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Meet the author


‘How do I make sense of the world?’ and ‘How do I make sense of my life?’ must be the two most basic and important questions anyone can ask. They have led, in different ways, to the development of philosophy, science, religion and psychology. However, those of us brought up in the West can all too easily slip into the common assumption that philosophy deals only with the validity of arguments, science with matters of fact, religion with personal views and commitments, and psychology with the internal workings of the mind. But such compartmentalization has never been satisfactory; what we understand, how we feel and the commitments and moral views we hold, all influence one another. It is therefore wonderfully refreshing to turn to Eastern philosophy and enter a world where the view of human life and its meaning is more holistic.


When I first encountered Eastern philosophy, I found it liberating to explore answers to the questions of life that were quite different from those with which I had grown up, and a fascination with Eastern thought, particularly Buddhism, has stayed with me. I hope you enjoy reading this book as much as I, in revising it for the present edition, have appreciated the opportunity to be reminded again of the whole range of traditions of wisdom and insight that have come from the East.


Mel Thompson
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In one minute


This book on Eastern Philosophy is concerned with the traditions of thought and wisdom that developed in the Indian sub-continent and the Far East:


From India, we shall look at the wealth of ideas, mental disciplines, religious and social practices that are collectively known as Hinduism, along with the Jain and Buddhist philosophies that developed within Hindu culture but were critical of Hindu orthodoxy and therefore emerged as separate traditions.


From the Far East, we shall explore the ancient traditions of Confucianism and Taoism, later blending with Buddhism to form the rich mixture of Chinese thought.


We shall also look at two wisdom traditions that are very different in approach – Tantra and Zen – the one based on ritual action and the creative use of the imagination, the other with an intuition of reality that goes beyond concepts.


Together, these traditions have a history that stretches back 3,000 years, and they have contributed vastly not just to the Eastern cultures within which they developed, but to culture globally. A book such as this can do no more than point to the central themes and issues that Eastern philosophy has addressed, and to outline its main approaches and conclusions.


Philosophy asks fundamental questions: How has the universe come into being? Who am I? Do I have a soul that is separable from my body? Have I lived before, and will I live again? How am I to decide between right and wrong? Do I always have to live with the consequences of my actions? What is worthwhile in life? Is there a God or gods? Questions such as these are universal, and the potential answers to them vary between different cultures and over time. Studying Eastern philosophy is not, for someone brought up in the West, simply a matter of looking with detached interest at ideas that come from other cultures; it also challenges our own ideas and assumptions.


Do not be fooled by mention of sacred texts, authoritative teachers, meditation or ritual into thinking that reason and evidence are neglected in Eastern thought. On the contrary, it is intellectually rigorous. You will find arguments and debates here that are as challenging as any in the history of Western thought. Enjoy the challenge!
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Introduction


Philosophy is the quest for knowledge and wisdom. At one level, it is an academic discipline; at another, it is the natural activity of all thinking people. Everyone who has ever asked why the universe is as it is, or how we decide matters of right or wrong, or why we call one thing beautiful and another ugly, or how society should be organized, is engaging in philosophy.


Its questions are universal, but the answers and insights that seek to address them are generally coloured and shaped by the cultures within which they have developed, and over time they may change. Our philosophy is therefore enriched and deepened by looking at ideas that have developed in times and cultures other than our own.


Hence the value of exploring Eastern philosophy; it offers someone who has so far only explored ideas in a Western context a range of alternative approaches to the big questions. The Indian term used for a philosophical system is darsana, which means ‘view’ or ‘direct vision’. In a religious context it can mean viewing an image of a god or goddess, but in philosophy it points to an important feature of Eastern thought: to achieve a direct view of something requires more than logical reasoning; it also involves perception and intuition. The aim is to ‘see’ the truth, rather than simply to understand it.
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But is it philosophy?


Those who are accustomed to modern Western philosophy may be in for a shock as they move eastwards. In the West, both the content and the methods used in philosophy have become carefully defined. Some areas of enquiry that were once seen as branches of philosophy have been divided off as separate subjects (e.g. natural philosophy has become ‘science’). As a result, philosophy has often been seen as a discipline without a subject matter of its own; its task being limited to a critical examination of the presuppositions, arguments and language used within other disciplines.
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Insight


