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Chapter 1 Introduction 
Chapter 1 of His Holiness the Dalai Lama's commentary on Shantideva's ninth chapter, titled 

"Introduction," lays essential groundwork by emphasising the importance of pure motivation and a balanced 

approach between intellect and faith.

Description: 
His Holiness begins by urging both teacher and reader to cultivate a pure motivation. For practicing 

Buddhists, this means aiming sincerely for full enlightenment (bodhichitta) to benefit all sentient beings. He 

underscores the need for practitioners to maintain an objective to become fundamentally good human 

beings; compassionate and warm-hearted. The commitment to refuge in the Three Jewels (Buddha, Dharma, 

Sangha) and the altruistic intent to attain enlightenment (bodhichitta) differentiates genuine Mahayana 

practice from mere intellectual study or superficial interest in Buddhism.

Dalai Lama also recognises that many readers might not be practicing Buddhists but have genuine 

interests in Buddhism’s methods for spiritual and psychological transformation. He advises these readers to 

adopt any beneficial techniques they encounter into their own spiritual traditions if possible, or to simply 

leave them aside if unsuitable. His approach is inclusive, sensitive to readers of different religious 

backgrounds, and practical for all interested in improving their minds and lives.

Analysis: 
The chapter stresses a critical balance between intellect and faith. His Holiness cautions against blind 

faith that lacks rational grounding, highlighting the potential loss of one's critical faculty if beliefs are 

accepted without thoughtful reflection. Instead, faith should emerge from reasoned inquiry and personal 

verification, becoming stable and reliable as a result.

He draws from Nagarjuna, who stated that faith and intelligence are both vital for spiritual growth, but 

that faith serves as the foundation. Intellectual understanding is essential because it helps practitioners 

identify the correct path and deepen their insight into the teachings. However, mere intellectual knowledge is 

insufficient if it does not influence one's conduct and life in a meaningful way. Thus, the integration of 

understanding into personal experience and behaviour is essential for genuine spiritual development.

His Holiness also introduces the importance of lineage and transmission of teachings, emphasising his 

humility and sincere devotion to Buddhism. He describes himself modestly as a "simple Buddhist monk," 

and clarifies that he does not claim comprehensive mastery over all topics discussed. Instead, he expresses 

his deep admiration for and emotional connection to the philosophy of emptiness, suggesting that this lived 

experience provides authenticity and relevance to his teachings.

Summary 
In the opening chapter, His Holiness the Dalai Lama gently introduces readers to the profound teachings 

of Shantideva's ninth chapter, framing them not just as intellectual exercises but as a meaningful path toward 

true transformation. He begins by stressing the importance of cultivating a pure and heartfelt motivation. The 

essence of this motivation, he explains, is bodhichitta; the compassionate aspiration to achieve 

enlightenment for the sake of all beings. His Holiness emphasises that the practice of Buddhism, particularly 

in the Mahayana tradition, hinges not merely on theoretical understanding but on developing genuine 

warmth and goodness in one’s heart.

Acknowledging the diverse backgrounds of his audience, His Holiness thoughtfully addresses those who 

may not identify as practicing Buddhists. He warmly invites them to explore the ideas and techniques 

offered, suggesting that whatever resonates and proves beneficial can be thoughtfully integrated into their 

own lives or spiritual traditions, while anything incompatible can respectfully be set aside. His 

compassionate and inclusive approach reassures readers that these teachings are broadly accessible, relevant 

to everyone committed to spiritual growth and psychological well-being.

A key theme His Holiness emphasises is the delicate and vital balance between faith and intellect. 

Drawing from the wisdom of Nagarjuna, he points out that while intellectual understanding is essential 

(enabling practitioners to navigate correctly through spiritual teachings) faith rooted in reason and personal 

insight is ultimately foundational. He cautions against adopting beliefs uncritically or blindly, as such faith 

can be unstable and may falter under scrutiny. Instead, he advocates for a mature faith grounded firmly in 
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personal inquiry, reflective examination, and direct experience. This integration of intellect and faith ensures 

that one’s spiritual journey remains authentic and genuinely transformative.

His Holiness also humbly discusses his own connection with these teachings, emphasising his sincere 

respect and devotion to the lineage from which they derive. He describes himself simply as a Buddhist 

monk, disclaiming complete mastery of the text, but asserting instead a heartfelt connection to its core 

message, particularly the profound teachings on emptiness. This personal humility enriches the commentary, 

setting an example for readers by modelling the attitudes of sincerity, openness, and genuine commitment to 

practice.

In sum, this introductory chapter gently prepares readers for the depth of insights to follow. It grounds 

spiritual exploration firmly in compassionate motivation, encourages a thoughtful synthesis of faith and 

reason, and invites readers to approach the teachings with humility and openness. His Holiness’s warmth, 

practicality, and depth of personal conviction beautifully set the tone for the journey ahead, reinforcing the 

idea that authentic spiritual progress must resonate deeply within one’s own heart and mind.
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Chapter 2 The Buddhist Context 
Description 

Chapter 2, "The Buddhist Context," provides the historical and philosophical groundwork necessary for 

understanding the depth and complexity of Shantideva’s teachings. The Dalai Lama begins by recounting the 

historical journey of Buddhism from its roots with the compassionate Buddha Shakyamuni over 2,500 years 

ago in India, through its flourishing under great Indian masters such as Nagarjuna and Asanga, and 

eventually its rich evolution and adaptation in Tibet. Buddhism spread widely through Asia, influenced by 

cultural and geographical differences, resulting in distinct Tibetan traditions like the Nyingma, Kagyü, 

Sakya, and Geluk schools. Despite their differences in terminology and practices, all these schools are 

complete expressions of Buddhism, incorporating Hinayana, Mahayana, and Vajrayana teachings.

