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Twenty Afflictions of the Mind 
 
Introduction 
Although we say this human life is precious, we can also see that it needs to transform. It needs to 
transform from discursiveness into wisdom. It needs to make the right choice and choose to recognize its 
precious quality, and to exercise its freedom to retain its own basic awareness. Therefore, we need to see 
all the negativity that must be abandoned, and to work to transform disturbing emotions. 
 
In order to transform disturbing emotions, we have to ask, “What are these disturbing emotions? What is 
it that we are trying to overcome? 
 
Of the fifty-one mental events that are said to constantly pre-occupy the mind, twenty afflictions are 
mentioned in particular. 
 
These mental events are defined as aspects of the mind that apprehend the quality of an object, and have 
the ability to color the mind. Among these, the most prominent negative and disturbing ones are called 
the three root poisons.....anger, desire, and ignorance. By adding jealousy and pride, or arrogance to 
these, we get the five root poisons. And from these come twenty subsidiary afflictions. Buddha's 
hinayana approach to these afflictions is very realistic, grounded, and practical. The Buddha approaches 
the negative emotions of the three root poisons very directly: “See anger, desire, and ignorance as poison 
and abandon them.” There could be absolutely no greater or more direct truth, no teaching more direct 
and clear than this very straight message. 
 
Not One More Step 
If you are walking towards the edge of a roof, at some point you know that if you take one more step, you 
will fall off the roof and die. If you have common sense, you don’t do that. Your common sense says, 
“Not one more step.” Likewise, there is the example of not poking your finger into the electric outlet to 
see where the hole leads. Even though the house is full of electrical outlets, you don’t do that; you know 
you will get electrocuted and die. Your common sense knows not to do these things. 
 
How is this different from disturbing emotions? In India, when westerners drink a cup of tea or water, 
there is a lot of examining of that water: Is it clean? Is it safe? Is it good or not good? But do we 
concentrate on disturbing emotions as much as we concentrate on the pureness of our water? How 
difficult is it to see when something is negative, poisonous, and harmful to oneself and others.....and 
abstain from it? 
 

What is poisonous should be abandoned. It is not necessary, nor good for 
yourself or others. Be good. That’s it. 

 
If we took this direct, simple, and profoundly truthful approach of the hinayana teachings, we would not 
have to work on all the various methods of transformation, transcendence, and various such complex 
methods of practices. 
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Buddhist Complexity and the Stubbornness of Mind 
In a way, we could say that Buddhadharma is a very complicated path of practice. In the history of 
Tibetan Buddhism, for example, there was no one greater or more learned than the great Longchenpa. It 
is said that when he died, twenty or thirty elephants could not carry the number of texts he had 
memorized. Nevertheless at the time of his death, Longchenpa said that what he knew of the limitless, 
unsurpassable dharma was like the tip of a needle compared to the expanse of the sky. That’s how vast, 
profound and complex Buddhism is. 
 
The numbers of texts by all the great teachers throughout the history of Buddhism is endless. From the 
genuine wisdom mind of great masters came no less than a dozen volumes in a lifetime. Then each of 
their great students composed dozens of commentaries on these dozens of root texts, and each 
subsequent generation keeps adding to that, as the complexities of the human mind continue to create the 
need for even more intricate explanations. Going into the details of each dharma subject, one word can 
lead to hundreds of days of explanation, with still more to analyze, ponder, and work with. No matter 
how big a temple or library you build, you would run out of space were you to archive all these 
teachings.....and those are just the commentaries in black-and-white written form. Besides these, there are 
all the practices to engage in. 
 
Not only is Buddhist doctrine one of the most profound and intricate philosophies, the practices with 
their many thousands of methods are some of the most complex. As long as you drag out the 
stubbornness of mind, methods of dharma practices will also remain complex and long drawn. This way, 
engaging in the path of practice could be a journey of thousands of years. There is said to be a method for 
each individual and an antidote for each deception, making them limitless in number. If you boil them 
down, however, all these complexities are as simple as you just letting go and abiding in peace. 
 
The forms you visualize, the mantras you recite, the good behavior you adopt, the vows and samayas 
you keep, the lineages you follow, the retreats, readings, and meditations you do, and all that comprises 
the universe of dharma teachings.....none of it would be necessary if you would get to the crucial point. 
What is poisonous should be abandoned. It is not necessary or good for yourself or others. Be good. 
That’s it. 
 
Getting to the Point 
As limitless, complex, and vast as the teachings of dharma are, they can be condensed into what the 
Buddha taught in his very direct Sutra teachings. So, while we can beat around the bush talking about the 
many methods for transforming or becoming free from disturbing emotions, I always think, “Get to the 
point.” 
 
But we don’t get to the point. Simplicity is what we are most incapable of understanding. Why are we 
incapable of understanding a simple, direct approach? It is because the deceptions and hypocrisy of ego 
do not make things easy. Because the ego-based mind is so very intricate and complex, the antidote must 
be just as intricate and complex. 
 
None of the buddhas, bodhisattvas, or great teachers planned to burden practitioners with vast numbers 
of methods or the complexities of different views. But to measure up to the resistance and stubbornness 
of the ego-based mind, the antidotes must be even more powerful. 
 
There are many monks, nuns and retreatants who are wonderful practitioners and have done many years 
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of retreat, which is excellent. That is the way to devote your life to the dharma. It is an exceptional 
practice. On the other hand, it sometimes seems ironic to have to close yourself up in a box before you 
can actually determine, “I’m going to be a good person.” 
 
You give birth to a simple thought.....I’m not going to hold onto anger; I’ll let go of stinginess and 
selfishness; I will stop being jealous; I will not be arrogant; I will not be ignorant or succumb to 
delusion.....and then there is resistance. If the resistance continues for one year, you go into a practice 
retreat for one year. If it continues for a second year, you continue your retreat for a second year. If it 
continues for three years, you go into the continuity of a three-year retreat. And if life-long stubbornness 
persists, life-long retreat has to be generated. 
 
