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• •• 
Wisdom 

Preamble: Selflessness 

At one point in the early 1970s, after I'd gotten my Ph.D. and started teaching 
Buddhism, I went· back to visit my old teacher, the Mongolian lama Geshe 
Wangyal. We were working on a project to translate a Buddhist scientific 
text from the Tibetan. We were six: or seven people gathered around a 
kitchen table, and Geshe-1~ began to talk about the inner science of Buddhist 
psychology, the Abhidharma. He was reading us a few verses about the insight 
of selflessness, the deep release of becoming unbound, when I began to feel a 
little dizzy, even nauseous. It was a funny feeling. It felt slightly like a vibra­
tion spinning in my head. The vibration came not from Geshe-la, but from 
this ancient tradition. It was as though my habitual mind couldn't quite find 
traction. I realized that if I fought it, the sensation would only get more 
nerve-wracking and I would only feel more nauseous. So I didn't fight it. 
Instead, I let go and relaxed, and soon I was able to orient myself in another 
way, away from my "self." I felt like I was slowly but surely loosening my 
self-centered perspective on life and the world. In a useful way, a strengthen­
ing way, I was beginning to experience the great Buddhist mystery that is the 
selflessness of subjects and objects. 

The Buddha based his psychology on his discovery of actual and ultimate 
reality. This he called "selflessness" and "voidness," or "emptiness." Some 
people love these words from the moment they hear them, but others are 
frightened by them. People often ask me, "Why did Buddha have to be 
such a downer? Obviously nirvana is a happy, cheerful state. So why didn't 
he just call it 'bliss' or something? Why did he have to label the reality he 
discovered with negative words such as 'voidness,' 'emptiness,' and 'selfless­
ness'?" When people respond negatively to these terms, it's often because 
they're worried that the words imply they are going to die, disappear, or go 
crazy in their attempts to seek enlightenment. And that's exactly why the 
Buddha called reality by those names. He did it on purpose, to liberate you! 
Why? Because the only thing that's frightened by the word "selflessness" is 
the artificially constructed, unreal, and unrealistic sel£ That self is only a pre­
tend self, it lacks reality, it doesn't really exist. That pseudo-self seems to 
quiver and quake because the habit that makes it seem real wants to keep its 
hold on you. So if you're seeking happiness and freedom, then you should 
want to scare the heck out of your "self'-you want to scare it right out of 
your head! 

Actually, it is constantly scaring the heck out of you. Your "self' is always 
busy terrorizing you. You have a terrorist in your own brain, coming out of 
your own instincts and culture, who is pestering you all the time. "Don't relax 
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too much," it is saying, "you'll get stepped on. A bug will bite you. Someone 
will be nasty to you. You'll get passed by, abused, sick. Don't be honest. 
Pretend. Because if you're honest, they'll hurt you." And it's ordering you, 
"Be my slave. Do what I tell you to do. Keep me installed up here at this very 
superficial level of the brain where I sit in my weird Woody Allen-type cockpit. 
Because I'm in control." Your falsely perceived, fixated, domineering self is 
precisely what's getting between you and a fulfilling life. 

Early on, some of the W estem psychologists who were beginning to learn 
from the Buddhist tradition----members of the transpersonal and other 
movements-came up with the idea that the relationship between Buddhist 
and W estem psychology is this: "W estem psychology helps somebody who 
feels they are nobody become somebody, and Buddhist psychology helps some­
body who feels they are somebody become nobody." When I first heard this, 
I was at an Inner Science conference with the Dalai Lama. Everybody laughed, 
applauded, and thought it was a great insight. The Dalai Lama just looked at me 
and kind of winked and was too polite to say anything. I started to jump up to 
make a comment, but he stopped me. He told me to be quiet and let all of them 
ponder it for a few years until they realized the flaw in their thinking. Because of 
course that idea is not even remotely correct. 

The purpose of realizing your own selflessness is not to feel like you are 
nobody. After he became enlightened, the Buddha did not sit under a tree 
drooling and saying, "Oh, wow! I'm nobody!" Think about it: If he just 
"became nobody," ifhe escaped from the world through self-obliteration, then 
he wouldn't have been able to share so many teachings here on earth, to work 
for the good of all beings for years and years, long after he achieved nirvana. He 
would've just stayed in his "nobody" state and forgotten about all of us poor 
humans busy suffering through our miserable lives. 

The reason why we sometimes think that the goal of Buddhism is just "to 
become nobody" is that we don't understand the concept of selflessness. "Self­
lessness" does not mean that we are nobody. It does not mean that we cease 
to exist. Not at all. There is no way you can ever "not exist," just as you 
cannot become "nothing." Even if you go through deep meditation into 
what is called "the realm of absolute nothingness," you will still exist. Even 
if you are so freaked out by a tragedy, such as losing your only child, that 
you try to end your existence completely, you will still exist. I have a healthy 
respect for tragedy. We do have terrible tragedies. Personally, I don't bear 
misfortune well; it knocks me out. But there is no way to become nobody. 
Even if you were to succeed in killing yourself, you will be shocked when 
you awaken to disembodied awareness, out-of-body but still a somebody, a 
ghostly wraith who wishes he hadn't just done that. And a terribly unfortunate 
living person who has been so brutalized that he blanks out who he was in a 
seemingly impenetrable psychosis is still somebody, as everybody else around 
him knows. 

Our mind is so powerful that it can create a state of absolute nothingness 
that seems totally concrete. Thousands of yogis in the history of India and a 
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few mystics in the West have entered such a state of nothingness. But no one can 
stay there forever, and it is not where you want to be. 