During the 20th century, particularly in Britain and the United States, philosophy became less concerned with the nature of reality itself, and more with the possibility and validity of speaking about reality: not, ‘What is true?’ but, ‘What does it mean to say that something is true?’ Much Western philosophy stopped playing the game, and merely analysed the rulebook.
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In the West, one does not expect someone versed in the philosophy of mind to work in a psychiatric unit, nor a philosopher of science to be undertaking fundamental research, nor a philosopher of religion to be necessarily practising a particular religion or teaching meditation techniques. Philosophers stand back, look and comment – their quest is generally for truth in the sense of clarity, less often for truth in the form of experience or action. But this has not always been the case. For much of its history, Western philosophy has been broadly based, and it was only really with the rise of modern science that philosophy handed over much of what it had previously considered its subject matter to the emerging scientific disciplines. Nor may it always be the case; recently, popular philosophy in the West has broadened its range of interests to explore existential questions about life and its meaning, many aspects of our cultural life and also the therapeutic potential of ideas. The narrow, academic view of Western philosophy is therefore not the whole story, but it does highlight a general contrast between East and West.


Moving east, the situation is very different. Philosophy has not limited itself to rational argument, nor has it separated itself from those areas in life through which fundamental questions are asked. Hinduism, Buddhism, Jainism, Confucianism, Taoism: these are religious and social systems as well as philosophies. Zen and Tantra are explorations of meditation and the power of emotions and sexuality respectively. Such systems have practical and physical consequences: they make a difference to people’s lives. But they are also philosophies, in that their religious, social and moral teachings are based on, and give expression to, fundamental views about the nature of reality. So the Wisdom of the East is philosophy and psychology and sociology and religion all rolled into one. Or, to be more accurate, it is a wisdom that does not require its insights to be compartmentalized in the traditional Western way.


Sexuality, meditation, ritual, correct behaviour – all of these things have implications for an understanding of the nature of the world and the self, and the quest for insight into them (and through them) may also be considered ‘philosophy’. But is it this curious mixture of disciplines, from a Western standpoint, that can sometimes lead to doubts about how much of it should count as philosophy.


In particular, since the 18th century, there has developed in the West a contrast between religious ideas, to be accepted on the basis of ‘faith’, and philosophy, which is based exclusively on reason and evidence. Without going into a discussion of why that has happened, or how detrimental it has been to both religion and philosophy, we should simply acknowledge that it does not apply to Eastern thought, where personal insight, intuition and spiritual discipline are all able to contribute, alongside rational argument, to a view or philosophy of life.






	Please note






These comments present an oversimplification, and in any case apply mainly to the Anglo-American tradition rather than to European philosophy, which has generally taken a broader approach. They are included here simply to highlight the fact that some Western thinkers may be reluctant to accept the broad range of questions and activities that may be included within Eastern Philosophy.


Eastern Wisdom (prajna in Sanskrit) is not simply a matter of logic or speculation, but is also concerned with experience and intuition. Prajna can be applied to all aspects of life. But that does not mean that the skills of analysis and assessment of empirical evidence are absent from Eastern thought – far from it; there are many interesting parallels to Western philosophy. The main difference, generally speaking, is that Eastern philosophy has retained its links with religion, psychology and mysticism, whereas Western thought has concentrated on abstracting from them only those claims that can be examined on the basis of reason and evidence.
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What does this book cover?


It has been necessary to set limits to what is considered here as Eastern philosophy, simply because the subject could embrace the entire civilizations of the Far East, South East Asia and the Indian sub-continent. We shall therefore look at the main Hindu philosophies, along with Jainism and Buddhism, and then at the Confucian and Taoist traditions of Chinese thought. The criterion used for deciding whether what we are dealing with is philosophy, rather than a social or religious phenomenon, is that:


 




	The ideas being considered touch on ultimate questions about the nature of reality, or society, or human experience – questions which (even if framed differently in the West) are universal.









	Examples






It is debatable whether Shinto should be included as an Eastern Philosophy. Although it has had a significant influence on Japanese culture, it does not appear to have a developed philosophy as such, but is rather more a religious recognition of local spirits (kami) in a way that does not lend itself to universal application.


On the other hand, Zen – which, of all the ‘philosophies’ in this book, has least interest in rational argument – introduces features of reality and our experience of it which can be examined and compared with those of other approaches.


Therefore, Zen has been included but Shinto has not.





The other important thing to note is that this book will examine the fundamental questions addressed by each religious and philosophical tradition, but descriptions of the ritual or lifestyle of its followers will be introduced only in so far as they illustrate some fundamental insight. Hence, although the chapter titles might look the same, this is not really a book about Eastern ‘religions’ as such. On the other hand, an understanding of the fundamental philosophy of each tradition is invaluable for those who want to understand their religious elements.
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Eastern and Western terms


Applying Western terminology to Eastern philosophical positions can lead to distortion. For example, if the Hindu word for absolute reality (Brahman) is translated ‘God’, there is a danger that Western ideas of a personal God will be read into that concept, leading to confusion about how the idea of Brahman relates to Hindu devotion to many different gods and goddesses. Questions like ‘Is Brahman really “God”, and (if so) why do Hindus also have these other gods?’ result from using the Western term for a very different Eastern concept.


