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The boundary between ‘the knower’ and ‘the

known’ as viewed from the twelve dependent

originations

Nai-Tsung Liang1 and Tzu-Ying Hu2

 1Om-Ar-Hone Buddhist Foundation, Taipei, TAIWAN
2Department of Applied Foreign Languages, Jen-Teh Junior College of

Medicine, Nursing and Management, Miao-Li, TAIWAN

The Sixth Patriarch of the Dhyana Sec, Huineng (��), taught people about the concept

of ‘subject’ (�) and ‘object’ (�) long time ago. In modern language, ‘subject’ means ‘the

knower’ or the one who knows something; and ‘object’ means ‘the known’ or the object to be

known. To realize one’s mind, it is very important to understand ‘the knower’ and ‘the known’.

People always pay too much attention to those belonging to ‘the known’ while neglect or even

forget the existence of ‘the knower’. Therefore, people suffer from reincarnation and are un-

able to be away from the suffering. Feeling pains for people’s suffering, Sakyamuni observed

the human mind when he was in deep meditation, and found the origin of people’s suffering

and the method of how to be away from the suffering. Thus he proposed the concept of the

twelve dependent originations or Dvadasanga Pratityasamutpada of Buddhism.

The twelve dependent originations constitute a cognitive structure that describes the hu-

man mind, the human body and the world. They are ignorance (Avidya), volitional activities

(Samskara), consciousness (Manas-Vijnana), name and form (Namarupa), six senses

(Shadayatana), contact (Sparsa), sensation (Vedana), desire (Trspa), grasping (Upadana), ex-

istence (Bhava), birth (Jati), and decay and death (Jaramarana). These twelve levels form a

chain of phenomenal cause and effect. The levels describing the human minds are from the

ignorance to the name and form; those describing the human bodies are from the six senses to

the grasping; and those describing the world are from the existence to the decay and death.

Behind the ignorance, there is one more level-the self-bright that is also called self-nature,

original nature, true mind, empty nature or non-characteristics.

The interaction between ‘the knower’ and ‘the known’ forms a complicated structure

that changes according to the shift of human’s attention. On the twelve dependent originations,

we can obverse this structure clearly. For instance, a man holds a pen with his attention paid

on the pen. In this case, ‘the known’ is the pen and ‘the knower’ is from the self-bright to the

grasping. The boundary of ‘the knower’ and ‘the known’ is between the grasping and the

existence. When a man closes his eyes, he can feel his body. In this case, ‘the known’ is the

body and ‘the knower’ is from the self-bright to the name and form. The boundary of ‘the

knower’ and ‘the known’ is between the name and form, and the sixes senses. Moreover,

when people pay attention to the name and form, ‘the knower’ is the consciousness, and ‘the

known’ is the name and form. The boundary of ‘the knower’ and ‘the known’ is between the

-
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consciousness and the name and form. The boundary can shift continuously to the place be-

tween the ignorance and the self-bright. In that case, we are unable to shift the boundary

anymore, because the self-bright can not be known.

Keywords: the knower; the known; the twelve dependent originations; self-bright


