
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The Thirty Stanzas of Verse  
On There Only Being The Virtual Nature of Consciousness 

Vijñapti Matratā Triṃśikā Kārikāḥ,   唯識三十論頌  
 
 
 

Composed by Vasubandhu (天親) 
Translated into Chinese by Xuánzàng (玄奘) 

Translated into English by Peter Lunde Johnson 
 
 
On the following eight pages there is an English rendering of Xuánzàng’s translation of  
Vasubandhu’s original thirty stanzas of verse, on which the discourse is based. The discourse  
itself is in the form of a line-by-line commentary on these thirty stanzas. In this translation of  
the original verse, Xuánzàng adds some short commentary that briefly outlines the text, said  
to be from Dharmapāla and others. 
 
Other Chinese translations of Vasubandhu’s original thirty stanzas were made by Gautama 
Prajñāruci (瞿曇般若流支) in 543 as On There Only Being the Virtual Nature of Consciousness  
(唯識論) and by Paramārtha (眞諦) later in the sixth century as On the Evolving Manifestations 
of Consciousness (轉識論). 
 
Xuánzàng’s definitive translation was made in 648 and is catalogued in Taishō Revised Tripiṭaka 
(大正新脩大藏經) as opus 1586 in Volume 31 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

48



 
The Thirty Stanzas of Verse 
On There Only Being Virtual Nature of Consciousness 
 

Vijñapti Matratā Triṃśikā Kārikāḥ,   唯識三十論頌  
 
Composed by the Bodhisattva Vasubandhu (天親) 
Translated into Chinese by Táng Dynasty Master Xuánzàng (玄奘)  
 
 
We will now briefly outline these thirty stanzas of verse: 
A.    The first twenty-four stanzas are on the virtual characteristics of consciousness. 
B.    Then there is one stanza on the virtual nature of consciousness. 
C.    Finally there are five stanzas on putting this virtual nature of consciousness into practice. 
 
A.  Concerning the first twenty-four stanzas: 

a.    The first one and a half stanzas summarize the virtual characteristics of consciousness. 
b.    The next twenty-two and a half stanzas elaborate on these characteristics. 

 
1.   Summarizing the characteristics of consciousness 

Those who believe in the existence of an abstract, external reality apart from consciousness 
ask: 
“If there is only the virtual nature of consciousness, why do both worldly and holy 
teachings speak of there being the existence of identity and purpose?” 

On this, the first one and a half stanzas say: 
 

1a   Identity and purpose are hypothetical constructs that serve as metaphors and evolve 
as various kinds of mental images. 

1b  Through its evolving permutations, there are three ways that consciousness is able to 
manifest them. 

2a  These three are: 
1.   The different ripening seeds of the subconscious mind,   
2.   The deliberations and calculations of self-interest, and 
3.   Combining these two with the virtual framing of consciousness through the  

distinguishing of imagined objects. 
 
2.   Elaborating on the characteristics of consciousness 

Because these first words only summarize the ways that it is able to manifest consciousness, 
there are the next twenty-two and a half stanzas that elaborate on them.  

 
a.   On the subconscious store of memory  

Question: Now, in elaborating on these three ways, what are the characteristics of the first, 
the different ripening seeds of consciousness?  

Answer: On this, there are two and a half stanzas, from the second half of the second stanza 
through the fourth (the beginning of the fifth in the Sanskrit version), that say: 
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2b   First there is the subconscious store of memory, from where there are all the different  
ripenings of the seeds of consciousness. 

3a  Being subconscious, it is impossible to thoroughly understand: 
1.   What it takes on and retains,  
2.   Where it is, and  
3.   How it virtually frames perception. 

3b  It is always associated with five omnipresent motive forces: 
1.   Contact,   
2.   Attention, 
3.   Emotional feeling, 
4.   Mental association and 
5.   The ulterior motive of intent.  
However, it only has emotional feelings of indifference or impartiality. 

4a   It does not shroud cognitive processes and it is morally undefined. Its contact and 
other motive forces are also like this. 

4b  It is continuously churning like a rushing stream and this turbulence is only  
completely let go by those who have acquired the standing of a truly spiritually  
worthy being. 

 
b.    On the consciousness that deliberates and calculates self-interest  

Having explained the first way that consciousness manifests identity and purpose, there is 
the second way.  
Question: What are its characteristics?  
Answer: On this, there are three stanzas (five through seven) that say: 

 
5a   Next there is the second way consciousness is able to manifest identity and purpose. 

This is called the deliberating and calculating mind. 
5b   Its evolution is dependent on connecting with the subconscious store of memory as  

the object before it and its nature is characterized by the deliberate calculation of  
self-interest. 

