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Introduction


This book will be somewhat unusual – in the manner, one might suppose, of a rationalist exploration of ghosts – in starting with a denial of the existence of its subject matter. There is no such thing as Eastern philosophy. Well, obviously, as the reader will immediately notice, that statement is artfully vague. There is no one such thing as Eastern philosophy.


Although there are many difficulties with the notion of the West, Western philosophy does have a certain historical integrity to it. By historical integrity, I mean the awareness that later thinkers possess of the work, significance and presuppositions of earlier ones. If history had run differently – if the Greek tradition had not been recovered in Christian Europe after the so-called Dark Ages that followed the collapse of the Roman Empire – there might have been no such combination of Judaeo-Christian and Hellenic thought that we now call ‘Western philosophy’. Sometimes there is mutual incomprehension between Western traditions, as when ‘analytic’ and ‘Continental’ philosophers talk past each other. But they all refer back with familiarity to the same figures, from Plato to Kant. Moreover, modern thinkers like Wittgenstein are incorporated into very different styles and systems of Western philosophy. It is common awareness of tradition, if not common goals and intellectual values, that allows something like Western philosophy to exist, even if its borders are diffuse and its contents diverse.


There is mutual ignorance between the Indian and Chinese thought worlds; there is no cross-fertilization between these civilizations. The interpreters of Confucius and the Upanisads know as little about each other as they do about Plato. In fact, there is intriguing evidence that there might have been historical contact between ancient Indian and Greek thinkers, with parallel developments in their philosophies, but none with China. The evidence of parallel development and the many independent similarities between Greek and Indian thought have even led some experts to think that the great distinction is actually between Chinese and ‘Indo-European’ philosophical cultures. Certainly, their common linguistic inheritance suggests that these two traditions share a common ‘language’ that is very different from Chinese. As I hope this book will show, the fundamental concerns, conceptual frameworks and goals of the Indian and Chinese traditions are utterly different; it is only a romantic illusion that there is some common, mystical ‘wisdom tradition’ that bound these cultures together and differentiated them from the West. All too often, India and China could be made to resemble each other only by imposing on them the alien structures of early modern Western thought!


So, there is no history of mutual discourse and debate between India and China. The one truly pan-Asian tradition is Buddhist religion, but its philosophy does not quite make that transition. Buddhist philosophy emerges in the specific context of the existing intellectual and social culture of the priestly brahmin class that we now see as the source of mainstream Hinduism. Some Buddhist schools are often closer to Hindu schools on a variety of issues than to others of their own religion. Their preoccupations survive the spread to Tibet, but already a change has occurred: the Tibetans are seldom interested in engaging with Hindu philosophies, as there are no Hindus in Tibet. Instead, they compete to interpret the same Buddhist materials. The Buddhism that spreads to China does initially carry native Indian theories and techniques, but soon the basic positions of the transplanted Buddhist schools are re-expressed in Chinese terms, doubtless expanding the Chinese philosophical vocabulary but nonetheless speaking to concerns that make sense only within China. In Japan, Buddhism accommodates itself to native Shinto concepts. In other words, Buddhism does not make India, China and Japan speak to each other; it speaks to each of them in their own tongue. So, too, Neo-Confucianism is common, but confined, to East Asia, in particular China, Japan and Korea.


The lack of a common ‘East’, however, should be treated not as a problem but as a wonderful opportunity for creative and novel comparison. The inescapable fact of the cultural preponderance of the West in global communication has naturally meant that efforts to think across cultures have followed the pattern of reacting to the West: comparing and contrasting, arguing across and harmonizing Western philosophy with one or another ‘non-Western’ philosophy. There is worth to that; but possibly the time has come for global philosophy to move beyond the model where the West is at the centre of radiating spokes of comparison. A different metaphor should come into play, of a skein of friendly introductions and conversations at a buzzing party, where rich and poor, the powerful and the marginal, people of different colours and clothes and experiences, meet and move amongst each other.


This book is an opportunity for an Indian philosopher to politely introduce himself to the East Asian traditions, asking if perhaps they can turn away a moment from Western philosophy themselves, to engage in an all-too-rare conversation between the ‘Easts’. Perhaps, once Indian and Chinese philosophies learn to talk to each other on their own terms – as this book tries to make them do – they can then bring their somewhat better-developed knowledge of Western philosophy to bear on the task of doing truly global philosophy. But that is the work of many books still waiting to be written!


General notes


Eschewing references, I have tried to introduce the actual words of the philosophers of the various traditions into the body of the discussion. Furthermore, to draw attention to the philosophy rather than the philosophers, I have sometimes referred to the position of schools in general rather than name specific philosophers. This is often the case with Indian schools. In classical China, texts are often named after single thinkers but are in fact a combination of a core of original writing and an accretion of later material by anonymous followers. I have followed the custom of talking as if the view in question were that of the specific philosopher to whom the corpus is attributed.