Fundamentally the most important, most helpful approach is to recognize that the negativities, 
discursiveness, and afflictions called “disturbing emotions” are poisonous by nature.....and simply not get 
into them. Just use the same common sense that does not allow you to step off the edge of a precipice; the 
same common sense that can see whether or not what you are taking into your body is safe. You could 
express this in a more lofty way and call it “discerning wisdom.” But it is simply, common sense: the 
common sense to discern an unhealthy, destructive habit and abstain from it. 
 
The simple approach is one of the most powerful, direct ways to eliminate the causes and conditions that 
are harmful to yourself and others. You begin by identifying those harmful causes and conditions. For 
example, you identify anger. Seeing its destructive nature, you do not indulge in anger.....and if you call 
yourself a Buddhist, that alone requires you not to indulge in anger. Eliminate anger, and you have no 
disturbing emotion. Eliminate desire, and you have no disturbing emotion. Eliminate ignorance, and you 
have no disturbing emotion. 
 
To be a bit more specific, we could go into what are called the “twenty afflictions.” 
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How to Work with the Twenty Afflictions 
Part I 

 
To strengthen basic sanity and not to be overpowered by the negative 

emotions that cause suffering to oneself and others, watch mind’s subtle 
and gross habits. 

 
What is a destructive emotion? It is a certain habit or impulse that you carry in your conduct and your 
personality, and then into your life. So first, identify this destructive emotion. 
 

1. Belligerence: Holding on to Agitation and Passive Aggression 
First, the teachings say to eliminate belligerence, or khro ba in Tibetan. This characteristic habit is a kind of 
agitation, a passive aggressiveness that you hold in life. As you carry this subtle aggression, it can be seen 
and felt by others and by yourself. The physical impact of your actions has an aggressiveness, rigidity, or 
arrogance that imposes itself on the environment. Everyone has to accommodate your wishes, and that 
accommodation is more important to you than the wellbeing of others. This discursive emotion has to be 
identified in your personality. 
 
Remember that no matter how devoted you are to your teacher or how many pictures of your teacher you 
carry around, it will not help you on the path of liberation. It doesn’t matter how many texts and malas 
you have or how big your shrine is. It doesn’t matter if you follow your teacher around the world or you 
sit doing meditation in retreat. It doesn’t matter how many samaya practices you are dedicated to. They 
are all fine and will keep you busy. 
 
Ultimately though, if there is no letting go of the passive-aggressiveness that is evident in your body, 
speech, and mind, then no change is happening, and there is no benefit. It is nothing short of fooling 
yourself.....and in fooling yourself, you also fool others and create tremendous deception. 
 
Each day that you begin with the aspiration to find freedom from suffering for the benefit of all sentient 
beings, you make a promise, or a commitment. If that commitment consistently falls apart each day 
because of some belligerent, aggressive habit, then there is really no benefit. 
 
Sadly, we often see examples of this type of behavior. In a group retreat, for example, your session may 
immediately begin with aggressiveness in the way you prostrate. Your “behind” is bumping into 
somebody’s head.....but that doesn’t matter, “I must prostrate. This is my space, my sacred moment. With 
all humility to the Buddha, dharma, sangha, and teacher, get out of my way!” 
 
What is dharma here? What is practice? Prostrations are important.....but not at the cost of the respect and 
happiness of others. 
 

Practice Instruction 
To truly transform your mind, watch yourself carefully for this first affliction. Watching your mind 
means looking at all subtle and gross habits. To truly change from being seduced and overpowered by 
negative emotions to giving birth to basic sanity and strengthening that..... identify the habit of subtle 
aggression within yourself and its manifestation in your conduct. 
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2. Holding a Grudge 
In Tibetan this is 'khon 'dzin, or “grudge.” You might think, “Me, hold a grudge? Not really, I don’t hold 
grudges at all.” But watch your mannerisms carefully. Watch how you relate to someone else. Watch how 
you relate to the environment. When you walk into a room, do you make friends with the environment? 
If not, you are holding a grudge. 
 
A grudge becomes more obvious because of past experiences. There are, of course, the gross grudges of 
aggression and anger, but there are also subtle grudges. Perhaps you extended warmth to someone, and 
that warmth was not reciprocated as you expected it to be. This grudge builds up. 
 
The point, however, is the basic feeling that you don’t have this problem: “I may have an occasional 
grudge, but it isn’t a big problem for me.” If this is your supposition, there is a very wrong understanding 
of your own personality. 
 
Our grudges are very, very subtle. They are the reason we hesitate to relate to others. Kindness readily 
expressed without any expectations is impeded by the presence of subtle grudges in the mind. Because of 
some past experience.....he did this, she said that, they did this to me therefore I’ll do that.....I am not 
going to approach this moment with a fresh outlook. I’m going to drag my past experiences into every 
fresh moment I encounter. And so I meet the moment with tainted glasses, instead of giving it the 
freedom to be a fresh beginning. 
 
The tendency to hold grudges towards your environment, towards others, or even towards a simple 
thought will impede your ability to give the mind the freedom it deserves. When the mind is immediately 
boxed in by your expectations and past experiences, it has no freedom to be completely expansive and 
pervasive, or to approach things in a fresh way. 
 
The most simple and direct way of training the mind is to keep it fresh and supple, free of grudges. If one 
is unable to do so, then, of course, you will have to learn how to release all that rigid boxing in of your 
attitudes. And, yes, you will then need to do all sorts of practices, such as breathing and visualizing 
correctly and seeing everyone as your mother. There are practices for visualizing the creation and 
dissolution of deities in your head, and the churning of amrita purifying you and radiating light. There is 
shunyata, prajnaparamita, and all the lojong practices; and the thirty-seven practices of a bodhisattva, 
walking the five paths, and attaining the ten bhumis. 
 
All this, simply because of a grudge. How sad is that! 
So, how complicated do you want to make it? The choice is up to you! 
 

Practice Instruction 
Look to see if you are holding some kind of grudge. When you see a particular person, do you give 
that person the freedom to be an entirely new person, without your pre-formed ideas about them? If 
not, there is a grudge. See it. Recognize it. 
 
