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Explore the nature of our material world in this unique sourcebook conceived by the Dalai Lama and collecting the scientific observations found in classical Buddhist treatises.


“Science and Philosophy in the Indian Buddhist Classics offers a rare gift of wisdom from the ancient world to the modern reader. The editors have curated a rich treasure of the philosophy and maps of the mind that have their origins in the early centuries of Indian thought, were preserved in translation for centuries in Tibet, and now are brought to all of us in this translation.”


— Daniel Goleman, author of Emotional Intelligence


“Science and Philosophy in the Indian Buddhist Classics will quickly become an invaluable resource for all those interested in a cross-cultural understanding of science and the history of ideas. Volume 1 offers a comprehensive treatment of the physical world drawn from the writings of India’s greatest Buddhist philosophers, with an introduction by the Dalai Lama and contextual essays by the eminent scholar Thupten Jinpa. As we seek a multicultural and global perspective on the nature of reality, this volume and those to follow will certainly make a crucial contribution.”


— Arthur Zajonc, emeritus professor of physics, Amherst College


“The genesis of science that took place in South Asia was just as demanding in terms of empirical accuracy, explanatory standards, and theoretical ingenuity as science in the West. Unlike modern science, however, it included the experience of meditation among its basic sources of knowledge. This broadening of the empirical horizon promises to trigger a new Renaissance. We are fortunate that the editors here have offered us such a clear presentation of this exceptional resource.”


— Michel Bitbol, CNRS (The National Center for Scientific Research), Paris


“Situated in their rich contexts by a superb set of introductory essays, these classic texts reveal a breadth of original thought and observation that presents the modern reader with challenging concepts but rewards them with novel insights.”


— Kevan A. C. Martin, Director, Institute of Neuroinfomatics, University of Zurich


“This remarkable set of volumes will be of great interest to any student, scholar, or scientist who wishes to better understand the depth and complexity of the Indian Buddhist tradition. Surprising in their detailed consideration of the senses, particles, time, cosmology, fetal development, and the brain, these volumes are destined to become the resource for cross-disciplinary dialogue between Buddhism and science for many years to come.”


— Richard J. Davidson, Founder, Center for Healthy Minds, University of Wisconsin-Madison
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GENERAL EDITOR’S NOTE


THIS IS VOLUME 1 of a four-volume series that brings together classical Buddhist scientific and philosophical explorations on the nature of reality within a framework accessible to the contemporary reader. This ambitious series was conceived by His Holiness the Dalai Lama himself and compiled under his visionary supervision.


As the Dalai Lama explains in his introduction, the creation of this compilation is grounded in an understanding that it is possible to distinguish three domains in the contents of the great Buddhist treatises of classical India. First is the scientific dimension, which relates to empirical claims about not only the outer physical world but also the inner world of our experience, including the underlying principles that govern their functions and relationships. Second is the philosophical dimension, primarily statements presenting the ultimate truth or truths about reality. Finally, there is what might be called the religious dimension, which relates to Buddhist practice and the path to enlightenment. The Dalai Lama believes that, as the exchange of knowledge among the world’s cultures and languages becomes increasingly common, the insights contained in the works of the great Indian Buddhist thinkers, especially the more scientific and philosophical aspects, should be made accessible to contemporary readers.


The first two volumes in the series cover the scientific domain: volume 1 presents the physical world and volume 2 presents the mind sciences. Volumes 3 and 4 will focus specifically on the philosophical dimension of the Buddhist heritage. The remarkable accomplishment of the first two volumes is the gathering together in one place of insights of scientific interest from the great Indian Buddhist thinkers. Thanks to the Dalai Lama’s vision, for the first time the contemporary reader has the opportunity to directly engage with ideas of these key Buddhist thinkers from a scientific perspective, read their own words, and follow the line of their arguments. In their original context, the presentations compiled in this series are embedded within a larger framework that includes philosophical reflections as well as the soteriological goal of awakening. The extraction and organization of these views within the framework of scientific inquiry is in itself a revolutionary achievement in the history of Buddhist thought. That all the classical sources gathered in these two volumes on science are drawn from the Tengyur — the Tibetan translations of the Indian Buddhist treatises — also makes this compilation an important gift to the world from the Tibetan tradition.


The Buddhist science that arose in India is as ancient as Greek science, and its methods and insights speak to us from a long bygone era. For many it is a reality that now lives only in the pages of ancient treatises, whose sounds and smells have long dissipated, and whose logic, art, and wisdom remain obscure. But equally it may be said that such impressions are misleading, for Buddhist science and its insights have relevance to us in our time. And this is not just within traditional Eastern cultures where Buddhism remains a living tradition. Buddhist science has two components: the external science of the material universe plus the internal science on the nature of the mind itself. Each relies on the other, but it is internal Buddhist science that has achieved unique and profound insights into the nature of mind, and such insights are specifically relevant to the modern world.


Thanks to influential works like A. L. Basham’s The Wonder That Was India, consciousness of classical India as the cradle of a highly advanced civilization rich in art, culture, and religion has long been mainstream. Scholarly research during last few decades has demonstrated the sophistication of India’s rich philosophical heritage as well. In addition, archeological excavations of the cities of Mohenjo Daro and Harappa of the Indus Valley civilization have brought to light the sophistication of ancient India’s technological knowledge and skills. Now these two volumes on Buddhist science have the potential to fill in one important gap in our knowledge of classical India, namely the achievements in scientific thinking that occurred within the Indian Buddhist traditions.


Perhaps the most exciting feature of these two volumes on science in Indian Buddhist classics is their contribution to the history of ideas. The current discipline of the history of ideas, especially the history of science, is undeniably Eurocentric, with little attention paid to civilizations outside the Western world. This volume clearly documents a sophisticated tradition of scientific thinking in India, with investigations of atomic theory, the relativity of time, the concept of multiple world systems, embryonic development, the function of brain, and microorganisms within the human body. As a resource for the history of ideas, these two volumes have the potential to bring focused attention to the intellectual achievements of great thinkers like Nāgārjuna, Asaṅga, Vasubandhu, Dignāga, and Dharmakīrti. These volumes also open up the possibility to engage in a more comprehensive cross-cultural comparison between the scientific thinking of classical India and the West, thus offering a basis for developing a truly inclusive global narrative of the history of ideas.


To assist the contemporary reader, the six parts of each volume are all introduced with brief essays, from myself for volume 1 and from my colleague John Dunne for volume 2. These essays aim to (1) provide a larger context to the topics in each section, (2) offer helpful signposts to the contemporary reader so that he or she can ably navigate terrain covered, and (3) draw attention to possible parallels in Western scientific and philosophical thinking.


Personally, it has been both a profound joy and an honor to be part of this ambitious project. First and foremost, I would like to offer my deepest gratitude to His Holiness the Dalai Lama for his vision as well as his leadership of this valuable initiative. As stated in his introduction, in creating this compilation, His Holiness is sharing with the world the wisdom and insights of classical India that have been such an important resource for the Tibetan people for over a millennium. Never have I met anyone who cares so much about the world and thinks so much about the welfare of humanity with such constancy.


I thank the Tibetan editors who have worked so diligently, over a period of several years, in creating this compilation and patiently putting up with the frequent critical feedback and editorial changes I offered as the general editor. I would like to thank Ian Coghlan for taking on the most challenging task of translating this important volume into English, and patiently incorporating the extensive suggestions offered for fine-tuning the language of the English text. I would like to thank our editor at Wisdom Publications, David Kittelstrom, and his assistant Mary Petrusewicz for their careful copyediting of the English translation for publication.


Last but not least, I would like to offer my deep gratitude to the Ing Foundation for its generous patronage of the Institute of Tibetan Classics, and to the Scully Peretsman Foundation for its support of my own work, which made it possible for me to dedicate so much time to the creation of the Tibetan volumes, help edit and refine this English translation, and prepare the contextual essays.


Through the publication of this English volume may the wisdom of the great Buddhist masters of classical India touch people everywhere, across boundaries of geography, language, culture, and religion.


Thupten Jinpa


TRANSLATOR’S NOTE


The main sources of Buddhist material science are the early sūtras, Abhidharma works, and the treatises of Nālandā University scholars, treatises often composed in Sanskrit and tested through exacting academic debate. Centuries later these works were translated into Tibetan by Tibetan lotsāwas, many of whom travelled to India, enduring the heat and dangers of the Indian plains. Contemporary translators of Tibetan works may often draw therefore on two source languages, Sanskrit and Tibetan, each acting as an authoritative normative reference. But in terms of a living tradition, only the Tibetan system survives, and it alone remains a genuine living resource, one that can be consulted to unravel the many difficult terms and concepts encountered.


Having two source languages aides in identifying the intention of the early authors. The extant Tibetan tradition provides insight into how early Tibetan translators dealt with issues such as ambiguity and etymology involved in translating Sanskrit works, and how they located viable indigenous Tibetan terms that spoke to a Tibetan audience. There are times also when the terms remain obscure in both languages, and the translator must persevere until a word or phrase becomes clear and some light is cast upon the meaning.


