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Pudgalavada in Tibet? 
Assertions of Substantially Existent Selves in 
the Writings of Tsong-kha-pa and His Followers 

by Joe Bransford Wilson 

Introduction 

In a recent article ("Santaraksita on the Fallacies of Personal-
istic Vitalism")1 Matthew Kapstein argues, with respect to 
research into Indian Buddhist philosophy, that the traditional 
way of studying it as a facet of Buddhist religion "may bias in 
certain respects our study of Buddhist thought."2 This is the 
case, he says, because the issues current in Religious Studies or 
Philosophy of Religion would tend to define the areas of in­
quiry. The remainder of his article is devoted to an analysis of 
the concept of personalistic vitalism as it is seen in the West 
beginning in Plato's Phaedo through its criticism by Kant, and 
as it is seen in India in the writings of the Nyaya-Vaisesikas 
and in its criticism by the Buddhist writer Santaraksita. Kap­
stein summarizes his approach to this material in the following 
words:3 

To study these and many other topics in classical Indian 
thought from the perspective here advocated does not require 
our losing sight of the essential religious interests which moti­
vated and informed the Indian discussions with which we are 
concerned; what it does require is an involvement in the history 
of ideas quite broadly conceived. In this context, we should 
recall that it is now possible to treat much of classical Indian 
thought from a truly historical, and not merely doxographical, 
vantage-point. 

155 
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Kapstein has cogently argued elsewhere that one should 
"[reject] the prevailing segregation of philosophies according 
to cultural and geographic origins."4 This argument arises in 
the course of a review of Steven Collins' Selfless Persons', in the 
introduction to that book, Collins speaks of his own approach:5 

In the pages which follow I will try to confront the native 
English thinker with certain aspects of the mental universe as 
it appears to the Buddhist mind. The result of thus placing one­
self, for a moment, in a Buddhist world... will be, I hope, to 
widen a little the cultural horizons in which both our common-
sense and our philosophy set their ideas of the person and of 
selfhood. 

Both Kapstein and Collins present challenges that Bud-
dhologists must try to meet, and in the present article—which 
treats one small part of the Tibeto-Mongolian philosophical 
discussion on personal identity—I shall try to do so. Following 
Kapstein, I hope that by clearly setting forth the positions 
articulated by several late eighteenth and early nineteenth cen­
tury writers, I will be presenting evidence demonstrating, to 
those who discuss the issue of personal identity in other 
philosophical traditions, that Buddhist and Western thought 
are not incommensurable and, indeed, Buddhism may have 
contributions of its own to make to the global history of ideas. 
Following Collins, I am attempting to allow the Tibetan and 
Mongolian writers I discuss to speak for themselves, allowing 
the reader to enter the minds of at least some Buddhists. 

This being said, it must also be said that my presentation 
and analysis of assertions about persons will be done from 
what will doubtless appear to comparative philosophers such 
as Kapstein to be a largely doxographical and not a truly his­
torical standpoint. In part, this is because the state of the art 
in Tibetan Studies does not approach that of Indian Studies. 
However, I do this mainly because the state of the art in the 
study of Tibeto-Mongolian Buddhism will never approach that 
seen in Indology if comparative philosophy and comparative 
religion become the norm, and Tibeto-Mongolian systems of 
thought and practice are not studied (and then discussed in 
print) in their own terms. Comparative studies are indeed 
important, but not to the exclusion of all else. In order to 
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examine a topic in its own terms, it is necessary to present it, 
as well as we are able, first as it appeared to the Tibetan think­
ers who framed it, perhaps also as it is understood by contem­
porary Buddhist philosophers, and only then to recast it in 
more provincially Western terms.6 

Given that the first step in understanding Buddhist philos­
ophies is to examine them in their own terms, the question 
becomes, how is this to be done? It has been nearly ten years 
since Paul Griffiths admonished us that "translation is very fre­
quently not the best way of performing the hermeneutical task, 
a fact rarely realized by practicing Buddhologists, most of 
whom stand transfixed in awe of their texts and are concerned 
largely to transmit them by means of translation regardless of 
whether or not they have been understood."7 There is a kernel 
of truth in Griffiths' provocative statement. It is possible to 
translate texts philologically without much concern for their 
philosophical meanings or implications, and the history of 
Buddhist Studies has not been without examples of this. Must 
there not, however, be some middle way between a Buddhist 
Studies which seeks merely to translate texts without analyzing 
the ideas presented in them and a Buddhist Studies which 
seeks merely to show how the ideas seen in the texts relate to 
issues discussed in the history of Western philosophy?8 Further­
more, it is one of the tasks of the Buddhologist to stand in awe 
of the text at hand, in the sense of being open, at least tempo­
rarily, to its claims (as Collins calls for above). It is only then, 
as Griffiths says elsewhere, that "[w]e do the tradition a dis­
service if we refuse to move beyond the exegetical mode of aca­
demic discourse to the normative, the judgemental."9 

Normative discourse, however, includes not merely nega­
tive and critical judgements but also positive and affirmative 
judgements. As Robert Wilkens said in his presidential address 
to the American Academy of Religion, quoting a previous presi­
dent (Wendy Doniger):10 

