The Buddha’s Red Pill:
Finding True Freedom Within Your Own Mind
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An Excerpt from a Talk by Professor Douglas Powers in the DRBU Online Lecture Series on February 3, 2022
Chinese Translated by Cliff Wang
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Editor’s Note: This talk is the first part of a class that Doug Powers taught, where he gave a Buddhist
commentary on several clips from the movie The Matrix. In the first clip that was shown, Morpheus tells the
protagonist Neo about the Matrix. He then offers him the chance to see it for himself or to forget about the

disconcerting truth that our life is not what it seems, by taking a red or a blue pill respectively. .
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Morpheus says:

What you know you can’t explain. But you feel it. You've
felt it your entire life. That there’s something wrong with
the world. You don’t know what it is but it’s there, like a
splinter in your mind driving you mad. It is this feeling
that has brought you to me. Do you know what I'm talking
about?

Neo: The Matrix?

Morpheus: Do you want to know what it is? The Matrix is
everywhere. It is all around us, even now in this very room.
You can see it when you look out your window or when
you turn on your television. You can feel it when you go to
work, when you go to church, when you pay your taxes. It is
the world that has been pulled over your eyes to blind you
from the truth.

Neo: What truth?

Morpheus says:

That you are a slave, Neo. Like everyone else you were
born into bondage, born into a prison that you cannot smell
or taste or touch. A prison for your mind...

Unfortunately, no one can be told what the Matrix is.
You have to see it for yourself. This is your last chance.
After this there is no turning back. You take the blue
pill, the story ends, you wake up in your bed and believe
whatever you want to believe. You take the red pill, you
stay in Wonderland, and I show you how deep the rabbit
hole goes... Remember, all I'm offering is the truth, nothing

more...

Douglas Powers [Joking:] Believe it or not, Morpheus
is actually one of the recruiters for the programs at our
Buddhist University. I am really glad you all just had
the chance to see him in action. This is exactly how we
recruit students. We ask them to take the “red pill” and
they can decide for themselves, one way or the other.

Anyhow, this clip is great because it introduces a
foundational view in Buddhism. What is here called
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“the matrix” is “the conditioned world” that Buddhism talks

about. We live in a conditioned world that isn’t exactly what
we think it is; we never experience it directly. Instead, we
experience it through our imagination of it.

Now the fortunate thing is that whereas the movie puts
causality outside of the person, in Buddhism there is a way
to become free from the inside. If you buy into the dynamic
of the conditioned world, you're a slave, you're in the grip
of karmic habits. As long as you are caught up in that
habituation, there is no way out, there is no freedom. So, you
have to find your way out through meditation so that you can
come to a realization and see through the conditioned world.
Other than in the movie, where there is a lot of emphasis
on the matrix being outside of you and having control over
you, Buddhism teaches that this distorted reality which you
find yourself in is actually your own creation. You create it
by distorting your experience and then becoming attached
to the emotions and thoughts that come about due to this
distorted experience. Since you constructed it, you can find
your way out.

Of course, where Buddhism agrees is with this sense that
things are not quite right. You've probably felt this yourself,
There is something I'm missing.

In the face of this feeling, most people start looking for
an ideology, an answer, a deity or something. The Buddha
pointed out that the only answer that you can find to this
sense of lacking is in your own awareness— deep within your
own awareness. If you go deeply into your own awareness,
there is a freedom that you can open up there that allows you
to see what is really going on, both in the process of your own
experience and in this conditional world that you're in.

The Buddha said that everyone has this potential in their
awareness, this Buddha-nature, but also that if we have not
gotten in touch with that through practice, we will feel a
certain amount of dis-ease. So in general outline, the Matrix
is very Buddhist, but the Buddhist approach to the issues
presented would be quite different.

Furthermore, the Buddhist view of this constructed
reality is more dramatic than what is presented in the Matrix.
The Buddha’s insight is that everything that is going on is

something that we imagine to be going on. He would break
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all of it down and say that when we have experiences through
our senses, we are interpreting those experiences at every
moment. While we are interpreting them, we remember past
experiences, and we overlay all sorts of thoughts and feelings
onto the situation. We are actually constructing our own
universe of experience.

We create a self based on that, hold on to a certain number
of the views, identify with a set of emotions, and so on. We
then consider that to be who we really are. Then we protect that
sense of self and spend a lot of our time being resentful that that
self is not appreciated by others. Really, being resentful that we
are not being appreciated enough is a third-level construct. So,
the Buddhist account is more radical in terms of how fantasy-
like and imagined the world that each of us lives in really is.
However, as I said, it is because of a construction in which we
are involved, rather than some massive conspiracy against us.

What is presented in the Matrix has a conspiratorial element
to it; it plays into a kind of paranoia that is very rampant
these days—all around we see ideas such as that the elections
are rigged, or that the economic system is rigged against me.
Given this mindset, everybody then goes and looks for some
sort of group that they can join where they can all be victims
of some sort of evil conspiracy.

The problem with that mindset, as not only the Buddha but
also Western thinkers such as Nietzsche and Husserl pointed
out, is that once we give away the place where freedom and
choice is ours at the ultimate level, the level at which we
have the freedom of interpretation, then we are always in a
deterministic world. In other words, once you've made that
move of seeing something outside of yourself as more powerful
than your own freedom of decision, then you have given away
the place of absolute freedom from the very beginning.

What the Matrix does really well is give a sense of how the
world is totally constructed, like a simulation. However, the
movie has this modern conspiratorial aspect to it. Something
out there is in control. Ultimately, where does this really suggest
our freedom lies? What, in the context of the movie, would
you really be able to do to escape that construct? After all, isnt
the matrix already constructed from external, conspiratorial

elements?
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For real freedom, you must take absolute responsibility.
Once you do that, of course, you might then fight the
machine, for justice or something, but until you've found
freedom within your own mind, you are trapped in the cycle.

However, from the Buddhist perspective, it seems that
most people don't really want that kind of absolute freedom,
because they do not want the responsibility that goes along
with it. Everybody is looking for someone else to blame,
because they don’t want to be responsible for their own world,
the world that they've constructed themselves. Nowadays,
everybody just wants to join their own victimized group so
that they can feel really good together, pointing fingers at
this or that conspiratorial group that works against them.
They then feel really good about themselves, while actually
feeling very resentful. That is one approach to life.

The Buddha would suggest a different approach. If
you really want to free yourself then you have to take full
responsibility and freedom. To do so, you have to observe.
Meditation and all the various contemplative techniques are
ways to learn to observe. We observe the process of how
the formations, the karmic conditions that we take on, the
thoughts and emotions and so forth that we create and
perpetuate—we learn to observe how we actually go about
creating those and how we then hold on to those.

In meditative practice, we become a disinterested observer.
From that standpoint, we observe the whole mechanism
whereby we construct the world as well as our own identity
within that construction; we watch how it comes about step
by step. You have to see this process directly in your own
mind so that you can free yourself from it. You cannot free
yourself until you can truly see it.

For Buddhist practice, this perspective is foundational.
You have to understand that you're looking for the place
where you are constructing the world, you're not looking for
the place where someone else is controlling you, or where
you're a victim of something. If you're looking for that you’ll
find that; if you're looking for where you're free, you'll find
that. #
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