The chapter moves on to clarify the essence of the Buddhist path. Central to Buddhist philosophy is the 

universal aspiration of all sentient beings to achieve happiness and avoid suffering. Buddhism uniquely 

emphasises that our experiences of pleasure and pain are profoundly connected to our own mental states and 

attitudes, highlighting the necessity for mental transformation as a means of achieving genuine happiness.

The Dalai Lama then delves deeply into the Buddhist understanding of causality, represented by the Four 

Noble Truths: the truths of suffering, its origin, its cessation, and the path leading to its cessation. 

Fundamental to this understanding is the recognition of three types of suffering: the suffering of pain, the 

suffering of change, and pervasive suffering due to conditioned existence. The possibility for liberation from 

these sufferings is thoroughly explained through dependent origination; a key concept emphasising that all 

phenomena arise interdependently.

Finally, the chapter underscores the importance of insight into emptiness and no-self as essential practices 

of wisdom, necessary to overcome ignorance (the root of suffering) and attain liberation. Through meditation 

and the development of such insight, practitioners can systematically remove obscurations and achieve a 

profound inner transformation.

Analysis
In this chapter, His Holiness methodically lays the philosophical foundations necessary to grasp 

Shantideva’s advanced teachings. He not only provides historical context, thus grounding the teachings in a 

continuous, living tradition, but also clarifies why mental transformation (particularly through understanding 

emptiness) is so vital.

His Holiness skilfully connects broad historical developments with personal spiritual practice, 

emphasising that Buddhism is not merely a historical or theoretical tradition, but a practical path oriented 

towards immediate mental and emotional transformation. By presenting the Four Noble Truths in clear 

relation to the understanding of suffering and liberation, he sets the stage for a deeper engagement with the 

subsequent complexities of Shantideva’s ninth chapter on wisdom.

Moreover, by emphasising dependent origination and the potential for liberation, His Holiness ensures 

readers appreciate that the realization of emptiness is practical and attainable. This insight into emptiness, 

paired with the altruistic intention, is articulated as essential for overcoming both gross and subtle forms of 

ignorance and afflictive emotions.

Summary
Chapter 2, "The Buddhist Context," anchors Shantideva's profound teachings in a clear historical and 

philosophical framework. It describes Buddhism's journey from Buddha Shakyamuni’s teachings through its 

flourishing in India and Tibet, highlighting the continuous lineage and variety of practices that emerged. 

Central to the Buddhist path is the universal aspiration to find happiness and avoid suffering—a goal 

intimately linked to mental and emotional transformation.

His Holiness emphasises that suffering arises fundamentally from ignorance and distorted perceptions of 

reality, elaborating on the Four Noble Truths and dependent origination to illustrate the mechanics of 

suffering and liberation. The chapter stresses that genuine liberation requires a direct insight into emptiness, 

recognising the absence of inherent existence. Through methodical meditation and intellectual analysis, 

practitioners can dispel ignorance, cultivate deep compassion, and progressively attain spiritual freedom and 

ultimately enlightenment.
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Chapter 3 The Two Truths 
Description 

Chapter 3, titled "The Two Truths," introduces us to the foundational philosophical concept central to 

Mahayana Buddhism: the understanding of reality through the two truths; relative and ultimate. Shantideva 

emphasises the necessity of cultivating the wisdom of emptiness, presenting it as an essential element for 

attaining liberation from cyclic existence. The chapter begins by asserting that all teachings of the Buddha 

converge towards cultivating wisdom, especially the wisdom realising emptiness. This wisdom is what 

ultimately frees beings from suffering, including the subtle underlying afflictive states that perpetuate cyclic 

existence.

Shantideva then systematically defines the two truths. The relative truth involves the everyday 

conventional perception and the interactions of phenomena as they appear to ordinary minds. Ultimate truth, 

on the other hand, refers to the emptiness or lack of inherent existence that can only be realised through 

profound insight beyond ordinary intellectual grasp. Recognising this duality is vital to overcoming 

ignorance and afflictive emotions, thus paving the way toward enlightenment.

Analysis 
This chapter delves deeper into the philosophical bedrock of Buddhist practice; emptiness. It directly 

challenges our habitual perceptions, highlighting how fundamental ignorance, specifically our misperception 

of intrinsic existence, anchors us in cycles of suffering. Shantideva elaborates how both truths, though 

distinct in conceptual terms, must be understood as complementary perspectives on a singular reality. 

Relative truth provides a practical framework for everyday interaction, while ultimate truth transcends 

intellectual understanding, existing as an experiential insight into the absence of inherent reality.

A crucial analytical point raised by Shantideva is that ultimate truth cannot be apprehended purely by 

intellect because intellect itself is rooted in the relative level of truth. Thus, true realization of emptiness 

requires direct, meditative insight. Shantideva underscores the practical implication of this realization by 

linking it explicitly to compassion and altruism. By seeing all phenomena as empty, practitioners dissolve 

the ego-driven distinctions that typically generate suffering, thereby enhancing their compassionate response 

to the suffering of others.

Summary 
In essence, Chapter 3 introduces and clarifies the concept of the two truths; relative and ultimate. Relative 

truth describes our conventional reality, how phenomena appear and interact at a common-sense level. 