Have you ever had a minor experience of nothingness? I've had it in the 
dentist's chair with sodium pentothal, because I used to eat a lot of sweets and 
not brush my teeth as a youngster so I had to have teeth pulled. They give you 
this knockout anesthetic, and if you are a hardworking intellectual, you are tired 
of your mind, so you think, "Oh great, I'm going to be obliterated for a little 
while." You're really pleased, and you feel this little buzz, and you're just about 
to get there. You're going to experience nothingness, a little foretaste of the 
nihilistic notion of nirvana! But suddenly the nurse is shaking you awake saying, 
"You've been slobbering in that chair long enough. Get out of here." It's over. 
You started to pass out, wanting to be gone, but now you're suddenly back with 
no sense of having been gone at all! And that's what it is like in the state of 
absolute nothingness. It's like being passed out in the dentist's chair. There's no 
sense of duration of time. But eventually you wake up, totally disoriented with a 
nasty headache, and you never even got to enjoy the oblivion. 

So we can never become nothing, as appealing as that may sound to those 
who are addicted to the idea of nothingness after death. We are always 
somebody, even though we are selfless in reality. We are just different sorts of 
"somebodies" than we used to be. "Realizing your selflessness" does not mean 
that you become a nobody, it means that you become the type of somebody 
who is a viable, useful somebody, not a rigid, fixated, I'm-the-center­
of-the-universe, isolated-from-others somebody. You become the type of some­
body who is over the idea of a conceptually fixated and self-created "self," a 
pseudo-self that would actually be absolutely weak, because of being unrelated 
to the reality of your constantly changing nature. You become the type of some­
body who is content never to be quite that sure of who you are-always free to 
be someone new, somebody more. 

That's the whole point of selflessness. If you don't know exactly who you 
are all the time, you're not sick, you're actually in luck, because you're more 
realistic, more free, and more awake! You're being too intelligent to be stuck 
inside one frozen mask of personality! You've opened up your wisdom, and 
you've realized that "knowing who you are" is the trap--an impossible self­
o bjectification. None of us knows who we really are. Facing that and then 
becoming all that we can be--astonishing, surprising, amazing-always fresh 
and new, always free to be more, brave enough to become a work in progress, 
choosing happiness, open-mindedness, and love over certitude, rigidity, and 
fear-this is realizing selflessness! 

I never met the late, great comedian Peter Sellers, except splitting my sides 
in laughter while watching some of his movies, especially the Pink Panther series. 
I know he had his ups and downs in his personal life, though you can't believe 
all the things you hear from the tabloids. But I did read a quote from him, or 
maybe from his psychiatrist, that he was deeply troubled and distressed because 
he suffered from "not knowing who he really was." He would get into his roles 
as an actor so totally, he would think he was the person he was playing, and he 
couldn't find himself easily as his "own" person. So he suffered, feeling himself 
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"out of control" in his life. When I read this, my heart went out to him. I imag­
ined his psychiatrist sternly telling him he had better calm down and track him­
self down, and put a lid on his ebullient sense of life, leading him on and on in 
self-absorption in therapy under the guise that he was going to "find himself' 
once and for all. I, feeling a bit more freed by having awakened to even the 
tiniest taste of selflessness, wanted to cry out to Peter Sellers, "Stop suffering by 
thinking your insight is confusion! Don't listen to the rnisknowing and even fear 
your freedom! Learn to surf the energy of life that surges through your openness! 
You have discovered your real self already, your great self of selflessness, and that 
openness is what enables you to manifest the heart that shines through your 
work and opens the hearts of your audiences. Your gift is to release them into 
laughter, itself a taste of freedom! Why be confused and feel your great gift is 
something wrong?" But I didn't know him so I could not tell him what I'm 
telling you. But our lives are infinite and I will be telling his ongoing life-form 
one of these days, whether I recognize him or not! 

The Buddha was happy about not knowing who he was in the usual rigid, 
fixed sense. He called the failure to know who he was "enlightenment." Why? 
Because he realized that selflessness kindles the sacred fire of compassion. When 
you become aware of your selflessness, you realize that any way you feel your­
self to be at any time is just a relational, changing construction. When that 
happens, you have a huge inner release of compassion. Your inner creativity 
about your living self is energized, and your infinite life becomes your ongoing 
work of art. 

You see others caught in the suffering of the terminal self-habit and you feel 
real compassion. You feel so much better, so highly relieved, that your only con­
cern is helping those constricted other people. You are free to worry about them 
because, of course, they are having a horrible time trying to know who they are 
and trying to be who they think they should be! They are busy being ripped 
apart by the great streams of ignorance, illness, death, and other people's irritat­
ing habits. So they suffer. And you, in your boundless, infinitely interconnected, 
compassionate state, can help them. 

This is the other crucial point about selflessness: it does not mean that you 
are disconnected. Even nirvana is not a state of disconnection from the world. 
There is no way to become removed from yourself or from other beings. We 
are ultimately boundless-that is to say, our relative boundaries are permeable. 
But we are still totally interconnected no matter what we do. You cannot dis­
appear into your own blissful void, because you are part of everyone and they 
are part of you. If you have no ultimate self, that makes you free to be your 
relative self, along with other beings. It's as if your hand represents the universe 
and your fingers represent all beings. Each of your fingers can wiggle on its 
own, each can operate independently, just as each being has its own identity. 
And yet your fingers are part of your hand. If your hand did not exist, your 
fingers would not exist. You are one of many, many fingers on the hand that 
is all life. 

To my surprise and delight, I learned recently that even some Western 
psychologists are now beginning to study and understand the harm done by 
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self-centered thinking. The psychologist Dr. Larry Scherwitz conducted a study 
about type A people--the aggressive, loud, annoying types, like me. Scientists 
used to think that type As died younger because of their fast-paced, stressful 
lives. But this new study reveals that, in fact, some of us type A people are not 
going to die of a heart attack that soon after all. The type Bs out there, the rnild­
mannered, quiet, inward-focused types, might find this worrisome! We may stay 
around for years bothering them, because it turns out that the type A personality 
is not a risk factor for coronary heart disease or other stress-related health pro­
blems. It turns out that some people, like me, though we freak out all the time, 
are not always that stressed. Some of us actually enjoy being this way. 

