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Divisions of Mental Sense Faculty
The text says:

2.1.1.2.1.1.2.2.2. Divisions of mental direct valid cognition
This has five parts:
(1) Mental direct valid cognitions apprehending forms
(2) Mental direct valid cognitions apprehending sounds
(3) Mental direct valid cognitions apprehending smells
(4) Mental direct valid cognitions apprehending tastes 
(5) Mental direct valid cognitions apprehending tangible objects

The de!nition of the !rst exists, because it is “a nonconceptual, nonmistaken 
awareness arisen on the basis of its dominant condition, the mental sense faculty, 
and the object condition, a form.”

The de!nition of the second exists, because it is “a nonconceptual and nonmis-
taken awareness arisen on the basis of its dominant condition, the mental sense 
faculty, and the object condition, a sound.”

The de!nition of the third exists, because it is “a nonconceptual and nonmistaken 
awareness arisen on the basis of its dominant condition, the mental sense faculty, 
and the object condition, a smell.”

The de!nition of the fourth exists, because it is “a nonconceptual and nonmistaken 
awareness arisen on the basis of its dominant condition, the mental sense faculty, 
and the object condition, a taste.”

The de!nition of the !fth exists, because it is “a nonconceptual and nonmistaken 
awareness arisen on the basis of its dominant condition, the mental sense faculty, 
and the object condition, a tangible object.”

The divisions of mental direct valid cognition are similar to the divisions of sense 
perceptions. There are !ve divisions of mental direct valid cognition apprehending 
forms, sounds, smells, tastes, and tangible objects. For example, the de!nition of 
mental direct valid cognition apprehending forms is “a nonconceptual, nonmistaken 
awareness arisen on the basis of its dominant condition, the mental sense faculty, and 
the object condition, a form.”

Each division has a separate observed object condition. Each has an object condition 
that is unique to that particular mental perception. The object condition unique to the 
mental direct valid cognition apprehending form is form. Without the uncommon 
object of a form, you cannot generate the mental direct perception that apprehends 
that form. Similarly the other uncommon dominant conditions of the mental sense 
faculty are sound, smell, and so on.

Divis ions of  Mental  Direct  Val id  Cognit ion

Mental direct valid cognitions apprehending: forms

sounds

smells

tastes

tangible objects

SAUTRĀNTIKA THEORY OF PERCEPTION  
& CONCEPTION

Student: According to the Sautrāntika theory of perception, although it is called direct 
perception, you do not actually experience the object—you experience an image in 
your mind. In direct perception, the image is considered to re#ect the object closely. It 
is not the object, but it is intimately related to it. When you have thoughts or concepts, 



the image that appears to the mind is a general object; it is not nearly as detailed as the 
image of direct perception. Is the image of a mental direct perceiver the same as the 
image of the sense direct perceiver?

DPR: I think it is the same object, or same image. Yet, as we have discussed, it is not the 
same: With mental direct perception, you perceive an image di$erent from what was 
perceived in the preceding sense cognition.

Student: It is di$erent in time but has all the details?

DPR: It is the same in that way.

Student: It is confusing because usually we think anything mental means it is concep-
tual. In this case, a mental organ actually perceives a very detailed image that is a direct 
perception. It is not a mental concept, not generalized.

DPR: That’s right. I think it is important for us to remember we are studying the !rst 
category of direct valid cognition. 

The Sautrāntika view of the object is very interesting and important. According to 
the Sautrāntika view, you cannot perceive the atomic level of external objects, but you 
can perceive an image of an object: an image or aspect of that level of existence. The 
example cited by Thrangu Rinpoche is that of a glove with a hand inside. You know 
the !ngers are there—you can sort of see them—but you do not see the object directly; 
you see an aspect of it. It is not the real thing. When you see a shoulder draped in cloth-
ing, you know it is a shoulder there, but you do not see it directly. The atomic level of 
the object is called “the hidden aspect.” The object we perceive directly is the image or 
aspect of the object. This is very similar to the science of physics, where you cannot per-
ceive atomic particles. You perceive something like an image. To perceive at the particle 
level, you need a microscope. At the naked perceptual level of eye consciousness, we see 
an image of the underlying atomic composition.

Student: In the Sautrāntika view, whatever is real must have a function. In perceiving 
an image, what is the functional aspect of it? Does it occur at the atomic level or is it 
an image aspect? 

DPR: The general conceptual image associated with the labeling process is seen as a 
nonfunctional thing. We might say that anything within the purview of direct valid 
cognition and its objects is functional. It is more ultimate in a certain sense. The images 
within mental conception are nonfunctional. Concept and thought lack any sense of 
solid relation with the object; the image of the object of concept is impure.

Student: A lot of concepts, like communication, have a functional process. Does this 
mean that all kinds of concepts are considered nonfunctional?

DPR: You have to di$erentiate between the concept and the general image created by 
it—the object of concept. Nonfunctional things are objects of concept, not the concept 
itself. The concept itself is a state of mind, a substantial thing. It has its own momen-
tary phenomena; therefore it is functional. 

Student: Do the Sautrāntikas view the object as possessing any kind of reality? 
Regarding the object itself, which we do not actually perceive because it remains hid-
den, is there something there that is real?

DPR: Yes, I think in the Sautrāntika view, the sense of realness is the svalakṣhaṇa.