Ultimate truth, however, is the deeper understanding of phenomena as devoid of intrinsic existence. 

Shantideva insists on the necessity of cultivating wisdom, specifically the wisdom of emptiness, to transcend 

suffering completely. By systematically defining and analysing the two truths, he provides a philosophical 

framework essential for practitioners aiming to overcome ignorance and achieve lasting freedom from 

suffering. The chapter calls for reflection and meditative insight, guiding practitioners to integrate the 

profound realization of emptiness into compassionate action for the benefit of all beings.
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Chapter 4 Critiquing Buddhist Realists 
Description 

In Chapter 4, "Critiquing the Buddhist Realists," the text focuses on challenging the philosophical 

positions of Buddhist realist schools, who hold that phenomena possess some intrinsic and independent 

reality. Shantideva methodically deconstructs this view, exposing logical inconsistencies to lead the reader 

towards a deeper understanding of emptiness. The chapter explores key themes such as impermanence, merit 

and rebirth, good and evil, and the interconnectedness of samsara and nirvana. The purpose of this critical 

examination is not merely intellectual debate but rather to dissolve the persistent misunderstanding that 

underpins human discontent and suffering.

Analysis 
Shantideva’s critique begins by refuting the realist belief in appearances. Realists assert that phenomena 

have inherent, independent existence, making them solid and unchanging entities. Shantideva counters this 

by demonstrating that all things are composite and impermanent. This approach is not purely philosophical; 

it aims to provide a practical method to combat our persistent emotional discontent. By reflecting deeply on 

impermanence, practitioners begin to loosen the grasping attitudes toward objects and experiences, 

diminishing attachment and aversion.

The analysis also addresses merit and rebirth. Realists typically understand these concepts as fixed 

outcomes of certain actions, implying a somewhat mechanical process of karma and rebirth. Shantideva 

challenges this view by revealing that such concepts, when closely examined, cannot stand as inherently real 

or independent entities. Instead, karma and rebirth function within a dynamic, interdependent system of 

cause and effect, emphasising the provisional rather than absolute nature of these phenomena.

Further, the chapter investigates traditional notions of good and evil, showing them to be context-

dependent rather than intrinsically real. This perspective diminishes the rigid dichotomies often perceived in 

moral judgments, suggesting a more nuanced ethical understanding grounded in compassion and wisdom 

rather than in fixed absolutes.

Finally, Shantideva tackles the perceived dualism of samsara (cyclic existence) and nirvana (liberation). 

Realists tend to treat these as fundamentally separate conditions. However, through the lens of emptiness, 

Shantideva illustrates their essential unity. Both states are devoid of intrinsic existence, meaning they are 

differentiated only by the mind’s perception and experience, rather than by any inherent characteristic.

Summary 
Chapter 4 of Practicing Wisdom offers a rigorous examination of the philosophical assumptions 

underlying Buddhist realist schools. By systematically refuting the inherent existence of phenomena, 

Shantideva reveals the impermanent and dependent nature of reality. This understanding directly combats 

attachment and aversion, two root causes of suffering, by diminishing our tendency to perceive things as 

solid, permanent, and independent.

Central to this critique is the recognition that concepts of merit, rebirth, good, evil, and even the 

distinction between samsara and nirvana, are not absolute truths but conceptual frameworks useful within 

conventional reality. Shantideva urges practitioners to realise that the true nature of these phenomena lies in 

their emptiness; the absence of intrinsic existence. Ultimately, this profound insight fosters spiritual maturity, 

freeing individuals from the bonds of dualistic thought and enabling a genuine and lasting liberation from 

suffering.
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Chapter 5 The Mind-Only Viewpoint  
Description 

Chapter 5, "The Mind-Only Viewpoint," delves into a critical philosophical examination of the 

Chittamatra (Mind-Only) school, contrasting its stance with that of the Madhyamaka (Middle Way) 

approach. The chapter spans verses 15c to 39, where Shantideva methodically explores and challenges the 

Mind-Only perspective, particularly its rejection of external objects as independently existent entities. This 

school asserts that everything perceived is ultimately a projection of the mind, without independent external 

reality, thus framing the debate around the profound topic of selflessness of phenomena.

Analysis 
Shantideva begins by articulating the key contention of the Mind-Only school, encapsulated in the query: 

if phenomena are illusion-like (as argued by Madhyamikas), then what exactly perceives these illusions? 

This poignant question sets the stage for an intricate philosophical debate.

The Mind-Only school posits three natures of reality: the dependent nature, the imputed nature, and the 

ultimate or thoroughly established nature. Within this framework, it rejects the intrinsic existence of external 

objects, asserting that what we perceive as the external world is merely mental projection. For instance, 

objects such as vases or tables are seen as lacking independent existence, being products of 

conceptualisation and mental constructs.

Shantideva refutes these assertions through logical analysis. He systematically challenges the premise that 

phenomena are purely mental, highlighting contradictions inherent in the Mind-Only position. If all 

phenomena were indeed solely mental, distinctions and interactions we experience daily become 

philosophically untenable, causing conceptual paradoxes and undermining coherent explanations of sensory 

experience and causality.

He further elaborates the Madhyamaka standpoint, which navigates skilfully between the extremes of 

absolutism and nihilism. Unlike the Mind-Only view, the Madhyamaka maintains a balance; acknowledging 

conventional reality without attributing intrinsic, absolute existence to phenomena. This Middle Way stance 

underscores the interdependence and emptiness of all phenomena, affirming reality without succumbing to 

either extreme.

