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  Tibetan Monastic Universities are fascinating in the way that they transmit a specific 
body of knowledge. But the domain of knowledge comprising this system is not just education 
and learning. More specifically, it involves freeing oneself from suffering, ignorance, and 
emotional dissonance with an ultimate goal of self-transformation. As soon as an individual 
enters the monastic education system, instructors inform them of the process of re-training their 
minds in order to heal their suffering; and this is not done simply through the recognition of 
suffering itself, but through the ability to recognize the causes of their suffering as well. This is a 
key concept within these institutions. The causes of one’s suffering are identified as two things, 
ignorance and hidden emotions, as well as actions and deeds produced by those emotions. In 
order to gain freedom, one must understand these emotions and ultimately overcome them. This 
paper will explore the Tibetan Monastic education system, specifically in contrast to a western 
education system. It is through cross-cultural analyses that we can gain a clearer understanding 
of the world in which we live as well as a heightened ability to appreciate the various cultures 
and bodies of knowledge that are different from our own.  
 

To further our understanding of the Tibetan Monastic education system, we must look 
at a key construct within it – that of emptiness, the ultimate reality of “object of negation” in 
Tibetan debate and scholarship. This concept of “object of negation” “refers to the way you 
experience the self: as though it exists from its own side, without depending on the mind and 
body” (Jampa, 2013). But this version of “a self” is nonexistent and is a fundamental truth that 
undergirds the Buddhist concept of emptiness. A belief in intrinsic existence is merely an 
illusion. This is because all things in Buddhism are impermanent, meaning nothing has an 
essence, permanent self, or eternal soul. Since all is impermanent, suffering then stems from 
believing in permanence. So, to eliminate suffering, one must see past the illusion of 
permanence. All of these are fundamental and inflexible truths within the monastic education 
system. It is crucial that an individual undergoing this system of knowledge believes 
wholeheartedly in the truths that embody it. If one’s mind deviates from a truth it can never 
reach its potential as a monk or in future enlightenment.  
 

All of these interrelated concepts within this system of Buddhist pedagogy are 
constructed around the principle of what it is to be human and the nature of existence and not 
merely about how you teach others. The principles concerning this system’s curriculum differ 
from those of a western curriculum, which focuses on disciplines. In Tibetan monastic 
education, they base their learning off of four Indian Buddhist tenet systems, Vaibhashika, 
Sautrantika, Chittamatra and Madhyamaka and five main subjects, Prajnaparamita, 
Madhyamaka, Pramana, Abhidharma and Vinaya (Rinpoche, 2003). While the concept of self-
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transformation was discussed above, it truly is the motivation and intention behind this system 
of knowledge. Resistance is suffering in nature and it is in our nature to seek happiness and be 
free from suffering. But if that is what’s desired, the ways in which to achieve and free oneself 
from that suffering must be uncovered. Buddhists do not physically clear suffering with their 
hands; they free people by showing them the true reality; by showing them the truths that 
underpin this system of education. They free themselves through their minds and then with their 
deeds. But even so, you cannot achieve true freedom simply by being shown the path, you must 
walk the path yourself if you ever wish to truly be free from suffering.  
 

This motivation lies behind some pre given truths, which are classified into two 
categories: manifest objects and hidden objects. The former is those that our senses can 
perceive; those we can physically see and measure. The latter are those not directly accessible 
to our senses; the only way we can understand these objects is through the concept of reasoning. 
Hidden objects can only be accessed through reason, and the two types of hidden objects are 
those that are slightly hidden (ones we can reason out and understand, like emptiness) or deeply 
hidden (ones that cannot be accessed through senses or reasoning). The only way to know about 
deeply hidden objects is through an authority, for example the workings of Karma are only 
known through a Buddha’s perception. The concept of Karma is extremely important within 
this domain of knowledge and is a significant intention of going through Tibetan monastic 
education. Karma is the idea that through deeds and actions, whether that’s physical or mental, 
you deposit seeds in your mental stream that you then carry along as you progress through life 
and into future lives. Then at some point when the conditions are right, the seeds “ripen,” 
producing either joy or suffering depending on your karmic deposits throughout life. If you 
have “good” karmic deposits, you will experience immense amounts of joy, but if you have 
“bad” karmic deposits, you will inevitably experience a great deal of suffering. These subtle 
workings of Karma are said to be deeply hidden phenomena, there is no way to reason them out 
except through Buddhist authority. Since there are two types of objects there are also two 
corresponding types of knowledge or cognition. Perception and senses are used to identify 
manifest objects while reasoning is used to conceptualize hidden objects. This is why the monks 
are trained in logic and debate plus meditation.  
 

