of Tibetan
tantric Buddhism at hand, the specific gesture for an offering of saffron water only makes
sense in the context of a broader religious ritual practice. Or to give more general
examples, money only makes sense in the context of a set of economic and trade practices;
the meaning of a word only makes sense in the context of speech practices; an academic
article only makes sense in the context of a set of intellectual, publishing, and pedagogical
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practices, and so forth. The “practices into which we are socialized provide the conditions
necessary for people to pick out objects, to understand themselves as subjects, and generally
to make sense of their worlds and of their lives.”602 Practices come first, structures, objects,
and subjects come later. The location of configuration four is thus a social field of
background practices sometimes called a social site.603 Thus do I maintain, with regard to
the fourth configuration, that we can talk about unintentional, practice-caused foundations
of practices. Religious and everyday actions are not caused exclusively by the willful
intentions of an individual agent but are often more primarily summoned by social
practices. This is distinct from the second configuration, because in intentional, practicecaused practices, the agent willfully takes up exercises and techniques. In contrast, in the
fourth configuration, deliberate training is merely epiphenomenal to more basic social
practices. The causal agency is ultimately located in the pervasive pedagogical social field,
not an intentional actor, even if the actor absorbs certain habits over time. Picture a field
teeming with engaged, relational practices interconnecting things, norms, animals, and
other humans: it is this field of practices that is the cause of our practices in the fourth
configuration. In fact, it is those practices. I therefore name this field unintentional,
practice-caused practice.
II.

Examples of Configuration Four: The Teacher-Student Relationship and the
Student’s Potential
Longchenpa acknowledges a social context for spiritual practices in the

indispensable relationship between teacher and disciple in religious education.
Spontaneous practices may arise only within the conditions of possibility of this
relationship and the tradition insists upon its ideal characteristics, made apparent in the
process of selecting and cultivating appropriate students. The love and trust in the idealized
teacher-student bond is a component of the world of being-with-others which inextricably
602
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conditions what claims to be spontaneous. I explore what I will identify as certain
unspoken nuances and contradictions inherent in Longchenpa’s account of pedagogical
practices and relationships. I will also reveal the complex status of the field of social
practices in a spontaneous system.
The Direct Introduction Encounter as Pedagogical Cause
From the perspective of Longchenpa’s practices of spontaneity, it is important to
establish the necessity of a teacher who directly introduces the effortless, spontaneous
instructions to a student in a specific ritual. According to Longchenpa, it is only though
this event that Great Perfection practices such as Cutting Through may be effortless.
Throughout his works, Longchenpa names the importance of a teacher-student encounter
known as the “direct introduction to the nature of mind” or “directly encountering one's
own state” or simply, “direct introduction to awareness.”604 Direct introduction, ngo sprod,
literally means to “meet the face” of something, as in to bring face to face with: to
encounter directly and intimately. This direct introduction is an event—sometimes highly
ritualized, sometimes utterly mundane—meant to allow for the student to recognize their
natural condition. This recognition or glimpse then becomes the basis of their future
effortless meditation. From the perspective of the fourth configuration, we can say that a
relational encounter between teacher and student is a necessary condition for the
recognition of and capacity to engage spontaneous practices.
In his commentary on the Basic Space of Phenomena, Longchenpa writes that there
are two ways that a teacher may perform this direct introduction. The first is to “directly
introduce awareness in all its nakedness without reliance on a key point,” referring to
technique, formal ritual, or yogic instruction. This is the method of introduction with the
least ritualized form. Longchenpa describes what is directly introduced:
This bare consciousness, an uninterrupted openness is present at all times without
any conceptual elaboration directed externally, without reifying anything internally,
without settling somewhere in between, without being ordinary contriving
consciousness, and without stirring in thought. When master and student share
that for a brief moment, through the master’s blessing it is directly introduced as it
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arises nakedly, and is perceived by the student in and of itself, nakedly. It is crucial
to maintain the certainty that this awareness is dharmakāya itself.605
The Great Perfection teacher is the one who can communicate this naked, uninterruptedly
open state in such a way that student and disciple “share” this for a brief moment.
Through the master’s blessing the student then recognizes their nature and can
subsequently maintain or rest in this abiding as their effortless practice. Blessing, (Tib. Byin
rlabs) literally means waves (rlabs) of power, blessing, or grace, (byin) evoking the powerful
atmosphere surrounding the teacher. If we are seeking the underlying causes and
conditions for effortless spontaneity, then this shared moment is one possible factor.
Calling attention to the interpersonal dimension of the pedagogical encounter, it is clear
that some form of learning relationship is the context in which effortless spontaneity is
possible.
Furthermore, in some cases this direct introduction is ritualized and thus a practice
of sorts on its own. By relying on key points of instruction, the master engages the second
way by which to introduce awareness itself. Longchenpa describes six, ritualized methods of
introduction performed by the teacher to strip the student of any foundation to their
awareness.606 The first two methods locate a mental state, such as concentration or rest,
and then reveal that this experience is fabricated and contrived. The master then
encourages the student to let go of the state. The third method employs an investigation to
find the root of awareness. When nothing is found—that is, when awareness is revealed to
be groundless—this will lead to a non-conceptual state; the master then instructs the
student to let go of even this non-conceptual state. The fourth approach is similar except
the student analyzes the existence of all phenomena. When discovering the ephemerality of
all things, the student may hold to a sense of inexpressible emptiness, and then the teacher
guides them to relinquish even this experience of emptiness. The fifth method of
introduction looks to the interstices between thoughts. If the student rests in the bare
awareness in the gap between thoughts, the teacher challenges them to drop this very sense
of rest. Finally, the sixth approach is to confuse the student by exclaiming nonsensical
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phrases, or by commanding them to leave the room and then come back, to leave and then
stay…Such methods bewilder the normal attention of the student and seem to challenge
their desire to obey the command of the teacher, inducing a destabilizing uncertainty.
Significantly, this uncertainty results in part from the confusion of relating with the
teacher’s impossible commands, how to fulfill their instructions, and perhaps perplexity
over how to please them. If a state of confused wonder arises in this disruption of social
norms, then the teacher instructs them to release any attachment even to this state of
disordered astonishment.
We can see that each of these methods of introduction is a way to break through
any enduring state of consciousness in an attempt to reveal the most naked openness. It is
the skill and blessing of the teacher who creates the conditions for such a breakthrough. As
we will see below, these conditions are facilitated by a sense of love and trust between the
teacher and student. In this way, an encounter with a teacher is a necessary intersubjective
condition for effortless meditation. The pedagogical metapraxis thus recognizes a condition
for the disclosure of unconditional awareness. An interpersonal educational event is a
condition for the unconditional. Yet Longchenpa has more to say about the pedagogical
relationship than this precise event of direct introduction, which we could see as immersed
in an even broader pedagogical and relational context.
The Potentiality of the Spontaneous Student
The central theme of the final chapter of The Way of Abiding is the relationship
between teacher and disciple. It focuses on the issue of how to select a student with the
potential or capacity (dbang po) to receive the direct introduction to naked awareness.
Though the first four chapters are the usual focus of studies of this text, it is the shorter,
less renowned, and deceptively subtle fifth chapter that I claim contains a singular account
of an immersive social and ethical contexture. This final chapter of The Way of Abiding
articulates how to select an appropriate disciple. In fact, this whole work is a manual for
teachers on how to introduce the Great Perfection.
As a culmination of the text, this section provides evidence that pedagogical issues
are at the center of Longchenpa’s thought. He writes:
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This chapter is included as a summary and elucidation of the preceding four. My
general discussion of the Great Perfection is like a four-story treasure of precious
jewels, and the first four topics are like four keys. The present topic is like a master
key that provides access to the other keys, which are hidden in this treasury.607
It is clear that this chapter on the individuals to whom the teachings are to be entrusted,
and the way to offer the instructions, are the master key that unlocks the entire text. More
specifically, Longchenpa refers to the topic of how to determine which students might be
able to receive non-causal teachings. The “master key” is the proper understanding of the
conditions of causal education and the unconditional practice, how to teach or disclose
that which cannot be caused.
This chapter hinges upon the question of how to recognize an appropriate student
with the potential to receive the direct introduction and learn spontaneity. A theme shared
with some East Asian Buddhist literature, divisions between sudden and gradual
approaches are often linked rhetorically to a division between those with the highest
capacities and those with lesser potential.608 A similar topic appears in many of
Longchenpa’s previous works, such as chapter eleven in the commentary on The Treasury of
the Basic Space of Phenomena, chapter eight in the Treasury of Words and Meanings, as well as
Resting at Ease in the Nature of Mind and its commentary, The Great Chariot. In The Great
Chariot, Longchenpa comments on the same topics of the right teacher, right disciples,
wrong disciples etc. but it is much longer than what appears briefly in the commentary on
The Way of Abiding.609
Despite many resemblances and despite its brevity, the final chapter of the Way of
Abiding goes beyond these other instances by emphasizing the importance of selecting
students who are capable of receiving non-causal teachings. What differs is that, in the Way
of Abiding, in addition to the descriptive lists of qualities of appropriate students and
teachers, Longchenpa is clear that the most important sign to look for in the student is the
capacity to not cling to gradual and causal approaches. This is lacking in The Great Chariot.
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In the Way of Abiding, Longchenpa maintained that a Great Perfection master must
work exclusively with those disciples who have a disposition to approach practice free from
any sense of causality or gradual training. Spontaneous practices “should be revealed only
to individuals who are definitely of the highest intelligence and good fortune, not to those
who follow lesser spiritual approaches, those biased towards causality.”610 Focusing on the
tension between causal development and spontaneity in selecting students reveals that the
broader practical themes of this dissertation are at play in concrete pedagogical decisions.
In order to understand the context for these pedagogical choices in The Way of
Abiding, it is helpful to situate them in the context of the text a whole. The fifth chapter is
divided into five topics as enumerated in the commentary: 1. The student or “vessel” (snod)
who is being instructed; 2. The teacher or the one who instructs; 3. The teaching or what is
being instructed; 4. The pedagogy, or how it is instructed; and 5. The benefits of this
instruction.
In the first section on the appropriate student or vessel, Longchenpa divides those
to be accepted and those to be rejected. As we have seen, this binary, “accepting and
rejecting,” is a common distinction used regularly in causal teachings.611 It is often ethical,
implying a choice between that which is to be cultivated and that which should be rejected
and suggests decisions about conduct. This binary is also used in some analytical
meditation instructions, for example, what mental events are to be accepted and what are
to be rejected etc. Yet Longchenpa regularly refers to accepting and rejecting as precisely
what should not be engaged in the Great Perfection. “For those immersed in the genuine
nature of illusoriness…they do not react in the slightest with acceptance or rejection.”612
There are hundreds of analogous instances in this text and in all of Longchenpa’s writings
on the Great Perfection. For example, “awareness—a state of imperturbable rest not
cultivated in meditation—can be discerned in the absence of acceptance or rejection of
whatever arises.613
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Yet in this fifth pedagogical chapter, the teacher determines how to accept or reject
a disciple. In this instance we encounter a tension in Longchenpa’s pedagogy: while a
master is expected to be free from accepting and rejecting, the master must also rely on
accepting and rejecting in order to find the appropriate student to teach in the first place.
Why would a student be rejected? One overarching concern seems to be with students who
show signs of being unethical or simply impolite: those who disparage the teacher, are
angry towards their “spiritual siblings,” violate secrecy and teach secret teachings, are greedy
and are of “low character,” and fixate on worldly things “of this life.”614 The claim is that
such unsuitable people should be rejected. In this way, Longchenpa advocates explicit
norms in his articulation of educational procedures. This is a somewhat customary account
of the ideal student, and similar lists and injunctions could be found throughout IndoTibetan sutra literature.615 Those with lesser intelligence would rebuff the teachings
because they could not understand them, while those who follow lesser spiritual
approaches would be biased towards wrong views. Importantly, those who are biased
towards causality would not be appropriate vessels because they would “judge everything in
terms of karmic causality, so that even if this teaching, which is like space, were revealed to
them, they would dispute it and see it as something to be exaggerated or denigrated.”616
This final claim is unique to the spontaneous methods.
Longchenpa advises Great Perfection teachers to judge the capacities of future
students by looking for those students who would not judge things based on causality.
Longchenpa regularly describes judgment as adhering to accepting and rejecting. In this
way, we have run into a strange and intriguing set of contradictions: 1. The heart of the
Great Perfection is a non-causal way of abiding that is free from accepting and rejecting. 2.
Only the right kind of disciple could understand this way and teachers must accept this
appropriate disciple and reject the wrong type of disciple. 3. One of the key marks of the
appropriate disciple is a person who is free from accepting and rejecting. In these
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constructions, the non-causal collides with the need for causality, in service of noncausality. A practical, pedagogical need mixes with the logic of spontaneity and the
chemistry is anything but clear.
In order to further explicate this complex pedagogical context it will be helpful to
clarify that the teacher recognizes something in the disposition of the student before
spontaneous instructions may be offered.
You should examine students before they receive spiritual teachings or ascertain
whether they are suitable recipients. You might impose a difficult task, or criticize
them with words that cut to the heart, or determine whether they lose faith when
your conduct contradicts their expectations, or say, “I want this or that possession”
and see whether they are able to relinquish it. If they are not suitable recipients,
they will give up because they lose their faith or are too fond of possessions. Since
there is no possibility of their being benefited or being equal to the tantric pledge
(samaya) involved, you should understand that it is best not to be connected with
such people.617
Highlighting the priority of the student’s disposition as a prerequisite, Longchenpa even
encourages the teacher to test, criticize, disappoint, and demand from them. What the
teacher should look for is someone who is already “equal to” the ethical commitments.
This points to the fact that the student is not a mere passive vessel into which truths are
poured. The student already performs or shows a disposition to which the teacher orients
the teaching; the teacher responds to this disposition in the student. In fact, the ethical
conduct and actions of the student is what reveals their appropriateness: the teacher
“knows others by their actions.”618
This specific pedagogical example supports one facet of Foucault’s conception of
technologies of the self and their corresponding truths.619 While philosophy, especially in
the modern period, assumes that a subject has access to truth through knowledge alone, for
ancient and classical philosophers, the subject must undergo a transformation in their
being in order to gain access to truth. This transformation is “for the subject’s very being,
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the price to be paid for the access to truth.”620 Ascetic technologies of the self enact such a
transformation.
Longchenpa maintains a similar understanding, as the condition of possibility for
access to truths includes a radical transformation in the being of the student. However, in
the case of Longchenpa’s Great Perfection process of education, the student seems to have
in fact already undergone a transformation in their being. The teacher must bear witness to
the already-transformed being of the student as performed in their actions. A settled
disposition, discernible in the student’s character, is the sign that a non-developmental
approach to learning may be possible. This seems to entail a previous process of
development, training, and ethical cultivation.
Furthermore, this previous process may include the relationship between the
teacher and the student. Longchenpa states that their link may be a trace from previous
lifetimes. “If, on the other hand, [the student] maintains their faith and are openhanded,
you can take these as signs that they have some karmic connection with you from previous
lives.” 621 Now we see the further point that karmic causes from the past lives of the student
and previous encounters with the teacher are all included in the social field of actions and
relationships. Based upon this previous encounter, the teacher’s recognition of the
student’s actions in the present is a specific relational event in a particular time and place.
Longchenpa is clear that the timing is significant, even for the most capable disciples: “the
rationale for maintaining secrecy is that, if the time is not right, the teachings must be kept
secret even from those who are suitable recipients.”622
The Ethical and Bodily Presentation of the Student
I want to call attention to the relational and communal aspect of many of these
signs of the appropriate student:
People with certain qualities are suitable candidates. Such qualities include having
faith in their guru, the teachings, and their spiritual brothers and sisters; strong
devotion and a great capacity for generosity; sublime knowledge on a vast scale; a
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spacious disposition; purity of character; few fixations; few notions about gaining
freedom through purity or clinging to ritual purification; great diligence; and the
ability to maintain secrecy. One should teach them.623
These qualities of the suitable student have to do with the disciple’s respect and
appreciation for the teacher, teachings, and their spiritual siblings. This is contrasted with a
previous list describing the attachment, ill will, competitiveness, self-glorification, and
disharmony created by the unsuitable candidates.624 In the next section it is clear that
generosity means in large part the willingness to give offerings and gifts to the teacher. In
fact, devotion seems to imply the moral capacity for generosity. “For their part they please
the guru with gifts.”625 Such actions reveal the signs of the suitable disciple to the teacher.
For “although spiritual masters have no desire for material things, they know others by
their actions. There is only one way to reveal auspicious interdependence; someone who is
not a suitable candidate is not keenly motivated, but makes formal gestures out of
ambition.”626 Isolating a relational interdependence between teacher and disciple,
Longchenpa specifies that acts of generosity and material gift-giving are “the only way” for
the teacher to see that a student is appropriately motivated. This is a clear example of a
social practice of gift-giving that provides a relational context for the spontaneous system.
The ideal student is knowledgeable, but this knowledge seems only one component
in a longer list of ethical and psychological qualities such as exhibiting “a spacious
disposition and purity of character and having few fixations.” Longchenpa quotes a text
emphasizing the qualities of “speaking gently without arrogant words and acting in
harmony with the minds of others.”627 In this statement, the ethical status and gentle
communicative capacities of the student are a background context rather than a
foreground. By this I mean that the focus on ethics is not a set of proscriptions for how to
cultivate virtues or train in moral development. Rather, the teacher looks for the signs of
an already-present ethic observable in the student’s conduct.