Summary 
Chapter 5 is a rigorous philosophical critique of the Mind-Only viewpoint by Shantideva from the 

Madhyamaka perspective. Central to the debate is the Mind-Only school's contention that all phenomena are 

mind-created projections, negating external reality. Shantideva, advocating the Madhyamaka approach, 

systematically dismantles this assertion, illustrating through logical examination how such a stance falls into 

contradiction. His analysis upholds the Middle Way, asserting the emptiness and interdependent existence of 

phenomena, thus maintaining the validity of conventional experience without resorting to either extreme of 

intrinsic existence or nihilistic denial.
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Chapter 6: The Authenticity of the Mahayana (Verses 

40–43) 
Description


In Chapter 6, Shantideva focuses on establishing the authenticity and profound legitimacy of the 

Mahayana teachings, which emphasise the development of compassion combined with the wisdom of 

emptiness. At its core, this chapter explores how happiness and suffering are products of one's mental state, 

driven by intentional and motivational forces, essentially rooted in karma. Thus, cultivating a disciplined and 

altruistic state of mind becomes central to achieving genuine happiness and liberation.

The chapter underlines that the mind is not a singular entity, but rather a rich collection of diverse mental 

states and dispositions. Just as we carefully choose external substances based on their beneficial or harmful 

properties, we should also cultivate inner states of mind that foster serenity, happiness, and positivity, rather 

than harmful emotional patterns leading to suffering.

Analysis

Shantideva and the Dalai Lama emphasise that the authenticity of Mahayana Buddhism hinges not merely 

on historical or textual validation, but primarily on the practical results it yields in the practitioner's life. The 

chapter presents the Buddha's teachings as methods that reliably produce happiness through disciplined and 

compassionate mental cultivation.

A notable philosophical underpinning is that the external world and our subjective experiences are 

outcomes of intricate causes and conditions, governed by karma. This causality, deeply embedded in the 

intentions behind our actions, places the individual’s mental state as the central element influencing 

experiences. Hence, Buddhism regards the mind itself as the architect of both samsara (cyclic existence) and 

nirvana (liberation).

This perspective underscores the importance of authenticity, not simply as scriptural legitimacy, but in the 

efficacy and integrity of practices that genuinely transform practitioners' minds. In validating the Mahayana 

approach, the chapter highlights the necessity of compassion coupled with wisdom to attain ultimate 

enlightenment, thereby validating the Mahayana as both philosophically sound and practically effective.

Summary

Chapter 6 confirms the validity and depth of the Mahayana tradition by emphasising that true authenticity 

emerges through the tangible effects of its practice. By aligning disciplined mental cultivation and altruistic 

intention with insights into emptiness, practitioners create causes for profound happiness and liberation. 

Thus, the Mahayana teachings are authenticated not solely through scholarly argumentation or historical 

lineage, but by their practical capacity to transform lives, alleviate suffering, and foster genuine happiness 

rooted in wisdom and compassion
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Chapter 7: Identitylessness of Persons (Verses 57 

onwards) 
Description


Chapter 7 explores deeply the nature of personal identity and selflessness, emphasising critical Buddhist 

teachings about emptiness. Shantideva rigorously examines the idea of the self, challenging our deeply 

ingrained perceptions and habitual understanding of personal identity. The chapter explicitly delineates what 

precisely Buddhists seek to negate (that the self as something autonomous and inherently existing) and 

clarifies the profound implications of this negation.

In the section "Identifying the Self to Be Negated," Shantideva insists that correct meditation on 

emptiness must begin by accurately recognising the object of negation: the deeply ingrained belief in a self 

that is independent, autonomous, and intrinsically existent. This conception of self is not something separate 

from our ordinary experience; rather, it is precisely this ordinary sense of a concrete, autonomous "I" that is 

the source of confusion and suffering.

In "The Unfindability of the Self," Shantideva systematically investigates whether such a self can indeed 

be found. He points out two types of grasping at self: the innate or instinctual grasping (common even in 

animals) and the intellectually acquired grasping formed through philosophical reasoning. His ultimate focus 

is on the innate grasping, as it is this instinctive misperception that perpetuates cyclic existence.

Analysis

Shantideva carefully defines the "self" that Buddhists seek to negate, drawing from Chandrakirti's 

explanations. The self here is understood as something that exists independently, autonomously, and 

inherently. By clarifying that this self is a projection, arising only from ignorance, Shantideva targets the 

very root of human suffering; our fundamental misconception about reality. He argues that intrinsic existence 

never truly existed, thus distinguishing negating intrinsic existence from removing actual mental 

obscurations. Although intrinsic existence is entirely nonexistent from the outset, our mistaken belief in it 

necessitates its negation.

In the detailed analysis of "The Unfindability of the Self," Shantideva systematically examines the 

physical and mental components of a person to demonstrate that the supposed intrinsically existing self 

cannot be found anywhere within these aggregates. He meticulously scrutinises the body and consciousness, 

concluding decisively that neither individually nor in combination can serve as the self. This unfindability 

demonstrates that the conventional self we interact with daily exists merely as a designation or conceptual 

imputation, devoid of inherent existence.

Moreover, Shantideva’s investigation goes beyond abstract philosophical debate, directly addressing the 

practical implications of realising selflessness. Realising the unfindability of an intrinsic self significantly 

reduces attachment, aversion, and other destructive emotions by loosening our instinctive grasping at a solid 

and autonomous identity.

