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Buddhist Psychology 

• Buddhism and psychology overlap in theory and in practice. Since the beginning of the 20th 

century, four strands of interplay have evolved: 

• Descriptive phenomenology: Western and Buddhist scholars have found in Buddhist 

teachings a detailed introspective phenomenological psychology (particularly in the 

Abhidhamma which outlines various traits, emotions and personality types). 

• Psychotherapeutic meaning: humanistic psychotherapists have found in Buddhism's non-

dualistic approach and enlightenment experiences (such as in Zen kensho) the potential for 

transformation, healing and finding existential meaning. 

• Clinical utility: some contemporary mental-health practitioners increasingly find ancient 

Buddhist practices (such as the development of mindfulness) of empirically proven 

therapeutic value. 

• Popular psychology, spirituality and Transpersonal Views: psychology has been popularized 

and has become blended with spirituality in some forms of modern spirituality. Buddhist 

notions form an important ingredient of this modern mix. 
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Buddhist Psychology—Abhidharma 

• Some of the main tenets of Buddhism can be seen through a 

lens of psychology (but not limited by it): 

• Abhidharma: The attempt to comprehend the nature of reality 

does not proceed from the standpoint of a neutral observer 

looking outwards towards the external world.   The primary 

concern of the Abhidharma is to understand the nature of 

experience, and thus the reality on which it focuses is 

conscious reality----This philosophy looks at reality in two 

ways: through relative truth and absolute truth. 



Buddhist Psychology—Two Realities 

• Relative Truth: Is the “partial truths” of the egoic self 

illusion.  This is the realm of personality, self development, 

and personal process.  The realm of relative truth can be 

developed spiritually through “mind training,” meditation, and 

analyzing experience and phenomena to reflect on the creation, 

development and process of the created “self.” 

• Absolute Truth: This separates Buddhism from being 

considered “an ancient psychology,” and speaks to the 

“spiritual” aspects of psychology etc.  There is no real 

separation of the relative and absolute truths, just perception.  

Absolute truth is Buddha-nature, ultimate bodhicitta etc.  



Buddhist Psychology—Five Skandhas 

• To further the analysis of relative truth, through abhidharma study we look at the Five 

Skandhas:  

• I:"form" or "matter": external and internal matter. Externally, rupa is the physical world. 

Internally, rupa includes the material body and the physical sense organs. 

• II:"sensation" or "feeling": sensing an object as either pleasant, unpleasant or neutral. 

• III:"perception", "conception", "apperception", "cognition", or "discrimination": 

registers whether an object is recognized or not (for instance, the sound of a bell or the shape 

of a tree). 

• IV:"mental formations", "impulses", "volition", "fabrications" or "compositional 

factors": all types of mental habits, thoughts, ideas, opinions, prejudices, compulsions, and 

decisions triggered by an object. 

• V:"consciousness" or "discernment": 

– In the Nikayas/Āgamas: cognizance, that which discerns 

– In the Abhidhamma: a series of rapidly changing interconnected discrete acts of 

cognizance. 

– In some Mahayana sources: the base that supports all experience or alaya consciousness. 
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Buddhist Psychology—No Self/The Self Illusion 

• The anatta-doctrine stipulates that there is no underlying self, while the idea 

of karma and rebirth seems to implicate an underlying essence that's being 

reborn. A solution to this problem was the proposition of the existence of 

karmic seeds. The karmic effects of the human deeds lie dormant, as seeds, 

until they germinate in this or a next life. Not an individual self, but these 

karmic seeds are the base for the generation of a following life.  As Trungpa 

Rinpoche used to say: “The only thing that gets reborn is our neurosis!” 

• According to Yogacara, awakening is the result of a seed that comes from 

outside the human psyche, namely by hearing the teaching---which in turn 

awakens the Absolute Truth/Bodhicitta----and the ground essence of being: 

BUDDHA-NATURE 

 



Buddhist Psychology—Buddha-Nature 

• Shenpen Hookham, Oxford Buddhist scholar and Tibetan lama of the 

Shentong tradition writes of the Buddha-nature or "true self" as something 

real and permanent, and already present within the being as uncompounded 

enlightenment. She calls it "the Buddha within", and comments: 

• In scriptural terms, there can be no real objection to referring to Buddha, 

Buddhajnana [Buddha Awareness/ Buddha Knowledge], Nirvana and so 

forth as the True Self, unless the concept of Buddha and so forth being 

propounded can be shown to be impermanent, suffering, compounded, or 

imperfect in some way ... in Shentong terms, the non-self is about what is 

not the case, and the Self of the Third Dharmachakra [i.e. the Buddha-

nature doctrine] is about what truly IS 

 



Buddhist Psychology—Buddha-Nature 

• Trungpa Rinpoche spoke often on the essence of Buddha-nature:  

“According to the Buddhist tradition, people inherently possess Buddha 

nature; that is, they are basically and intrinsically good…..so being healthy 

is fundamentally wholesome, with body and mind synchronized in a state of 

being which is indestructible and good…..it can be adopted mutually 

(healer and patient) because this intrinsic, basic goodness is always 

present in any interaction of one human being with another.” 