Student: Which is not !xed.
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DPR: No, there is nothing like a !xed reality in the Sautrāntika view. The whole 
approach is based on impermanence—the momentary nature of things. There is no 
one reality existing forever, but there is the momentary nature of reality, the momen-
tary nature of the validity and perception of the object in itself—which does not depend 
on anything else. It does not depend on our conceptual labeling, saying this is true or 
not. It has its own state of being in whatever moment it occurs. For that reason, the 
svalakṣhaṇa plays a very important role in the Sautrāntika view. It is the main thing 
that shows the validity of anything that exists.

Student: How does the experience of the svalakṣhaṇa in the Sautrāntika view di$er 
from the emptiness in the Mahāyāna view or the Karmapa’s view. How would each 
school describe its experience and views about the di$erences in the experiences, with-
out using the language of the schools?

DPR: Without the language of the schools, I can’t speak! Just kidding. Generally 
speaking, the experience of the svalakṣhaṇa reality according to the Sautrāntika view 
comes very close to the experience of the realization of emptiness. Nāgārjuna says 
that through understanding or apprehending the meaning of arising, you can under-
stand the meaning of cessation. Understanding both arising and cessation, you can 
understand and apprehend impermanence. Once you have true realization of imper-
manence, at that point, he says, you are close to experiencing genuine dharma, the 
true nature of reality, emptiness. According to Sautrāntika view, all the perceptions 
and concepts we go through in the subtle experience of the svalakṣhaṇa nature of real-
ity are where we experience impermanence. We observe it, perceive it, and relate to it 
more directly. This is a very subtle level of experience of relative phenomena. In the 
seventh Karmapa’s presentation on this topic, there is not much di$erence between 
the Sautrāntika-Chittamātra view and the Shentong Madhyamaka view. The subtle 
level of direct valid cognition that we are describing now very closely approaches the 
experience of the mahāmudrā, or tantric view. It is like a bridge that connects the 
two.

The Kālachakra Tantra presents six applications, and in that teaching, there are cer-
tain practices that directly connect to these direct valid cognitions. If we did not have a 
clear understanding of valid cognition, it would be hard to relate to those teachings—
they go to such a subtle level of direct perception and its di$erent states. Therefore as 
Khenpo Rinpoche and the seventh Karmapa have said, there is a link between the Lorik 
teachings and the mahāmudrā practice and the higher tantras. Within this very basic 
Buddhist teaching of the Sautrāntika and Chittamātra views, there is great insight. At 
the same time, it goes beyond Buddhist tenets, because it is direct experience, noncon-
ceptual experience.

Student: What keeps these appearances distinct from each other?

DPR: Me! Yes, me. Our ego. Actually the di$erence is the method. The method pre-
sented here is very dry, logical, and technical. We are using a logical mind, making 
assumptions, and conducting analyses, with lots of space for debate and so on. It is 
left for you to discover such things as direct mental perception. You have to !nd out 
for yourself. All the de!nitions and divisions are given, and then we have to !nd out 
exactly how what is said corresponds to our experience. Mahāmudrā tantra is more 
directly pointed out to your experience through the di$erent practice methods. There 
is not so much conceptual or logical theory; we get into more direct experience. At 
the same time, it has been emphasized by many tantric masters that you cannot reach 
that level of experience—you cannot click into that experience—without having some 
prior knowledge of the details. It is our logic texts that lay a bridge between our mun-
dane, confused, vague state of mind and the very awakened state of mahāmudrā.



Student: Can you say that the experience is the same, but the methods are di$erent?

DPR: Yes.

Student: Earlier you presented three conditions for the arising of sensory experience, 
but you left out the traditional causal condition of the eighth consciousness. Is that 
because it does not belong to this system?

DPR: The Sautrāntika tenet system does not accept the notion of the eighth conscious-
ness. It mainly works with the notion of the sixth consciousness, and it holds that the 
seventh and eighth are not separate from the sixth. So the mind consciousness (sixth 
consciousness) has the continuity of the all-basis (eighth consciousness) as well as the 
clinging aspect of the klesha mind (seventh consciousness). The theory of the eighth 
consciousness belongs to the Chittamātra view.

Student: You were talking about the general image of conceptual mind. That image 
seems to be a functional phenomenon because it refers to its object of reference. 

DPR: At the same time, that conceptual image, the object of conceptual mind, does not 
function like the chair. You cannot sit on it; it is nonfunctional.

Student: Is the image of the chair also nonfunctional? Using that same logic, the image 
itself cannot function either.

DPR: Not really, because with direct sense perception, we do not see a chair; we see the 
svalakṣhaṇa of the chair. The svalakṣhaṇa performs its function, but we are not see-
ing the chair, because “chair” is a conceptual image. We have never perceived “chair” 
directly. It is not an object for perceptual mind. 

Student: So the svalakṣhaṇa is not the actual external object? But it’s how we know the 
object?

DPR: The aspect of the object.

Student: Is that a nonfunctional phenomenon? You said the conceptual image was a 
nonfunctional phenomenon.

DPR: These two aspects di$er slightly. The aspect of the direct sense perception has 
a direct connection to an object that is out there functioning. That aspect or image is 
inseparable from the object. Such an aspect or image cannot be perceived without such 
an object. Without the object, you cannot perceive the aspect through your direct sense 
perception. On the other hand, you can conceive a mental image of it without having 
the phenomenon out there. There is no relation whatsoever between the two. 
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