There are lacunae even within this relatively modest undertaking: geographical traditions such as the Tibetan and the Korean have been given little or no attention, and many areas that may legitimately be considered philosophy, especially aesthetics, have largely been neglected. Philosophy of religion has been rendered marginal, because of the profound worry that such a category makes no sense in East Asian culture. Many of the exclusions doubtless have to do with my own limitations. Also, this is by no means a comprehensive textbook. I have not sought to state every school’s view on every topic that the traditions discuss. In general, I have chosen to write more deeply on fewer topics and thinkers, rather than give a whistle-stop tour of the very crowded landscape of Asian philosophy over 3000 years. The aim has been to give a sense of the range and depth of these philosophical cultures, as well as their sophistication and originality; and when useful, to make comparisons between these cultures to illuminate further their varied yet potentially universal appeal. Also, since recent Asian philosophy is still seeking its own distinctive voice in the contemporary world dominated by modern Western thought, and would in any case make little sense without knowledge of the traditional sources, I have confined this study to the classical, pre-modern period.


For those who are interested in the precise use of terms, by ‘India’ I mean that broad region now encompassed by the term ‘South Asia’, with a heartland in the Indo-Gangetic plain, extending east to what is now Bengal and west to Afghanistan, and encompassing the peninsula of what is now South India. The ‘Indian philosophy’ referred to is the thought of the culture pre-dating and standing outside Indian Islam; it refers to the traditions now identified within the religious categories of Hinduism, Buddhism and Jainism, although the Hindu schools did not think of themselves in any such unified way. ‘China’ is a less problematic category, although modern China includes many ethnicities that do not have a common past with the demographically and politically dominant Han people. Chinese philosophy is the heritage of the Han.


For Chinese words, the Pinyin system has been followed. Sanskrit has been spelt in the standard academic way but without diacritics. In both cases, admittedly, this makes pronunciations a matter of specialist knowledge, but the apparatus required to clarify them would have either been too elaborate or deviated too much from the matter in hand. I have given the original words for key terms, especially when there is much scholarly debate on them. (It should be noted that many very different Chinese ideographs have the same pronunciation. As a result, very different concepts, such as ‘potency’ and ‘virtuosity’, are both de; ‘ritual’ and ‘pattern’ are both li; and so on.)




1


Ultimate Questions and Answers


What are ultimate questions? They are questions of such a kind that philosophers, having once asked them, assume that they have reached the furthest limits of their task of understanding and explanation. They simply do not find anything more fundamental – anything that needs answering in advance of these questions. The answers philosophers give to these questions provide meaning for everything else they have to say. They may not always start with these questions and answers, and they may not always wish to present these answers explicitly as a foundation for their views, but nothing else would make sense unless these questions had some answers in their systems and teachings. If they left these questions unanswered, we would feel there was no point in following them through the rest of what they have to say. Ultimate answers involve ideas that we need to understand in order to see why a philosophy exists and what it aims to achieve. In subsequent chapters, we will look at the purposes of philosophy and the ends it seeks. But before that, we need to explore these ultimate questions, without which we would not see what any philosophy was about.


It has been necessary to give the framework for this chapter in highly abstract and general terms – in terms of questions and answers, rather than something more substantial and direct, like ultimate truths or ultimate reality. If ultimate reality is to do with whatever is really there, or whatever it is that makes the world what it is, then, as we will soon see, Chinese philosophy simply does not concern itself with an ultimate reality; but it does ask questions of the most fundamental significance. It poses ultimate questions without ever concerning itself with ultimate realities.


At this stage, an important concept from Western philosophical terminology needs to be introduced: metaphysics. Metaphysics is the investigation of the structure of reality. It is the study of the most general and necessary characteristics that any particular entity must possess in order to be an entity (or even, that particular entity). The emphasis on the most general must be noted. Many branches of science would seek to determine the identity of entities, such as dogs and planets, but metaphysics deals with the fundamental questions that science can only presuppose. For instance, in the case of planets and other objects of science, metaphysics would ask if there are physical objects at all in the first place and what would count as such objects in general. For this reason, in the West metaphysics has traditionally been called the ‘first’ philosophy.


Metaphysics seeks to understand reality such that we can make sense of the world as we encounter it. These ways of understanding may only be interpretations of things encountered in the world (‘what is time?’, ‘what are numbers?’) or they may be about entities whose existence is supposed to make sense of that world (God, fate, objects-in-themselves that are never experienced yet make experience possible, and many ever more puzzling and abstruse things).


Metaphysics, then, is driven by the need to ask what really makes up the world that we live in. An example of a typical question would be ‘Is there really a world of things external to us that we seem to perceive, or is it all in our mind?’ The crucial connection between such questions is that they all wonder what things are really, really like, what makes them the way they are. The metaphysician is dissatisfied with taking the world just as it is perceived, and asks not only what makes up the world but what makes it the way it is. What makes up the world is then explored in terms of the most basic constituents of the world, be they physical or non-physical, mental or material, abstract or concrete. The deeper question is what makes the world the way it is. Do things function the way they do because of their own intrinsic nature or because some further power makes them function that way? And is that power internal or external to things? And so on.


