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Working with Negativity 

WE A L L  EXPERIENCE negativity-the basic aggres
sion of wanting things to be different than they are. We 
cling, we defend, we attack, and throughout there is a 
sense of one's own wretchedness, and so we blame the 
world for our pain. This is negativity. We experience it 
as terribly unpleasant, foul-smelling, something we want 
to get rid of. But if we look into it more deeply, it has a 
very juicy smell and is very alive. Negativity is not bad 
per se, but something living and precise, connected with 
reality. 

Negativity breeds tension, friction, gossip, discontent
ment, but it is also very accurate, deliberate and pro
found. Unfortunately, the heavy-handed interpretations 
and judgments we lay on these experiences obscure this 
fact. These interpretations and judgments are negative 
negativity, watching ourselves being negative and then 
deciding that the negativity is justified in being there. 
The negativity seems good-natured, with all sorts of good 
qualities in it, so we pat its back, guard it and justify it. 
Or if we are blamed or attacked by others, we interpret 
their negativity as being good for us. In either case the 
watcher, by commenting, interpreting and judging, is 
camouflaging and hardening the basic negativity. 

Negative negativity refers to the philosophies and ra
tionales we use to justify avoiding our own pain. We 
would like to pretend that these "evil" and "foul-
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smelling" aspects of ourselves and our world are not 
really there. or that they should not be there. or even 
that they should be there. So negative negativity is usu
ally self-justifying. self-contained. It allows nothing to 
pierce its protective shell-a self-righteous way of trying 
to pretend that things are what we would like them to be 
instead of what they are. 

This secondary. commenting kind of intelligence of 
double negativity is very cautious and cowardly as well 
as frivolous and emotional. It inhibits identification with 
the energy and intelligence of basic negativity. So let's 
forget about justifying ourselves. trying to prove to our
selves how good we are. 

The basic honesty and simplicity of negativity can be 
creative in community as well as in personal relation
ships. Basic negativity is very revealing. sharp and accu
rate. If we leave it as basic negativity rather than over
laying it with conceptualizations. then we see the nature 
of its intelligence. Negativity breeds a great deal of en
ergy. which clearly seen becomes intelligence. When we 
leave the energies as they are with their natural quali
ties. they are living rather than conceptualized. They 
strengthen our everyday lives. 

The conceptualized negativity. the negative nega
tivity. must be cut through. It deserves to be murdered 
on the spot with the sharp blow of basic intelligence
prajnaparamita. That is what prajna is for: to cut 
through intelligence when it changes into intellectual 
speculation or is based upon a belief of some kind. Be
liefs are reinforced endlessly by other beliefs and dogmas. 
theological or moral or practical or business-like. That 
kind of intelligence should be killed on the spot. "un
compassionately." This is when compassion should not 
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be idiot compassion. This intellectual energy should be 
shot, killed, squashed, razed to dust on the spot with one 
blow. That one blow of basic intelligence is direct com· 
passion. The way to do this does not evolve out of in· 
tellectualizing or trying to find a way to justify yourself; 
but it just comes as the conclusion of basic intell igence 
and from a feeling of the texture of the situation. 

For instance, if you walk on the snow or ice, you feel 
the texture of it the minute you put your foot down. 
You feel whether or not your shoe is going to grip. It is 
the feeling of texture, the richness of texture that we 
are talking about. If it is negative negativity, then there 
will be certain ways to squash or murder it. Somehow 
the energy to do this comes from the basic negativity 
itself, rather than from some special technique or ability 
for assassination. There is a time to be philosophical and 
a time to be soft. There is also a time to be "uncompas· 
sionate" and ruthless in dealing with these frivolous 
situations. 

Frivolousness refers to the extra and unnecessary men· 
tal and physical acts with which we keep ourselves busy in 
order not to see what actually is happening in a situation. 
Whenever there is a frivolous emotional situation and 
concept growing out of it, then this ground should be 
completely extinguished with a direct blow-that is, by 
seeing directly what is not right and wholesome. This 
is what is called the Sword of Manjushri, which cuts 
the root of dualistic conceptualization with one blow. 
Here a person should really be "uncompassionate" and 
illogical. The real objective is just to squash the frivo
lousness. the unwillingness to see things as they actually 
are, which appears rational. Frivolousness does not really 
get a chance to feel the whole ground. It is preoccupied 
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with reacting to your projections as they bounce back at 
you. True spontaneity feels the texture of the situation 
because it is less involved with self-consciousness, the 
attempt to secure oneself in a given situation. 

It is obvious that, when you are really squashing 
frivolousness, you should feel pain, because there is a 
certain attraction toward the occupation of being frivo
lous. By squashing it you are completely taking away 
the occupation. You begin to feel that you have nothing 
to hold on to any more, which is rather frightening as 
well as painful. What do you do then, after you have 
extinguished everything? Then you must not live on 
your heroism, on having achieved something, but just 
dance with the continuing process of energy that has 
been liberated by this destruction. 

The tantric tradition of Buddhism describes four ac· 
tions or karma-yogas. The first is the action of "pacify
ing" a situation if it is not right. Pacifying is trying to 
feel the ground very softly. You feel the situation further 
and further, not just pacifying superficially, but express
ing the whole, feeling it altogether. Then you expand 
your luscious, dignified and rich quality throughout. 
This is "enriching," the second karma. If that does not 
work, then "magnetizing" is the third karma. You bring 
the elements of the situation together. Having felt them 
out by pacifying and enriching them, you bring them 
together. If that is unsuccessful ,  then there is the action 
of "destroying" or extinguishing, the fourth karma. 

