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Tibetan Psychology:
Sophisticated Software for the Human
Brain

Psychology is the science of the mind. It is the ‘inner science’,s as
they call it in India and Tibet, par excellence. In the West, it is the
descendant of philosophy, natural philosophy, of both metaphysics—
the quest of reality—and epistemology—the quest of valid knowl-
edge. In India, science and philosophy have never split, philosophy
always having been thought essential to control the theoretical part of
science and ultimately to be indivisible from the empirical part. And
within philosophy’s sciences, the inner science, philosophy/psychol-
ogy, has always been considered the king of all the sciences.

In India, the quest for the knowledge of reality has always been
considered the eminently practical matter. As the great eighth-cen-
tury Indian philosopher Dharmakirti said,”7 ‘All successful human
action proceeds from valid knowledge’. If humanity wants to succeed
in any sense, it must gain valid knowledge of reality—the reality of
self and the reality of the environment. We might add a corollary: All
unsuccessful human action—and there seems to be quite a bit these
days—proceeds from misknowledge, or ignorance. There could
therefore be no higher priority in the life of the individual, or in the
life of nations, than to conquer misknowledge and to gain valid
knowledge.

In the West, scientists have predominantly thought of reality as
external to the human thought world, as the physical world, the outer
world, the world ‘out there’. It has seemed to scientists that the
environment needed to be tamed, controlled and engineered to suit
human needs. Thus physics, chemistry, biology and astronomy,
armed with mathematics and geometry, have been considered the
most important sciences in the West. The psyche was left to the
priests, who eventually differentiated into philosophers, poets, artists
and psychiatrists. When psychology sought entry into the halls of
science, rather recently, it tried to model itself on the ‘hard’ sciences.



54 ROBERT A. F. THURMAN

Freud discovered for psychology an invisible realm of energies analo-
gous to the macro realms of astronomers, the micro realms of biolo-
gists and chemists and the near mythical, subatomic realms of
physicists. He then developed theories of the workings of the
psyche’s invisible, unconscious energies and the mechanism for ob-
servation of these workings through dreams. Jung expanded that
mechanism to include the examination of the working of culture as
dreams collectivized in myths, with formal elements analyzed into
archetypes. Other psychologists eventually considered this approach
too soft and so developed behaviorism to reduce the workings of the
psyche to the observed behavior of body and speech.

Still today, the most powerful movement in psychology, or in the
cognitive sciences, 1s neuroscience, which continues to reduce mind
to physical processes in the brain, and to combine chemical, biolog-
ical and biophysical approaches to understand and control that phys-
ical psyche, the brain/mind. The map of the cognitive sciences drawn
by Howard Gardner in The Mind’s New Science,'® shows neuroscience
as one of the six cognitive sciences, the others being philosophy,
psychology, anthropology, artificial intelligence and linguistics. By
far the most energy goes into neuroscience in terms of funds and
preoccupation. Many experimental results have already been achieved
and many more are to be reasonably expected. His Holiness and
other Tibetan psychologists are fascinated by neuroscience and think
of neuroscientists as promising participants in East/West dialogue.

I have set myself to address two main questions: First, why does
modern, Western, cognitive science need the old-fashioned mind
science of Tibet? And second, if the Indo-Tibetan tradition does have
something to contribute, what is it? In what form would its contribu-
tion be made? And how could Western cognitive sciences best take
advantage of it? Exploring the first requires realizing that Western
science is dominated by materialism and then taking a critical look at
scientific materialism’s prospects for success in understanding the
mind reduced to brain processes. Exploring the second requires
giving a brief overview and some examples of Indo-Tibetan psychol-
ogy. I will conclude with some practical reccommendations.

In ancient India, when the Buddha established the Buddhist educa-
tional institutions, reality was approached as both outer environment
and inner self, the same as in the West. The inner self, however, was
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chosen as the more important to understand and the more practical to
control and engineer to suit human needs. This was not because of a
naive belief in the irreducible human spirit or because of any sort of
mysticism. Materialists were already flourishing at that time. The
Buddhists themselves used materialistic reductionism in contexts
where practical, especially in the development of medicine, the ‘outer’
science to which they gave the third greatest priority (after linguistics
and logic).»» Buddhists critically rejected the soul theories current in
most religions of the time and did not consider any aspect of nature,
inner or outer, mystically sacrosanct, beyond analysis and under-
standing. Most important, the Buddhists made claim that their turn
to inner science, mind science, as a top priority among the sciences,
was based on a thorough and comprehensive knowledge of reality, on
an already assessed, depth understanding of self and environment;
that is to say, on the complete enlightenment of the Buddha. This
was their claim, supported by the at-least partial enlightenments of
his numerous colleagues and successors.