She wrote: "Though it is deemed wrong to care for religion, it is 
not wrong to care against religion." Since the Enlightenment 
"hatred of religion has been a more respectable scholarly emo­
tion than love, particularly hatred of one's own religion." 
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Thus, as Buddhologists who "feel a duty not merely to com­
municate with fellow specialists, but also with the wider schol­
arly world and with the interested public"" a twofold task is 
set for us. As academicians who study religions in an objective fashion, 
we must avoid both the reductive and the constructive 
extremes. We should fall neither to the extreme of reducing 
Buddhist ideas to those of other cultures nor to that of conduct­
ing a theology of our own. However, as individuals participating 
in the intellectual histories of our own cultures, we find that these 
extremes are not entirely avoidable and even that such avoid­
ance is not entirely desirable. We must make the translation 
from, for example, the worldview of eighteenth century Tibeto-
Mongolian Buddhism to that of our own contemporary culture 
(which is a necessarily reductionist enterprise), while at the 
same time, constructively, we bring from our own cultures a 
new critique to the Buddhist position and lay the groundwork 
for a Buddhist critique of those cultures. The latter task is con­
structive because it creates something new, something not pre­
viously present either in Buddhism or in our own cultures. 

I have attempted such a middle way in the present article 
by combining an exposition of the presentations made by two 
relatively recent Tibetan Buddhist philosophers on the nature 
of the person with my own reflections on the implications of 
their writings. The topic itself, in fact, is already constructive 
in character because personal identity is not a traditional con­
cern of Buddhism. (Of course, any ethics or metaphysics as­
sumes something about what it means to be a person, no less 
those of Buddhism. However, the Buddhist concern—as has 
been pointed out in this context many times—is with not the 
sort of identity that persons have, but the sorts of identity they 
lack. That is, the concern is with selflessness and not self.) 
There is clearly much more that may and should be done of a 
comparative nature with this material, but that is the subject 
of a different and, I would argue, a later study. 

The Place of Persons in Buddhist Philosophies 

In terms of its ontology, Buddhism is above all a doctrine of 
selflessness (andtman)— where selflessness, depending on what 
Buddhist viewpoint we examine, is variously the rejection of 
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(a) a permanent, partless, and independent self 
(rtag gcig rang dbang can gyi bdag), 

(b) a self-sufficient self 
(rang rkya thub pa'i rdzasyod kyi bdag), 

(c) an inherently existent self 
(rang bzhin gyisgrub pa'i bdag).n 

Historically, this is what set the Buddha's teachings off from 
those of the Upanisadic philosophers and, later, from the 
orthodox (dstika) schools of Indian philosophy. Selflessness 
also has been seen as the basis of Buddhist ethics by 
philosophers such as Candrakirti and Santideva, when they 
take it as the rationale for universal compassion.13 

At another level, however, there is a tension in Buddhism 
between selflessness and ethics. If Ajatasatru murders his 
father (in his case, a regicide), surely Ajatasatru must reap the 
fruits of his immorality as a harvest of suffering. This is the 
doctrine of karma, as basic to Buddhism as selflessness, if not 
more so. But if there is really no Ajatasatru, who did the killing 
and who will experience the consequences? 

It clearly is impossible to imagine a Buddhism without a 
basis for moral retribution, without a mechanism whereby an 
action of moral choice is able to produce an effect long after it 
has itself ceased. Thus, the question being addressed here is the 
following: have Buddhist philosophers felt they must posit the 
existence of persons (gang zag, pudgala)u—existent selves—in 
order to be able coherently to present a relationship between 
moral actions and their effects? And if they have so posited, 
how are we then to understand the commonplace that in Bud­
dhism there are actions but no agents, that there is pain yet no 
one suffers?15 

There was a school of Indian Buddhism, the Vatslputrlyas, 
considered to be a subschool of the Vaibhasikas (the Distinction-
alists),16 who advocated the existence of a person. This person, 
according to commentators from sGo-mang College of 'Bras 
spung monastery, is an inexpressible (brjoddu medpa, anabhildpya), 
substantial (rdzas suyod pa, dravyasat) entity, neither the same as 
nor different from mind and body.17 While the Tibeto-Mongo­
lian tradition does not remember the Vatsiputriyas as heretics, 
an inordinate amount of space is devoted to explaining why 
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they are not. (This is not the time to discuss the question of 
whether heresy is or has been possible in Buddhism in the 
same sense it has been seen in the Abrahamic religions.) 
According to dKon-mchog-'jigs-med-dbang-po (pronounced 
Gon-chok-jik-me-wang-bo), a philosopher is a Buddhist 
philosopher by reason of accepting four propositions to be 
true:18 

1 all compound things ('dus byas, samskrta) are impermanent; 
2 all contaminated phenomena (zag bcas, sdsrava) are 

unsatisfactory; 
3 all phenomena (chos, dharma) are selfless 

{bdag medpa, nairdtmya)', 
4 nirvana is peace (zhi ba, s'dnta). 