• This means foundationally in Buddhism, spiritual health is a recovery of 

one’s true nature (Buddha-Nature/Basic Goodness) and the loosening of 

one’s “self illusion” (personality, ego etc.) to eventually (and hopefully) 

experience “freedom from the known (J. Krishnamurti),” or liberation from 

samsara.  



Buddhist Psychology—A Different Approach 

• Trungpa challenged modern notions of psychological care by stating: 

“From a Buddhist point of view,  there is a problem with any attempt to 

pinpoint, categorize, and pigeonhole mind and its content very neatly.  This 

method could be called psychological materialism.  The problem with this 

approach is that it doesn’t leave enough room for spontaneity or openness.  

It overlooks basic healthiness.” 

• Trungpa continues with a description of the Buddhist approach: “The 

approach to working with others that I would like to advocate is one in 

which spontaneity and humanness are extended to others, so that we can be 

open to others and not compartmentalize our understanding of them.”    



Buddhist Psychology—Past or the Present? 

• One foundational Buddhist tenet is the nature of impermanence or the 

transitory nature of things.  The past is gone and the future has not yet 

happened, so we work with what is here in the present situation. 

• Many clients can be obsessed with their past, and we should join them 

there but always with a present moment orientation.  It is not purely a 

matter of retelling stories in order to reconnect to the past, but rather a 

question of seeing that the present situation has several levels: the basic 

ground (which could be the past); the actual manifestation in the present; 

and where the present is about to go.   

• These “patterns/beliefs/schemas/commandments etc.” are happening 

now—we are not trying to figure people out based on their past.  Instead,. 

We are tying to find out their case history in terms of who they are NOW.  



Buddhist Psychology—What is Insanity? 

• Insanity is based in aggression, rejecting one’s self or one’s world.  This of 

course is coming from an absolute belief in the self illusion.  The lessening 

of this belief creates sanity naturally while the increased “belief” in the 

illusion creates pain, suffering and eventually insanity---which usually 

manifests as some sort of aggression.  People experiencing insanity feel 

that the world has cut them off and rejected them.  They have either 

isolated themselves or the world has isolated them. 

• The first stage of healing (any healing) is the willingness to include another 

in your circle.  So the very first step of introducing yourself is the 

beginning of bringing sanity back into their worlds---where they are 

accepted with compassion, gentleness and most of all your willingness to 

include them.  This sense of reasonability, gentleness and full human-

being-ness goes a long way in beginning the creation of a ground for sanity 

to manifest. 



Buddhist Psychology—Creating the Ground for Healing  

• The first step here is projecting ourselves as genuine human beings.  This 

means authenticity, directness, honesty, true compassion etc. as well as 

being able to access our center (by dropping in to Head/Heart/Core) are 

important elements for creating a proper atmosphere for healing. 

• One then needs to respect the hierarchy of needs---are they clean, safe, 

being taken care of?  How is their external environment?  Is it clean?  Is it 

dignified?  If not, are there things that can be done? 

• In Buddhism there is a sense of almost creating an artificial environment 

for our patients in the beginning, until they pull themselves together.  The 

basis of all neurosis is that the world is so ugly, so full of resentment and so 

dirty.  The more resentful and ugly the world becomes in our minds, the 

more that attitude is reinforced by society and ourselves like a vicious and 

seemingly never ending cycle (samsara).  People are not nuisances, they are 

just being themselves given their circumstances.   



Buddhist Psychology—Creating the Ground for Healing  

• Therapy should be based on mutual appreciation.  If clients perceive that 

they are just entering your “trip” they will resist and not like the 

environment you are creating for them.  They will know if your approach is 

not genuine and respond accordingly.  If/when your approach is unified and 

coming from your center and genuineness, then they may want to respond. 

• It is not a matter of finding techniques that will cure people so that we can 

get rid of them!  It is actually a matter of learning how to include clients as 

part of a good human society---By creating this environment and ground 

you are in a sense and even literally inviting clients back to their true 

nature—Buddha Nature or basic goodness. 



Buddhist Psychology—The Therapist  

• The ability to work with another person’s neurosis, or even their craziness, 

ultimately depends on how fearless you are when you deal with them or 

how inhibited you feel.  It depends on how much you are embarrassed by 

somebody or how much you can actually extend yourself (Ki). 

