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ABSTRACT

Religious discourse, like other forms of discourse, is never fully separated from its social,
political, as historical contexts. It may be that each of these forms of discourse is mutually
constitutive of the others and represents an intersection of, or dialogue between, different, and
often competing, discourses and vocabularies. Religious rhetoric is ubiquitous throughout
almost all other forms of cultural discourse, and it should be clear to even the casual observer
that religious ideas and beliefs are often used in pursuit of other, not necessarily related,
personal, social and political agendas.

The Treasury of Abiding Reality (§Nas Lugs mdzod) represents the intersection of several
religious, philosophical, historical, biographical, political, and even legal discourses. It also may
well represent the culmination of its author Longchenpa’s mature thought, as it was likely his
last major work. The Treasury of Abiding Reality is thus informed by a lifetime of experience,
conflict, and reflection. The present thesis argues that in it, these various currents crystallize for
a moment before moving on.

Using rhetoric as its principal interpretive rubric, the thesis addresses various questions not
often raised in a strictly philosophical textual interpretation. In addition to being a presentation
of a philosophical position, the distinctive “rhetoric of naturalness” articulated by Longchenpa
and other followers of the Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddhism is a response to
contemporaneous social, political and cultural trends. Moreover, elements found in The Treasury
of Abiding Reality derive from specific details of Longchenpa’s biography. Using historical and
literary critical methods, the thesis interprets the bold, often paradoxical, language used in The
Treasury of Abiding Reality as an instantiation of the broader social, political and religious

conflicts in Tibet at that time
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The wise always accept an eloquent expression,

Even from children;

If a delicate fragrance arises [from it],

One accepts musk, although it is from an animal’s navel.

Sakya Pandita, sa skya legs bshad 1:30.'

CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION

Rhetoric is the general term used to refer to the art of written and oral communication. It also
carries with it the connotation of persuasion, that is, language used by persons and groups with
vested interests in the outcome of negotiations, conflicts, arguments, and so forth. In the
Western classical tradition, stemming from Ancient Greece, there has been a history of tension
between advocates of “philosophy,” typified by the works of Plato, and those of “rhetoric,”
usually associated with Aristotle on one hand, and Sophists such as Gorgias, Isocrates, and
others. The crux of the dispute between these two groups is the issue whether or not it is
possible or even desirable to discuss “Truth” in its absolute sense independent of the individual
viewpoints of those speaking of it, or writing of it. In this way, rhetoric has also come to have a
strong association with the literary features of texts, and the way in which truth might lie within
them. This debate between “philosophy” and “rhetoric” rages on in social, political, religious,
and academic discourse, even until the present day.

However, I would suggest that our knowledge and understanding of a work normally
construed as “philosophical” is enhanced by a fuller comprehension of the place and time in
which it was produced. Intellectual discourses must be understood within these multiple social
contexts, and the study of rhetoric is a robust and potent methodology for looking at those
discourses in those multiple contexts. To achieve this, one must look at the "truths” of a text
rhetorically, not in a negative, dismissive sense, but rather as seeing "truth" somehow
embedded in those very contexts.

The dispute as to the relationship between truth and rhetoric is mirrored to a large extent in
the academic study of religion as well. Within the field of Biblical Studies, for instance, there are
scholars who prefer to concentrate on theological issues and there are those who prefer to study
the “rhetoric” employed in the Old and New Testaments. Similarly, in the relatively young
field of Buddhist Studies, scholars possess various methodological orientations toward their

materials. One important strand of such study might be characterized as “philological,” i.e., the



INTRODUCTION 2

belief that the authorial intention underlying any given text becomes transparent to the
educated reader, assuming that this reader is able to uncover the “original” text, uncorrupted
by scribal errors, misguided interpolations, and other accretions. Another prominent
methodological orientation to date in the study of Buddhism and Buddhist scriptures is what I
would term a “theological” or “philosophical” approach to the materials. Such an approach
seeks to understand the philosophical claims and counter-claims made in series of texts as
existing ahistorically and acontextually, that is to say, divorced from the local and unique
contexts in which they were created. Such a view holds that truth-claims within texts can have
an objective status outside their cultural and literary contexts, and thus is opposed to the
suggestion that the rhetorical or literary dimensions of those texts might have some intrinsic
relationship to the objective truths they seem to outline, It is interesting that this claim
constitutes a powerful rhetorical strategy in itself. While such methodologies can be quite
productive in their own right, and help us understand various systems of thought and on their
own terms, it seems to me that they also suffer from a lack of rich contextual details or, as
Clifford Geertz might have put it, “thick description.”

Religions, like all cultural phenomena, belong to these embedded contexts as well, and
hence their "truths” and claims of transcendence must also be assessed from the standpoint of
thetoric. Religious discourse, like other forms of discourse, is never fully separated from its
social, political, as historical contexts. It may be that each of these forms of discourse is mutually
constitutive of the others and represents an intersection of, or dialogue between, different, and
often competing, discourses and vocabularies. It is in the Sense, then, that we can see how the
thetorical practices of a given age both form and are formed by their historical context.
Furthermore, the ubiquity of religious rhetoric throughout almost all other forms of cultural
discourse should be clear to even the most casual observer. The power of religious ideas and
belief are often used in the pursuit of other, not necessarily related, social and political agendas.

In the case of late twentieth to twenty-first century American political dialogue, for instance, we
| see many of the great debates of the day—abortion, sexuality, morality, education, and so
forth—couched in implicitly, and often explicitly religious terms. There is no question that
appeals to an individual’s or a community’s deeply held religious convictions serve as a potent

means of persuasion.
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If this is the case in our own culture, it is reasonable to assume that the same general
principles hold in other historically and culturally distant contexts as well. And yet it may be
that looking both at the theory of rhetoric and its practice on the ground, in a distant time and
place, might well illuminate the embeddedness of our analysis of rhetoric, and hence open new
horizons and areas of insight. Thus, the present thesis will look at the theory and practice of
rhetoric, and the viability of rhetorical analysis in the case of religious language and literature
in the culturally, historically and geographically distant fourteenth century Tibet.

Tibet in the fourteenth century provides a particularly interesting and fruitful site for study
along these lines. It was an extremely volatile time in Tibet politically, socially, and religiously,
and it is only natural that these various discursive streams should overlap and intersect in a
variety of ways. Moreover, since nearly all literate discourse in Tibet was (and, to a large extent
continues to be) couched in religious concepts and terms, it comes as no surprise that even the
seemingly secular matters of state and military issues would be interpreted in pseudo-spiritual
terms.

The fourteenth century was a time in which the one hundred year political and religious
hegemony of the Mongol-supported Sakya (sa skya) School was disintegrating and the fortunes
of its rival, the Phakmogru School, were on the rise. These political changes were accompanied
by a corresponding shift in religious paradigms from local ritual-based orientation to a
centralized institutional scholastic-based orientation. Not only that but a disproportionately large
number of influential religious thinkers and authors were active during this period as well.
These included Je Tsongkapa (rje tsong kha pa, 1357-1419), founder of the Geluk (dge lugs) School,
Dolpopa Sherap Gyaltsen (dol po pa shes rab rgyal mtshan, 1292-1361), founder of the Jonang (jo
nang) School, Budén Rinchen Drup (bu ston rin chen grub, 1290-1364), principal editor and
codifier of the modern Tibetan Buddhist canon, and Longchen Rabjampa (klong chen rab ‘byams
pa, 1308-1363), chief systematizer of the Great Perfection tradition.?

Each of these figures, while ostensibly purely religious thinkers, was intimately involved
with the political and social trends of the day. In addition, they were each prolific in terms of
their literary output. It is my simple thesis that these works of religious literature right within
their claims of universal truth and salvation reflected, in one form or another, the tensions and
trends then prevalent in Tibetan society. It is through thinking about issues and possibilities

such as these that I began to consider these ostensibly “religious” or “philosophical” texts as
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participating in a larger discursive network, mutually informing and being informed by a wide
rage of languages and vocabularies. I began to see these texts in terms of their rhetorical
function—i.e., their ability to argue and persuade, within social fields of complex natures.

In the present study I focus less on a specifically Tibetan religious text’s “truth claims” than
on its ability to persuade, although it is often precisely the claims to validity found in such texts
that makes them so persuasive. This focus on a narrow set of Tibetan texts may also serve to
illuminate related broader tensions in Buddhist discourse as well, such as those between
philosophers and rhetoricians traditions given to reveling in the literary nature of their texts,
and those committed instead to a process of thought claimed to be separate from its literary
expression, or between particular religious/intellectual traditions, such as between
epistemological discourse and that of Great Perfection Tantras. Although both of these are
doctrinal textual traditions, I suggest that their individual styles and vocabularies arose to
address specific needs and exigencies, predicated upon ongoing discussions and conflicts with
other groups. This general orientation towards the language used in religious texts allows us to
begin to see how such language evolves as rhetoric.