The self asserted by the Vatslputrlyas seems to violate the 
third proposition, but it does not. The self rejected by all Bud­
dhist philosophers (and seen directly in meditation as nonexis­
tent by all superiors [ 'phags pa, drya—defined as someone who 
has had a direct meditative perception of reality]) is the most 
superficial one—a permanent, single, and independent self. The 
self asserted by the Vatslputrlyas is the substantial self (subs­
tantial in the sense of being self-sufficient).19 

It must be borne in mind that the Vatslputrlyas enjoyed 
a great popularity from the fourth to the seventh centuries C.E. 
in India; their assertion of such a self is not one remembered 
as an easy-to-refute curiosity, but reflects a view once widely 
accepted.20 

Turning to more recent Buddhist philosophy, that of the 
dGe-lugs-pa (Ge-luk-ba) order of Tibetan Buddhism founded 
by Tsong-kha-pa (Dzong-ka-ba), we seem again to see the as­
sertion of a real person, that is, a real self. If it is the case that 
there is a person who is the agent of actions and the basis for 
moral retribution, how does this person posited by the dGe-lugs 
scholars of Mongolia and Tibet differ from the person 
asserted—problematically—by the Vatslputrlyas a millenium 
before in India? Tsong-kha-pa's followers and the Vatslput­
rlyas are both "Proponents of a Person" (Pudgalavddins), but do 
they speak of the person in the same way? 
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Sources 

The present analysis of Buddhist views on personal identity 
is based primarily on the work of two scholars of the dGe-lugs 
Order of Tibeto-Mongolian Buddhism who have addressed 
themselves to this issue: a Tibetan, Gung-thang dKon-mchog-
bstan-pa'i-sgron-me (pronounced Gung-tang G6n-chok-den-
be-dron-me, 1762-1823), and a Mongolian, Ngag-dbang-dpal-
ldan (Nga-wang-bel-den, b.1797).21 In order to fully understand 
the context in which these two present their positions, it will be 
necessary to examine some of the ideas advanced by two earlier 
scholars upon whose works they saw themselves as commen­
tators—the founder of their monastic order, Tsong-kha-pa bLo-
bzang-grags-pa (Dzong-ka-ba lo-sang-drak-ba, 1357-1419) 
and the foundational thinker of their monastic college, 'Jam-
dbyangs-bzhad-pa (Jam-yang-she-ba, 1648-1721 ).22The brief 
overview of Indian and Buddhist philosophy written by dKon-
mchog-'jigs-med-dbang-po (Gon-chok-jik-me-wang-bo, 1728-
1791)—'Jam-dbyangs-bzhad-pa's successor in terms of being his 
recognized incarnation (sprul sku)—has also been consulted.23 

Gung-thang himself was a student of dKon-mchog-'jigs-med-
dbang-po. 

The dGe-lugs-pas, of course, are well known as the most 
scholastic of the orders of Tibetan Buddhism. (This is some­
times offered as a compliment, sometimes not.) Although all the 
philosophers of this order take the Prasarigika-Madhyamika 
(the Consequentialist Middle Way School) of the Indian Bud­
dhist philosopher Candraklrti as their own position and see 
the study of other doctrinal systems as precursors to an under­
standing of Candraklrti, there is a good deal of variation 
among them. These scholastic rivalries are institutionalized in 
the various monastic colleges, especially those associated with 
the major monasteries formerly located in Lhasa—'Bras spung 
(De-bung), bLo gsal gling (Lo-sel-ling), and dGa' ldan (Gan-
den). Both Gung-thang and Ngag-dbang-dpal-ldan were 
members of the sGo-mang (Go-mang—"Many Doors") Col­
lege of 'Bras spung. The Tibeto-Mongolian interpretations of 
Buddhist doctrine examined in this paper will, for the most 
part, be taken from the distinctive assertions of this college. 

There is a further source to be considered. As Stephan 
Beyer noted almost twenty years ago, "a Buddhologist does not 
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deal with Buddhism so much as he deals with Buddhists."24 

Whether one is a philologist or a philosopher working with a 
text (or set of texts) or an anthropologist working with living 
Tibetans or Sri Lankans, the subject matter is still Buddhists. 
Buddhist texts are artifacts created at some point by Buddhists 
and used (and understood) in certain ways by Buddhists in the 
contemporary world. Thus, in terms of the present study, there 
is another important source (which may be considered a text), 
the oral commentaries by contemporary Tibetan and Mongo­
lian philosophers on the written texts mentioned above. 

The Taxonomy of Buddhist Doctrinal Systems 

The standard Indo-Tibetan typology of four main schools 
of Buddhist philosophies is well known. The four schools of 
tenets {grub mtha', siddhanta), listed from what the tradition con­
siders to be least to most sophisticated, are: 

Distinctionalist School (Vaibhasika)'^ 
Sutra School (Sautrdntika) 
Mind-Only School (Cittamdtra) 
Middle Way School {Mddhyamika)."' 