Naturally, this is a claim that we must treat today with a firm
skepticism. We must doubt it. The Buddha himself would have
wanted us to doubt his claim that he had become enlightened. He
said, ‘Doubt it, don’t just accept it.” But we must doubt it in such a
way that we examine whatever evidence is advanced, pro and con. We
cannot afford to simply dismiss the claim a priori as if we, all unknow-
ing as we profess to be, actually have at least the certainty that no one
else ever did achieve certainty. We must consider the claim critically,
and we must acknowledge that if it were possible for a human being
to become all-knowing, even to the slightest degree, by a process of
inner development, without external, mechanical aids, that it would
be extremely significant. The examination and evaluation of such a
process of inner development would become an important scientific
task; not a religious quest, but a scientific task.

Underlying the choice of what aspect of reality, outer or inner, is
more important to understand and control, is the complex of views
about what reality is, what life within that reality is, what human life
in particular is, what its purpose is and what its needs and prospects
are. Without knowing the answers to these questions, if we just rush
off and analyze aspects of the environment, modify what seems
modifiable, and satisfy immediate needs without a long-term perspec-
tive, our procedure is not likely to succeed. In fact, it is a procedure
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that has already brought us to a very dubious and dangerous situa-
tion.

Our present situation is that we have cumulatively developed an
excellent knowledge of many aspects of our environment, without
achieving a comprehensive knowledge of all its dimensions. Yet based
on this partial knowledge, we have intervened deeply in the processes
of nature. We have abolished many diseases and improved some
conditions of life, to be sure, but thereby we have drastically unbal-
anced our population in relation to the Earth and our environment.
We have created powerful machines that can do extraordinary things,
but thereby we have depleted our resources and have polluted and
strained to the danger point the natural balance. We have brought
warfare to an unimaginable pitch of destructive efficiency, but
thereby we have put ourselves in immediate danger of self-caused
planetary extinction. In essence, our powers to affect the outer reality
have far outstripped our powers over ourselves. This is the key point.

We are little more directly aware of our basic reality than any
human beings have ever been. Most of our actions are based on
penetrating and pervasive misknowledge of what we are doing,
dressed up with hunches and guesses and degrees and certificates and
mutual reassurances. Most of the time we are helplessly swayed by
basic emotions of lust, greed, pride, envy and hatred. We quickly lose
our self-control and commit actions that harm others and even our-
selves in the long and sometimes short run. If such potentially angry
and greedy people as we can be, were, on a fragile planet, to invent
nuclear, chemical and biological weapons of immense mass destruc-
tion, put them into the hands of equally #nself-controlled leaders
who were then to unleash the unimaginable horrors of the tech-
nically-very-possible World War III, which was then to make all life
on this planet impossible for hundreds of thousands of years . . . were
that scenario to take place, then, whoever might be left to observe it
would rightly say that the Greco-Roman, Euro-American decision to
mess around with the environment without understanding and con-
trolling the self was a fatally flawed, foolish and monstrous decision
made by human beings who tragically thought that as Westerners,
they were greatest, the smartest on the planet.

Personally I do not think this doomsday scenario will happen
because I think that there is real intelligence in this universe, and we
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are more complex. As a civilization we have also been making efforts
to understand and control ourselves. Though our Western efforts in
this direction have rarely been scientific efforts, our religions and
humanities have not been totally idle. I think we will make it. The
point of rehearsing this scenario, however, is to appreciate how the
Buddha and company might have foreseen the dangerous crisis hu-
mans could get into if they did not make self-understanding a higher
priority than environmental domination. Therefore, I propose to you
the radical idea that the Indian decision not to develop outer sciences,
technology, the industrial machine—the whole thing we think of as
Western civilization—might not simply be the result of a failure of
intellect, but instead represent a great success of intellect. The failure
of intellect might well be ours, expressed in our decision to interfere
and tamper with everything, and so unleash physical powers without
having any mental power. There is an important difference between
just failing to do something and deciding not to do it. How well we
understand this can very much affect the way we approach the science
of another culture; whether from the paternalistic stance of our
assumed superiority because we have the power to blow up the
planet, or from an open-minded stance of humility because we might
have made a wrong turn because we are about to blow up the planet.
As you can see, these attitudes are very different. We must achieve
humility here, if we are to benefit from the Indo-Tibetan develop-
ment of znner science and inner technologies.

Western neuroscience approaches the human mind as a brain, a
sophisticated, ‘wetware’ machine. The latest mechanical metaphor for
the mind is the computer, the thinking machine, and the model for
memory, the holographic, optical, laser storage device. I am sure that
as our machines get more and more sophisticated, our mechanical
model for the mind will become even more subtle. But stop and think
about the computer. Is a computer only a machine? Is it purely
mechanical? Does a computer not also have a mind? A computer is,
after all, not merely hardware. The most sophisticated hardware
cannot function without software. Software is created by human
minds inputting design into mechanical formats. Human minds draw
their designs from their own programming; from language, culture,
education, even the special language of mathematics—all modifica-
tions of the influence of other minds. Further, the computer can only
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provide a result when interpreted by other minds who use the com-
puter. The computer metaphor does not resolve the body/mind
problem. It simply translates it into another medium.