As mentioned above, the term "rhetoric” also conveys a sense of learning and erudition. In
general, writers, thinkers, and speakers in a given culture who are deeply versed in its
literature and lore find it easier to express themselves in ways viewed as elegant and
sophisticated within the culture at large. Rhetoricians, in a sense, are a given society's best
writers, are those persons who skillfully build upon the literary tradition into which they project
themselves. The best among them build upon their received traditions in new and creative
ways, borrowing from the authors and poets who came before, but breaking through the
constraints of slavish reverence for the past and tradition.® Thus, a writer like Milton can awe us
with his command of scripture, mythology, classical literature, but do so in a way that is not
merely a flat rehearsal of these source materials. A writer like Milton draws upon his erudition
and command of a dramatic range of literary sources to express his own views, as well as to
further his own intellectual agenda.*

One discerns the same pattern in the case of the most influential writers and thinkers in
Tibetan intellectual history. What made many of the most famous Tibetan authors so influential
was, in part, their stunning erudition and mastery of a staggering amount of scriptural

materials. This is particularly true for authors from the period under consideration here—the
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breathtakingly fertile fourteenth century. This is not to say, however, that all authors from this
period were equally "literary” in their orientation—on the contrary certain authors, for example,
were far more focused on topics traditionally construed as philosophical than they were on
narrative, poetry, and so forth. In general, however, the level of literary skill during this time
was extremely high due largely to the breadth of the major figures' education and training.
Moreover, given that it is a core assumption of my thesis that all writing is in some sense
rhetorical (i.e., concerned with style and persuasion), it is not unreasonable to characterize
fourteenth century Tibetan authors as being skilled in rhetoric in general, depsite their varied
interests and backgrounds. Nevertheless, it is wise to recall that certain authors (such as
Longchenpa) were more engaged in the literary possibilities of their language and discourse
than were others.

This "rhetorical” fluency is very much evident in the writings of Longchenpa, the author of
the work we are to examine here. Even a cursory examination of his writings reveals how
deeply and widely read he was in almost all facets of the Buddhist literature available to him.
This includes not only a wide range of tantric materials then current only in Nyingma circles,
but in the tantric literature of the "Modern" (gsar ma) schools of Tibetan Buddhism as well, not to
mention more standard forms of Buddhist philosophy, ethics, poetics, ritual, and so on. In fact,
in large measure it is his thorough knowledge of so many different areas of learning that makes
his own language so persuasive and rich in allusion. Also, one must take into account his
fluency in the various forms of stylistics with which he was comfortable, allowing him to shift
seamlessly between different "voices” within a given text.

In addition to these features of Longchenpa's style in general, we find instances in his
corpus of a tendency to use the language of Buddhist discourse to allude to specific historical
and biographical events. These instances suggest that even within his most philosophical
discourse there are underlying concerns that are not unrelated to these events. We find
unmistakable examples of this tendency in several of his "lesser” works, including didactic
fables, eulogies, and polemics. Among his major works, The Treasury of Abiding Reality stands
out as an excellent example of Longchenpa's inclination to weave details from his life and times
into the fabric of a complex and nuanced philosophical treatise. Unlike other examples that
integrate personal and historical circumstances into the discourse, however, The Treasury of

Abiding Reality is subtle and indirect. Nevertheless, it is filled with remarkable assertions that in



INTRODUCTION 6

many ways fly in the face of standard Buddhist discourse and that can easily be understood to
function as a critique and a challenge to an array of different ideological counter-claims current
in fourteenth century Tibet.

With these general introductory remarks in mind, let us now turn to a brief synopsis of

each of the chapters.

CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION
This is the present chapter. It serves as the general introduction to the issues to be considered in

the thesis, and provides synopses for the remaining chapters.

CHAPTER TWO: THEORETICAL OVERVIEW OF RHETORIC

In this chapter I attempt to describe how religious texts in general, and Tibetan religious texts in
particular, may be analyzed in terms of their rhetorical strategies to interpret them from the
point of view of history, biography, literature, or community. I thus present in detail the way in
which I will use the concept of "rhetoric” throughout the thesis. The primary significance of the
term for the purposes of the present thesis is that of persuasion, i.e., the case where language is
employed to make a case for a particular vision through the knowledge of the audience’s
emotions, psychology, and so forth; in other words, how various visions of truth are argued for
persuasively in religious literature. The secondary meaning I rely upon is rhetoric as style or
stylistics, i.e., the analysis of how language is used to achieve certain aesthetic effects in
different literary genres. I try also to demonstrate how the notions of rhetoric and hermeneutics
are related and utilized by rhetoricians—first to arrive at a cogent interpretation of the materials
under consideration, and then by employing that interpretation to accomplish one’s aim or
agenda.

I then proceed to a discussion of the history of the term “rhetoric.” I begin with a survey of
Classical Rhetoric dating from the fifth-sixth century BCE Greece. I discuss the tension between

the negative understanding of rhetoric as the art of verbal deception and misrepresentation, as
articulated in the works of Plato, and the more positive view of Aristotle that rhetoric is a
powerful tool to be used in the service of the “good.” I mention also the purely pragmatic
Sophist view that rhetoric is a means to achieve one’s aims. I examine modern exponents of

these same views such as E.D. Hirsch, Richard Rorty, Stanley Fish, and so on.
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The chapter then briefly discusses the problematics of reading ostensibly philosophical texts
through the lens of biography. I critique the assumption that such texts are simply separate
from the biographies of their authors. I argue that this is a misconception shared by both
traditional interpreters, who tend to read these texts out of any contextual framework, and also
of certain postmodernists such as Michel Foucault and Roland Barthes, for example, who see
texts as products of socio-political contexts. In an odd way, both these groups of interpreters
seem to overlook or deprecate the importance of the author’s biography in the project of
understanding the text’s details. With the “death of the author” motif, a certain nuanced
interpretation and dialogue between the author’s life and the text is lost.

A possible alternative to these methodological orientations might be found in a sort of
“modified” psychoanalytic criticism. Psychoanalytic criticism aims to show that literature is
always structured by complex and contradictory human desires and power relations, not just by
an ideal of formal unity or extrinsic social forces. While embracing this methodology uncritically
might well create more problems than it solves, in certain ways it provides a more sophisticated
vocabulary for the analysis of the relationship between an author and her texts than is
otherwise available to us. For example, the relative virulence of Longchenpa's critique of the
moral turpitude of the contemporary religious scene in his didactic works may suggest that
Longchenpa was engaging in a form of transference, i.e., displacing his unresolved conflicts,
dependencies, and aggressions onto a substitute object.

In the case of The Treasury of Abiding Reality, we can see definite connections between the
language Longchenpa utilizes in the text and the details of his own biography. In certain
significant ways, we discern in it Longchenpa’s attempts to process and cope with the events
and experiences of his own life, right within the literary achievements of a treatise devoted to a
highly experiential esoteric traditions of Buddhist thought and practice. In fact, The Treasury of
Abiding Reality is a remarkable text that instantiates many biographical tensions, which the
author, Longchenpa, then works through within the medium of a dense intellectual religious
system.

CHAPTER THREE: A SHORT HISTORY OF FOURTEENTH CENTURY TIBET

This chapter attempts to set The Treasury of Abiding Reality in its historical context by tracing the

events, trends, and personalities of fourteenth century Tibet relevant to its author. The chapter



INTRODUCTION 8

attempts to set the stage for these fourteenth century events by briefly examining the preceding
centuries. It touches on the important themes of the emerging gap between the “Modern” (gsar
ma) and “Ancient” (rnying ma) Schools of Tibetan Buddhism, codification of rigid sectarian
identities, the codification of a closed religious literary canon, the development of legal codes,
and so forth.

The chapter addresses several important issues. First, it considers the matter of Tibetan
“proto-nationalism” in the fourteenth century, examining the way in which different clans with
various sectarian affiliations were jockeying for control of Central Tibet.’ The fourteenth century
witnessed the demise of the Sakya-Mongol religious and political hegemony in Central Tibet,
with the corresponding re-emergence (rhetorical and otherwise) of the imperial tradition of
Tibetan kings.

It examines the codification of sectarian identities taking place during that time in terms of
communities, canons, and lineages. The period leading up to the fourteenth century was one in
which many new sectarian traditions were established, and along with this was a corresponding
burst in literary production. This included an astounding amount of scholastic, ritual, and
revelatory literature. It then moves to an analysis of the rise of the large-scale monastic
institution in Tibet during this period, specifically considering the issues of the rise of
scholasticism and the system of the incarnate lama or “tulku” (sprul sku).

It also considers in some detail the fall of the Sakya hegemony and the corresponding rise of
the Phakmodrupa sect. This development is of crucial importance to our consideration of The
Treasury of Abiding Reality since the social and political upheaval that accompanied these events
had a dramatic impact on Longchenpa and his view of the world. This impact is felt in many of
his works, but particularly in The Treasury of Abiding Reality. Finally, the chapter considers in
some detail the circumstances of the so-called “Ancient or “Nyingma” (rnying ma) School during

the fourteenth century.