Why is the metaphysician dissatisfied with taking the world just as it is met with in experience? Possibly, it is a consequence of the worry that things may not be what they seem. There may be more to reality than appears to be the case. Much of metaphysics really turns on this possible dichotomy between reality and appearance. The most extreme form of this split is in the thought that what is present in experience may be wholly different from what is really there. I take myself to be sitting here and looking at a computer; but am I really sitting here with a computer in front of me, or am I dreaming it? Even if I am not dreaming, is the collection of sensations I have of seeing, touching and hearing anything like what is really outside my senses? These are questions that imply a radical split between what appears to be the case and what might really be there. Of course, this split may be less radical than my worries imply. The metaphysician may just want to ask whether what is experienced is all there is, or whether it is made up of more fundamental entities that explain experience but are not themselves self-evident in experience. It may be true that Judith is standing next to me, but is there just a single, concrete person there, or is there some complex co-presence of form, existence and other essential attributes that together make up that person (even if I do not see those attributes separately)? Another example would be the question of whether the patterns of people’s lives – their joy and sorrow, their triumphs and suffering – are all there is to life, or whether there is some further principle that gives meaning to that life.


Such a basic understanding of metaphysics allows us to see that many ultimate questions are likely to be metaphysical. Certainly, the ultimate questions that the brahmanical or Hindu philosophical schools ask are metaphysical. In a more ambiguous way – which we will have to explore carefully – the Buddhist question of the ultimate is also metaphysical. But the classical or early Chinese thinkers we study do not ask metaphysical questions.


To say straightaway how I propose to describe classical Chinese philosophy, I would call it ametaphysical. As we look at Confucianism and Daoism in particular, we will see that the ultimate questions they ask are not about reality. They do not seek to determine how things really are. The classical Chinese philosophers reveal no anxiety or dissatisfaction with the existence and structure of the world as they encounter it. Their dissatisfaction – their sense that there is a challenge yet to be met – has to do with how people act in the world. Their attention, then, is on action in this world, not on knowledge of it. Of course, they do set out to gain knowledge of many things, but these are to do with how to act in the world.


It would not be helpful to think that Chinese philosophy of the classical period lacks metaphysics. It is not as if the Chinese failed in an attempt to ask questions about the structure of reality that they ought to have asked. But it is difficult for those looking at Chinese thought from Western and Indian perspectives to avoid thinking in terms of their own categories and finding these missing in China. A good example would be the issue of the split between reality and appearance. To even say that Chinese philosophers do not distinguish between appearance and reality makes it look as if here was a problem that the Chinese failed to recognize. We might just about say that there is no reality–appearance split in the native Chinese tradition, for that is accurate; but we are still caught in a terminology alien to China. The best thing would be to say that Chinese thought sets out to ask ultimate questions in a way that is an alternative to the metaphysical. The ametaphysical is a different, legitimate and coherent way of asking questions about ultimate value, and it does so in terms that address situations in the world as we encounter it.


There is a positive way of putting it: Chinese thought is based on metaethics, which is the study of the concepts, methods and assumptions of ethical issues such as the nature of goodness and right action. Let us see how ultimate questions in China are metaethical (and ametaphysical), rather than metaphysical.


To start with a simple but major distinction, whereas Indian philosophy (like its Greek and later Western counterpart) tends to be driven initially by the question ‘What is there (really)?’, Chinese philosophy tends to ask ‘What should be done?’ The former question is, as we have seen, metaphysical. The latter question is about ethics in all the traditions: what is the good (the best end) that is sought, what is the correct thing to do in its pursuit, and so on. Behind the ethical questions of thinkers in India and the West still lies metaphysics. When they ask at the next level of reflection ‘Why should it (whatever ‘it’ is) be done?’, they answer ‘Because reality is (ultimately) such that it should be done.’ In other words, their goal is an answer to the metaphysical question ‘What is really there?’ (This is so even when they conclude that there is nothing there, or that whatever is there does not directly determine what we should do; the important point is that they do recognize the metaphysical question in the first place.) Underlying ethical issues is an interest in the structures of reality that give shape to the issues. For example, seeking to help others might be an ethical goal, but why is it so? Because a god commanded it or because of something in the world that makes it so? What are the facts about the nature of reality that allow us to attach a value to helping others? Or they may ask whether facts are ever relevant to value. Ethical questions, in the end, require some sort of an answer to how things fundamentally are, and such an answer is metaphysical.


In China, on the other hand, the question ‘What should be done?’ may be answered in diverse ways, drawing on many different and often incompatible considerations, and is followed by an assessment of those answers and the ways in which those answers emerge. The next level of reflection – ‘Why should it (whatever ‘it’ is) be done?’ – leads to answers along the lines ‘Because we can (ultimately) find guidance for what should be done.’ The philosophers generally do not ascend to the metaphysical question, because they still focus on ethics. The important point is that the Chinese tradition assumes that the issue of how to act (in the world as we find it) exhausts the reaches of philosophy. The great challenge is to know how to act. To the Chinese philosophers it would have seemed beside the point to ask whether or not something about the world actually determined how we are to act, for what they were concerned with at all times was action in the world. For them, the ultimate questions have to do with the very idea, motives and goals with which we seek to learn what should be done. That is why I call their ‘higher-order’ thinking – that is, their thinking about their thinking – ‘metaethics’; and because it simply offers an alternative way of thinking about life, I also characterize it as ‘ametaphysical’. Whereas in modern Western usage metaethics is an academic examination of ethical doctrines and the grounds for their justification, for classical Chinese thinkers it was a reflection on and assessment of the worth of our ideas of ethical conduct, leading to answers of ultimate value.