Summary

Chapter 7, particularly through the sections "Identifying the Self to Be Negated" and "The Unfindability 

of the Self," offers a powerful and detailed meditation on personal identity and emptiness. Shantideva 

clarifies that the self to be negated is precisely the ordinary conception of a self that appears inherently 

existent, autonomous, and independent. Through rigorous analytical meditation, he demonstrates that no 

such self can actually be found within the aggregates of body and mind. By recognising the unfindability of 

this intrinsic self, practitioners effectively dismantle the basis of ignorance and attachment, leading toward 

genuine liberation. The realization that the self exists only conventionally (dependent on conditions and 

designation) is not an empty philosophical conclusion but a transformative insight, fundamental for 

progressing toward enlightenment.

Page  of 8 16



Bodhisattva Guide Shāntideva, HHDL, Padmakara Translation Group

Chapter 8: The Nature and Existence of Self  
Here is a detailed summary, description and analysis of Chapter 8 of Practicing Wisdom by HHDL, 

particularly emphasising verse 77 and the nuanced understanding of ignorance discussed by Shantideva. 

In this chapter, I was really struck by verse 

77. ‘The source of sorrow is the pride of saying “I,”  

Fostered and increased by false belief in self.  

And By “ignorance” here, Shantideva is not referring to the grasping at intrinsic existence, the fundamental 

ignorance that is at the root of our unenlightened existence.

Description 
Chapter 8, "The Nature and Existence of Self," covers verses 60–77 of Shantideva's foundational text. This 

chapter examines deeply the notion of the self, clarifying what Buddhism means by selflessness, especially 

in relation to compassion and emptiness. It highlights how genuine compassion, which forms the root of 

bodhichitta (the altruistic aspiration to achieve enlightenment for the benefit of all beings) is fundamentally 

grounded in the realisation of emptiness. The interplay between compassion and the wisdom realising 

emptiness is emphasised as essential for spiritual progress and the eventual attainment of Buddhahood.

Analysis 
Central to Chapter 8 is the refutation of non-Buddhist views regarding the self and the detailed exploration 

of how self-grasping is not only philosophically incorrect but also practically damaging, causing emotional 

afflictions such as pride, desire, and anger. Verse 77 is a crucial pivot in this discussion:

"The source of sorrow is the pride of saying 'I,' 

Fostered and increased by false belief in self. 

To this you may say that there’s no redress, 

But meditation on no-self will be the supreme way."

His Holiness explains that by "ignorance" here, Shantideva does not refer to the fundamental ignorance of 

grasping at intrinsic existence (the deep-rooted misunderstanding at the core of samsaric existence) but 

rather to a conventional ignorance manifesting as prideful self-identification and attachment. Shantideva 

recognises that within the conventional reality we inhabit, sentient beings exist and indeed experience 

genuine suffering. Thus, even though the ultimate reality is emptiness, the relative conventional world with 

beings who suffer should not be negated.

This nuanced understanding helps reconcile the ultimate truth of emptiness with the conventional reality of 

compassion. Shantideva maintains that the goal conceived by this conventional ignorance (to end suffering) 

is still valid and essential. He insists on recognising the difference between the ignorance that creates 

suffering and the ultimate reality of emptiness, which provides the definitive remedy.

Summary 
In this chapter, His Holiness highlights the critical interplay between wisdom realising emptiness and 

compassion. Shantideva's argument is that true compassion and genuine altruism cannot arise unless one has 

grasped emptiness. Without understanding the emptiness of intrinsic existence, compassion remains 

superficial and easily contaminated by self-centred attitudes.

Verse 77 forms the climax of this argument, explicitly stating that the prideful affirmation of a self ("I") 

sustained by incorrect beliefs is the fundamental cause of sorrow. While acknowledging the existence of 

conventional beings and their sufferings, Shantideva strongly asserts that it is precisely through meditation 

on no-self (emptiness) that one addresses and uproots the conventional ignorance responsible for emotional 

turmoil.

His Holiness reinforces the idea that the path to liberation and ultimately to full enlightenment involves 

skilfully combining wisdom (realising emptiness) and method (compassion and altruism). This combination 

enables practitioners to both transcend emotional afflictions and to dismantle the subtle habitual tendencies 

formed by ignorance, ultimately leading to Buddhahood.

Thus, Chapter 8 powerfully articulates the foundational Buddhist teaching that the wisdom of emptiness is 

not an abstract philosophical stance but an essential practical tool for genuine compassion and profound 

liberation from all suffering.
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Chapter 9: The Nature of Phenomena (Verses 78–105) 
Description 
Chapter 9 explores deeply the concept of emptiness, specifically focusing on the nature of phenomena. 

Shantideva systematically addresses this topic by employing the practice of mindfulness as taught in 

Buddhism; mindfulness of the body, feelings, mind, and phenomena. By contemplating the emptiness of 

these four domains, practitioners gain insight into ultimate reality. Shantideva instructs readers first to 

examine the human body, breaking it down analytically into parts; head, arms, legs, and so forth. This 

analysis demonstrates that the "body" as a singular, independent entity cannot be found; it exists only as an 

imputed concept dependent upon its parts.

The chapter extends this analysis to feelings, mind, and all phenomena. It shows that our habitual 

perceptions imbue phenomena with intrinsic, independent existence, which upon scrutiny is revealed as 

false. This contemplation is designed to break down habitual grasping at inherent existence, thus guiding 

practitioners toward liberation from cyclic existence.