CHAPTER FOUR: LONGCHENPA'S BIOGRAPHRY

This chapter begins with a discussion and analysis of the role of biography. It attempts to
ascertain whether or to what extent one can read biographies across cultures. It raises the issue
of the propriety of reading such texts not explicitly concerned with biographical issues, e.g.,

philosophical texts, didactic poetry, and so forth, through the lens of psycho-biographical
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criticism. Also, the question of whether or not it is wise to read Tibetan biographies as
legitimate historical sources is raised. The biographical literature of Tibet, as many have
observed, is primarily hagiographical in nature, and thus suspect from a strict historical or
“"empirical” perspective. In addition, significant questions are raised when readers from distant
places and times, such as twenty-first century Americans attempt to interpret these biographies
according to their own cultural and literary expectations. Such readers might be tempted to
attempt to differentiate between those factors that strike them as "historical” and those that strike
them as "mythological” in Tibetan biographical literature. Indeed, from one point of view it is
entirely reasonable that they do so and tliey could hardly be expected to do otherwise. On the
other hand, it is important to bear in mind that the "authors" (whether individual or corporate)
of these biographies made no such distinction. They included both these dimensions, but
(unfortunately?) left no guidelines for readers to distinguish the "fact” from the "fiction" in these
works. Of course, "fact” and "fiction” are culturally specific notions, and are themselves intrinsic
to understanding a person's life or a people's history regardless of our perception of their
"reality.” Thus, individuals with a great degree of literary competence in one context may find
themselves woefully deficient in another.

Here, as elsewhere in the thesis I argue that we are in a sense hamstrung by these
theoretical difficulties in pursuing certain lines of thought. I suggest that we must first
acknowledge the incommensurability of the disparate "horizons" of these texts and readers from
other times and places, and then proceed to work interpretively within that incommensurability
towards establishing fragile bridges of understanding. While at all times seeking to remain
sensitive to the concerns of the tradition and its self-understanding, I also see no reason why a
non-traditional critic/scholar/student cannot pose the questions that are of interest to her, if she
does so in an intellectually honest way. Similarly, there is no reason why such an outlook
should be construed as disingenuous or unethical. If people from traditional cultures are not
inclined to pursue certain lines of inquiry, must that preclude all other modes of inquiry that
fall outside of the traditionally sanctioned discourse? For various historical reasons the study of
Tibetan Buddhism in the American academy is fraught with these sorts of concerns. Primary
among these is perhaps the disproportionate number of scholars of Tibetan Buddhism who
identify themselves as "Tibetan Buddhists.” Tibetan Buddhism is characterized by the twin

concerns with secrecy and strict obedience to the instructions of one's religious preceptor. These
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features militate against certain forms of inquiry, especially those deemed taboo by the keepers
of the tradition. Hence those scholars who identify themselves as within the tradition often find
it difficult to pursue these questions, except perhaps privately with other initiates.

The chapter then continues with a more staid and less theoretical textual analysis of the
available Tibetan language biographical materials for Longchenpa. I present each item in the
order of its relative value as a source for research and discuss the probable relative dating of
these works, as well as their possible inter-textual relationships. Finally I offer some general
remarks about the sorts of details either included or omitted from the respective items.

The next section deals with a temporal overview of Longchenpa's life as drawn from the
sources identified above. I look for the broad general themes and events found in a
preponderance of the biographies, noting discrepancies and details found in only one source. In
this way, I attempt to present a fuller narrative than might be found in any one text, one with
possible tensions and discontinuities that would likely be glossed over in a single source. I
consider Longchenpa's spiritual and familial pedigree.

From there I move to a consideration of Longchenpa's extraordinary education, including
some of his "formative" experiences as a young man. I discuss not only the intensive training in
scriptures, ritual, the arts, meditation (which were, after all, quite commonplace for a lama of
Longchenpa's stature), but also specific events such as the circumstances surrounding his
departure from Sangphu Neutok monastery, and his time traveling, studying, and practicing
with his "root guru"” (rtsa ba'i bla ma) Kumaradza. This section also includes some accounting of
Longchenpa's literary career.

I then proceed to a brief consideration of the types of teachings and practices Longchenpa
engaged in during the course of his life, primarily after his period of study. We find that
although Longchenpa is known primarily for his teachings and writings on the Great Perfection
Tradition, he also showed a great interest in other topics and practice as well, notably that of
Monastic Discipline (skt. vinaya, tib. ‘dul ba).

Next, I spend a significant amount of time considering the contours of Longchenpa's
biography. I speculate at length about the effect his background and formative experiences
might have played in the formation of his character. 1 identify several key experiences,
traumatic and otherwise that may have caused him to see himself in a certain light vis-a-vis

other figures and movements of the day. In this way I engage in what might be loosely called
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"psychoanalytic criticism,"” although with the proviso that such analyses are purely speculative,
and are not particularly systematic in their application of a Freudian perspective. Several of
Longchenpa’s shorter writings, especially his didactic narratives, permit us an unusual glimpse
of the way in which he viewed social and religious trends of his day. These works suggest that
he may have viewed himself in quasi-romantic terms, as the unfairly victimized hero in a
largely untold narrative.

Following this, I describe at length Longchenpa's problematic relationship with T'ai Situ
Jangchup Gyaltsen (t‘ai si tu byang chub rgyal mtshan, 1303-1364), the most formidable political
and military figure of the day. Since it was the difficulties with Jangchup Gyaltsen that
ultimately led Longchenpa to leave Tibet and spend approximately ten years in Bhutan, I
describe in some detail the genesis of their conflict. In an effort to flesh out my narration of this
relationship, I briefly consider the biography of Jangchup Gyaltsen as well. It is here that I
draw attention to Jangchup Gyaltsen's intimate familiarity with legal proceedings, litigation,
arbitrated disputes, and so forth. This feature of his biography, along with his well-documented
conflict with Longchenpa, may bear upon the quasi-juridical language the latter employs in The
Treasury of Abiding Reality. There is considerable variation in the accounts of Longchenpa's
conflict with Jangchup Gyaltsen and his period of exile in Bhutan, and I attempt (to the extent
possible) to account for the different versions of this significant episode.

Finally I consider the last years of Longchenpa's life, his last will and testament, and

reconciliation (?) with the political authorities.

CHAPTER FIVE: RHETORIC IN THE GNAS LUGS MDZOD: AN EXTERNAL READING
Chapter five then moves from a general analysis of the factors and circumstances surrounding
Longchenpa's composition of The Treasury of Abiding Reality to a consideration of the text itself.
Rather than delve right into an examination of the deeper analysis of the text, I begin by
attempting to situate the text within a tradition hermeneutical framework. In a tradition that
expends such copious amounts of energy classifying texts and creating textual taxonomies, it
seems relevant to attempt to ascertain where the tradition, and perhaps Longchenpa himself,
would place this text in the grand scheme of things.

In order to situate The Treasury of Abiding Reality in this way, I start by tracing the major

historical phases of Great Perfection literature, demonstrating how The Treasury of Abiding
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Reality draws on each of these phases in varying degrees. The Treasury of Abiding Reality utilizes
passages and rhetorical strategies from the important text The All-Creating King (kun byed rgyal
po), itself a composite of several shorter texts dating from the earliest strata of Great Perfection
texts belonging to the "Mind-Series” (sems sde). The largely apophatic and aphoristic rhetoric
that characterizes "Mind-Series” literature is found throughout The Treasury of Abiding Reality,
both in the form of citation and paraphrase.

The most well known subsequent literary phase of the Great Perfection tradition, the
"Seminal Heart" (snying thig), also greatly influenced Longchenpa in his composition of The
Treasury of Abiding Reality. This material begins to complement the aphoristic rhetoric of the
Mind-Series literature with an increasing concern with the details of meditational practice.
Among the classic texts for this literary phase of the Great Perfection are the Seventeen Tantras
(rgyud bcu bdun), most of which Longchenpa quotes copiously throughout The Treasury of
Abiding Reality.

I next offer an overview of Longchenpa's own literary output, drawing attention to his
eclecticism and erudition. Although Longchenpa is deservedly most famous for his treatises on
Great Perfection philosophy, his works span diverse topics as diverse as poetics, ritual,
narrative, philosophy, and so forth. However, since it is works on the Great Perfection for which
Longchenpa is particularly known, and since The Treasury of Abiding Reality is classified as a
work of that classification, I describe in some detail the hierarchical doxography of the Nyingma
School known as the Nine Vehicles (rim pa theg pa dgu).

I then return to a consideration of The Treasury of Abiding Reality itself. I attempt to locate the
composition of this text chronologically, using the limited textual evidence thaﬁ is available. 1
conclude that the text was most likely written during the last ten years of Longchenpa's life, and
within that, most likely during his period of self-imposed exile in Bhutan. I argue that the
dating of this text is important since it so clearly seems to be playing on themes of legal
procedures and punishments that may well have been inspired by Longchenpa's problematic
relationship with Jangchup Gyaltsen.

Next, in order to situate The Treasury of Abiding Reality in its doxographical context, I briefly
outline the Great Perfection system using the traditional Nyingma presentation of the "nine
vehicles.” In my discussion of the vehicle of Ati-yoga, i.e., the Great Perfection recognized as

being the highest of all the vehicles in the Nyingma system, I enter into a preliminary
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discussion of the rhetoric associated with this school. I suggest that much of the Great
Perfection’s most characteristic rhetoric of negation and denial is rooted in a dialogue with the
older pre-existing traditions of Mahayoga and Anuyoga. Mahayoga tantras such as the Secret
Nucleus Tantra (skt. guhyagarbhatantra, tib. rgyud gsang ba'i snying po), for example, propound
such traditional tantric principles as philosophical views (Ita ba), meditation (bsgom pa), conduct
(spyod pa), and so forth. Great Perfection literature (especially of the Mind Series class), on the
other hand, rejects these categories, stating instead that there is no view, no meditation, and so
forth. The paradox of these rhetorical denials of advanced tantric practices is that, from one point
of view, Great Perfection is intended only for those who have already completed these tantric
processes with their complex meditations and rituals. Thus, Great Perfection rhetoric appears to
be an intriguing intersection between aphoristic quasi-mystical appeals to experience, a
polemical critique of the views and practices of all the lower schools, and the implicit
assumption that the Great Perfection practitioner has mastered those very views and practices.
Hence, as great a departure as it was from normative Buddhist discourse as it was practiced at
that time, Great Perfection language is fundamentally parasitic in nature.