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Furthermore, as mentioned earlier, the appropriate student is predisposed to
spontaneity as they maintain “few notions about gaining freedom through purity or
clinging to ritual purification.” That is, some students seem committed to a conception of
the path as a process of achieving freedom through methods or rituals of gradual
purification. Yet the student suitable for spontaneity should not hold such assumptions.
Longchenpa claimed that the unsuitable disciples are those who “covet dramatic methods
of practice.”628 We may presume that such dramatic methods attempt to causally or
forcefully develop enlightenment, rather than welcoming it effortlessly. All of this reveals a
subtle predisposition towards spontaneity rather than causality.
Further we see the additional point that the signs of the appropriate disciple are
bodily and Longchenpa quotes numerous passages listing specific physical characteristics.
According to The Array of Inset Gems, the disciple should have “powerful limbs, dark
complexion, even, white, and rounded teeth, slightly bloodshot eyes, hair of great quality,
dark brown and curling clockwise, a body with small hips, unpretentious, speaking
forthrightly or echoing all the words spoken by another.”629 If these physical and
communicative criteria are met, they may be taught the Great Perfection, regardless of their
class or gender: “Without concern for class, examine their complexion…regardless of
whether they are men or women.” And “If all these qualities are complete within a person,
even though a butcher, a prostitute, or sweeper, regardless of how low a class, grant
everything, holding nothing back.”630
Longchenpa does not comment on these lines, but he does quote them at a pivotal
moment in the conclusion of this section. He also uses the same list in the Basic Space of
Phenomena. These signs of the appropriate student are clearly located within social
conventions such as body standards, class, gender, and vocation. They are a reading of the
physique, complexion, hair and teeth. What are we to make of these claims? It is clear that
the clockwise-curl of hair, which is like the Buddha’s and thus perhaps connected to a
mythic cosmos rather than historical realities of the student, is more important than class,
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social status, and gender. Perhaps the detailed specificity of these signs act as a kind of
code-language inscribed on bodies, an esoteric set of embodied signs that the Great
Perfection teacher must read in the flesh of their students in order to know that they are
appropriate for non-causal methods.
As Susanne Mrozik has shown, the bodhisattva path is conceived of as a journey of
cultivating and producing actual bodies in much Mahāyāna literature.631 Texts such as the
Compendium of Training by Śāntideva join moral discipline with the whole material being of
the practitioner, emphasizing how ethical comportment in the present establishes material
bodies in the future. If one is virtuous, unattached, and filled with compassionate
intention, this will produce future bodies marked with grace and thereby attractive and
supportive of sentient beings. In this way, moral cultivation in the realm of mental
attitudes and perspectives do not remain isolated in a cognitive dimension, but manifest in
the fleshly characteristics of real bodies. Furthermore, these are social bodies, engaged in
networks of relationships: relationships with students, with buddhas, with other
bodhisattva’s, and with beings in countless realms. It is this social context that calls for an
embodied ethical form, rather than a private, mental state. As the Great Perfection teacher
assesses the appropriate disciple, it is plausible to understand that they are on the receiving
end of this process of developing bodies. The teachers are perhaps the ones who read the
signs of the bodies in front of them, attempting to discover those whose potential can allow
for spontaneity. I am offering a generous account of what may simply be the repetition of
prejudice, power dynamics, and presumptions about proper bodies passed on through
pedagogical practices. It would call for further research, but it is intriguing that such
presumptions about bodies are, at least in this instance, meant to go beyond class and
gender. What is most relevant here is that a complex social and relational context is clearly
at play in the Great Perfection.
Finally, Longchenpa maintains that the disciple’s bodily attributes, ethical
comportment, freedom from causal expectations, and devotion are only meaningful when
they encounter the teacher’s own ethicality, love, and commitment to the student. The
social site surrounding the Great Perfection practices is a mutually constitutive meeting
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between two people. “The teacher continually cares for the students with compassion and
advises them in a timely manner, nurturing them as though raising children.”632 Here, both
teacher and disciple exhibit an ethical and religious ideal. The social contexture of
spontaneous practice is when these two ideals come together and share a bond of love and
mutual commitment. The connection between teacher and student enacts a moral capacity
for bonding, for both partners exhibit the conditions of generosity, care, and a possibility
for non-causal learning. “The bond of innate compassion is not cut, nor is the bond of
ongoing affection interrupted—this is the connection between spiritual master and
student.”633 The shared encounter between the right potential of the student and the right
teacher is the necessary arrangement of the relational, physical, and practical conditions of
possibility for effortless spontaneity.
Student As Hidden Cause
This issue of the students’ potential could be understood to defer the causality of
the practices to previously established dispositions, that is, qualities and capacities that
have formerly been cultivated and developed in this lifetime or in the past. In other words,
the tradition may be stating that suitable students have already gone through causal,
accumulative techniques of transformation and gradual development, and are now ready to
embark in a non-causal way. The requisite gradual process would have taken place in
previous lifetimes or perhaps in the present lifetime before the encounter with the teacher.
Due to this previous causal training, the appropriate disciple is now ready to let go of
causal training.
There is nothing particularly radical about such a view; it aligns with the orthodox,
gradual stance of say, Kamalaśīla in his Bhāvanākramas in that a gradual process of
philosophical and ethical training eventually leads to non-conceptual and non-dual
immediacy. Yet as I have already shown, such a simple gradual-first approach cannot be
Longchenpa’s final position without contradicting much of his overt practical logic.
However, in this fifth chapter Longchenpa seems to maintain that the uncontrived state
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beyond causality is disclosed only through a specific relationship and pedagogical
instruction, how it is juxtaposed with the injunction to assess which students are
appropriate to receive a non-gradual education, and how this state may be accessible only
by means of previous causes and effects.
The selection of the appropriate student defers to a complex set of relationships
and causes that may act as hidden conditions for what claims to be unconditional. Like
that which is abject, or a practical externality pushed outside of the claims of a spontaneous
system, the potentiality of the student remains a subtle determinate of the spontaneous.
This can only be seen in the context of the social field of relationships that surround the
Great Perfection practices.
Primordial Potentiality
Yet, when attending to this social context, it is clear that the polemical intent of the
Way of Abiding is focused upon a non-causal potential of the student:
In one way, since there are different degrees of potential among gods, humans, and
other beings, the Great Perfection is the teaching for those whose potential has
always been singularly self-sufficient; it is not the province of those with inferior
capacity.634
In this quote, Longchenpa maintains that it is only the exceptional student who has the
potential to receive these most refined teachings. Often such elitist rhetoric secures an
ethical position by showing how only those who are already ethically mature can enter the
gate of non-causal teachings. This protects the tradition from any antinomian faults that
might come from wild students who take the transcendence of ethical norms to their
limits.635 Such elitism also works in the rhetorical construction of the narrative that the
Great Perfection is the pinnacle of the Buddhist path.636 Presuming that intellectual and
ethical development has already been accomplished, the practitioner can be spontaneous,
just like the expert pianist can let go of their rigorous training.
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Yet, as we have seen, this interpretation also undermines the claim of non-causality.
If the gradual-first approach is relied upon, then the issue of the student’s potential simply
defers the causal process of gradual training to the past. I thus submit that Longchenpa has
to destabilize the student’s potential, as much as he also depends upon it.
This is evident in the concluding section of this fifth chapter, in which Longchenpa
writes: “Although we can allow that it is possible for some who refine their potential, here
we [do not].”637 In the final analysis then, though it is possible that people can refine their
capacity gradually this is not Longchenpa’s position. Instead the emphasis is on the
following significant claim: “the Great Perfection is the teaching for those whose potential
has always been primordially self-sufficient.”638 Longchenpa does not explicitly address what
it means that some have always already been timelessly capable of receiving this teaching.
Yet it must refer to an uncaused, primordial state. Longchenpa uses the term ye nas,
meaning timeless or primordial, to describe their potentiality. If a potential is primordial, it
is plausible that is refers to a potentiality identified with primordial awareness or the
ground: the potentiality, the effortless way of teaching, and the goal of unconditional
awareness would be the same basic state. The Great Perfection teachers would therefore
reserve the ultimate teaching exclusively for those whose potentiality is already abiding as
the teaching itself.
Longchenpa quotes from the All Creating Sovereign: “The degrees of potential among
Gods, humans, and other beings are not identical. Some have the forceful momentum
derived from refining their potential, while some have potential that has always been
primordially self-sufficient.”639 This quote suggests that two forms of potential are possible:
those who have refined their potential, and those who have always been sufficient. The
former carry with them the “forceful momentum” of their causal efforts. This has a
mechanistic quality, as if the style of spiritual exercises remains as a causal trace in the
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student just as the momentum of a billiard ball carries with it a trace of the force with
which it was struck. The Tibetan term that Nyima translates as “forceful momentum” is
actually a native word for often-agitated and violent spirits called btsan. The quote states
that such spirits exist due to the forceful process of purifying, as if one can be demonically
possessed through the act of trying to repeatedly discipline oneself. The teacher should be
able to locate such a demonic forceful trace and instead look to those who have always
been timelessly complete or sufficient; that is, those who have not forcefully refined
themselves. It is implied that those with forceful momentum are too agitated, perhaps too
wedded to causality and instrumentality, to rest with the Great Perfection.
I claim that Longchenpa must emphasize a primordial potentiality because he needs
to somehow show that his practical system is not dependent upon previous, causal
accumulations from the past. He must uphold the possibility that some beings are always
already sufficient, without reducing this to prior causes and conditions. The preeminent
students are precisely those who primordially abide in such a way that the Great Perfection
can be understood and practiced. In other words, such students somehow already find
themselves immersed in spontaneity.
As ever, Longchenpa proposes a resonance between the ontological register and the
practices, between the meditation style and the ethical conduct, and now, in the final
section of this final chapter of what is likely Longchenpa’s final major work, we see that
there must be resonance between the being of the student and the non-causal approach to
practice in which they will engage. The teacher is the one who discovers and then discloses
this resonance in the disciple, ultimately directly introducing the way of abiding itself. It is
as if Longchenpa is forced to re-write and re-think from the bottom up the ways in which
spiritual learning and religious education are conceived. A non-causal approach means that
an absence of causality must flow throughout the system, even in the specific detail of
selecting a student. Longchenpa’s system requires the being of the student and the being of
the teachings to attune to each other ontologically—to “share” in an encounter—as a
condition for receiving spontaneous instructions.
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III.

The Pedagogical Universe as Social Site
The term Longchenpa uses for disciple is “vessel” or container (snod) and the

teachings may be understood as the content poured into that container. The word snod is
often used in the pair: container/environment and its inhabitants (snod bcud). All sentient
beings (bcud) are embraced by an environment or container-world (snod): they are always
being-in-a-world. This image of container-and-contained can extend further, for the disciple
herself is enveloped by a further containing context, namely the relationship with the
teacher. By context in this instance I mean that the student is held within relationships
that form the setting for learning. This relationship is ritualized (for example during
initiation procedures and in a formal presentation of gifts) and ethicized (in that it is
assessed in terms of values such as generosity, devotion, truthfulness, etc). This relational
context is thus composed of actions and practices such as performances of communication
and gift-giving, all of which are morally evaluated by the teacher so as to determine the
signs of the appropriate student. The context also includes the physical bodies and corporal
attributes of the disciple.
What I will show next is that the relational context can extend further,
withdrawing even before the meeting of teacher and student. I call this further context the
‘pedagogical universe’ and claim that this is a social site of interlinking bodies, matter, and
actions that Longchenpa implicitly presumes in his thinking about the teacher-student
encounter. It is a cosmological background against which the relationship with the teacher,
as well as specific spiritual exercises, arises as a foreground. Various sections of the Seven
Treasuries articulate this pedagogical cosmology with detailed symbolic imagery, for example
in the opening and concluding sections of The Treasury of Philosophical Systems, in the first
chapter of The Wish Fulfilling Treasury, and in the concluding pages of the commentary on
The Treasury of the Basic Space of Phenomena. In this cosmological conception, we live in a
universe literally emanating from teachings that respond on a micro-level to the contingent,
individual needs of different beings. When seen in its spontaneous dynamism,
Longchenpa conceives of the universe as a pure realm of action that self-organizes as an
ongoing teaching. In order to fully situate non-causal and effortless practices, it is necessary
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to locate them within this rich world of ethical and pedagogical actions. These actions may
reveal further conditions of possibility for the supposedly unconditional practices from the
perspective of the fourth configuration.
The pedagogical universe is ethical, for it responds to specific instances of suffering
with compassion and skill. Manifesting various enlightened bodies, awakened teachers are
said to act in response to the needs of beings. Longchenpa’s view is that enlightenment
means to become an enlightened body engaged in leading others to freedom. The result is
a display of “enlightened activities” that “ensure” and “continue to ensure” that all beings
are brought to enlightenment based on their “individual destinies:”640
Having awakened to enlightenment as a manifestly perfect buddha, the glorious
Samantabhādra abides as the very adornment of Ghanavyuha, the spontaneously
present pure realm of the utterly lucid nature of phenomena, and is the ruler of all
mandalas in the ten directions and the four times. For the benefit of all beings,
whose nonrecognition of awareness blinds them, Samantabhādra, with the supreme
might of the immeasurable and manifold display of a tathāgata, has caused the
world to be illuminated in diverse ways. The enlightened activities thus
accomplished have ensured, and continue to ensure, that all beings are brought to
one of the three degrees of enlightenment, according to their individual destinies.
Among the countless beings in the ten directions and four times, an inconceivable
number, beyond reckoning, have become enlightened to an extent commensurate
with those destinies. In keeping with their own aspirations, they have then turned
the wheel of dharma in all realms, so that the teachings of a variety of spiritual
approaches have appeared. This has continued throughout beginningless
time…This means that in as many eons—past, present, and future—as there are
atoms in the universe and throughout the whole of boundless space, emanations of
buddhas appear as peaceful and wrathful deities; in the form of various ordinary
beings; as śravakas, pratyekabuddhas, and bodhisattvas; and even as such things as
medicine, gems, fine homes, and parks. Such a variegated array manifests through
the blessings of supreme compassion and the flourishing of all that is positive in
individual beings. From this come the things that beings desire in the moment and
that satisfy their personal needs, such as food, drink, dwellings, clothing, and
anything else that they might require.641
I have quoted at length from The Treasury of Philosophical Systems for the reader to get a
sense of Longchenpa’s prose style as well as to explore the multifaceted literary strategies at
work. The overarching description is that of a cosmos filled with and at times made of
640
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teachings. The event of the enlightenment of the primordial Buddha, All Good is given
cosmological location within a “pure realm.”642 A common trope within Mahāyāna
literature, a pure realm is the creation of an enlightened Buddha who generates, arranges,
and nourishes a specific domain, or realm which provides the ideal environment to realize
enlightenment. Configured as mandalic spheres made of light, with the ideal circumstances
to experience the teachings, a pure realm is a soteriological creation of a Buddha who now
not only teaches individual beings but literally reconfigures the space, time, environment,
and total context in which the learning takes place. If context, cosmological background,
and being-in-the-world provide a significant framework for learning and freedom, this
Buddhist account of pure realms claims to create the ideal context or world-environment
for awakening. Awakened teachers surround their students, arranging the ideal container
for the contained. In this account, Buddhas are the supreme teachers because they recreate
the worlds in which the students are embedded, rather than simply providing instructions
within a pre-established context. Realm-creation en-worlds sentient beings; 643 it is the
ultimate action of a Buddha whose enlightened intention is to liberate beings from
ignorance and suffering and lead them to the disclosure of their enlightenment.
Then, “for the benefit of all beings, whose nonrecognition of awareness blinds
them,” this original buddha illuminates the world in “diverse ways.” This diversity refers to
the skillful means that are appropriate to particular individuals and Longchenpa specifies
that they manifest as “enlightened activities” (phrin las). In recounting the ignorance of
these confused beings, this passage clarifies that they have not-recognized awareness and are
therefore blind. This entails that the original situation is in fact awareness itself, though
some have not recognized it. As ever, a primordially perfect and complete reality is affirmed
642
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as the most original state. Yet because of non-recognition, a compassionate pedagogical
response from the enlightened ones is required. The blindness summons the teachings that
subsequently arise as enlightened activities. Such ethical action has “ensured, and
continues to ensure, that all beings are brought to…enlightenment, according to their
individual destinies.” Based upon the successful realization of these particularized
teachings, countless beings have attained enlightenment.
In the long quote above, the list of pedagogical manifestations includes emanations
of buddhas appearing as “peaceful and wrathful deities” (indexed to the tantric teachings)
in the form of various ordinary beings; as śravakas and pratyekabuddhas (Hinayāna
teachings) and bodhisattvas (Mahāyāna teachings); and even as such things as medicine,
gems, fine homes, and parks (objects in the everyday human and natural world). This sets
the stage as The Treasury of Philosophical Systems will go on to present an ascending
doxography of philosophical and practical approaches to the path, showing a hierarchy of
manifestations based upon the needs of beings. Each particular teaching, school, and
vehicle is a pragmatic response to a specific need and capacity. Yet one cannot help but see
the massive unity and equality of these various teachings: yes, there are “lower” teachings
and higher tantric teachings, but they are all equally teachings emanating from the
aspirations of buddhas and the original luminous display of the primordial Buddha AllGood. Like the notion of a single vehicle (ekayāna) in texts such as the Lotus Sutra, the
pedagogical universe bespeaks a single understanding that is presented differently
according to the needs of distinct beings.644 Teaching itself is conceived of as the pragmatic
action of the universe.
