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Abstract 

This paper offers a mindfulness-based ontological reading of the Diamond Sutra, emphasizing 

negation of inherent existence in phenomena through inquiry and practice in the stead of 

assertions -- inviting readers to a realization beyond words. 
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Introduction 

​ What is the first book ever printed? It is the Diamond Sutra. This Sutra is a foundational 

text of the Mahayana strand of Buddhism -- despite words that nobody understands or agrees on 

their meaning. Indeed, the Diamond Sutra's enigmatic formulations halt the thinking process of 

anyone that reads them. For instance, the following sentence: "Beings are spoken of by the 

Tathāgata as no beings. Thus does he speak of 'beings'" (Harrison 2006, §14) Such formulations 

challenge our habitual ways of perceiving reality. As David Bohm notes, we humans have "the 

almost universal habit of taking the content of our thought for ‘a description of the world as it 

is’." (Bohm 1980) So we perceive this world with filters: words, names, labels, associations, 

thoughts, memories, imaginations, concepts, mental images -- some theory or another filters the 

reality we want to see. But these filters and habits are questioned by the Diamond Sutra. For 

instance, "all dharmas are buddha-dharmas. As far as 'all dharmas' are concerned, Subhuti, all of 

them are dharma-less. That is why they are called 'all dharmas.'" (Harrison 2006, §17d). So these 

seemingly-absurd formulations invite a deeper inquiry: what if these words are not mere 

linguistic puzzles, but pointers to an ontological truth -- by negating all inherent existence in all 

phenomena, it reveals a world outside our beliefs? In other words, by negation, we arrive at what 

is. 

​ Of course, such inquiry assumes that there is a reality beyond words and theories, which 

the mind constructs. In other words, what is it that can be identified -- as in identifying 

something in the dark -- but not with names, labels, words, or some image. 

​ If we can for a moment maintain that assumption, then perhaps we can consider the 

possibility that the teaching of the Diamond Sutra cannot be given in or transformed into words.  



Or, in the words of Ed Conze, "Emptiness is not a theory, but a ladder which reaches out into the 

infinite, and which should be climbed, not discussed."  (Conze 1962, 243) So this is the approach 

that we take in inquiring what is it that the Diamond Sutra wants to transmit: a 

mindfulness-based approach sans words. Or as Harrison translates the Sutra, we elucidate "so as 

not to throw light on it." (Harrison 2006, §32a) In the stead of positing claims, we will see 

whether we can perceive directly -- through a simple, short meditation -- and then examine both 

what we see in that meditation and what the Diamond Sutra tells us. 

​ This investigative method reveals the sutra as a pointer via negativa to the what is: what 

we call the Diamond Sutra is not the Diamond Sutra; thus it is -- beyond words. 

 

The Diamond Sutra in its Historical and Doctrinal Context 

 ​ The Diamond Sutra (2nd–3rd CE) emerged in the broader Prajñāpāramitā corpus, 

responding to scholasticism like Sarvāstivāda, which claimed building blocks -- called dharmas 

-- inhere existence (Fa Qing 2001; Conze 1962). The sutra counters this narrative: "All dharmas 

are Buddha-dharmas. As far as ‘all dharmas’ are concerned... all of them are dharma-less. That is 

why they are called ‘all dharmas’" (Harrison 2006, §17d). Or, as Conze describes it, "All 

dharmas as regards their 'own-being' are empty... Dharmas are empty of any own-being, i.e. that 

they are not ultimate facts in their own right, but merely imagined and falsely discriminated" 

(Conze 1962, 220). As Teiser's anthology notes: "The particular kind of wisdom (prajñā) that is 

perfected consists of a thoroughgoing insight into the emptiness of all things." (Teiser 2012, 78). 

So the Diamond Sutra uses negation to dissolve reification. 



​ For the Sutra translation, we use Harrison's Gandhāran-based critical edition for its 

philological accuracy in conveying ontological negations (Harrison 2006). We also use Conze's 

for further insights (Conze 2001). 

​ Our paper presents an alternative outside more linguistic or structural readings. Our aim 

is not assertion, but simply investigation into and transmission of the sutra's practice-based 

meaning. We invite you to inquire alongside us, using the sutra's own logic and a simple 

meditative exercise. 

 

Inquiry and Practice: Unpacking the Primary Source 

​ If we must use words, we can express the teaching of the Diamond that this paper intends 

to transmit in the following formulation: For All Y, it is notY -- therefore it is X. Paul Williams 

illuminates: "The fact that something lacks intrinsic existence is not just a way of looking at that 

thing. It is also something which happens to be (really, ultimately, and always) true of it as well." 