What is the real risk factor, then? Scherwitz and his colleagues reanalyzed 
the data and conducted some new studies. They discovered, by analyzing the 
speech patterns of type As and type Bs, that the high risk of heart disease and 
stress-related illness is correlated with the amount ef self-reference in people's 
speech-the amount of self-preoccupation, self-centeredness, and narcissism. 
"Me, me, I, I, my, my, mine, mine. My golf course, my country club, my job, 
my salary, my way, my family, my religion, my shrine, my guru, my, my, mine." 
The more "I, me, my, and mine" there is in their speech-"mine" most of all­
the more likely they are to succumb to stress, to keel over because their bodies 
revolt against that pressure of self-involvement. Whereas even though some peo­
ple can be aggressive, annoying, loud, and seemingly "stressed," if their overall 
motivation is altruistic and they don't pay too much attention to themselves, 
they live longer. And the quiet type Bs who are also more concerned about 
others, not necessarily out of any altruistic religious inklings, but just naturally 
not paying much attention to themselves, tend to live longer, too. 

I find this study amazing. I was with the Dalai Lama when he heard about 
the results. He was intrigued and very pleased. "Oh, really?" he said. "Let me see 
that paper. In Buddhist psychology, we also have this idea that obsessive self­
preoccupation-possessiveness and selfishness and self-centeredness-is life's chief 
demon!" 

Let us explore the problems created by this demon of self-preoccupation, 
the ways in which it causes us suffering. We will then practice a fundamental 
meditation in which we look for the fixated self and find that it does not, after 
all, exist. Once we have freed ourselves from the constricting habit of always 
thinking that we are the center of the universe, we will experience our first 
taste of the boundless joy and compassion that is infinite life. 

PROBLEM: MISKNOWLEDGE AND 

SELF-PREOCCUPATION 

One of the hardest things we have to do on a regular basis is to admit that we are 
wrong. We stubbornly insist that we're right in situations where we're not quite 
sure if we are, and even when we sense that we've slipped. How much more 
indignant do we become when we feel certain that we're right and someone 
has the gall or the stupidity to challenge us? In this case, we feel an absolute 
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imperative to jump up and trumpet our rightness. If we still cannot get others to 
agree with us, we soon become self-righteous and then outraged. 

Believe it or not, the fact that we struggle so much with being wrong is of 
tremendous importance to our task of awakening to the reality of selflessness. 
We should examine our habit of needing to be right carefully to see why it 
feels so good. 

Being right means that the world affirms us in what we think we know. 
"Knowing" something is a way of controlling it, being able to put it in its proper 
place in relation to us so that we can use it effectively. As Dharmakirti, the 
seventh-century Indian philosopher, said, "All successful action is preceded by 
accurate knowledge." So knowledge is power, in the sense that it empowers us 
to act successfully. Misknowledge, misunderstanding a situation, is weakness, in 
the sense that our actions may fail in their aim, backfire, or have unintended 
consequences. Knowledge is security, in that we know our vulnerabilities and 
can avoid harm. Misknowledge is danger, in that we don't know what others 
might do to us or what traps may await us. We therefore feel powerful and 
secure when we're right, weak and vulnerable when we're wrong. 

Viewed in this context, being right seems like a struggle for survival, a drive 
to win. It's natural for us to cling to that feeling, even when we have not inves­
tigated the reality around us because we don't really want to know if we are 
wrong. We think that finding ourselves in the wrong means a loss of power 
and safety, forgetting' that actually it is the only way for us to discover what is 
truly right and truly wrong, thereby gaining real power and real safety. When 
we pretend, we focus our attention on appearing to be right no matter what 
the reality, we distract ourselves from being awake to what really is going on, 
and so place ourselves at a disempowering disadvantage. 

In light of this simple analysis, what lies at the center of our constant need to 
assure our rightness and, therefore, our power and security? Is it not the certainty 
that "I am"? Does not the strong sense of "I am" seem absolutely right, unques­
tionable, in fact? Every self-identification, judgment, and impulse beginning with 
"I am"-"I am me," "I am American," "I am human," "I am male," "I am 
right," "I am sure," "I am angry"--seerns natural, undeniable, imperative. As 
such, we are habitually driven to obey in feelings, thoughts, words, and deeds 
whatever comes from within the inexhaustible fountain of I am's, I think's, 
I want's, I love's, I hate's, and I do's. "I" is the absolute captain of our ship, 
the agent of our fate, the master of our lives. 

When apes or bulls or mountain goats snort and paw the ground and then 
charge head first at one another, we interpret their behavior as an "I" versus 
"I" contest, sometimes to the death. Similarly, the imperative issuing from our 
"I" can be so adamant, so unchallengeable, that we human beings, too, will sac­
rifice our lives. Just think of the nature of such statements as follows, when the 
"I" is aligned with country, church, God, family, race, gender, or species: "I am 
a patriot!" "I am a Protestant!" "I am a Catholic!" "I am a Christian!" "I am a 
Muslim!" "I am a believer!" "I am an atheist!" "I am white!" "I am a male!" 
"I am human!" In these situations, the "I" exercises tremendous power over us, 
and can often lead us to our death. 
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The "I," the ego-self seemingly absolutely resident in the heart of our being, 
is the one thing of which we each are absolutely certain, which we will die for, 
which we will kill for, which we will obey slavishly and unquestioningly 
throughout our lives. We are so accustomed to our habitual sense of self that 
we consider even the slightest absence of it-a moment of derangement, a loss 
of consciousness in fainting or deep sleep, a disorienting distraction of passion or 
terror, a dizzying state of drunkenness or drug-intoxication, a psychological or 
neurological disorder-absolutely terrifying. We can't imagine our lives without 
our "I" as a constant, demanding presence. 