Now, neuroscience approaches mind, its analysis, control and
modification, as if it were approaching a computer, as hardware. This
is true of the radical materialist approach that Dr. Potter championed
in the ecarlier dialogue.2° It is a powerful approach. If a computer has
no hard disk, it will have no memory; if it has a huge disk, it will have
a huge memory. Its cpU, central processing unit, will determine how
much data it can process, how quickly and so forth. But none of its
hardware components can do a thing, no matter how elaborate, no
matter how much current goes through them, if the energies are not
directed by software, the design that gives pattern and structure. But
does neuroscience approach the need for software? Who is working
on the software? Are the cognitive sciences avoiding the software
problem so as not to be dismissed as soft sciences?

The point is that we need soff sciences to deal with the software of
the mind. Say the neurosciences could develop the new bionic brain;
say they add millions of silicon chips, new cpuUs multiplying the
brain’s connection capacity a billionfold; say they could localize the
specific neurons that do this or that function and multiply them all a
trillionfold; say they could pump in enriched neurotransmitters and
neuromodulators at will; say they could give the experimental subject
the potential of multiplying the intelligence, the access to informa-
tion; say they could provide mechanical access to the entire contents
of all the libraries in the world, all the satellite archives, all the
microscope and telescope archives. Imagine all this attached to your
head. Imagine yourself being the node of consciousness inside such a
fantastic knowledge and experience machine. And imagine that all of
this is unorganized by any appropriate structuring system of soft-
ware. Flick on the switch and it would either not access and simply
leave you cold, all strapped up in a bunch of wires, or it would blow
out all your fuses by overload of random input.

So to be practical, if we were to manage a project to augment the
human brain with bionics—the wonderful project Dr. Potter and His
Holiness joked about—a project to create a super brain to accomplish
all sorts of useful tasks, we would allot a large chunk of the budget to
the development of the software for the bionic brain. As Dr. Potter
said, a lot of taxpayers’ funds, a lot of funds are allotted to the
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hardware. What funds are allotted to the software? This, we would
like to know. We would never spend all our funds on hardware and
ignore the development of software if we were managing a bionic
brain.

Yet what are we doing as a civilization in the vast, largely un-
managed project of scientific research and development that con-
stitutes our ‘progress® We are putting most of our effort into the
hardware. That is why it is so expensive, and that is why it gets so
little result. We are like a computer builder who keeps improving his
computer in the shop, in design components, in size, in complexity,
yet never turns it on, has no program for it and so never gets to use
the thing at all. Now why does neuroscience do this? Why does
psychology also try to climb into the lap of the hard sciences by
clinging to neuroscience, trying to find a relationship by calling them
both cognitive science? It is because of the basic philosophical error
of metaphysical materialism that our whole culture has made. West-
ern sciences were most recently reborn from the Renaissance revolt
against the spiritualism undergirding the oppressive domination of
the Church’s bureau of dogma and instruments of thought control.
As a result, a metaphysical decision was taken and, often unwittingly,
maintained, from the seventeenth century to the present, to rule mind
out of the natural order and deal with all problems as physical.
Twentieth-century philosophy has sealed its own doom by discover-
ing in various ways that philosophy is finished, that exploration of
reality is meaningless except as measurement by scientific extensions
of the senses. The fact that the decision to view reality as material was
a collective decision and not an objective discovery has been forgot-
ten. And this has led to the current dogmatism called scientific
materialism.

But dogmatism cripples any science, including psychology, the
inner science. Dogmatism ensues where hypothesis hardens into
ideology. It puts blinders on the observer, whose narrowed vision
overlooks enormous amounts of evidence. And who is challenging
this dogmatism of modern science? From within the West, we do not
see any credible challenge. Religious fundamentalists have discerned
the dogmatic pretensions of scientific theory to absolute truth and
they have reverted to prescientific counter-dogmas such as crea-
tionism. Liberal humanists have brought up issues of ethics, ques-
tioning decisions to conduct experiments and implement technolo-
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gies without a thorough understanding of the consequences. Govern-
ments question the utility of huge basic research experiments at
enormous costs with seemingly remote applications. But the funda-
mentalists lack mainstream credibility, answering one irrationality
with another. The humanists can restrain some abuses, but are
hamstrung by being steeped in the same materialistic belief system.
And governments can only stall developments temporarily since they
are always hoping for some eventual military application of whatever
results; their greed for scientific progress is too great.