In brief, translation implies compromise, for in general a translator cannot reproduce every element of the original work. Translation also implies interpretation, for the translator must identify and present what he or she considers the central elements of any passage, with the understanding that other elements may become secondary, lose importance, or even be discarded. Balancing the demands of accuracy and readability, the translator’s job seems to be more an art than a science. Since the reader who lacks access to the original work in Tibetan must rely on the translator, it is my hope that the energy expended by the reader in tackling this work will be rewarded.


I wish to thank His Holiness the Dalai Lama, whose vision has inspired this project, whose guidance has ensured its completion, and whose admonition to maintain a good motivation remains a constant goal. I wish also to thank the Compendium Compilation Committee, and in particular the committee chair Tromthok Rinpoche, abbot of Namgyal Monastery, for his valued and generous assistance. I had the privilege of first meeting Rinpoche in Sera in 1980, when he, at the request of Geshe Ngawang Dhargyey, kindly agreed to teach me Tibetan grammar when I first began my debate studies.


In terms of the translation project itself, I wish to thank Thupten Jinpa, the general series editor, for his suggestion to join the project and for his continued encouragement and assistance. I also express my gratitude to the four Tibetan edition editors with whom I had the privilege of meeting frequently to consult on issues concerning this volume: Geshe Jangchup Sangye of Ganden Shartse, Geshe Ngawang Sangye of Drepung Loseling, Geshe Chisa Drungchen Rinpoche of Ganden Jangtse, and Geshe Lobsang Khechok of Drepung Gomang. They proved to be a delight to work with, a wealth of knowledge and information regarding the Tibetan and Sanskrit sources, and insightful commentators on difficult and obscure points. Also I wish to thank the committee advisory members — Geshe Yangteng Rinpoche of Sera Me, Geshe Thupten Palsang of Drepung Loseling, and Gelong Thupten Yarphel of Namgyal Monastery — for their valued and generous assistance.


The editing of the English translation was supervised by Thupten Jinpa, who undertook a thorough edit of my initial draft translation, and I am indebted to his counsel and advice on a wide range of issues related to rendering this work in English. So too I wish to thank senior editor David Kittelstrom for his assistance in navigating the complexities of readability, grammar, and syntax, and copyeditor Mary Petrusewicz for her valued input in many areas.


Also I wish to thank Dechen Rochard, the translator of volume 2 in this series, for her input on the many and varied issues related to translation, to Tenzin Tsepak, translator of His Holiness, for our conversations on terminology and related issues, and especially to Jampel Lhundrup for his valued assistance on the ground in Dharamsala for the duration of the project.


May the translation of this work provide ready access to these materials for the Western reader.


Ian Coghlan
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MY ENCOUNTER WITH SCIENCE1


IN MY CHILDHOOD I had a keen interest in playing with mechanical toys. After reaching India in 1959, I developed a strong wish to engage with scientists to help expand my own knowledge of science as well as to explore the question of the relationship between science and religion. The main reason for my confidence in engaging with scientists rested in the Buddha’s following statement:


Monks and scholars, just as you test gold


by burning, cutting, and polishing it,


so too well examine my speech.


Do not accept it merely out of respect.


The Buddha advises his disciples to carefully analyze when they engage with the meaning of his words, just as a goldsmith tests the purity of gold through burning, cutting, and rubbing. Only after we have gained conviction through such inquiry, the Buddha explains, is it appropriate to accept the validity of his words. It is not appropriate to believe something simply because one’s teacher has taught it. Even with regard to what he himself taught, the Buddha says, we must test its validity for ourselves through experimentation and the use of reason. The testimony of scriptures alone is not sufficient. This profound advice demonstrates the centrality of sound reasoning when it comes to exploring the question of reality.


In Buddhism in general, and for the Nālandā masters of classical India in particular, when it comes to examining the nature of reality, the evidence of direct perception is accorded greater authority than both reason-based inference and scripture. For if one takes a scripture to be an authority in describing the nature of reality, then that scripture too must first be verified as authoritative by relying on another scriptural testimony, which in turn must be verified by another scripture, and so on, leading to an infinite regress. Furthermore, a scripture-based approach can offer no proof or rebuttals against alternative standpoints proposed by opponents who do not accept the validity of that scripture. Even among scriptures, some can be accepted as literal while some cannot, giving us no reliable standpoints on the nature of reality. It is said that to cite scripture as an authority in the context of inquiring into the nature of reality indicates a misguided intelligence. To do so precludes us from the ranks of those who uphold reason.


In science we find a similar approach. Scientists take experimentation and the logic of mathematics as arbiters of truth when it comes to evaluating the conclusions of their research; they do not ground validity in the authority of some other person. This method of critical inquiry, one that draws inferences about the unobservable, such as atomic particles, based on observed facts that are evident to our direct perception, is shared by both Buddhism and contemporary science. Once I saw this shared commitment, it greatly increased my confidence in engaging with modern scientists.


With instruments like microscopes and telescopes and with mathematical calculations, scientists have been able to carefully analyze phenomena from atomic particles to distant planets. What can be observed by the senses is enhanced by means of these instruments, allowing scientists to gain new inferences about various facts. Whatever hypothesis science puts forth must be verified by observation-based experiments, and similarly Buddhism asserts that the evidence of direct perception must ultimately underpin critical inquiry. Thus with respect to the way conclusions are drawn from evidence and reasoning, Buddhism and science share an important similarity. In Buddhism, however, empirical observation is not confined to the five senses alone; it has a wider meaning, since it includes observations derived from meditation. This meditation-based empirical observation grounded in study and contemplation is also recognized as part of the means of investigating reality, akin to the role scientific method plays in scientific inquiry.


Since my first visit to the West, a trip to Europe in 1973, I have had the opportunity to engage in conversations with great scientists, including the noted twentieth-century philosopher of science Sir Karl Popper, the quantum physicist Carl Friedrich von Weizsäcker, who was the brother of the last West German president and also a colleague of the famed quantum physicists Werner Heisenberg and David Bohm.2 Over many years I have had the chance to engage in dialogues with scientists on a range of topics, such as cosmology, neurobiology, evolution, and physics, especially subatomic-particle physics. This latter discipline of particle physics shares methods strikingly similar to those found in Buddhism, such as the Mind Only school’s critique of the external material world that reveals that nothing can be found when matter is deconstructed into its constitutive elements, and similarly the statements found in the Middle Way school treatises that nothing can be found when one searches for the real referents behind our concepts and their associated terms. I have also on numerous occasions had dialogues with scientists from the fields of psychology and the science of mind, sharing the perspectives of the Indian tradition in general, which contains techniques of cultivating tranquility and insight, and the Buddhist sources in particular, with its detailed presentations on mind science.


Today we live in an age when the power of science is so pervasive that no culture or society can escape its impact. In a way, there was no choice but for me to learn about science and embrace it with a sense of urgency. I also saw the potential for an emerging discourse on the science of mind. Recognizing this, and wishing to explore how science and its fruits can become a constructive force in the world and serve the basic human drive for happiness, I have engaged in dialogue with scientists for many years. My sincere hope is that these dialogues across cultures and disciplines will inspire new ways to promote both physical and mental well-being and thus serve humanity through a unique interface of contemporary science and mind science. Thus, when I engage in conversations with scientists, such as in the ongoing Mind and Life dialogues, I have the following two aims.3


The first concerns expanding the scope of science. Not only is the breadth of the world’s knowledge vast, advances are being made year by year that expand human knowledge. Science, however, right from its inception and especially once it began to develop quickly, has been concerned primarily with the world of matter. Unsurprisingly, then, contemporary science focuses on the physical world. Because of this, not much inquiry in science has been made into the nature of the person — the inquirer — as well as into how memory arises, the nature of happiness and suffering, and the workings of emotion. Science’s advances in the domain of the physical world have been truly impressive. From the perspective of human experience, however, there are dimensions of reality that undoubtedly lie outside the current domain of scientific knowledge. It is of vital importance that the science of mind takes its place among the current fields of human investigation. The brain-based explanations in contemporary science about the different classes of sensory experience will be enriched by incorporating a more expanded and detailed understanding of the mind. So my first goal in my dialogues with scientists is to help make the current field of psychology or mind science more complete.


Not only do Buddhism and science have much to learn from each other, but there is also a great need for a way of knowing that encompasses both body and mind. For as human beings we experience happiness and suffering not only physically but mentally as well. If our goal is to promote human happiness, we have a real opportunity to pursue a new kind of science that explores methods to enhance happiness through the interface of contemporary science with contemplative mind science. It is my belief that, while acknowledging the great contribution that science has made in advancing human knowledge, our ultimate aim should always be to help create a comprehensive approach to understanding our world.


This takes us to the second goal behind my dialogues with scientists — how best to ensure that science serves humanity. As humans, we face two kinds of problems, those that are essentially our own creation and those owing to natural forces. Since the first kind is created by we humans ourselves, its solution must also be within our human capacity. In contemporary human society, we do not lack knowledge, but the persistence of problems that are our own creation clearly demonstrates that we lack effective solutions to these problems. The obstacle to solving these problems is the presence in the human mind of excessive self-centeredness, attachment, anger, greed, discrimination, envy, competitiveness, and so on. Such problems also stem from deficits in our consideration of others, compassion, tolerance, conscientiousness, insight, and so on. Since many of the world’s great religions carry extensive teachings on these values, I have no doubt that such teachings can serve humanity through helping to overcome the human-made problems we face.