The emphasis on “individual destinies” and “diversity” of teachings works to
establish a logic that will operate throughout the rest of the text: all teachings are a
pragmatic, philosophical propaganda.645 There is no absolute method within this display of
teachings; there is only the particular need of a being and the responsive, concordant
manner of teaching that can help them. The countless variety of philosophical systems,
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practices, paths, and lineages of instruction are the result of the various needs of beings,
meeting with the array of aspirations and actions of enlightened teachers: “In keeping with
their own aspirations, they have then turned the wheel of dharma in all realms, so that the
teachings of a variety of spiritual approaches have appeared.” It is striking that teaching is
here depicted as a conjunction in which aspirations and actions of buddhas interlock
perfectly with the specific learning-needs of beings in pain. Such aspirations are
traditionally narrativized as an ethical commitment made countless lifetimes in the past
when a being—human or animal or god—resolves to attain enlightenment for the benefit of
others. Longchenpa later clarifies that,
for our purposes, the Buddha’s words consist essentially of the manifestation of
syllables, words, and phrases arising from the condition of the teacher and the
audience coming together. These manifestations are organized primarily by the
afflictive aspect of consciousness, and they are subsumed within the aggregates of
both form and formative factors.646
The aim of this complex quote is to categorize the teachings as responses to afflicted
consciousnesses and to locate the teachings within the basic lists of factors that comprise
the existing worlds. For our purposes, this quote clarifies that Longchenpa conceives of a
buddha’s words and teachings as arising from a particular interdependent causal
interaction, that of “the teacher and audience coming together.” The teachings are a
responsive therapeutics, a method to heal the afflicted consciousness and recognize the
enlightenment that is already present.
The Matter of Teaching
Longchenpa then broadens this description even further, for it is not only specific
teachings that emerge dependent upon individual needs, but the boundless space of the
universe itself: “throughout the whole of boundless space, emanations of buddhas appear”
as different kinds of teachers indexed to different schools as countless as “atoms in the
galaxy.” The meaning of teachings itself is materialized: teachings now include
manifestations “even as such things as medicine, gems, fine homes, and parks.” As one of
646

Longchen Rabjam, Philosophical Systems, 29.
278

the most important issues in contemporary social thought concerns the relationship
between social practices and materiality, this apparently minor point is worth
highlighting.647 Objects, dwellings, and spaces are “a variegated array” that “manifests
through the blessings of supreme compassion.” It is possible that Longchenpa literally
considers such material objects to be manifestations of compassion and teaching. He
writes, “from this [variegated array] comes the things that beings desire in the moment and
that satisfy their personal needs, such as food, drink, dwellings, clothing, and anything else
that they might require.” Places, goods, equipment, and other components of the material
world are included in the cosmology of ethical action and instruction.
It may not be an exaggeration to claim that the material universe itself is
pedagogical for Longchenpa’s tradition. He quotes from the Pearl Garland tantra: “flesh,
blood, lymph, bone, skin, hair, and the physical bodies made of these come from me
[primordial awareness]. Body, speech, and mind, as well as myriad mental events all come
from my essence. Men, women, horses, cattle, and other physical forms all come from it.
Eating, sleeping, sitting, and all manner of activities come from it.”648 If desires are fulfilled
with the physical and affective responsiveness of manifest teachings, then even flesh,
animals, and material objects seem to appear as teachings “filling the whole of space and
throughout all time.” “As for the manifestation of innumerable spiritual teachings and
approaches according to the beings’ interests, a rain of teachings is imparted to some by
spiritual mentors, buddhas, bodhisattvas, or ordinary individuals. For others, teachings
come from a lotus, a wish-granting tree, or the expanse of the sky.”649 Whether flora and
fauna and the sky above are a material teaching, or whether these are simply the source
from which learning may come, the world for Longchenpa is alive with teaching.
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Action Refigured
This cosmological context does more than simply explain the existence of a
diversity of teachings, it also swallows the reader of texts such as The Treasury of Philosophical
Systems and The Way of Abiding into a universe in which teachings are all-pervasive—an
apparently benevolent universe, responsive to the reader’s own individual needs and
capacities. This marks a significant reorientation from a universe that is simply the
manifestation of one’s entrapping karmic action. Yet Longchenpa makes it clear that a
being’s karma is still at play, for their karma is presumed to be the condition for their
individual needs in the first place. At the same time other factors are involved, such as the
enlightened manifestation of buddha bodies, their previous vows to benefit others, and
their skillful means and knowledge. “These [diverse spiritual] approaches appear by the
blessings of the vajra body, speech, mind, qualities, and activity; by the power of
consummate skillful means and sublime knowing; and by the merit of individual beings.”
What is most relevant for the interpretation I present in my fourth configuration is
that the pedagogical universe is the background context in which the meeting of the Great
Perfection teacher and disciple is located. While on the one hand this universe—packed
with buddhas, pure realms, and countless teaching things and teaching-beings—is a
relatively traditional Mahāyāna cosmology, it accomplishes very specific practical functions
for Longchenpa. If the universe itself is composed of an interdependent relationship
between the needs of beings, on the one hand, and the enlightened actions on the other,
then this is the context in which Great Perfection religious learning and practice occurs.
There is a background interaction of matter, bodies, ethical vows, actions, needs, merit,
and teachings that is the horizon in which the student meets the teacher. The encounter
between teacher and disciple is the context for Great Perfection learning and spiritual
practices such as Cutting Through and Leaping Over; these teachings are poured into the
vessel of the disciple who is already, somehow, primordially attuned to spontaneous
practices.
Lastly, and most significantly for my overall interest in practice and action, the
pedagogical universe is the fruition of enlightenment, and enlightenment is therefore a
form of action. The buddha-teachers manifest as “enlightened activities” (phrin las). As
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noted before phrin las includes the Tibetan for karma, las. The fruition of buddhahood is to
act as a teaching. In the chapter on attaining Buddhahood in The Basic Space of Phenomena,
Longchenpa describes that,
Since the display of compassionate responsivenesss is immeasurable throughout the
ten directions, emanations issue forth to ensure total benefit for beings.
Enlightened actions are revealed for as long as samsara lasts. This is impartial
responsiveness, dynamic energy arising from the naturally settled essence of being
so that through its display there is abundant benefit for others.650
We now see that the problematic background of karmic, causal action I presented in the
beginning of the dissertation is re-envisioned as the compassionate and pedagogical
unfolding of the universe, and those habituated and repeated karmic actions are refigured
as a background of enlightened, compassionate activity. This enlightened vision of action is
more primary than the karmic actions, which are secondary. The enlightened action arises
first, and it is only when it is not recognized that action becomes causal-habitual (las,
karma).

Chapter Seven Part II:
Spontaneous Ethics
From the perspective of the fourth configuration, we have come to the provisional
conclusion that the relationship with the teacher, the art of selecting the appropriate
student with the right potential, and the enlightened activities of the pedagogical universe,
form social contexts that exemplify practice-caused, unintentional practice. These sites
determine, or perhaps cause, supposedly effortless practices. In this way, if the universe is
comprised of ethical actions, there is no need for striving; instead, anyone interested in
developing their morality need only effortlessly allow for the activity that is already taking
place. The causality of the practices is displaced from an individual agent onto the
background social practices, thereby explaining how practices may be unintentional and
effortless. As I have rehearsed previously, I will now engage Longchenpa’s writings to
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render this fourth interpretation of practices inoperative. In turn, this will allow me to
reveal Longchenpa’s articulation of a spontaneous ethics, for such an ethics is only
conceivable if we suspend the fourth configuration.
Ethical Know How
Ethical action arises from social sites from the perspective of the fourth
configuration. By ethical action in this circumstance I mean ethical conduct in everyday
life, similar to praxis in the Aristotelian sense. Just as we develop our skills through being-inthe-world or amidst the arrangements of social sites, our ethical knowing and doing
develops through engagements within a network of relationships. As Varela noted, “We
acquire our ethical behavior in much the same way we acquire all other modes of behavior:
they become transparent to us as we grow up in a society;” and “an ethical expert is
nothing more or less than a full participant in a community.”651 Though one dominant
conception of ethics defines moral activity in terms of its conformity to theoretical rules,
principles, and duty (deontology), the type of ethics that emerges in social sites is better
understood as extending from practices rather than theories.652 That is, the actions,
engagements, embodied comportments, and the pedagogical force of our relationships
establish a different ethical mode. As Judith Butler states succinctly, “moral
questions…emerge in the context of social relations.”653
Virtuous, compassionate, and skillful ethical actions may be summoned from the
social field or background communal practices. In this sense, the influence of the practices
and relationships amidst a social site reveals unintentional ethical practices. We are formed
as ethical subjects as much as we may intentionally form ourselves. Ethical action is not
simply to willfully choose, adopt, or apply a pre-established ethical principle, nor only to
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shape our selves through ethical self-activity; rather, we respond to the social site in which
we have been formed and in which we are embedded.
In this unintentional sense, then, the fourth configuration is ethical. Human
ethical action may at times be unintentional because it emerges neither from the will of a
subject nor from a timeless principle, but from a normative ethicality pervading human
social fields. By normative ethicality I mean the ways in which the ecosystem of
relationships and social practices includes care, concern, ethical values and norms. 654
Religious ethical cultivation may ultimately be traced not only to the decisions of a subject,
but also to everyday interactions in social relationships.655
As an example of this morality of everyday interactions, Herbert Fingarette
described Confucian ethics in relation to a handshake:
I see you on the street; I smile, walk toward you, put out my hand to shake yours.
And behold—without any command, stratagem, force, special tricks, or tools,
without any effort on my part to make you do so, you spontaneously turn toward
me, return my smile, raise your hand toward mine. We shake hands—not by me
pulling your hand up and down or your pulling mine—but by spontaneous and
perfect cooperative action. Normally we do not notice the subtlety and amazing
complexity of this coordinated “ritual” act. This subtlety and complexity become
very evident, however, if one has had to learn the ceremony only from a book of
instructions, or if one is a foreigner from a nonhandshaking culture.656
This everyday ritual act of handshaking calls attention to a pervasive field of ethical
practices. It is ethical in the sense that such quotidian ceremonies perform values and
relational norms that may be considered ethical for a given community or society. It is a
practice in the sense that it is a ritual gesture and repeated movement. The handshake
highlights the unintentional and effortless dimension of the ceremony of everyday social
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life. No intentional effort or reflection is required of the gesture, but rather the handshake
and smile is drawn-forth from the encounter, emerging “spontaneously” from this
background social context as mutual cooperative activity. In this way, a context of social
practices function as the basis of spontaneous ethical activity. To be clear, I maintain that
the background socialization that is the context from which the handshake is summoned,
and the handshake itself are both social practices.
It is striking that with this handshake we encounter a certain kind of ethical
spontaneity, one that arises from the social practices of everyday relationships. As Bourdieu
showed, human bodies are socialized and formed into a habitus that knows how to properly
engage with other bodies, its society, and relationships without having to consciously
reflect, think, and choose. Rather, the body responds, an agent acts, our gesture is
summoned by the glance of someone’s anguish or joy, and within the ethical ceremony—
indeed practice—of shaking hands. The act of shaking hands is spontaneous in the sense
that it requires no intentional decision or thought: it just happens.
Irresponsible, Responsive Ethics
Despite such an unintentional description as exemplified in the handshake, ethics,
in both Buddhist and western thought, is often conceived in terms of the intentional
actions of a responsible agent.657 According to Raffoul’s study, the concept of responsibility
is equated with accountability and an assessment of guilt, blame, or praise. In turn this
concept of responsibility arises “under the authority of a philosophy of free will and
causality which itself rests upon a subject-based metaphysics. Responsibility is conceived in
terms of causality as ground of the act.”658 Assuming such a notion of responsibility,
Longchenpa’s emphasis upon spontaneity, effortlessness, and a critique of voluntarism and
teleological intentionality leaves his system open to the charge of moral irresponsibility in the
literal sense: there is no responsibility because the system precludes intentional actions and
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causality. If spontaneity somehow bypasses the intentional acts that impel karma, if
enlightenment is already present, if there is no need to train a student gradually, if ethics,
freedom, and wisdom are unconditionally present, if exerting oneself towards moral goals
is problematized, if discriminating between what to accept and reject is misguided, and if
the entirety of samsara, habitual patterns, and afflictive emotions such as aggression and
jealousy are all naturally perfect, then how can there be an ethical practice at all? In
Mahāyāna terms, it would seem as if the ultimate truth of emptiness has obliterated the
need for conventional ethical conduct and compassion.659
Indeed, as we have seen, the Great Perfection faced related charges throughout its
history in Tibet and some Great Perfection rhetoric easily exacerbates these allegations.
Longchenpa quotes from The Six Expanses tantra for example: “Within mind itself, which
seems to be something, falsehoods are pure in their own place. Within mind itself…stealing
is pure in its own place…unchaste behavior is pure in its own place…idle gossip is pure in
its own place…slanderous words are pure in their own place…sexual misconduct is pure in
its own place…even the act of taking life is pure in its own place.”660 This quotation
espouses that the fundamental list of immoral actions are pure, “in their own place,” that
is, in their true condition. Many Great Perfection texts are so committed to the
fundamental nature of awareness that they demand no conventional moral distinctions
between harm and virtue: “in perceiving the essence of awareness, there is not the slightest
difference between an individual who has taken the lives of millions of beings and one who
engages in the ten perfections.”661
Although such extreme examples are not the norm, and although there is certainly
far less emphasis on antinomian excesses than in many Mahāyoga or Anuttarayoga tantras,
the rhetoric of nondiscrimination and going beyond all acceptance and rejection warrants
careful investigation into Longchenpa’s ethics. If moral responsibility is fundamentally
about the intentional choices of an agent who may be held accountable for their actions,
then a system that critiques intentionality altogether will be immoral by definition. If the
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Great Perfection is not entirely unethical, which I do not believe that it is, then this will
mean that some other form of ethics must be at play. How might we describe such an
ethical practice; what is its ontology, its conception of responsibility; and, how might it be
lived?
IV.

From Social Practices to Ontology
In order to address these questions I will now explore Longchenpa’s conception of

the relationship between Great Perfection ontology and the social site of the pedagogical
universe. This is another way of asking whether configuration four accurately accounts for
Longchenpa’s ethics. The way of abiding, or the ontology of the enlightened actions and
teachings, is of utmost importance in interpreting the status of the pedagogical universe. By
ontology I mean a study of the nature of being, or the original state of any phenomenon or
action. In what follows, I will analyze the ontological status of the pedagogical universe as a
way to ask about the ontological status of intersubjective social sites. To do so, I begin by
associating the pedagogical universe with the expressive nature of the ground of being
itself.
As explored in the previous chapter, Longchenpa categorizes the ground in terms
of three qualities or three wisdoms: empty essence, clear nature, and all-pervasive
compassionate-responsiveness.662 Compassionate responsiveness is equated with allpervasive (kun khyab) activity that reaches everywhere. Guenther defines it as
“resonance…an atemporal sensitivity and response, rather than a distinct and narrowly
circumscribed operation.”663 As intimated by its name, the third wisdom of compassionate
responsiveness is ethical. Germano portrays the singular ethical meaning contained in
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compassionate responsiveness (thugs rje):
Thugs rJe is in other contexts understood as a honorific term referring to a Buddha’s
compassion, whereas ordinary sympathy, pity or compassion is referred to by the
non-honorific form sNying rJe. It is often said that sNying rJe is the immense
“compassion” cultivated by the spiritual heroes while progressing down the spiritual
path towards enlightenment, whereas Thugs rJe is the enlightened “compassion”
acting as the motivating force compelling the Awakened One to continue to
manifest in our world in terms of the Enjoyment and Emanational Bodies for the
sake of liberating all the long-suffering living beings therein. “Compassion” being
that which drives the Buddha from his absorption in emptiness to manifestation, it
is the “energy” behind his/her actions, and is an inherently active term.664
The ground presences spontaneously and pervades everywhere because it is compassionate
responsiveness. Understood in this light, the very manifestation of phenomena dawning
from the ground is identified with the compassion compelling the Buddha to act. Because
the appearing universe is equated with such enlightened compassion, in its very being, the
appearance or presencing of phenomena is compassionate activity. Such a display of
compassion is described as spontaneously present activity. This is the ethical ontology of
spontaneous presence, and may be understood as “the source and foundation of…moral
practices.”665 Spontaneity is ethical.
Compassionate responsiveness is inseparable from the emptiness and primordial
purity of the ground. This is significant, clarifying that the dynamic compassion is not a
secondary (contingent) practical activity divorced from the ground’s (timeless) latency, but
is always inseparable from the ground, known as the indivisibility of primordial purity and
spontaneous presence.666 As demonstrated in the previous chapter, “there is no division
between things arising and being free; they converge in a single blissful expanse.”667 In this
way, the arising of phenomena is always an unceasing compassionate play, rather than a
causal result of some distinct entity called the ground. This point clarifies why I needed to
explore the nature, potentiality, and presencing of the ground before interpreting the
status of social-practical activity: there is no split between the ground’s being and the active
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display.