(Williams 2008, 79) Or, in the words of Conze, "The negation of these multiple dharmas opens 

up one vast emptiness. This 'no-dharma' is more real than the dharmas, but cannot be the object 

of any possible perception" (Conze 2001, 34). 

​ The part "For All Y, it is notY" is not a contradiction: it simply means Y does not exist. It 

is elucidated by Ed Conze very well, "Neither produced nor maintained by itself, a thing by itself 

is nothing at all." (Conze 1962, 240) Or as Harrison explains, "All dharmas lack a self or an 

essence... they have no core ontologically" (Harrison 2006, 139).  

​ But, the Sutra tells us its teaching is both ungraspable and ineffable (Harrison 2006, §7). 

Moreover, it cannot be given to those that "have a self in view" (Conze 2001, 56). Moreover, 

Hui-neng in his commentary for the Diamond Sutra warns, "Talking about emptiness all day 



does not say a single word. If you say he has a doctrine, you are slandering the Realized One." 

(Cleary 1998, verse 21) Well, we don't want to slander anyone, and certainly not the Realized 

One. So, maybe, going outside our words and thoughts is warranted. 

​ And perhaps we can begin that exploration with the following quick meditation. 

​ - We can find ourselves in a quiet, comfortable posture, with our left hand (or right, 

whichever is more comfortable for you) touching an object (on the knee, on the desk -- anything) 

​ - and see if we can be aware of our breathing 

​ - now, see if we can place the attention that is currently on our breath into the touch, the 

point of contact of our left hand with the object. See whether we can be aware of this touch in the 

exact same way we are aware of the breath. 

​ Now we are ready to examine the Diamond Sutra. With this preparation, it is easy to 

understand the Sutra. The easiest to understand is that what it says in verse 7, the Sutra is 

"ineffable". Why is it ineffable? (Yes it does bring up the "unconditioned", but why?) To 

investigate this ineffability, look at the awareness of the touch sensation, your left hand's point of 

contact with whatever object it is resting on. You feel it, you sense that touch. Now, consider 

what happens when you try to describe it. For example, suppose I try to put it into words, name 

it, or label it: "my touch" The moment I uttered "my", already I'm away from the touch itself: my 

words are outside the very touch itself. Thus, looking at it more closely, I cannot transform this 

touch itself into words -- nor can words be said to be its equivalence (a precise logical analysis 

can be given in the appendix: it is possible to have either words or the touch itself, without the 

other.) At best, we can use words only to point to the touch itself, in the manner of a finger 

pointing to the moon (where the pointing finger is not the moon.) And so, we can do this: we will 



use REALTOUCH to point to the touch itself, and WORDTOUCH in the more conventional use 

of words:  

​ The Sutra also says it cannot be heard by those that have a view of a self (Conze 2001). 

Let's see now what happens with mental representation, whether it's thought, memory, 

imagination, concept, idea, or any kind of mental image.We have our REALTOUCH on the desk 

(or whatever the object is that your hand is in contact with). Now, suppose I have a thought of 

this REALTOUCH, a mental picture of it. What am I doing? Again, I have a non-equivalent that 

I believe is an equivalent, moreover, it is completely beside REALTOUCH itself. And if I lift my 

hand off the desk, now all I have is just what we call a thought/memory of the touch. But wait a 

memory of what now? A memory of REALTOUCH. But that REALTOUCH is gone -- where 

can I find it? You say, "Well of course, it's in the past. It's gone." Where is it? Can you find it? 

You can find your toes, you can find your breath, but this REALTOUCH is now not here 

anymore. It's gone. Even if you attempt to recreate it, it will never be 100% the same as the 

REALTOUCH. In other words, all we have is a thought, a memory or mental image -- without a 

referent. (Although we have done this for "past event" and thoughts, The same exercise can be 

used for "future events" and imaginations.) 

Conze explains, "The 'no-dharma' envisaged here is not a simple and clear-cut negation, in that 

emptiness lies somewhere between affirmation and negation, between 'is' and 'is not'" (Conze 

2001, 34). 

​ So now that we have investigated the nature of words, names, labels, thoughts, memory, 

imagination, ideas, and mental images, we can turn our attention to the I self. We know words 

are pointers, whether to something in the present or to a memory. But what about the I? What is 



the referent here? We can be aware of our breath, of our heartbeat -- but where is the "I" or "my 

self" point to? Can we find it anywhere? 