With this important idea that Indian thought is basically metaphysical and Chinese metaethical in their respective ultimate concerns, we can turn to looking at some of the important schools within these traditions.


The world: its structure in Indian systems of thought


The earliest attempt to account for reality in a systematic way is found in the school of Sankhya. This speculative system is philosophically interesting in that it posits a basic dualism: reality is made up of two fundamental principles – spirit and matter. It then provides an account of how the two interact to create the things of and in the world, but the intriguing point is that this account can simultaneously be read as the development of either the universe or the human psyche. Spirit acts initially to make inert matter dynamic; thereafter it is passive, purely a witness to the evolution of matter and working only through the things that result. Matter develops through its three constituent natures – the pure, the active and the passive. Intelligence, ego (consciousness of a sense of ‘I’) and the sensory means of gaining knowledge are all results of the pure nature being dominant in certain evolutionary processes. The gross elements that make up objects, as well as space and time, come from the passive nature of matter. The agency and energy through which intelligence actually interacts with objects is provided by the active nature of primeval matter. Thereafter, spirit is aware of the functioning of intelligence and its grasp on objects, and so is implicated in matter; but it remains fundamentally different from it. One can see how this might be either a general account of how the world and life came to be, or a specific theory of how the consciousness of the individual develops. In either case, this speculative system, despite many elaborations, gradually lost ground. Its basic realism and pluralism – the idea that there is an irreducible and ultimate structure to the material world, and many, again irreducible, individual spirits – were replaced by other systems with similar metaphysical commitments but which deemed its simple account of the world insufficient. We will now turn to the composite Nyaya-Vaisesika school, whose analysis of reality came to be adopted by most philosophers who accepted pluralism and realism.


We have a patient categorizing of reality by the Nyaya and Vaisesika schools, which later came together to form a composite school. Their aim, refined over 12 or 13 centuries, is to develop a commonsensical analysis of things. As has often been noted in both East and West, commonsensical views of reality rarely remain commonsensical, either because they cease being commonsensical when they search for consistency or because common sense is not very consistent anyway. But Nyaya-Vaisesika categories of reality are instructive because they start without any denial of the world as we encounter it. Even while Nyaya-Vaisesika philosophers seek to understand the structures of reality, they are adamant that we already do directly experience that reality. Of course, reality is not exhausted by what we ordinarily experience with our senses, since it is ultimately made up of things beyond the senses. Nevertheless, ordinarily encountered reality is not made up of something hidden from the powers of reasoning. In short, this school puts forward a logical view of reality, claiming that upon reflection its categories are evident to anyone.


Nyaya-Vaisesika makes the general claim that things are more or less (given the mistakes our senses normally make) what we experience them to be, and reality is not, ultimately, so very different from our experience of it. There are substantial objects out there that are independent of us: these have a nature that is essential to them and makes them what they are, and they are continuous and persistent just as our senses take them to be.


Vaisesika ontology (the classification of what there is) is built up of a cascading series of categories and their constituents, and we cannot examine them all in any detail. However, the major classifications are worth noting for their philosophical significance. To start with, we must understand that the classification is not of ordinary objects – trees, cows, tables – as such; it is of entities that render experienced objects intelligible. The attempt is to explore the structure of reality. The starting-point is the object as it is experienced. The issue now is to define the constituents of the object in logical terms (rather than in merely material terms, which would be the task of science). There is a distinction to be made, then, between objects (which we experience) and entities (which structure them).


These entities come under six basic categories: substance, quality, motion, universal/genus, particular/species, and inherence. A further category, absence, was posited some centuries later.


(1) Substance. A substance is a thing that exists through possessing qualities and motion and therefore precedes them in existence. It is the substratum of changes. Ordinary objects of experience are impermanent substances, in that they perish after periods of stability; but their constituents (the universals and particulars – see below) remain permanently without decay. Substances are not just material components of objects: earth, water, fire and air. There are also immaterial substances: time, place, self and mind. The immaterial substances, in particular, are philosophically interesting. Take the distinction between the self and the mind, as two different substances. The latter is seen as a separate immaterial substance that is used by the self as the means of perceiving its own states (as opposed to the external senses of the body that the self uses to perceive the material world, including the body itself). The self, on the other hand, is merely the entity that has a mind.