• For example----With a mother in relationship to an infant, there is no 

problem because the mother knows that the child will grow up and one day 

become a reasonable person.  So she doesn’t mind changing diapers and 

doing all sorts of things for her child.   

• With people already grown up there is this kind of embarrassment the 

therapist needs to overcome----That embarrassment for the client needs to 

be transformed into compassion. 



Buddhist Psychology—The Client and Therapist  

• “Crazy” people in particular are very intuitive.  There is this level of 

brilliance in that way actually and just a flicker of your own thoughts can 

be perceived and even responded to before you are even aware of the 

message(s) you sent! 

• Its important therefore for the therapist to make every attempt to remain 

“open” and this means dedicating oneself to training and educating yourself 

in skills related to emotional intelligence, intuition, second attention etc.  

Because it will be immediately apparent to a “crazy” person how deep you 

can really go! 

• For “crazy” people your visit can be like a memory of eating in a good 

restaurant---they keep coming back because they want to experience that 

ground of sanity and basic goodness---a ground by the way that is familiar 

to them in their being and at their centre.   



Buddhist Psychology—Insanity and Aggression  

• Insanity can mean most directly--when a client is hurting self and/or others, 

so there is no gentleness and no sense of helping others.  So insanity and 

aggression are closely connected. 

• The point of aggression is to keep the “self” intact.  We don’t want to take 

part in the world------so insanity based on aggression comes from the fact 

that a person doesn’t want to relate with the world because the world has 

been too punishing to them particularly in their early years. 

• The Western psychological tradition has taught us that our individuality has 

a tremendous sense of personal dignity and confidence which is positive—

but when distorted we feel that when anything goes wrong it must be 

someone else’s fault.  The narrowness here is in the promotion of ego/self 

without a sense of self responsibility.  In this way the patient can become 

dependent upon your sanity---not inspired by or invited into their own as is 

the intention in Buddhist Psychology. 



Buddhist Psychology—Overcoming Aggression  

• To overcome aggression we have to develop a natural trust in ourselves, 

our environments and our worlds.  This becomes even more important for 

the person experiencing “insanity.” 

• This level of trust is called MAITRI in Buddhism—it is a natural 

gentleness and friendliness to yourself, which very much includes 

gentleness and absence of aggression in relating to the world. 

• The Buddhist approach then to working with people is to provide a gentle, 

accommodating environment for therapy and teaching. 

• Again the point here is to invite a person to their natural state of sanity---

and not about fixing, solving, or even helping---transformation comes 

when the client discovers his/her own basic goodness (not when you think 

you found it!) 



Buddhist Psychology—Cultivating Maitri  

• Maitri is defined as loving-kindness.  It has become an important concept 

for western Buddhists especially as many eastern teachers discovered that 

their western students were so riddled with shame and guilt that cultivating 

higher principles of Mahayana were almost impossible until a skillful love 

for the “self” was developed. 

• According to Buddhist teachings, although you can acknowledge that 

people’s problems may be caused by their past upbringing---the only way 

forward it to help the person develop maitri on the spot. 

• The Buddhist approach is to work with a person’s state of mind, as opposed 

to dealing with problems solely by analyzing past experiences.  For 

example a Buddhist approach may focus more on a client’s table manners--

something like that can be a “reflection of a person’s state of mind.”  

Assessments and interventions from there can be similar to “teaching” 

Buddhism to students.  Buddhism itself can be seen as a treatment for the 

insanity of samsara.   



Buddhist Psychology—The Three Yana Approach  

• When working with students in Vajrayana Buddhism in particular we look 

at three levels (these are worked on all the time but have a seemingly 

straight forward hierarchy).  The Three Yanas are: Hinyana, Mahayana and 

Vajrayana. 

• Hinyana: This has been referred to as the “lesser vehicle,” but the focus 

here is on self containment/ethics and correct behavior.  It is about making 

one’s world smaller and more manageable.  The most important elements 

here are self control, self liberation----and the emphasis is on right speech, 

right meditation, right effort, right discipline and so on.  Again it is about 

making our world smaller and more manageable.     



Buddhist Psychology—The Three Yana Approach  

• Mahayana:  After one has developed a level of self awareness, then one 

can become more open to the world around.  This expansion is about 

developing awareness of others and development of compassion etc.  We 

cannot extend ourselves to others if we are not connected to our basic 

ground of sanity and goodness.  However, here there is still a subtle layer 

of self and other as existing as separate entities/realities. 

• Vajrayana:  Here the emphasis is on “merging” with the universe---going 

beyond self driven notions of like, dislike and ignorance.  Here the world, 

experience of phenomena etc., is all vajra world---or sacred.  There is no 

profane only sacred. 