Having identified some of these strategies and themes utilized in Great Perfection rhetoric, 1
then proceed to attempt a modest inventory of some common rhetorical devices employed in its
literature. I begin by considering the range of rhetorics found within the Great Perfection
tradition. This includes the apophatic "natural” tropes employed in the Mind Series literature,
the more practice-oriented language of the Seminal Heart materials, and finally the more
violent and dangerous symbols evoked in the Crown Pith (spyi ) category of Great Perfection
literature. I then continue my analysis by attempting to create provisional taxonomies of Great
Perfection rhetoric, concentrating primarily on the Mind Series and Seminal Heart materials and
their prominent use of the "natural” metaphors. The general strategy employed by the authors
in these texts seems to be to set up a series of polar oppositions such as "natural” (rang bzhin)
versus "artificial” (bcos pa), "relaxation” versus "effort,” and so forth, valorizing the former while
deprecating the latter. Another typical strategy, clearly drawing on the Perfection of Wisdom
(tib. pha rol tu phyin pa, skt. prajiagparamita) tradition, is to set out a variety of sacrosanct Buddhist
categories and principles, and then systematically deny their existence and/or validity. Other
significant tropes employed in Great Perfection literature revolve around themes of

primordiality, luminosity, unity, spontaneity, and so on.
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Next I consider in both broad general terms, as well as in very detailed specific terms, the
rhetorical strategies deployed by Longchenpa in The Treasury of Abiding Reality itself. 1
demonstrate how the very underlying structure of the text may be understood as a subtle form
of argumentation, and in particular how the creative juxtaposition of seemingly contradictory
terms and concepts produces a creative tension out of which new meanings arise.

Finally, I enter into a discussion on the literary background and characteristics of The
Treasury of Abiding Reality that focuses on some of the underlying themes and structures for The
Treasury of Abiding Reality. In formulating some of the key organizing principles of this text,
Longchenpa was undoubtedly inspired by a short but important work by Sri Simha entitled
The Sky-Soaring Great Khyung, dating from perhaps the eighth century. Not only does the title of
this work allude to the mythical "khyung" bird, sometimes identified with the pan-Indian
garuda, with all of its associated metaphors, the text itself utilizes certain unusual evocative
vocabulary that Longchenpa appropriates and integrates into the very structure of his own text.
Seeing the connection between this and other "khyung" texts, I indulge in a somewhat lengthy
digression that examines the range of texts connected in some fashion with the image of the
"khyung" found within The Collected Tantras of the Ancients (rnying ma rgyud ‘bum). The
important illustrated here is the multiple ways in which a single image or trope is employed
throughout the range of Nyingma Mahayoga and Atiyoga literature, showing both the

relationship and disjunction between these contexts.

CHAPTER SIX: RHETORIC IN THE GNAS LUGS MDZOD: AN INTERIOR READING

In the final chapter I attempt to bring together all of the disparate lines of thought I have been
pursuing throughout the dissertation to demonstrate that The Treasury of Abiding Reality is
indeed a text deeply embedded in the contingencies of its author’s life and times.

Drawing on significant passages from the text itself, I offer alternative ways in which to
read the text that diverge significantly from traditional readings. I begin with a series of
"historical readings,” ranging from an analysis of the text's subject matter in terms of the
general historical trends, in terms of the details of Longchenpa's biographical idiosyncrasies,
and in terms of specific historical trends, such as Jangchup Gyaltsen's re-insitution of strict legal

codes in Tibet, and so forth.
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Next, I offer a series of "religious readings” in which I employ literary theory and critical
methods to explore the text's religious character. On the most obvious level, this will include
doctrinal explanation and contextualization of the text's subject matter. In addition, the text
makes allusions and explicit references to particular forms of religious praxis such as the practice
of “breakthrough” (khregs chod) meditation on the primordial purity, and the practice of “direct
transcendence” (thod rgal) meditation on the spontaneous appearance—i.e., the path. This
discussion presents interesting problems in the sense that on the surface, the text's rhetoric
appears to be anti-practice, but we nevertheless find passages referring to specific meditative
techniques. Finally, I discuss in perhaps the greatest detail the way in which the language of
The Treasury of Abiding Reality sets forth it's own position largely through the inversion or
subversion of normative Buddhist doctrine, rather than by relying on a propositional mode of

discourse.

CHAPTER SEVEN: CONCLUSION

The seventh and final chapter summarizes and reiterates the main themes and arguments
presented in the dissertation. By distilling the essential points made throughout the sustained
multifaceted argument with all of its specificity, 1 hope to persuade the reader that the
remarkable language and rhetorical strategies found in The Treasury of Abiding Reality do in fact
reflect a wide array of influences and concerns. Rather than to suggest that the text is incoherent
or that it collapses under the sheer weight of its complexity, I will instead decisively
demonstrate that it is a fascinating mosaic reflecting a plethora of influences, and that, far from
being a distraction, these complexities enrich the text, and are in any event part and parcel of

its overall gestalt.

' legs bshad byis pa dag las kyang/ mkhas pa rnams kyis yongs su len/ dri zhim 'byung na ri dvags
kyi/ Ite ba las kyang gla rtsi len/. This is my translation. For an alternative translation, see
James Bosson, trans., A Treasury of Aphoristic Jewels (Bloomington: Indiana University
Publications, 1969), p. 206.

2 All foreign language terms are Tibetan unless otherwise specified.

* I am thinking of Harold Bloom's observation that in any given a society, a "weak" poet is
one who is content to rehearse the tradition in more or less the same form it is received by

her, whereas the "strong” poet is one who struggles against the influence of the past poets,
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upon whom she has a necessarily parasitic relationship, to create something fresh and to find
her own voice. See Harold Bloom, Anxiety of Influence: A Theory of Poetry (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1997).

* For more on this, see Stanley Fish, Surprised by Sin: The Reader in Paradise Lost (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1971).

> Georges Dreyfus uses the term "proto-nationalism” to refer to Tibet's initial movement
towards unification and national identity in the fourteenth century. See Georges Dreyfus,.
“Proto-Nationalism in Tibet.” In Tibetan Studies: Proceedings of the 6th Seminar of the
International Association for Tibetan Studies. Edited by Per Kvaerne, (Oslo: The Institute for
Comparative Research in Human Culture, 1994).



CHAPTER TWO: THEORETICAL OVERVIEW OF RHETORIC

Critical Theory in the present century has been characterized by ideas and practices arising
from the convergence of several disciplines including philosophy, literary criticism, science, and
so forth, which appear to reverse many long-held cultural premises.! Among the more dramatic
of these are the demotion of foundational “truth,” and the erosion of subjectivity.

Regarding the former, modernism has witnessed the dissolution of the ideal of positivistic
objectivity in science and a loss of confidence in the neutrality of scientific and practical
discourse. It is increasingly difficult to find a reliable standard of representational
transparency—even so-called neutral “observation language” is now being recognized as being
theory laden. Moreover, the history of science itself has come to be viewed less as a progressive
discovery of facts than as a series of constructions within the framework of larger conceptual
paradigms.? A similar trend dubbed the “linguistic turn” by Richard Rorty began in the early
twentieth century in the realm of analytic philosophy that was critical of the tendency of
philosophy to present itself as “pseudo-science.” The basic premise of this movement is that it
is ultimately impossible and fruitless to “burrow beneath language to that which language
expresses” since there is no underlying reality to find that is itself not linguistically constituted.*
Rorty (and others) takes this trend to the next and even more radical level when he revolts
against even his own earlier idea of language as the foundation of knowledge and the ideal of
knowledge as a faithful representation of reality.’ A similar concern is reflected in Jacques
Derrida’s critique of logo-centrism, a term he uses to refer to a belief in an extra-systemic
validating presence or center that underwrites and fixes linguistic meaning, but is itself beyond
scrutiny or challenge.®

Regarding the latter, post-modernism has also eroded the foundational characteristic of
subjectivity. Nowhere is this tendency more visible than in the literary realm, where the
(previously unproblematic) role of the author as founder or originator of a literary work is called
into question. This destabilization of the author/subject is disclosed by recent linguistic and
sociological understandings of the impersonal patterns and forces at work in human agency.
The French critics Roland Barthes and Michel Foucault are perhaps the most influential critics of
individual authorship and creativity. As we shall see shortly, these two thinkers both suggest

that the “author” as a distinct and constitutive entity only emerged during the 17th-18th
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centuries in dependence on various historical circumstances, one of the most important of which
was the practice of punishing authors for what they have written.”

