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In reading Robert Ellis’ critique of Sangharakshita’s thought, I was reminded 
of an experience I had as a teenager. I was quite critical of my father at the time 
(being a teenager), but when one of my friends from outside the family voiced 
that same criticism, I could not help but feel indignation and an urge to defend 
my father. Something similar happened to me when I read Ellis’ book. I found 
that Ellis voiced the same questions and criticisms that I had, and yet there was 
also a sense of needing to defend ‘my Bhante’. So here it is, both my defence of 
Sangharakshita and how I agree with Ellis’ critique.  
 Robert Ellis is a former member of the Triratna Buddhist Order who 
studied philosophy. He has written quite a few books about his view on the 
middle way, and he has even founded what he calls The Middle Way Society. 
He resigned from the Order about ten years ago, but he kept in touch. This 
book was partly written as a personal evaluation of what had influenced him so 
much in his earlier years, which he felt he had to leave behind. Sangharakshita 
himself helped with the process of research by agreeing to a series of private 
conversations with Ellis.  
 Being trained as a philosopher myself, I feel quite sympathetic to the critical 
questions that Ellis is asking. Sangharakshita also must have agreed that it was 
a positive thing, otherwise he would not have accommodated the interviews in 
what turned out to be the last year of his life. Critiquing obviously has a negative 
side to it: it is by definition delimiting, pointing out what something is not. But 
it also has a positive, creative aspect. By asking questions about a matter at 
hand, a new interpretation of it can open up, bringing new aspects to light that 
would otherwise perhaps remain hidden. Even a misinterpretation can be 
positive, precisely by revealing what is missing.  
 Ellis discusses Sangharakshita’s work in six chapters. After an introduction 
(chap. 1) he discusses how Sangharakshita makes Buddhism universal (chap. 2), 
followed by how Sangharakshita innovated in presenting Buddhist practice 
(chap. 3). The fourth chapter is about the interpretation of central Buddhist 
ideas such as karma and conditionality. In the fifth chapter Ellis goes into the 
hot topic of the much-discussed controversies, and in the last chapter he 
concludes. 
The questions that Ellis is asking are many, and they are often valid and 
potentially food for deeper thought about the matter at hand. Let me take an 
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example from chapter 3c, about ethics. Ellis points out that Sangharakshita 
takes the notion of the ethical precepts and applies it to a broader context than 
is often done. Sangharakshita does this by saying that the precepts should be 
seen in the context of the whole of life, rules of training that you undertake 
voluntarily, rather than just obeying some power that requires it. In line with 
this is Sangharakshita’s use of the positive equivalents of the precepts, which 
also creates a larger context. Ellis then asks questions that should be asked in 
any treatment of ethics: how do we go from the general principles to the many 
complexities, choices and dilemmas of daily life? In this regard, he finds 
Sangharakshita wanting. And the reason for this, according to Ellis, is that 
Sangharakshita did not see the middle way properly.  
 The middle way is of course a central notion in Buddhism, but it is also a 
very elusive one. The middle way that the bhikkhus and bhikkunīs in the Pāli suttas 
are following seems quite extreme to me, in my twenty-first-century Western 
comfort zone, where trying to be vegan and turning off my computer every now 
and then feels almost too harsh. Already in Pāli Buddhism there are several 
formulations of the middle way, and then later there is the school of the 
Madhyamakas, who even named themselves after it, while their 
contemporaries, the Yogācārins, had a quite different view, and so on. And that 
is just in Buddhism. What to say of Aristotle’s doctrine of the mean? And the 
importance of it in Chinese thought? In short, the middle way seems to be like 
the word ‘new’ that you might find on the label of a rusty can in a vintage store: 
it says nothing without its context. 
 Ellis tries to systematise all these different perspectives on the middle way, 
and comes up with his own formulation, which he writes with capitals: the 
Middle Way. In his introduction he says this Middle Way is what he uses as a 
standard with which he assesses Sangharakshita’s works. He has written several 
books on it, but in this particular one there is no clear description of it, and 
readers are referred to his other books. Given that his evaluation hinges on the 
Middle Way, this is unfortunate. From the scattered characterisations, 
however, I take it to be centred around the principle that we should avoid any 
absolutes whatsoever, because we cannot have any certainty about the truth. 
From this it follows that we should hold any view in a provisional way, and try 
to reconcile the extremes of any field and integrate them, and that we should 
all do that in our own ways. In short: provisionality, integration and 
individuality (sections 2c, d and e).  