But remember: simply seeing and recognizing these disturbing emotions by name doesn’t serve the 
purpose. In your day-to-day practice, be more observant. Watch how shades of these afflictions seep 
into your personality and affect your relationships with your environment, and with others. 
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3. Concealment 
Concealment, or 'chab pa in Tibetan, refers to hiding one’s faults from others.....and from a more subtle 
perspective, hiding them from one’s self. This is usually done by immediately finding reasons or excuses 
for why selfishness, anger, arrogance, or pride is necessary. “I’m going to have to be proud so those 
others can learn to practice humility.” Statements like this may sound very nice, almost kind: “I’m being 
angry so that all of you begin to behave.” But is it really true? Is it truly compassionate? 
 
Of course, it is said that the Buddha was once born as a ship’s captain who killed a man who planned to 
kill 500 merchants. As an anecdote, it’s a very good lesson; maybe that validates my anger today. It is very 
nice to talk about “greater compassion,” which is compassionate at the core even if it doesn’t appear to be 
compassion. But am I the Buddha? I am not the Buddha right now with all-seeing omniscience. And since 
I don’t have the ability to see that someone is going to kill 500 people, I don’t have the right to “kill” the 
person about whom I’m only suspicious.....or to validate my anger at you for not behaving the way I 
want you to behave. 
 
You can begin to see how the mind works. What we call another person’s arrogance, what we call another 
person’s aggression, pride, or some other fault is basically that person not living up to our expectations. If 
you live up to the expectations I project on you, you become the object of my patience; if not, you need to 
be corrected. And for that, I am going to have to be proud, I’m going to be stern, I’m going to be angry. 
 
This is looking at things that are apparent. We tend to look at appearances that satisfy the senses, without 
going deeper to examine our own tendencies. Then, instead of working to transform ourselves, we get 
stuck in the convenience of these easy habits and tendencies. 
 
For instance, I live with many members of the Buddhist sangha and sometimes they behave badly with 
one another about such simple things. Maybe you get a disturbing phone call, or the plumbing in your 
room isn’t working. Whatever the trigger is, it is expressed in a lot of discursiveness to others. 
 
As a practitioner, you do immediately realize how badly you’re behaving, and in the back of your mind 
you do know it is because of the plumbing.....but you’re not going to say so. What you are going to say is 
“You are not right, you’re wrong.” The way you sit in the shrine room is wrong, the way you spoke with 
the Abbot is wrong, the way you made that decision is very wrong. In the back of your mind you may 
sense this is not entirely true, and that you don’t really want to act in this way. But then you quickly look 
for sensible reasoning and excuses. 
 
The story usually ends this way: because you are a practitioner and you do realize when your behavior is 
not good, you go back and say, “I’m sorry.” 
 
But what happens as a result of your skillful concealment of negative habits? The root cause of a 
predominantly self-cherishing mind is never addressed. You then try to solve the symptoms of the 
problem, but not the root cause. This is like trying to treat cancer with Ibuprofen or treating gangrene 
with a butterfly bandage. It may work for a moment, but the rottenness of a self-cherishing attitude, the 
root from which negative emotions arise, does not get eliminated. 
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Practice Instruction 
Look at the reasons and excuses you give yourself when you are becoming neurotic. See if that 
reasoning is really honest. When you see negative emotions arising, try to generate greater awareness 
that does not immediately support negativity with quick reasoning. 

 
4. Anger 

I do not know if the English word anger conveys the same message as the Tibetan word 'tshig pa, or 
krodha in Sanskrit. 'tshig pa means “to burn.” It refers to an attitude that burns away every bit of 
awareness. It is so powerful that when it arises in your mind, you cannot see anything positive or good. 
You cannot see anything beyond this stubborn attitude that craves something even you can’t 
identify.....but you insist on it. 
 
When such anger is projected, it is so strong that you almost become a different person, a person who has 
never heard a word of dharma or the teachings. Sometimes when anger is being demonstrated it is easy, 
particularly as a third person, to see how it makes us forget all the teachings and practices we’ve learned. 
We may have even written books on it, yet there may be no indication of recollecting those teachings in 
one’s mindstream. That negative affliction has to be eliminated. 
 

Practice Instruction 
Look carefully to see if that kind of abject anger is within you. Be watchful and observe your daily 
attitude. See if you succumb to the habit of anger, because of which you forget years and years of 
training and practice. Do not let yourself become sadly distant and lost from your innate equanimity 
for something that is nothing but destructive to both yourself and everyone around you. It is just like 
boxing at shadows or fighting a mirage because in the end, it is simply exhausting and without 
purpose. 

 
5. Jealousy 

The next affliction is jealousy, or phrag dog in Tibetan. The literal definition of phrag dog is “not being 
able to see any goodness or positivity in the other.” Of course we may think, “Ah, yes, jealousy. That’s 
not really my problem. I get along. As a Buddhist, I try to see the goodness and progress of every sentient 
being.” We may make that kind of assumption. But I’ve always felt that jealousy is one of the most 
powerful afflictions we suffer from. 
 
If you only look at jealousy from a gross perspective, you won’t see the subtle presence of 
competitiveness in your mind. To see whether or not jealousy afflicts your mindstream, look at how you 
approach other people, situations, and environments. Do you have the day-to-day ability to see the good 
in others? When you look at another person, are you immediately able to see their best feature.....or their 
best blemish? 
 
When you walk into a room, do you see the best of that environment or the biggest flaw? Are you able to 
walk into a party and immediately generate a wish for an evening or day of great happiness and 
goodness? Or do you immediately think how crowded and noisy it is, how you shouldn’t have come, and 
“What am I doing here”? 
 
Jealousy is about the ability.....or lack of ability.....to see the positive. By habit, we may be very agreeable 
to seeing the positive in a limited way. We see the positive in what we do and in what our loved ones do. 
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But it is very difficult to see anything positive in those we do not like or care about. Then the mind 
becomes a cynical and critical mind. And cynicism and criticism, when harbored within, defeat 
compassion and genuine kindness. 
 