These trends have also tended to undercut such things as belief in god(s) and the capacity to
resort to metaphysical explanatory strategies in the forms of various master-narratives, and so
forth.? The insights of these so-called anti-foundationalist or anti-essentialist thinkers has been
the source of a great deal of excitement among certain Western scholars of Asian Religions in
general, and Buddhist Studies in particular. These movements in Western critical thinking are
indeed important to such scholars because the insights they offer appear already to be found at
some level in the venerable religio-philosophical traditions of the East. The doctrine of
emptiness (skt. sunyata, tib. stong pa nyid) as propounded by the Prasangika Madhyamika
school may be interpreted as a radical critique of the referential theory of meaning, while the
doctrine of selflessness (anatman, bdag med) may be understood as a Buddhist critique of
subjectivity. In the domain of classical Indian Grammarians (vyakarana), scholars such as Harold
Coward, for instance, find many intriguing parallels between the thought of Bhartrhari and
Deconstruction.” In the area of Buddhist Studies scholars such as C.W. Huntington have pointed
out many interesting parallels between the thought of Candrakirti (c. 7th century) and that of
modern pragmatic philosophers such as, among others, William James, John Dewey, and
Richard Rorty." Similarly, Robert Magliola has published a monograph investigating possible
parallels between Madhyamika philosophy and the deconstructive philosophy of Jacques
Derrida." Perhaps the most dramatic appropriation of these recent developments in Western
philosophy is Robert Thurman’s controversial claim identifying Ludwig Wittgenstein (1889-
1951) as an incarnation of Mafijusri, the Buddhist bodhisattva of wisdom."? Such a claim, aside
from whatever its merits as a statement of comparative philosophy, serves a dual purpose: (1) it
implicitly suggests that Buddhist philosophy is more “advanced” than Western philosophy, and
(2) it rhetorically enhances the prestige of an abstruse and remote metaphysical system by
associating it with a trend in modern philosophy that enjoys significant cachet in modern
academic circles.

Thus, given these many fascinating points of contact, the application of recent literary
criticism methodologies to a Buddhist religious text might appear particularly auspicious. Here,
however, I wish to suggest an alternative to this rosy picture in which the best of Eastern

philosophies converges seamlessly with the best of recent Western theory. On the contrary, I
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suggest that despite admittedly remarkable similarities, emptiness (skt. Sunyata, tib. stong pa
nyid), the Buddhist answer to the deconstructive theory, is confined to a philosophical arena
where rigid dogmatic interpretive practices dominate. Hence, although the emptiness discourse
of scholastic Mahayana Buddhism mirrors the rhetoric of deconstruction in many ways, in
practice it is in many ways closely bound to doctrine and the institutional supports for such
doctrine. Hence, rather than being the “liberative” discourse described by traditional and neo-
traditional scholars, there is, as Paul de Man might put it, a disparity or tension between these
texts’ figures and “grammar,” i.e., between their statements and their process or occurrence.”
Thus, in this chapter I will be looking in detail at Tibetan and Western histories of Literary
Criticism and rhetoric as one way of looking into these possible intersections between Buddhist
philosophy and recent literary-influenced movements in Western philosophy. The rhetorical
reading of Buddhist texts that my thesis seeks to outline is not intended to deny the existence of
referents or the referential function of the text’s language; rather it is meant to challenge the
authority of that referential function in the parameters of how we interpret that text's contextual
significance. I will discuss a wide range of issues related to the notion of “rhetoric” and their
relationships to religious discourse, specifically to the text at hand, The Treasury of Abiding
Reality. This will include a general discussion of the Western rhetorical tradition, its history,
various classifications, and so forth. This will then be followed by a brief consideration of some
modern incarnations of the issues raised and disputed by the rhetoricians of old. I will also
consider Tibetan materials that might be understood as functioning as forms of rhetoric.
Throughout this discussion, I will attempt to highlight the intimate relationship between
religious and rhetorical discourses. Finally, I will turn to a specific consideration of how these
issues influence my study of The Treasury of Abiding Reality. I outline in brief the key factors
contributing to the production of the stylish and unusual form of rhetoric found in this text.
Rhetoric is traditionally defined as the art of persuasive speech or discourse, especially of
literary and oral composition, as well as disputation. Originally, as cultivated by the Greeks, it
was the study of the principles and technical resources of oratory, including both composition
and delivery. Its development by the Sophists and other professional orators eventually caused
it to be regarded chiefly as the art of persuasion. From at least fifth century Greece onwards,
rhetorical manuals have traditionally formed an important genre in Western literature. In

schools and colleges rhetoric has come to refer to the study of principles and rules of composition
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as devised by ancient critics such as Aristotle. Rhetoric has also come to be associated with
elegance and embellishment in the realm of discourse, as well as insincerity and artifice. Hence,
as John Bender and David E. Wellberry put it, “Rhetoric is the art of positionality in address.”™*

The question of religious rhetoric poses an interesting problem since religious discourse
usually represents itself as being about “truth.” All religions make absolute claims. Those who
are not its adherents will naturally contest each religion’s claims. This tends to result in
sectarian conflicts, often played out in the realm of rhetoric. Such rhetorical conflicts even arise
within ostensibly unified religious traditions, such that different sects of a single religion will
often make competing and divergent absolute claims.

Kenneth Burke has pointed out that, whatever the unifying nature of religion to terms
which all else might be “reduced,” the history of religions has also been the history of great
discord. Nothing sets people more at odds than the demand that they think alike, a demand
quite at odds with the diversity of human lives and the contextual nature of interpretation.
Even if we all repeated exactly the same articles of faith, we would understand them differently
to the extent that our relations to them differed.

Burke goes on to state, “The subject of religion falls under the head of rheforic in the sense
that rhetoric is the art of persuasion, and religious cosmogonies are designed, in the last analysis,
as exceptionally thoroughgoing modes of persuasion.”” Burke argues that religions form in
men and women the attitudes necessary to persuade them towards certain acts. In order to
plead for such attitudes as persuasively as possible, religious figures always ground their
exhortations, both to themselves and to others, in statements of the widest and deepest possible
scope. Hence, the subject of religious exhortation involves the nature of religion as rhetoric, as
persuasiveness.

Whether the mode of religious discourse falls under the heading of revealed scripture (e.g.,
the biblical tradition in the West) or under the heading of reasoned analysis (e.g., the Western
religio-philosophical tradition), such discourse will make very strong claims to authority in its
attempts to persuade its audience(s) of the legitimacy of its claims. Similarly, in the case of
Tibetan religious discourse in particular, any new scripture of doctrine, if it is to enjoy any
influence or credibility, must be introduced by one or the other of these modes: either by
reasoning combined with scriptural justification or through the mechanism of visionary

revelation.!®
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HISTORY OF RHETORIC

In an essay concerned with the issues of religion and rhetoric, it is important to clarify what it is
that we mean by the term “rhetoric.” The increasingly common use of this term in academic
circles has a specific history, and it is worthwhile to spend a few moments considering its
provenance. In what follows I attempt to sketch the lineaments of the history of rhetorical theory
and praxis, ranging from Greek “classical” rhetoric, through certain Roman adherents to the
art, and culminating in a discussion of contemporary incarnations of this ancient and venerable

tradition.

HISTORY OF “CLASSICAL” RHETORIC

The English word “rhetoric” is derived from the Greek rhetoriké, which apparently came into
use in the circle of disciples surrounding Socrates in the fifth century and first appears in Plato’s
dialogue Gorgias, probably written about 385 B.C. but set dramatically a generation earlier.
Rhetoriké in Greek specifically denotes the civil art of speaking as it developed in deliberative
assemblies, law courts, and other formal occasions under constitutional government in the
Greek cities, especially Athenian democracy. As such, it is a specific cultural subset of a more
general concept of the power of words and their potential to affect a situation in which they are
used or received. Ultimately, what we call “rhetoric” can be traced back to the natural instinct
to survive, to control our environment, and to influence the actions of others in what seems the
best interest of ourselves, our families, our social and political groups, and our descendants.
This can be done by direct action—force, threats, bribes, for example—or it can be done by the
use of “signs,” of which the most important are words in speech and writing. Hence, all
literature is “rhetorical” in the sense that its function is to affect a reader in some way.

Aristotle defines rhetoric as “the faculty of discovering the possible means of persuasion in
reference to any means whatsoever.”” In the third chapter of his On Rhetoric, he distinguishes
three types of rhetoric: (1) judicial or forensic rhetoric (dikanikon), (2) deliberative rhetoric
(sumbouleutikon), and (3) ceremonial or demonstrative rhetoric (epideiktikon). Aristotle states that
the principle of differentiating among these three revolves around whether an audience is a
judge or not a judge of what is being said. By this he means that an audience either is or is not
being asked to make a specific decision on the issue being presented to it. If the audience is

acting as a judge, it is either making a determination about events that have taken place in the
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past, in which case the speech is classified as “judicial,” or it is judging what action is to be
taken in the future, in which case the speech is called “deliberative.” If the audience is not
being asked to render a judgment or take a specific action, the speech is called “epideictic” (i.e.,
“demonstrative”). In later antiquity, some rhetoricians included all poetry and prose within this
last category of “epideictic” rhetoric. For our purposes, such rhetoric is best regarded as any
discourse that does not aim at a specific action but rather is intended to influence the values and
beliefs of the audience. A rhetorical analysis of the Treasury of Abiding Reality employing these
categories might appear to fall primarily under this last rubric of “epideictic” rhetoric, and
indeed it does to a great extent. Nevertheless, it can also be said that all Buddhist discourse is
seeking to persuade its audience to subscribe to its peculiar worldview, and having done so,
asking them to make a decision about the future on the basis of that (namely to discard worldly
existence and strive to attain liberation). To that extent, then, both forensic and deliberative
rhetorics are important components in the overall rhetorical strategy of Buddhist texts. In the
case of The Treasury of Abiding Reality, 1 would suggest that Longchenpa is certainly using
deliberative rhetoric inasmuch as he is urging the reader to relax, "let go,” rest in the sphere of
reality, and so forth, in terms of future activities, contemplation, and so on. At any rate, in
practice it is not so easy to differentiate between these types of rhetoric, and what we might
think of as simply demonstrative rhetoric ends up containing elements of both judicial and
deliberative rhetoric as well.