Tibetan analysts of Indian philosophy like to speak not so 
much of individual thinkers or writers as they do of these schools 
of thought. They thus avoid the extreme of attributing a posi­
tion merely to someone indefinite (which, however, is not un­
common in Tibetan texts)27 and the extreme of citing a position 
in terms of its author and the book in which it may be found 
(which is also seen, although often as a citation of merely an 
abbreviated book title). 

It is this Indo-Tibetan penchant for speaking of schools of 
thought rather than individual philosophers or commentators 
that leads to the use of the word "doxographical" in this con­
text. The term "doxographer," Websters tells us, means "a 
collector and compiler of extracts from and commentator on 
ancient Greek philosophies."2" Whereas "doxography" literally 
means merely "writing about opinions," the inference I believe 
we are supposed to make is that Tibetan doxographical writing 
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is an abstractive reporting of the assertions of Indian philos­
ophers with no regard to historical concerns. The Tibetan tech­
nical term for such writing is grub mtha' (grub pa'i mtha', sid-
dhdnta—translated here as "tenets") and, in its most elementary 
form (as seen, for example, in dKon-mchog-'jigs-med-dbang-
po's Precious Garland of Tenets), it is abstractive reporting, painting 
the picture of Indian Buddhist doctrine in the broadest of 
strokes. Its more sophisticated form, however, seen in 'Jam-
dbyangs-bzhad-pa's Great Exposition of Tenets, presents us with 
detailed and often constructive (not abstractive) analyses of 
positions taken by Indian philosophers and by earlier Tibetan 
commentators. Even, however, were the Tibetan scholastic tra­
dition merely an exercise in reducing Indian Buddhist philos­
ophy to easy-to-understand dogmatic positions, it would remain 
in our interests as Buddhologists to examine it in its own terms 
before we introduce the concerns of our own intellectual history. 

Returning to the subject at hand, in a further abbreviation 
of the Indian typology of four main Buddhist tenet systems, 
'Jam-dbyangs-bzhad-pa and his followers reduce Buddhist 
doctrinalists into two categories, those who accept and those 
who reject true existence (bden par grub pa, satyasiddha):2" 

1 Proponents of True Existence (dngos por smra ba) include: 
the Distinctionalists, 
the Sutra School, 
the Mind-Only School.30 

2 Proponents of Entitylessness, or of No Intrinsic Identity 
(Nihsvabhdvavadins), i.e., rejectors of true existence, are the 
Middle Way School, including both: 

the Autonomists (rang rgyud pa, svdtantrika) 
the Consequentialists (thai 'gyur ba, prasahgika) 

The first group, the Proponents of True Existence—who assert 
that at least some phenomena are truly existent—may be further 
divided into two groups:31 

1 Proponents of [External] Objects (don smra ba) assert truly 
existent external objects, and include the Distinctionalists 
and the Sutra School. 



164 JIABS VOL. 14 NO. 1 

2 Proponents of Mind-Only (sems tsam pa, Cittamdtra) assert 
that minds are truly existent but that objects which are dif­
ferent entities from the minds perceiving them are not; that 
is, they reject truly existent external objects. 

It should be noted that both the Middle Way School and the 
Mind-Only School are said by dGe-lugs-pas to deny the exis­
tence of truly existent external objects. 

The Mind-Only School, however, denies the possibility of 
functioning, that is, of acting as a cause or being an effect, 
without being truly existent. According to them, whatever is 
not truly existent is an imaginary.™ They differ from the Mid­
dle Way School in saying that any phenomenon that enters into 
causal relationships, i.e., any dependent (gzhan dbang, paratan-
tra) phenomenon, is the same substantial entity (rdzas, dravya) 
as the mind apprehending it and, therefore, is not a truly exis­
tent external phenomenon.33 

The Person in the Samyuttanikaya 

In a section of his Responses to Questions on Doctrinal Assertions^ 
Gung-thang comments on the sutra passage in which the con­
vention "sentient being" (sems can, sattva), or person, is identified 
as a designation made in dependence on the psychophysical 
aggregates (phung-po, skandha) ,34 In presenting the aggregate or 
aggregates which are the basis for this designation, Gung-thang 
speaks not of the assertions of individual Indian doctrinalists, 
but, rather, makes use of the traditional fourfold taxonomy just 
outlined. 

Ngag-dbang-dpal-ldan, on the other hand, is concerned 
not only with the observed object (dmigs yul, dlambana) of the 
correct apprehension of an existent person, but also with the 
object of the innate misconception of self. This latter concern is 
with what it is among the aggregates of body and mind that is 
mistakenly held to be the self. Although the two scholars 
approach the problem from different angles, they are discus­
sing the same phenomenon, the conventionally existent indi­
vidual. Gung-thang also concerns himself with this topic in his 
Textbook on Fundamental Consciousness; there, the assertion that 
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the fundamental consciousness (kun gzhi'i mam par shes pa, 
dlayavijndna) is a substantially existent self is treated in detail.35 

The basis for Gung-thang's presentation of the person in 
Responses to Questions on Doctrinal Assertions is the Samyuttanikdya 
verse describing the way a sentient being is a designation made 
to the psychophysical aggregates:36 

Just as a chariot is spoken of 
In dependence on the collection of its parts, 
So there is the convention, "sentient being," 
In dependence on the [psychophysical] aggregates. 