(2) Quality. Qualities reside (are located) in substances, and never found independently of them. Twenty-four qualities are eventually listed. Some are qualities of the self alone. There are material qualities, like the five external senses; and immaterial ones, like the psychological states of pleasure and pain, desire, effort and aversion. The cognitive ability of judgement that marks the mind (which we will remember is an immaterial substance) is itself an immaterial quality. Other qualities are relational between two different substances, like proximity, distance and contact. Size and shape are, of course, qualities. And there are dispositional qualities, too, which explain why substances behave the way they do: weight, fluidity, viscosity, elasticity, and so on.


A striking feature of this ontology is the inclusion of values in the list of qualities: merit and demerit are qualities that become attached to selves as a consequence of the moral actions they perform, and are manifested in both moral and non-moral consequences. We will return to this inclusion of the moral in metaphysics when we come to consider the Mimamsa school.


(3) Motion. This is specific to any substance, and brings about contact and separation between substances. It is analysed into various orientations (upwards, downwards, etc.), transformations (expansion, contraction), and locomotion.


(4) Universal/genus. Universals are generic entities that bring particulars together into a single class. So ‘horsehood’ is a universal that is common to (and only to) certain particular objects, which for that reason are horses. There can be many levels of universals (‘mammalhood’ groups particulars at a higher level than ‘horsehood’), until the highest universal is reached, namely ‘existence’. This is identified by later Nyaya logicians with the notion of ‘being’: to say that there is a reality made up of things is to say that all things fall under the class defined by the universal ‘existence’. Some class concepts, such as ‘tablehood’ and ‘studenthood’, are created by us, but there are universals that are independent of us. It is because a universal like ‘cowhood’ is real that we can have experience of individual things that we identify as ‘cows’. (The Nyaya philosophers note that we may name the universal, but as an aspect of reality that fixes the commonality of some group of objects, it is real independently of what we call it, whether we call it anything at all or whether we are even around to call it anything. Also, there is some debate over whether a universal is located only in the particulars that come under it or whether the universal itself exists independently.)


(5) Particular/species. Particulars are indivisible entities that are intrinsically distinguishable from one another, and have no further components: the particularities of material things are ‘atoms’ – not actual small physical particles but ‘ultimate entities, whatever they are’ that are required for objects to exist. (They might be compared to points in mathematics, logical requirements rather than actual things that we can experience.)


(6) Inherence. This is a category that goes well beyond the obvious, and yet starts from a commonsensical question: is there something by virtue of which certain entities are always found together? For example, why are qualities never found independently but only in a substance – why is there no black as such, only being found in and as a black cow or bird or stone? Why can there never be a whole object (like a pot) without constituents (like clay)? The answer is that things that are inseparable are so because of a specific relationship between them, called inherence. Qualities inhere in substances, the whole inheres in its parts. Inherence then becomes a powerful concept to explain why things go together the way they do. The problem is that we are not sure if this is something we actually see, or infer, or just make up as a way to explain the world.


(7) Absence. An extraordinary aspect of later Nyaya metaphysics is the claim that ‘absence’ is itself a part of reality. Once embarked on this line of thought, many different kinds of absence come to be seen as part of reality. There is prior absence (the ground before the plant grew), destructional absence (the ground after the tree is cut down), absolute absence (a singing, dancing tree), mutual absence (the tree not being a boulder, and vice versa).


This sustained and rigorous effort to say what is ultimately real starts with the observation that it is obvious that the world we experience is real as it is. But that is not sufficient guarantee that our conclusions about what makes up reality will be equally obvious. Indeed, commonsense realism about the world – it is what we encounter – leads to some very uncommon metaphysics indeed.


We will end this section on realist schools of metaphysics – those that take the material, experienced world as having an irreducible and ultimate structure – with a short consideration of the Mimamsa school. Although the Mimamsa philosophers seek to prove that the material world is ultimate, with no further reality (including God) required, they do not set about trying to analyse the components of that world. They are more concerned to defend the need to act – especially to perform rituals laid down in the sacred texts (the Vedas) – so as to uphold order. And this is the interesting aspect of their view of ultimate reality. They argue not only for a material world but also for an order that sustains it. They call this cosmos of ordered functions dharma. Narrowly conceived, dharma is the injunction to perform rituals. But why are rituals to be performed? Rituals help maintain dharma, the order that pervades the cosmos. Order is sustained by the natural functioning of all the elements of the world: the material elements, like the sun and water and wind; living creatures, like cows and tigers; and human beings. The sun shines, the tiger hunts, the human performs religious and social duties. In a profound way, these are natural aspects of reality, since reality is not only things as they are, but also what they do. Furthermore – and this is the challenging aspect of the Mimamsa world-view – the natural functioning of the world that is part of reality includes the actions undertaken by humans. The problem is that humans can choose to perform actions or decide not to do ritual; the sun and the tiger have no such freedom. The Mimamsa philosophers see this and note that humans can choose to realize their capacity to perform natural functions. This school shows that realism can include moral realism – the view that ultimate reality includes not just things and facts about them, but also values that exist independently of human recognition.


Within the world: deconstructing reality


There is no single Buddhist view of what there is, since there are many interpretations of the Buddha’s teachings. But the need to relate to these teachings provides a common thread through the many Buddhist schools we will now consider.