The primary purpose of science is also to benefit and serve humanity. Discoveries in science have brought concrete benefits in medicine, the environment, commerce, travel, working conditions, and human relationships. There is no doubt that science has brought great benefits when it comes to alleviating suffering at the physical level. However, since mental suffering is connected with our perception and attitude, material progress is not enough. Even in countries where science has flourished greatly, problems like theft and violent disputes persist. As long as the mind remains filled with greed, anger, conceit, envy, and so on, no matter however perfect our material facilities, a life of genuine happiness is not possible. In contrast, if we possess qualities like contentment and loving-kindness, we can enjoy a life of happiness even without great material facilities. Happiness in life is primarily a function of the state of the mind.


If contemporary society were to pay more attention to the science of mind, and more importantly, if science were to engage more with societal concerns, including fundamental human values, I believe that this could lead to great advancement and novel outcomes. Although science has not concerned itself with the enhancement of ethics and the cultivation of basic human values such as kindness, since science has emerged as a means to serve humanity, it should never be completely divorced from the values that are of great importance to the flourishing of human society.


In Indian philosophical traditions in general, and in Buddhism in particular, one finds many techniques for training the mind, such as the cultivation of tranquility (śamatha) and insight (vipaśyanā). These definitely have the potential to make important contributions to contemporary psychology as well as to the field of education. The mental-training techniques developed in these traditions are uniquely potent for alleviating mental suffering and promoting greater inner peace. So my second goal for my dialogues with contemporary scientists is to see how these techniques, as well as their underlying insights, can be best harnessed to the task of transforming our contemporary education system so that our society does not suffer from a deficit in basic ethics.


Today no aspect of human life is not impacted by science and technology. Science occupies a central place in both our personal and our professional lives. It is critically important that we reflect on the ultimate purpose of science, on what larger consequences and impact science can have in our world. In the early part of the twentieth century, many believed that the spread of science would erode faith in religion. Yet today, in the beginning of this twenty-first century, there seems to be a renewed interest in ethics in general and, in particular, the insights of those ancient traditions that contain systematic presentations of mind science and philosophy.




THREE DOMAINS IN THE SUBJECT MATTER OF BUDDHIST TEXTS


In our society, all sorts of immoral acts are committed on a regular basis. We observe murder, theft, cheating, violence against others, exploitation of the weak, misuse of public goods, abuse of alcohol and other addictive substances, and disregard for societal responsibility. We also see people suffer from social isolation, from vengefulness, envy, extreme competitiveness, and anxiety. I see all these as consequences primarily of our neglect of ethics and basic human qualities such as kindness. It is essential for us to pay attention to the means that would help promote basic ethics. The profound interdependence of today’s world calls us to create a society permeated by kindness.


What kind of foundation is necessary for this? Since religion-based ethical teachings are grounded in the philosophical views of their respective faith traditions, an ethics contingent on religion alone will exclude those who are not religious. If ethics is contingent on religion, it will be ignored by those who adhere to no religious faith. We do not need to be religious to see the value of kindness; we can discern it by observing our everyday life. Even animals survive by relying on the care of others.


Furthermore, impulses for empathy, kindness, helpfulness, and tolerance seem naturally present in small infants, well before the influence of religious faith begins. Looking to these innate qualities and their associated behaviors as a foundation, I have striven to promote an approach to ethics and basic human values that does not rely on the perspectives of a specific religious tradition. My reason is simply this: We can enjoy a life of peace and happiness without religion. In contrast, if we are divorced from human love and kindness, our very survival is at risk; and even if we do survive, our life becomes devoid of joy and trapped in loneliness.


We can promote ethics on the basis of a specific religion, but prioritizing the perspective of one religion over others is problematic in today’s deeply interconnected and global society, which is characterized by a multiplicity of religions and cultures. For an approach to the promotion of ethics to be universal, it must appeal to the fundamental values we share as human beings. If we neglect these basic human values, who can we blame for the negative consequences? Thus, when I speak of secular ethics, I am speaking of these fundamental values that are inherent to human nature, and that are in fact the very foundation of the ethical teachings of the world’s religious traditions.4


Historically, there have been societies where respect was accorded to the perspectives of both believers and nonbelievers. For example, although the materialist Cārvāka school was the object of vehement critiques from other schools in ancient India, it was a custom to refer to the upholders of that viewpoint in honorific terms. Consonant with this ancient tradition, when India gained its independence in the twentieth century, the country adopted a secular constitution independent of any specific religious faith. This establishment of a secular constitution was not to show disrespect for religion; it was to promote peaceful coexistence among all religious faiths. One of the major forces behind the adoption of this secular constitution was Mahatma Gandhi, himself a deeply religious person. Conscious of this important historical precedent, I feel no apprehension in promoting a secular universal approach to ethics.


My own personal view is that, in general, people should remain within their own traditional religions. Changing faith can lead to difficulties for oneself, and it can also undermine the basis of interreligious harmony. With this belief I have never harbored any intention to make converts or convince followers of other religions to become Buddhists. What is appropriate for believers is to contribute to the common good by practicing those aspects of the teachings that can serve humanity as a whole. Such teachings are definitely present in all the world’s main religions.


Within Buddhism, for example, I see two things with the greatest potential to serve everyone, regardless of their faith. One is the presentation on the nature of reality, or “science,” as found in the Buddhist treatises, and the second encompasses the methods or techniques for training the mind to alleviate mental suffering and promote greater inner peace. In this regard it is important to differentiate among three distinct domains within the subject matter of the Buddhist sources: the presentations (1) on the natural world, or science, (2) on philosophy, and (3) on religious beliefs and practice. In general, when one speaks of religion or religious practice, it is linked with faith in a source of refuge. In this religious sense, Buddhism, too, is relevant only to Buddhists and has no particular connection to those who follow other religions and those who have no religious faith. Clearly presentations rooted in religious faith are not universally applicable, especially when we recall that among today’s world population, as many as a billion human beings identify themselves nonbelievers.


Buddhist philosophy contains aspects, such as the principle of dependent origination, which can be relevant and beneficial even to those outside the Buddhist faith. This philosophy of dependent origination can of course conflict with standpoints that espouse a belief in a self-arisen absolute being or an eternal soul, but for others, this philosophy can help expand their outlook and enable them to see things in life from multiple angles, which prevents the narrow fixation that blames everything on a single cause or condition. I see great benefit in extracting the scientific and philosophical explorations found in Buddhist texts and presenting them independently of the strictly religious teachings. This allows someone who is not Buddhist to learn about the Buddhist scientific explorations of reality as well as Buddhist philosophical insights. It also gives many people the opportunity to learn how Buddhist traditions have developed their worldview and their philosophical outlook on the ultimate nature of reality.


Take, for example, the Buddha’s first teaching, the four noble truths, which is common to all Buddhist traditions. In this teaching, we can observe a clear differentiation among the “ground” (the nature of reality), the path, and the result. The statements on the nature of the four truths, e.g., “This is the noble truth of suffering,” present the ground; the statements on the function of the truths, e.g., “Suffering is to be known,” present the path; and the statements pertaining to the agent and the fruits of the path, e.g., “Suffering is to be known, yet there is nothing to be known,” explain how the result of the path comes to be actualized. My point is that, whether the presentation is of philosophy or of ethical precepts, the fundamental approach in the Buddhist texts is to ground them in an understanding of the nature of reality.


In what is called the Mahāyāna, or Great Vehicle, too, the presentation on the two truths (conventional and ultimate) is the ground, the presentation of the two aspects (method and wisdom) is the path, and the presentation of the two buddha bodies (the form and truth bodies) is the result. All of these are grounded in an understanding of the nature of reality. Even in the case of the highest aim in Buddhism — the attainment of the two buddha bodies, or the buddhahood that is the embodiment of the four buddha bodies5 — the potency to actualize these aims can be found in the innate mind of clear light that resides naturally within us. The presentations found in the Buddhist sources are developed on the basis of an understanding of the nature of reality. If we look at the way the words of the Buddha were interpreted in the treatises composed by the great Buddhist thinkers of the past, such as the masters of Nālandā University, there too the subject matter of the entire corpus of Buddhist texts, including those that were translated into Tibetan running into more than three hundred volumes, fall into the threefold classification of the ground, the path, and the result.


As stated, the content of the Buddhist texts can be grouped within the three domains of (1) the nature of reality, or science, (2) philosophical tenets or views, and (3) religious practice, namely the presentation of the path and the way in which the results of the path are actualized. I see great benefits if we engage with the works in the Kangyur (the scriptures) and Tengyur (the treatises) on the basis of critically examining whether their contents present science, philosophy, or religious practice.