When this happens, you have to resort to long exercises like practicing tonglen and lojong, and reading 
books like Shantideva’s mahayana exposition of the six paramitas, the Bodhisattvacharyvatara. You have to 
learn to practice kindness and compassion starting from A, B, C, D.....and then all the complexities begin. 
 
Kindness and compassion mean giving others the freedom to be as they are, free of your opinions and 
judgments. Without being indifferent or inconsiderate of them, you allow goodness to permeate your 
mindstream and genuinely think well of others. If the qualities of genuine appreciation, love, and 
tolerance are not there, you have to ask yourself what you mean when, in your meditation each day, you 
say: “By this merit, may all beings attain omniscience, freedom from suffering, birth, old age, sickness, 
and death.” Whom do you mean when you say “all sentient beings?” Are you excluding a few, or not? 
Work with yourself in that way. It is truly the most liberating experience for indeed a person free from 
jealousy is the most free person. 
 

Practice Instruction 
If you claim to be a practitioner, you should always look inward to see if you are exerting effort to 
think positively of others. This includes other schools of Buddhism and people doing other practices. 
Be able to think well of everyone.....and make sure these good thoughts are honest and sincere. Let go 
off of competitiveness. From a very young age we are conditioned by society to compare our measure 
with others. Our own worth is somehow allowed to relate with the worth of the other. This gives rise 
to competiveness and envy and eventually to jealousy. Instead free yourself and others from this 
constant comparison. Allow your own happiness to blossom without constant intrusions from the 
perceived outer phenomena. 
 
Look into your mind for the two kinds of resistance. One is to not see the good in others; and two is to 
fabricate good things about them. This will give a deeper insight into how much actual dharma is 
being cultivated in your mindstream.
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How to Work with the Twenty Afflictions 
Part II 

 
If we observe carefully, one’s whole life is directed to sustaining and 

doing for one’s self. 
When it comes to activities that encompass others, how much does one 

do? 
 

6. Stinginess 
Stinginess, or ser sna in Tibetan, is our biggest affliction. Stinginess of mind supposes, on one hand, that it 
is going to liberate all sentient beings; on the other hand, it is too stingy to even say a kind word to 
anyone. If we observe carefully, one’s whole life is directed to sustaining and doing for one’s self. When it 
comes to activities that encompass others, how much does one do? 
 
For example, begin with your clothing. How many pieces clothing have you bought for yourself in this 
life, and how many did you buy for others? How much food have you put in your mouth, and how much 
did you put in the mouths of others? How much praise have you given yourself and your loved ones? 
And how much praise and kindness have you given those who are not necessarily “you and yours”? 
How much action have you taken in life on behalf of yourself, and how much action do you take each 
day for someone else? How much do you think about yourself, and how much do you think of others? 
 
Every day you sit in meditation thinking you are going to liberate all sentient beings. This is a very tall 
order, a very high aspiration.....good to keep, but when will you make it real? To be able to benefit 
sentient beings will require you to not be so stingy, self-cherishing, and self- absorbed all the time. 
 
More than any kinds of form practice or other practice techniques you may engage in, try to generate a 
heart that is genuinely kind, and that wishes for the good and well-being of others. 
 
And make sure to look into those acts of generosity that you do engage in. You may be a good cook, for 
example, and enjoy the attention you receive from your cooking; therefore you are going to cook for 
others. To all appearances, this is a very generous thing to do. But, again, examine this carefully to see 
how much stinginess is there. How much does that act of generosity feed into your own sense of well-
being, so that even in your giving, you may be becoming very stingy within? 
 
To transform a deluded mind into a Buddha mind requires that there not be even the minutest residue of 
fabrication, distortion, or ego’s agenda. To realize buddhanature, there cannot be any stains. There cannot 
be any delusion. There cannot be any falsities, taintedness, or contamination. In that way, genuine 
purification and transcendence of negativities such as stinginess happens as well. 
 

Practice Instruction 
Examine your mind to see whether or not you are suffering from the affliction of stinginess.....and 
make sure the seventh affliction, dishonesty, is also removed. 
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7. Dishonesty 
Most translators use the term “dishonesty” for the Tibetan g-yo ba (pronounced yowa). But while g-yo ba 
does mean dishonest, it also means “finding excuses,” excuses for why you can’t be good, why you can’t 
start today. In English, there is that big word b-u-t: I should be free from stinginess, but…. Yes, I 
shouldn’t be angry, and jealousy is very bad, and the Abbot is correct about how foolish we are, but…. 
This is a kind of dishonesty. 
 
You are going in the right direction, then you take a detour; you’re moving ahead, and you have a 
setback. In this way, you consistently keep a neurotic tendency or affliction in your mind through 
dishonesty. By falling prey to deception, you deceive others as well. The greatest harm we can afflict 
upon one another is to harbor these misconceptions, deceptions, and delusions that create constant 
ripples of pain, suffering, confusion, and insanity. 
 
But the harm your deceptions bring to others is nothing compared to the harm they bring to yourself. We 
deceive ourselves by not approaching dharma directly and honestly. By trying to make Dharma be the 
way we want it to be, we taint the very meaning of Dharma. This is the biggest problem we have as 
Dharma practitioners. Instead of moving from the ordinary to purity, we try to make purity fit into the 
deceptions of our very relative conceptual mind. Instead of rising above, we bring what is above to our 
own level.....and then make a mishmash of it. In this way, deception impedes the realization of our 
intrinsic nature. Instead of recognizing the preciousness of human existence and the profundity of 
dharma, we go in the opposite direction. 
 

Practice Instruction 
In the West many people ask, “How can I be kind to myself? Compassion for others is good, but 
compassion for myself is also important. How can I do that?” 
 
You can give yourself no greater kindness or compassion than to remove ignorance from your 
mindstream. 

 
8. Hypocrisy 

The eighth affliction, sgyu, is similar to the seventh affliction, g-yo ba, “deception.” Together they are 
usually referred to in Tibetan as g-yo ju (pronounced - yoju) and are seen in almost the same way. While 
deception evades the issue of genuinely working with your own mind, hypocrisy develops great genius 
ideas for supporting and sustaining the excuses for not working with your mind. 
 
