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The Inner Tyrant
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An Excerpt from Ajahn Sucitto’s Dhamma Talk, “Unseating the Inner Tyrant”,
Shared with Dharma Realm Buddhist University via Zoom on April 11, 2021

Chinese Translated by Zhang Chinli and Yingyue
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Ajahn Sucitto graduated college with a degree in English and American Literature from the University of Warwick

in 1971. He went to India in 1974 on a spiritual pilgrimage, and found himself studying Buddhist meditation a year
later in Thailand in 1975. In 1976, he was ordained as a Buddhist monk. Later that year, he met Ajahn Sumedho and
studied under him for many years. He was part of the original group that founded Cittaviveka, Chithurst Buddhist
Monastery, in England led by Ajahn Sumedho. He served as the abbot there from 1992 to 2014. He currently resides

there and continues to devotes himself to cultivation and teaching,.
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Do you ever find yourself dominated by a chain of thought
that tells you that you're not good enough, that you don’t deserve
much, and that other people look down on you or tolerate you
out of politeness? Do you find yourself snagging on memories of
things you did wrong, or relationships that you didn’t get right?
Do you feel that you have to be a success in life like you think
someone else is — and are consequently critical of yourself? This
piece of psychology is called ‘the Inner Tyrant’. The good news is
that it’s not just you who has this, and that you can get free of its
grip. And the key to this is through establishing, and continually
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re-establishing, right intent.

Intent is the attitude or inclination on which we base our actions,
and in a life that is full of things to deal with, it’s easy to lose touch with
that base. Yet intent is significant; it creates a bias and affects how we
see things, and how we will act or speak. If we hold a negative intent,
we see things in a negative light; if we clear a hostile or depressed intent,
the heart feels light and clear. And our actions and speech follow in
accordance. This is the principle of cause and effect, right view, the
foundation for the Path out of suffering and stress.

So, how do we get in touch with right intent?

The simple answer is that right intent has to come from the depth
of the heart, not from its turbulent surface. Focusing within, you can
notice that wholesome inclinations lead to freedom from turbulence,
anxiety and regret. This feels good, whereas inclinations that are pushy,
embittered or deceitful don't feel good. So you can know both the
wholesome and the unwholesome, and through steering away from
the unwholesome you can come into balance. To live in this balance
entails regarding oneself and others with the same intent of kindness
and compassion: ‘to others as to myself.” This is right intent. The heart
is in its natural undivided state, and the resulting balance feels good.

So ‘intent” isn’t an idea in your head, but the inclination of your
heart. And right intent, or right motivation (samma-sankappa) has
three inclinations: kindness, compassion and renunciation. These three
work together: as you experience warm-heartedness towards yourself
and extend it to others, you feel more contented and less needy. So
right intent helps us to let go of the pull of the senses and instead focus
on conscience and fellow-feeling. Tuning into and sustaining this right
intent generates self-respect. Then, if we act in accordance with right
intent, we make good friends and cultivate a livelihood that isn’t caught
up with greed or manipulation. In such a lifestyle the heart feels stable
and comfortable.

If right intent isn't accessed, the mind gets snagged on the moods
and thoughts that pass on the surface. Then we don’t recognize the basic
goodness in ourselves and get stuck in disputes, fantasies and worries.
And if energy goes into thinking about what we are and what we should
be, between feeling inadequate and trying to prove ourselves, the mind
never consolidates and comes into its strength.

The heart is divided by doubt, and in that fluster the mind produces
narratives such as I am “not a very good person,” I am “impure,” I “can’t
concentrate,” | am “not very mindful at all, etc. So as the heart loses
balance, it divides, and the sense of self creeps in, along with judgements,
doubts and comparisons with others. This is anything but right intent!

In this respect, even good ideas can be problematic — because they take
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you up into your head and into ‘self-view’ — a notion of
what you should, could or couldn’t be.

