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contributions of philosophical thinking. If we look at the textual accounts 
on this, I do not think that it would. (Tillemans 2013: 298, Tillemans’ 
emphasis).

Thus according to Tillemans, Kamalaśīla’s view is that meditation cannot 
make a contribution to knowledge, but instead only serves to amplify or 
reinforce conclusions that have already been reached through philosophy. 
It is rational inquiry alone that plays the role of discovering new truths 
and determining the truth of any putative meditative insight. In this, 
Kamalaśīla’s position is of a piece with those of Dharmakīrti and the 
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show that the account of insight he outlines is not limited to philosophi-
cal analysis alone; in fact it appears to have been aimed at addressing 
precisely this issue of effecting a transition from philosophical analysis 
to gnosis.

II.

the intuitive implausibility of the continuity thesis is, I think, based on 
a fairly commonly observed human failing: even the most well-justified 
of beliefs will often have next to no effect on a person’s conduct. Such a 
failure may perhaps be best exemplified by the kind of case I first took 
note of as an undergraduate student in Philosophy – that of an ethics 
professor who, although an expert on various theories of the Good, turned 
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taught by Kamalaśīla involves a “serial alternation” between philosoph-
ical analysis and concentrated fixation on the conclusions of that analysis 
(tillemans 2013: 291). there remains, however, a certain opacity and 
uncertainty as to the nature of this ‘so-called’ analytic meditation – a 
vacillation between considering bhūtapratyavekṣā simply as non-medita-
tive philosophic argumentation or something more than that, a “subtle 
form” of reasoning in which meditative understanding is “somehow inter-
woven with philosophy” (tillemans 2013: 298). 
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the quality of vividness (sphuṭatva) associated with the cognition of 
dharmas in this passage occurs in a state of samādhi, seemingly combin-
ing features of both the conceptual and the non-conceptual (see Seyfort 
ruegg 1989: 94–6, 182f. cf. tillemans 2013: 291). A passage from the 
second BhK suggests both natures:

[h]aving abandoned mental distractions, one inwardly discerns those very 
same previously considered dharmas as images in the sphere of concentra-
tion. one does so intensively. In this manner, discriminating the meaning 
to be known in those images in the sphere of concentration, thoroughly 
discriminating, completely considering, completely investigating, forbear-
ing, accepting, classifying, looking and knowing – that is called insight. 
So it is that the bodhisattva is skilled in insight.27

It is apparent that the discernment of reality was considered by Kamalaśīla 
to be an experiential process, one in which the true nature of dharmas is 
directly discovered or recognized while abiding in a meditative state – 
having been understood in a purely rational way at an earlier juncture. 
rather than knowing that dharmas are empty, one directly knows dharmas 
as empty. Kamalaśīla identifies this meditative understanding with the 
first limb of awakening, the discrimination of dharmas, which he accuses 
his opponent of forsaking: 

thus by rejecting the discernment of reality one would thereby have rejected 
the very foremost limb of awakening – which is called “the discrimination 
of dharmas (dharmapravicaya).”28

Kamalaśīla does not deny that this meditative understanding includes a 
conceptual element; on the contrary his account points to a distinctive 

namely, their being impermanent, unsatisfactory, empty and insubstantial. See eltschinger 
2007: 456 (note 16) for Sthiramati’s views, and 484 on these features as perceived in 
yogipratyakṣạ according to Dharmakīrti and his commentators.

27 BhK 2 d 47a7–b2: sems kyi rnam par g.yeng ba spangs nas ji ltar bsams pa’i chos 
de dag nyid nang du ting nge dzin gyi spyod yul gzugs brnyan du so sor rtog par byed / 
mos par byed do // de ltar ting nge ’dzin gyi spyod yul gzugs brnyan de dag la shes bya’i 
don de rnam par ’byed pa dang / rab tu rnam par ’byed pa dang / yongs su rtog pa dang / 
yongs su dpyod pa dang / bzod pa dang / ’dod pa dang / bye brag ’byed pa dang / lta ba 
dang / rtog pa gang yin pa de ni lhag mthong zhes bya ste / de ltar na byang chub sems 
dpa’ lhag mthong la mkhas pa yin no zhes gsungs so //

28 BhK 3 15.5–7: tathā hy anena bhūtapratyavekṣāṃ pratikṣipatā dharmapravi-
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IV.

Kamalaśīla’s version of the continuity thesis is best understood by gaining 
a clearer sense of his reliance on the schema of the three wisdoms. While 
he does not appear to have regarded the continuity between philosophical 
analysis and conceptual meditation as particularly problematic, he did 
view them as phenomenologically distinct, and relied on this distinction 
in explaining the arising of non-conceptual gnosis. More problematic, 
likely because his opponents confronted him with it, was the gap between 
philosophy and non-conceptual gnosis – a gap that he filled by identifying 
the discernment of reality with a meditative understanding associated 
with the third of the three wisdoms, bhāvanāmayīprajñā. 

The model of three wisdoms allows for an identification of bhūtapra-
tyavekṣā with an experiential realization of the true nature of persons and 
dharma
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also been corroborated in experience. In the context of the debate at 
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on the basis of personal meditative experience must remain subject to 
philosophic critique and proof.37 While he does not say as much, it may 
be that we can best understand Kamalasīla’s epistemological stance as one 
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Abstract

In this paper I attempt to explain the contribution of meditation (bhāvanā) to 
knowledge as it is presented in the Bhāvanākramas. Kamalaśīla’s presentation in 
these texts makes use of the schema of three wisdoms or prajñās (śrutamayī-, 
cintāmayī, and bhāvanāmayī-prajñā) and a very specific understanding of the 
notion of bhūta pratyavekṣā as “the discernment of reality.” My analysis is framed 
in the context of a recent controversy concerning the epistemological role of 
meditation in relation to the views of the opposing sides of the historical debate 
at Bsam yas. I argue that the Bhāvanākramas assign a necessary and very specific 
function to conceptual meditation in the process of acquiring  v gc I6:direct., n
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