Analysis 
The core philosophical approach here is the Middle Way (Madhyamaka), notably the Prasangika viewpoint, 

which argues that phenomena do not possess intrinsic existence. This chapter serves as a practical meditation 

guide, encouraging readers not merely to understand intellectually, but to experience directly the 

nonexistence of inherent identity.

Shantideva emphasises the method of mindfulness to systematically challenge conventional perceptions, 

progressively undermining habitual grasping and self-clinging. By dissecting phenomena analytically, 

practitioners clearly see the nonexistence of a truly independent self or phenomena. The chapter is explicit in 

using these insights to deepen one's understanding and realization of emptiness, which is critical in the 

Mahayana path toward enlightenment.

Summary 
Chapter 9 of Practicing Wisdom offers practical meditation instruction centred on the nature of phenomena, 

highlighting emptiness via detailed contemplative exercises. Shantideva guides practitioners to 

systematically analyse the body, feelings, mind, and phenomena, revealing their empty nature. By closely 

observing how we conceptually impute existence onto these categories, the meditation clearly demonstrates 

that phenomena exist only dependently, without any intrinsic, self-sustained reality.

This mindful exploration supports the cultivation of a profound, direct understanding of emptiness, which 

is central to overcoming ignorance and achieving enlightenment. Through these meditations, Shantideva 

underscores how recognising the emptiness of phenomena leads to a reduction in afflictive emotions and 

attachments, ultimately fostering deep compassion and spiritual freedom
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Chapter 10: Countering Objections (Verses 106–115) 
Description 
Chapter 10, titled "Countering Objections," addresses several crucial criticisms levelled at the 
Madhyamaka philosophy. In these verses, Shantideva anticipates and systematically responds to 
objections from Buddhist Realist schools, who assert that denying intrinsic existence undermines 
both conventional reality and fundamental Buddhist concepts such as causality, morality, and 
spiritual liberation. Central to this chapter is the defence of the two truths doctrine (ultimate and 
conventional truths), highlighting the balance Madhyamaka philosophy maintains between 
emptiness and the conventional world.

Shantideva begins by addressing the objection that if all phenomena lack intrinsic existence, then 
conventional reality would cease entirely. Critics argue that if conventional reality ceases, then 
even the ultimate truth (emptiness) cannot stand, thus dissolving Buddhism’s foundational 
teachings. The Madhyamaka response clarifies that conventional reality is valid within a relative 
context, dependent upon the perspectives of ordinary beings, even though ultimately nothing 
possesses inherent existence.


Analysis 
The main philosophical tension in Chapter 10 arises from critics misunderstanding the 
Madhyamaka view of emptiness. Critics assert that denying intrinsic existence leads to nihilism, 
implying nothing truly exists, thereby nullifying ethical conduct, cause-and-effect relationships, 
and the possibility of liberation.

In addressing these critiques, His Holiness emphasises that conventional truths, such as ethical 
conduct and causality, remain valid despite phenomena lacking inherent existence. He clarifies 
that the Madhyamaka school does not negate conventional reality, but instead insists on a more 
refined understanding: phenomena exist conventionally, dependent on causes, conditions, and 
conceptual labelling.

His Holiness highlights the importance of reason and critical examination. The Madhyamaka 
perspective does not dismiss reality; instead, it encourages a nuanced, context-dependent view 
that respects the practicality of conventional experiences while acknowledging their ultimate 
emptiness. By skilfully maintaining the validity of conventional truth, practitioners can navigate 
effectively between the extremes of absolutism (inherent existence) and nihilism (non-existence).


Explanation of Key Difficulties 
One reason this chapter is challenging is the subtle distinction it draws between absolute and 
conventional perspectives. Shantideva's critics find it difficult to understand how, if phenomena 
do not inherently exist, everyday activities and morality could retain meaning and significance. 
The key difficulty lies in grasping how conventional truth, grounded in practical reality, coexists 
harmoniously with ultimate truth (emptiness).

His Holiness stresses that recognising phenomena as dependently arisen and lacking inherent 
existence does not invalidate their functional and ethical roles. This subtle but critical distinction 
allows practitioners to embrace both truths without contradiction.


Summary 
Chapter 10, "Countering Objections," deals explicitly with key criticisms against Madhyamaka 
philosophy, particularly around the implications of emptiness for conventional reality and Buddhist 
practice. Shantideva robustly defends the coherence of the two truths doctrine, showing that 
rejecting intrinsic existence does not negate conventional reality, morality, or causality. Instead, 
this nuanced view asserts that conventional truths remain valid and essential precisely because 
they exist dependently rather than inherently.

Through emphasising reason and dependent origination, the Madhyamaka viewpoint provides a 
balanced perspective; avoiding nihilism without resorting to absolutism. Ultimately, Shantideva’s 
response in this chapter reinforces that a profound understanding of emptiness enriches ethical 
and compassionate engagement, firmly rooting practical wisdom in philosophical insight.
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Chapter 11: Key Arguments Refuting Intrinsic 

Existence (Verses 116–167) 
Description: 
Chapter 11, "Key Arguments Refuting Intrinsic Existence," is devoted to presenting critical 
philosophical reasonings aimed at dismantling the notion of intrinsic existence. The central focus 
is the analysis of inherent existence (an illusory notion deeply ingrained in our habitual 
perceptions) and various logical arguments are employed to expose and negate this mistaken 
view. The chapter underscores that profound understanding of emptiness is not just intellectually 
necessary but practically indispensable for achieving liberation from cyclic existence.