BUDDHIST PRESENTATIONS OF REALITY, OR BUDDHIST SCIENCE


Philosophical Outlook and Methods of Inquiry


In general, the word science refers to a body of knowledge about the world that is obtained through a particular method and that is verifiable by anyone repeating the same experiment. The term can be applied to both the acquired body of knowledge and to the method by which such knowledge is obtained. More broadly, science can refer also to a systematic method of investigation. When a scientist explores a particular question, first he or she develops a hypothesis. Then, through experiments, certain results are found, and these findings are then subjected to the scrutiny of one’s colleagues. When the findings of different scientists come to converge, these findings come to be accepted as part of the larger body of scientific knowledge. The means by which these discoveries are made is characterized as scientific. This basic feature of the scientific method seems to accord with the two criteria of existence proposed in Buddhist Madhyamaka texts: for something to exist, (1) it must be known by a conventionally valid cognition, and (2) it must not be contravened by some other conventionally valid cognition.6




In the Buddhist tradition, the principle of “four reliances” sets out the basic discernments necessary when inquiring into the nature of reality: (1) When analyzing a particular claim, we must not draw conclusions based on the renown of the person who is making the statement; rather we should draw conclusions on the basis of critically examining what the person has said. (2) With respect to what has been stated, too, we should not deduce the truth or falsity of a statement from its literary merits or the quality of the writing; the content of the statement is more important than its form. (3) With respect to the contents of the statement, too, we should not trust those that may have been stated provisionally for an expedient purpose; rather we should accord greater importance to the definitive meaning that pertains to the actual nature of reality. (4) With respect to the definitive meaning, too, we should accord greater importance to the observations of direct perception and not be content with mere conjectures or word-based understandings. These four conditions should be applied when we engage in analysis, irrespective of the topic.


As for the actual analysis, the texts speak of the “four principles of reason.” Not only do these four principles demonstrate the Buddhist outlook on the natural world, if we examine carefully, we can also say that they embody the entire Buddhist presentation about reality. The first, the principle of nature, explains how in the Buddhist understanding there is no absolute beginning or end to the universe when viewed from the perspective of its constitutive elements. For example, even though we can speak of a beginning to the macroscopic world, whether the structure of the world or its manifest aspects, we cannot posit an absolute beginning at the level of ultimate constitutive elements. For if there is such a beginning, that first source will have to be either devoid of cause or be created by some transcendent being. Similarly, if one posits an absolute beginning to consciousness, whose essential character is that of subjectivity, this would mean that consciousness emerges from the aggregation of matter, which is contrary to the nature of subjective experience. Were this the case, how would we explain the subsequent arising, on the basis of that alleged first moment of consciousness, of multiple distinct streams of cognition? So, in the Buddhist sources, the fact that material things maintain their own integrity and propagate their continuity and the fact that consciousness exists as characterized by subjective experience are stated simply as part of the principle of nature. Things give rise to their own continuum — that is the way it is.




Śāntideva makes an important distinction with respect to this principle of nature. In his Engaging in the Bodhisattva’s Deeds, Śāntideva explains how things arise in the world through a natural process of evolution. However, when this process reaches a point where the basis for the experience of happiness and suffering of a sentient being comes into play, at that point the process has gone beyond the simple principle of nature. At that point, he states, the principle of nature is still the basis, but adventitious factors, such as the intentional activity of a person, have also intervened and become part of the causal process.7


The second principle, the principle of dependence, relates to the way the features an effect displays are contingent on the characteristics of its cause. In other words, all the diverse attributes that exist in an effect are byproducts of the aggregation of the various characteristics present in the cause. To give an easy example, say there is to be an excellent crop with healthy stalks, unaffected by pests, and crops ripening at the right time, and so on. The presence of seeds is not enough; other important conditions must converge as well, such as soil, warmth, moisture, fertilizer, and dedicated human effort. One cannot say excellent crops are due merely to nature.


Within this principle of dependence, we can distinguish three types of dependence: (1) causal dependence, (2) the way the integrity of a whole depends on its constitutive parts — even the perception of a whole is dependent upon the perception of its parts — and (3) dependence in terms of conceptual designation, which is to say that given everything exists as mere conventional designation, their very identity as distinct phenomena is a function of the mind labeling them. This last sense of dependence is extremely profound.


The principle of function, the third principle, refers to specific functions individual entities perform because of their distinct natures and the functions they support. For example, the seed is the primary cause of a sprout, but conditions such as moisture and fertilizer each perform their own unique functions, and it is through the combination of these causes and conditions that a specific effect arises. In general, the earth element functions to ground and support, water functions to cohere, fire to mature, and the wind to enhance. It is functions such as these that are referred to when speaking of the principle of function.


The final principle, the principle of evidence, refers to what allows us to draw inferences, such as “If such and such is the current condition, then such and such will be the future state,” “Given these diverse features of a given effect, there must have been such and such diverse characteristics in the cause too,” and “Such and such is impermanent because it comes into being at certain times but not at others.”


The Nature of the Objective World


Briefly, the presentation of the nature of reality in classical Buddhist texts is fourfold: (1) the nature of the objective world, (2) the presentation of the mind, the subject, (3) how the mind engages its object, and (4) the means, such as the science of logical reasoning, by which the mind engages its object. This overarching framework has been adopted for the presentations in Science and Philosophy in the Indian Buddhist Classics.


With respect to the first, the objective world, we can distinguish three categories. First is the category of evident observable facts, those things for whose cognition we do not need to rely on either logical reasoning or someone else’s verbal testimony. Second are those facts not directly observable that can be known on the basis of logical reasoning. Finally, some facts we simply cannot discern through either direct perception or evidence-based logical reasoning. This last category must be known on the basis of the words of a reliable person.


Take our own health as an example. Symptoms of ill health such as the loss of body luster, shortness of breath, and inflammation belong to the first category of facts, observable evident facts. On the basis of these symptoms, we can diagnose the specific illness and perhaps the cause of that illness as well. These facts that are inferred are known as the slightly concealed facts, the second level of facts. Some facts in this second category are opaque to humans in general; some are categorized as such contextually in relation to a particular place or time. Among the third level of facts, extremely concealed facts, is, for example, our date of birth. This is something we can know only from the testimony of others; we have no other means of knowing it. This third category includes also the truth about the subtle workings of cause and effects, as well as the answers to what are the causes and conditions for the existence of such diversity of species of sentient beings in this world.


When dealing with the third category, it becomes essential in Buddhist inquiry to rely on the authority of scriptures. However, such scriptural testimony must fulfill certain criteria. To begin with, the content of such a scripture must not be undermined by direct perception and valid logical reason; also the words of that scripture must be free of internal contradictions, and the utterer of that scripture must have no exceptional circumstantial reason for teaching that particular scripture. In our everyday life we use this third type of inference relying on others’ testimony. For example, we come to believe certain facts about the world based on what we read in the papers, and we accept numerous facts about the past based on historical works. Even in science too, scientists subscribe to the conclusions of other researchers shared through scientific publications without themselves undertaking the same experiments.


This mode of inquiry into the nature of reality through the use of direct observation, reason-based inference, and scriptural testimony, consonant with the threefold classification of the facts of the world, existed in the Buddhist tradition from its inception. Nonetheless, it is Dignāga — appearing in the fifth century — and his commentator Dharmakīrti in the seventh century who were responsible for developing a comprehensive science of logical reasoning within the Buddhist tradition. The Madhyamaka philosophy based primarily on critical reasoning arose during the time of the Buddha himself and was refined especially around the second century of the Common Era by Nāgārjuna. However, I think the emergence of a distinct and complete system of logic and epistemology (pramāṇa) within the Buddhist tradition must be attributed to Dignāga and Dharmakīrti.


In general, the science of logic and epistemology was well established through the treatises of the non-Buddhist Naiyāyika school, well before Dignāga and Dharmakīrti. Dignāga further advanced the science of logic and epistemology through his innovations, such as the invention of the triple criteria of a logical proof as well as his apoha, or “differentiation,” theory of meaning in the philosophy of language. In his writings on logic and epistemology, Dignāga presented detailed critiques of the standpoints of other Indian schools such as the Naiyāyika, Vaiśeṣika, and Sāṃkhya. In response, the Naiyāyika thinker Uddyotakara and the Mīmāṃsā philosopher Kumārila critiqued Dignāga. And if we analyze how the views of these thinkers were, in turn, chosen as objects of sustained critique by Dharmakīrti, what we find is the development of a highly advanced tradition of logic and epistemology in classical India.


There are other alternative systems of classification of reality presented in the Buddhist sources. For example, there is the fivefold classification of (1) material form, the visible, (2) primary mind, (3) concomitant mental factors, (4) nonassociated conditioning factors, and (5) unconditioned phenomena. There are also the classifications with specific purposes, such as that of twelve bases and eighteen elements.8 Thus, taking into account their specific natures, characteristics, purposes, and types, there are various ways in which reality is parsed and subsumed within each other in Buddhist sources.


The first category of reality in the fivefold classification is material form. In presenting this category, Buddhist sources examine the nature of matter and differentiate it into eleven material forms, which include both obstructive and nonobstructive forms, mental-object forms, as well as the great elements and their derivatives (see part 2 of this volume). Explorations of material form include also the topic of the formation of the natural world (part 5), as well as the topic of atomic particles, the ultimate constituents of the physical world (part 3). Also addressed is the question of whether the nature of material objects can be explained on the basis of aggregation of atoms or whether, ultimately, what is perceived as external matter is nothing but perceptions of the mind. Within the theory of atoms, there is also the view of space particles that act as the basis for the other natural elements. Even with respect to a single particle, its characteristics can differ vastly depending on the distinct perspectives of two beings interacting with that individual particle at the same locus, differences as great as between the sky and the earth.