What is shocking and dilli.cult for most W estemers to accept is that the 
Buddha discovered that this most certain knowledge of the "self' is actually 
"misknowledge"-a fundamental misunderstanding, a delusion. And what's 
more, he realized that this discovery was the key to liberation, the gateway to 
enlightenment. When he saw the false nature of the "I," he emitted his "lion's 
roar," pronouncing the reality of selflessness, identitylessness, voidness. This was 
his Eureka! moment, his scientific breakthrough, his insight into reality, from 
whence has flowed for thousands of years the whole philosophical, scientific, 
and religious educational movement that is Buddhism. Identifying this habitual, 
certain sel£...knowledge as the core rnisknowledge allowed the Buddha to give 
birth to wisdom, truth, and liberating enlightenment. 

But the Buddha knew perfectly well that it would do no good to simply 
order people to accept his declaration of selflessness as dogma and cling to it as 
a slogan or creed. The instinctual entanglement of human beings within the knot 
of self-certainty is much too powerful to be dislodged in this way, selflessness at 
first too counterintuitive to be acknowledged as truth. No, the Buddha realized, 
people must discover their real nature for themselves. So he made his declaration 
of selflessness not a statement of fact but rather a challenge to inquiry. 

"I have discovered selflessness!" the Buddha announced. "I have seen 
through the reality of the seemingly solid self that lay at the core of my being. 
This insight did not destroy me--it only destroyed my suffering. It was my lib­
eration! But you need not believe me. Discover the truth for yourself. Try with 
all your might to verify this 'self you feel is in there, to pin it down. If you can 
do that, fine, tell me I'm wrong and ignore whatever else I may have to say. But 
if you fail to find it, if each thing you come up with dissolves under further 
analysis, if you discover, as I did, that there is no atomic, indivisible, durable 
core 'self,' tp.en do not be afraid. Do not recoil or tum away. Rather, confront 
that emptiness and recognize it as the doorway to the supreme freedom! See 
through the 'self and it will release you. You will discover that you are a part 
of the infinite web of interconnectedness with all other beings. You will live in 
bliss from now on as the relative self you always were; free at long last from the 
struggle of absolute alienation, free to help others find their own blessed freedom 
and happiness!" ~ 

Though in this paraphrase of his core teaching the Buddha offers us much 
encouragement, the challenge remains its central thrust. "You think you're really 
you? Don't just accept that blindly! Verify whether or not your 'self is actually 
present within you. Tum your focused attention to it and explore it. If it's as 
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solid as it seems, then it should be solidly encounterable. If you can't encounter 
it, then you must confront your error." 

The great philosopher Descartes made a grave error when he thought he 
discovered in his fixed subjective self the one certain thing about existence. 
After demolishing the entire universe of observable things with hammer blows 
of systematic doubt, he was unable to give even a tiny tap to collapse this sense 
of self1 And so he set down as the basis for his entire philosophy the famous 
proposition, "I think, therefore I am!" 

Believe it or not, in his deep exploration for the "self," Descartes almost 
took another path that would have led him to enlightenment. He got very 
close to discovering that he could not find the "self' he felt to be so abso­
lutely present. After intensively dissecting appearances, drilling through layer 
upon layer of seeming certainties, he came out with nothing that he could 
hold onto as the "sel£" But then he made the tragic mistake. Instead of 
accepting his selflessness, he instead said to himself, "Ah! Well, of course I 
cannot find the self. It is the self that is doing the looking! The 'I' is the 
subject and so it cannot be an object. Though I cannot find it, still my 
knowledge that it is the absolute subject cannot be doubted. It confirms its 
existence by doubting its existence. Cogito ergo sum! Of this I can remain 
absolutely certain." 

Why was this mistaken? His logic sounds plausible enough at first. It is, after 
all, a clever way out of the dilemma of looking for something you are sure is 
there but cannot find. But what's wrong with it? Let's say that I am looking 
for a cup. I find it, so I can be certain that the cup exists. I look for my fiiend 
and find her, so I can be certain she's there. I look for my glasses, I do not find 
them--so I proclaim certainty that they are there? No-I go get another pair 
because I acknowledge I've lost them. I look for my oh-so-familiar "I," and 
I cannot find it! Why would I think it's there, then? Because I've arbitrarily put 
it in the category of "things that are there only when I can't find them"? No, 
when I can't find it, it's rather more sensible that I must give up the sense of 
certainty that it's there. I feel it's there when I don't look for it, but as soon as 
I look for it with real effort, it instantly eludes discovery. It seems always to be 
just around the next corner in my mind, yet each time I tum around to seize it, 
it disappears. And so I must slowly come to accept the fact that it may not be 
there after all. 

Put another way, imagine that you are walking through the desert when, 
far off on the horizon, you see an oasis. Yet when you get closer, it disappears. 
"Ahal" you think to yourself. "A mirage." You walk away. Miles later, you 
turn around and look back. There's the oasis again! Do you feel certain that 
the water is there now? No, on the contrary you feel certain that it is only a 
mirage of water. In the same way, when you look for the "self' and don't find 
it, you must accept that it is merely a mirage. Your solid self-sense is only an 
illusion. 

Had Descartes persisted and found the door to :freedom in his selflessness, as 
the Buddha did, then instead of proclaiming, "I think, therefore I am," he might 
have said, "Even though I can find no concrete, fixated 'self,' I still can think. 
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I still seem to be. Therefore I can continue to be myself, selflessly, as a relative, 
conventional, but ultimately unfindable being." 