If being and action are not separated as all things spontaneously arise from the
ground, the further point can be shown that the presencing of phenomena includes both
the neurotic confusion of sentient beings in samsaric existence, as well as the pedagogical
pure realms that display wisdom and compassion. If this is Longchenpa’s understanding it
gets us closer to the ontological status of the pedagogical universe. This is additionally
significant because it clarifies that the compassionate activities of the various teachers,
bodhisattvas, and emanational or form bodies of enlightenment are of the same
ontological status as the karmic bodies, speech, mind, and activities of samsaric beings:
Since there is no phenomenon that is not perfect as an
adornment of the three kayas,
everything arises as the display of enlightened form, speech,
and mind.
Moreover, without exception, the countless pure realms
of the sugatas
arise from the very same source—mind itself, the expanse
of the three kayas.
As well, the “cities” of the six classes of beings, whose nature is
that of samsara,
are simply reflections arising within the scope of the basic space of phenomena...
Although they do not exist, they appear to, and in manifesting
they have no basis…
Neither existent nor nonexistent, they are by nature beyond
extremes,
fully encompassed within the sphere of being, free of
elaboration.668
These verses from The Basic Space of Phenomena confirm that the source and context of pure
realms is the groundless ground, the expanse of the three kayas. In the autocommentary to
these verses, Longchenpa writes: “As for those who manifest from pure realms as holy
masters to guide ordinary beings, their nature is also that of the three kayas. Because these
masters are naturally perfect within awareness…they abide in the essence that is
spontaneously present without having to be sought.”669 This abiding is groundless in that
such appearances “have no basis” and are beyond all extremes and elaborations. Because
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the ontology of ethical bodies and their compassionate pedagogical activities is identified
with the anarchic ground, the pure realms are spontaneous appearances of compassionate
responsiveness. This understanding is affirmed in numerous other passages.
Furthermore, Longchenpa also categorizes the various realms and environments in
which the teachings arise by means of the three kayas: the dharmakāya environment for the
teachings is “the basic space of phenomena—Akaniśtha, [the Pinnacle Realm, lit. “nothing
Beneath”] in its ultimate sense—which is beyond imagination or expression;” the
“sambhogakāya environment—consisting of the respective pure realms of the five Buddha
families” and “the nirmāṇakāya environment, varied and unpredictable, consisting of places
like Vulture Peak, which manifest subjectively to those who are to be guided.”670
Shakyamuni Buddha is said to have given teachings on Vulture Peak mountain, for
example. In this way, the environments or contexts of the teachings are understood in
relation to their abiding nature and various contingent expressions, though they are all of
the same primordial nature. That is, Longchenpa here describes the ontological status of
teaching activities and their contexts.
The nirmāṇakāya manifestations are of particular importance because it is indexed
to the third wisdom of the ground, or the unobstructed compassionate responsiveness of
being. In the Basic Space of Phenomena Longchenpa writes:
The essence of nirmāṇakāya is the ground for the arising
of compassionate responsiveness.
Its display manifests in whatever way is necessary to guide
under any circumstances,
While its supreme enlightened activity brings mastery.671
This means that the bodies, activities, and pragmatic guidance of teachers, as well as their
various environments, are the arising of the compassionate responsiveness of the ground. A
body of enlightenment manifests pedagogically in whatever way is required. This is an
ontological description of the pedagogical universe; it is the compassionate responsiveness
of the ground.
Although the pedagogical actions of the Buddhas, creatively arranged as pure-realm
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contexts, and the specific teachings and teachers of this realm form a significant social
background for spontaneous practices, they are not foundational. The relationships that
comprise the pedagogical universe are the presencing of the groundless ground itself.
Longchenpa comments on the ontological status of the nirmāṇakāya of the buddhas in the
following way:
In this regard, compassionate resonance itself is identical to dharmakāya, and
nirmāṇakāya—the display of this responsiveness—manifests as distinct teachers for
spiritually underdeveloped people….672
In this way, compassionate responsiveness is identified with the ultimate groundlessness of
space-like dharmakāya. The very appearance of the teachers is a response to the needs of
suffering beings, which is the display of the compassionate responsiveness of the ground
itself. That is, just as phenomena are spontaneously present but empty, the intersubjective
relationships and practices of the pedagogical universe are also spontaneously present and
empty. Such spontaneous emptiness is the ontological status of the teachers and teachings
that pervade the pedagogical universe. In this way, I submit that Longchenpa performs a
fundamental ontological inquiry into the status of social-pedagogical acts.
The Social Site Withdraws
Throughout this dissertation I have shown Longchenpa’s tendency to ontologize
practices—he consistently writes about the being or nature of a practice as a phenomenon.
We can see now that the interpersonal relationships, teachings, and practices of the
pedagogical universe may also be investigated ontologically. This is important because it
shows that the dynamism of the objects, compassionate teachings, and relationships
comprising the pedagogical universe withdraw and cannot be the fundamental cause of the
practices. By withdraw I mean that the social site of the pedagogical universe is not a
foundation and can never be exhausted in an account of its activity. Even in its dynamism,
it cannot be the origin point or causeless cause that impels actions because its activity is
always falling back into a more primordial empty groundlessness. Heidegger maintained
that, “withdrawing is not nothing. Withdrawing is an event. In fact, what withdraws may
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even concern and claim man more essentially than anything present that strikes and
touches him.”673
This shift from intersubjective relationships and social practices to ontology is one
of Longchenpa’s primary strategies. I claim that this strategy allows for a more complete
spontaneity and a spontaneous ethics. Although the student-teacher relationship and the
ethical actions of the pedagogical universe are an unquestionably influential context for
Great Perfection religious practices, they are not best interpreted as a determinative social
site in any causal sense. As we saw in the section above, Longchenpa clarifies the
ontological status of the Pure Realms and the enlightened activities of the teachers. Those
pedagogical actions are empty, pure, and spontaneously present, the compassionate
responsiveness of the ground. That is, with help from Heidegger’s language, in
withdrawing, the emptiness of the pedagogical universe becomes the focus of what
“concerns and claims” human beings even more than the presence of the enlightened
activities of the buddhas. Although it is empty, “ultimate reality exerts…a distinct claim on
us.”674
I propose that this attention to an empty ontology means that our interpretation of
Longchenpa’s spontaneous practical ethics must go beyond a background of socialpedagogical actions. Longchenpa’s ethics is, in the final analysis, not best understood
through theories of social practices, embeddedness in networks of relationships, the
practical engagements of being-in-the-world, and even the ethical know-how and social
ceremonies that pervade everyday life. The social conditions of possibility for spontaneous
practice are themselves grounded in the more primordial freedom and compassion of
groundlessness. According to phenomenologist Fred Dallmayr: “what
constitutes…unconditionality is the continuous recognition of the conditionality of our
conditions.”675 In this instance, even the social conditions of the pedagogical universe are
conditional. Longchenpa clarifies this conditionality when he maintains that teachings and
teachers are the display of compassionate responsiveness, inseparable from the empty
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ground. In turn, this demonstrates the unconditional, groundless, emptiness of all
teachings and activities; in other words, the conditionality of social conditions constitutes
their unconditionality. I maintain that this primordial groundless unconditionality is
ultimately more important to Longchenpa’s account of ethics than the intersubjective
social practices and enlightened activities that comprise the fourth configuration.
Rendering the interpretations of fourth configuration inoperative allows me to recast
questions of learning practices, freedom, and ethics in ontological terms. Through this
recasting, configuration four cannot provide a final account of Longchenpa’s philosophy of
practice.
An Ontological Inquiry into Social Practices
Why would this turn to ontology be important for Longchenpa and why is it
meaningful for practical philosophy and ethics today? For Longchenpa, enlightened
activities and teachings must be effortless, non-causal, and spontaneous. This means that
they cannot be the contrivance of a particular process or development. They also cannot be
the product of a subject’s volition and intention. They must arise naturally and on their
own, without separate causal source or foundation. If these practices were to arise from the
intersubjective relationships and actions of the pedagogical universe qua social site, then in
some way the pedagogical universe would be the cause of the practices. Effortlessness in
Cutting Through or the visionary irruptions in Leaping Over would be an effect of the
potentiality of the student, the blessings of the master, the teacher-student relationship, the
myriad enlightened activities of the teachers, or the field of pedagogical relationships that
are the conditions of possibility for Great Perfection learning. An a priori field of activity
would be the background practical conditions for effortlessness, as if the actions and
teachings of the various enlightened masters were the true agency in the universe. The
Great Perfection adept would only need to release their intentional striving, effort, and
techniques so as to receive or respond to this background of enlightened action. The
agency would shift from the striving practitioner to the actions of the pedagogical universe.
In its form, this pattern is not fundamentally different from the notion of an Other-power
or archē grounding the practices, as explored in the context of configuration three. Rather
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than the source of the practices resulting from the ground or an unmoved mover, now
enlightened actions and relationships would be the source of actions: unintentional,
practice-caused practice.
Yet Longchenpa is careful to a) account for the ontological status of the pure
realms, the various teachers, and their activity and b) index this pedagogical activity to the
compassionate responsiveness of the space-like ground. Equally significant, as we saw above
in part one, Longchenpa claimed that the suitable student must have a potential to learn
that is “primordially self-sufficient,” which I argued meant their ontological condition
rather than an acquired capacity.
In these ways, while incorporating the intricacies of social relationships, pedagogy,
and teachings into his account of religious practices, Longchenpa also moves towards an
ontological analysis and undercuts any sense in which these social contexts are somehow
causal or foundational. Despite its undeniable mutual constitution in networks of
relationships, spontaneous ethics and freedom cannot be the result of these relationships,
pedagogical activities, or intersubjective social practices. Rather, freedom is already the
context in which we are grounded and from which the array of social practices and
enlightened actions arise. Those social contexts and actions are themselves the ethical,
empty, compassionate play.
Agent-Causality, Socialization, and Moral Responsibility
Having seen how an ontological inquiry into ethics is significant for Longchenpa,
in this section I explore why it is relevant in present-day ethical philosophy. As
incorporated into configuration four, many contemporary social theorists and philosophers
of human practices participate in a “resocialization of thought.”676 Rather than locate ethics
and freedom within the volition and choices of an independent Aristotelian or Kantian
subject, thinkers such as Marx, Heidegger, Levinas, Foucault, Habermas, and Bourdieu—
among many others—in different ways relocate ethics within the context of intersubjective
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relationships and social practices. In this way, “A movement is observable in the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries…away from an understanding of freedom as a property
of the subject and more as a practice or a relationship (something one does rather than
has).”677
In order to clarify the kind of subject-oriented ethics that this resocialization of
ethics critiques, let us take Aristotle and Kant as an examples of moral thinkers who based
their accounts of practical action, freedom, and ethics on the voluntarism and rational
agency of a subject, sometimes known as agent causality. Their views are representative of a
broader tendency in western ethical thought, going back at least to Aristotle. According to
Francois Raffoul’s summary, the four fundamental concepts of western ethics are:
The belief that a human being is an agent or a subject;
The notion that the subject is a voluntary agent;
The reliance on causality, with responsibility being defined as the cause of the act;
The assumption that the responsible being is a rational subject.678
In these ways, much of western ethics tends to be focused on a volitional and rational
subject who is the cause of their actions.
Aristotle developed his practical ethics on the notion of a voluntary agent as the
cause of their actions in Nichomachean Ethics, Book III.679 The process of ethical action
begins with a voluntary agent who then deliberates and finally makes decisions.680 Such
intentional or voluntary (hekōn) agency is, according to Raffoul, “the bedrock of what will
become the dominant sense of responsibility in the Western tradition.”681 That is, moral
responsibility has been identified with a certain voluntarism or intentionality of action on
the part of an agent from the time of Aristotle on.
Kant also typifies these fundamental tendencies as he assessed moral responsibility
in terms of a responsible agent, that is, whether someone is an appropriate object of blame,
677
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guilt, or praise. What is at issue is whether an agent has self-control over their actions.
Kant’s account of ethics begins from his transcendental conception of subjectivity and a
specific assumption about freedom. Moral responsibility is appropriate only when a
rational subject performs a free and spontaneous act; that is, I am responsible for my action
only when I choose it freely and am its cause. Indeed, Kant defined freedom itself as
“‘absolute spontaneity’ a capacity by the subject to begin absolutely a new series of
causes.”682 For Kant, spontaneity is that “which could start to act from itself, without
needing to be preceded by any other cause that in turn determines it to action according to
the law of connection.”683 “The question of freedom...lies at the foundation of all moral
laws and accountability to them.” In this way, “without transcendental freedom in its
proper meaning, which is alone a priori practical, no moral law and no accountability to it
are possible.”684
In this subject-based account of practical action and ethics, we see a familiar form
of the causal complex—ethics, free will, rational choice, and agency converge in a causal
relation. If conceptions of practical action are to be interpreted causally, then a prime
contender for the cause of action is the deliberating subject. Such a subject is only truly
accountable, however, if they are free and spontaneous.
It is in this context that the debate between causal determinism and freedom of will
becomes relevant.685 If all my actions are causally determined, say by natural laws or social
coercion, (or latent karma), then in what sense am I morally responsible for my actions? In
what sense are my actions free?
The turn to a resocialization of thought in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries
named above represents a critique of such moral responsibility based on the agent as cause,
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and of Kant’s view of transcendental freedom and spontaneity.686 Rather than locate the
causal basis of practical actions in the free subject, intersubjective and social practices may
be seen as the background context for actions. Rather than explore ethical questions and
conceptions of freedom in the context of determining properties of consciousness, ethics
may be elaborated in the midst of our embedded contexts, relationships, and social
practices. Such a resocialization entails that ethics and freedom are no longer states to be
discovered within the mind, but are rather to be “created and maintained with others.”687
Importantly, our collective practices may either establish and maintain freedom or uphold
oppression, bias, and injustice.
In many ways, this turn to intersubjective social practices is what I seek to portray
in my configuration four so I will not detail the variety of intersubjective forms of social
ethics at this point.688 I have shown that Longchenpa considers sociality and pedagogical
practices as a significant context for Great Perfection spontaneity. Like western theorists of
practice who resocialize ethics and freedom, Longchenpa may also be seen to emphasize
active social contexts and relationships as the container and pedagogical universe in which
religious action is conceived.
Yet this interpretation of practices is necessarily misleading on Longchenpa’s terms,
for it relies on a subtle causality, now displacing the causality from the agent to the
relationship with the teacher to the pedagogical universe. Longchenpa’s tendency to
ontologize practices reveals that the background field of relationships and social practices
cannot be an a priori basis for Great Perfection practices, even if that basis is dynamic,
intersubjective, and social. Instead, in order for practices and ethics to be fully spontaneous
as articulated in Longchenpa’s texts—in order to leave the causal complex behind—we must
go before and beyond the activity of embedded social relationships.
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V.

Spontaneous Ethical Commitments in the Way of Abiding
If ethics is not assessed in terms of the free will and moral responsibility of a

subject, and if it is not contextualized within intersubjective social practices, what do we
mean by ethics? What is ethical in Longchenpa’s account of spontaneous practice? The first
step in responding to these questions is to follow the ontological inquiry rather than a
socializing-contextualizing approach. As we saw above, the pedagogical universe is a display
of the compassionate responsiveness of the ground of being. This will mean that ethics is
to be disclosed not through a function of willful agency, nor through intersubjective
contexts, but through qualities of being itself. Ethics will mean the ways in which an actorpractitioner attunes their action to the way of abiding.
Above I explored the final chapter of The Way of Abiding, mining it for evidence of
ethical social-pedagogical contexts. I will now explore the same text, looking for evidence of
a spontaneous ontological ethics. This poetic work in its entirety could in fact be
understood as an instruction on primordial ethics. I call it primordial ethics in that it
ultimately articulates ethics as an originary phenomena or context in which we are
grounded, rather than a moral system of deliberation. That which is ethical is already the
context in which any decision, commitment, or conduct is enacted; in this sense it is
primordial or originary.
The first four chapters of The Way of Abiding articulate four themes to which the
practitioner commits: ineffable absence (med pa), openness (phyal ba), spontaneous presence
(lhun grub), and oneness (gcig pu). It is to these spacious aspects of primordial freedom that
the Great Perfection adept entrusts themselves, thereby refiguring the rather solemn
pledges of more conventional tantric systems.689 In the context of the Great Perfection, any
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specific discipline or ethical commitment could limit the spacious freedom and
spontaneous responsiveness so valued by the tradition. In this way, The Way of Abiding
modifies the meaning of ethical commitment by dispossessing the practitioner of a
conventional sense of rules and responsibility. We are witness to a reworking of a
normative tantric ethical category, transmuting it into the Great Perfection’s aesthetic of
naturalness and spontaneity.
Yet these are certainly four vows or pledges. This is significant because one of the
terms that we most often translate as ethics is śīla in Sanskrit or tshul krims in Tibetan.