As far as is practicable, therefore, Eastern terms will be explained and used in the text.






	Western






There are interesting parallels between Eastern and Western ideas and approaches, as well as points of contrast. These are noted in ‘Western’ boxes, such as this. For example, the ancient Greek philosopher Heraclitus (of ‘you can’t step into the same river twice’ fame) had a view of nature as constantly changing, which is similar to that of the Buddha. This does not imply that Heraclitus was a crypto-Buddhist, nor that there was some literal or esoteric link between the two men, but simply that both sought to explore and explain the same phenomenon.


But please note:


It has not been possible to give an exposition of the Western philosophies referred to in these boxes. Sometimes a particular thinker or argument is mentioned by name only. Those who want to follow up the parallels here might refer to Understand Philosophy or Understand Philosophy of Religion in this series, or to the many other introductions to Western philosophy.
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The geography of ideas


Ideas not only develop, they also move. Carried along by trade or religion, they find themselves applied to different cultures in separate geographical areas, and subsequent developments reflect that geographical separation.


By and large, in studying Eastern thought, we are looking at the products of two very different geographical and cultural areas: India and China. Indian philosophy and religion (usually called ‘Hinduism’ by Westerners since the 19th century) and its offshoots, of which the major traditions to be considered here are Buddhism and Jainism, reflects the culture, and even the climate of that part of the world. You are unlikely to get naked ascetics in polar regions! Its background is very different from Confucian and Taoist ideas, which arose in China and reflect respectively the social and individualistic aspects of life there. When Buddhism moved from its Indian matrix northwards to China and then on to Japan, its character changed to reflect the different cultures within which it found itself.


In this book, we shall be concerned primarily with the approach taken by each philosophy, and the fundamental ideas that developed within it, but it is important to recognize that – however rationally justified – changes in society, the moving of ideas from one area to another, and the passing of time all have an important part to play in the ever-changing pattern of ideas. All we can hope to do here is explore key features of each philosophy and, where possible, to hint at their geographical, cultural background and developments.


It should also be recognized that this book can offer no more than an outline and an introduction to a vast and complex range of ideas. It does not claim in any way to be comprehensive. Its aim is to give an overview, and to whet the appetite for further study.




1
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Hindu philosophies


In this chapter you will:


•  consider the background to the philosophies of India


•  learn the key concepts in Hindu philosophy


•  explore the principal schools of Hindu philosophy.
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Background


The life, religion and philosophies of the Indian sub-continent are expressed through an amazingly rich mixture of ideas, practices and social customs that have developed over more than 3,000 years. There is no single Hindu religion or Hindu philosophy, but rather a variety of ways of understanding and relating to the world that are blended from a stock of widely held ideas, some more ancient than others.
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Insight


Although the religion of the majority in India is generally referred to in the West as ‘Hinduism’, we should remember that this is simply a convenient Western term for the whole range of ideas and practices to be found in India.
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India has been influenced by the many peoples who have invaded it. The earliest of these – about 1500–1200 BCE – was an invasion of Aryan peoples from Central Asia, some of whose beliefs appear to be close to those of the Ancient Greeks, possibly coming from a common source of ideas in the Middle East.


Prior to the Aryan invasions there was an elaborate civilization in the Indus Valley. By 2000 BCE, the city of Mohenjo Daro had a population of 40,000, paved streets, tiled water systems and substantial buildings. Its craftsmen produced jewellery, and it had a system of weights and measures. Although it is difficult to assess the extent to which the Indus Valley civilization influenced the development of Hindu thought, since we do not have any written accounts of their religious beliefs, archaeology has revealed figurines of gods and goddesses, and some seals show a figure sitting in what appears to be a Yoga posture. So, although the Vedas, produced during the Aryan period, came to define Hindu orthodoxy, older strands of religion and philosophy may also have contributed to it.


Later invasions also left their mark. From about 600–500 BCE there was an influx of Parsi people, with their Zoroastrian religion, native to Persia. Later, 300–100 BCE, the Greeks invaded under Alexander. From 800–1800 CE India was influenced by Muslim culture and, finally, from the beginning of the 19th century until 1946, it was ruled by the British.