When speaking of natural elements, Buddhist sources refer also to a fifth element, known as the space element. By “natural elements” we should not understand only composite things; it also encompasses some things that remain in the form of potencies. Furthermore, since atomic particles are said to derive from the great elements, this would indicate that there are natural elements that are the sources of these particles. What we perceive in our everyday experience as earth, water, fire, and air, although labeled as “elements,” are in fact quite coarse. Furthermore, in the Buddhist sources, there are detailed presentations of physiology, such as the gross, intermediate, and subtle levels of the body; the primary and secondary wind energies; the 21,600 cycles of breath that flow within the body in a single day, and so on (part 6).


With respect to the origin and evolution of the natural world and its inhabitants (part 5), Asaṅga, for example, explains this on the basis of three conditions — an absence of prior intelligence, the condition of impermanence, and the condition of potentiality. Based on these three conditions, Asaṅga explains how the cosmos and its inhabitants evolve purely through the function of mere conditionedness and how they do not come into being through the design of a creator. This view is the standard Buddhist position on the question. This standpoint is highly compatible with the basic viewpoint of science.


This compatibility aside, there are explanations found in the Buddhist sources, such as in the Abhidharma texts, describing the shape and size of the planets, the passage of sun and moon, how solar and lunar eclipses occur, and so on that are based on the existence of Mount Meru at the center, with earth being flat and the heavenly bodies like the sun, moon, and the stars circling the earth. I believe these cosmological explanations are simply the received views of the time, based on sources such as the ancient Vedas. These specific claims about cosmology are in direct conflict with confirmed findings of contemporary science. I have not held these as part of my worldview for quite a long time.


Buddhist sources also describe how the world first comes to form, then abide, disintegrate, and become empty, and how during the empty stage there remains space or empty particles. It is from these particles that another new world comes to form that abides, disintegrates, and becomes empty. In this way, in a repeated cycle, the universe is said to retain its endless continuity. These space particles, described in the texts of Kālacakra tantra,9 are not conceived of as something observable with a physical mass. Nevertheless, they persist as the sources for the emergence of the entire material world. Through the forces of these space particles, the four natural elements evolve from the subtle to coarser levels, and these later dissolve from the grosser to the subtler levels, ultimately reverting back into space particles. Thus these space particles are the foundation for both the emergence and the dissolution of the world systems. The Kālacakra texts explain how and at what stage these space particles act as the basis for the emergence of a particular world system. Before forming, a world system remains empty, since its entire material basis exists in the form of empty space particles. When the potencies of the karma of the sentient beings that will later come to inhabit that particular world ripen and begin to exert influence, the wind particles coalesce and set in motion the formation of that world.


	

Although contemporary science provides a profound explanation for the emergence of the universe out of a big bang, important questions remain. What existed before the big bang? Where did the big bang come from? What conditions gave rise to this big bang? What led to the process that created the conditions for the emergence of life on Earth? What is the relationship between the natural world and sentient beings that came to evolve within it?


According to the explanations in the Buddhist sources, there is a connection between the way the outer natural world is formed and the formation of the sentient beings that come to inhabit it. Furthermore, there is a connection between the corporeal body we possess and a subtle body at a deeper level that, in turn, evolves through a process traceable finally to the subtlest state, where there exists an indivisible union of wind and mind. So we find in Buddhist sources the view of how the human body represents in a subtle way the entire universe.


In biology, according to the principles of Darwinian theory, and in particular the process of natural selection, questions of how the diversity of species came to evolve and what might be the origin of life are explored. Evolutionary science explains how life came to emerge through increasingly complex aggregations of molecules and how living organisms propagate their own kinds through reproduction and so on. Thus science explains how five characteristics must be present in something that is alive.10 Since biology’s account of the origin of life is based on the notion of cells, it explains how all living things are composed of cells. When asked what are the first cells, the explanation is that they evolved through an extremely long natural process.


Now in evolutionary science’s account of how life first came to emerge, we find the idea of how a series of random selections leads to the emergence of distinct species. When examined from the Buddhist perspective, this view resembles those who speak of the emergence of the universe through pure chance or without any cause. I find this particular aspect of evolutionary theory to be problematic.


Speaking of biology, I have asked scientists on a number of occasions the following questions: Why is it that modern evolutionary view does not accept fundamental human qualities such as compassion to be part of basic human nature? And how is it that the impulse for helping and kindness are not recognized as drivers for human behavior and the basis of flourishing?




In the Buddhist sources, time (part 4) is not identified as something independent of matter and mind. Time is defined as a construct on the basis of matter or consciousness. The past, that which has ceased, functions not only by opening the way for a present arising, it also helps to make that which is yet to be a reality. The shortest moment of time is identified as the time it takes for a single atom to turn. There are also coarser measurements of the shortest moment of time, such as a sixtieth-fifth — or a three hundred and sixty-fifth — of a finger snap. That countless submoments can be differentiated even within such a short moment of time is clear from the citations from the Flower Ornament Sūtra.11 There it is explained through the descriptions of the qualities of bodhisattvas at different levels that even though there is an immense difference between an eon and an instance, the two need not be contradictory if judged from the perspectives of two distinct persons.


The Mind and Reasoning


I explained above that Buddhist science, or its presentation on reality, can be grouped under four main topics: (1) the nature of the objective world, (2) the presentation of the mind, the subject, (3) how the mind engages its object, and (4) the means, such as the science of logical reasoning, by which the mind engages its object. Of these, I have commented on the first topic. The remaining three topics are part of the sciences of mind, and I explain these in my introduction to volume 2 in this series.


BUDDHIST PHILOSOPHY


Philosophy represents the summation of the conclusions about the nature of reality developed through critical inquiry. In Science and Philosophy in the Indian Buddhist Classics, philosophy will be treated in volumes 3 and 4, but I will touch on it briefly here. In Buddhism, works explicitly presenting philosophical views evolved early. We see this with the appearance of the Questions of King Menander before the Common Era, the Abhidharma treatises starting around the first century CE, the six philosophical treatises of Nāgārjuna shortly thereafter,12 and so on. There also appeared, in Buddhism’s classical era, treatises in which the principal views of both Buddhist and non-Buddhist Indian schools were presented together in a single work and critically examined. For example, Bhāvaviveka composed his Blaze of Reasoning in the fifth century, and in the eighth century Śāntarakṣita authored his Compendium on Reality.


Buddhism’s basic philosophy is encapsulated in what are known as the view of the four seals, or axioms: all conditioned things are impermanent, all contaminated things are characterized by suffering, all phenomena are empty and devoid of selfhood, and nirvāṇa is peace. Impermanence refers to the fact that things, right from their birth, do not remain static even for a single moment. This is because things do not depend on some third condition for their disintegration; the very causes that produce them also make them susceptible to disintegration. We can see this truth of impermanence for ourselves if we contemplate deeply the gross changes we observe in things. The statement that “all contaminated things are characterized by suffering” indicates how our existence is bound to a causal nexus of undisciplined states of mind that keeps it under their power. As for the statement “nirvāṇa is peace,” Dharmakīrti identifies this with the possibility of eliminating pollutants from the mind. He establishes the existence of such a state of freedom through reasoning so that we do not need to rely on faith alone to explain it. The teaching on no-self relates principally to the ultimate nature of reality, namely that things do not exist the way they appear to.


All Buddhist schools reject the existence of a self that is eternal, unitary, and autonomous. Yet many Buddhist schools assume that what we call “self” or “person” must nonetheless exist in some form. We find the assertion that the self exists on the basis of the aggregates, with some proposing that all five aggregates constitute that person and others positing the mind alone to be the person. Some, recognizing that the six types of consciousness are unstable like bubbles in water, assert eight classes of consciousness and posit foundational consciousness (ālayavijñāna) to be the real person. Others, seeing faults in identifying the person with the aggregates, assert a self (or person) that is neither identical to nor different from the aggregates.


As we can see, there is a divergence of interpretations and subtleties among the various Buddhist schools with respect to the meaning of no-self. The Tibetan tradition relies chiefly on the interpretation of the Perfection of Wisdom sūtras by Nāgārjuna and his disciples. In this view, the meaning of no-self is understood by way of dependent origination. Two types of selflessness are differentiated from the perspective of their bases (persons and phenomena), but there is no difference in subtlety in what is negated; in both contexts, it is independent existence.13 The very fact that things are dependently originated establishes that they are devoid of self-existence. When we think, for example, in terms of the designator and the designated, the knower and the known, the agent and the act, and so on, we can see the utter mutuality and contingency of these things. If the table in front of us, for example, were to exist objectively without depending on conceptual designation, the table itself could provide the criteria of what constitutes a table from its own side. This is not the case. We have no choice but to accept that what we call “table” is posited by the mind.


What we see is a mutual dependence. The objective world exerts constraints on the mind, and the mind in turn exerts constraints on the objective world. Take the simple example of a handwritten letter a. So many factors converge that are part of its dependent reality. There is, for example, the shape of the letter, the pen that wrote it, the ink used to write it, the paper on which it is written, the person who wrote it, the intention of the writer, the convention that established this letter, those who accept this as a letter, and the cultural environment in which this letter has a meaningful usage. Without these, its existence as a letter is simply impossible. The nature of all things is exactly like this. Therefore things are explained as having a nature of dependence requiring so many other factors for their existence. This is why Madhyamaka thinkers such as Candrakīrti14 speak of how things are unfindable when subjected to ultimate analysis and of how their existence can only be posited as designated by the mind. This view is strikingly similar to explanations found in contemporary physics about how nothing can be found to possess reality when analyzed at the subatomic level.