So there is no credible challenge from within our culture, and
modern psychology is locked on a course that does not look promis-
ing. Thus Tibetan psychology may be just what is vitally needed to
provide this challenge. It is not that Tibetan mind science hates
materialism and proposes an opposite spiritualism—that would be
like the fundamentalist challenge, humanly understandable, yet inef-
fective. Tibetan science is in fact critical of all dogmatic views, consid-
ering any idea erroncous that pretends that it corresponds completely
with reality. Materialism is a powerful hypothesis. It is a good base of
operation in some contexts, but not so effective in others. Tibetan
science has many models of mind and body, not just one. It is aware
that all models of reality are in some ways inadequate to convey the
inconceivable actuality of things, and so has developed a number of
models, different ones to be used for different purposes. This is what
His Holiness meant in his answer to the question on mathematics,
did mathematics in fact govern things? He said that if you look into
things, you will not find anything that you look for. If you look for
the referent of any designation you will not find it. And therefore, the
referents of designations are only conventionally existent. Now Dr.
Matthysse, who asked His Holiness that question, said, when
pressed, that he thought that at the end of the chain of symbols and
equations there was nothing.2r But Buddhist philosophy would never
agree with that. There is no way that this is nothing. We are simply
not nothing, as everyone knows for sure. And what we are is, to be
more precise, something that, when we try to pin down what it is,
appears to be nothing; yet when we do not try to pin down what it is,
looks very much like something. And that is a way of saying that what
we are is conventionally, or relatively, existing somethings, not abso-
lutely existing somethings. Therefore, any mode of description of the
way we are is called conventional, meaning that it is a description that
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we make up in our intershared mind field, in our field of language.
We make it up, we agree with it and over generations we do it, not
just here and now. We could not now just set up a convention and
decide that all there was in the world was the room that we are in or
that the room we are in could fly off to a mountain in Tibet. That
would not work because there are millions of others involved in the
convention of reality.

This is the Buddhist scientific view. What it means is that every
description of reality is conventional and none absolute, and that is
why Buddhism can use materialism. Some Buddhists are radical
materialists in certain usages, but they are not stuck in that. If they are
in another situation, in a situation of ethics, in a situation of psychol-
ogy, they will not be radical. They will be dualists, or they will be
interactionists. Or they can have a flexibility of intellectual view
which, in fact, connects very strongly to the notion that hypothesis is
awaiting disproof and that science is always open to further dimen-
sions of reality provided by further evidence. Once you are locked
into a certain ideological theory, you can only look for certain evi-
dence, you are no longer an open-minded scientist, you will never
discover anything really great, and you will never be awarded a Nobel
prize. If you understand emptiness and the fact that there is nothing
beyond a string of symbols, nothing including nothing, that it is not
nothing there but something that can always be redescribed, then
your mind will achieve a flexibility where you will have genuine,
break-through, eureka experiences because you will be able to review
things from other dimensions, as Einstein did, for example, with the
dogma of ether, when he discovered relativity. You will not be locked
into a particular ideology.

So this is what I mean when I say that Buddhism developed a
variety of models of reality, of mind/body relationships, different
ones useful for different purposes. To develop an effective system of
medicine, it employed a physicalistic, reductionistic model of life,
with mind reduced to body. For everyday moral philosophy, it put
forth a dualistic model of mind and body and forcefully guarded
against the materialistic reductionism that was popular among the
playboy merchants of urban India. For the advanced meditational
practice of the messianistic, universalistic philosophy of Buddhism, it
put forth a unitive, mentalistic model of body/mind unity, where
body was reduced to mind. For the most subtle level of philosophy
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and science, it developed a relativistic, conventionalistic model of
mind/body interactionism. And there were numerous permutations
of these models.

Now this ideological flexibility is not something new from Tibetan
psychology. Western science also upholds the ideal that theory is
purely hypothetical, orienting the observer toward a thing or process
and sorting out the observations and making them meaningful. If
supported by observation, a theory remains only temporarily true,
forever awaiting disproof. Tibetan psychology does not add anything
new by manifesting that same spirit of flexibility of theory and
openness to empirical experience. It reinforces scientific openness.
What it does offer that is significant is a method of attention to the
mind that is not reductionalistically materialistic, but still is critical,
rational, systematic and analytic. This challenge and complement to
the dogma of materialism is of crucial importance to the further
progress of Western science, particularly psychology.