These four karmas are very pertinent to the process 
of dealing with negativity and so-called problems. First 
pacify, then enrich, then magnetize, and if that does 
not work, finally extinguish, destroy altogether. This 
last is necessary only when the negative negativity uses 
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a strong pseudo-logic or a pseudo-philosophical attitude 
or conceptualization. It is necessary when there is a no
tion of some kind which brings a whole succession of 
other notions, like the layers of an onion, or when one 
is using logic and ways of justifying oneself so that situa
tions become very heavy and very solid. We know this 
heaviness is taking place, but simultaneously we play 
tricks on ourselves, feeling that we enjoy the heaviness 
of this logic, feeling that we need to have some occupa
tion. When we begin to play this kind of game, there 
is no room. Outl It is said in the tantric tradition that, 
if you do not destroy when necessary, you are breaking 
the vow of compassion which actually commits you to 
destroying frivolousness. Therefore, keeping to the path 
does not necessarily mean only trying to be good and not 
offending anyone; it does not mean that, if someone ob
structs our path, we should try to be polite to them and 
say "please" and "thank you." That does not work, that 
is not the point. If anyone gets abruptly in our path, we 
just push them out because their intrusion was frivo
lous. The path of dharma is not a good, sane, passive 
and "compassionate" path at all. It is a path on which 
no one should walk blindly. If they do-Out I They 
should be awakened by being excluded. 

At the very advanced levels of practice we can go 
through the negative negativity and tum it into the 
original negativity so that we have a very powerful nega
tive force that is pure and unself-conscious. That is, once 
having squashed this negative negativity altogether, hav
ing gone through the operation without anaesthesia, 
then we re-invite the negativity for the sake of energy. 
But this could be tricky. 

If the pure energy of negativity is involved with any 
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form of ground, then it is always regarded as the prop
erty of the secondary, logical energy of negative nega
tivity_ This is because of our fascination to relive the 
basic negativity, to recreate the comfort and occupation 
of basic negativity. So there should not be any reliving 
of the occupation at all. Occupations should be com
pletely cleared away. Then the energy which destroys 
the reliving of occupation turns out to be logical energy 
transmuted into crazy wisdom-conceptual ideas, let 
loose. That is to say, there are no more conceptual ideas, 
but only energy run wild. Originally there were con
ceptual ideas and then they were cut through altogether, 
so that you no longer regarded light and dark as light 
and dark; it becomes the non-dualistic state. 

Then negativity simply becomes food, pure strength. 
You no longer relate to negativity as being good or bad, 
but you continually use the energy which comes out of 
it as a source of life so that you are never really defeated 
in a situation. Crazy wisdom cannot be defeated. If some
one attacks or if someone praises, crazy wisdom will feed 
on either equally. As far as crazy wisdom is concerned, 
both praise and blame are the same thing because there 
is always some energy occurring . . .  a really terrifying 
thought. 

Crazy wisdom could become satanic but somehow it 
doesn't. Those who fear crazy wisdom destroy them
selves. The negative destruction they throw at it bounces 
back at them, for crazy wisdom has no notion of good 
or bad or destruction or creation at all. Crazy wisdom 
cannot exist without communication, without a situa
tion with which to work: whatever needs to be destroyed, 
it destroys; whatever needs to be cared for, it cares for. 
Hostility destroys itself and openness also opens itself. It 
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depends on the situation. Some people may learn from 
destruction and some people may learn from creation. 
That is what the wrathful and peaceful deities. the 
mahakalas and the buddhas. symbolize. 

The four arms of the mahakala (in the thangka which 
accompanies this chapter) represent the four karmas. 
The whole structure of the image is based on energy and 
complete compassion devoid of idiot compassion. In this 
particular thangka. the left arm represents pacifying. It 
holds a skull cup of amrita, the intoxicating nectar of 
the gods which is a means of pacification. Another arm 
holds a hooked knife which symbolizes enriching. ex· 
tending your influence over others. feeling the texture 
of the ground and the richness. The hooked knife is also 
regarded as the sceptre of the gods. The third arm. on 
the right. holds a sword which is the tool for gathering 
energies together. The sword need not strike. but just 
through its being waved around energies come together. 
The fourth arm holds the three-pronged spear which 
symbolizes destruction. You do not have to destroy three 
times. but with one thrust of this spear you make three 
wounds. the ultimate destruction of ignorance. passion 
and aggression simultaneously. 

The mahakala sits on the corpses of demons. which 
represents the paralysis of ego. This is very interesting 
and relates to what we have already discussed. You must 
not make an impulsive move into any situation. Let the 
situation come. then look at it. chew it properly. digest 
it. sit on it. The sudden move is unhealthy. impulsive 
and frivolous rather than spontaneous. 

Spontaneity sees situations as tlTey are. You see. there 
is a difference between spontaneity and frivolousness. a 
very thin line dividing them. Whenever there is an im-
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pulse to do something, you should not just do it; you 
should work with the impulse. If you are working with 
it, then you will not act frivolously; you want really to 
see it and taste it properly, devoid of frivolousness. Frivo· 
lousness means reacting according to reflex. You throw 
something and when it bounces back you react. Spon
taneity is when you throw something and watch it and 
work with the energy when it bounces back at you. 
Frivolousness involves too much anxiety. Once you are 
emotionally worked up, then too much anxiety is put 
into your action. But when you are spontaneous, there 
is less anxiety and you just deal with situations as they 
are. You do not simply react, but you work with the 
quality and structure of the reaction. You feel the tex
ture of the situation rather than just acting impulsively. 

The mahakala is surrounded by ftames representing 
the tremendous unceasing energy of anger without 
hatred, the energy of compassion. The skull crown sym
bolizes the negativities or emotions which are not de
stroyed or abandoned or condemned for being "bad." 
Rather they are used by the mahakala for his ornaments 
and crown. 