Analysis: 
The chapter primarily revolves around several crucial arguments against intrinsic existence:


1. The Diamond Splinters Argument:

◦ This argument investigates causation through a rigorous, fourfold analysis to demonstrate 

the untenability of intrinsic existence. It emphasises that phenomena do not inherently 
exist because they arise due to complex interdependences among causes and 
conditions, similar to the diverse parts of a lotus flower arising from various conditions.


2. Argument of Identity and Difference:

◦ This reasoning targets the conceptualization of phenomena as inherently existing by 

questioning their essential natures. It evaluates if phenomena are inherently identical to or 
inherently different from their components, finding neither scenario logically coherent. It 
further expands into more intricate forms such as the fivefold and sevenfold reasonings.


3. The Reasoning of Existence and Nonexistence:

◦ This logical analysis addresses whether effects, and thus phenomena, genuinely exist or 

do not exist inherently. It examines the relationship between causes and effects, 
specifically questioning the possibility of multiple causes giving rise to one effect or a 
single cause leading to numerous effects, further highlighting the interdependent nature of 
existence.


4. The Reasoning of Dependent Origination:

◦ Identified as the "king of all reasoning," this argument is foundational in Madhyamaka 

philosophy. It asserts that all phenomena are empty precisely because they exist only 
dependently, not independently. Nothing possesses an intrinsic nature separate from the 
web of dependent relationships.


Explanation: 
Through these arguments, the chapter thoroughly explores the fallacy of intrinsic existence. The 
Diamond Splinters argument illustrates that objects arise from diverse causes, making intrinsic 
existence logically impossible. Shantideva explicitly points out that even our perceptions of direct 
causation (such as observing parts of a lotus flower) underscore dependent origination rather 
than intrinsic autonomy.

The argument of identity and difference is subtle yet powerful, as it dissects conceptual notions 
that bind us to belief in inherent existence. It systematically dismantles the view by showing that if 
phenomena were inherently existent, they would have to exist either wholly identical to or entirely 
separate from their constituent parts; both scenarios are logically absurd.

The examination of existence and nonexistence further complicates simplistic notions of inherent 
being. It clearly demonstrates that effects and their supposed inherent causes lack independent 
standing. Such insights cultivate an understanding of reality where entities are continuously 
changing and interdependent.

Finally, dependent origination emerges as the most profound reasoning, illustrating vividly that 
nothing exists in isolation. It demonstrates a profound interdependency underlying all 
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phenomena, negating intrinsic existence and fostering a realization of emptiness; a direct route to 
liberation.


Summary: 
Chapter 11 culminates in presenting refined, rigorous reasoning aimed at refuting the deeply 
entrenched notion of intrinsic existence. It systematically deploys logical arguments to expose the 
fundamental error in perceiving things as inherently real. Through careful and precise reasoning 
(the Diamond Splinters argument, the identity-difference argument, the existence-nonexistence 
reasoning, and especially dependent origination) the chapter reinforces the critical Mahayana 
perspective that all phenomena lack inherent existence. By internalising these understandings, 
practitioners can dismantle ignorance and delusion, crucially paving the way toward 
enlightenment and liberation from suffering


Page  of 13 16



Bodhisattva Guide Shāntideva, HHDL, Padmakara Translation Group

Chapter 12: Generating the Awakened Mind 
Description 
Chapter 12 marks a crucial point in the text, moving away from the detailed philosophical analysis 
of emptiness toward the practical cultivation of the awakened mind; —bodhichitta. His Holiness 
the Dalai Lama emphasises that generating bodhichitta, the altruistic intention to achieve 
enlightenment for the sake of all sentient beings, is fundamental to Mahayana Buddhism. In this 
chapter, Shantideva and His Holiness underscore the direct correlation between happiness, joy, 
and cherishing others, while clearly pointing out that problems and sufferings stem primarily from 
self-centred attitudes.

Shantideva argues strongly for cherishing others over oneself, noting the clear and profound 
benefits observed in the qualities and wisdom of enlightened beings (Buddhas), contrasted 
sharply with the shortcomings evident in ordinary sentient beings burdened by self-centredness. 
His arguments encourage practitioners to adopt altruistic attitudes, fostering deep compassion 
and sincere empathy for others.


Analysis 
In this chapter, His Holiness provides both practical and philosophical arguments emphasising 
why altruism is beneficial and necessary. The core philosophical foundation rests on the doctrine 
of dependent origination, where happiness and suffering are clearly identified as consequences of 
specific causes; primarily the attitudes and intentions of individuals.

One of the key analyses in this chapter involves examining the inherent limitations and negative 
outcomes of self-centredness. His Holiness notes that self-cherishing isolates individuals and 
leads directly to emotional and interpersonal difficulties. Conversely, adopting an altruistic attitude 
that values the well-being of others fundamentally transforms one's experience, leading to 
positive emotional states, greater personal harmony, and ultimately, spiritual progress toward 
enlightenment.

The analysis also addresses common misunderstandings, particularly the mistaken belief that 
caring deeply for others may deplete one's own well-being. Instead, His Holiness clarifies that 
genuine altruism is not self-sacrificing in a harmful sense but is deeply enriching and fulfilling. 
Compassionate engagement enhances personal happiness and is essential for achieving spiritual 
freedom and enlightenment.


Explanation 
Chapter 12 explicitly highlights the benefits of cherishing others over oneself, making a 
compelling case for cultivating an altruistic mindset as an integral part of spiritual practice. His 
Holiness the Dalai Lama explains that the path toward full enlightenment necessarily involves 
understanding and applying compassion in combination with the wisdom of emptiness discussed 
in earlier chapters.