There is, however, something even more basic and important:
What is the purpose of psychology? What human action can become
successful if valid knowledge of the psyche is attained? Although
knowledge for its own sake has become an unquestioned human
good, there is also good reason for taking a science and its corre-
sponding art—in the broadest sense of technology—together. This
highlights the resulting human good that can be derived from a
particular system of knowledge; each science relates to its corre-
sponding art. Psychology seeks to understand the self, the mind, the
inner workings of sensations, perceptions, cognitions, emotions, in-
stincts and so forth. The resulting art should contribute directly to
the human capacity for happiness, for creativity, for understanding.
Sensation should be better understood in order to foster more plea-
surable and elevating sensations. Or if, as Dr. Potter feared with the
poor cocaine addicts, there are too many pleasurable sensations, they
should be understood in order to tone them down, or to diffuse them
into other areas of life; not to lobotomize people to prevent any
cuphoria, but to channel a bit of euphoria into their everyday interac-
tions. Why should they not be euphoric while carefully doing a
scientific experiment? It should not be impossible to be a little
euphoric and yet still carefully pour from one beaker to another in the
laboratory.

Perceptions and cognitions should be improved and made more
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accurate and reliable. Emotions should be studied with the greatest
care, to learn how to diminish those that make us unhappy and
increase those that make us happy. Their effect on the health of the
body should be studied and those with bad effects diminished and
those with good effects increased. Is not this, after all, the dream of
neuroscience? If human inner workings can be reduced to observable,
repeatable, controllable and manipulable quanta of chemical, elec-
trical or other energies in the brain, then the human mind will at last
have become controllable and improvable. This lures the scientists,
engages their supporters and frightens the humanists. When we hear
the modern drug-oriented psychologist rejoice in antidepressants,
antipsychotics, tranquilizers and so forth, are they not underlining
the real purpose of psychology; the precise understanding and benev-
olent modification of human mental states so as to ameliorate human
behavior and thus the quality of life for the individual and society?
The result we want to produce here is subjective. Happiness is
subjective, finally. Only you know directly, only you can observe
immediately, when you are happy. You do depend on outer condi-
tions to some degree, but the central subjective events of sensations,
emotions, interpretations, cognitions are the direct causes of the
central subjective results of happiness and unhappiness. To seek to
generate these central results only through the root of manipulating
peripheral conditions is clumsy at best, ineffective at worst. The
central task of culture using language, story, myth, ritual, story,
ethics, religion, philosophy, art, landscape and whatever else, is to
create inner-directed persons who feel a culturally-driven impulse to
participate in society, to contribute to it creatively and to restrain
negative impulses that tear the social fabric. When cultures lose the
ability to do this, and try to impose order by outside methods—law,
police force, institutional thought control, compulsory physical re-
gimes such as behavioral trainings, drugs, diet and such like—the
results are always disappointing and the society eventually collapses.
As this has long been the experience of human societies, why should
psychology purposely ignore the study of human inner workings?
Why should it find them inaccessible, incomprehensible, useless and
meaningless? Is it not thereby depriving itself of its very raison d’tre,
its own distinctive, constituted area as a science? Early on in Western
psychology, inner states were taken with some seriousness, but with
psychologists more and more concerned to fit into the ranks of ‘hard’
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scientists, inner states became less and less important, finally being
ruled out altogether as illusory, inaccessible, powerless and useless.

So modern psychologists find themselves less and less empowered
to understand and help people through their own inner channels. The
dysfunctional person may sometimes have a physical problem that
can be dealt with by physical medicine, but most often they have
problems in their inner world, problems in the software that drives
their mind/body complex in inadequate ways. They are imprisoned
within distorted ideologies, poisoned by negative emotions, irritated
and frightened by warped perceptions and paralyzed by self-defeating
habits. But the psychologist is given no time or license or facility to
deal with these problems directly. He or she cannot get to the bottom
of this problem with each patient. Only a few élite patients with
sufficient time and resources can have such depth analytic treatment.
The majority are put into provisional control situations with artificial
asylum environments and drugs to dull the stresses. In this environ-
ment, the problem is only put in stasis with little hope of improve-
ment and great expectation of deterioration. It is rather like taking a
malfunctioning computer with a software problem, lubricating it,
warchousing it, adding new hardware components and so forth, all
without any software analysis and modification.

Now here is where the Tibetan psychological traditions can make a
vital contribution. With its sophisticated methods of software analy-
sis and modification, it can help with the individual’s inner re-
programming. Its analytic method is incorporated in an immense
literature describing the workings of the mind and a dazzling variety
of conceptual systems for coping with it. There is a vast array of arts
or mental technologies, modification techniques that enable individu-
als to incorporate and integrate the improved software. This is the
broad array of meditational practices. But meditation by itself cannot
accomplish the job. It must be supported from below, so to speak, by
a solidly ethical life-style that generates a minimum of disturbance for
the individual and his or her associates and a maximum of harmony
and supportive energy, and it must be guided from above by under-
standing, by intelligent programming through realistic views or ori-
entations, what the Buddhists call wisdom.

His Holiness sketched examples of the reprogramming task re-
quired to transform a human biocomputer’s operation driven by
anger and hate into an operation guided by patience and love. He
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mentioned overcoming the innate, naive absolutism that makes us
cling to our conceptual structurings of reality and so come into
conflict with others who do not agree with them, and giving rise to
greed and anger over it. This is a reprogramming task on the level of
an educational process that employs contemplative methods.