Translated variously as ethics, moral discipline, and proper conduct, these terms often refer
to specific vows. The four commitments are the ethics or moral vows appropriate to the
highest levels of the Great Perfection. Though spacious and natural, these four
commitments are indeed described as “binding” (chings su bcings ba) the practitioner to the
space-like freedom of non-commitment.690 Longchenpa explores the paradox of binding
oneself to complete primordial freedom as a vow. The two extremes of this metaphor
crystalize the practical paradox that is worked-through in Longchenpa’s poetry: On the one
hand is total freedom from any discipline or commitment, on the other is a radical,
disciplined commitment to (or better within) this total freedom, a way of performing this
freedom. As Germano and Hillis emphasize in their reading of this text, it is a
philosophical meditation on bondage and freedom, on the relationship between a vow
which binds and stakes us to the way of abiding, restricting us into freedom.691
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Ethical Absence
The first theme to which the practitioner is bound is med pa, which I have
translated as ineffable absence.692 I will focus my reading of spontaneous and ontological
ethics on this absence, for it indicates the coalescence of an ontological account and ethical
conduct. This absence helps to clarify how ethics may be based upon nothing at all—
unconditionally groundless, and yet responsible and committed to care for beings as they
are. As we might imagine, this ethics begins from the perspective that grasping, attachment
and reification are a source of entrapment and, therefore, a genuine ethics would show
compassion for those trapped in fixation. Longchenpa writes, “A decisive experience [is]
that those who reify the characteristics of things are worthy of compassion [and this] is
shown to lie in transcendence of reification and fixation.”693 Demonstrating compassion
here means going beyond reification and fixation, in particular in relation to “acceptance
and rejection,” “attachment to views,” “misconstruing what it absent as having identity”
and the “emotional affliction” that comes from, “reifying the characteristics of things.”694
Longchenpa’s approach to ethics is born from compassion for the suffering and weariness
of reification, compelling him to describe an ethics that does not repeat such patterns.
What then, is an ethics free of any acceptance or rejection or attachment to views? The
answer will come in relation to the ineffable absence of all sentient beings, phenomena,
and actions.
Although indicating an ontological negation of substantialized existence, the term
med pa also describes actions and an approach to the path. The way of acting is to release
all deliberate objectives and intentional perceptions of dualistic objects enframed in the
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grasper-grasped structure.695 The approach to the path is to relinquish causal,
developmental, and teleological soteriological models. These are familiar facets of my study
thus far, so at this point I will focus on the ethical implications of ineffable absence.
Ineffable absence points to an ethical comportment that is attuned to the empty,
groundless, and substanceless nature of phenomena. The key ethical instruction of the
verses on ineffable absence is that human beings can act in such a way that they do not
discriminate between virtue and harm or between what to accept or reject. Because
phenomena are empty and indeterminate, they cannot be grasped as either positive or
negative. Given this emptiness, the practitioner is guided to rest and act in such a way that
absence is performed, therefore showing compassion for all who are trapped in grasping.
That is, by not acting based upon effort and discriminations, their conduct is supposed to
enact absence. Going beyond intentional deliberation between what to cultivate and what
to refrain from, the practitioner rests without any reference point or intentional object.696
This restful conduct is equivalent to the empty ontology. Relinquishing causes and effects,
Longchenpa encourages the Great Perfection practitioner to utterly exhaust the notion that
there is some good to be enacted.
In order to establish this absent action, first Longchenpa claims that all phenomena
are ineffable absence by stating:
Within the womb of basic space as an infinite sky,
however the universe manifests through transitions and changes
in the four elements,
these forms of emptiness are ineffable absence by nature,
as are phenomena that are the presencing (snang) aspect of awakened mind...
even as they presence,
[they] do not waver from awakened mind and have no substance.697
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The next step in Longchenpa’s presentation extends this ontology of absence to go
beyond objects and perceiving minds by including causality, value judgments, and the very
notion of obscuration or error:
In naturally occurring primordial wisdom, the ultimate heart essence,
there is no causality, so the abyss of samsara is crossed.
There is no better or worse, so samsara and nirvana are an integrated mandala.
There is no error or obscuration, so the three planes of conditioned existence
are seen through incisively.
Enlightenment—the nature of mind like space—
is not defined by any extreme or bias (phyogs dang ris med)
for it is nondual by nature.698
These verses clarify that the ontology of absence subsumes causes and effects, samsara itself,
as well as the various judgments that arise within the context of causes and effects. Such
value judgments and distinctions become relevant only if one were to deliberate between
the right causes for the right effects in an attempt to know what is better or worse, to
cultivate what would lead to nirvana and reject what would perpetuate samsara. However,
because the way of abiding is ineffable absence, the causal framework is also absence. This
leads to the following expression:
There is no view and no meditation, no samaya to be upheld,
no effort to be made in enlightened activity, nothing to obscure primordial
wisdom,
no levels on which to train, no paths to be traversed,
no subtle factors [leading to enlightenment], no duality, no dependent relationship.
Since value judgments (sgro skur) [literally exaggeration and depreciation] are
transcended, there is nothing spiritual or non spiritual (chos dang chos med).
This expanse, like the Isle of Gold in that it entails no differentiation or exclusion,
is the naturally occurring nature of mind, like space,
ineffable by nature and beyond all characterization and expression.699
In these verses, Longchenpa’s instruction extends from the ontology of absence and
emphasizes going beyond all of the factors that comprise causal spiritual exercises such as
view, meditation, samaya, effort, and so forth. This is a variant of the “ten tantric factors”
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that we have encountered previously and that condense the causal and fruitional vehicles.
As ever, they are meant to summarize any developmental approach to training.
It is noteworthy that in this instance, samaya is negated within the context of a text
on samaya. That is, Longchenpa writes that there is no ethical commitment as a way of
describing the first ethical commitment, absence. In this way, binding oneself to absence
occurs by going beyond binding oneself to upholding any samaya. The attitude in which to
perform Great Perfection ethics is one in which all value judgments are transcended,
suspending the very distinction between what is spiritual-lawful and not spiritual-lawful,
dharmic and a-dharmic. This is what one commits to as an ethical vow. Longchenpa
continues by drawing forth conclusions about action given such a perspective:
Within the ultimate heart essence—awareness as such—
there is nothing to improve upon, so positive actions bring no benefit.
There is nothing to deteriorate, so negative actions inflict no injury.
There is no karmic causality, so there is no happiness or suffering
as its inevitable consequence.
There is no better or worse, so there is no rejection of samsara
or acceptance of nirvana.700
It is important to understand that these verses negate some of the most significant
components of Buddhist ethics, such as the concept of negative actions, karmic causality,
consequences, and the goal of nirvana. Yet in the Great Perfection context, due to the way
of abiding being free from causality and the absence of all value-laden distinctions, there is
nothing to improve upon. When recognized in their fundamental way of being, there is no
reason to engage in virtuous acts and no reason to refrain from negative deeds. Once
causality is seen in its absence, the logic of karma is released and there is no reason to reject
samsara and attempt to gain nirvana.
Comparison with Madhyamaka Ethics
It is helpful to compare Longchenpa’s approach to ethics with the view of ethical
action espoused by Nāgārjuna in the Ratnāvalī:
In brief, the no-existence view consists in denying there are fruits of actions. It is
non-meritorious, and leads to low rebirth; it is called a wrong view. The existence700
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view is that there are fruits of actions. It is meritorious (puṇya) and causes rebirth in
happy conditions of existence. It is called right view. But through knowledge, one
subdues both existence and non-existence; one is beyond merit and demerit
(pāpapuṇyavytikramaḥ). Therefore the saints say this is salvation from good as well as
bad conditions of existence.701
In this quote, Nāgārjuna affirms knowledge that “subdues” both existence and nonexistence indexed to good and bad, merit and non-merit. That is, in Madhyamaka
reasoning, the truth of emptiness goes beyond the view of both existence and nonexistence. Similarly, the ethical dimension of this truth guides the practitioner beyond both
merit or good conditions and non-merit or bad conditions. Thus, empty ethicality in
Madhyamaka goes beyond attachment to all conditions, both good and bad.
Like Nāgārjuna, Longchenpa guides ethics away from choice and distinctions
between merit and demerit, between good and bad, virtue and non-virtue. The logic is
mapped in relation to causality. If one clings to the existence of conditions, actions
definitively cause their effects. However, if one clings to non-existence, such fruits are
nihilistically denied. Nāgārjuna also associates wise actions with freedom from both good
and bad conditions. In turn, this is knowledge and salvation. Longchenpa is
indistinguishable from Nāgārjuna on this point. As Jay Garfield summarizes:
Morally positive action, however free from duality we might hope it can become, is
hence intentional, hence conceptualized, hence implicated with subject-object
duality, objectification, always conditioned by ignorance, and therefore, in the end,
with saṃsāra. Moral action, its basis, and its point, that is to say, are bound to the
conventional domain. Even appropriate conception is conceptual; even positive
karma is karma, and a Buddha does not generate karma, does not objectify, does
not engage conceptually. A Buddha, therefore, acts without cetanā, nonintentionally…The point is just this: given the centrality of intention to
Madhyamaka ethics, given the conceptual character of intention, and given the fact
that conceptuality is bound to the conventional truth, ethics is purely a matter of
conventional truth.702
Both Madhyamaka ethics and Longchenpa’s spontaneous ethics locate morally positive
action within the realm of conventional, conceptual, and intentional actions. Such an
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ethics can never be ultimate. For Madhyamīkas the task is thus to affirm the significance of
conventional morality even while acknowledging its relative status.
However, unlike Nāgārjuna or other Madhyamaka authors, Longchenpa does not
emphasize the conventional import of moral action but instead articulates a specific
effortless comportment available to the practitioner in the present. In this effortlessness,
the practitioner attunes their actions to the ontology of absence, performing this absence.
This is different from Nāgārjuna, because as with most Indian Madhyamīkas, he is
concerned to ensure that conventional moral cultivation remains continuous with their
view of emptiness. That is, although Nāgārjuna recognizes that discriminations between
right and wrong actions are conventional and not ultimate, he emphasizes that
conventionality is not to be ignored or denied. In fact, conventional moral actions, like
conventional truths, are true, just not in the ultimate sense. In this way, Madhyamaka
ethics may be understood to still espouse the importance of a gradual and developmental
path of ethical practices, deliberations, and cultivation. However, I read Longchenpa as
going beyond any attempt to affirm the need for conventional ethical cultivation. Rather,
he offers an ontological ethics or a way to perform ultimate truth as a way of acting. He
does not argue for the conventional acceptance of merit, virtue, intention, and positive
conditions, but opens up the possibility of primordial and unconditional actions as a viable
mode of ethical behavior and form-of-life. In other words, for Longchenpa one can act
ultimately.
Ethical Action Partakes of Being
I categorize Longchenpa’s spontaneous ethics as an ontological rather than a
subjective ethics in the sense that the intentional deliberations of the agent are denied any
role, whereas the way of abiding itself is given primacy. Unlike both Aristotle and Kant,
agent-causality and deliberate, rational decision-making are not the basis of practical action.
Yet, Longchenpa does not ultimately socialize ethics because the networks of everyday
relationships are not given primacy. By this, I mean that Longchenpa does not index
freedom and compassion to the pedagogical universe of relationships. Instead, his guidance
on conduct goes directly to emptiness and absence as its horizon. Longchenpa associates
304

ethical action with the ontology of the ground and the ineffable absence of phenomena.
Furthermore, Longhchenpa claims that such a morality cannot be given a systematic
account:
There is no way to think of or express this essence, so there is freedom
from all such attempts.
There is no before or after, so successive lifetimes are mere labels.
How can anything be perpetuated?
How can anyone move through samsara at all?
What is karma? What are its inevitable consequences?703
In this verse Longchenpa formulates into a question the primary terms and concepts of
Buddhist ethics: the grounds of karma, past and future lives, perpetuation of effects, and
the notion of a subject-agent who travels through causal existence. I propose that this very
questioning itself is ethical and a form of freedom. That is, Longchenpa wants his readers
to question the being of karma, cause and effect, and agency, revealing their absence. Once
revealed, the Great Perfection adept “abides” in that absence as their ethical action: “With
no dualistic perception, in that very moment there is abiding in the heart essence,
ultimately meaningful and fundamentally unconditioned.”704 In other words, by going
beyond the presumption of dualism and causality—the value judgments and
discriminations of dualistic perception and decision-making—a different way of being
becomes possible.
However, he claims next, entrapment in the conventional karmic actions of cause
and effect, positive and negative, is released through an effortless way of acting:
Samsara is just a label: cause and effect, effort and achievement,
are transcended.
There are no positive or negative actions that benefit or harm—
the context of emptiness.
Liberation is just a label: nirvana does not exist.
There is nothing to be sought or achieved through the ten attributes.
Striving again and again after phenomena is exhausting,
like a child making sand castles, for these things are subject to destruction.705
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In these and many similar verses, Longchenpa clearly attempts to dissuade his reader from
relying upon conventional models of deliberative action. He seems passionate in his
insistence that such actions are deceptive and futile. They will exhaust one without leading
to any real freedom.
Deliberate action misleads—look at the confusing appearances of samsara.
Effort corrupts—think about the machinations of suffering.
With virtue and harm, there is an uninterrupted flow
of happiness and suffering.
Karma is reinforced, causing one to wander high and low
through samsara.
There is no opportunity to escape the ocean of conditioned existence.706
Longchenpa’s ethical guidance is meant to disclose freedom rather than endless
entrapment in actions that provide no opportunity to escape. Central principles of
conventional Buddhist ethics such as effort, virtue and harm reinforce entrapment. In this
way, freedom is only possible when those ethical deliberations and effortful actions are let
loose.
Therefore, Longchenpa continues, “When the flow of virtue and nonvirtue is
interrupted, if there is no union with and then separation from the nature of phenomena,
there is immersion in genuine being as the definitive supreme secret.”707 Longchenpa’s
ethical instruction is to deactivate or suspend the ceaseless activity of virtue and nonvirtue.
Somehow, such a suspension is not conceived of as another form of virtue, and is not a
right action. Rather it must be a mode of inoperative action unfixed by causality or value
judgments. For actions to be ultimately ethical and free, they must be unconditioned, nonconceptual, effortless, and unintentional. Ethical actions must partake in the
groundlessness of being, genuine being.
Furthermore, Longchenpa asserts above that these actions do not unite with the
nature of things, because that would entail that there had been a mistaken separation that
would require exertion or modification to repair. Accordingly, it is not the case that once
an ethical agent ceases their positive and negative actions they then re-unite with the way of
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abiding or return to the ground as origin. Rather, the recognition of non-separation from
the ground is the ontology of spontaneous ethics. In other words, freedom is made
available through recognizing that all phenomena and all actions, whether virtuous or not,
are already inseparable from the ground. When even this conception of separation and
union is suspended, that itself is the “immersion” in or “yoga/union” with the ontological
condition, genuine being.
Further, everything entailing effort—all that involves cause and effect,
virtue and harm,
all things are timelessly bound to being bound to ineffable absence.708
In this tautologous last sentence, which I have rendered literally, the notion of an ethical
double-bind or samaya commitment binds the adept to what phenomena are bound to—
absence. Rather than being bound or fixated upon cause and effect, positive and negative
actions, and the developmental techniques of the ten attributes the commitment is to be
bound to the absence itself. This is a particular mode of ethical commitment rather than a
mere negation or resistance to ethics. Longchenpa uses the term “bound” (bcings) to insist
upon a specific obligation—that of being sworn to the timeless or primordial ontology of all
things. Not a mere reaction against a specific form of ethical commitment, such as telling
the practitioner to throw out vows altogether, Longchenpa maintains a fervent sense of
commitment to or responsibility for the way of abiding itself. The samaya is to be bound to
the way all things are bound and to remain in steadfastness to this absence.
In fact, Longchenpa earlier in this section asserted: “In the indivisible and wholly
positive realm, be decisive in supreme and infinite emptiness. Stand firm in the nature of
phenomena, which is without transition or change.”709 As in playing with the relationship
between being bound to freedom, Longchenpa guides the reader to stand firm in
emptiness, which is in fact unchanging. The literal phrase is “seize ones own ground”710 or
ones own true condition, which is groundless. This is the ethicality of ineffable absence,
committed firmly to one’s own emptiness identical to the emptiness of all other sentient
beings and all things. The appropriate reading of these provocative verses is not to consider
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them a rejection of ethics altogether, nor an argument that ethics is merely conventional,
but rather an attempt to break action out of a discriminative and intentional mode. This is
a form-of-life at once ontological and ethical. It is ontological in that one commits to and
stands firm in ones own true ontological condition, which is inseparable from the
ontological condition of others.
In this way, Longchenpa develops an ethical instruction in interrelationship with
other beings, a field of entities, their ontological condition, and how they arise. This is an
ontological ethics, or better, a primordial ethicality. What I am arguing is distinct from
claiming that all ethical or enlightened actions are the compassionate responsiveness of the
ground (the third of the three wisdoms). Though not incorrect, there is still a subtle
causality at play in such an account, one in which spontaneous actions are accountable to
the innate compassion of the ground. My reading of Longchenpa is more radical in that
there is no good account, no ground for this ethics. There is no security founding this
ethics. Rather the demand that actions be ontological and the ineffable absence of all
things calls the practitioner’s actions into attunement with emptiness. All things, all
perception, all beings, and all actions withdraw into their absent way of abiding even as
they presence. In other words, the present absence of all phenomena and relationships
summons this particular ethical responsiveness from the Great Perfection practitioner, who
is also a present absence.
Because the way of abiding is empty and compassionately responsive—because
phenomena are spontaneous—Great Perfection ethics will refer to the mode of being, or
form-of-life, that performs this spontaneity. By perform I do not think Longchenpa means
a secondary application of a metaphysical theorem, but rather the simultaneous enaction of
being. To perform something could be interpreted causally-intentionally or spontaneously.