The Buddha does have something to say about the fundamental nature of the world, something that explicitly applies to the world in toto. It is the insight that lies at the heart of what he teaches and that prompted the birth of Buddhism. That insight certainly asks an ultimate question and gives an answer. What that says about ultimate reality is another issue.


The insight is stated in the form of the famous Four Noble Truths: the world is suffering; desire is the cause of suffering; the cessation of desire is the cessation of suffering; this is achieved by following the eight-fold path. Suffering (duhkha in Sanskrit) is interpreted subsequently as general illfare, although it is specifically related to sickness, sorrow, pain, ageing and death. But the concept of suffering includes a more pervasive sense of life being unsatisfactory and limited by so many factors. To find life unsatisfactory is to pursue satisfaction, which is to desire it and the things that provide it. So life is suffering because of desire. ‘Desire’ here is used in the sense of a pressing quest, rather than merely focusing on a goal, and this psychological urgency is conveyed by translating the relevant Pali/Sanskrit word as ‘craving’ or ‘thirst’. From the first two steps of the teaching, it follows that to cease craving is to cease suffering. The Buddha offers a path that will lead to the cessation of desire: the eight-fold path, which is a combination of ethical, psychological and bodily discipline.


This is the core of what the Buddha taught, and its power to transform lies in the unflinching diagnosis and therapy he offers us. Clearly, he raises a question about ultimate value: how life is to be understood and what to do in response to that understanding. Beyond that, does the Buddha say something about what is ultimate, how things really are? Clearly, yes, he does: life is suffering. It is a truth that does not allow of exceptions, and it is fundamental. Underneath our ordinary experience of suffering there really is just . . . suffering. Equally, there is another assertion about life: the cessation of desire will lead to a cessation of suffering. That too is a fundamental truth.


These are truths about the structure of reality to the extent that our lives are embedded in and part of reality. But there are other questions that had already been raised in ancient India and that confronted the Buddha: Is the world eternal or not? Is there a god? Would the Buddha himself exist in some way after his death? Are the self and the body identical? The Buddha has a two-fold response. On the level of logic, he says that these are indeterminate questions, unanswerable because they do not clearly articulate anything meaningful. What do any of the terms (world, eternity, god, self, identical) mean, and how did they come to mean what they do? On the level of psychology, he asks what purpose is served by attempting to answer them. If you are shot by an arrow, do you want to have it taken out or do you want to ask where it came from, what it is made of, and so on? So too, if you are undergoing suffering, do you want it to cease or do you want to investigate the structure of the world in which you suffer? The Buddha therefore says that he will not concern himself with questions of ultimate reality.


But that is not the whole story. The Buddha does make two major, interrelated claims about reality. First, the world and human beings are not ultimately substantial; they lack an intrinsic nature or ‘self’. Second, the lack of anything intrinsic to the nature of either the world or human beings means that everything is constituted, not by self-subsisting things that have their own essence, but by fleeting entities that are dependent, for both their being and our understanding of them, on each other. The world is fleeting, there is no self, and all things arise in dependence on each other.


The claim that things arise in mutual dependence (pratitya-samutpada) is the core of all subsequent Buddhist metaphysics. It means that nothing in the world is what it is without reference to other things; and that we cannot explain anything without recognizing how it relates to other things. In themselves, it eventually came to be said, things are ‘empty’ (sunya, whose technical meaning is ‘zero’) of essence. To use a crude illustration with caution, if a thing were a cup and its nature or essence the fluid that filled it, then we could say that each thing is more like a cupped palm than a tumbler: the nature of the thing is never self-sufficient but dependent on something else for it to be what it (always temporarily) is. It is not denied that there is a cup, but the cup is understood in terms of its arising for a while in dependence on something else, the palm. Of course, things are mutually dependent, and this mutuality is not captured in the example. But we are some way to seeing what the Buddha is claiming about reality. Each and every thing is to be understood in terms of every other thing. (This does imply that certain things that have to be self-sufficient by definition do not exist: there is no God, for any proper definition would include the notion that God’s existence was self-sufficient.) Something very fundamental about the structure of reality, not self-evident in our experience, has been asserted.


The Buddha does not talk of the dependent co-arising of all things or deny a stable world and an eternal self just to engage in the purely intellectual exercise of providing a theory of reality. He teaches what he does only so that people can be helped on the path to freedom from desire. (What that state of freedom is and how it is construed by different Buddhists will be seen in chapter 4, on the Inward Good.)


To realize that the world is not made up of stable and enduring entities is to realize that we were wrong about what we have hitherto desired. It can then be asked: what is really desired and why it is desired, if it is not what we think it is? Symmetrically, to realize that the person – the individual each of us takes him- or herself to be – is also only a fluid sequence of mental, moral and physical states, without any unifying and eternal self, is to ask of the subject of desire: if there is no persistent self, who desires and for whom? So, what is desired and who desires are both rendered moot. Now, throughout this radical questioning, we may have a persistent worry: if things are really this way (lacking in some eternal and intrinsic nature), how can they appear as they do – namely, as stable objects and persistent subjects, each with its own intrinsic nature? The doctrine of dependent origination becomes the key concept for subsequent Buddhist thinkers: stability and persistence are mere appearance, not intrinsic to things – they are only an image created by their passing and contingent connection with each other.