This passage is quoted by Buddhaghosa (5th century C.E.) 
as scriptural proof of the thesis that apart from mind and body, 
there is no being or person.37 Buddhaghosa concludes that al­
though conventionally there is a person or sentient being, ultimately^ 
there is no sentient being which is a basis for the conception of 
an I or ego; ultimately, there is only mind and body.38 Candra-
kirti also quotes this passage, in the autocommentary on his 
Madhyamakdvatdra; the context is his refutation of a person 
which is merely the collection or combination of the aggregates 
of mind and body.39 Thus, it is evident that the concern of both 
scholars—whose views, within the spectrum of Buddhist doc­
trine, are not close—is mainly to refute a self, not to establish 
a person. 

Why, then, do Tsong-kha-pa and his followers devote time 
to establishing the existence of the person? They do so in order 
to explain how cyclic existence and nirvana co-exist. It is clear 
in their works that while selflessness is very much the core of 
Buddhist doctrine, there must still be a coherent explanation of 
non-ultimates, of conventional truths. The central conven­
tional truth, of course, is the mind. And the relationship of 
mind and body, and of mind and environment, is described by 
the doctrine of karma—the relationship between an intentional 
action that either helps or harms a sentient being and some 
later experience or state of mind and body. This is not as radi­
cal a move as it might seem, even in the context of Buddhist 
selflessness. It is, in fact, a highly conservative move, the reaf­
firmation of the Mahayana dictum that cyclic existence is 
nirvana and nirvana is cyclic existence.40 
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What Tsong-kha-pa and his school assert is that ultimate 
and conventional are compatible and do not harm or contradict 
one another. Analagously, selflessness and the person are com­
patible and provide a useful means of describing experience in 
an integrated and coherent way. As Gung-thang writes—citing 
Tsong-kha-pa's student mKhas-grub (Ke-dup, 1385-1438):41 

There is no proponent of tenets who would say the following: 
the contradictions in my presentations of the two truths which 
others speak of do exist; I myself assert that there exist con­
tradictions in my own presentation of the two truths; the con­
ventional is negated by valid cognition analyzing the ultimate. 

This, then, is the context for examining the views of Gung-
thang and Ngag-dbang-dpal-ldan concerning the person. The 
problem is, as noted above, that if it is the case that there is a 
person who is the agent of actions and the basis for moral 
retribution, does this person posited by these dGe-lugs-pa 
scholars differ from the person asserted—heretically—by the 
Vatslputrlyas? 

In order to determine this, we must examine the exposi­
tions made by Gung-thang and Ngag-dbang-dpal-ldan of Bud­
dhist assertions concerning the person. 

The Person According to Proponents of Objects 

Proponents of [External] Objec t s - the Distinctionalists and 
the Sutra School—are actually proponents of truly existent 
sense objects which are not the same entities as the minds per­
ceiving them. According to Gung-thang, most Distinctionalists 
and members of the Sutra School assert that the aggregates 
which are the basis of the designation "person" are the five 
individual aggregates of body and mind.42 Just as a chariot is 
spoken of in reliance on the collection of its parts, so the person 
is posited in dependence on the collection of the individual 
aggregates. 

Ngag-dbang-dpal-ldan reports an explanation of the verse 
from the Samyuttanikaya (quoted above) in which the Kashmiri 
branch of the Distinctionalists and the Sutra School Abhidhar-
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mikas (known as the Sutra School Following Scripture) are said 
to assert the continuum of the aggregates (i.e., the continuum 
of mind and body) as the illustration of the person, whereas 
those of the Sutra School following Dharmaklrti (the Sutra 
School Following Reasoning) are held to assert the mental con­
sciousness to be the person.43 

Proponents of Mind-Only 

Yogacaras or Cittamatrins—proponents of Mind-Only—assert 
that minds and objects are truly existent, but deny any exis­
tence at all to objects external to the minds apprehending 
them. They hold that the meaning of the designation "person" 
must, like the meaning of any designation, be findable when 
sought. Not only must one find a person, but one must find it 
among its bases of designation—the psychophysical aggre­
gates.44 Those of the Mind-Only persuasion who assert eight 
consciousnesses, the followers of Asariga (called Followers of 
Scripture), assert the fundamental consciousness (alayavijnana) 
to be the illustration of the person.43 The Followers of Reason­
ing, following the six-consciousness School of Dharmaklrti, 
are said to hold the mental consciousness to be the illustration 
of the person.4" 

Proponents of No Intrinsic Identity (Middle Way School) 