6a  It is always combined with four primordial kinds of emotional disturbance. These are: 
1.    Self-centered delusion and 
2.    Self-centered belief, combined together with 

6b   3.     Self-centered esteem and 
4.    Self-centered love. 
It is also directly associated with contact, the rest of the five omnipresent motive 
forces as well as other motive forces. 

7a   It shrouds the cognitive processes of consciousness but, being existential in nature,  
it is morally undefined, adapting to whatever arises and becomes associated with it. 

7b  It is absent in: 
1.    A truly spiritually worthy being,  
2.    A completely transcendent penetration of resolve, and 
3.    The supreme path beyond this world. 

 
c.    On the five sensory kinds of consciousness with the mind that distinguishes imagined objects: 

Having explained this second way that consciousness manifests identity and purpose, there 
is the third way.  
Question: What are its characteristics?  
Answer: On this, there are seven stanzas (eight through fourteen) that say: 
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8a  With the second way being explained, next there is the third way that consciousness  
manifests identity and purpose. It is distinguished in six parts: 

8b  Its nature is characterized by the distinction of mental and sensory objects as being 
good, bad, both good and bad, and neither good nor bad. 

9a  These six evolving manifestations of consciousness have motive forces directly  
associated with them in six categories of mental states. These are: 
a.    Omnipresent motive forces  
b.    Motive forces that distinguish specific objects 
c.     Virtuous mental states 
d.    Primary emotional disturbances  

9b   e.    Secondary emotional disturbances  
f.     Uncategorized motive forces  

       All of these mental states are directly associated with three kinds of emotional  
feelings: 
1.    The feelings of pleasure found in contentment, 
2.    Feelings of pain found in suffering and 
3.    Feelings that are without either pleasure or pain. 

10a a.   First, there are the omnipresent motive forces, those found in all projections of  
      consciousness: 

1.   Contact, 
2.   Attention, 
3.   Emotional feeling, 
4.   Mental association and 
5.   Deliberate motive of intent.  

b.   Next there are the motive forces that distinguish specific objects: 
1.   Aspiration, 

10b        2.   Determination, 
3.   Remembrance, 
4.   Mental resolve and 
5.   Discernment of purpose. 

       These motive forces connect to the various different objects that are before them. 
11a  c.  Virtuous mental states include: 

1.   Faith in a transcendent moral purpose to life 
2.   Shame 
3.   Humility 
4.   Absence of the greed found in cravings and appetites 
5.   Absence of the hatred found in aversion and disgust 
6.   Absence of the delusion found in the stupidity of selfish indifference  
7.    Diligence of effort 

11b       8.   The confidence arising from a higher sense of purpose 
9.    Vigilence 
10.  Non-violence, as well as 
11.  Impartiality of mind. 

12a  d.  Primary emotional disturbances include: 
1.    The greed found in cravings and appetites, 
2.    The hatred found in aversions and disgust, 
3.    The delusion found in the stupidity of selfish indifference, 
4.    Pride, 
5.    Doubt and 
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6.    Flawed beliefs. 
12b  e.  Secondary emotional distubances include: 

1.    Anger, 
2.    Resentment, 
3.    Concealment, 
4.    Hostility, 
5.    Jealousy, 
6.    Stinginess, 

13a       7.     Deceit, 
8.    Dishonesty, 
9.    Cruelty and 
10.   Arrogance; 
They also include  
11.   Lack of shame and 
12.   Lack of humility; 

13b       There are also:  
13.   The restlessness of worry, together with 
14.   Apathy, 
15.   Lack of faith in a transcendent moral purpose, 
16.   Negligence, 

14a       17.    The idleness found on lack of self-restraint, 
18.   Forgetfulness, 
19.   Distraction and  
20.   Lack of self-awareness. 

14b  f.  The uncategorized motive forces include: 
1.    Regret and 
2.    Fatigue, as well as 
3.    Seeking and 
4.    Discovery 
These two (pairs) are each two-fold. 

 
d.    On the differences between the five sensory kinds of consciousness and  

The mind that distinguishes imagined objects: 
Question: Having described the mental states directly associated with the first six  

evolving projections of consciousness, how can one recognize their different stages of 
manifestation?   

Answer: On this, the fifteenth and sixteenths stanzas of verse say: 
 

15a With dependence on primordial consciousness, the five sensory kinds of  
consciousness arise and are manifested, adapting to the conditions at hand. 

15b Sometimes they rise up and sometimes they do not, just as the appearance of waves  
depends on the conditions of the water. 