These pre-given truths tie into many of the practices associated with Tibetan monastic 
education. One practice is memorization. This process is aural, meaning it does not rely on 
visual mnemonic devices, but rather vocalization of the texts. Memorizing a large number of 
rituals is the first task given to young monks as they begin their careers. This disciplinary 
practice is one that truly characterizes Tibetan monasticism as it allows the monks to integrate 
into their new community and be able to participate in the monastery’s collective rituals. “This 
educational process reflects the belief that knowledge needs to be immediately accessible rather 
than merely available” (Dreyfus, 2001). The goal is for knowledge to get under the skin. It 
becomes embodied instead of merely superficial information – it becomes a crucial component 
of the monastic’s self- transformation. This differs from the western education system in that we 
typically do not commit things to our long-term memory. We are able to memorize information 
for a certain exam but usually, once the exam is over, that information is no longer self-
accessible. We must go through other forms, whether that’s a textbook, our notebooks, or online 
websites in order to re-access the information that contrastingly, monks would have committed 
to memory. This is not to say that no students in the United States commit information to 
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memory, but it is a key facet of the monastic education whereas it isn’t as characteristic of a 
western education. As monks practice memorization, they simultaneously discover the deeper 
meaning behind their texts and their conveyed knowledge becomes valuable and functional. 
Memorization becomes “a particularly intimate appropriation of a text” (Dreyfus, 2001), and 
another monastic practice – debate – is reliant upon the individual’s ability to apply knowledge, 
interpret phenomena, and pull quotations in order to supplement an argument, making it more 
effective and powerful.  
 

This practice of debate is central to Tibetan monasticism. The role of memorization is 
immensely important, as it is the acquisition and integration of information to then access 
appropriately during debate. Monastic debate involves two opposing parties, a defender 
(damchawa) and a questioner or challenger (riklampa). The defender has a few 
responsibilities. They must first pose a true thesis and then be able to defend it against the 
multiple questions put forth by the challenger. There are a few main elements of debate, 
which include three allowable answers for the defender to give in response to their 
challenger. Those answers are, “I accept,” “The reason is not established,” or “There is no 
pervasion” (Dreyfus, 2001). Additionally, there is an element of speed in how quickly the 
defender answers the posed question. If there is ever a delay in the defender’s answer, the 
questioner will utilize a tactic of rhythmic triple handclaps interspersed with the words “chir, 
chir, chir” (meaning “why”).  

 
This striking level of physicality is often a characteristic of Tibetan debates. 

Moreover, teasing and competition are also fundamental components and are especially 
prominent during a formal debate in which the entire group focuses on a single debate taking 
place. During such an event, one or two defenders can be questioned by anyone who is 
present, revealing a defender’s true ability as it is tested to its limit. However, even with these 
concepts of physicality and competition the ultimate goal in Tibetan debate is to understand. 
An individual participating in debate would be happy to find out that their thinking is limited 
or incorrect so that they can further their learning and understanding – this is a very telling 
difference between Tibetan and western education, where in the latter the goal is to “win” 
and “be right.” Western education is characteristically more competitive in nature. We seek 
competition and challenge in order to “defeat” an opponent or get a better grade than a 
classmate. Tibetan debate is used to develop deeper understandings and each student truly 
looks for their next greatest challenger because by being challenged they can recognize where 
their ignorance is and meditate on it in order to rid themselves of suffering.  

 
Meditation is the third central practice in Tibetan monastic education. It is analytical 

meditation, which means that every individual first memorizes the information, debates the 
information, and then meditates on it. However, this skill of memorization cannot work 
alone – started to study the great texts. His teachers would ask if he had any questions and 
considering the difficulty of the texts he often sought clarification. However, those 
immediate questions that consumed Dreyfus’ mind were not the same questions the 
teachers wanted to hear. It is the instructor’s responsibility to determine whether his 
students have the ability to go beyond what the text superficially states and question the 
complex concepts that the text presents instead of simply accepting them as “self-evident.”  
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Dreyfus’ text explores the contrasting views of the roles involved in debate depending 

on the instructor. One of his teachers, Geshe Rab-ten believed that his students were to “adopt 
his interpretations” and any legitimate attempt to question those interpretations was viewed as 
a lack of respect. He expected to see the devotion in his students that he himself had shown 
toward his own instructors (Dreyfus, 2003). Conversely, other teachers viewed debate as a 
mode of inquiry, leaving the resolution of a difficult question up to the individual student. 
There is also the role of the students to buy into this system of self-transformation and 
dedicate the time, effort, and work required in order to succeed. Moreover, the students are 
responsible for challenging each other in order to become aware of their ignorance and gain 
clarity of the true reality. They need to constantly push each other and be confronted with 
other views in order to understand a topic differently and realize “the limitations of their own 
comprehension” (Dreyfus, 2003, 269).  
 