In its fully developed form, as seen for example in the works of Circero in the first century
B.C. and of Quintillian a century later, classical rhetoric consisted of five parts that parallel the
act of planning and delivering a speech. The first of these five parts is “invention” (Gk.
heuresis, Lat. inventio). This is concerned with thinking through the subject matter, i.e.,
identifying the key questions and issues, as well as the means for persuading the audience to
accept one’s position on these issues. Means of persuasion include use of direct evidence, such as
witnesses and contracts, and “artistic” means of persuasion such as the presentation of the
speaker’s character (ethos) as trustworthy, logical argument (logos) that may convince the
audience, and the emotion (pathos) that the speaker can awaken in the audience.

The second category of classical rhetoric is “arrangement” (Gk. #axis, Lat. dispositio).
“Arrangement” means the organization of a speech or writing into parts, though the order in

which arguments are presented (e.g., whether the strongest argument is presented first or
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toward a climax) is somewhat flexible. This category’s basic divisions are: (1) introduction (Gk.
prooimion, Lat. exordium); (2) narration (Gk. diegesis, Lat. narratio), the exposition of the
background and factual details; (3) proof (Gk. pistis, Lat. probatio); and (4) conclusion or epilogue
(Gk. epilogos, Lat. peroratio). Each part has its own specific purpose and characteristics. The
introduction, for instance, aims at securing the interest and good will of the audience; the
narration should be clear, brief, and persuasive; the proof provides logical arguments in
support of the speaker’s position and seeks to refute any objections that might be made against
it; and the conclusion offers a recapitulation and emotional appeal to the audience. These
categories relate primarily to “judicial” speeches; “deliberative” speeches can often omit
narration, and “epideictic” speeches have a structure of their own in which the speaker takes up
various topics such as ancestry, education, character, conduct, and so forth.

Once the speaker has planned “what” to say and the order in which to say it, the third task
is to decide “how” to say it, that is, how to embody it in words and sentences. This is called
“style” (Gk. lexis, Lat. elocutio). Style is considered to be a deliberate process of casting a
particular subject into language—the same ideas can be expressed in different words with
different effect. Style here has two divisions: “diction,” or the choice of words, and
“composition,” the putting of words together into sentences. The latter includes periodic
structure, prose rhythm, and figures of speech. “Style” is usually discussed in terms of the four
“virtues” (aretai): correctness of grammar and usage, clarity, ornamentation, and propriety.
Ornamentation includes tropes, metaphor, figures of speech, or changes in the sequence or
sound of words, such as anaphora or asyndeton. It also includes figures of thought, in which a
statement is recast to place stress upon it or achieve audience contact, as in the rhetorical
question.

Invention, arrangement, and style are the three most important parts of classical rhetoric,
equaily applicable to public speaking and written composition. In succeeding centuries,
however, additional parts such as “memory” and “delivery” were added to this list that were
exclusively concerned with public speaking. The former included a mnemonic system of
backgrounds and images developed for the purpose of aiding the student of rhetoric to
memorize his or her speech word for word for oral delivery, while the latter is divided into
control of the voice (volume, pitch, and so forth) and gesture, which includes control of the eyes,

limbs, and so forth.
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In addition to these forms used in the service of argumentation, rhetoricians are concerned
with psychology. A rough understanding of the psychology and beliefs of various types of
audiences not only serve as instruments of persuasion, they can also provide the premises for
all sorts of argumentation. Aristotle distinguishes three interconnected psychological dimensions
of persuasion: character (éthos), emotion (pathos), and reason (logos). Regarding the first, a
person’s character “consists of long-standing actively dispositional qualities and traits—his
natural capacities and habits—that (by setting the general direction of his desires and the range
of his passions) direct his choices.””® Since such choices require the conjunction of thought and
desire, the rhetorician must influence the desires as well as the beliefs of his audience. Hence, it
is appropriate for the rhetorician to address the character of the audience, linking the character
and desires of his audience to the decisions and actions he wants them to take. While Aristotle
stresses the active aspect of character, i.e., that a person’s individual dispositions will actively
form and direct his or her perceptions, thoughts, and desires, he sees the emotions as deriving
from changes brought about through external causes. The rhetorician evokes these emotion-
laden memories, and, having aroused their indignation or emulation, for example, he or she
can then direct the audience’s feelings of revenge or competition to actions that appear to satisfy
long-standing attitudes and desires. Finally, the rhetorician may well be able to sway his or her
audience by shrewdly assessing their character and playing upon their emotions, but the
results of such persuasive techniques may prove short-lived or unstable, because they are
always susceptible to another equally moving form of persuasion. Rhetorical arguments, while
appearing reasonable, often take non-syllogistic routes working through feelings and emotions,
as well as simile, analogy, and metaphor; the conclusions drawn from such arguments may be
correspondingly unstable. Hence the skillful rhetorician seeks to stabilize the specific emotions
and their attendant desires that will lead the audience to believe and act in the manner he or
she wishes. To bind the convictions of the audience, the rhetorician must appeal to their most
deeply entrenched, as well as to their most immediate, desires and interests, and this often may
be achieved through appealing to the seeming infallibility of science and reason. We should
bear in mind, however, that Aristotle does not share Plat;)’s distaste for and suspicion of
metaphors, analogies, and similes. While acknowledging that such tropes can elicit feelings
rather than reason, Aristotle “nevertheless thinks that metaphor and myth can serve as didactic

instruments for those who cannot be persuaded by strictly logical argumentation.””” Indeed,
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“truth” and emotion” need not be as much at odds as some would have us believe, and in many

cases "emotion” may, or even must, disclose truth.

PHILOSOPHY VS. RHETORIC (PLATO VS. SOPHISTS)

Just as today the term “rhetoric” in popular usage can have negative connotations as deceitful or
empty speech, the teaching of rhetoric was also called into question in classical times. The
earliest context in which this criticism appears is the Clouds by Aristophanes, a comic play
originally staged in 423 B.C. at the height of the activity of the older Sophists.®® The play
includes a debate between “Just Speech” and “Injust Speech” in which injustice acknowledges
itself to be the “weaker” of the two, but triumphs over the “stronger” justice by means of verbal
trickery. This expression, “making the weaker argument the stronger,” reflects the frustration
of those unskilled in the emerging techniques of debate; traditional notions of morality and
truth were undermined by verbal argument and its apparent proofs of paradoxical views that
seemed wrong to common sense. However, although making the weaker argument the
stronger can certainly be open to objections on moral grounds, the discovery in the fifth century
B.C. of the possibilities of logical argument, and thus willingness to ask new questions, proved
fundamental to scientific progress and social and political change in later centuries.

The most influential critic of rhetoric was Plato, especially in the dialogue Gorgias. The word
rhetor in Greek means a public speaker, but for Plato it had the more dubious connotation of a
“politician.” Thus, the abstraction rhetoriké could be represented as the dubious technique of
politicians in contrast to the nobler study of philosophy that has its basis in “truth.” Socrates in
the Gorgias specifically addresses his criticism of rhetoric to the fifth century B.C. political orator
Gorgias and his follower Polus. Gorgias was one of several traveling lecturers known as
“sophists,” or wise men, who sought to teach techniques for civil success, including what would
later come to be known as rhetoric. Sophists as a group were philosophical relativists, skeptical
about the knowledge of universal truth. One of the surviving works by Gorgias, entitled On
Nature, argues that nothing exists, that if it does not exist it cannot be known, and that even if it
could be known, it could not be communicated from one person to another. The consequence of
this position is that the value of opinions about what is true, right, or just should be judged from
the circumstances as understood by individuals at a particular time. Although such a position

opens up the possibility of making “the weaker cause the stronger,” it also allows for the use of
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rhetoric in debate and the need to argue both sides of a case as persuasively as possible in order
to determine the best course of action. Socrates in Giorgias and in other dialogues of Plato as
well, contends that there is such a thing as absolute truth and universal principles of right and
wrong. In the Gorgias, Socrates describes rhetoric as a form of flattery and a sham counterpart to
justice. In a later dialogue contained in the Phaedrus, however, Plato has Socrates describe the
possibility of a valid, philosophical rhetoric that would be based on knowledge of the truth,
logical method, and the psychology of the audience (277b5-c6). Aristotle eventually provided
what was probably the best solution by demonstrating that rhetoric, like dialectic, is a morally
neutral art that can be used, like reason, to get at the “truth.” For Aristotle, rhetoric properly
used, is a heuristic tool helping us not to distort the facts, but to discover them. Thus, Aristotle
effectively re-introduces the notion of an independent, verifiable reality in his defense of

rhetoric, thus rejoining it to “that very realm of which it was said to be the great subverter.”?