It would therefore be unrealistic to look at Indian philosophy and expect it to form a single, coherent system. It is a wonderful array of social philosophy, along with abstract metaphysics and religion.


 

STAGES OF DEVELOPMENT


One way of getting the wide range of Hindu thought and practice into perspective is to consider it in terms of three different periods, each of which had a particular interest which coloured its philosophy.


 




	In the earliest period for which we have written evidence – the period of the composition of the early Vedas (see the section on ‘Literature’ below) – the main concern seems to have been Dharma – the right ordering of society, and of individuals within it, in order to achieve harmony and happiness.


	In the second major period – that of the six classical schools of Hindu philosophy, starting in about the second century BCE and on through the first millennium CE – the concern shifted from correct worldly Dharma to the desire for liberation from the world of endless rebirths. Although all that had been said earlier about Dharma remained relevant, the newer concern for individual spiritual liberation (moksha) was superimposed over it.


	Then, in a third wave of Hindu thinking, starting around the middle of the first millennium CE, there was an emphasis on devotion (bhakti) to one’s chosen deity, and here the aim was not so much to escape out of the world as to achieve a unity with the divine in and through one’s earthly existence.





The influence of all three of these periods is still to be found in modern Hindu thought and practice.
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Some key concepts


 

BRAHMAN


In Western thought, under the influence of Judaism, Christianity and Islam, the word ‘God’ is used to denote a reality that is both creative and also personal – described as the uncaused cause of everything, but also as a personal deity to whom one might pray and be heard. Moving to Indian thought, the situation is rather different. At the level of popular religion there are thousands of gods and goddesses – each with a particular sphere of influence, either geographical or in terms of a particular aspect of life. So, for example, the elephant-headed god, Ganesha, is thought to bring good fortune and academic success.


Beyond this multiplicity there are three gods who represent fundamental aspects of the process of change seen in the world: Brahma, the creator; Vishnu, the sustainer; Shiva, the destroyer. And beyond these, there is ‘Brahman’, a word that denotes ultimate reality – that which includes the whole universe with its multiplicity of gods and goddesses. Brahman is seen as the invisible reality within and around everything. All the other gods and goddesses represent particular aspects of Brahman and make it visible, and the goddesses also represent feminine power (shakti). We shall examine the nature and operation of the power of shakti in the chapter on Tantra.






	Western






In Western terms, one may be monotheist (believing in only one god), polytheist (believing in many gods) or atheist (believing in no god). Indeed, a major part of the philosophy of religion in the West has been given over to arguments about whether or not God exists. This does not really make sense once we turn to Hindu thought. Individual gods and goddesses exist in terms of their images. They represent aspects of reality – but they are not thought of as having an independent, disembodied existence.





Brahman is sometimes represented by the syllable OM (or AUM). Hindus may chant this slowly, the sound rising through three progressive tones, from the chest, the throat and finally the head. It is believed to be the vibration of the life-giving energies of the whole universe, emanating from Brahman, but it also represents a gathering together the whole of the individual in a single expression. This claim, that the chanted syllable is in fact in touch with the universal, reinforces the basic view in the Upanishads (see the section on ‘Literature’ below) of the identity of Brahman and the self. It is a religious symbol for that fundamental unified (monistic) view of reality.


 

ATMAN


Whereas ultimate reality is called Brahman, the individual human self is referred to as the Atman. One of the key ideas in the Upanishads and in later Vedanta philosophy, is the identity of Atman and Brahman: whatever your physical limitation within this world, your own true essence, or inner self, is identified with the single absolute reality of the universe. Another way to put this would be to say that there is a single reality; when it manifests universally it is called Brahman, but when it manifests in the self it is called Atman.


 


‘He [Atman] is myself within the heart, smaller than a grain of rice or a barley corn, or a grain of millet: this is myself within my heart, greater than the earth, greater than the atmosphere, greater than the sky, greater than all these worlds.’