​ If we cannot find this "I" in the present moment, then can we really say this awareness 

belongs to us or to me? Can we say "my awareness" if the word "my" refers only to a past gone 

or to something that cannot be found? We cannot deny we are aware of touch, of sight, and so 

on. But whose awareness is this? (Who is aware?) Moreover, does the awareness itself feel 

anything? Yes I am aware of my hand's point of contact with the object it is resting on, but does 

the awareness itself feel anything? When I feel pain, is the awareness itself also in pain? Or is it 

completely free of whatever I claim to be experiencing right now? 

​ Why stop at the I: we can take anything we believe to exist concretely. In this entire field 

of awareness -- sound, sight, taste, scent, body, emotions and sensations, thoughts -- can we find 

anything to be concrete? As Conze observes, "To see events in their own-being is the same as to 

see them as they really are in themselves... When Avalokita saw the skandhas in their own being, 

he saw a constant appearance and disappearance of mere dharmas, or impersonal events" (Conze 

2001, 80). When we do view any object, looking with pure awareness, what do we see when we 

zoom into that object? 

 

Investigating the relation between awareness and the body: a logical analysis88888888888 

​ The Tathagata says all dharmas are dharma-less. (Harrison 2006, §17d). But our method 

has a big problem that must be addressed: is awareness just a product of the body, mind, or the 

brain? If our investigation is with direct awareness, and if the awareness is dependent on the 

body, then this exercise is useless. So let's make our statements more precise and deploy logic.  



​ To prepare the use of abstract symbols X and Y, we can first consider what many view to 

be concrete examples.  

​ Consider electricity and electronic (devices). We say that the electrnics depend on 

electricity: without electricity, the electronic devices do not function. But without the electronic 

devices, we can still have electricity running. 

​ Or the more classical example, the wind and the flag. We say the waving flag depends on 

the wind: without the wind blowing, the flag will not wave. But the wind can blow (or not) 

regardless of the status of the flag. 

In general, we can say, 

If (the antecedent) 

• X is present without Y: X ∧ notY -- that is, "X does not imply Y" 

(e.g. I can have my awareness even if you plug my ears such that I have no evidence of 

any sounds.) 

• And Y disappears whenever there is no X: notX => notY 

(i.e. Without my awareness, I have no evidence to give you that there is any 

world/wight/sound/touch, much less objects, from my end) 

Then (the consequent) 

• Y depends on X: Y => X  

(i.e. my world, mind, brain, senses depend on my X) 

• And X is independent of Y: X && notY (which is our assumption, X ∧ notY is 

possible). 



When X is awareness and Y denotes the things I claim I'm aware of, I the following statement 

becomes true: without awareness, I have no evidence to give you (from my end) that there is a 

world. 

​ This logic is sound. (That is, as long as the antecedent is satisfied, the consequent is 

guaranteed.) But we can go further, because clearly this is stil effable and graspable -- and the 

Diamond Sutra claims its teaching is neither effable nor graspable. 

​ The logical analysis states that the awareness does not depend on the body. Can we verify 

this in our meditation? No matter our emotional or mental states, no matter whether there is 

physical pain or an absence of it, whether some body parts feel numb or not, is the awareness 

itself constant? Our bodies throughout the proverbial "cradle to grave", but does the awareness 

itself ever vary as the body varies? So our awareness is not determined by the body, in alignment 

with the finding of our logical analysis. 

​ But our hand is still in contact with where it is resting -- let's use it to inquire further. We 

can take it and move it around (slowly, if you prefer, is fine). Notice the ground of awareness that 

it is placed in: Another common analogy is that the awareness is like a canvas, and the body and 

all within its skin is like energy moving on this canvas (energy as the "paint" of the canvas). To 

use another analogy, this ground or field is there like an ocean that cannot be ripped. If we were 

exclusively body-brain only, this ground of awareness would not exist. 

​ And can we have awareness itself without sensory inputs? We don't need arguments from 

our authority: we can investigate ourselves. Afer waking up from asleep, if you ask me, "What 

position did your body sleep in last night?", I would say "I was asleep, I was not aware." But 

who is it that was unaware, and who or what is it that knows you were not cognizant? Moreover, 

as we could not find the self in the earlier exercise,  whose sleep is it? 



​ At this point, we are ready to receive the teaching of the Diamond-cutter. We've already 

seen that without awareness itself, one has no evidence for the outside world (e.g. the eyeballs 

have to exist within the body, and the body within the awareness). Upon close examination, any 

personal evidence of what one calls the outside world is really contained within awareness. Our 

logical analysis and direct examination reveals that awareness is the one -- and the only one -- 

that is independent; meanwhile the so-called "outside world" is the one dependent completely on 

the awareness, which contains it. 