Causal-intentional performance assumes a gap between a cause and its effect or between
the intentionality of the actor and their activity.711 Yet volitional and effortful decisions will
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diverge from spontaneity, so performativity must also be conceived in an uncaused and
unintentional sense. In this way Longchenpa’s ethical account claims to ride the
spontaneous presence, attuning actions to compassionate responsiveness. Longchenpa
maintains that in the Great Perfection, ethics is tolerating, allowing, and pledging oneself
to spontaneity as a practice or style of living. Groundless spontaneity concerns and claims
ethical action.
Caring for Openness
A further feature of Longchenpa’s ethics associates this ontological attunement
with compassion. Longchenpa quotes from The All Creating Sovereign:
There is no wavering from within, no object to be sought within.
Objects form externally, yet there is no elaboration of those objects.
Compassion—not arising from or engaging such objects,
and without identity—is not derived from anything else, nor will it ever be;
rather, it abides timelessly.712
This conception of compassion does not arise from engaging with or seeking any identified
objects. Rather, the claim in this verse is that compassion already abides when one is free
from elaboration and identification. Compassion is here conceived primordially or at least
as preceding any identity and derivation. In this way, compassion is like freedom in that it
is an original context rather than the result of deliberations or activities.
A commitment to the absence of phenomena thus implies some sense of
compassion and concern for the way things abide. To engage with people or objects
exclusively as if they were things to be either accepted or rejected, as if their way of abiding
could be framed as part of a moral or soteriological telos, to plot people and circumstances
in terms of a pre-established framework, would in fact miss what they are. If everything and
everyone were accountable to such utilitarian evaluation, where would there be space for
uninterrupted spontaneity? There is something ethical about such wonderment and even
uncertainty. “When the ineffable absence is taken as existent, labeling occurs out of
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confusion…one comes to a decisive experience of phenomena being completely
unnamable: this is the way of abiding that is natural great perfection.”713
In this way Longchenpa’s is an unnamable ethics. As disorientating as this may
seem, ethics for the Great Perfection emerges precisely in the absence of labels, rules, casual
agents, and grounds for action. In not-knowing, in not having the labels for when and how
to act, in not having a pre-established code or principle, in being asked to suspend
deliberation between virtue and harm, immersed in openness, a human being is faced with
a radical uncertainty. Perhaps it is only within such open uncertainty that compassion may
arise spontaneously. This is reminiscent of Jacques Derrida’s ethics late in his career, which
emphasized the impossibility of making ethical decisions. Such impossibility is that which
is most ethical. In an interview, Derrida stated:
If I know what I must do, I do not make a decision, I apply a knowledge, I unfold a
program. For there to be a decision, I must not know what to do ... The moment of
decision, the ethical moment, if you will, is independent from knowledge. It is
when “I do not know the right rule” that the ethical question arises.714
From this perspective, it is when we don’t know what to do that ethical questioning arises.
This is the inverse of the intentional ethics of the deliberating subject who already knows
what do to and simply applies this knowledge in new situations. I want to connect this
moment of uncertainty with Longchenpa’s spontaneous ethics. In Longchenpa’s language,
the openness of phenomena and relationships demands a different mode of ethical
responsiveness. Openness is the totally unembellished freedom from all labels, bias, and
characterization. This is the second ethical commitment, openness, phyal ba:
Given total purity in the supreme spaciousness of spontaneousevenness,
there is uninterrupted openness, free of all extremes or bias.
In enlightened intent there is no occurrence of or involvement
with hope or fear,
and so there is uninterrupted openness, regardless of what arises.
In this naturally arising, unbiased, and unrestricted state—what simply is—
there is never a chance of being caught within the cage of reification.
Since all things come back to openness,
their nature is beyond the extreme of denial or affirmation.715
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As with ineffable absence, the commitment to openness binds the practitioner to a
way of being that is free from the deliberations, affirmations, and denials of the intentional
and reifying mindset. Note that in these verses Longchenpa states that the ontology (“what
simply is”) is the ethical action (“free from hope and fear” and “beyond denial and
affirmation”). This chapter of The Way of Abiding conjoins the description of the openness
of phenomena with an open and unrestricted way of being, emphasizing ease and
effortlessness: “Since, as with space, there is no creator, this is the realm of emptiness
involving no effort or achievement.”716 Longchenpa’s ethics values openness over dualistic
bias, extremes, affirmations or denial. I maintain that this openness is ethical because it
links with the more original ontology that is Longchenpa’s repeated focus. Again, rather
than basing an ethics of responsibility upon agent causality or social relationships, this
spontaneous ethics is developed in relation to an ontology. Furthermore, this ontology
must be infinitely open, non-foundational, and non-ontotheological.
Ethical Practices: Spontaneity and Oneness
The first two commitments of absence and openness are connected with the
practice of Cutting Through. In this way, the adept focusing on the contemplative practice
of natural rest commits especially to absence and openness. The final two commitments are
indexed to the method of Leaping Over. With this method, the adept binds themselves to
spontaneous presence (lhun grub) and oneness or aloneness (gcig pu). The ethics of
spontaneous presence shares similar patterns with absence and openness in that
Longchenpa evokes a homology between the ontology of spontaneous presence and the
spontaneous actions of the practitioner: because all is spontaneously present, no causality
or development effort is required. As we have seen repeatedly, the practitioner can be
spontaneous because phenomena are spontaneous. Because “all outer and inner
phenomena, being spontaneously present, are discerned within the context of the supreme
state of imperturbable rest in the face of whatever arises.”717 As with absence, the
practitioners of spontaneous presence bind themselves to what all phenomena are bound
716
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to, which is spontaneity itself. This is another ontological-ethical double bind: “All
phenomena are bound to the bind of spontaneous presence.”718 The Great Perfection
adept practicing Leaping Over is ethically bound to the spontaneous presence of being. In
turn, spontaneous presence is the compassionate resonance that compels all buddhas to act
compassionately. Spontaneous phenomena continually bind people to compassion even
and especially without being sought out.
The final ethical commitment is to the aloneness or oneness (gcig pu) of all
phenomena in their way of abiding. Following a similar pattern, the instruction on ethical
action is to be in accordance with this oneness. “With nothing to discard or adopt, the
definitive heart essence is discovered. With no coming or going, there is abiding in
enlightened intent—the nature of phenomena.”719 Because all phenomena are one in their
basic nature as a spacious and groundless equality, the practitioner commits to this
oneness. In fact, when free from any deliberation about what actions or situations to
discard or adopt, this is the enlightened intent (dgongs pa) of all buddhas, which,
significantly, Longchenpa immediately identifies with “the nature of phenomena.”
Enlightened and compassionate intent is therefore also ontological.
By binding oneself to what all phenomena are bound to, the practitioner engages a
mode of freedom in which it does not matter in any way whether there is freedom or not.
“Freedom in its own place—no question of whether or not there is realization.” In this
context, freedom is not an attribute of a subject and not a state to be attained, nor is it a
social condition to be maintained with others, but is rather the ontological condition, “in
its own place.” The implication is that freedom is inevitable—it does not matter whether it
is recognized or not. It is to this originary freedom that the Great Perfection practitioner is
committed and bound. “All phenomena are bound to the single primordial nature in
which phenomena are resolved.”720 Since all things are bound to this primordial oneness at
the point of complete resolution, the final ethical commitment is to the same oneness and
freedom.
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Everyday Spontaneous Conduct
Given the inevitably abstract nature of such a spontaneous, indeterminate, and
ontological ethics, it will be helpful to turn to other sources that may elaborate on what
this ethical comportment might mean in an everyday context. The eleventh chapter of The
Basic Space of Phenomena is an exploration of how to integrate complete freedom and ease
within the manifest circumstances or apparent conditions of everyday life.721 Note that
these conditions are described as snang, presencings. This is a chapter on the “the
parameters of one’s conduct”722 for a Great Perfection adept. In this way it is an explicit
instruction on ordinary ethical action—practical activity in the Aristotelian sense—providing
a glimpse of the ethical behavior Longchenpa has in mind in the midst of the
contingencies of life, rather than on a meditation seat. For example, “when something
negative falls into your lap, you have a negative reaction, such as anger, dislike, envy, upset,
irritation, anxiety, depression, mental anguish, or fear of death and rebirth.”723 Later
Longchenpa gives as an example when one is overtaken with a horrific sickness. It is
perhaps a relief to know that Longchenpa accounts for such discomfort and everyday
reactivity and that his suggested ethical conduct considers the emotional valences and
challenges of human existence and relationship.
The instruction, as we may anticipate, is to relinquish the tendency to do something
with or modify the negative circumstance and the various reactions. Longchenpa clarifies:
Do not renounce them, indulge them, refine them away, transform them, look at
them, or meditate on them. Rather, rest spontaneously in the single, naturally
settled state of evenness, free of the proliferations and resolution of conceptual
frameworks.724
The conduct in everyday life that attunes to spontaneity is to suspend the conventional
engagement with our reactions and resistances. In the midst of life circumstances, the
practitioner should not try to suppress, renounce, or eliminate the emotional reaction.
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However we see the further point that spontaneity does not mean to indulge in or
exaggerate the reaction.725 This is significant because it clarifies that what Longchenpa
means by natural, effortless, and uncaused everyday action is not mere sanctioning of
whatever unethical or neurotic response arises. Such reactivity would simply perpetuate
habit or perhaps an antinomian hedonism. For Longchenpa, spontaneity is not simply
following ones impulses.
Though explicitly rejecting such impulsive indulgence, for Longchenpa,
spontaneous conduct does not rely upon any of the known Buddhist ethical-spiritual
methods: the negative reactivity should not be refined away, transformed, observed, or
meditated upon. In his commentary on the above verses Longchenpa indexes these various
ethical techniques to different stages and vehicles on the Buddhist path: renunciation is
the śravaka approach, refining it away with antidotes is the bodhisattva approach,
transformation is the approach of the outer and inner tantras, and deliberately
encouraging it is associated with the Mind Series approach.726 Each of these methods is a
technique, an ethical procedure, a deliberate and intentional way of working with ordinary
reactions and challenges. Each of these approaches strays from spontaneous presence in
that the individuals take it upon themselves to engage a certain system with the intendant
striving, hopes, fears, and goals of any causal tactic.
What Longchenpa instructs in place of these methods is to suspend ethical
deliberation and the application of techniques, such as applying antidotes. One way to
understand this is that, for Longchenpa, there is no agent who may deliberate and apply a
technique, there is only action itself, which is spontaneous and empty. That is, this is not
an ethics based upon agent-causality:
If you do not understand this, you will not be able to abandon afflictive emotions
even if you try, for they accompany you as naturally your shadow does your body.
You will not be able to refine them away even if you try, for what attempts the
refining is no different from what is to be refined…you will not be able to still [the
emotions] by letting them become calm naturally, for they are none other than the
thinking process involved in letting them go. They cannot be freed with antidotes,
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for that would be like wanting to make water clearer by stirring it with a stick;
antidotes themselves are just as much something to be abandoned as they are
something used to abandon something else.727
This commentary on appropriate ethical training destabilizes the logic of any intentional
cultivation whatsoever. There can be no agent who tries to be ethical for that very
deliberating agent is the intentional architect of confusion itself. If the very way of thinking
that attempts to purify is itself the problem, then such deliberation cannot control the
process of improving the emotions. The thinking process that tries to let go of thoughts are
the thoughts that one is trying to bring to cessation. Antidotes are more contrivances and
conditions, as problematic as the afflicted states that they are trying to heal. If this is the
case, then Longchenpa’s spontaneous ethics must not be grounded in agent causality or a
responsible and voluntary subject. Yet there is no sign of displacing such causality away
from the subject and towards intersubjective relationships or social sites.
Conclusion: Being is Ethical, Ethics a Way of Being
Longchenpa asserts that the ethical art, the ethical practice engaged by the Great
Perfection adept, is to allow the absence, openness, spontaneity, and oneness of being to
be. Ethical commitment is to be responsible for this being, or, paradoxically, to be “bound”
to freedom. In this way, effortless spontaneity is not the passive absence of activity, nor is it
mere licentiousness without any concern. Spontaneity is not reactive instinct or
habituation; it is not giving in to determining conditions. Automatic, instinctual reactivity
would be what Longchenpa calls indulgence.728 Nor is it passivity, understood as an escape
or a suppression of becoming. Neither extreme—neither passivity nor reactivity—lets a
situation rest as it is and neither allows for the practitioner to be completely effortless.
Ethical conduct, even in the midst of the contingencies of everyday circumstance and
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relationships, is to let those circumstances arise without altering them, improving upon
them, or suppressing them.
Furthermore, we have seen that Longchenpa’s conception of freedom is not
conceived of as a property of the subject, a mode of spontaneous self-generated causality (in
the Kantian sense), or the resistance to domination. Freedom is distinct from liberation;
they are in fact two separate words: liberation (thar pa) is the exit from samsara or a
breaking free from bonds; freedom (grol) is used by Longchenpa to mean the natural
condition: “Freedom is beyond time, so becoming familiar with it is unnecessary. Since the
nature of being is free, it is uncontrived.”729 By releasing all contrivance and effort, the
ethics of spontaneity is the way to be freedom itself. “With freedom due to the key point,
exertion falls away. Freedom is timeless, so there is no need to create it anew. Freedom is
natural, so there are no antidotes. There is freedom in immediate perception, so things
fade at the point where they are seen.”730 Not applying antidotes, not engaging in
conventional and intentional ethical exertions, performs freedom.
In turn, this performance is the activity of the way of abiding. Such effortless action
is neither practical nor theoretical. This is neither mere conventional, contingent practical
action, divorced from being or ultimate truth (praxis), nor is it an abstract, theoretical
contemplation of the timeless truths of being (theoria). In this way, the activity of
Longchenpa’s spontaneous ethics suspends the difference between theory and practice,
being and activity, as it simultaneously renders causality inoperative.
In conclusion, the two threads of this dissertation—the theory-practice binary and
the difference between spontaneity and causality—converge on this point. To be
spontaneously ethical or to act ethically is to be the ontology of things, to practice this way
of abiding as a spontaneous form-of-life. In caring for oneself Longchenpa’s instruction is
to effortlessly allow, in caring for immediate circumstances the guidance is to let them be,
in caring for anxiety, discomfort, sickness, loss, or adulation and delight, the instruction is
to rest without contrivance or manipulation, in compassionately caring for others, the
method is allow them to be. The way to practice the way of abiding is also to allow for all
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being, appearances, and possibilities. This suspends the causal discriminations and moral
strivings, techniques, rules, and goal-oriented systems of ethical training. It unbinds the
adept from their commitments, as a more radical binding to the absence in which all
beings are bound. Sharing this bind with all other beings and all things, this is an ethical
obligation to allow being and all beings.
In summary then, Longchenpa’s spontaneous ethics is not grounded in an
individual will or voluntary subject or intentional agent as the cause of ethical action. Yet
spontaneous ethics is also not fundamentally determined by intersubjective social
relationships. To displace the causality of ethical action from a voluntary agent to
background social practices, as in my fourth configuration, still maintains a familiar causal
logic. It is familiar in that although the causality is not situated in an individual, it remains
situated in social practices. The causal logic is still operative, it is just now reversed, in the
sense that ethical action is drawn forth from the social field rather than determined by the
individual agent. I turned to an ontological inquiry, rather than either an agent-based or a
social-based inquiry, to argue that Longchenpa’s ethical thought is only truly spontaneous
if it operates beyond the causal complex. In terms of ethical interpretation, I submit that
Longchenpa’s spontaneous ethics operate outside of the belief that a human being is a
causal subject; the notion that the subject is a voluntary agent; the reliance on causality,
outside of responsibility being defined as the cause of the act; and beyond the assumption
that the responsible being is a rational subject.731 In this way, spontaneous ethics, and
Longchenpa’s philosophy of practice altogether, are not best interpreted within these
causal frameworks but are instead better understood as an ontological, compassionately
responsiveness openness. The Great Perfection practitioner is bound to the spontaneous
and free nature of things as an ethical practice to be performed in contingent
circumstances, and with others.
In my own assessment, the extent to which such an ethics could inform individual,
communal, or political actions in the midst of moral challenges, injustice, violence, or
political strife seems questionable and potentially dangerous. Some mystical authors have
often claimed that threatening antinomian behaviors are somehow beyond all moral
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judgments when they relate to a nondual or monistic ontology.732 And yet an approach to
ethics that is based neither upon a subject as cause nor upon a background of social
practices may be relevant when two conditions come together: in contexts where the
metaphysics of subjectivity are questioned and when circumstances in which the normative
ethicality pervading the social field are unjust or oppressive in some sense. There are most
certainly social contexts where it is difficult if not impossible to live ethically within
existent social, economic, ecological, and cultural conditions.733 Social conditions are not
only the site of compassionate, intersubjective ethical norms; they may also harbor and
instill unjust and violent background social practices. In resocializing ethics we also give
significant determining power to socio-cultural conditions and everyday practices that may
no longer be able to reformulate themselves ethically and compassionately for particular
beings, ecosystems, and communities. In such cases—in moments of human history where
social sites are pervaded by harmful practices as much or more than compassion—agency
and freedom may come through demanding the conditionality of current conditions,
rather than deferring ethical causality to those background social conditions.