16a The mind that distinguishes imagined objects is without rest, ever arising and  
manifesting through the making of mental associations, except in five special cases  
when it is either transcended or suspended. These five cases include: 
1.    The trance states of sentient existence (in its sphere of desire) that transcend  

mental associations, 
16b 2.   Penetrations of meditative resolve on the objective reality of sentient existence  

       (in its sphere of form) that transcend mental associations, 
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3.   Completely transcendent penetration of meditative resolve (in its sphere of  
existential principles that is beyond form), 

4.   Dreamless sleep as well as 
5.   Unconscious states. 

 
e.   On the characteristics found in the virtual nature of consciousness 

The stanzas above have already elaborated on the various distinctions found in the three 
ways that consciousness manifests the characteristics of identity and purpose and the  
dualities that are derived from them, which are those of: 

*    The imaginer &  
*    That which is imagined. 

Question: How should we understand that: 
*    They are just symbolic expressions, 
*    Their manifestations are dependent on consciousness, 
*    They do not really exist apart from it, and that 
*    Therefore they all only exist as the virtual characteristics of consciousness? 

Answer: On this, the seventeenth stanza says: 
 

17a The evolving permutations of these different projections of consciousness are  
manifested as the duality of speculation and that which is speculated.  

17b Because of this, all the instances of identity and purpose do not really exist in and  
of themselves. Rather, they only exist as the virtual characteristics of consciousness. 

 
f.    On conditions of consciousness and their cause & effect: 

Question: If there is only the virtual nature of consciousness and external conditions do not 
really exist apart from it, from where do the various speculations that are distinguished 
arise?  

Answer: On this, the eighteenth stanza of verse says: 
 

18a Because of all the seeds in the subconscious store of memory, there are the various  
different permutations of consciousness that are manifested. 

18b Through the power of their mutual interaction, there are the various speculations  
about distinctions that arise. 

 
g.    On the habitual forces in this stream of consciousness: 

Question: If an inner consciousness exists but external conditions do not, why do sentient 
beings continue to experience the stream of life and death?  

Answer: On this, the nineteenth stanza of verse says: 
 

19a Because the habitual forces from actions with consequences combine with the  
       habitual forces from attachments to the dualities between the beholder and that  

beheld, 
19b As earlier consequences come to an end, others ripen and rise anew in the conscious 

mind. 
 
h.    On the three-fold existential nature of consciousness: 

Question: If there is only the virtual nature of consciousness, why did The Blessed One say in 
various scriptures that there is a three-fold existential nature?  

Answer: One should understand that this three-fold existential nature is also inseparable 
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from consciousness.  
Question: How can this be so?  
Answer: On this, there are three stanzas of verse (twenty through twenty-two) that say: 
 
20a By speculating this way or that, there are the various different things that are  

imagined.  
20b In clinging to entirely imagined speculations, there is the existential nature of  

attachment to that which is not real. 
21a With there being the existential nature that is dependent on the arising of an other, 

there are speculations about distinctions in the conditions of consciousness that arise.  
21b The essential difference between perfectly comprehending the transcendental nature 

of reality and this dependence on the arising of an other is that the nature of the  
former is always completely free from clinging to any speculations about its  
distinctions. 

22a Therefore the existential nature of perfectly comprehending the transcendental  
nature of reality is neither the same as nor separable from depending on the arising 
of an other. 

22b Just like impermanence and the other characteristics that are found in the  
transcendental nature of life’s purpose such as selflessness, suffering and emptiness, 
it is said that one does not see any one of them without seeing them all. 

 
i.     On the absence of this three-fold existential nature 

Question: If there is this three-fold existential nature, why did The Blessed One teach that all 
things are without an existential nature (so endowed with the nature of emptiness)?  

Answer: On this, there are two stanzas (twenty-three through twenty-four) that say: 
 

23a Based on this three-fold existential nature of conciousness, there is the three-fold  
 absence of it in identity and purpose. 

23b Because of this, the Buddha taught with secret intent about the absence of an  
 existential nature in all things (the nature of emptiness). 

24a  1.  In the first, clinging to entirely imagined speculations, there is the absence of  
       any real existential nature in identity and purpose by dint of this very defining  
       characteristic. 
  2.  In the next, depending on the arising of an other, there is the absence of any real  

existential nature in identity and purpose because they do not exist on their own. 
24b  3.  Finally, in perfect comprehending the transcendental nature of reality, there is  

       the absence of any real existential nature in identity and purpose because it is  
       completely free from the first, the nature of attachment to entirely imagined  
       speculations.   

 
B.   On there only being the virtual nature of consciousness 
 

25a With there being the ultimate meaning of all things, there is also the suchness of  
 the transcendental nature.  