Whenever you decide to try a particular yoga [or form of meditation], the 
crucial first step is always deciding to make the change. You must begin by 
accepting the fact that your habitual conceptions could be wrong. If, for exam­
ple, you live with the delusion that it is just fine to remain addicted to nicotine, 
that three packs of cigarettes a day puts you in optimal operating condition, then 
there is no way you will successfully complete a yoga to quit smoking. Likewise, 
in this crucial quest_ of the self, the presumed core of your self-addiction, you 
must first convince yourself through empirical observation that the way you 
hold your self-identity-the constricted feeling of being wrapped around a 
solid, independent core--is uncomfortable and disabling. 

Why should you even care if the rigid "self' that you believe in so strongly 
really exists or not? Our self feels most real when we are right and righteous, 
when we are wrongly or unfairly challenged. And it also seems unique, 
completely separate from everyone and everything else in the universe. This sep­
arateness can feel like :freedom and independence when we are in a good mood. 
But when we are in trouble, lonely or angry, under pressure or dissatisfied, this 
separateness feels like isolation, alienation, unfair treatment, or deprivation. 
When we are wholly gripped by fury, the searing energy that wants to attack a 
target picks our "I" up like a mindless tool and flings us at the other person. It is 
so disconnected that it even disregards our sense of self-protection, making us 
take actions that injure us, ignore injuries undergone, and even harm others 
with no regard for the consequences. There is no more powerful demonstration 
of our strong sense of being an independent entity than when we give ourselves 
over completely to anger. 

When we look around at others, we see that they are just as alienated from 
us as we are alienated from them. As we want things from them, they want 
things from us. As we reject them, they seem to reject us. We don't love 
them, so how can we expect them to love us? And yet they are endless, 
while "I" am just one. So I am badly outnumbered. I feel threatened. I can 
never get enough, have enough, or be enough. I will inevitably lose the me­
versus-all-of-them struggle in the long run. 

We can, of course, experience moments of unity with other beings, through 
falling in love, or having a child, for example. When we do, we experience tre­
mendous relj.ef-for a moment, there are two of us teamed up against all the 
others together. We have an ally. But unfortunately those moments are too 
rare, and they do not last long before the old self-isolation re-emerges. Even 
lovers can tum into adversaries, couples often seek divorce, and children recoil 
from their parents, who in turn reject them. 

This alienation caused by the presumed independent, absolute self was why 
the Buddha saw its illusion as the source of human suffering. The situation of 
feeling that it's always "the self versus the world," with the self as the long­
term loser, is unsatisfactory and untenable. When we recognize the inevitable 
nonviability of our self-centered reality, it motivates us to engage in the quest 
for the true nature of the sel£ It makes it existentially essential for us to pause 
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in our headlong rush through life and tum within, to verify whether the "self' 
really exists as we feel it does. 

We can take great encouragement from the fact that the Buddha told us 
we could escape from our suffering. Still, we cannot merely accept someone 
else's report. No one else can do the job of replacing misunderstanding with 
understanding for us. We must look at reality and verify for ourselves whether 
our habitual sense of having a fixed self or the Buddha's discovery of selflessness 
is ultimately true. In this way, we can begin to transform the self­
preoccupation that causes chronic suffering into the insightful, gradual opening 
and letting go of the self that is, paradoxically, so self-fulfilling. We want to be 
happy, but ironically we can only become happier to the extent that we can 
develop an unconcern for our "sel£" This process is long and gradual, though 
you will experience frequent breakthrough moments that will thrill you and 
motivate you to continue. 

Before we actually engage in the meditation practice used to discover the true 
nature of the self, we must set up our parameters in practical, clear terms. When 
we look through a darkened house for a misplaced key, we first remember what 
the key looks like, and then we search for it carefully, room by room, turning 
lights on as we go. We use a flashlight to look under beds and in hidden comers. 
When we have looked everywhere exhaustively and not found it, we decide 
we've missed it somehow, so we go back and repeat the process. However, after 
one or two searches of this kind, we come to a decisive conclusion that the key is 
not in the house. We know we could continue looking endlessly, but that would 
be impractical. So we decide to proceed accordingly with our lives. 

In the case of the quest for the self, we will look through all the processes of 
our body and mind that we can find and investigate them thoroughly. Our phys­
ical systems, sensational feelings, conceptual image bank, emotional energies, and 
consciousness itself constitute the house through which we will search. There are 
also various vaguely defined areas such as "spirit" and "soul" that, like a dusty 
attic or dank cellar, we may feel the need to explore. It is easy to get lost in 
these murky, dank, and oft-forgotten quarters of the mind. So we must get a 
clear picture of what we want to find ahead of time. And most important, we 
must set some limits to the exercise, since practically speaking we cannot con­
tinue to search indefinitely. 

At this point you should search through the house of your body-mind-spirit 
a few times with great concentration and systematic thoroughness, with my help 
and the help of many experts who have guided me through this practice. If, dur­
ing this process, you find a "self," then enjoy it to the full. If, however, as I 
suspect will be the case, you do not find what stands up solidly as your "real 
self' by the end of the process, then you will have to live with the fact that 
there is no such thing. You will need to make the practical decision to tum 
from seeking the "self' to explore instead the ramifications of being a relative 
self without any absolute underpinning. 

This commitment to practicality in your quest for the self is of great importance 
at the outset and will have a significant impact on the success of the endeavor. Once 
you have made the commitment in your own mind, you may begin. 

WISDOM 445 

Practice: Trying to Find Your "I" 

You are now prepared to deepen your understanding of your selflessness. You 
will be looking at yourself introspectively, trying to grasp exactly what your 
essence is. When you do this practice well, you will begin to feel yourself dissol­
ving, just as I did at my mentor Geshe-la's house many years ago. You will start 
realizing-gradually and also suddenly, in spurts-that you can't find this myste­
rious "self" Your strong feeling of having an absolute "I" is maddeningly elusive 
when you try to pin it down precisely. 