• Of course the Vajrayana position is difficult and so throughout life we have 

to continually develop all three Yanas continually. 



Buddhist Psychology—Eastern Formulas for Change 

• “Truly, once the Way is lost, There comes then 

virtue; Virtue lost, comes then compassion; 

After that morality; And when that’s lost, 

there’s etiquette, The husk of all good faith, the 

rising point of anarchy.” 

  --Verse 38, Tao Te Ching by Lao Tzu 



Buddhist Psychology—Eastern Formulas for Change 

• When a person experiences insanity, there is a nearly absolute belief in the 

constructed self illusion.  This in turn puts that person as far from The Way 

or spiritual fulfillment/enlightenment as possible.  As long as we are buying 

into the same illusion we are experiencing different layers and levels of the 

same insanity!  There is a way to return to one’s natural state and basic 

goodness as outlined in the above verse from the sacred Taoist text, The 

Tao Te Ching: 

• Etiquette-  When a client is manifesting insanity the first step is to create 

the environment of sanity again by starting with etiquette.  Are they clean?  

Are they living in a dignified space?  The focus here is on bringing dignity 

back to the simple tasks of living.  Once this is established again then we 

can help them focus on the next stage. 



Buddhist Psychology—Eastern Formulas for Change 

• Morality- Now the therapist needs to be careful here because the approach 

is still patient-centered, so this does not mean laying our trip on a client.  

Here we are talking about helping the client find an ethos, a set of rules to 

engage the self and world again.  They may not fit exactly with our own 

but we can trust ourselves to help them discern which parts are most 

effective. 

• Compassion-  With their environment dignified by etiquette and their 

approach now based in a set of rules of engagement we can then encourage 

an expression of compassion---becoming a part of the world and learning 

or re-learning a place in the universe by serving and being a part of it 

(again). 

• **Remember here that these stages are organic and will include moving up, 

down and backup again and again until confidence and trust begin to take 

over and develop.   



Buddhist Psychology—Eastern Formulas for Change 

• Virtue-  Now once again embracing the world and becoming a part of it, 

this natural sanity can further be stabilized by development of virtues.  This 

furthers one’s commitment to higher principles which in turn leads to better 

health and stability in one’s basic goodness and natural perfection. 

• The Way-  Living through higher principles and virtues helps us to develop 

our centre---the alignment of Head/Heart/and Core---this non-ego state 

which is vibrant, creative and alive in the moment is the pinnacle of our 

natural state expressed as both wisdom and compassion simultaneously. 



Buddhist Psychology—The Buddhist Formula for Change 

• All Buddhist traditions come back to the essential teaching of the Four 

Noble Truths---which as well can be used as a formula for change or 

transformation: Awareness, choice, hope and path. 

• First Stage: developing awareness that there is something “wrong” or 

“off.” 

• Second Stage: recognizing that the behavior is a choice either consciously 

or unconsciously. 

• Third Stage: knowing that patterns, illusions, schemas, commandments 

etc., are just mind, one obtains hope that change is indeed possible. 

• Fourth Stage: the actual path to change-----transforming thought patterns, 

developing discipline in new behaviour, taking the steps to solidify the 

change etc. 



Buddhist Psychology—Personality 

• In Vajrayana Buddhism the “personality” of the self illusion is worked with 

and understood through the Five Buddha families.  Simply put each type of 

neurosis has a corresponding enlightened aspect.   

• For example, anxiety has a “speedy” quality and is understood usually as 

an ego-driven flood of overwhelm that stops progression forward.  When 

worked with effectively the energy of anxiety can be transformed into all 

accomplishing wisdom (through awareness of the true nature of reality 

while in that state---hard stuff!!!) 

• Another example would be something like depression which has a kind of 

claustrophobic quality that when worked with correctly can become 

spaciousness.  In Tibetan medicine, when a patient is experiencing 

depression they would have the patient serve others as a way to bring them 

out of the encapsulated self (claustrophobia) and into the world 

(spaciousness). 



Buddhist Psychology—Acknowledging Death 

• The last piece of Buddhist Psychology we will look at is the great equalizer 

of humanity; death. 

• The care of others has to begin with acknowledging death.  Not necessarily 

as a constant topic of conversation but as a reminder of why we are doing 

what we are doing.  The self’s illusion will always be left unchallenged 

when we are ignorant of death.  All humans will experience birth, old age, 

sickness and death.   

• The Buddhist position to faith and spiritual psychology is to skip the 

debates of which religion is right or wrong---or even if there is a God or 

not.  But to get to the actual task of this life, which is to work with our 

condition (samsara) in order to find enlightenment (nirvana).  



COMMENTS or QUESTIONS 

 