Tibetan scholars divide the Middle Way School into two 
camps, those of the Autonomist School whose most prominent 
members were Bhavaviveka and Santaraksita, and those who 
follow Candrakirti 's Consequentialist Middle Way. The two 
differ greatly in regard to their assertions on the person. 
Indeed, the Consequentialist Middle Way School differs from 
all other schools of Buddhist doctrine in their assertion that 
existents exist only conventionally, only nominally. Unlike 
other systems of Buddhist doctrine, they say that the search for 
an imputed phenomenon is an ultimate analysis—one that 
reaches the final nature of existence of that thing. According to 
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Consequentialists, a phenomenon cannot be found when 
sought among its bases of designation, but is merely imputed 
by thought.47 

Autonomists, on the other hand, say that phenomena can­
not be merely imputed by thought, but must be posited through 
the force of their appearance to unmistaken consciousnesses. 
Additionally, phenomena, including the person, must be estab­
lished not merely through imputation, but from the side of the 
basis of imputation.48 Ngag-dbang-dpal-ldan says that the 
Autonomists who follow Bhavaviveka (the Sutra School Auton­
omists) assert, as the illustration of the person found among 
the bases to which it is imputed, the mental consciousness.49 

The other branch—the Yogic Practitioner Autonomists who fol­
low Santaraksita—say that the person is the continuum of the 
mental consciousness.50 Gung-thang explains that the phrase 
from the sutra quotation, "In dependence on the aggregates," 
is interpreted by Autonomists as an indication that (1) nega­
tively speaking, the person has no existence without reliance 
on something other than it, an other that establishes its exis­
tence and (2) positively, the basis of designation of the person 
must be established from its own side.51 

CandrakTrti's Consequentialist Middle Way rejects all 
other Buddhist assertions on the person through insisting on a 
rigorous analysis of the meaning of the Samyuttanikaya passage. 
If the person is posited in dependence on the aggregates, they 
say, it can be neither the aggregates as a whole nor any one of 
them.52 Nothing can depend on itself. For Consequentialists, 
an object designated cannot be found among its bases of desig­
nation. All non-Consequentialist Buddhist doctrinalists hold, 
on the other hand, that a phenomenon is found when sought 
for among its bases of designation. Consequentialists agree 
with other Buddhists that the psychophysical aggregates are 
the basis of the designation of a person, as well as being the 
basis of the false view of self, but they disagree with the others 
when they say that this person cannot be found among its bases 
of designation.53 

This does not mean that Consequentialists refute the per­
son. In his commentary on CandrakTrti's Madhyamakavatdra, 
Tsong-kha-pa says:54 
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The assertion by others that the aggregates or the mind are the 
self is a case of positing a self or person in the context of search­
ing for the meaning of the imputation of that [person], without 
understanding that [the person] is merely posited by the power 
of convention. 

He is more specific in his commentary on Nagarjuna's (Madhya-
mikasastra): 

The self which is the basis of observation when Devadatta 
thinks " I" without distinguishing selves of former and later 
[lifetimes], is the mere-I which has operated beginninglessly.55 

Thus, from looking at these various assertions about the person, 
two principal models emerge. 

1 The position of most Buddhist doctrinalists—the Sutra School, 
the Distinctionalists, the Mind-Only School and the Auton­
omist Middle Way School—is that there is a substantially existent 
illustration of the person (either the continuum of the aggregates, 
a subtle mental consciousness, or the fundamental conscious­
ness [dlayavijndna]) and this substantially existent illustration 
of the person is findable among the bases of designation of 
that person. 

2 The position of the Consequentialist Middle Way School is 
that whereas there is no findable person, and no substantial 
existence anywhere, there is an imputedly existent mere-I which 
is the illustration of the person. 

As Gung-thang and other later dGe-lugs-pas present the latter 
position, the person is by definition an imputed and not a sub­
stantially existent phenomenon; it is "a phenomenon imputed 
to one or another of the four or five psychophysical aggregates."56 

The qualification "four or five" takes into account the Formless 
Realm, where there is no aggregate of form (that is, no physical 
body), and thus there are not five but four aggregates. 

Whereas the Samyuttanikdya verse quoted by Gung-thang 
explicitly presents the imputedly existent person—in its words, 
"the convention 'sentient being'"—Gung-thang and Ngag-
dbang-dpal-ldan assert that there is, concomitant with this 
imputed self, a substantially existent person. Their assertion 
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goes back to Tsong-kha-pa and rests on the general principle 
that for all except Consequentialists, there must exist at least 
one illustration of all existent imputations, an illustration find-
able among its bases of imputation. Just as any illustration of 
table—for instance, wooden table—must be a table, so the 
illustration of the person must be a person. We read in Tsong-
kha-pa's Illumination of the Thought (his commentary on Candra-
klrti's Madhyamakdvatdrabhdsya):57 

This master [Bhavaviveka], because he does not assert a funda­
mental consciousness [says] that the consciousness which 
appropriates the body is the mental consciousness. The others 
who do not assert a fundamental consciousness are similar to 
him. Those who do assert a fundamental consciousness say 
that it is just this fundamental consciousness that is the illustra­
tion of the person. 