... In looking for your "self," start with your body. Ask yourself; "Am I my 
body?" In order to answer this question, you must define your body. It is 
composed at least of your five sense organs, right? Your skin and sensitive inner 
surfaces constitute the touch organ, then you have your eyes for sight, your nose 
for smell, your ears for hearing, and your tongue for taste. So first let's explore all 
of your senses together, your sensory system. 

Identify the sound sense. What do you hear-a dog barking, a phone ring­
ing, music playing, or perhaps just the sound of your own breathing? Now 
notice the visual field. You are reading words on the page. What else do you 
see? What are the images on the edge of your peripheral vision? How about 
smell? Perhaps you smell the scent of incense burning, or of musty wood. Do 
you taste anything: something you ate a while ago, tea you drank, or just the 
taste of your own mouth? The tactile field is everything touching your skin, 
including other parts of your skin touching your skin. Your hand may be resting 
on your knee, for example. Your bottom is touching a pillow. Just identify all 
the sensations, the textures, smells, tastes, sounds, and sights. 

Now notice your internal sensations, like the breakfast in your tummy. You 
might have a slight pain in your back or your knee. Maybe your foot is falling 
asleep, and you're annoyed because there's a slightly painful sensation there. You 
might have a pleasurable sensation in some part of you that is feeling good i£ for 
example, you worked out yesterday or had a massage. 

Recognize that for each of these sensations you are experiencing, you are 
receiving data from the outside world. The sensations are not all coming from 
your own body. So your body is not just inside your skin; your body is both 
your organs and the field of all incoming sense objects. It's everything you are 
seeing and hearing and smelling and tasting and touching. It's the chair or pillow 
you're sitting on. The words you are reading on this page. The incense drifting 
into your nostrils. If you look at one sensation, you realize that you are sharing 
your material body with the outside world. Say, for example, you are looking at 
light bouncing off a table. That light is a part of your shared sensory system, and 
therefore part of your body, too. 

So already you have begun to expand your self-definition, just by looking at 
your five senses. Suddenly you are not just something that sits there inside your 
skin. You are your environment as well. Your body interfuses with the outside 
world that you perceive with your senses. All of our bodies are totally overlap­
ping, all the time. Do you see? And when you think, "this is 'me' over here 
inside this skin," you are unrealistically thinking that "I" am not connected to 
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others through the sense perceptions that we have in common. But you are con­
nected, even before you talk to them or think anything about them, through 
your shared environment. 

Now you can move to the next level of analysis of the self, which exists at 
the level of your mind. First is the sensational system, the feelings of pleasure, 
pain, and numbness associated with sense perceptions of sights, sounds, smells, 
tastes, textures, and mental sense inner objects. When you experience these six 
kinds of objects, you react as pleased, irritated, or indifferent. Mentally inventory 
your sensations at the moment, and notice how you react at this basic feeling 
level. Notice that this heap of sense-reactions has no self-core within it. 

Next is your conceptual system, your ideas, mental maps, and internal 
images. You have a picture of yourself as you exist in the world. You have a 
concept of yourself as human, not animal. You have a picture of yourself as 
male or female. You have a body image, and an image of each part of your 
body. You have a concept of your identity as a teacher, a manager, a doctor, 
or whatever. You have a concept of yourself as successful or as a failure. Inven­
tory this mass of ideas and images and notice that you have whole clouds of 
pictures and concepts. But is this incredibly chaotic mass of images and words 
and diagrams and maps and so forth that is your conceptual system the real 
"you"? Your perception of yourself changes all the time, depending on your 
mood, whom you're with, or what you're doing. Sometimes you think, "I'm a 
high-powered executive," whereas other times you think, 'Tm just a tiny speck 
on a tiny planet of six billion people." So surely your conceptual system cannot 
be your "self" The "you" self is not any of these ideas, since it seems to be the 
entity that is noticing all of them. 

At the fourth level of analysis, find your emotional system. You are con­
stantly reacting to all of these images and notions. Right now, you're probably 
feeling a bit irritated with me. You're thinking to yourself, "Why is he making 
me do this? Why doesn't he just crack a joke? Let's have some fun. What is this 
terrible business of exploring the self, 'discovering selflessness'? How is this 
helping me?" And so on and so forth. You're feeling annoyed and anxious and 
confused. Or maybe you're just feeling bored. Anyway, your emotions are there 
in your mind, always functioning, but always changing. You can take a peek at 
them now, as they swirl around in your heart and head, and you can see that 
they are not fixed. You are not defined by your emotions. They are not the 
elusive "self' you're seeking. 

Lastly, turn your attention to your consciousness system. It is the most 
important system of all. You see at once how it is a buzzing, blooming, swirling 
mass of subtle energies. Nothing is fixed, nothing stable within it. With your 
mental consciousness, you hop from one sense to another. You analyze your 
ideas, you focus internally on your emotions and thoughts, and you can even 
focus on being thought-free. Your consciousness aims itself at being free of 
thought by the thought of being free of thought. How strange! As you inventory 
your consciousness, don't allow yourself to rest with a bare awareness, but go a 
bit deeper-explore further with your analytic attention. Ask yourself, "Who is 
this supposedly rigid 'self? ls it the same self right now as the one who woke up 
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grumbling this morning, preparing that cup of coffee, rushing to get ready, 
quickly brushing its teeth? Is it the same self who was born a tiny, unaware, 
helpless infant years ago? Who is the 'me' who knows my name, who knows 
what I want, where I am, and what I'm doing? Who is the 'me' who knows 
I'm an American, who knows I'm a-whatever: a Buddhist or a Christian or 
an atheist? Where is that person now? Where is that absolute, unchanging struc­
ture?" You can see how your self-consciousness is a buzzing, blooming, swirling 
mass of confusion-nothing is fixed, nothing stable within it. You can barely 
remember what yqu did yesterday morning-I can't remember at all at my 
age! So how can you possibly have a rigid self? See how releasing these sorts of 
thoughts can be! ... 