Hypocrisy is the disease of practitioners. Each day that you hear another teaching, or sit in meditation, or 
recite your supplications and aspirations, and then go to bed without doing anything more than admiring 
this profound view that was realized once upon a time by somebody else.....each day you are sustaining 
hypocrisy. 
 

Practice Instruction 
Look at how hypocrisy is sustained in day-to-day activities. Whenever you support some negative 
action with reasoning, you are succumbing to hypocrisy. 
 
With purity of mind, have the courage to remove all stains of hypocrisy. 
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9. Mental Inflation 
The ninth affliction is rgyags pa in Tibetan, which literally translated means “to become inflated.” A more 
poetic translation is “to become intoxicated.” Either way, both are true to the sense of becoming inflated 
with one’s self, becoming inflated with self-absorption. 
 
We are talking about a mind that is very inflated or intoxicated with self-absorption. You begin to have 
such pride in yourself that you think the whole universe moves just for you..... and how dare it not 
behave the way you want it to. 
 
This self-cherishing attitude is so dominant it is unable to see anything else. Such pride of self can fill a 
room until it can’t see the room at all. Disregarding the room, it will begin to feel suffocated by that small 
space. And this is when it begins to feel animosity towards others. 
 
No matter how big this self-absorption becomes, it always makes more demands.....and in the world of 
samsara, not all demands are met. Things will not go your way. Wherever there are great demands, there 
is as great a chance that your expectations will not be met. This inflicts one with tremendous animosity. 
One may then become what we sadly call an “obnoxious Buddhist.” 
 
This is a very strange dilemma we live with. On one hand, because of the power of the teachings, you are 
a very good person with a strong aspiration to truly bring about freedom for all beings. On the other 
hand, there may be a great deal of aggression within you. When self-absorption is strong, you don’t even 
realize how rude your behavior is or how abrasive your attitude is. And in that rudeness and 
abrasiveness, there is a constant sense of having to defend yourself. So you develop your defensiveness, 
then you have to develop offensiveness. And as that aggression manifests, you become someone whom 
people really don’t like. 
 

Practice Instruction 
Look carefully to see who you are becoming. Is it someone whom people make an effort to avoid 
when they see you walking in their direction? See if there is some truth in why people don’t like 
talking to you; why you don’t have many friends; or why you’ve become distant from everyone. And 
at that point, realize there is something wrong with you and not the other person who mistakenly 
doesn’t see the goodness in you. 
 
With the disintegration of pride and ego, one should be able to mingle, be friendly, and meet others in 
much more peaceful ways. The environment and everyone around you become friends. Otherwise, 
you will find yourself cut off from others. Then, paradoxically, you will become a very lonely, sad 
person who is tasked with the responsibility to liberate all sentient beings. It is very important to look 
into yourself to see whether or not this is so. 

 
10. Not Hesitating to Inflict Harm 

The tenth negativity, rnam par 'tshe ba means “not hesitating to inflict harm on others.” Again, one has to 
look very carefully to see if this kind of careless attitude is there within one. 
 
We cannot simply wish for disturbing emotions to go away, so that we can be happy, peaceful, and have 
a great sense of equanimity and awareness all the time. But isn’t this what we hope for when we ask, 
“How can I overcome disturbing emotions?” This is primarily what we are looking for in a meditation 
session, if not in life. For that, we don’t have such high expectations, but we do think that at least our 
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Kalachakra meditation should be free from thoughts and disturbing emotions. We think: I’m labeling and 
dropping thoughts and trying to practice single-pointed concentration. I am breathing correctly, reciting 
correctly, and resting the mind without grasping. I’m trying to look at the empty nature of mind and 
phenomena.....so how could I still be inflicted with so many neurotic thoughts? How could I not 
overcome disturbing emotions? 
 
But these disturbing emotions are just symptomatic conditions, like the blossoming leaves and buds of a 
tree. And you cannot aspire for the leaves and buds to not come to fruition if the tree’s root, trunk, and 
branches are strong. 
 
The trunk of the tree is a self-cherishing attitude. That self must be trained, and that training requires the 
mind to become free of agitation and anxiousness. The ceaseless production of agitation and anxiousness 
is a continuum that becomes fear.....and fear doesn’t hesitate to harm other sentient beings. Becoming 
someone who inflicts harm can very easily arise physically, verbally, and through the projection of 
thoughts. 
 
To become free of negative emotions and thoughts of harming others, fear must be reduced. To reduce 
fear, one must let go of the apprehension and agitation that arise from a strong self-cherishing attitude. 
Look at that self-cherishing attitude to see how much of it is simply based on suppositions. Is it nothing 
but thoughts that suppose and suppose.....and are those suppositions really so strong? Where is the sanity 
in living by suppositions? Do these suppositions not require further investigation? 
 

Practice Instruction 
Look at the nature of the self. See how much of that self-cherishing attitude is a simple thought based 
on supposition. Look to see why you are unable to relieve yourself of the fear that comes from that 
supposition: fear that is expressed as anger, intention, and the actual harming of others. 
 
In examining an assumption or supposition, you will find that the thoughts you fabricate are 
essentially empty in nature. Why should you succumb to such anxiousness based on something that 
doesn’t exist? Thinking in that way, free yourself from the negative emotions and intentions that don’t 
hesitate to harm others. 

 
11. Lack of Shame 

In the same way, one must always cultivate “shame,” or ngo tsha in Tibetan. For those who are not 
familiar with Buddhist terminology, shame may be seen as a derogatory term. You might ask, “What 
does that really mean?” 
 
To have shame does not mean to be ashamed of one’s self, or to feel shy or guilty about one’s 
shortcomings. Here it means to be embarrassed about your negative actions. To have no shame, or ngo 
tsha med pa in Tibetan, is to have no sense of embarrassment or hesitation about inflicting harm on others. 
To have no shame immediately destroys ones very good quality: awareness. The arising of awareness is 
diminished or subjugated by not being embarrassed by negative actions. 
 