To complete this interpretation of Longchenpa’s ethics, as we saw in the
pedagogical universe, the ground of being is always the compassionate responsiveness to
the immediate suffering and challenges of sentient beings. In this way, spontaneous ethics
should, ideally, not ignore existential, social, or historical pain and entrapment. To care for
being is to care for others. This is ultimately the meaning of teaching according to
Longchenpa. Compassionate responsiveness is the very activity of the ground of being and
it is what impels the buddhas to act. Compassionate responsiveness is the enlightened
drive to reach out, guide, and benevolently pervade everywhere. Based upon the particular
circumstances and needs of each being and based upon the world-realms in which they
find themselves, the proper skillful means in liberating, healing, and teaching will differ.
There is no single responsiveness, but rather a variety of particular responses and teachings,
as made clear in the cosmology of the pedagogical universe.
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Buddhist enlightenment, among various attributes, is considered a comprehensive
cessation of suffering. Longchenpa’s spontaneous ethics articulates one account of this
cessation. In acting effortlessly, one is the primordial compassion of enlightenment. In
Longchenpa’s ethics, this mode of action is available to human beings in the present and
may be practiced as an approach to Buddhism. Longchenpa maintains that practicing this
Great Perfection approach allows for the most complete cessation of suffering, which
simultaneously acts as the enlightened activity and compassionate responsiveness attuned
to the ontological way of abiding. To let beings be as they are is the most complete ethical
act and brings an end to suffering.
In his commentary on the conclusion to The Basic Space of Phenomena, Longchenpa
locates the ways in which this effortless ethics is meant to benefit others throughout space
and time spontaneously. Such ethical actions are modeled on and continue the original
relationship with the teacher. Far from a mere quietism or passivity, these lines celebrate
abundant and compassionate activity that permeates all of space, the “boundless
spontaneous enlightened activity” that is the ethicality of being itself:
As for me, as long as conditioned existence continues,
may I carry out the activities of my guru, my glorious guide.
Through my abundant activity, which brings enormous benefit
to others,
may those who see, hear, think of, or touch me be released from samsara.
Any beings who are connected to me—
whether they hate me or have faith in me, try to injure me
or praise me, follow me or not—
may I swiftly guide them all.
However extensive are the basic space of phenomena,
the reach of ordinary space, and the reach of ordinary beings—
may these be my sphere of influence and be permeated
by my activities,
so that I may guide all beings.
May this spiritual method remain here in the world,
Adorning the earth for as long as conditioned existence continues…
May its thousand light rays of benefit and well-being shine,
satisfying the hopes of all beings,
and may boundless enlightened activity spontaneously
accomplish benefit for others!734
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Conclusion: Practice in our Technological Age
I began this research by inquiring into the meaning of practical action in
Longchenpa’s poetry. Yet I soon realized that this very attention to practice presumed a
metaphysics that was foreign to these texts, namely a metaphysics that bifurcated practice
from theory, and action from being. This led me to propose a variety of different
interpretations of practical action that might get me closer to understanding Longchenpa’s
tradition. By bringing together the key terms of the causal complex—practice, theory,
intentionality, and causality—in different sequences, I arrived at the four configurations.
However, I found that all four failed to offer a good account of spontaneous practice.
Critically moving through these four configurations has let me clear the space of causality,
allowing Longchenpa’s spontaneity to be thinkable. In the foregoing, my method
endeavored to render each causal interpretation of action inoperative. I have attempted to
deactivate the metaphysics that holds theory and practice apart and that commands
practices to be willful. In so doing, my aim has been to contribute to a non-instrumental
understanding of practices.
I have shown that none of the four configurations can fully account for
Longchenpa’s philosophy of practical action and none of the four configurations are
ultimately helpful conceptions of effortless and spontaneous practices. Because they are
each causal, they do not allow for Longchenpa’s sense of spontaneity. The first
configuration bases practices in theoretical views. This interpretation of practical action
bifurcates theory from practice and tends to reduce bodily, ritual, and contemplative
exercises to underlying doctrine or belief. In chapter four I showed how Longchenpa’s
instructions on Cutting Through contemplation develop in part through a critique of
scholastic pedagogical procedures that begin with theoretical views and subsequently put
them to work in actions. Longchenpa replaces this pedagogy with what I call his awakened
phenomenology, which I described as a method of knowing and recognizing phenomena.
Longchenpa maintains that Great Perfection practices of effortless rest are a specific way to
understand appearing things. They are a method of knowledge that engages with the
dynamic presencing of phenomena, rather than a dull quietism. In this method, knowledge
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and action are conjoined. In the Cutting Through practice of looking, effortless
comportment recognizes the spontaneous, open, and indeterminate display of phenomena.
The practitioner adopts a way of practicing that performs those same spontaneous, open,
and indeterminate qualities. In this way, Longchenpa advocates for a homology between
contemplative means and their ends. The behavior of the practitioner is meant to identify
as closely as possible with the display of phenomena and this coalesces the practice and the
theoretical view.
The second configuration is practice-caused, unintentional practice. I argued that
even if we reverse our interpretation of practical action, critiquing the overemphasis on
theory in the first configuration, and instead claim that a bodily know-how leads to
spontaneous actions, we have still not arrived at Longchenpa’s concept of spontaneous
practices. I showed that Longchenpa’s sense of spontaneity cannot be classified in terms of
a practical a priori instead of a theoretical a priori. Deconstructing this second interpretation
of practices in chapter six allowed me to explore Longchenpa’s critique of tantric
techniques, especially in terms of effort and teleology. I argued that Longchenpa sees a
subtle form of teleology still operating in the fruition-based vehicles, even if the telos or
ends are engaged along the path of means. Longchenpa claimed that any goal-orientation
derives from the confused mind of the intentional architect. A different, or fourth,
conception of time is important to Longchenpa as it frees practical action from any such
teleology. In turn, relaxed effortlessness is not a mere rejection of goals, nor a sudden short
cut to an immanent goal, but is the suspension of teleology altogether. I offered this
assessment as a further contribution to our understanding of the sudden-gradual discourse
in academic Buddhist studies.
The third configuration described the first of two interpretations of unintentional
practice. In this first case, theory leads the way again, now as an underlying foundational
principle. As the previous configuration assessed the end (telos) of practices, this
configuration deconstructs their beginning (archē). I argued that the will and agency of the
Great Perfection practitioner is ultimately not deferred to the ground of being. The ground
is not a beginning, an uncaused cause, or an unmoved mover undergirding the entire
practical system. Spontaneous practice may be understood as an impotential mode of
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action that sustains its potential to both be and not be. Like the ground, practical action is
empty and spontaneous.
The fourth and final configuration through which I characterized a causal
relationship between theory and practice I called practice-caused, unintentional practice.
This arrangement of practical action referred to a background context of relationships and
social practices that can be said to cause what may be deemed to be uncaused. Such a
background of social practices is in itself comprised of actions, and those contextual
practices come to be the conditions for formal practices of self-cultivation. In the
framework of configuration four, even seemingly spontaneous human practices are
conditioned by their context within networks of relationships, everyday discursive
practices, economic practices, and other social sites. By describing and analyzing
pedagogical procedures in selecting students, the teacher-student relationship, and the
encompassing pedagogical universe, I named a social site that is operative for Longchenpa.
Yet I showed that on Longchenpa’s terms, such an interpretation of action based upon
social contexts remains a causal account because it sees such social practices as the
determining or motivating causes and conditions for spontaneous action. Thus I found
evidence that in Longchenpa’s texts, even this background of relationships and social
practices are non-foundational, empty, compassionate resonances. This allowed me to
demonstrate that Longchenpa’s ethics is not based upon an individual agent as cause, but
nor is it based upon a background of intersubjective social practices. I turned to an
ontological inquiry instead of a social-based inquiry in order to describe Longchenpa’s
spontaneous ethics of being. The Great Perfection adepts ultimately bind themselves to
ineffable absence, openness, spontaneity, and oneness, as an ethical practice, even in
contingent circumstances. I claimed that Longchenpa’s practical ethics is therefore an
effortless way of being that cares for all beings by allowing everything to be.
In the end, then, if Longchenpa’s philosophy of action is not captured by any of
these four configurations, what might we say positively about his spontaneous practice?
From my inquiry into the first configuration, Longchenpa contributes the ideal of a form
of practice that is identified with the theoretical view that it claims to know. By rendering
theory-caused, intentional practice inoperative I was able to glean the notion that a practice
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could be identified with being—that is, practices can be ontological—rather than simply a
contingent activity separate from being. From my inquiry into the second configuration, we
were able to see how a practice might be non-teleological. Through resisting the idea that
spontaneity must come as the result of gradual training and striving, Longchenpa provides
instructions into how action can be untethered from all ends, even if the means partake of
those ends. This is a radically different sense of practice than Aristotle’s praxis. Through my
interrogation of the third configuration, I attended to the metaphysical and cosmological
influences on Longchenpa’s philosophy of practice. Here we saw that Longchenpa
ultimately does not argue for a separate beginning or founding principle that is the cause of
action. I believe that this is especially important, because it refashions the separation
between being and action, the potential and the actual. In this way, Longchenpa positively
contributes his own articulation of groundless practices, or actions that conserve their
relationships with both being and nonbeing, and are therefore inseparable from being.
Finally, by exploring the influential notion that human beings are embedded in the context
of social practices and networks of relationships, I was able to learn more about
Longchenpa’s spontaneous ethics. For Longchenpa, ethical practice need not be based in a
subject as cause, nor need it be based upon a background of intersubjective social
conditions. Such an ethics is certainly not founded on free will, but it also avoids
determinism. Instead, Longchenpa contributes a language for how ethics might develop in
relation to the empty nature of all things. Grounded in nothing at all, spontaneous ethics
offers a way to perform care and compassion by attuning to the absence and openness of all
beings. This opens up a form of compassionate responsiveness that need not depend upon
conditions; or depends only upon the conditionality of conditions. In summary then,
Longchenpa’s spontaneous practices contribute an ontological mode of practice, effortless
methods free from ends and beginnings, actions inseparable from the ground of being, and
an approach to ethics that responds to the groundlessness and openness of beings.
In final analysis, we could even say that Longchenpa does not entirely reject the
four configurations. He leaves room for the role of theory or philosophical view, as long as
it is inseparable from practice. He can accommodate bodily yogic methods, as long as they
follow the relaxed and unforced aesthetic of timelessness. He can include a concept of a
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ground of being, as long as it is not seen as a separate foundation, cut off from activity.
Finally, he is particularly aware of the subtle influence of relationships and pedagogical
context, yet these social sites are not given any causal function. Instead these conditions are
accommodated within spontaneous ethics because they are unconditional and groundless.
In this way, the theories, practices, and intentions that comprise the four configurations
may even be included as part of spontaneous practices, as long as they are free from the
causal complex.
Longchenpa’s Spontaneity in our Technological Age
However, what is at stake in this dissertation is not only an interpretation of the
writings of a fourteenth century Tibetan visionary and poet. Through my reflections on
Longchenpa’s texts, I think that I have run into a limit point to contemporary
understandings of human practical action, namely the modern attempt to explain action in
terms of causality, embedded in strands of western intellectual and theological history that
begin at least with Aristotle. Heidegger is helpful in articulating this limit point.
Towards the end of his writing career, Heidegger came to explore the ways in which
practice and thought are “enframed” (Gestell) in modernity. Enframed means a schema or
framework through which the world is ordered and the perspective through which we
perceive and control any object. It is the context or paradigm in which things, acts, or
situations are understood. In his critique of technological thinking, Heidegger maintains
that modernity entails a covert perspective in which all things appear to us as something to
be used. Objects, the natural world, animals, our selves, and other human beings are
framed in terms of their utility. For example, a mountain is understood in terms of the
possible mineral deposits it could yield; animals are regarded as meat; forests as timber
supplies; a beautiful vista as the site for a new eco-vacation house; and research is supposed
to accomplish achievements. The very way that the world shows up is as stockpiles, or what
Heidegger calls standing reserves. “Nature becomes a giant gasoline station, an energy
source for modern technology and industry.”735 Active human agents impose a
representational framework through which every thing is disclosed merely as being for our
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desires and uses and under human control. This does not let entities abide on their own,
through their own being. Such enframing is not just a theoretical understanding, but a
practical engagement with the world, the way we engage and comport ourselves in relation
to mountains, animals, buildings, thought, and people.
Enframing is an imposition that then shapes our world. As Heidegger says, “Ge-stell
is the name for the collection of the impositions that impose upon man [sic], i.e., that
challenges him [sic], to impose upon reality in turn by looking disclosively upon realities as
disposables.”736 We impose upon reality a perspective that challenges the world to yield us
things and people to use and dispose of. But this way of framing reality is problematic and
dangerous, says Heidegger. It threatens and forces us to constantly and exhaustively strive
to control and manipulate our selves, others, the natural world, and all of reality:
Our whole human existence everywhere sees itself challenged—now playfully and
now urgently, now breathlessly and now ponderously—to devote itself to the
planning and calculating of everything...To the same degree that Being is
challenged, man, too, is challenged, that is, forced to secure all beings that are his
concern as the substance of his planning and calculating; and to carry this
manipulation on past all bounds.737
As Lee Braver summarizes, “We are in control but, paradoxically, we are not in control of
being in control…We are challenged to challenge nature; we are enframed into the attitude
of enframing.”738 Heidegger further claims that this controlling enframing, forcing, and
calculating is an expansion of the Nietzschean will to power and the will to control our
selves and our environment. As Bret Davis has shown, “Heidegger reads the history of
metaphysics as a series of epochs linked together by a narrative of the rise of willful
subjectivity, a story that culminates in the technological ‘will to will.’ It is thought to be this
will to will that drives today’s globalizing ‘world civilization,’ displacing the various peoples
of the earth from their traditional contexts of dwelling and replacing them in a EuroAmericanocentric system of economic and technological manipulation.”739
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There are various changing meanings of the will in Heidegger’s thought. It refers to
mastery, commanding, representation, power, and desire to control. More fundamentally,
though, will is the very essence of being a human in our technological age. The desire to
control and have power over things folds back on itself, forming a willful control over our
selves and our lives, enframing what it means to be and act as a human. Not only do willful
and technological ways of thinking and acting threaten our planet, according to Heidegger
they entrap our own being, our self-relation, and everyday practices. Just as we impose this
perspective upon a mountain or an oil-deposit, we also begin to see ourselves as “human
resources.” To practice according to instrumental use value reconfirms the basic enframing
of our historical age. I think there are many examples of the way that various practices,
spiritual techniques, mindfulness instructions, bodily disciplines, and personal health
regimes fit well into this concept of technological enframing.
Heidegger’s thinking towards the end of his career was therefore an attempt to
discover methods to experience our selves and the world in another way, a way that is
neither willful nor instrumentally enframing. Yet this proves to be a difficult task, for every
attempt to actively try to step beyond technology and the will in itself repeats a willful
effort. It is at this point of difficulty and paradox that Longchenpa and Heidegger’s
questions are structurally and pedagogically linked. Both are concerned with articulating
practices free from willing, so free in fact that this very attempt to be free cannot itself be
willed. In other words, such practices must arise spontaneously.
Releasement as Practice
Heidegger neither advocated blindly following the technological path we are on nor
rejecting technology. Both would be an act of will. Instead, he drew on Meister Eckhart’s
medieval German term Gelassenheit, meaning letting-be, detachment or releasement, as an
alternative to technological enframing and an alternative to the modern will. “Gelassenheit
does not belong to the realm of the will.”740 According to Andrew Mitchell, “releasement
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expresses Heidegger’s mature understanding of practice.”741 Heidegger sought a way of
practicing that would be an open “letting” and “waiting.” Such a waiting is not merely
passive inaction, but an active openness, “waiting releases itself into openness,”742 “an
attentive and engaged openness to an arrival of something unexpected.”743 Just as with
Longchenpa, Heidegger, for different reasons, searched for effortless openness, uncaused
by willfulness. In his Discourse on Thinking and Conversations on a Country Path, Heidegger
evoked the need for “releasement toward things and openness to the mystery of belonging
together...[as] the possibility of dwelling in the world in a totally different way.”744 Davis
writes,
The opposite of willful action, a non-willing thinking would entail opening up to
the “open-region” (Gegnet) which surrounds all our horizons and lets them be in the
first place…. Indeed Heidegger speaks of the open-region not only as an “expanse”
(Weite), but also as an “abiding-while” (Weile) or, putting this…pair together, as an
“abiding expanse” (verweilende Weite).
This language of an “open region,” an “abiding expanse,” is almost uncannily resonant
with Longchenpa’s terminology that we have seen, with the “expanse” literally invoking
Longchenpa’s name (Vast Expanse is a translation of Longchen).
Important for our concerns in this dissertation, releasement is connected with
Heidegger’s longstanding deconstruction of Aristotelian praxis and theoria, and in particular
with the goal-directedness of these actions. In his final interview, Heidegger stated, “It
seems to me that the distinction between theory and practice comes from metaphysics, and
the conception of a transmission between these two blocks what I understand by
thinking.”745 In the Letter on Humanism, Heidegger wrote that his approach to thinking “is
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neither theoretical nor practical” but “occurs before the distinction.”746 Like Longchenpa,
Heidegger also “attempts to think a certain abolition of finality or goal-directedness in
action.”747
In these ways, in the later part of his career Heidegger can be understood to have
been seeking a non-technological practice irreducible to either praxis or theoria, free from
the will, and beyond any goals. Heidegger’s final answer to technological enframing was
releasement, which may be understood as his mature interpretation of practice.