This is a finely balanced position. The Buddhist teaching is that we should accept things as we experience them, but at the same time realize that there is nothing to them that is more fundamental or ultimate. Things lack any essential or intrinsic nature. So, to put it in what seem paradoxical terms but on reflection are not: ultimately, there is no ultimate reality.


In subsequent Indian Buddhism, philosophy tried to draw out the full import of the Buddha’s teachings about the nature of things as they are. The first attempts were by the schools classified as Abhidharma (which means ‘the understanding of dharma’). In Buddhism, dharma originally meant the teachings and the way of the Buddha, but it also came to mean something very technical: it was the general name for every element of existence, those entities that the Buddha had said were fleeting and interdependent. The category of dharma extends beyond the constitution of physical objects and includes all the aspects of existence. The first major Abhidharma school, the Vaibhasika, seeks to list all the elements in the world, but with the purpose of going beyond a mere catalogue to show that they are all interdependent. This leads the school to construct ever more elaborate matrices (matrika) of elements.


A matrix is a list of elements categorized under (usually) a dyadic or triadic scheme. Examples of dyadic schemes are pure/impure, visible/invisible, internal/external, homogeneous/heterogeneous, actual/nominal, and so on. One can see how the same things can be classified under different dyadic schemes (‘fire’, for example, can be pure, visible, external, and so on). Triadic schemes are even more complex; examples include past/present/future, good/bad/neutral, and so on. Indeed, truly complex entities can be classified under many schemes. A famous example is ‘feeling’, relevant because control of it is vital to the Buddhist path. It can be analysed under a monadic scheme (a single nature): that which is associated with an impression formed through the senses. But it can also be analysed through a succession of more complex schemes – even a ten-fold scheme. The ten-fold analysis of feeling includes the five sense organs (1st–5th); the mind through which it is formed (6th); the specific mental function through which it is manifested (7th); and the three moral forms – wholesome, unwholesome and neutral – that it takes (8th–10th). This kind of analytic listing is meant to demonstrate the interconnectedness of every element. Hence the term ‘matrix’, which means an environment or situation from which things arise. The world is a matrix, and the lists classify the things of the world to the best ability of the philosophers.


Most later Buddhist schools do the same thing, but the metaphysical dispute comes out of the question of what allows these elements to be connected to each other. The Vaibhasika Buddhists say that the elements (dharmas) include some whose function is to hold things together (they are a kind of metaphysical glue). Furthermore, each and every element has to have some special function that makes it what it is. These elements are not ordinary, persistent things, like tables and trees, but more fundamental elements (rather like the atoms of the Vaisesika ontology we have already looked at), each with its own characteristics. There is some essential nature to them, after all.


The Sautrantika Buddhists perceive the danger that this ontology will violate the anti-essentialist teachings of the Buddha. Their view is that the elements are fleeting in the real sense of being momentary, coming into being only so as to have an effect on another element and then ceasing to exist. So, there are no real categories that exist or persist in themselves. How then do things appear to be stable in our experience? The Sautrantika say that it is a matter of human construction. In our mental grasping of things, we fabricate a sense of persistence and continuity. The elements themselves are just momentary points upon which we apply our concepts and out of which we create our experiences.


The claim that the experienced world is constructed becomes the basis of a major development in Buddhist theories of reality. It is the Yogacara school that fully develops the thought that somehow there is a mental act of putting imagined things together to form the features of our experience. Its most famous proponent, Vasubandhu, sets out to prove that the world that we experience – the world of objects apparently ‘outside’ – is actually constructed by consciousness. Drawing on the examples of dreaming, hallucinations and errors, where we mistakenly think something is happening outside us, Vasubandhu argues that it is possible for us to have experience of apparently external things without them actually being external. He therefore opens up the possibility that we might be wrong in thinking that there is a world outside us.


A later thinker of this school, Dinnaga, makes the more subtle case that we can describe our experiences without any commitment to an external world: we can simply list all the sights, sounds, feelings, and so on, without having to say that there are objects out there that are seen, heard or felt! What is really there is not a world at all, only mental constructions as if of a world. Of course, there is nothing in our experience to indicate that the table is not ‘out there’. But that does not matter, say Dinnaga and others: it is part of the very nature of consciousness that it makes things appear to be external when in fact they are only mental constructs.


The upshot of this idealism is that we come to understand that there is no world ‘really’ there to desire; it is all part of our construction. But, of course, can I not desire my own constructions? In response, the Yogacara philosophers, in common with other Buddhists, argue that there is no ‘I’ either, no real self, under the collection of mental states, that can truly desire anything. We will look at this denial in the next chapter, on the Self.