Instead, when you see your negative habits you might think, “Oh, my! All these years of practicing the 
dharma, yet when I watch my mind I see so much arrogance.” When you look at yourself, you are 
embarrassed to see how much arrogance, laziness, or selfishness there is; and how much you give in to 
your own desires instead of having tolerance, kindness, and patience. Seeing how these neurotic 
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emotions dominate the mind, you might say, “After all these years of dharma and practice and the 
devotion I have for the Buddha, dharma, and sangha, these afflictions are really still so strong.” And 
seeing your inability to develop insight and a greater sense of awareness, you become embarrassed. 
 
This is an essential quality for all meditators. Without it, all the previous negativities and discursiveness 
will continue to retain their power over basic awareness. This "shame" is not a blame game or 
debilitating. It is a catalyst for constant improvement and growth and greater self-awareness. You look at 
yourself in a clear mirror without aggression, but with clear objectivity.....and maybe a touch of humor, 
seeing ego’s tricks. There is no room for self- hatred or anger. There is just clarity and determination to be 
free from the deceptions of ego. 
 

Practice Instruction 
Looking at your negative actions, you could be shamed by them. But instead of shame simply leading 
to guilt, allow this shame or embarrassment to strengthen your determination to break free from the 
repetitiveness of such behavior. When you cut through this habitual impulsiveness and 
discursiveness, you are truly engaging on the path of the teachings. 
 
It is very important for the sense of shame, or embarrassment, to bring about the determination to cut 
habitual impulses. One needs to use shame to free oneself from the narrow confines of habitual 
tendencies. 

 
12. Having No Dread of Blame 

The Tibetan term khrel medpa is often translated as “no dread of blame.” To have no dread of blame does 
not refer to any fear of being blamed. It simply means you have no concern about retaining negative 
actions, and you don’t care what others think about you at all. 
 
This is a very, very interesting topic in a society where the norm or lifestyle is to do whatever comes into 
your mind. In the west, for example, I find it very interesting how parents.....especially Buddhist 
parents.....bring up their children. You say things like, “Would you like to close the door?” when 
obviously the door needs to be closed. Instead of saying “Close the door” you say, “Would you like to 
close the door?” and during one teaching,  I remember a child responding, “No.” 
 
In a way, there is some good in this approach. One can understand the importance of teaching children to 
really think about what they should do. On the other hand, it says a lot about a whole culture that places 
great importance on feelings. Emotions are very important, how you express yourself is very important. 
 
For example, I remember a young woman who came to our monastery to become a nun. This, of course, 
is not easy and all the nuns try to be very understanding of any new person. But she had the habit of 
saying the most cutting things to others. Not a day would go by that she didn’t say something bad to 
someone. Now, if a person has a crooked nose there is no reason to go up to them and say, “You have a 
crooked nose.” If a person has some other kind of a habit.....of which they’re already conscious.....there is 
no reason to say so. But she would make a point of it. And after a while, no one could tolerate it anymore. 
 
So I called her into the office and asked, “Why do you do this?” She said, “Oh, because I like to. It’s a way 
to train myself. Every night I sit and think of all the bad things I see. But then they become my problem 
and I can’t sleep well.” So what does she do? Every day, the first chance she has, she says these things out 
loud. Then they are no longer her problem. 
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When I asked, “Do you realize that when they are no longer your problem they become a problem for 
that other person?” she replied, “I don’t care. As long as it’s not my problem, it doesn’t matter.” 
 
Now, many of us do this. So keep this example in mind. In our pursuit of a sane and peaceful mind, we 
often don’t care about the needs and feelings of others. We may not say it out loud, but there may be a 
reluctance or carelessness in our attitude and conduct that is unfeeling, indifferent, or inconsiderate. 
 
I remember one Tuesday, a practitioner came to our monastery wanting to practice meditation. Now, on 
Tuesdays at CYM, the monks have a day off and the younger monks are allowed to have a free day. What 
also happens on days off is a lot of visitors come to the monastery. So this person who liked to meditate 
wasn’t able to find a place to practice in the shrine room. He got very upset and went and sat in the 
middle of the field near our Kuan Yin Lake. 
 
Then the monks come out for their free time which happened to be soccer on that particular Tuesday. I 
happened to be circumambulating the monastery and what do I see? The monks are playing soccer and 
this man is meditating in the middle of the field. My first thought was that the soccerball was going to hit 
the meditator; the second thought was “Why is he meditating in the middle of the field with all the 
monks running around?” And I hoped that one of them would show better awareness: either the monks 
would stop playing soccer because of the meditator, or the meditator would go meditate in a different 
area of the property and let the monks play. 
 
But that better awareness often doesn’t happen. We become so absorbed in our project of finding 
liberation from samsara, we don’t allow common sense logic to arise in the mind.....which is probably 
why a majority of the world’s population is so skeptical about religion and spiritual practice. As I often 
say jokingly to the nuns and monks: “When we shave our hair, do we also shave our common sense with 
it?” This is something to think about.....with or without hair. 
 
No dread of blame is the unconcerned behavior that does not respond to the needs of others. It places 
your own needs.....including your devotion and commitment to the path of practice.....above everything 
else. 
 

Practice Instruction 
If you truly wish to work with yourself, watch your mind for unconcerned behavior. Look into your 
own attitude and conduct and ask yourself: Am I inconsiderate in the way I relate to situations, as if 
the well-being of others doesn’t matter? Ask yourself if you think, “It doesn’t matter if they call me 
angry or selfish. I don’t care. I need my space. I must get my way to practice meditation and the other 
practices.” 
 
You can go for a day without meditating if that might be the basis of the happiness, well- being, or for 
the convenience of others. This is how to train your mind.

Twenty Afflictions of the Mind – Practice  15 | P a g e  
by: Ven. Upasanti Geshema Part II 
 



 

How to Work with the Twenty Afflictions 
Part III 

 
As a meditator, it is very important to give yourself the time and 

opportunity to see yourself ceaselessly engaging in the creation of karma. 
 