Nonetheless, this releasement remained a form of “thinking” for Heidegger and he says
almost nothing about concrete engagements or actions that may also be a letting. As Reiner
Schürmann remarked, “One would especially like Heidegger to have been more specific
about the precise actions that are to allow for an entry into the event [of being].”748 David
Michael Levin makes a related point:
Heidegger wants to break with the metaphysical tradition. But of course he reaches
the end of the path that his thinking suggests: the steps he contemplates remain
steps of thinking…Thinking in the wake of Heidegger’s preparatory steps, I feel a
need to go beyond the place where he leaves us.749
Longchenpa’s spontaneous philosophy of practice has much to contribute towards
discovering practices of unwilled, non-technological releasement. As we have seen,
Longchenpa and his tradition are philosophically engaged with an array of effortless and
yet concrete contemplative practices and embodied methods. We could even say that
Longchenpa philosophizes by creatively fashioning practices as much as by creatively
writing words and ideas. Therefore, the fact that Longchenpa claims to describe and
systematize practices that are utterly spontaneous and effortless reveals rich territory for any
quest for practices of “releasement” that go beyond the will. Although they arrive at the
need for such practices for very different reasons and in different historical and
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institutional contexts, Longchenpa and Heidegger may help us understand the other. This
understanding may contribute non-technological practices.
Also resonant with Longchenpa is the fact that, according to Heidegger, the
technological will to know is explicitly bound together with causality. Indeed Heidegger’s
most thorough analysis of technology in The Question Concerning Technology begins with a
fundamental reinterpretation of Aristotelian causality.750 Modern reasoning and modern
technology are both causal. He sees the modern form of rationality as the “essence of the
modern, technological age.”751 The principle of reason may be formulated as “nothing
happens without a cause,” and it is the duty, or will, of rational thinking to capture the
causes of a given phenomena.752 There is an equivalency between reason and the law of
causality. In the beginning of the modern period, Leibniz insisted with the principle of
reason that, “Nothing is without reason, or no effect is without a cause.”753 Having located
the cause or reason for something, rationality gives a cogent account of a thing.754 Only in
this way may we establish and secure an object for human cognition.755 Causes are reasons,
and reasons are the ground or foundation that we seek in establishing an explanation of
things and events.
Heidegger further maintains,
Now, we apply the principle of reason more than we think. Everywhere [in
modernity] we find things founded, and such things that found, even if it is only in
the prevalent mode of causation. What effects and is effected, what grounds and is
grounded, is, in our eyes, the whole of what is real.756
In other words, the principle of reason is a principle that determines in advance that
anything that may be thought of as real must be caused, founded, or grounded.757
What is at stake for Heidegger concerns the history of western metaphysics that
begins with Plato and Aristotle, and especially the ubiquitous power of this principle of
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reason within modernity. In the 1956 lecture course “The Principle of Reason” he tried to
show that modern thought and “behavior” always seek rational foundations for all that we
encounter, and that this principle is an unacknowledged criteria for what is delimited as
real, and what is calculable.758 It is a willful “demand” to render all things in such a way
that they may be apprehended and held accountable as objects. Heidegger wanted to open
up possibilities for a different way of thinking, free from this modern principle of reason,
one that allows beings to be without seeking to render them accountable to causal
foundations. This required nothing less than a deconstruction of western metaphysics and
causality, incuding the causality of the willful subject.
If it is the case that modern thought is essentially a quest for causes and reasons,
then it is no surprise if we question the viability of Longchenpa’s spontaneous and
uncaused practices and instead attempt to look for the true causal reason beneath the
system. Heidegger’s analysis allows us to more fully see the mode of interpretation and the
will to know that we may presuppose in the present and that we may unwittingly apply in
an analysis of religious practices.
Yet it is important to note that it is not only we moderns who enframe objects and
hold things accountable to rational causes and effects, and who seek all around us specific
causal reasons for things. The same could certainly be said for the majority of Indo-Tibetan
Buddhist philosophers who also attempted to describe causal factors in their account of
phenomena. Significant thinkers such as the fourth century Indian metaphysician and
ethicist, Vasubandhu, think of all conditioned things in terms of causes and effects.
Jonathan Gold has recently described this way of thinking as a general principle called
Buddhist Causal Framing: “In Buddhist Causal Framing, then, the question that is asked
of any entity or concept is, What is the causal story in which this entity operates, and what role
does it play?”759 Thinking along with Vasubandhu, we must determine any phenomena from
within a framework of causes and effects. Things are enframed within causality, and it is
only from within this framework that we may delimit an entity and give reasons for its
operation.
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Longchenpa shows that the same can be said for practices and actions: just as
objects may be demarcated in terms of causes and effects, spiritual paths, exercises and
techniques can also be framed in terms of causality. What I am calling attention to here is
the broader paradigm in which, for both modern thinkers such as Leibniz and Buddhist
thinkers such as Vasubandhu—despite their different metaphysical interpretations of
causality—causality is nonetheless the framing story that we must tell about any entity or
concept so as to ground it an a rational account.
Yet Longchenpa claimed that practical freedom beyond causes and effects does
indeed make sense, “The freedom of everything—abiding in a supreme state of equalness, is
unacceptable to those involved in cause and effect, effort and achievement, but in the most
sublime approach it makes perfect sense as the ultimate meaning of unwavering
equalness.”760 Here Longchenpa indicates not only that freedom beyond cause and effect
makes sense, but also that he is well aware that this sense is unacceptable to those that
adhere to the causal complex. The aspiration of this dissertation has been to allow for
spontaneity as expressed in Longchenpa’s texts to make some sense, today. As we have
seen, this requires suspending certain assumptions about reason, metaphysics, causality,
practice, means, ends, and ethical action. In turn, this entails simultaneous self-reflection
on certain aspects of both Buddhist and Aristotelian-influenced thought through which we
may attempt to interpret spontaneous practice.
My method throughout this thesis has been to work my way through a number of
interpretations of practice that do seek causes, however. These are the four configurations.
They are each a causal interpretation of practical action and they each ultimately fail to
grasp Longchenpa’s practical philosophy. Nonetheless, it is difficult if not impossible to
simply discard all reasons and challenging to try to somehow transcend all causality. Such
an attempt could slide towards an ineffability that could never be articulated in language,
thereby leaving spontaneous practice as a paralogical absurdity, that could perhaps, only be
known in private, silent, personal experience (and the status of such private experience is
itself questionable). The study of religion and mysticism has often wandered into the
labyrinth of debates between claims of unconditional ineffable experience and the claim
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that all religious experience is always conditioned by historical symbols, language, and
thought.761 Rather then re-enter this maze, and stake out a claim on either side of the
debates, I have approached Longchenpa’s philosophy of practice by means of increasingly
subtle causal interpretations. I tried to show a range of different causal ways to understand
spontaneity, interpretations derived from Buddhist traditions as well as modern
philosophies of practice. By presenting these interpretations, and then showing how they
were each insufficient accounts of Longchenpa’s thought, I attempted to locate my
investigation from within—and yet subverting—the realm of rational causes, rather then
simply leaving causality behind.
As Heidegger indicated regarding his method for wresting thought free from the
technological framing of the will, his approach depended upon a certain way to attend to
phenomena from within causality instead of ignoring the way things appear to us. He
suggested that we learn to “listen” to what he called “the claim of being,” not from a
transcendent space somehow beyond causality, modern reason, or science, but by
“patiently” attuning reflection precisely to the way things seem to show themselves to us in
our technological age: “It depends on whether we are patient and watchful, awake enough
for the stillness of the appeal of the word of being to prevail over the clamor of the claim of
the principia rationis as the fundamental principle for all cognition.”762 That is, we can make
sense of spontaneity not by ignoring causes and reasons but in a patient and watchful
attention to those very causes.
What strikes me about all of this is that the very method that Heidegger
recommends—namely to wait and listen to how things show themselves to us in the
present, in the midst of the modern technological will—is itself releasement and
spontaneity. I am interested by the possibility that the very way we interpret and “listen” to
various causal interpretations of Longchenpa may be a form of open allowing. In my
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research I have aspired to a homology between my method and the object of investigation,
namely Longchenpa’s writings on effortless spontaneous practices. In other words, the
main practice that I have followed has been to listen to why causality must be rendered
inoperative.
Further, such a method is very similar to Longchenpa’s own practice. Longchenpa
does not suggest that Great Perfection practitioners ignore, step beyond, or suppress the
arising of actions, perceptions, and emotions. Rather a loose comportment in
compassionately relating with phenomena, in recognizing and resting-with all beings, is
what matters. This is the rationale and method through which I have presented and
ultimately rendered inoperative the four causal configurations throughout this study. What
remains allows for spontaneous practice.
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Appendix
Does Longchenpa Reject Cause and Effect? The Great Perfection and
the Cārvāka School
It is helpful to distinguish Longchenpa from a non-Buddhist system, considered by
Nyingma and all Tibetan schools to be an inferior view and approach to the path. This
model denies causality in a way that is quite different from Longchenpa and therefore
provides a useful contrast. An early Indian materialist tradition, known as the Cārvāka
(Tib. rgyang 'phen pa, sometimes conflated with the related schools of Lokāyata and
Bṛhaspatya), rejected karma and causality altogether. Following a tradition shared by all
Tibetan lineages, Longchenpa described and critiqued this system as a form of nihilism
that “refuted all beliefs in previous or future rebirths, the karmic process of cause and
effect, liberation, and freedom.”763 Such rejection of causality would lead to a form of
hedonism. Longchenpa quotes Valmiki, a primary teacher in this school as advising us to
“enjoy ourselves until we die for nothing is experienced after death.”764 That is, given that
there is no cause and effect, karma, or rebirth, the only thing left to do is to enjoy the
pleasures. My concern is not whether Longchenpa and other Tibetan doxographical
accounts provide an accurate representation of this school, but rather to show that
Longchenpa does not support a simple rejection of karmic causes and effects. It is
important to discriminate between the Cārvāka approach and Longchenpa’s own views on
karma and causality.765
According to Longchenpa and the Tibetan system he inherited, in their rejection of
causality, the Cārvāka also rejected the possibility of a path to liberation. In part, this was
due to their materialist worldview, showing the interrelation between metaphysics and
paths. The Cārvāka was a materialist system in the sense that it posited the four primary
elements (earth, water, fire, air) as the only cause of phenomena; and, it posited
consciousness as epiphenomenal to the body. Consciousness in Longchenpa’s account of
Cārvāka is akin to the fermentation of grains when making beer: it arises in dependence
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upon the interactions of physical conditions.766 In this view, when the body dies, nothing
continues; and, therefore, we should not concern ourselves with karmic effects in future
lives. In Buddhist contexts, this view is considered nihilistic (chad par lta ba). It entails a
complete rejection of causal processes altogether, defined by Longchenpa as “that which
involves something creating something else.”767 In the Philosophical Systems, he quotes,
“according to the materialists:”
Who made the stamens of a lotus?
Who drew the patterns on a peacock?
Who sharpened the tips of thorns?
These are all without cause, coming about through their own essence.768
In denying causes of things like a flower, it is clear that this view goes against the
fundamental and basic Buddhist principle of dependent origination. Instead, something
arises by means of its own self-production rather than through causes and conditions. This
also entails that spiritual practices will not have effects and are, therefore, irrelevant. This is
significant because Longchenpa would not want to associate his spontaneous, non-causal
approach with such a nihilist denial of cause and effect on either a metaphysical or a
soteriological level.
In fact, the Great Perfection was at times conflated with this vacuous perspective.769
But for Longchenpa, whereas the materialist nihilist denies causality, the Great Perfection
will uphold the validity of causality as the defining feature of all created phenomena,
including the conditioned phenomena of spiritual practices and ethical cultivation.
Longchenpa clarifies: “Never say categorically ‘there is no cause and effect.’
Interdependence ensures that conditioned, composite phenomena are beyond
enumeration and imagination…All of this constitutes the very process of interdependence,
which is the coming together of causes and conditions.”770 In this passage, Longchenpa
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clearly affirms the functioning of interdependence, causes and effects. This means that
Longchenpa’s spontaneity is not a simple rejection of causality.
Therefore, I make a terminological distinction between not-causal and non-causal. In
this classification, I have been influenced by Bret Davis’s categorization of Heidegger’s
account of the will.771 Davis helpfully draws from Heidegger’s later terminology the theme
of Nicht-Wollen, “beyond any kind of willing.”772 Davis develops the following typology: 1.
Not-Willing: a simple negation of the will; 2. Deferred-willing: Letting one’s will go in favor
of the will of another; 3. Covert-willing: the form of the will which conceals itself (e.g.
pretending to not-will in order to gain power); and 4. Non-willing, which he defines as:
The proper fundamental attunement … could not be determined as either willing,
not-willing, deferred-willing, or covert-willing. The prefix “non-” as apposed to the
simple negation “not-” or the polar opposition of an “anti-” expresses a radical
negation; and thus “non-willing” would indicate a region…outside and other than
the entire domain of the will.”773
Though each of these four do not map directly onto Longchenpa’s categories of causality, I
want to suggest a connection between the non-causality of spontaneity and especially this
fourth category of non-willing. The non-causal is different from a simple negation of causal
action and practice (the nihilist’s not-causal approach). Rather, spontaneous practice
should be understood as “a region of letting be outside and other than the entire domain
of causality.” Not-causal, in contrast, means the antithesis of all causality—a kind of stagnant
essentialism where things just are, without having any relation to anything else and in
which practices are useless. The materialists reject karma; this is the causality that they
negate.
Since the Cārvāka dismiss all forms of spiritual practice and ethical cultivation,
Longchenpa is concerned to distance himself from the dangers of such a view. In Comfort
and Ease in the Nature of Mind (Sems nyid ngal gso) from the Trilogy of Finding Comfort and Ease
Longchenpa clarifies,
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Those who disregard karmic cause and effect
Are followers of the views of heretical nihilists.
Those who have confidence merely in nothing
Fall below into the extreme of nihilism
Travelling to the lowest depths upon an evil path.
Never liberated from the lower realms,
Growing further from the joyous states.774
It is clear that the complete rejection of cause and effect has frightening practical and
ethical consequences, leading to an “evil path” to the “lower realms.” In his autocommentary on this verse, Longchenpa anticipates a misunderstanding of his own position
on causality and rehearses the obscured opinion of someone who declares that there is
neither karma nor its effects because everything is in actuality “just like space;” “everything
is a mere appearance so it does not matter even if we committed murder.”775
Indeed, Longchenpa concludes the tenth chapter of The Basic Space of Phenomena,
which focuses on natural and effortless meditation, by reintroducing the importance of
causes and effects:
Within this context, there is no cause and effect, no concerted effort.
View, for example, cannot be cultivated in meditation.
Although the mode of cessation is described as having neither center nor limit,
when dynamic energy itself deviates from this natural state,
the myriad display arises as the multiplicity of the universe
of appearances and possibilities.
So never say categorically “there is no cause and effect.”776
Here, in this ultimate, poetic text Longchenpa begins by negating causality and effort
especially in relationship to cultivating the view. Yet he adds nuance by making a
distinction between the arising of phenomena within the absence of the “mode of
cessation” (‘gog pa’i tshul), on the one hand, and when the dynamic energy (rtsal) of being
strays from its natural state, on the other. The first is the natural flow of phenomena when
the “truth body” of the Buddha (dharmakāya) is experienced as it truly is. In his
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commentary, Longchenpa equates this with ultimate truth.777 The second is the confused
experience of the same phenomena in closed and reified experience. That is, it is the
deviation into confusion that transforms the open, myriad display into the universe of
dualistic appearances, the dark night of causality. In the auto-commentary on these lines,
Longchenpa adds that although, ultimately, the metaphysical causes and effects of samsara
and the ethical deliberation between renunciation and acceptance, as well as intentional
striving, do not exist, nonetheless,
to say that the phenomena of samsara (which manifest in all their variety) and the
attendant all-consuming concepts have no causes or effects and so forth is to
profess a nihilistic view like that of the Cārvāka philosophy. The relative
phenomena of samsara manifest through the force of the illusion-like
interdependence of causes and conditions.778
Not-causality as mere rejection of the processes and dynamics of relative phenomena is an
extreme and nihilistic view. Yet, while affirming the relative force of causality, Longchenpa
is careful to add that it is illusion-like—a phantom’s dance, wisps of cloud in the expanse of
space. The ontological and ultimate emptiness of causality is paired with the conventional,
illusion-like existence of interdependence and causality. Though like an illusion, it has
important effects and cannot be simply denied.
What is significant here is the way in which Longchenpa makes this ontology
operate practically. The portion of The Basic Space of Phenomena in which I have found this
quotation is a chapter on effortless meditation instructions; and, with every description of
an ontological dimension—such as describing the ultimate emptiness of causality—,
Longchenpa also mentions a practical and ethical analogue—such as striving or choosing
between virtue and harm. A confused rejection of causality entails not only the classical,
extreme position that denies conventional interdependence, but also the outright denial of
religious practices, meditation, ethics, and cultivation. Just as appearances manifest
continually through interdependent origination, which Longchenpa describes as “the
coming together of causes and condition,”779 so practices and ethics arise relatively and
777
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should not be entirely denied. By affirming a relative, adventitious, and pedagogical
function for causal practices, Longchenpa avoids the extreme position of nihilism. He does
not want the spontaneity of the Great Perfection to be conflated with the nihilism of the
Cārvāka. Yet the fact that Longchenpa must engage in such a defense shows the precarious
and radical nature of spontaneity, and its potential threat to the ethics of developmental
cultivation.
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