BETWEEN “TRUTH” VS. INTERPRETATION

The chief accusation against rhetoricians was that they hold the probable (or likely-seeming,
plausible) in higher esteem than the true. The Sophists responded that it is the realm of the
probable—that which is likely to happen in a given set of specific circumstances—that is the
only relevant realm of consideration for human beings. Protogoras’s famous assertion that “man
is the measure of all things, of the things that are that they are, and of the things that are not
that they are not” (quoted in Plato, Theaetetus, 152a) provides perhaps the most unambiguous
statement of the sophists’ anti-foundationalist stance. This is not to say that the categories of the
good and the true have been abandoned, but these categories will be filled various ways
depending on the context, and that there is not a master-context from the vantage point of
which such differences could be assessed and judged.

The result of this line of thought is that rhetoric moves from the periphery of valid discourse
to the center, since now the highest truth for any man is what he believes it to be (Theaetetus,
152a), and rhetoric—the skill which produces belief and therefore establishes what is true in a
particular time and place—becomes the essential skill in building and maintaining a society.
Here, of course, terms like “good” and “best” do not mean what Plato and Socrates want them
to mean, i.e., good and best in any and all circumstances. Rather they refer to what would seem

to be the better of the courses from within the circumstantial constraints of a particular situation.



OVERVIEW OF RHETORIC 27

MODERN USES AND APPROPRIATIONS OF THE TERM “RHETORIC”

In recent decades, renewed interest in rhetoric has surfaced in a wide range of conferences and
publications across a number of academic disciplines. This interest is evident in the
establishment of university press series on rhetorical theory, the founding of learned societies,
and the development of new periodicals. Besides the growth of traditionally rhetorical academic
fields such as Literature, Communications, and so forth, a number of other disciplines have
been significantly affected by the “rhetorical turn” in the humanities and social sciences,
including philosophy, law, anthropology, and even economics. Moreover, this general turn
toward rhetoric has been accompanied by modern versions of the same basic controversies as
those between Plato and the Sophists mentioned above. In the following section I will briefly
consider some of the more recent incarnations of the ancient hostility between philosophy and
rhetoric.

Stanley Fish demonstrates how critiques of rhetoric employ implicit binary oppositions
(themselves rhetorical devices) between a single truth independent of perspectives and many
“truths,” between “true” knowledge and partial knowledge, and between a self or
consciousness turned outwards in an effort to apprehend truth and a self or consciousness turned
inward toward its own prejudices. These oppositions are in turn based on an opposition
between language that faithfully reflects and reports reality and language infected by partisan
agendas and desires which tend to distort the “facts.”? Thomas Kuhn notes that it is this
distinction that underwrites the claims of science to be a privileged form of discourse because it
has recourse to a “neutral observation language” untainted by any presuppositions or
prejudices® Fish and Kuhn, however, reject this claim: “Whatever reports a particular
language (natural or artificial) offers us will be the report on the world as it is seen from within
some particular situation; there is no other aperspectival way to see and no language other than
a situation-dependent language—an interested, rhetorical language—in which to report.”?

The suggestion that such reports will always be couched in an interested, partisan, rhetorical
language has interesting ramifications for the study of religious texts. First, it compels the
modern-day interpreter of temporally and conceptually distant texts to confront his or her
scholarly presuppositions. More importantly in the context of the present discussion, it allows
those of us who are engaged in the study of Buddhist religious literature to understand the

doctrinal truth-claims inevitably made in these texts as being statements of partisan, interested,
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culturally and historically contingent authors whose implicit goal in composing the texts was to
persuade a particular audience of the validity, or at least appropriateness of their views over
against other, competing views. Thus, we may employ Michel Foucault’s “strategies of
reversal” in reading texts ostensibly concerned with the ahistorical Buddhist project of attaining
enlightenment in terms of social and political exigencies by looking at “enlightenment” as a
term or concept reinvented at different times for different ends.® Moreover, since such a text(s)
is an instantiation of discursive practice, it reverberates with “the features of asymmetry,

inequality, domination, and the like in its particular historical and cultural setting....”%

TIBETAN RHETORICAL PRACTICES

The aim of this section is to begin to develop a typology of Tibetan rhetoric, as well as to
explore some of the problems inherent in such a project. My interest in this project arises from
my ongoing attempts to understand Tibetan religious texts as sites for the deployment of
peculiarly Tibetan forms of rhetoric, and as constituting and being constituted by larger
rhetorical /discursive fields. I am increasingly aware of my own tendency to use Western and
specifically Greek constructs to interpret Tibetan texts. Nevertheless, Tibetans themselves
possess a rich tradition of literary criticism and rhetoric with its attendant terminology and
conceptual categories. This tradition was assimilated, with relatively few modifications, from
Indian traditions of aesthetic theory. Since I find more productive answers to the sorts of
interpretive questions I am posing to the Great Perfection tradition in general and The Treasury
of Abiding Reality in particular through employing Greek and Western rhetorical principles, in
general I rely on them in my own interpretations. Even so, it is also important to take into
account the way in which a text is interpreted in its own cultural context, and hence I also try, to
the extent possible, to integrate relevant perspectives from the indigenous tradition. In other
words, whereas I utilize methodologies deriving from the western rhetorical traditions in my
pursuit of social, historical, and biographical questions, I remain alive to indigenous strategies
for eliciting meaning from the text. Hence, my modest goal here is to provide an overview of
Tibetan critical practices, and how we might analyze Tibetan literature in terms of Euro-

American traditions of rhetoric, both theory and practice.?
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DEFINING RHETORIC

The question of whether or to what extent one can speak legitimately of ‘Tibetan Rhetoric’
present several daunting problems. The first of these is certainly the issue of what the term
“rhetoric” refers to in the English language. Some might argue that “rhetoric” is a peculiarly
Western phenomenon, a structured system of teaching public speaking and written composition
that was developed in ancient Greece and taught from Roman times though the Medieval,
Renaissance, and Early Modern eras. From this point of view, “rhetoric” is indeed a culturally
specific phenomenon.? This, however, is only one meaning of “rhetoric.” As we have seen
above, Aristotle argues that rhetoric refers to persuasion in reference to anything at all. Rhetoric
in this broader sense would be a universal phenomenon since individuals everywhere attempt
to persuade others to perform or refrain from certain actions, and adopt or discard certain
beliefs. Paul Ricoeur argues that the principal feature of rhetoric is the rivalry of opposing
discourses between which one is compelled to choose. In every case, the idea is to get one
judgment to prevail over the other.” Thus, rhetoric may be understood in its most fundamental
sense as the art of argumentation.

However, rhetoric in the West refers not only to the art of persuading others through the
skillful manipulation of language, but to stylistics, i.e., the study of different styles, as well as
their significance and use. In addition, rhetorical criticism—the interpretation and evaluation of
rhetorical texts or performances that takes into account the relationships that exist between the
speaker or writer, the performance or text, and the audience or reader—has an ancient pedigree
as an important element of literary criticism. Finally, in the twentieth century literary criticism
in the West has taken a strong turn towards concern with interpreting literary, philosophical, or
religious texts in terms of socio-historical and biographical contexts, as well as in terms of latent
political and sexual resonances.

Hence, for our purposes a functional definition of “rhetoric” would be, “the art of expressive
speech or discourse, including theories of style and composition,” or, more simply, “the art of
persuasion or argumentation.” Furthermore, this basic definition may be expanded to include a

critical dimension, i.e., the evaluation of texts in terms of their rhetorical function.
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SUITABLE TIBETAN TRANSLATIONS OF THE TERM “RHETORIC”

A second difficult problem in the creation of a typology of Tibetan rhetoric is identifying a
specific term (or terms) in the Tibetan language that corresponds to the admittedly broad
definition of “rhetoric” offered above. Although scholars have made attempts at finding Tibetan
translations for the term “rhetoric,” these translations are either too narrow or not widely used,
and basically boil down to two major proposals: snyan ngag (“poetics”) and tshig rgyan (“verbal
ornamentation”). Giuseppi Tucci, for example, suggests that Sakya Pandita’s (Sa skya Pandita
1182-1251) important work Introduction to Scholarship (mkhas pa rnams ‘jug pa’i sgo)}—a
commentary on a major Indian work of poetics called the Kavyadarsa by the seventh century
scholar Dandin—is essentially a work of rhetoric. Tucd thus effectively identifies poetics (skt.
kavya, tib. snyan ngag) with rhetoric, describing Sa-skya Pandita’s text as “a small treatise on
rhetoric and exegesis...on the lines of similar Indian handbooks.”® Whatever problems arise
from conflating the categories of “poetics” and “rhetoric,” Tucci has struck upon something
important in his identification, since it is true that all three of the major sections of the
Introduction to Scholarship (i.e., rtsom pa, bshad pa, and rtsod pa) do in fact correspond to important
dimensions of the general understanding of rhetoric. I will return to this issue shortly.