 I appreciate and admire Ellis’ systematisation of a notion with such a wide 
range of meanings and uses, and how he does this not just for academic 
purposes but to make it available as a way of practice. However, his 
interpretation of the middle way is coloured by his own point of view. He seems 
to be looking at Sangharakshita’s thought, and indeed at Buddhism, as a secular 
modernist, with all the assumptions that come with that. One of these is that 
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knowledge only comes from empirical observation and reason, thus excluding 
knowledge from authorities, tradition, scripture, intuition or otherwise. Ellis 
concedes, following Popper, that one might get an initial idea or inspiration 
from one of these other sources, but these need to be checked by scientific 
procedures. In this context the Kālāma sutta is invariably cited, in which the 
Buddha encourages his followers to use their own judgement. As MacMahan 
pointed out in his book The Making of Buddhist Modernism (64), however, the very 
fact that this sutta has become so central in our modern interpretation is already 
indicative of our modernist views. From all the available scriptures, we choose 
to focus on this one because it confirms our prejudices.  
 The biggest assumption in Ellis’ Middle Way, I would say, is that there is no 
such thing as what Sangharakshita calls the ‘transcendental’ realm. This, I 
found, is a red thread through Ellis’ book, and it is the main feature of his 
secularism. In almost every aspect of Sangharakshita’s thought, he finds some 
angles that he agrees with. But then he is invariably confronted with what 
Sangharakshita calls the ‘transcendental’, and there Ellis stops short. Now, I 
have had my own difficulties with that, so I can empathise with Ellis here. My 
first problem was that Sangharakshita uses the term ‘transcendental’ in his own 
way, which is different from its standard use in philosophical discourse. Then I 
learned that it was simply his translation of the Sanskrit lokottara: that which 
transcends the world. But then the real difficulty appears: what to make of an 
otherwordly realm, of a supermundane sphere? Here I found the academic in 
me tearing his hair out, not even wanting to make sense of that. How I changed 
my mind in this respect is not the topic here; suffice to say that over the years it 
became clear to me that Sangharakshita simply cannot be understood if one 
leaves the transcendental out of it – it would be like trying to understand water 
without its wetness. From his first writings to his last, and in just about every 
talk he gave in between, Sangharakshita had an eye on this ‘realm’. Again, one 
might agree with this or not. I fully understand if someone cannot or does not 
want to agree with it (whatever ‘it’ is). But one simply cannot properly evaluate 
Sangharakshita’s thought without it.  
 Let me return to the example I brought up previously. In section 3c, Ellis 
writes about Sangharakshita’s treatment of the ethical precepts. At the end of 
this section, Ellis notes that Sangharakshita makes a distinction between 
‘mundane’ and ‘transcendental’ ethics. Mundane morality, according to 
Sangharakshita, is marked by continuous deliberate effort, while transcendental 
morality is spontaneous and requires no effort at all. Ellis finds this distinction 
unhelpful because it is an idealisation, and also because it puts our ordinary 
experience on an inferior level. ‘It is, in short, irrelevant to the actual complexity 
and uncertainty of human life’ (93). I think Ellis has a good point here, namely 
the danger of bypassing ordinary experience while looking at an ideal. This is 
almost an invitation for neglect, and taken to its extreme, it might even lead to 
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cruelty. But I also think he is missing something. What he is missing is the 
experience of infinitude that one might have at special moments, of something 
that surpasses everything. This can happen maybe in meditation, in an 
encounter with another person, experiencing art or another way. One might 
feel that these moments set another standard and that one should listen to them, 
and indeed that all one wants is to do exactly what they tell you to do, hence 
the effortlessness. My sense is that Sangharakshita had a special talent for these 
moments, and that he tried to put what he experienced in them into the 
language of words and concepts. Now he might or might not have been 
successful in this, and also it must be conceded that there are all kinds of 
drawbacks and even dangers involved. The biggest danger, I would say, is to 
reify these experiences of infinitude, or eternity if one likes, and to posit an 
otherworldly realm that is the ‘true reality’. My sense is that Sangharakshita 
was very aware of this danger, and yet he sometimes seems to slip in that 
direction when he talks about ‘the Transcendental’, ‘the Absolute’ and similar 
terms, written with Capital Letters. These are things that should be looked at, 
and discussed. But one should not throw away the baby with the bathwater by 
simply explaining it away.   
 So to round off, I think Ellis has shown two things. The first is that there are 
many questions that can and should be asked of Sangharakshita’s work. I agree 
with Ellis that in the Triratna Order and movement, this still feels a bit 
awkward. Very often the atmosphere encourages either agreeing or disagreeing 
with him, and there seems to be little space for just openly discussing him, as 
one would with another thinker. Ellis’ book could well serve as a starting point 
for some of these practical and analytical questions. The second thing he has 
shown negatively by missing it: the idea of the transcendental (preferably not 
capitalised). Ellis shows how not to look at Sangharaksita’s thought, namely as a 
logical system of propositions and practices that one can analyse based on its 
internal consistencies. The idea of the transcendental, whatever it is, is what I 
would call the gift of Sangharakshita, and is to Sangharakshita’s work what the 
cathedral is to the city of Chartres. Without it, Chartres is just another French 
city, and Sangharakshita’s work just another row of books or a set of digital files. 
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