(Chandogya Upanishad Bk III, 14:3–5)


In one vedic story a young man, Svetaketu, is told to take a pomegranate and cut it open, then he takes a seed and cuts it open, then he cuts again. Eventually he recognizes that within the heart of this there is ‘nothing’. That invisible, central reality – the nothingness that appears when individual things are divided into their smallest constituent parts – is what a person is. Tat twan asi: ‘you are that’. In other words, the self is only superficially located and defined by the body. In reality the Atman is eternal and infinite in extent. There is no difference between the Atman and Brahman.
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Insight


The concepts of Brahman and Atman are important because the key feature of Hindu thought seems to have been the quest for an understanding of why the world has come to be as it is, what place the individual self has within it, and how the self might overcome those things that cause it suffering. Philosophy is not done in a detached way; it is not purely speculative, but is closely linked to the idea of liberation – the assumption being that, once the true nature of things is understood, one is free from the bondage of illusion.
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At one level, the self may be identified with Brahman, but at another, a person is defined largely by his or her position in society. This is a person’s class or varna. Varna means ‘colour’ and it is possible that the arrival of the lighter-skinned Aryan invaders, ruling over the native and darker-skinned Dravidian peoples, established social distinctions based on colour, which gradually developed into the Indian system of classes and castes. We shall examine this in the section on ‘Life: goals and ethics’, below.


Varna is not a superficial social phenomenon, but one that is deeply rooted in Hindu philosophy. In the Rig Veda, one of the earliest Hindu scriptures, there is story about the creation of humankind, in which a single cosmic person (Purusha) is divided up, each part of him producing a particular section of human society. This suggests that, far from being the way that Hindu society just happens to be organized, the class and caste system reflects something fundamental and inherent in the nature of humankind.


There is a fundamental issue to reflect on here: Is equality unnatural? Is the Hindu recognition of fundamental differences within society the logical conclusion from an objective assessment of the natural order? Or is this aspect of Hindu thought simply a later rationalization and justification of what happens when invaders impose their views of a subservient native people?


 

SANATANA DHARMA



Sanatana Dharma might be translated best as ‘the eternal ordering of things’. It is based on the concept that the world has a timeless structure and meaning, and that an understanding of this will allow a person to live in a fundamental harmony with life. Dharma here has the sense of ‘reality’ or ‘truth’. To call Sanatana Dharma ‘the eternal truth’, might suggest that it can be reduced to a proposition, but that would be wrong – it is not truth in the sense of a verbal summary, but the actual experience of reality as it is.


Most Hindu philosophy makes a clear distinction between what is perceived and the absolute reality beneath those perceptions. It is aware of human sensory fallibility. The world of our perceptions is termed samsara. It is believed that the self is in some way trapped within the world of samsara, is determined by the working of the law of karma (see below) and is therefore doomed to be born again and again.
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Insight


Dharma is a much used word, both in Hinduism and Buddhism. Its precise meaning is generally given by the context within which it is used. In Hinduism it can mean ‘truth’ or ‘reality’ or ‘teaching’ or ‘order’. In Buddhism it is the word used for the teaching of the Buddha, and thus one of the three jewels to which Buddhists go for refuge. It is also used (with a lower case ‘d’) to mean ‘thing’, so that a process of analysis can be said to reveal the dharmas out of which all compound things are formed.
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KARMA



Karma is a concept found within Hindu thought and also in Jainism and Buddhism, although for Buddhists it is understood rather differently. Karma literally means ‘action’. It is the term used for the process by which actions are believed to have consequences for the person who performs them. These consequences are not merely the practical and obvious results of action but are regarded as spiritual, in that they influence the passage of an Atman through the world of samsara. What is more, Hindus believe that actions performed in one lifetime will influence what will happen to that person beyond death, on the grounds that the consequences which have yet to mature from earlier karma must work themselves out in future lives. As popularly conceived, obedience to the Dharma (reality, or the ‘Eternal Law’) here and now will bring about a better rebirth.


 

MOKSHA


The result of recognizing the identity of Atman and Brahman is moksha (release), which is thought of as release from the suffering and limitations implied by a narrow view of the self, and an awareness of one’s eternal destiny. The only thing that stands in the way of a person achieving moksha is avidya (ignorance), a failure to distinguish between the limited things we encounter in this world (samsara), and ultimate reality.






	Western






Notice that the aim of the Hindu is to be released from the imposition of endless lives. Moving on to another life after death, although one might strive for an improved situation through avoiding bad karma and performing good karma, is not the ultimate goal. The goal is not to be reborn – very different from most Western views of life after death.


On the other hand, there are parallels between the Eastern contrast of ultimate reality with mundane experience and Plato’s distinction between the eternal realities and the particular things we encounter with the senses. For Plato, most people are like prisoners held deep in a cave, seeing no more than the reflections of objects projected upon a wall – samsara, in Eastern terms – and sceptical about any account of reality beyond what they see before their eyes.