Another important philosophical view in Buddhist texts is that of the two truths. We find the language of “two truths” in the non-Buddhist Indian philosophical schools as well. In Buddhism, all four schools of thought equally accept the notion of two truths, but what constitutes these two varies from school to school.15 Between the two Mahāyāna schools, for example, there is not much difference in the way the Cittamātra (Mind Only) and Madhyamaka (Middle Way) schools define the two truths. Nonetheless there is a substantial difference in the specific examples they give for those two truths.


In brief, ultimate truth pertains to the ultimate nature of things while conventional truth relates to perspectives rooted in the apparent world. Both the Madhyamaka and Cittamātra schools explain ultimate truth in terms of emptiness. Cittamātra speaks of the emptiness of external reality or the emptiness of subject-object duality, while Madhyamaka speaks of the emptiness of real existence of everything, even the minutest particles of matter. Conventional truth encompasses the entirety of the everyday reality we perceive — the natural world, the beings who inhabit it, arising and disintegration, progress and decline, cause and effect, happiness and suffering, good and bad, and so on. In short, the clay pot of flowers we see in front of us is conventional truth, while its absence of objective existence — that this pot cannot be found when sought through ultimate analysis — is its ultimate truth.


That pot is empty at the very moment it is perceived, and it can be perceived while simultaneously being empty. Madhyamaka thinkers explain this by saying that the two truths have the same nature but are conceptually distinct. When the Buddhists speak of the way things exist, they maintain that we need to transcend both extremes — the extreme of reification and the extreme of denial — and view things simply as they are.


BUDDHIST RELIGION


Generally speaking, although aspects of the Buddhist tradition that fall under religion are connected with faith, the basic framework of Buddhist religious practice is grounded in the principle of causality, which is part of the laws of nature. For example, the impulse to shun pain is part of our natural disposition, and our existence as conditioned beings is the basis for the arising of suffering. Therefore, Buddha taught the reality of suffering as the first truth of our existence. Since suffering necessarily arises from a cause, he identified the second truth as the origin of suffering. These two truths pertain to the cause and effect of suffering. What is the cause of suffering? Its ultimate source is explained as ignorance, and since this ignorance can be brought to an end, the Buddha taught the third truth, the cessation of suffering and its origin. Since such a cessation must also have a cause, the Buddha taught the truth of the path, the means of attaining such a cessation. There is thus a cause-and-effect pair of truths pertaining to the attainment of freedom. Clearly the foundation of Buddhist practice described in the four noble truths is the natural law of cause and effect.




When Dharmakīrti introduces the truth of cessation, he demonstrates the possibility of bringing an end to ignorance, the cause of suffering. Nowhere does he speak of the need to demonstrate the truth of cessation by relying on scriptural authority. Furthermore, Dharmakīrti offers a profound explanation of suffering and its origin in terms of the sequence of the twelve links of dependent origination, and cessation and the path in terms of the reverse order of the twelve links.16 Since happiness and suffering are characteristics of sentient experience, no account of them can be divorced from sentient experience. Therefore Dharmakīrti also offers an extensive account of cause and effect as it relates to the inner world of experience. Furthermore, when one speaks of Dharma (religion) in Buddhism, its true meaning must be understood in terms of the attainment of nirvāṇa. The term Dharma refers to the means and the path that lead to nirvāṇa as well as the scriptures taught by the teacher, the Buddha, that present this path.


Having now distinguished three domains of subject matter in the Buddhist sources — (1) scientific presentations about the natural world, (2) philosophy, and (3) religious practice — we might ask from what sources the presentations in this series on the first two dimensions, science and philosophy, are developed. Among the Buddhist classics available in Tibetan, we have the two canonical collections introduced above. The precious collection of the Kangyur contains translations of the Buddha’s words as embodied in the “three baskets” (Tripiṭaka), containing both sūtra and tantra teachings. The precious collection of the Tengyur contains the treatises of great masters such as the seventeen Nālandā masters that include Nāgārjuna and Asaṅga, the two trailblazers prophesized by the Buddha.17


The Tibetan translations that comprise the Kangyur and the Tengyur are the largest body of Indian Buddhist texts extant today anywhere. Today modern scholars who engage in objective studies of Indian Buddhist sources state that these Tibetan collections not only contain the largest number of texts, they represent the best translations and most comprehensive Buddhist canon. Many of these works composed in classical Indian languages, especially Sanskrit, were entirely lost in their original language through changes of history and environmental conditions. Only a few of the great works remain in original Sanskrit. In the Pali canon, we find scriptures associated with the Theravāda tradition but not of other Buddhist schools, such as the Mahāyāna sūtras and tantras. Although a great number of Buddhist texts were translated into Chinese, modern researchers say that because of the character of the Chinese language, those translations tend to be looser and do not match the rigorous correspondence, both in terms and meaning, found in the Tibetan translations. Today, therefore, the Tibetan language is the storehouse for the Buddha’s scriptural teachings in their entirety. By offering access to the complete system of the Indian Buddhist tradition encompassing all three vehicles — the shared teachings, the Mahāyāna, and the Vajrayāna — there is simply no alternative to the literary heritage of the Tibetan language.


THE THREE BUDDHIST COUNCILS 


It might be helpful for the readers of this series to have some understanding of the ultimate sources of the classical texts in the Tibetan canon. I offer below a brief account.


According to both the Mahāyāna and non-Mahāyāna traditions, from his first public sermon on the four noble truths in Vārāṇasī seven days after his enlightenment until his final nirvāṇa at Kuśinagara, the Buddha traveled for forty years across central India and taught in numerous places to countless disciples in accordance with their needs and dispositions. These discourses were later compiled within the Tripiṭaka. For example, in the summer of the Buddha’s final nirvāṇa, convened by senior monk Mahākāśyapa, the first Buddhist council took place at Rājagṛha (modern-day Rajgir) in the Saptaparṇa cave. At this council, each of the three compilers opened with the phrase “Thus I once heard” and ended with the statement “Everyone gathered praised what the Blessed One had taught.” Mahākāśyapa recited and compiled the Abhidharma basket, the arhat Upāli compiled the Vinaya (discipline) basket, and the arhat Ānanda compiled the Sūtra basket. Thus began the process of upholding the scriptural baskets that are part of the common teachings of the Buddha.


About a hundred years later, a second Buddhist council took place. Buddhist schools generally concur on how this second council took place, and an account of it is found in the Vinaya texts.


As for the third Buddhist council and any additional councils, the scriptures do not explicitly mention them, and there is some divergence of opinion among the Buddhist schools on this question. According to the Sarvāstivāda school, for example, a Buddhist council took place during the reign of King Kaniṣka in Kashmir at the monastery of Kuṇḍalavana. This council was said to have been attended by five hundred arhats including the elder Pūrṇika, five hundred bodhisattvas including masters Vasumitra and Aśvaghoṣa, and fifteen hundred paṇḍitas of great learning. In this account, formal recognition was accorded at this council to all eighteen schools as presenting authentic teachings of the Buddha, and the disputes among these schools were settled in accordance with the Dharma. Some later scholars do not accept that elders from all eighteen schools gathered at this council. In any case, it is said that at this council the discourses of the Tripiṭaka that had not been committed to writing were written on copper plates.18 The Great Treatise on Differentiation (Mahāvibhāṣā) was also said to have been composed or compiled as a result of this council. Some modern scholars suggest that this Kuṇḍalavana Monastery could possibly have been located in the modern-day Kangra district in northern India.


According to the Theravāda tradition, the third Buddhist council took place 218 years following the Buddha’s final nirvāṇa during the seventeenth year of the reign of Aśoka (circa 250 BCE). It took place in Pāṭaliputra (Patna) under the leadership of Tissa Moggaliputta and was attended by one thousand elders. It is stated that over a period of nine months, the discourses of the Tripiṭaka were compiled. Their account seems to indicate it was only the scriptures of the Theravāda school that were compiled at this council. The Theravāda tradition also holds the view that the Pali Tripiṭaka as well as their commentaries were first written down in 27 BCE during the reign of the Sinhalese king Vaṭṭagāmani.


As for the scriptures that are unique to the Mahāyāna tradition, they were not compiled at the above-mentioned Buddhist councils. They are understood to have been compiled by Mañjuśrī, Avalokiteśvara, Vajrapāṇi, and so on in various locations perceptible only to the minds of disciples with pure vision. On how the tantric scriptures were compiled, the tantras themselves contain diverse explanations. The non-Mahāyāna Śrāvaka schools accept the Buddha’s sermon on the four noble truths to be the only turning of the wheel of Dharma and recognize all other discourses of the Buddha to be further elaborations of this sermon. Mahāyāna schools, on the other hand, accept three turnings of the wheel of Dharma. The second turning pertaining to the absence of characteristics occurred on Vulture Peak at Rājagṛha, while the third, pertaining to clear differentiation, took place in Vaiśālī. After the Buddha’s death, for around four hundred years before the appearance of the glorious Nāgārjuna, the Mahāyāna sūtras remained mostly outside the purview of common human perception. Nāgārjuna made many of these Mahāyāna sūtras flourish widely and, in this way, blazed the trail of the Mahāyāna tradition and the Madhyamaka school of philosophy. Composing numerous treatises, Nāgārjuna elucidated the stages of the truth of emptiness, which is the explicit subject matter of the Perfection of Wisdom sūtras.