13. Dullness 
Dullness, or rmugs pa, is just the dullness of a mind that doesn’t awaken itself to its own potential. 
 
In awakening to your own potential, at best you are aware of your Buddha nature, or primordially 
enlightened mind. Second best is if you can awaken yourself to your capacity for genuine compassion. 
And at very least, you awaken the common sense of a discerning mind, with the mindfulness that can 
discern between what to abandon and what to cultivate. A meditator who is not aware of these three 
things is succumbing to the affliction of mental dullness. 
 
Dullness is when we do the same thing day after day, the “daily grind,” so to speak. Somewhat like robots, 
we just do what we do and react as we habitually do, without putting much thought into it. Instead of 
awakening to its brilliant potential, the mind is in a foggy stupor set on autopilot. 
 

Practice Instruction 
Dullness is very blunt. Watch out for that bluntness; it doesn’t have the penetrating wisdom to bring 
about the transformation of your attitude and conduct. With dullness, we succumb to procrastination, 
laziness and excuses. We let the busyness of our lives take over and cloud our awareness. It is 
important to practice vigilance and constantly rely on mindfulness and awareness. 
 
Watch your mind at all times like the best and most alert bodyguard ever! 

 
14. Excitement 

What do you mean by “inspiration to practice”? One day you are going to 
die, and right now you are creating tremendous karma. 

What could be more exciting or inspiring than being able to work on the 
path of transformation? 

 
The Tibetan term rgöd pa is often translated into English as “excitement,” or the addiction or distraction 
caused by excitement. The addiction to excitement is something for meditators to watch out for. If you do 
notice this in yourself, you will also find that the one thing you always talk about is how to find 
inspiration to practice. 
 
Now, what do you mean by “inspiration to practice”? One day you are going to die, and right now you 
are creating tremendous karma. What could be more exciting or inspiring than working on the path of 
transformation? But dullness of mind immediately gives you the sense that this inspiration isn’t sufficient. 
You begin to think that inspiration depends on other things.....and like modern fashion designers, you 
must constantly find inspiration to create something new. It is amazing what the human mind can do with 
one garment, a skirt for example. Each year, for hundreds of years, it comes up with new and different 
skirts. The colors may stay the same, but somehow there is always something new to buy. 
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New York is a good place for that. When walk past the shops and I see all the clothes displayed on 
manikins, I’m always amazed at the ingeniousness of the human mind that comes up with all those styles: 
some looking lopsided, or torn and stitched up, or very plain, or quite unusual. What genius mind can 
constantly create something new.....and tempt others to think, “That’s what I don’t have, that’s what I 
must get”? The mind comes up with many kinds of deception in the same way. 
 
This metaphor is leading to the fact that our minds are unable to find inspiration in the truth as it is: the 
truth staring right out from within us. Because we are so dependent on other things, new practices become 
exciting, new male and female teachers become exciting. I am always amused when people say, “Oh, the 
female Rinpoche is here.” Is that supposed to make any difference? Maybe so.....but it is short-lived. 
Remember that. The excitement of hearing the same teachings from a female teacher whom you’ve not 
heard before lasts, at most, fifteen minutes. 
 
Teachers, teachings, and your karmic connections are all very important. But when you rely on external 
experiences and charisma to generate excitement, you are like the fashion designers who have to come up 
with exciting new styles for the catwalk each year. Maybe you could have a catwalk for teachers and their 
exciting new methods each year, to pep up your mind and motivation. 
 
It is very important to become free of the addiction to external factors to inspire your mind. Where such an 
addiction is strong, you are sustaining the dullness of your own wisdom mind, which is unable to see 
clearly the truth of impermanence and karma. Your true inspiration should be your creation of karma and 
causes that affect the lives of others. This is what should wake you up from the state of dullness that 
refuses to change. This is what should inspire you to transform the mind by abandoning negative causes, 
conditions, and afflictions.....and generating awareness and watchfulness. 
 

Practice Instruction 
To become free of addiction to the excitement of external factors, stare into your own mind for 
inspiration. Find your inspiration in the truth of change, transformation, impermanence, and the truth 
of karma. Know that chasing after excitement is like drinking salt water to quench your thirst. 

 
15. Having No Faith 

The fifteenth affliction, ma dad pa, refers to “not having devotion, faith, or trust.” What that means is not 
having faith or trust in karma. It is not about devotion to teachers, teachings, or practices; it is about not 
trusting the truth of cause and effect. To really bring about change and transform your attitude and 
conduct, it is important to see the power and truth of karma. 
 
Karma is the cause-and-effect continuum of impulses that constantly propels us into habitual actions.....the 
force of which is so strong, it almost completely subjugates basic mindfulness and awareness. It is the 
sense of being driven or forced into some action, some thought, or some sort of speech, with no ability to 
rest a bit or discern what to cultivate and what to abandon. It is a state of non-freedom propelled by the 
force, or wind, of karma. 
 
Propelled by the force of karma, our actions are ceaselessly re-created, becoming seeds, or causes, that 
determine our own and others’ experiences. 
 
As a meditator, it is very important to give yourself the time and opportunity to see yourself ceaselessly 
engaging in the creation of karma. As the great teachers have said, even the blinking of your eyes has the 
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power to create an environment or experience for yourself and others. This is the power and immediacy of 
the ceaseless causes and conditions we create. 
 
Where this is not understood, we think of karma as all of our big thoughts and actions. And, yes, those are 
karma. Such gross karma is easy to identify. But then there is the subtle karma. Whether anyone is aware 
of it or not, subtle karma is the mental continuum you create with each of your thoughts, each one of 
which has the power to become an immediate cause of some experience for yourself or others. This cause 
then settles into a residue that determines the kind of personality you build up. And this is the personality 
that will relate to the external world and determine your life. 
 
The projections of karma have an immediate effect, which instigate further production of karmas. A 
meditator must observe all the ways all these causes are produced.....and the havoc they create when 
they’re let loose in the world. It’s like a mad elephant let loose in a crowd. Looking at the rapidly produced 
karma you constantly create, how different are you from a mad elephant let loose in society? 
 
What we are, who we are, what we experience, what our life has become and will become all depend upon 
karma.....and your own karma is within your own reach. 
 