Furthermore, although these [non-Consequentialist] sys­
tems [of Buddhist doctrine] assert that Hearers [srdvakas] and 
Solitary Realizers [pratyekabuddhas] of the Modest Vehicle [hina-
ydna] realize the non-existence of a substantially existent per­
son, they do not realize the non-existence as a substantial entity 
of [either of] those two consciousnesses [i.e., the mental con­
sciousness or the fundamental consciousness]. Hence, the posi­
tion that the person is not substantially existent in the sense of 
being self-sufficient is an assertion made within the context of 
the self-isolate [rang-ldog] of the person [—that is, the person 
itself]. There is no such assertion made concerning the con­
sciousness which is the illustration of the person. 

When it comes time to posit something which is the person 
imputed to the psychophysical aggregates, an illustration must 
be presented. In the case of Asariga's Yogacara School, this is 
the fundamental consciousness (dlayavijndna). Although the 
fundamental consciousness is the illustration of the imputed 
person, it is itself substantially existent. Moreover, since it is an 
illustration of the person, or self, it is a person or self. It must, 
therefore, be said to be a substantially existent self.58 What is 
being rejected by Tsong-kha-pa and his followers is a self 
which is substantially existent in the sense of being self-
sufficient {rang rkya thub pa'i rdzasyod).™ The substantially exis­
tent self asserted by the Vatsiputriyas is said to be such a self.60 
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dGe-lugs-pas hold that Buddhist philosophers, with the 
exception of Consequentialists, do not reject substantial exis­
tence—more precisely, whereas they reject one kind of substan­
tial existence, they accept another, at least for some 
phenomena. At sGo-mang College, the distinction is made 
between the following types of substantial existence:61 

1 substantial existence in the sense of self-sufficiency (rang skya 
thub pa'i rdzjasyod), where this is taken to mean an ability on 
the part of a thing to stand by itself without depending on 
bases of designations or on parts; 

2 substantial existence in the sense of being self-sufficiently ap­
prehensible (rang rkya 'dzin thub pa'i rdzasyod), taken to mean 
the ability to appear as an object of consciousness without 
reliance on an other entity, for example, the prior elimination 
of an object of negation. 

A pot, for example, is the second but not the first. It is self-suffi­
ciently apprehensible because it may be directly perceived (by, 
for instance, a visual consciousness) without the prior elimina­
tion of an object of negation. It is, however, not self-sufficient, 
because it is not established independently of its parts.62 All of 
the illustrations of the person presented by Gung-thang and 
Ngag-dbang-dpal-ldan on behalf of the various Buddhist doc­
trinal systems would, for sGo-mang scholars, be substantially 
existent in the sense of being self-sufficiently apprehensible, 
but none would be substantially existent in the sense of self-
sufficiency; all depend on their parts. 

We thus see dGe-lugs-pas claiming that all Buddhists save 
Consequentialists assert two types of persons: 

(a) an imputedly existent person 
(b) a substantially existent person which is the illustration 

of the imputed person. 

The imputed person, the person itself, is an imputation made 
to some basis or bases of imputation among the psychophysi­
cal aggregates. That person in no way substantially exists, 
since something whose entity is other than the person—the 
aggregates—must first appear as a basis for the designation 
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"person." However, the illustration of that person—the mental 
consciousness or the fundamental consciousness—does sub­
stantially exist; it is self-sufficiently apprehensible and not 
merely a designation made in dependence on something else. 

The person or self that is refuted in the doctrine of selfless­
ness is the self-sufficient person; although it appears to exist 
among the aggregates that are its bases of designation, it can 
be shown that there is no self-sufficient person there.63 The 
Consequentialist Middle Way School additionally refutes even 
the substantially existent person the other schools accept. 
They say that when an illustration of the imputedly existent 
person is sought, nothing substantial will be found; there are 
merely imputedly existent aggregates with no substantial 
basis.64 The Consequentialist assertion, according to dGe-lugs-
pas, of a person which is a merely imputed "mere-I" (nga tsam) 
serves the same function as other Bud whists' assertion of a sub­
stantially existent consciousness or continuum of aggregates as 
the person. For, their mere-I exists on a par with other 
phenomena; in Consequentialist philosophy, everything that 
exists is merely imputedly existent. 

The Person as Agent 

Both the substantially existent illustrations of the person, such 
as the fundamental consciousness, and the imputedly existent 
mere-I of the Consequentialists are posited as transmigrators— 
takers of rebirth from life to life. Thus, they are posited for the 
sake of presenting a basis whereby intentional moral and 
immoral actions {karma) may be connected with effects at a 
later time, typically after the death of the one doing the action.65 

Gung-thang makes the point that whereas Sariputra's fun­
damental consciousness is a transmigrator, it is not a monk 
(even though Sariputra, of course, is a monk). A transmigrator 
is a person posited from the viewpoint of the psychophysical 
aggregates as karmic fruitions; a monk, however, is an instance 
of an imputed person—the monk is dependent on having a pre­
ceptor, assuming and keeping certain vows, and so forth.66 