The deepest stage of awareness comes when your consciousness begins to 
turn inward to gaze upon itself At first it thinks, "I now know that these sen­
sory, mental, and emotional systems looming before me are not the 'self,' they 
are not 'me.' But the awareness that looks at them, that contemplates and inves­
tigates them, that is my 'self'" And yet you soon discover that you are mistaken 
even in this conclusion. The moment you begin to examine your own conscious 
mind, you engage in a whirling, internal dervish-dance where your awareness 
spins round and round upon itself This contemplation can be dizzying, nauseat­
ing, painful, and even a bit frightening, as the felt "self' disappears and evades its 
own attention. You can never catch it, even as you become more experienced at 
this meditation and come back to this place again and again. Time and again you 
will feel frustrated by your continued failure to come up with a result. Yet you 
must not lose heart. You must remember that looking for your "self' is the most 
important thing you can ever do in your evolutionary development. You must 
keep faith that you are on the brink of a quantum leap; you are so close to 
awakening. 

As you enter into this confusing realm of spinning self-seeking, be careful 
not to make the mistake Descartes made by withdrawing from it all with some 
sort of decision about "you" being the subject and therefore not any sort of find­
able object. Also, be careful not to fall into the nihilistic trap of withdrawing 
from the spinning by deciding that all is nothing after all. and so naturally the 
self-sense is an illusion. Keep whirling upon your "self' as long as you feel abso­
lutely there is a self to whirl upon, to look at, to catch. Put your full truth­
seeking, analytic energy into the drive to find it. 

Eventually, you will experience a gradual melting process. The whirling will 
slowly dissolve without fear: you won't shrink back in terror of falling into an 
abyss-like void because you are already overcoming your self-addiction. You 
control the tendency to shrink back in terror of falling into a looming void by 
your drilling, whirling energy of awareness itself You dissolve your fearing sub­
ject, the object for which you are feeling fear, and the imagined nothingness that 
only the pseudo-self-addiction wants you to fear. However fully you feel such 
processes at first, what happens to you is that, as you begin to melt, your drive 
intensity lessens, you feel buoyed by a floating sensation coming from within 
your nerves and cells, from within your subjectivity as well as your object-field. 
At some point, you lose your sense of self entirely, as if you were a :field of open 
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space. Like Neo and his colleagues in the movie The Matrix when they entered 
one of the computer-generated training fields, you will find yourself standing in 
a blank white space--except in your case, in this transcending moment, you 
break free from your "digital residual self-image." You will be only the blank 
white space, a bare awareness of yourself as a boundless entity. Dissolving into 
this space, you'll feel intense bliss, a sense of extreme relief 

When you first melt into the spacious experience of freedom, it is enthrall­
ing, like emerging from a dark cave into infinite light. You feel magnificent, vast, 
and unbound. If you inadvertently fall into this state unprepared by arriving 
there too quickly, you may be tempted to think that you have arrived at the 
absolute reality, and this is a bit of a danger. You might think, feeling it nonver­
bally at this stage, that you've conquered the differentiated universe and realized 
its true "nothingness," experiencing it as such a profound and liberating release 
that you never want any contact with the real world. Remember, how­
ever, that nothingness is not your ultimate goal-you are not trying to escape 
reality, but to embrace it. If you reach this space of release gradually through 
the repeated whirling of your self turning upon itself, then you'll be able to 
enjoy the vastness and magnificence without losing awareness that it is only 
another relational condition. You'll realize that the great emptiness is ultimately 
empty of itself; it is not reality, either. 

Since you are the void, you do not need to remain in the void, and your 
original self-sense slowly reemerges within the universe of persons and things. 
But you are aware that it is not the same "self' you had before--it is forever 
different, now become infinite and unbound. You have changed. You now per­
ceive your "self' consciously, living with it yet maintaining an educated distance 
from it. You are like one of the characters in The Matrix, present and active as 
real being, yet at the same time realizing that the apparent reality that surrounds 
you is only illusory. All that was apparent becomes transparent. 

One of the most significant changes you will notice upon discovering your 
selflessness is that your sense of being separate from everyone else has now 
eroded. Your new awareness enables you to perceive others as equal to yourself, 
a part of you, even. You can see yourself as they see you, and experience 
empathically how they perceive themselves as locked within themselves. You 
have arrived at the doorway to universal compassion, and it frees you from 
being locked away behind a :fixed point-of-awareness and opens you to a sort 
of field awareness wherein others are really just the same as you while simulta­
neously relationally different. Through the sense of sameness, you feel their pains 
as if they were your own: when they hurt, you hurt. Yet through the sense of 
relational difference and balanced responsibility, you naturally feel moved to free 
them from their pains, just as you move automatically to eliminate your own 
pains. When your hand is burned by a hot pot handle, you react at once to 
pull away from the heat, you plunge it into cold water, you rush to find ice. 
You respond instinctively to remove the pain. You don't consider it a selfless 
act of compassion for your hand. You just do it through your neural connection 
to your hand. Your new open awareness feels others' hands through a similar 
sense of natural connection. 

WISDOM 

QUESTIONS FOR MAKING CONNECTIONS 

WITHIN THE READING 
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1. Choose one important term from Thurman's essay, such as nirvana, 
nothingness, emptiness, enlightenment, meditation, compassion, ignorance, self, 
happiness, or freedom. Then, by tracing Thurman's use of the term 
throughout the chapter, offer your own explanation of its meaning. 
While commonplace definitions for all of these terms may be found in a 
dictionary, here you are being asked to explain the meaning of the tenn as 
Thurman uses it. Then you might contrast Thurman's use of the term with 
more commonplace understandings. Ignorance, for example, has a special 
significance in the context of Buddhist thought. How does it differ from 
ignorance as we normally define it? 