Even inspiring teachings get twisted if we approach
them with self-view. For example, the Buddha advised the
recollection of Buddha, the Dhamma and the Sangha in
order to give rise to gladness and confidence. But, if we
recollect the Buddha, Dhamma and Sangha with self-view
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we think, ““Buddha equals somebody a lot better than
I am; Dhamma equals something I haven’t got very far
with; and Sangha equal a bunch of people who belong to
something ’'m not part of.” The idea hasn’t been translated
into a heart-sense, and instead turns into a self-view. Yet, if
I see a beautiful sunset, I don’t think, “I'm not as big and
beautiful as that!” or “I'm not part of that.” I can take it in
and appreciate it — because my heart gets the meaning of
its beauty, and receives and relaxes into that. Re-collection
is like that; it’s a means for uplifting the heart by receiving
and empathizing with qualities like understanding, joy,
freedom and integrity. Then, you partake of their beauty,
and see them in your own heart. But, when we compare
and define, “This is me. This is the other.” Then there is
self-view, and even beautiful things make one miserable.
This isolated and self-critical view speaks loudly and is
very domineering. That’s why I call it “the Inner Tyrant.”

The Inner Tyrant wants a perfect self-image. You've
probably met him or her. The Inner Tyrant is the
nagging voice that demands that you achieve impossible
standards of perfection, never offers congratulation or
appreciation, exaggerates shortcomings, indicts you with
total responsibility for events of which you may have only
had a part, and based on this, delivers indifference or
scolding. Sometimes the Tyrant keeps urging you to do
more, or try harder — advice that may have its place, but is
inappropriate when it’s applied to a divided heart. It adds
more weight to carry when carrying a self-image is already
making our lives problematic. So, by trying to make us
form a satisfactory self-image, the Inner Tyrant actually
impairs our actions.

The painful flaw of self-view is that it makes how I feel,
and what passes through awareness, into who I am. So, as
what comes up into awareness is often a mix of unresolved
memories and impressions, this habit of identification

gives rise to a hurt or flawed self who keeps rehashing old
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grudges, disappointments, and regrets in an attempt to
clear them. This self fixates on the details of “she said this
five years ago and then yesterday she did this,” or sinks
into “I'm always anxious and am never going to make
it,” again. So whenever we identify with thoughts and
emotions, we stop relating to them with the compassion
that could resolve them. Then, the Inner Tyrant takes over.
It cuts off access to the natural empathy of the heart. It
will generally urge you to feel bad about yourself, and to
give up on yourself; and when that sense of self-respect is
out of the way, then the heart is prone to addictive habits
and feeling “It’s all a waste of time anyway.”

Life is difficult enough already. We live in a realm of
separations, needs, brutalities, and the inability to hold
on to something that’s satistying. We can’t prevent pain
or sorrow coming to us; were all swimming around in
this sea of difficulty or ‘dukkha.” That being so, the most
important thing to bear in mind is to not drown in the
water; to let go of the weight of identity and learn to swim.
This is why the Buddha presented a way to release the heart
from seeking or believing in any self-image. Whether that
image is bad or good, it will lead to comparisons, conceit,
pride, despondency and a loss of right intent. And it’s only
when we can stop forming a fixed impression of ourselves,
the heart finds balance and is clear. Then, it can stop
taking on dukkha.

The Inner Tyrant however is committed to making how
I feel into who I am. Or it makes an ideal and an absolute
out of “stopping” to the extent that we assume we should
even stop feeling, to becoming “I am that which doesn’t
feel.” Then, when one does feel some happiness, the Inner
Tyrant takes over and says, “Don’t hang on to that. That’s
self. Let go of that.” So we attach to an idea of not-self and
reject the feeling. The truth about the Tyrant is that it can’t
handle feelings. It can’t relate to or be fully with what’s
going on. So it adopts ideological positions and control
strategies. It’s a judge, whose demands and verdicts come
from losing touch with the good heart. The scenarios are
exaggerated, the verdicts severe, the punishments only
make matters worse — but the Tyrant can’t operate any
other way. It’s trapped; the Inner Tyrant is a piece of stuck
psychology, a view that relates to the heart through an
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