​ But we don't have to stop the inquiry there: take any object that is close to you. In my 

case, I see a pencil, so I will use pencil as an example. I claim there exists a pencil (although I 

can't the referent of this word I). But where is this pencil? Let's not be too quick to judge, 

comment, or react. Instead, let's see exactly where it is. Is it the soundscape? No. Is it in my 

sightscape? No. Is it in my tastescape? No. Is it in the olfactoryscape? No. OK, that leaves a few 

more places: body, emotions, sensations, mental events. I'm aware of my body, I'm even aware 

that there is "empty space" between my fingers and so on. In my entire field of awareness, where 

is this pencil? Moreover, when I zoom in on the awareness, in what I sense as the pencil -- 

whether a mental image or the point of contact with the body when I'm touching the pencil -- 

what is there? What is the awareness aware of inside that image or that touch? And, again, does 

the awareness itself feel anything? 

​ Upon this examination, all dissolves. But, one may still not be convinced. "Okay I get 

what you mean. But I still see something with my eyeballs. When I open my eyes, my eyes see 

something; au contraire, when I'm blindfolded, I don't see anything. And moreover, I'm using 

my keyboard, I'm holding my coffee cup, I'm touching -- I sense that touch there. My point is, 

something is there! Even if it's only in the realm of the senses! It's not empty! The awareness 



itself is empty, but there are things inside this awareness; call it energy, sight, hearing, whatever 

you name it, there is something." 

​ To address such existence of things: "energy", "sight", "the sensed", etc, we have already 

seen their existence entirely on the awareness itself -- without awareness itself, there is no 

existence (or at least, without my awareness, from my side I cannot present an evidence of any 

world). But we can examine it even more closely. Take this touch in our exercise, that we claim 

to exist (whether we call it touch, energy, the sensed, or something else). Is it known to you, or is 

it self-existing? Using pure awareness, see whether it actually self-exists. So you see, it is known 

to you -- by what? By associations? By claims decreed by authority? By assumptions? If by 

assumptions, who assumes? Where is the assumer? But we are seeing directly. Can we see 

directly -- and then once we see this touch directly, is there a separation between the seer and the 

seen? Or is the seen the seer (i.e. the observed is the observer)? In a previous exercise, we cannot 

find the I that sees -- now, if there is no separation between and the seer and seen, who is seeing, 

and where is the object seen? If the seen is the seer, and the seer is the seen, where is the object? 

In the end, we see that all things are made of perceiving (immediate perception as in direct 

seeing, not perception as in a view), and this perceiving is made of awareness. Awareness itself is 

empty in essence, without substance. As Conze notes: "In the ultimate sense, dharmas do 

therefore not exist as separate entities. If taken quite by itself, as unconditioned, a dharma is the 

Void, and its own-being is emptiness"  (Conze 2001, 81). Hence -- the Sutra says -- whatever is 

sensed, whatever we perceive is there, is simply (viewed as a) lightning's flash (Harrison 2006, 

§32a) in the field of awareness, made of something -- awareness -- that itself is empty and 

without substance. 

 



Conclusion 

Kuiji in his commentary on the Heart Sutra cites a verse by Nagarjuna:  

The true nature of conditioned things is empty 

For [such things are] illusory and dependently arisen. 

Unconditioned things also lack substantial reality, 

For they are unsubstantial like flowers in the sky. 

(Kuiji 2001, 9) 

​ To get to this destination, we have journeyed through an under-explored alternative to 

views which assert linguistic or structural play. The reading presented here, verified by and 

together with practice, negates inherent existence -- ushering a realization without concepts, 

unveiling a non-dual world. Supported by this paper sources, the Sutra invites us to investigate -- 

and see what emerges. We have assumed what the sutra says: that its teaching is neither 

graspable nor effable. We have embarked on a methodology appropriate to that assumption. 

Instead of assertion after assertion, we've presented question after question. There has been no 

argument by authority; no dogma or belief has been required to reach this conclusion. We simply 

investigate and see for ourselves. 

But have we reached the top of Conze ladder (Conze 1962, 243)? In other words, is 

awareness itself the pārasaṃgate in the famous closing of the Heart Sutra (Conze 2001)? Or is 

there something even beyond that? Are we the awareness itself? Or are we outside even the 

empty awareness itself? Which world does the Diamond Sutra point to: awareness itself? Or 

what’s outside the awareness itself? How would we perform that inquiry? This would make an 

excellent next stage of investigation. 
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