2. Instead of discussing the soul, Thurman focuses on the mind. How is 
"mind" different from "soul"? Where is the mind located, according to 
Thurman? Is it the same as the brain? What are some of the broader 
implications of Thurman's attention to the mind instead of the soul? If 
the mind is transformed, can the essence of the person remain somehow 
immune to change? Conversely, if a person's mental habits and perceptions 
remain unchanged, is it possible to imagine that the essence of the person 
has still been altered somehow? We might ordinarily think of each person 
as endowed Vvith an individual soul, but is the mind individualized in the 
same way? 

3. Thurman speaks about "enlightenment" instead of"redemption" or 
"salvation." How does "enlightenment" differ from "salvation"? What are 
the differences between Thurman's emphasis on the experience of 
"selflessness" and the famous Greek dictum "Know thyself'? Could 
selflessness qualify as a form of self-knowledge? Could it qualify as a form 
of redemption or salvation? 

QUESTIONS FOR WRIT.ING 

1. Buddhism is often studied on the college level in courses offered by 
philosophy and religion departments. Judging from Thurman's account, 
what elements does Buddhism have in common with philosophy? With 
religion? Or, judging from Thurman's account, would you say that 
Buddhism has some elements in common with science, which is based on 
empirical observation? In what ways might Buddhism be closer to a science 
than to a religion or a philosophy? 

2. What are the social and political implications of Thurman's argument? How 
would the cultivation of "wisdom" as he describes it affect people in a 
competitive, consumption-oriented society like our own? Is Thurman's 
brand of meditation compatible with democracy and the idea that all of us 



450 ROBERT THURMAN 

are equal? How might the cultivation of wisdom influence the current 
p.o~ti~al climate? Would the climate become less adversarial? Less driven by 
ngid ideology? Or would people who cultivate wisdom simply wash their 
hands of politics? 

QUESTIONS FOR MAKING CONNECTIONS 

BETWEEN READINGS 

1. Thurm.an presents the notion of selflessness as a cultural ideal, a way of 
thinking that contrasts with ideas about being an "I'm-the-center-of-the­
universe, isolated-from-others somebody." Naomi Klein, in "Hot Money," 
describes the free trade forces aligned against environmental groups in similar 
terms, as a group narrowly focused on their financial interests to the exclu­
sion of the health of the planet. Klein proposes, as an alternative to the 
"logic of indiscriminate economic growth," what she terms "managed 
degrowth," a new cultural ideal that would supplant the idea of continuous 
economic expansion. What might be the value of selflessness and managed 
degrowth as cultural ideals? How do the proposals to encourage the acceptance 
of degrowth, suggested by Klein, parallel Thurman's ideas about the value of 
selflessness? Is it likely that a "doorway to universal compassion" could become 
a social or political force? How might such a transformation oc=? 

2. In what ways is reading like the practice of meditation? To explore this 
question, draw primarily on Azar Nafisi's selections from Reading Lolita in 
Tehran. At a key moment in her account, Nafisi makes this observation: 

Whoever we were-and it was not really important what religion 
we belonged to, whether we wished to wear the veil or not, 
whether we observed certain religious norms or not--we had 
become the figment of someone else's dreams. A stem ayatollah, a 
self-proclaimed philosopher-king, had come to rule our land. 

How, according to Nafisi, can the reading of fiction help us throw off the 
veils-literal and virtual-that others have imposed on us? Does reading as 
she describes it involve its own form of mental cultivation, comparable in 
some ways to the meditational practice that Thurman describes? Does read­
ing allow Nafisi and her students to experience a form of "selflessness"? 
How can we tell the difference between the veils imposed on us and the 
persons we really are? 

••• 
SHERRY TURKLE 

WHAT IS LIFE? What does it really mean for something to "be alive"? Questions 
like these were not on Sherry Turkle' s mind when she took her daughter 
Rebecca to see a special exhibition on the life and work of Charles Darwin 
the naturalist who first described the processes behind natural evolution. On; 
of the first dioramas in the show included two live tortoises like the ones Darwin 
encountered on his expedition to the Galapagos Islands: 

One tortoise was hidden from view; the other rested in its cage, utterly still. 
Rebecca inspected the visible tortoise thoughtfully for a while and then said 
ma.tter-of-factly, "They could have used a robot." I was taken aback and 
asked what she meant. She said she thought it was a shame to bring the 
turtle all this way from its island home in the Pacific, when it was just going 
to sit there in the museum, motionless, doing nothing... . [Later] a ten­
year-old girl told me that she would prefer a robot turtle because aliveness 
comes with aesthetic inconvenience: "Its water looks dirty. Gross." 

This reaction pushed Turk:le to rethink much of her enthusiasm for technology. 
What kind of future might await humankind when children grow up preferring 
machines to biological life? What will happen to us psychologically if we envy 
our robots' skill, intelligence, and immortality? 

Sherry Turk:le's subject is the technology we tend to look at with uncritical 
awe-as she herself did for many years. Only gradually did Turk:le come to 
understand that unless we stop to reflect, we might wind up as the tools of our 
tools: if our androids and PCs are meant to serve as extensions of ourselves, we 
could become their extensions instead. A further irony is that no one can foresee 
how our inventions will change us because no one can predict where technology 
is headed. Without a framework for assessing change, we might someday bitterly 
regret our naivety. Technology could prove to be unstoppable, but Turkle 
believes that we still have the power to control its pace and direction. 

Sheny Turk:le is the Abby Rockefeller Mauze Professor of the Social Studies 
of Science and Technology at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology. Her 
early work on psychoanalysis paved the way for her later thinking on the 
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