These are the basic concepts: the way in which they are used in different philosophies will be examined later in this chapter.
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Literature


 

VEDAS


The Vedas are the touchstone for Indian philosophy – ‘orthodox’ is what conforms to them, ‘unorthodox’ is what does not. They are a collection of over a thousand hymns, comprising some 10,000 verses, many of which were probably brought into India by the Aryans in the middle of the second millennium BCE. The Vedas are set out in four volumes:


    1  Rig Veda – the most important, giving most of the core teaching. It is the oldest of the four, probably dating from about 1200 BCE.


    2  Sama Veda – which gives music and chanting.


    3  Yajur Veda – which gives details required for the performance of sacrifices.


    4  Atharva Veda – contains incantations and spells, which may have been preserved from pre-Aryan times.


Each of these Vedas has three other forms of literature attached to it: Brahmanas (epic tales, composed probably between 800 and 600 BCE); Aranyakas (ritual formulas, probably dating from 600 BCE) and Upanishads (philosophical texts, dating from 600–300 BCE).


The Vedas introduce the pantheon of Indian gods. Indra appears to have been the most popular, in terms of the number of hymns addressed to him. Agni, the fire god, is also important, as in Soma, the god represented by the intoxicating drink taken during religious rituals.


Thus, in the Vedas, cosmic ideas and the world of the gods are presented mythologically, rather than philosophically. The world’s origin is seen as an egg, floating on a sea of chaos, or (in the best-known image) as the sacrifice of the cosmic man (Purusha). Towards the end of the vedic period, in the Atharva Veda, there appears to have been a dissatisfaction with the mythological form and a move towards speaking of the asat (‘non-being’ or unreal) and the sat (‘being’ or real), the aim of the spiritual person being to move from the former to the latter. Through a great variety of images, the Vedas probe the fundamental philosophical questions about the self and the world, why the world is as it is, and how to make sense of it.






	Comment






In the Vedas, ritual sacrifice is seen as the act that holds the whole universe together and gives it structured form. Acting out a ritual is a way of giving meaning. It expressed the deep human need for a sense direction and purpose, both in the self and in the world.


Gradually we see this ritual expression giving way to more abstract speculation – a more ‘philosophical’ approach. But perhaps we need to stop and ask a crucial question. Can a sense of meaning and purpose best be grasped through abstract reasoning or through gesture and participation? One of the strengths of ritual is that it enables people to participate emotionally in what is being said or acted out, and it engages the unconscious as well as the conscious mind. Can ultimate truths be grasped by reason alone? We shall need to consider this again in the chapters on Tantra and Zen.





In the Brahmanas, there is a concentration on the details of the sacrifice itself. The ritual starts to be seen as that which embodies and maintains the universe, it represents reality itself – Brahman. This makes the person performing the ritual (the Brahmin) and the details of that ritual, supremely important. The Aranyakas, which came to be attached to the Brahmanas, set about interpreting the significance of the sacrifice so that the physical sacrifice can start to be replaced by a mental one, through meditation. From that point, there is therefore a natural progression towards the Upanishads, which move from a mental representation of sacrifice into the area of abstract metaphysical speculation.


In other words, there is a movement away from the use of sacrifice in order to influence divine forces, through sacrifice as expressing the nature of reality, and the idea that the sacrifice can be performed mentally, towards the idea that the universe can be understood rationally and philosophically.


 

UPANISHADS



Upanishad probably comes from ‘upa – ni – sad’ which means ‘to sit near’, and refers to the teachings given by a guru to those disciples who sit nearest to him. In other words, it is aimed at the initiated, rather than the people at large. They were composed towards the end of the Vedic period (800–500 BCE), and introduce key features of Hinduism such as the unity of Atman and Brahman, the cycle of samsara, and moksha (release) from this cycle. As time went on, the Upanishads reflected the early Vedic literature less and less, and interest shifted from the details of sacrifice to abstract discussion about the nature of reality itself.


But the Upanishads still addressed issues for ordinary life and could explain abstract ideas imaginatively. In the Chandogya Upanishad (5:3–10), for example, we have the idea of rebirth depending upon actions (karma), and the description of the Atman as the separate individual self, and the Chandogya Upanishad also contains the memorable and crucially important story of Svetaketu splitting the seeds (see the section on ‘Atman’ above).
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Insight


The Upanishads present the earlier teaching in the form of monist philosophy – in other words, they argue that there is a single reality to which everything belongs. The appearance of separateness, for example between the individual self (Atman) and the ultimate reality (Brahman) is simply an illusion; the ultimate truth is that they are one and the same. However, our understanding of the Upanishads today is probably influenced by later philosophical expositions of them – especially that by Sankara (see the section on this later in the chapter).