Yogacara therefore emphasizes the significance of mental activity as the way to the ultimate state of freedom, nirvana. This focus on mental construction as the source of apparent reality finds its most complete expression in Chinese Qan Buddhism, but in a characteristically Chinese, this-worldly manner. Qan Buddhism (says the monk Yong Jia) seeks for each person the attainment of a state in which the mind is not engaged in the ‘minor details’ of individual phenomena like thoughts and objects. The mind rid of a diversity of concepts is a unitary mind. But whereas in Indian Yogacara this would have looked like a recipe for metaphysical disaster – an idealism that rests on the mistaken idea of a mind – for Qan Buddhists, it is only a psychological attitude of freedom from the bonds of specific desires and objects. With a mind free of internal divisiveness, they believe, a person can act without desire; and that, for them, is nirvana. The entire metaphysical dimension of transcending the world that is so important in Indian Buddhism is absent here. The ultimate state that Qan Buddhism envisages is psychological (and, according to some, moral) freedom within this world.


A different way of making the Buddhist case is put forward by Nagarjuna, who founded the Madhyamaka school. He wants to demonstrate that things have no intrinsic nature of their own. But he does not try to do this by denying that objects are external. Instead, he makes a more radical claim: the Buddha, he argues, said nothing about ultimate reality, seeking only to free people from suffering. All he said about reality was that the things that made it up had no essential nature. Any claim purporting to be about the essential nature of things or how things really are – in short, any metaphysics – violates this teaching. Since the Buddha only taught what was necessary for people to attain freedom from suffering, anything that violates his teachings must be unhelpful to the cause of spiritual freedom, and worse, incoherent. The Madhyamaka philosophers set out to develop rigorous critiques of all the available metaphysical systems, so as to clear the path for the Buddha’s teachings.


As for the Madhyamaka themselves, they have no account at all. They merely want to show that no theory of the essence of things is possible. Things are ‘empty’ of such intrinsic nature and exist only interdependently.


The problem for Nagarjuna and his followers seems to be that he clearly says that no metaphysical position – no claim about ultimate reality – is possible. Is that not itself a metaphysical position? Is that not itself a claim about ultimate reality? If it is, then he is contradicting himself. We have to follow through his argument in defence of himself very carefully to see that this is not so. True, he says, ‘nothing can be said about ultimate reality’. But it would be a mistake to read this as ‘there is an ultimate reality about which nothing can be said’. His commentator, Candrakirti, gives the example of the man who, told by a merchant that he had nothing to sell, replied that he would buy some of that nothing! The Madhyamaka Buddhist, then, is denying exactly what his critic is assuming. His mention of the phrase ‘ultimate reality’ (when saying that nothing can be said about it) does not mean he uses it as a reference to something. Of someone who said, ‘Don’t say “bastard”, that’s swearing’, we would not say that she herself was swearing. As with swearing, so too with metaphysics.


Nagarjuna wishes to prove that all positions are untenable; the importance of his philosophy lies precisely in that demonstration. Any attempt to have a position should be given up. When we realize that things are empty – that there is nothing to say about what they really are – the desire to cling to the world vanishes. This entire philosophy is therefore summed up as the emptiness of emptiness. ‘Emptiness’ – the anti-metaphysical doctrine that things have no independent and essential natures in and of themselves – is not itself a metaphysics. It is itself empty of any such assertion. It is merely the demonstration of emptiness.


Does the Madhyamaka philosopher not prove too much, if his arguments are successful? Can any refutation, however sophisticated, fly in the face of our experience that things appear to have their own nature and qualities? Nagarjuna replies that we should work with ‘two truths’. One is the provisional acceptance of the world as we encounter it, where suffering is really felt and where the Buddha really taught. Then there is the ultimate truth – that there is no ultimate reality. We have just seen how that is not a contradiction.


The deconstruction of the world into emptiness, then, is not a simple metaphysical position, denying the reality of the experienced world and replacing it with some set of ultimate entities. The former claim would deny the nature of our experience and the reality of suffering, while the latter would transgress the Buddha’s limits on what can be asked. Instead, what we have is a balance between accepting the experienced world and asserting that that world is not what it seems.


In China, Huayen Buddhism marries the Madhyamaka analysis that things are interdependent with the traditional Chinese acceptance of the natural and social worlds as givens, completely altering the Indian Buddhist balance in the process. This leads to the so-called ‘positive’ interpretation of emptiness: things are empty only to the extent that they are not independent of everything else; but they do exist ultimately in that interdependent state. The famous metaphor for this idea of reality is the jewelled net of the king of the gods that extends infinitely: the facets of every gem that forms the net reflect every other gem. So every element (dharma, or fa in Chinese) exists in itself, but also somehow contains and is contained by every other element. All elements in the world thus coexist in a harmonious relationship, and that is their nature. This is held to be the teaching of ‘the harmonious, unobstructed interpenetration of real and phenomenal things’. In effect, a metaphysical reading of the world alien to the Chinese traditions (as we will see below) nevertheless leads to a search for the patterns of the world’s harmony – which is characteristic of Chinese traditions. Emptiness becomes full indeed.
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