Similarly, if my own fundamental consciousness were a human 
or were Joe Wilson (both of which are imputations and neither 
of which are substantially existent), it would have a mother, yet 
it is absurd to speak of a consciousness having a mother.67 
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Gung-thang places this in the context of ethics when he says 
that although Ajatasatru's fundamental consciousness is an 
ego that is an illustration of Ajatasatru and, thus, an ego that 
is an illustration of a patricide, his fundamental consciousness 
is not a patricide.68 To say that the fundamental consciousness 
is an ego that is an illustration of something is not to say that if 
one searches for that thing, one finds the fundamental con­
sciousness.69 When one says that Ajatasatru's fundamental con­
sciousness is the ego that is the illustration of a killer, this 
means that if one seeks the killer of Bimbisara, Ajatasatru will 
be turned up, but not his fundamental consciousness. The fun­
damental consciousness is not the killer; however, the I or ego 
that is the killer is the fundamental consciousness. A funda­
mental consciousness, Gung-thang says, is neither an agent 
nor an experiencer. It can only be the ego found when the 
agent or experiencer is sought among its bases of designation. 

Consequentialists disagree with other Buddhist doc-
trinalists when they say that the mere-I that is Ajatasatru's 
basis of conception of I exists beginninglessly. The others say 
that if the basis of designation of the imputedly existent I is 
sought it will be found among the aggregates of this lifetime. 
For non-Consequentialists, Ajatasatru and his aggregates are 
contemporaneous.70 Consequentialists speak of the mere-I as a 
shared I that exists over many lifetimes, past, present, and 
future.71 They say that this mere-I is the basis of the thought 
" I " when someone clairvoyantly remembers a former lifetime 
and is the basis of that person's acting ethically due to fear that 
he will suffer in a future lifetime should he do otherwise.72 An 
individual such as Ajatasatru is not this mere-I. "Ajatasatru's 
I" is only a particular instance of the mere-I of his continuum; 
Tsong-kha-pa calls it "the minor self of an individual rebirth."73 

Conclusions 

Certain things have become evident in this brief examination 
of assertions on selves and selflessness. First, it is clear that 
there are many different senses in which the word "self" is 
used, even when used in the term "selflessness."74 Within the 
selflessness of persons, a division is made into coarse and sub­
tle selflessnesses. Vatslputnyas are able to maintain their 
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standing as Buddhists because, while they do propound a self-
sufficient person, they reject the coarse self—a permanent, 
partless, and independent person. The Tibetan and Mongolian 
writers examined in this article are able to assert the existent 
self as they do because they clearly differentiate it from the sub­
tle nonexistent self. That is, they interpret non-Consequen-
tialist Buddhist doctrinalists to be rejecting a self-sufficient self 
but (at least from the viewpoint of sGo-mang College) to be 
asserting a self-sufficiently apprehensible illustration of the per­
son. The distinctions they make within substantial existence, 
particularly that between self-sufficiency and self-sufficient 
apprehensibility, seem to be novel to them; if they have their 
origin in the works of such Indian scholars as Asahga, it must 
be said that such origin is by way of suggestion or implication 
rather than explicit indication. 

It is further apparent that there are some similarities and 
some dissimilarities between the analyses of person and per­
sonal identity made by these modern Tibeto-Mongolian 
philosophers and analyses of personal identity made by mod­
ern Anglo-American philosophers. 

Both are clearly identifying an entity within the context of 
moral responsibility, but from different viewpoints. However, 
where Western philosophers regard the person as being a 
rational, responsible entity, a self-aware being who is an actor 
in the moral sphere,75 the Tibetan and Mongolian Buddhist 
philosophers examined in this paper hold a position that 
implies a different perspective. Whereas one can speak of a 
designation—the imputedly existent person—which is an actor 
and is therefore morally responsible, once one turns and seeks 
an illustration of this person, what is found is not an actor and 
therefore not morally responsible. 

This is because what is found is either nothing (according 
to the Consequentialists) or is a subtle type of consciousness 
that is neither virtuous nor nonvirtuous—i.e., not morally 
definitive (lung du ma bstan pa, avyakrta)— such as the fundamen­
tal consciousness.76 Actions are for most Buddhists really 
fulfilled intentions, and thus mental in nature.77 This, however, 
is not enough: moral actions must definitively be either virtu­
ous or nonvirtuous. The substantially existent person, which is 
the ground of personal continuity and thus the entity that car-
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ries the seeds left by actions/intentions, must be neither virtu­
ous nor nonvirtuous. Were it otherwise, it would not be able to 
be present while its opposite was present; for, virtuous minds 
and nonvirtuous minds are incompatible and cannot coexist at 
the same time in the same place.78 Were the person one or the 
other, it would cease as soon as its inimical opposite arose and 
in that case personal continuity would be lost. 

Buddhists posit substantially existent persons within the 
moral sphere, but they are not actors. They do, however, serve 
to make moral responsibility possible. Illustrations of the per­
son, such as the fundamental consciousness, the basis carry­
ing the seeds left by moral and immoral actions, are merely 
neutral mechanisms by which an action can bring about a later 
effect. They are persons because they survive over time; they 
are not selves (that is, as the term is used in "selflessness") 
because within that continuity they change and because they 
are aggregates of temporally discrete parts, and therefore not 
self-sufficient. 
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