It is essential to understand that, yes, karma is powerful and, yes, you need to correct your attitude and 
conduct. That potent recollection will allow you to see wisdom of transforming disturbing emotions into a 
positive attitude. 
 
When negative afflictions are retained, the force of karma creates the momentum of the  many causes of 
the field of our experience, which we call “the world.” Without trust in cause and effect, we dismantle 
whatever good qualities are there. And whatever goodness we try to build up finds no reason to actualize 
on the path of transformation. 
 

Practice Instruction 
Trust in cause and effect is most important. Seeing that the world you create depends on causes 
ceaselessly generated within you, ask yourself: Who but my own self should begin the path of 
transforming negative attitudes and conduct into positive attitudes and conduct? 
 
For that, the sixteenth affliction, laziness, must also be eliminated. 

 
16. Laziness 

Nothing is easy. I am sure none of you thinks you can easily or lazily become enlightened..... although you 
may hope for an exception to be made in your case. But everything is difficult: putting food on your plate is 
difficult. Who would know this better than all of you? So, of course practice is difficult. We are talking 
here about lifetimes and lifetimes of habitual patterns that need to be eliminated from a mind that is so 
used to them, so familiar with them, they’re the best friends we have. We may not like them, but these are 
the friends we know and come back to. 
 
Laziness, or le lo in Tibetan, is the comfort of going back to rude behavior. It is the comfort of knowing 
how you feel when you are angry. You may not like it, but it is so familiar.....and that familiarity makes it 
difficult to exert any genuine effort to defeat lazy tendencies. 
 
If you ever thought this would be easy, there is no good news here at all. It is going to be difficult. This is 
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why you are known as the future bodhisattvas and buddhas. 
 

Practice Instruction 
Practice is difficult, but what is not difficult in this world? Since everything is difficult, why not exert 
effort in the difficult thing that produces the greatest benefit for yourself and others? To do this, you 
need to eliminate laziness. 

 
17. Carelessness as Heedlessness 

The seventeenth affliction is bag med pa, or carelessness. It is very difficult to engage in the path of 
transformation wherever and whenever there is carelessness. Moreover, you cannot be careless if you are 
fond of compassion and wish to generate compassion. You cannot be careless if you wish to practice 
genuinely resting your mind in its absolute true nature. And you cannot be careless if you are devoted to 
the teachings and the teacher. 
 
Carelessness happens when you cannot be bothered to take time out from self-absorption, to become 
aware of what really needs to be done. It happens when your wisdom mind takes a backseat and apathy 
takes hold. Carelessness is about not analyzing or looking too closely, because you do not really care. It is 
so easy to be indifferent, or to carelessly acknowledge something and move on to the next thing. 
 
Strengthening mindfulness and awareness eliminates carelessness. 
 

Practice Instruction 
In order to subjugate a careless attitude, it is essential to strengthen mindfulness and awareness. 
Developing clarity and vigilance frees the mind from carelessness and indifference. 

 

18. Forgetfulness 
It is just as important to eliminate the eighteenth affliction, forgetfulness, or brjed ngas pa in Tibetan. Once 
you receive any teachings, they must be carved in your mind. It is all very good to tape the teachings, 
write them down, and make any other effort to recollect them. But maintaining more mindfulness of the 
teachings.....especially when you need them most..... is essential. When you are angry, you must not forget 
patience. When your mind becomes tight, you must not forget generosity. And when you really want to be 
lazy, you must not forget to generate awareness and stronger mindfulness. 
 

Practice Instruction 
Forgetfulness is what the ego-based mind usually relies on to make you pretend to be someone who 
has never heard a word of the teachings. Everything I’ve said here is something you already knew. So 
don’t pretend you are hearing this for the first time. 
 
The best antidote for forgetfulness is to keep practicing and applying the teachings at every 
opportunity. It is like anything that we don’t use or do regularly: we forget how to use it or do it. In 
order to do something properly and eventually master it, we have to keep doing it. This is especially 
true of virtue. To break free of habitual patterns takes a great deal of practice.....regular practice. 
Furthermore, do not pretend to forget the teachings when engaged in actions. 
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19. Distraction 
In order for the above-mentioned afflictions of forgetfulness, carelessness, and laziness to not become 
strong, you must be sure to abandon rnam g-yeng (pronounced namyeng), or distraction. 
 
Genuine awareness is an intrinsic quality. It is inherent within us.....and what could be closer than that? 
On the other hand, the distractions provided by the senses, the distractions of “outwardness,” can create a 
sense of not being able to touch in with basic mindfulness and awareness. Therefore, be humble in 
knowing that outer distractions can create a momentum that will not allow you work with the positive 
qualities you need to strengthen at this time. 
 
This is where you begin to engage more realistically with your practices. 
 

Practice Instruction 
Although the basic quality of wisdom is inherent, it is still very weak because distractions and the 
attraction to distractions are very strong. To overcome distraction, strengthen diligence in samadhi, or 
meditation. Give yourself the opportunity to really engage in Kalachakra- vipashyana meditation. Then 
you will be able to uproot the twentieth affliction as well: weakened prajna. 

 
20. Weakened Prajna as Unalertness 

Weakened prajna, or discernment, is shes bzhin ma yin pa in Tibetan. When the wisdom that can discern 
what to abandon and what to cultivate is weak, then everything we have said about transforming 
emotions will be futile. It will be useless. But when the alertness of prajna is strong, it will immediately 
weaken distractions and allow the quality of inherent wisdom to become strong. 
 

Practice Instruction 
Prajna, the wisdom of discernment, is essential to transforming emotions. It must be honed and 
sharpened with constant practice, and with the fearlessness of looking at your own actions and 
intentions in a vigilant and unbiased manner. So, apply all that you have learned and studied to your 
daily conduct.....with compassion towards every single being and every aspect of your life. 
 
From here on, you can go one of two directions. You can take the Mahayana approach of looking at the 
root cause. Or, you can take the approach of a very beneficial practice from the teachings of the 
mahasiddhas: you can look at the nature of emotions and self-liberate them. 
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