25b With it being so at all times, there is the ultimate reality of this transcendental  
 nature, that there is only the virtual nature of consciousness.  

 
C.   On putting this realization that there is only the virtual nature of consciousness into 

practice: The five stages of the noble path 
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The last five stanzas of verse are on the stages of putting this realization that there is only 
the virtual nature of consciousness into practice. 
Question: The characteristics and the nature found in there only being the virtual nature of 

consciousness have been explained. Who awakens and enters into it, and how many 
stages are involved in realizing it?  

Answer: This is a reference to being endowed with the two-fold lineage of the greater  
vehicle of collective spiritual awakening: 
1.   Its original seed nature that is natural: This is reference to dependence on the primordial 

consciousness that has existed from the very beginning of time. This is the cause of  
unafflicted purpose by nature. 

2.   Its seed nature that is learned and acquired: This is reference to hearing of, deliberating 
on and cultivating the greater purpose of life that flows from the spiritual realm,  
the sphere of life’s transcendental purpose. Having heard of it, deliberated on it and 
cultivated it, it perfumes the mind and so is learned and acquired by nurture. 

       Upon being endowed with these two seed natures, one is able to awaken to and enter 
into realization that there is only the virtual nature of consciousness. 

Question: What are its five stages? 
Answer: They are: 

1.    The stage of moral provisioning  
2.    The stage of preparation through intensified motivation  
3.    The stage of unimpeded penetration  
4.    The stage of transcendental cultivation  
5.    The stage of ultimate realization  

 
1.    The stage of moral provisioning: 

The first stage of moral provisioning is the incremental cultivation of emancipation found  
on the greater track of collective spiritual awakening. It depends on a capacity for deep faith 
and understanding of the characteristics found in there only being the virtual nature of  
consciousness.  
Question: What are its characteristics? 
Answer: On this, the twenty-sixth stanza of verse says: 

 
26a    Until there is consciousness that has been restored as transcendental knowledge,  

                When seeking to abide in realization that there is there only its virtual nature, 
26b   The latent seeds of duality between that beheld and the beholder 
         Still can not be suppressed or eliminated. 

 
2.    The stage of preparation through intensified motivation: 

The second stage of preparation through intensified motivation is the incremental  
cultivation of penetration found on the greater track of collective spiritual awakening.  
In this stage there is the capacity to gradually suppress and eliminate attachments to the  
dualities of subject and object, the beholder and that beheld.  
Question: What are its characteristics? 
Answer: On this, the twenty-seventh stanza of verse says: 

 
27a     If anything at all is established before one 
           That is said to be realization that there is only the virtual nature of consciousness, 
27b     By dint of attaining and possessing it 
           There is no abiding in its transcendental principle. 
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3.    The stage of unimpeded penetration: 

The third stage of unimpeded penetration is the practice of bodhisattvas who abide  
in a transcendental vision of the noble path. In this stage there is a penetration of the  
transcendental nature of life’s purpose. 
Question: What are its characteristics? 
Answer: On this, the twenty-eighth stanza of verse says: 

 
28a     When there are objects present before one 
            Transcendental knowledge does not try to hold onto any of them. 
28b     Then there is abiding in realization that there is only the virtual nature of  
               consciousness 

            Because there is freedom from the duality of the beholder and that beheld. 
 
4.    The stage of transcendental cultivation: 

The fourth stage of transcendental cultivation is the practice of the bodhisattvas who abide 
in cultivation of the noble path. In this stage of training, there is a continual cultivation that 
is in accordance with the principles found in the transcendental vision of life’s greater  
purpose. 
Question: What are its characteristics? 
Answer: On this, the twenty-ninth stanza of verse says: 

 
29a   Unattainable and inconceivable, 
         There is the transcendental knowledge that is beyond this world. 
29b   Through eliminating the two obstacles of emotional disturbance and cognitive  

          dissonance as well as their unrefined natures, 
         There is the means to restore the spiritual foundation of consciousness. 
 

5.    The stage of ultimate realization: 
The fifth stage of ultimate realization is abiding in the supreme universal awakening to  
the transcendental nature of life’s greater purpose. With the freedom from obstacles being 
perfectly clear and pure, there is the ability to spiritually transform all kinds of sentient  
beings forever into the future. 
Question: What are its characteristics? 
Answer: On this, the thirtieth and final stanza of verse says: 

 
30a     With this, there is the sphere beyond affliction. 
           In being inconceivable, virtuous, ever-lasting and endowed with the bliss of  
               contentment, 

30b     There is the emancipation of the spiritual life 
           And its transcendental purpose as declared by the great sage, the Buddha  
         Śākyamuni. 
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