At that time, most Śrāvaka schools had not accepted the Mahāyāna sūtras to be authentic scriptures taught by the Buddha, and so these sūtras remained an object of debate for some time. Therefore Nāgārjuna himself, and later Maitreya and Bhāvaviveka, presented numerous logical arguments to establish the Mahāyāna sūtras as authentic teachings of the Buddha. Even in Śāntideva’s time (eighth century CE), there still seemed to have been a need to defend the authenticity of the Mahāyāna sūtras.19


Asaṅga initiated the Cittamātra (Mind Only) school and made known the Five Treatises of Maitreya. He also composed a vast number of texts himself, such as the collection on the levels (bhūmi) in which he elucidated the stages of the path. These represent the implicit subject matter of the Perfection of Wisdom sūtras.


Over time, the Mahāyāna sūtras came to be established as authentic teachings of the Buddha himself, and the Mahāyāna tradition, including the Vajrayāna teachings, greatly flourished in central India as well as in various other regions of the Indian continent. Not only that, the teachings of all three vehicles spread to numerous places in Central Asia as well as to China. Even in the lands where today the Theravāda tradition flourishes, such as Burma, Siam, and Sri Lanka, there appear to be numerous signs that indicate the Mahāyāna teachings flourished there in its early stages.


TRANSLATIONS OF SŪTRAS AND TREATISES INTO TIBETAN


Because Tibet, a land of snows, is high in altitude and has a terrain that is difficult for travelers, it remained isolated from other lands for a long time. In the fifth century, however, during the reign of King Lha Thothori Nyentsen, the first Buddhist scriptures reached Tibet. Then in the seventh century, Emperor Songtsen Gampo took for his brides two princesses, one a daughter of the Chinese emperor and the other a daughter of the Nepalese king, rulers of two lands where the Dharma flourished before arriving in Tibet. These two princesses brought with them very special icons of Buddha Śākyamuni and constructed the Jokhang and Ramoché temples in Lhasa, initiating the tradition of paying homage to the images and making offerings to them. The emperor dispatched many intellectually gifted Tibetan youth, including Thönmi Sambhoṭa, to India to learn Sanskrit and Buddhism. Thönmi then invented the characters for writing Tibetan and also developed the Tibetan grammar, taking Sanskrit grammar as his model. In this way, he helped develop the Tibetan language to a point where it could match the perfection of Sanskrit itself. This towering achievement made it possible for rigorous and faithful translations of Buddhist sūtras and treatises to emerge. This achievement is one of the great wonders in the history of the Tibetan people. Over time Tibet, or Purgyal as it is known, came to acquire the title of the Land of Dharma (chos ldan gyi zhing). Today, that Tibet continues to remain a resource capable of sharing the teachings of the Buddha, both scriptural as well as actual realizations, is due to the kindness of Thönmi Sambhoṭa in inventing the Tibetan writing system and developing the grammar, as well as that of the translators and the Indian paṇḍitas.


Having invented Tibetan writing and grammar, Thönmi himself translated several Buddhist sūtras and tantras, but there appears to have been few other very early translators. Only some time later did more systematic and large-scale translation activity take place in Tibet. The scriptures Thönmi himself translated include Calling Witness with a Hundred Prostrations, the Jewel Casket Sūtra, and the Dependent Origination Sūtra.20 There is also a reference to Thönmi having translated twenty-one scriptures associated with Avalokiteśvara at the command of the emperor, but it is difficult to say which scriptures these would be within the present Kangyur collection. Thus the earliest Tibetan translations of Buddhist scriptures include those translated by Thönmi himself and the early translations done by Dharmakośa and Lhalung Dorjé of the Jewel Clouds Sūtra (Ratnamega-sūtra), the Descent into Laṅka Sūtra (Laṅkāvatāra-sūtra), and so on; similarly, some early medical treatises are said to have been translated into Tibetan in collaboration with Chinese monks.


In the eighth century, during the reign of Emperor Tridé Tsukten, the temples of Chimphu, Drakmar Drinsang, and Phangthang were constructed. There, Drenka Mūlakośa, Nyak Jñānakumāra, and others translated sūtras such as the One Hundred on Karma (Karmaśataka), the Golden Light Sūtra (Suvarṇaprabhāsottama-sūtra), and so on. Then, during the reign of the Dharma king Trisong Detsen, seeing that for Buddhism to become firmly established in Tibet would require the invitation of incomparable scholars of the Dharma as well as monastics from India, he invited two great masters. One was the grand abbot Śāntarakṣita, an indisputable Nālandā scholar who was born into Sahor royalty but had chosen to become a monk. He was an upholder of the Mūlasarvāstivāda Vinaya tradition and a highly accomplished philosopher who had mastered the great ocean of Buddhist as well as non-Buddhist philosophical systems of thought. The second master the emperor invited was Padmasambhava, to whom Tibet owes deep gratitude. The precious Guru Rinpoché (Padmasambhava) helped dispel external as well as internal obstacles, and with this the great monastery of Samyé was successfully constructed.


The grand abbot Śāntarakṣita kindly advised the Tibetan emperor that, if he wished to have the Buddhadharma firmly established in the land of Tibet, the scriptures taught by the Buddha as well as their commentarial treatises must be translated into Tibetan. He also advised that bright young Tibetans become monks so that the monastic order could be established in the country. In accordance with this advice, the emperor established a center for translation at Samyé Monastery. There, hundreds of Tibetan translators gathered and began the systematic process of translating the scriptures and the treatises. This continued until the king Langdarma initiated various activities to suppress Buddhism in Tibet.


In any case, many great masters and translators emerged in Tibet in the eighth and ninth centuries. These included not only Śāntarakṣita and Padmasambhava but other great Indian paṇḍitas like Vimalamitra and nearly a hundred Tibetan translators, such as the “seven who are awake,”21 Kawa Peltsek, and Chokro Lui Gyaltsen. During this long period of translation activity, an important need was felt for a timely reform of the Tibetan language, especially with respect to a specific set of Tibetan terms. Thus, during the reign of Emperor Tridé Songtsen, Indian masters, including Surendrabodhi, Śrīlendrabodhi, Dhānaśīla, and Bodhimitra, as well as Tibetan translators such as Ratṇarakṣita, Dharmaśīla, Jñānasena, Jayarakṣita, Mañjuśrīvarma, Ratendraśīla, and so on, convened a meeting. They established the norms for translating key Dharma terms from Sanskrit into Tibetan and compiled the bilingual glossaries the Mahāyutpatti and the Nighaṇṭu, the latter known also as the middle-length Vyutpatti.22 Composing these glossaries, the Indian paṇḍitas and the Tibetan translators undertook a reform of the Tibetan written language and established a sound tradition of translation from Sanskrit sources into Tibetan. Since then, thanks to this standardization, there remained a unified consistent system of translation from Sanskrit and other Indian languages into Tibetan. This kind of systematic approach and standardization of translation rarely occurred elsewhere in history, and it is another unique achievement of the Tibetan people. It unquestionably constitutes a great contribution to the discipline of translation as well.


Consonant with the advances being achieved in the work of translation, all the translations of sūtras and treatises that were housed at the Denkar Palace were cataloged in the Denkarma Catalog under the supervision of great translators like Kawa Peltsek and Lui Wangpo. In this catalog, the scriptures and treatises were organized into twenty-seven categories with 725 individual entries. This catalog was the first attempt to create a classificatory and cataloging system for Buddhist scripture in Tibet. This too shows the remarkable intellect of the ancient Tibetans. We also read about how, again in the ninth century, the translators Kawa Peltsek and Chökyi Nyingpo and others cataloged all the scriptures and treatises found at the Chimphu Palace and compiled the Chimphu Catalog. This work is no longer available. Not long afterward, what is today known as the Phangthangma Catalog was created, cataloging the scriptures and treatises found at the pillarless Phangthang Palace. In these two catalogs, the titles of the individual texts as well as their size in bampo23 and page numbers were recorded. As for classification, it appears that the texts that have closely related themes were grouped together. Somewhere around the mid-ninth century, beginning with Emperor Langdarma’s activities of suppression, Buddhism in the Tibetan kingdom became splintered, and with it the discipline of formal translation too came undone, and the scholars from India and Nepal were scattered. Though even during this long period, it appears that isolated translation activities persisted in border regions such as in Ngari in the west.