[image: image]


 

THE EPICS


Hindu thought makes a distinction between what is known as shruti (‘hearing’), which applies to the Vedas and implies eternal truth, and smriti (‘remembering’), which may be used of other literature which does not have that status. Among the smriti literature are the great epics, the Mahabharata and the Ramayana.


The Mahabharata contains the Bhagavad Gita (6.23–40), dated probably 2nd century BCE or a little later. This is the most popular of all Hindu texts, and it marks an important step in the development of Hindu philosophy. It tells of Prince Arjuna, troubled about going into battle and the slaughter that will ensue, being advised by his charioteer, who is the god Krishna. Krishna explains that the self (Atman) is indestructible and eternal. Therefore Arjuna will not be killing the real self of those he slays in battle, but only the body, which is like an outer garment.


The Gita (the commonly used shortened form of Bhagavad Gita) offers a synthesis of many existing Hindu teachings. Krishna declares that all action done from selfless motives becomes a sacrifice, that disinterested action is true renunciation and that there is no point in withdrawing from the world in order to follow a spiritual vocation, but rather that one should stay but act in a selfless way. In other words, one’s karma depends on right motivation. This becomes the first of three ways of achieving release – the ‘way of action’, karmamarga. This is followed by the way of understanding (jnanamarga), and finally the way of devotion (bhaktimarga). Here Hinduism has moved beyond the necessity of sacrifice, as in the earliest Vedic literature, through the way of understanding and mystical identity offered in the Upanishads, and has arrived at a point at which release is achieved through devotion to deity.


After the time of the Gita we come on to the period of classical Hinduism, represented by the great philosophical systems. But we need to be aware that these schools were not entirely innovative, but attempted to create coherent philosophies out of the implications of earlier teachings.
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Philosophical schools


Hindu philosophy may be divided up into various schools, which are either astika (orthodox) if they accept the authority of the Vedas, or nastika (unorthodox) if they do not. The unorthodox schools include Buddhism and Jainism. There are six orthodox schools, which are generally considered in pairs: Nyaya/Vaisesika, Sankhya/Yoga and Mimamsa/Vedanta.


 

NYAYA AND VAISESIKA


These two schools started independently in about the 4th century BCE, but gradually came together (their unity generally being attributed to Gangesa, a 12th-century thinker) to form a single system of philosophy. The Nyaya school was concerned with epistemology – in other words, it asked how we know that something is the case. So, for example, it argued that there were four valid sources of knowledge:


    1  perception


    2  inference


    3  testimony


    4  comparison


and, based on these, it systematically set out to decide what one could know.


The Vaisesika school was more concerned with metaphysics – in other words, it wanted to know about the underlying structure and reality that lies behind our experience. It undertook a process of analysis, starting with the basic substances of earth, water, fire and air and their particular qualities of taste, colour, touch and smell. It argued that everything is divisible into smaller and smaller parts, and ultimately you come to that something which is theoretically indivisible, which it called paramanu. Everything is therefore composed of paramanu.


This philosophy takes experience as the starting point for knowledge: all that we can know comes through the senses. Whatever is experienced can be analysed into padartha (categories). There were seven of these:


    1  Substance


    2  Quality


    3  Action


    4  Class character


    5  Individual character


    6  Inseparability


    7  Non existence


All of them were seen as ‘real’. Thus, what is experienced has an underlying substance, particular characteristics and relations with other things. But those characteristics and relations are as real as the substance of that which displays them. They are all part of the phenomena of the world as we experience it.






	Western






The Nyaya-Vaisesika philosophy has parallels with Western empiricism. It makes the basic assumption that what is real is what can be known and described – with the implication that, if it can’t be known, it can’t be real. There are parallels here with logical positivist approach, and (more tentatively) with the end of Wittgenstein’s Tractatus, where we must remain silent about that which we cannot describe empirically.


There are parallels between Vaisesika and Western ‘atomism’ – from the Greek ‘atomists’ Leucippus and Democritus in the 5th century BCE.





Nyaya-Vaisesika system sees a quality which inheres in a number of individual things as a reality in itself. Thus there is a quality of ‘treeness’ that inheres in and makes individual things trees. That quality may be divided and may inhere with other qualities in an individual thing (after all, the tree will also – at an appropriate time of year – have the quality ‘green’), but each quality still retains its own distinct reality.






	Western






There are parallels here with Plato’s idea of Forms – universals, in which individual things participate. Plato thinks of these as more real than the objects of our experience. The opposite approach would be to take a ‘nominalist’ view that goodness, for example, does not have any independent reality, but is merely the name we give to show that a number of acts have a common quality ascribed to them. The issue for both Eastern and Western thought is the existence or otherwise of these universals. Are they simply part of our language and the way in which our brains organize their experience of the world, or do they exist ‘out there’?