Practitioners are encouraged to actively reflect on the distinctions between ordinary beings, 
driven by self-cherishing and thus susceptible to suffering, and enlightened beings, characterised 
by profound compassion and wisdom, free from such self-centred constraints. This reflection 
serves as both an inspiration and practical motivation to cultivate compassion and altruism 
deeply and consistently in one's life.


Summary 
Chapter 12 concludes Practicing Wisdom by advocating strongly for the cultivation of the 
awakened mind, or bodhichitta. His Holiness emphasises the transformative power of 
compassion and altruism, asserting that all true happiness and joy originate from cherishing 
others, while suffering arises primarily from self-centred attitudes.

By examining the enlightened state of Buddhas as opposed to the state of ordinary beings, 
practitioners are shown the stark contrast between the results of altruistic versus self-centred 
living. His Holiness provides clear, practical guidance encouraging readers to consistently adopt 
attitudes that prioritise others' well-being, underscoring that such compassion is essential to 
achieving genuine spiritual growth and ultimate enlightenment
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What do I do in Daily Life to Include this Understanding 
In the work on Emptiness and its importance in Buddhism, I can easily understand that everything and 

person in empty of an inherent existence (everything and person is constantly changing, people are different 

in each life and even during this one.). The texts stress how important this understanding is . What I cannot 

see is how this understanding will change my daily behaviour.

This is a profound and honest question—and one that goes to the very heart of Buddhist practice. It's one 

thing to understand emptiness philosophically or intellectually, but quite another to see how it transforms 

our moment-to-moment experience and behaviour.

Let’s unpack this step by step.

!  What You Understand: Emptiness as Lack of Inherent Existence
You’ve grasped the essential insight:

• Persons and phenomena do not exist inherently—that is, from their own side, independent of 

causes, parts, and the mind that apprehends them.

• Things are empty because they arise dependently: on causes and conditions, on their parts, and on 

conceptual designation.

"  The Gap: "How does this change how I act or feel?"
You're not alone in this. Many practitioners grasp the idea of emptiness but don’t immediately see how it 

shifts day-to-day behaviour. Let's explore how the realisation of emptiness radically transforms our 

experience of:

1. Reacting to People and Situations
• Without Emptiness: 

When someone insults us, we instinctively feel hurt, angry, or offended. Why? Because we believe in 

a solid “me” being attacked by a solid “other.”

• With Emptiness: 

We see that “I” am not some fixed, fragile identity. The insult was words dependent on someone 

else's conditioning, mood, projections. 

#  Result: You feel less compelled to retaliate or collapse into self-pity. Compassion becomes easier.

Real-life shift: Someone cuts you off in traffic. Instead of “How dare he do that to me,” you might notice 

how the mind is constructing a narrative. You let it dissolve.

2. Reducing Craving and Clinging
• Without Emptiness: 

We chase after things—a partner, status, possessions—believing they will bring lasting satisfaction. 

We cling to them because they seem solid and essential.

• With Emptiness: 

You realise these things arise and pass due to countless factors. Even the one craving them is not 

fixed. 

#  Result: The grip of attachment loosens. You can enjoy things without being possessed by them.

Real-life shift: You desire recognition at work. Instead of being obsessed, you see both the desire and the 

“self” wanting it as impermanent and constructed. The pressure drops.

3. Loosening Anger and Aversion
• Without Emptiness: 

We see an enemy or a source of pain as inherently bad. We exaggerate faults and solidify them.
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• With Emptiness: 

That “enemy” is a flux of conditions, just like us—shaped by karma, upbringing, fear. 

#  Result: We see the commonality and reduce reactivity.

Real-life shift: An old family grievance flares up. You remember: both sides are stories built on shifting 

causes. Forgiveness arises naturally.

4. Facing Aging, Illness, and Death
• Without Emptiness: 

We fear decline because we identify with the body or ego-self as who we truly are.

• With Emptiness: 

You see that the self is not a single unchanging entity, but a process—flowing and evolving. 

#  Result: Fear lessens. You meet aging and death with greater acceptance.

Real-life shift: You notice grey hair or forgetfulness. Instead of panic, you observe with curiosity: “This too 

is changing. So am I. But who is ‘I’?”

5. Practising Compassion
Perhaps most powerfully:

• Without Emptiness: 

Compassion risks becoming pity, superiority, or burnout—because we think others are truly suffering 

beings, locked into fixed identities.

• With Emptiness: 

We see suffering as dependently arisen. We know the sufferer is not inherently defective. 

#  Result: Compassion becomes spacious, wise, and enduring.

Real-life shift: You help a friend in distress. You're not weighed down by their pain or caught in ego ("I'm 

the helper"). You're present, open, available.

$  Meditation and Reflection: Bridging the Gap
To let emptiness transform daily life:

• Reflect often: “This anger/desire/thought—does it exist as it appears?”

• Use analytical meditation: “Is there a real ‘me’ being hurt right now?”

• Watch your projections: “Am I seeing the object, or my concepts about it?”

• Combine with lojong (mind training): e.g., “Regard all phenomena as dreams.”

%  In Summary
Understanding emptiness isn't about escaping the world—it’s about seeing it more clearly, with fewer 

delusions. This doesn’t make us passive or disengaged—it makes us free:

• Free to act wisely without clinging.

• Free to feel love without possessiveness.

• Free to serve without ego.

Your question shows you're on the cusp of moving from intellectual understanding to transformative insight. 

That’s where real practice begins.
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