I would like to introduce two other examples of reprogramming from
the tantric technology, one on the level of medical practice and the
other on the level of transcendental contemplation.

The first is the discipline of medical diagnosis through what is
called the nerve channel examination. The trained Tibetan doctor
develops a combination of memorization, anatomical learning, subtle
visualization and contemplative heightening of sensitivity. He or she
trains the six tip corners of the first three fingers of each hand to be
attuned to twelve channels of communication from the patient’s
body. Placing these fingers anywhere on the body of the patient, but
preferably on the radial arteries of the two wrists, the doctor becomes
a psychic cAT-scan machine. He or she lets the awareness enter into
the body of the patient, travel through the blood, lymph and neural
systems into various organs and vessels, and emerge with a detailed
picture of the exact physical condition of the patient’s body. This is
thought to be mysterious and perhaps mystical by both its fans and its
skeptics. But we do not need to go into mysticism or spiritualism, we
can understand it simply as a kind of sophisticated biocomputer
programming. Just as an EEG puts electrodes on a scalp and measures
various functions within a patient’s brain and body, so a specially
programmed human nervous system touches the patient’s body—
these fingers become like electrodes—and gets specific vibration pat-
terns it is attuned to receive. Simultaneously, it activates an elaborate
interpretation program, which correlates its readings with specific
functions and malfunctions within the patient’s body. The twelve
sensors in the fingers are mentally programmed to sense a pulse or
vibration from heart, lung, liver and so on. The Tibetan doctor is in
fact visualizing himself and the patient as purely material, elemental
processes. So there is no mystic idea of mind involved in this case. A
Tibetan doctor is insulted when patients come to him or her, as
Westerners sometimes do in India, and expect some sort of spiritual
lecture. He says, T’'m here for your physical problem, not for a
spiritual lecture.” So they use materialistic reductionism in this con-
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text. They simply turn their body and mind, by a long training that
takes twenty-five years, into a kind of caT-scan. This is the ‘wetware’
and these are the electrodes. Like a very sensitive musician or a skilled
masseur, they can feel what is going on inside the person.

Now, Western medicine cannot understand the remarkable diag-
nostic results a skilled Tibetan physician can get with the attention
concentrated through this imaginative program. The Western re-
searcher assumes that the Tibetan thinks that each organ somehow
has a telegraph-like wire connected to the spot on the wrist, some sort
of primitive notion of anatomy. But that is not correct. The Tibetans
do not consider that there is some sort of wire going from the liver to
some place on the wrist, they simply do not. What it is is simply a
software program.

When a lie-detector reads an external energy fluctuation as evi-
dence of an inner lie, a sense of tension deep in the mind, guilt, a
furtive concept, it is not necessary for there to be a wire from the little
energy pattern of the neuron where the mental image is to go from
the network of synapses to some place on the skin where the electrode
is. The machine is programmed through electrodes to detect ex-
tremely subtle interior pattern differences from coarse potential dif-
ferences on the surface. Similarly, the physician has a mental model of
the mind/body complexes of both physician and patient. He has
memorized a complex set of metaphors for the different types of
pulses; like the sound of the cuckoo, like water dripping in spring,
like a crippled bird hopping and staggering and so forth. He or she
feels them under one or another finger corner.

Richard Seltzer, MD, gives a remarkable description of Dr. Yeshe
Donden, a Tibetan physician, as he read the pulse of a patient at Yale
Hospital, which description was made famous by Ram Dass in his
wonderful book How Can I Help? 1 will cite some of it because it
conveys the picture:22

At last he takes her hand, raising it in both of his own. Now he
bends over the bed in a kind of crouching stance, his head drawn
down into the collar of his robe. His eyes are closed as he feels for
her pulse. In a moment he has found the spot and for the next half
hour he remains thus: suspended above the patient like some exotic
golden bird with folded wings, holding the pulse of the woman
beneath his fingers, cradling her hand in his. All the power of the
man seems to have been drawn into this one purpose. It is palpa-
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tion of the pulse raised to the state of ritual. From the foot of the
bed where I stand, it is as though he and the patient have entered a
special place of isolation, of apartness about which a vacancy hovers
and across which no violation is possible. From time to time she
raises her head to look at the strange figure above her then sinks
back once more. I cannot see their hands joined in a correspon-
dence that is exclusive, intimate, his fingertips receiving the voice of
her sick body through the rhythm and throb she offers at her wrist.
All at once I am envious, not of him, not of Yeshe Donden for his
gift of beauty and holiness, but of her, I want to be held like that,
touched so, received, and I know that I, who have palpated a
hundred thousand pulses, have not felt a single one.