If all knowledge comes through experience, what does the Nyaya-Vaisesika approach make of the Atman (self)? The body, mind and senses all depend on the Atman, which is their animating principle. But how can we know about the self, either in terms of our own Atman or that of others? It cannot be identified with either the body (since it remains the same while the body grows older), nor can it be identified with a person’s experiences, since they are constantly changing. We therefore come up against a fundamental problem:


 




	Are there things that I can be said to ‘know’ but which cannot be experienced directly through the senses?





According to Nyaya-Vaisesika philosophy, you know your own self by direct awareness. It is the ‘I’ of your experience. When it comes to other people, however, they are only known by inference from your experience of them. You see only bodies and their actions (along with their words and writings), and from these you infer that they are ‘selves’, similar to the self you know yourself to be.






	Comment






The Hindu view of reincarnation implies that the self can remain constant through a succession of lives. Personal characteristics and habits which cannot be accounted for solely with reference to experiences in this life, can therefore be attributed to experiences in previous lives. Buddhist philosophy comes to a very different conclusion from the same observed phenomena, arguing that there is no fixed Atman.


Since there can be no empirical evidence to decide between these two positions, it comes down to personal intuition and choice. The Nyaya-Vaisesika system points to the experience of an ongoing, permanent ‘I’ through all the changes of life; the Buddhist sees this is an illusion. For Buddhism, the ‘I’ is no more than a conventional way to describe oneself. There is no ‘you’ over and above the things you think, feel, say and do, no hidden, unchanging Atman behind the scenes.





When it comes to the Supreme Self (for which we can use the Western term ‘God’, since there is more of a parallel here than in other Hindu philosophies) this philosophy has an argument based on effects and agents. In its simplest form it can be presented like this:


 




	Every effect has an agent.


	The world is an effect.


	The world must, therefore, have been produced by an agent.


	The name given to such an agent is God.





It then goes on to present such a God as both omnipotent (all-powerful) and omniscient (all-knowing).






	Western






This has parallels with Aquinas’ cosmological arguments for the existence of God.





There are several problems with such an argument, even from the Nyaya-Vaisesika point of view. One is that the premise (that every effect has an agent) is not empirically provable. The second is that some things (e.g. the Atman) are said to be eternal. Now, that which is eternal is not an effect, since there was no time when it did not exist and therefore did not need to be brought into existence. This would imply that individual selves are not subject to the creative action of the Supreme Self, which would seem to make God rather less than omnipotent and omniscient!


Another argument for the existence of God is put forward by Udayana, a 10th-century philosopher, in his Nyana Kusamanjali. It says simply:


 




	People use the word ‘God’, so that word has meaning.


	That word must refer to something (since meaning is given in terms of that to which a word refers).


	Therefore, God exists.





This depends on the basic assumption in Nyaya-Vaisesika philosophy that whatever is real both exists, and is knowable and describable: if people use a word, it must refer to something that exists or it would never have come into use. This is a thoroughly empirical approach to the theory of knowledge: everything depends on experience.


Such an approach makes the individual word, rather than the sentence as a whole, the basis of meaning. The meaning of a word is given by that to which it refers. If there is no external reality as a referent, then the word has no meaning. All meanings are, of course, conventional – people simply agree together that a certain word is going to refer to a certain external reality.






	Western






There are parallels here with the logical positivists, whose view of language sprang from a similarly radical empiricism. They held that the meaning of a word was its method of verification, and that anything for which no empirical referent could be given was meaningless.





Like most Indian philosophy, it is concerned with moksha – liberation from the sufferings of this world. Effort may be required in order to achieve moksha, but that effort needs to be based on understanding. So there is no distinction between knowledge for its own sake, and knowledge for the sake of liberation; the two are part of one and the same process. Understanding is a necessary step towards freeing yourself.


As with all Indian philosophies, there is a delight in detailed analysis and subtle distinctions. This section has done no more than hint at some of the broad areas of approach. Of all the Eastern philosophies, the Nyaya-Vaisesika is possibly the one with the most parallels with Western philosophy – particularly in its empiricism, its approach to language and also the place it gives ‘God’ (to use its Western equivalent) within its overall metaphysics.


The other important thing to realize about this philosophy is that it is not the product of a single person or era, rather it describes one broad tradition in philosophy that has developed over more than 2,000 years.
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