
HISTORICAL CONTEXT

• What is whiteness? 

• How has Christianity produced &
supported whiteness?

• How has whiteness functioned in
American Buddhism?

• How have Buddhists of Color confronted
the dukkha of whiteness ?

• What is Yogacara?

• Key ideas from the history of  Yogacara

• Analysing and undoing whiteness with
Yogacara

PHILOSOPHICAL/ CONSTRUCTIVE

OUR PATH TOGETHER



UNDOING WHITENESS WITH
YOGACARA THOUGHT



ZENJU EARTHLYN MANUEL:
DHARMA AS EMBODIED DIFFERENCE



THE EARLY YOGACARA SCHOOL

• Dates: 2nd - 7th centuries CE

• Writers: Asanga, Vasubandhu, Paramartha,
Sthiramati, Dharmapala, Xuanzang, 

• Texts: 

• Sutras: Samdhinirmocana, Lankavatara and
Daśabhūmika

• Treatises: Mahayana-samgraha, Twenty Verses,
Thirty Verses, Madhyanta-vibhaga, and Cheng
weishi lun.

• Major Concepts: the 8 consciousnesses; “mind
only”; the three natures of dharmas



HISTORY OF PHILOSOPHY

What does Yogacara say about ...

1. The shape of consciousness

2. The relation between a subject and its
object-world

3. The relationship between the experiences
and karma of individuals and groups

How can these Yogacara points be applied
to 3 key characteristics of whiteness: 

1. Ahistoricism

2. Invisibility

3. Individualism

CONSTRUCTIVE PHILOSOPHY

MY METHOD



HISTORY OF PHILOSOPHY

With a focus on the
“mind” in “mind only”



1: MIND IS HISTORICAL

Question: Do your 6 faculties present
to you the world “as it is”?
 

Answer: Yogacara says NO.
 

Significance: Faculties don’t reveal
historical & constructed nature of mind
or its objects.

Plus: A note on the meaning of
“historical”

Key Terms: The 8 consciousnesses:
 

1-6) The 6 consciousnesses at the 6
faculties
 

7) Afflicted consciousness
      
8) Storehouse consciousness (alāya-
vijñāna)



2: MIND IS SUBJECTIVE & OBJECTIVE

Question: Are subjects and objects produced
separately or together?
 

Answer: Yogacara says TOGETHER. 

Significance: No subjective state of awareness
stands alone. 

Key Terms:

I) Constructed nature of a dharma
(parikalpita-svabhāva): both subjects and
objects appear this way. The appearance is not
real!

2) A manifest event (vijñapti): an event as
disclosed, including both subjective and
objective aspects.



3: CONSTRUCTED SELF & WORLD ARE INTERSUBJECTIVE &
COLLECTIVE

Question: How are beings’
subjectivities related to each other?

Answer: Through shared language
and conceptual constructions
(vikalpa), beings share structures of
consciousness. 

Question: Is karma individual
or shared?

Answer: Yogacara says that
karma is both individual and 
shared.



4. “MIND ONLY” AS DIAGNOSIS

Mind only is not a neutral statement of how things are. It is a
diagnosis of a shared afflicted condition in which:

1) Our subjective awareness and our object-worlds are mutually
and entirely shaped by past karma

2) Our consciousnesses are intersubjectively constructed
3) Our karma is both individual and collective
4) It is the nature of delusion to be unable to see points 1 & 2



1 MINUTE BREAK



CONSTRUCTIVE PHILOSOPHY

WIth a focus on three features of
whiteness: ahistoricism; individualism;

invisibility



1: YOGACARA ON WHITE AHISTORICISM

1. Because the mind is historically conditioned, there is no
ahistorical moment of awareness short of liberation.

2. White ahistoricism can only exist by ignoring both
intersubjectivity and the collective aspects of karma. It is
not to be confused with liberated mind.

3. Examples: “Colorblindness”, meritocracy, inability/refusal
to understand systematicity of racism



2: YOGACARA ON WHITE INVISIBILITY

1. When delusion leads us to separate the subjective aspect of
experience from its objective aspect, we don’t see how the
two are co-created.

2. When the constructed world presents as real, it colludes with
white ahistoricism to produce a consciousness that takes the
“objective” or shared features of the human world - social
norms, institutions - as “natural” rather than as historical and
constructed.

3. E.g. POC have race, white people do not; white racial features
limited to “neutral” ones, not racist ones



3: YOGACARA ON 
WHITE INDIVIDUALISM

1. Because karma is partly individual and partly shared, we
cannot ignore the shared nature of karma.

2. Because the object-world of any given person is co-created
along with her own subjectivity, nothing in a person’s world
can be taken as irrelevant to her own karmic conditioning.
This includes the experiences of other beings in our shared
world. 

3. E.g. None of my ancestors were slave-holders, so the historical
fact of American chattel slavery does not relate to me.



1 MINUTE BREAK



YOGACARA SOLUTIONS

With a focus on how 
there are no easy answers



YOGACARA SOLUTIONS

1. No-mind: enter into mind-only as a way to achieve no-
mind. 

2. The bodhisattva’s path: the bodhisattva’s aspirations are
world forming

3. A practical recommendation: give money to Black led
organizations that promote Black well-being



BIBLIOGRAPHY

1. Dan Lusthaus: Buddhist Phenomenology; “What is and isn’t Yogacara” (easily
google-able)

2. William Waldron: The Buddhist Unconscious
3. Roy Tzohar: A Yogacara Buddhist Theory of Metaphor (chapter 7 in particular)
4. Joy Brennan: “The Three Natures and the Path to Liberation” (email me for

it)
5. Jonathan Gold: Paving the Great Way
6. Joy Brennan: “A Buddhist Phenomenology of the White Mind” (from the

book Buddhism and Whiteness; email me for a copy)
7. Emily McRae: “Avidyā and White Ignorance” (from the book Buddhism and

Whiteness)



IN GASSHO


	OUR PATH TOGETHER
	UNDOING WHITENESS WITH YOGACARA THOUGHT
	ZENJU EARTHLYN MANUEL: DHARMA AS EMBODIED DIFFERENCE
	THE EARLY YOGACARA SCHOOL
	MY METHOD
	HISTORY OF PHILOSOPHY
	1: MIND IS HISTORICAL
	2: MIND IS SUBJECTIVE & OBJECTIVE
	3: CONSTRUCTED SELF & WORLD ARE INTERSUBJECTIVE & COLLECTIVE
	4. “MIND ONLY” AS DIAGNOSIS
	1 MINUTE BREAK
	CONSTRUCTIVE PHILOSOPHY
	1: YOGACARA ON WHITE AHISTORICISM
	2: YOGACARA ON WHITE INVISIBILITY
	3: YOGACARA ON WHITE INDIVIDUALISM
	1 MINUTE BREAK
	YOGACARA SOLUTIONS
	YOGACARA SOLUTIONS
	BIBLIOGRAPHY
	IN GASSHO