Software of linguistic and pictorial imagination programming cre-
ates a human sensing machine that can detect tiny differences in
interior organs that reveal a symptomatology. The differences are
interpreted through a memorized text that encodes thousands of
years of accumulated experience by highly accomplished physicians.
The interpretations are themselves connected to other memorized
texts of codified diagnostic rules, also systematically developed. This
is cross-referenced and checked with data and interpretation from
visual examination of the patient, including their body surfaces, eyes
and tongue; and a sophisticated testing of the urine, systematically
analyzed in terms of color, smell, taste, bubble formation patterns,
visible secretions, viscosity and so on,23 and from a textually guided
process of detailed interrogation. The result is a remarkably reliable
system of diagnosis, all without hardware machines to extend the
senses, and all without a pursuit of microanalysis into the inner space
of the cellular or atomic levels to such a fine degree that it is almost
impossible to bring the results of the analysis into an interpretation
that relates effectively to the person as a whole. I cannot give an
exhaustive discussion of this diagnostic software program. I am only
trying to suggest a new way of looking at it and studying it, perhaps
with a view to adapting it for the training of modern physicians who
base their interpretations on such a huge mass of data that they have
great difficulty in coordinating that mass with the growth life process
of the patient.

My second example is the gTum-mo meditation, which Herbert
Benson has studied. I want to present this from the interior point of
view. There is a sophisticated visualization program implemented by
the yogi or yogini who practices gTum-mo, the yoga of channeled
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L. A typical multi-armed deity, the Kalachakra. Cultivating a physical self-image with
such arms and legs is a subliminal method of awakening the sensitivity of the central
nervous system.
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furor that can direct intense heat to generate specific desired inner
experiences.

This extremely subtle programming employs a series of solidly
stabilized and vividly focused, visualized images. The yogi or yogini
melts the self image of the habitual coarse body by reviewing its
ultimate voidness. Then, he or she revises the inner model of the
nervous system. In pictures we see this yogi wearing his spacesuit for
the measurement. But where is his mind, and what is the inner
geography? What is going on in the subtlest level of the control
mechanism of that yogi’s body, seen as a mechanism that is producing
heat? In order to understand this we have to know about the soft-
ware. This is what I will now describe, in very brief compass.

The yogi melts the self-image of the habitual coarse body by
reviewing its ultimate voidness. This means that the yogi has to be
someone who has had some degree of the visceral experience of
emptiness. He or she has had the experience of the structure of self
completely melting away and has actually discovered viscerally what
Dr. Matthysse referred to as the lack of anything at the end of the
symbol train. The train of symbols of ‘T, the train of ‘myself’, this
body, these two arms, has gone beyond the subatomic atoms of this
body, gone to where all of that has dissolved and he has viscerally
experienced it through the critical meditation on emptiness. So that
yogi or yogini can dissolve at will the sense of identifying with this
ordinary kind of human coarse body. He or she then revises the inner
model, and does not leave it in the state of dissolvedness, in some sort
of blankness.

First, he or she visualizes the body and environment as a symbolic,
archetypal or deity manifestation in a pure mandala setting. There are
a great variety of these embodiments and environments, which are
well known from the paintings of Tibetan archetype deities; the
Tibetan paintings of those deities with many faces, many arms or
many legs in complicated postures and so forth (see Fig. 1). These
deities are not just spirits to be invoked and worshipped with some
mumbo-jumbo. That is not the point at all. They are models of the
self that can be used to achieve certain specific states of mind, certain
special sensibilities. When one has dissolved the coarse model of self
as this two-armed, one-headed being into voidness, one re-arises in
the form of a multi-headed, multi-armed being for the purpose of
having a different feeling. Imagine how it would feel if, in your
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central nervous system, instead of only two arms you had hundreds of
arms. There would be this feeling of reaching out, of tremendous
energy through all these arms. It is a way of structuring that feeling in
the inner nervous system by visualizing that form of the outer body.
We could not do that with our entrenched sense of naive identifica-
tion with this body. We must first have realized emptiness and
dissolved this; only then can we imaginatively reconstruct it.

After the yogi or yogini has visualized an archetype body, they
then leave even this coarse deity body, ignore the outer embodiment
and environment, the mandala, and re-envision the mind/body com-
plex as a kind of living machine, or biocomputer, consisting of
channels in a specific network of patterns, a neural network, energies

2. A simplified diagram of the chakra system showing the three central channels upon
which a yogi or yogini meditates during gTum-mo.
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3. The subtle nervous system
of the yogi: energy rising
from the seed syllable at
the heart chakra to the HAM
in the crown chakra, melts
the coarse awareness drops
and energy impulses into free-
doms and blisses.

moving in particular ways and biochemical drops or nodes of subtle
awarenesses, drops as foci of awareness or seed cells. This is the
tantric area that interfaces with neuroscience mentioned by His Holi-
ness. This machine looks like a sort of gyroscope with flower wheels
at five or so levels along a central tube, the petals of the wheels
branching out into the whole nervous system (see Fig. 2).