The second suggestion for the term rhetoric is found in modern Tibetan language sources
such as the recent English-Tibetan-Chinese Dictionary published in Beijing by the modemn
Tibetan Tashi Tsering, which renders rhetoric with the term tshig rgyan (“verbal
ornamentation”).? This is a fair translation insofar as rhetoric is understood in large part as
being concerned with verbal elegance and embellishment. Traditionally, tshig rgyan is
considered a sub-category of the larger rubric of snyan ngag. The word tshig rgyan, best
understood as “figure of speech,” is a translation of the important concept in Indian Aesthetics,
alamkara—the act of decorating in the arts, music, and poetry, and which later came to stand for
the entire critical enterprise in India. In poetry, alamkara refers to embellishment in terms of
sense or sound. Moreover, the so-called treatises on ornamentation (alamkara-sastra, tshig gi rgyan
8yi bstan bcos), or, as we might say, the “critical theory” genre of Indian literature, are
comprised of manuals or handbooks on rhetoric very much along the lines of what we find in
ancient Greece.? As in Western rhetorical theory, these texts consist of rules for figurative

speech, simile (riipaka), metaphor (utpreksa), and so forth. Robert Thurman says of alamkara:
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Alamkara “prepares” a sacred offering by setting off its beauty and desirability and
making it thus pleasing to a deity. Then, in works of art alamkara makes the main
content accessible and appealing to the audience. In Indian music, they are trills,
entry and exit notes, syncopations, and so on. In poetry, they are figures of speech,
ways of conveying sense and meaning through metaphor, hyperbole, synecdoche,
and the like. Eventually the word itself came to stand for the entire critical,

interpretive enterprise, as in the Alamkarasastra, the “Science of Ornament.”®

The terms smyan ngag or tshig rgyan appear fo serve as rough equivalents for the word
“rhetoric,” and they appear in various classical and modern sources and refer to elements which
have clear parallels in the Western rhetorical tradition. Among the more famous classical
Tibetan works concerned with the term smyan ngag is Sa skya Pandita’s Introduction to
Scholarship mentioned above.* Among the modern materials one finds books such as Dung
dkar blo bzang ‘phrin las’s How to Engage in Poetry: Introduction to Understanding Verbal
Ornamentation (snyan ngag la ‘jug tshul tshig rgyan rig pa’i sgo ‘byed).*® Moreover, a short survey
of modern Tibetan materials on the subject of rhetoric found in the recently published Catalogue
of Chinese Publications in Tibetan Studies (1949-1991) reveals that the category of “Creative
Writing and Rhetoric” (rtsom ‘bri dang tshig rgyan) consists exclusively of composition handbooks
and studies on Sa skya Pandita’s Introduction to Scholarship. The absence of published material
on topics other than the rudiments of composition or new studies of a single 13th century text
suggests that even since the dawn of the modern period in Tibet the only literature concerned

with rhetorical issues remain narrowly defined.*

TIBETAN CRITICAL PRACTICES

There are clearly important intersections between the Indian/Tibetan and Western traditions in
the areas of argumentation, stylistics and composition. Leonard van der Kuip, however, has
suggested that there is a conspicuous deficiency of critical writing on the subject of literature in

Tibet. He states:

In spite of the large volume of Tibetan poetry, when reading through Tibet’s rich
literary legacy, one cannot help but be struck by the virtually complete absence of
literary criticism; that is to say there is really no evidence of a conscious reflection

on the creative process in literature by means of a fully articulated and explicit set
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of criteria... It is only rarely that Tibetan authors of the pre-modern period, that is
before the 1950s, give critical appraisals of the literary merit of the writings of their
predecessors or contemporaries, and when they do, these are usually unsupported

by explicit mention of the criteria with which they are working.¥

Anyone reviewing pre-twentieth century Tibetan literature is struck by the abundance of
literature of high aesthetic value, including a profusion of autobiographies, narratives, poetry,
and so on.*® Not surprisingly, there is also an extensive amount of literature that self-consciously
addresses the issues of style, argumentation, and composition in Tibet (see below). Despite this,
systematic works of theoretical reflection on these same issues that correspond to what we
traditionally consider literary criticism are notably absent.

Thus, despite obvious similarities, any ready identification of a systematic theory or practice
in Tibetan literary traditions with rhetoric or rhetorical criticism—as presented in the Western
classical and modern traditions—is problematic. The difficulty in identifying a Tibetan literary
genre that neatly corresponds to the Western model of rhetoric is further illustrated by the fact
that in Tibetan literature there are few, if any, sexual, political, biographical, or historical
readings of texts which are not themselves overtly concerned with sexuality, politics, biography,
or history. That is, although there may be historical, sexological, and biographical texts, there
are few historical, sexological, and biographical readings of texts that do not announce
themselves as such. Nor are there theoretical discussions of how such readings would work, not
surprising since the practice is itself lacking.

A possible exception to this may be found in the area of tantric literature in which
sexualized or subversive readings of normative Mahayana philosophical discourse often appear.
In particular, literature drawn from the class of Highest Yoga Tantra (anuttara-yoga-tantra, bla na
med pa’i rgyud) situates the discourse of Buddhist enlightenment right within the human body,
with all of its base impulses, urges and fluids.*® This sort of “transgressive” or “deconstructive”
reading of normative Buddhist notions in medieval India and beyond presents interesting
possibilities, but was never theoretically or systematically developed as a coherent strategy for
reading Buddhist texts. Candrakirti’s hermeneutical strategy of employing the seven alamkaras

in the reading of tantric texts, while interesting, is still greatly constrained by traditional
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interpretive categories, and does not, in my opinion, constitute the sort of theoretical
development being discussed here.*

It is clear that there are indeed important intersections between the Indian/Tibetan and
Western traditions in the area of stylistics and composition, although it remains a question
whether or to what extent literary practices corresponding to our own tradition’s
literary/rhetorical criticism existed in the former. Overly optimistic assessments of the breadth

of the term alamkara, however, appear to be premature. As Edwin Gerow notes:

Alamkara criticism passes over almost without comment the entire range of issues

that center around the origin of the individual poem, its context, its appreciation, its

authorship. It does not aim at judgment of individual literary works or at a theory

of their origin."
Writers of alamkara school were neither naive nor primitive in their understanding of their object
of study, but they clearly did not concern themselves with these issues that have come to be
considered important in our own traditions of literary criticism.” What continues to be absent
from all these materials ranging from the earliest Indian sources to the most modern Tibetan
literature, however, is any attempt to articulate a theoretical basis for the interpretation and

assessment of a wide range of literature.

A PROVISIONAL TYPOLOGY OF TIBETAN RHETORIC
I now turn from the search for a term corresponding to “rhetoric” to actual Tibetan literary
genres. I begin with a brief résumé of Tibetan literary genres that are concerned with the arts of
verbal persuasion and stylistics as they are understood and used in the Western tradition. I will
discuss these within the following six categories: (1) philosophical argumentation (rtsod pa), (2)
polemics (dgag lan), (3) poetics (snyan ngag), (4) composition (rstom pa), (5) synonymics or
lexicography (mngon brjod), and (6) oratory (bka’ “chid).®

Each of the three divisions of poetics has theoretical and performative dimensions: rtsom pa
refers to the technique of composition as well as to literary products; bshad pa refers to both the
theory and the act of exposition; and risod pa encompasses not only technical discussions of
syllogism (sbyor ba, prayoga) and logical consequence (thal 'gyur, prasanga), but the application of
those principles in actual debate. Polemical works are considered strictly in terms of rhetorical

practice, since there are no manuals or theoretical treatises concerned with its art. Works of
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lexicography are exclusively theoretical, and works of oratory can be either. Moreover,
traditional Tibetan scholars generally consider the categories of polemics, exposition, and
disputation to be “philosophical” in character, while those of poetics and synonymics are
thought to be subdivisions of the “literary arts.”* Finally, the category of oratory may be either

religious or secular in its applications.

POETICS

The systematic study of poetics (snyan ngag, kavya) in Tibet probably originated with Sa-Pan's
Introduction to Scholarship mentioned above.® The three main chapters of this work are
concerned with composition (rtsom pa), explanation (bshad pa), and disputation (rtsod pa). The
category of snyan ngag provides what is probably the most plausible equivalent for the term
rhetoric since each of its three principal subdivisions corresponds to important features of our
working definition of rhetoric. Moreover, nyan ngag’s concern with the capacity of language to
evoke certain emotions and impressions does indeed begin to take into account the relationships
between writers, speakers, performances, texts, and their audiences. On the other hand, in
actual practice we find that the discussions of snyan ngag often are no more than literary

taxonomies that add little to our understanding of rhetoric as criticism.

COMPOSITION

In its chapter on composition, the Introduction to Scholarship delineates in great detail the
relationships between the various moods (rasa, r0) and sentiments (bhava, nyams) to be employed
and manipulated by the author of a text to evoke certain responses in the audience, describing
whether particular groupings of sentiments are concordant or contradictory with each other.
This discussion is based on an analysis of the category of tshig rgyan and draws heavily on
theoretical concepts found in the Indian tradition of literary and aesthetic criticism. Sakya
Pandita (Sa skya Pandita) thus initiated an influential tradition of poetics in Tibet, which is said to
have had a profound impact on the poetic writings of many prominent Tibetan religious figures
including, among others, Budon (1290-1364), Longchenpa (1308-1363), and Tsongkapa (1357-
1419).* Good composition is achieved through the skillful orchestration of various formal
elements to achieve certain aesthetic effects. Some notable modern composition manuals include
primers of creative writing that emphasize knowledge of traditional and modern methods, and

manuals of practical writing that emphasize the composition of various types of business letters,