Within this division of labor there are many sources of knowledge in which 
information is acquired and used. There are various vows that take place in Tibetan monastic 
culture, one of which is chastity. This is a main reason for the division of labor between sexes. 
This education system is gendered in a way that is because of this vow; if there were a mix-
gendered environment it would create difficult scenarios and many challenges. Therefore, 
Tibetan monasticism is centered on males and this is a source of biological knowledge, if you 
are a male you are permitted to take part in this explicit domain of knowledge. Within this 
domain, one source of knowledge comes evidently from a ceaseless process of memorization. 
However, there are also vertical and horizontal components of transmission of information as 
well. Knowledge can travel vertically from instructor to student and horizontally from student 
to student. There is a culture of understanding surrounding the organization of this pedagogical 
environment, and that culture allows for multiple sources of knowledge, like the ones 
mentioned above, to be present and prevail.  
 

The acquisition of information within this particular domain is inevitably strenuous 
and interminable, so when looking at the foundational assumptions concerning this 
pedagogy, the question of why they go through this process often comes up. The main 
reason for this is enlightenment. Every individual that goes through Tibetan monasticism 
presumes that at some point they will reach the ultimate goal of enlightenment. But they 
don’t assume that they will reach enlightenment in this life, in fact that would be a rather 
presumptuous thing to assume. However, the concept of rebirth is another foundational 
assumption within this system, where the mind, as a non-physical entity, continues to exist 
even without the physical body. So at the time of death (which is seen in Buddhism as a 
separation of mind and body) the mind continues with its journey to enlightenment, carrying 
with it all the imprints the individual has left over the course of their physical life so that in 
the mind’s next life, it is in a better position to resume this journey. Moreover, throughout 
this paper I have discussed many key concepts, principles, and motivations that tie closely 
into this domain’s foundational assumptions. Although I don’t want to be repetitive, I will 
re-emphasize this, the Tibetan system of Pedagogy is not just about how you teach people, 
but it is grounded in the assumption of what it is to be human and the nature of existence. 
This is a system with a very clear, strict set of assumptions or rules about how to think, but 
these aren’t always the most obvious ways of how to think, which is why this system 
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requires years and years of education and practice. Students learn to literally re-train their 
perception and thought. There are also the assumptions concerning true reality, emptiness, 
certitude, doubt and ignorance that were described in detail above.  
 

Ultimately, taking each part of this domain into consideration, it can be applied and 
generalized in a more holistic way. Fundamentally, pedagogy (in Tibetan and Western societies) 
is trying to change people; it’s about transformation in a very general sense. All of the practices 
and roles come together to put this specific knowledge system into action not merely as a means 
of education, but as a way of life. Pursuing Tibetan monasticism and enlightenment is a way of 
life. They are being trained for the long road ahead of them, especially when you take into 
account their assumption of rebirth. These specific practices lead them down a road of future, 
ultimate success in the form of enlightenment. This knowledge system pervades many other 
facets of life simply because of this necessary transformation. It is a part of human nature to see 
social construction and allow your mind to buy into it. However, these men must see past those 
concepts, models, and theories that are constructed by groups of human beings that generate a 
shared experience of “reality” due to the Buddhist concept of “emptiness.” So, while Tibetan 
education is one method of learning, understanding, and transforming, it’s certainly not the only 
way. However, due to the practices, principles and assumptions of this system of knowledge, 
monks are trained to believe in this single and very specific method of education.  

 
While I admire this education system and it intrigues me completely, social 

constructions have been built into my perception simply because it’s a characteristic of human 
nature. I say human nature because nearly everyone is born with these perceptions, including 
future Tibetan monks, as they must consciously and actively re-train their mind to think 
differently. This is why it is so complicated. Ultimately, a Tibetan Monastic education 
transforms you to think in a certain way that is vastly different from how other cultures and 
societies think. Personally, I believe this is amazing, but that is because I love and appreciate 
learning about the varying ways in which people think. But for those unlike me, this can 
definitely lead to negative consequences due to differing opinions and ways of life. In the end, 
I truly believe that it is in all of our best interests to be more open-minded when it comes to 
ways and systems of knowing. I think that there are so many fascinating cultures and differing 
opinions in this world. If we genuinely took the time to try and learn, understand, and 
synthesize the ideas of different societies, we would be amazed at how much we can apply to 
our own lives, beliefs, and values as a whole.  
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