The practitioner no longer thinks about any kind of arms or legs or
appendages but just becomes a kind of tube, a neural net tube, like a
computer that is set up with its wires connected in a tube. Once that
visualization is stable and vivid, the yogi or yogini can initiate the
procedure of furor fire by visualizing an awareness drop in the shape
of a white, blazing-hot letter AH, just a squiggle at a specific point in
the network mechanism—usually in the central column at the level of
the flower wheel, or flower center, below the navel of the coarse body
(see Fig. 3). In the center of the body, one visualizes this blazing
white-hot letter AH. Subtle wind energies are directed at that blazing
AH as the breath goes in the nostrils. This, remember, is not an
ordinary coarse body, so the breath entering the nostrils is visualized
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as going down two tubes on two sides and projecting energy that
then blows across the AH and fans it like fanning a flame with bellows,
making it spark and intensifying the heat. Then the AH blazes up
intensely. Eventually it makes the entire inside of this biomechanical
computer molten and aglow, melting all vestiges of coarse awareness
drops and energy impulses into freedoms and blisses, dissolving
everything into the subtle dimension of the central column.

Now this yogi is someone who would be highly immune to
cocaine addiction, because when he or she goes into that tube func-
tion, the idea is to have an intense bliss or euphoria all up and down
the central nervous system. This is also the reason why in Tibetan
tantric art you see sexual imagery, because the intensity of blisses that
are experienced in this gTum-mo melting process is considered to be a
million times that of sexual orgasm. It is not that tantra is a way of
improving sex. Tantra is not needed to have sex in the East; people
have it quite naturally and easily. The reason for the sexual imagery in
Tantra is that it provides a hint of the kind of bliss or euphoria
generated to suffuse the entire system through the furor fire.

This is what the gTum-mo yogi is doing. The melting of sheets is a
peripheral manifestation, a kind of macho outer sign of working on
the inner level. The real function is on the inner level to focus the
winds and melt the drops into blisses. Then one does not lose one’s
mind in the blisses but one uses the blisses to generate love and
compassion for all beings, to deepen one’s wisdom about emptiness,
to energize one’s feeling of universal responsibility and to send out
rays of love and compassion to everyone in the whole planet. That is
what this biomechanism is doing. It is like a kind of mani-wheel,>+ a
living biocomputer mani-wheel, that wants to send out oM MANI
PADME HUM—‘Hail the Jewel in the Lotus—send out rays of love to
the whole universe. It is a subjective visualization, but still it is the
core radiation at the heart of Tibetan culture.

Then the melting process registers subjectively as a rehearsal of the
dissolving process of normal death and the yogi or yogini enters into
a sequence of inner experiential realms of the subtle and extremely
subtle minds, as they are called, eventually immersing him or herself
into what is known as the clear light of universal freedom, or clear
light of absolute voidness. This again is not the end goal, because the
voidness, clear light mind is here right now. It is the essence of all of
our being right now, of everyone here right now. But here the yogi
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or yogini goes into it fully and experientially, and knows what this
reality really is. And then the final goal is to bring that non-duality
into every aspect of daily life so that one becomes a walking man-
ifestation of clear light, absolute voidness and great bliss. One is love
and compassion in every gesture. This is why the Dalai Lama has
such a wonderful feeling about him and why it feels so empty when
he leaves; because he is a master of this tradition.

After much practice of this process, the yogi or yogini supposedly
develops a subtle micro-understanding of the life process itself, which
enables him or her to engineer genetically the buddha forms required
to communicate bliss and freedom to other beings. The coarse heat
and temperature differences read by thermal instruments on the
surface of such a yogi’s body are the coarse by-products of the inner
turor fire process, the main aim of which is the evolutionary accelera-
tion sketched out above. The point of the example here today is to see
how the Tibetan inner technology uses visualization to create soft-
ware programming for the biocomputer’s wetware that can lead to
extraordinary results. Without subscribing to such exalted pictures as
the attainment of Buddhahood and so on, we can provisionally
imagine that designed implementations of such visualized patterns
could be used for healing, for repatterning neural malfunctions, or for
pre-patterning neural superfunctions.

Finally, the practical recommendations emerging from this thesis
and these examples are that, in the ongoing dialogue between the
Tibetan and the Western mind science traditions, it is crucial that we
put as much effort into discovering Tibetan psychology’s software
resources as we do into measuring the exterior of the Tibetan body.
To do that we have to strengthen Tibetan institutions, we have to
encourage the study of these yogas by Tibetans themselves. If we do
it in this way, then I am sure that we will succeed in something very
creative.