In the tenth century, the Ngari rulers Lha Lama Yeshe Ö and his nephew Jangchup Ö sent many young Tibetans to Kashmir to study Buddhism. Among these, the most accomplished ones, like the great translator Rinchen Sangpo (958–1055) and Ngok Lekpai Sherap, returned to Tibet, having mastered Sanskrit and become learned in the sūtras and the tantras. Inviting Indian paṇḍitas like Śraddhākaravarma to participate, they translated numerous sūtras and tantras. Especially following the arrival in Tibet of the glorious incomparable Atiśa (982–1054), many treatises, including Haribhadra’s Light on Ornament of Clear Realizations (Abhisamayālaṃkārāloka) and Bhāvaviveka’s Blaze of Reasoning, were translated into Tibetan. During the period of the degeneration of Buddhism in Tibet translations had appeared, some accurate and others less so. Questions were raised about the authenticity of some of these texts. One remarkable contribution the great translator Rinchen Sangpo is said to have made was to search for the Indian originals of all existing Tibetan translations and separating out those for which no Indian equivalents were found. It is from the time of Rinchen Sangpo that the demarcation is made between the old translations and new translations.


Famous translators that appeared in the eleventh and twelfth centuries after Rinchen Sangpo include Drokmi Śākya Yeshé, Taktsang Shönu Tsöndrü, Khyungpo Naljor, Naktso Tsultrim Gyalwa, Rongzom Chösang, Gö Khukpa Lhetsé, Lha Lama Shiwa Ö, Lokya Sherap Tsek, Patsap Nyima Drak, and so on. Around sixty well-known translators flourished during this period, as is evident from the historical sources. Most importantly, the great translator Ngok Loden Sherap (1059–1109) undertook new translations of many important philosophical works, especially the works associated with Maitreya as well as the treatises on logic and epistemology. He undertook new translation work, revised and edited existing translations, and wrote summary introductions to the important Indian Buddhist treatises. In these ways, Loden Sherap made it possible for the scholastic study of these Indian Buddhist texts to become firmly established in Tibet. Well-known Indian paṇḍitas who came to Tibet during this period include, in addition to most importantly Atiśa, the paṇḍita Gayadhara, the paṇḍita Smṛtijñānakīrti, and others.


From the thirteenth to the seventeenth centuries, still numerous Tibetan translators appeared who rendered into Tibetan texts on sūtra and tantra, as well as Sanskrit grammar, medical science, and poetics. These include, among others, Pang Lotsāwa Lodrö Tenpa, Shongtön Dorjé Gyaltsen, Butön Rinchen Drup, Dratsepa Rinchen Namgyal, Gö Shönu Pal, Taktsang Lotsāwa Sherap Rinchen, Shalu Lotsāwa Chökyong Sangpo, and Jonang Tarānātha. Thus, over a period of more than a thousand years, Tibetan translators rendered into Tibetan most of the important works of the Indian Buddhist tradition — scriptures representing the teachings of all three vehicles and the four classes of tantra, most of the treatises that expound the meanings of these scriptures, as well as those that are part of the common fields of knowledge, such as Sanskrit grammar, logic and epistemology, art, and medicine. This service of the Tibetan translators is something we will never be able to fully repay, not just us Tibetans but everyone who shares an interest in the classical Indian tradition.


On a final note, within the Tibetan translations of scriptures and treatises as contained in the twin collections of Kangyur and Tengyur, there appear to be a few works that were translated from Indian languages other than Sanskrit.24 In the Kangyur, around twenty-four scriptures, including the Great Nirvāṇa Sūtra, were translated from the Chinese version, while thirteen commentarial treatises, such as Wonch’uk’s great commentary on the Unraveling the Intention Sūtra, were also translated from Chinese. In the thirteenth century, Butön’s teacher, the translator Nyima Gyaltsen, translated under the supervision of the Sri Lankan master Ānandaśrī thirteen different sūtras from Pali, such as the Preamble to the Jātaka (Jātakanidāna) and the Brahma’s Net (Brahmajāla Sutta). Otherwise, although there exist in the Kangyur numerous sūtras with titles similar to entries found in the Pali canon, given the differences in their contents, these do not seem to have been translated from the Pali. Similarly, according to Chomden Rikral’s catalog, eighteen sūtras, including the Questions of the Goddess Vimalaprabhā (Vimalaprabhāparipṛcchā) and the Prophecy of Khotan (Li yul lung bstan pa), and in the Tengyur Vasubandhu’s commentary on the Dependent Origination Sūtra as well as the commentary on the Descent into Laṅka Sūtra, appear to have been translated from Khotanese. Apart from these texts, most of the collection of 5,892 texts contained in the Kangyur and Tengyur were translated directly from Sanskrit.


ON THIS COMPENDIUM OF BUDDHIST SCIENCE AND PHILOSOPHY


The teachings of the Buddha are so vast that the Buddhist tradition speaks of 84,000 heaps of Dharma. Based on their subject matter as well as their forms, they are classified into twelve or nine branches of excellent teaching.25 When condensed, these classes are subsumed within the three baskets of the canon. Unlike the world’s other major religions, the Buddhist tradition’s canons contain an extremely large number of texts. Even in the case of the part translated into Tibetan, there are more than five thousand individual texts in over 320 large volumes. The size of the collection means that it would be difficult for a person to read the entire collection even once. So a tradition emerged, from the period of the trailblazers, to extract the essential points from this vast body of scripture and present them in accord with the interests and capacities of the aspirants, in accessible formats such as compendiums and manuals. For example, Nāgārjuna composed the Compendium of Sūtras; Śāntideva too composed a compendium of sūtras26 as well as the Compendium of Training; the glorious Atiśa too composed the Extensive Compendium of Sūtras (Mahāsūtrasamuccaya); and the trailblazer Asaṅga composed his Compendium of Abhidharma. Similarly, Dignāga wrote his Compendium on Logic and Epistemology (Pramāṇasamuccaya), bringing together the essential points of numerous works he had authored previously, such as his Analyses27 and his short verse texts. All of these various compendiums proved to be of tremendous benefit to subsequent students of Buddhism.


Taking these precedents as our inspiration, I recognize that in today’s time, too, presentations based on the words of the excellent teacher, the Buddha, pertaining to the basic nature of reality as well as associated philosophical concepts can be a source of benefit to humanity, irrespective of whether one is Buddhist or non-Buddhist, religious or not religious. My aspiration has been to see the creation of these compendiums in a format consistent with the approach of contemporary academic scholarship. This way these presentations can benefit many people. So several years ago I discussed this vision with others and tasked a group of scholars to initiate the project. Today, this group has completed the work of creating compendiums on the presentations on the nature of reality and on philosophy, the first two domains within the threefold division of the subject matter of Buddhist texts. With great efforts the compilers have gathered a vast number of citations from authoritative sources relevant to these two domains. Thus my wish to see such compendiums on science and philosophy from the Buddhist classics — wherein the presentations on these two domains are explained separately in their own rights — has today become a reality. I offer my appreciation to the compendium editors as well as to those senior scholars who have advised the editors. I also thank the translators who have rendered these volumes into other languages.


Given that the scriptures and their commentarial treatises in the Buddhist classics are so vast and profound in their meaning, it is conceivable that there are shortcomings in these volumes in the form of omission, overreading, or even error. At the very least, what the editors have achieved is a series that demonstrates with clarity that there exists within the subject matter of the Buddhist texts three distinct domains of science, philosophy, and religious practice. If, in the future, there should be a need for additional material or deletion of some elements, the structure is now in place so that such modifications can be made easily.


In conclusion, I would like to share my hope that these volumes on the presentations on the nature of reality and their associated philosophical concepts from the Buddhist sources will make an important contribution to our collective human knowledge by offering the gift of a new set of insights. I pray that these volumes become a source of great benefit to many people.


The Buddhist monk Tenzin Gyatso, The Dalai Lama
Introduction translated into English by Thupten Jinpa
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OVERVIEW AND METHODOLOGY














SCIENCE IN WHAT SENSE?


APPROACHING A VOLUME such as this one, the first question a contemporary reader might ask is: Can the presentation of the empirical world in this special compilation be justifiably characterized as science? Today we think of science primarily in terms of its unique method involving testing hypotheses with experiments and control of variables, but this is a fairly recent development. “Science” in its original sense refers to knowledge about the natural world and the laws or principles that govern their behavior. What distinguished this type of knowledge from other forms, even in this classical sense, is its grounding in empirical observations and its intersubjective nature — such knowledge must be findable by others so long as they engage in the same method of inquiry.


With this definition, the views in this series about the facts of our empirical world can be characterized as scientific in a broad sense. Classical Buddhist thinkers were not content simply to make claims about our physical and mental world; they also strove to understand the natural laws governing life. They were interested in the building blocks of reality, such as the atomic constituents of the physical world, how the macroscopic world is formed through aggregation of smaller units, how the cosmos evolved, what defines life and how it emerged, and so on. It’s no wonder archeological evidence demonstrates that at the ancient Buddhist university of Nālandā, in northern India, there once existed even an astronomical observatory, which was used by the fourth-century astronomer Āryabhaṭa. This said, just as in the history of science in the West, Buddhist explorations about our natural world were not uniform; they were characterized by a multiplicity of views, arguments, debates, and revisions.


THE ABHIDHARMA BACKGROUND


It is a truism to say that the ultimate source of Buddhist thought must lie in the teachings of the Buddha Gautama, the founder of Buddhism who appeared in India sometime between the sixth and fifth centuries BCE. Although decisively determining which of the scriptures attributed to the Buddha — and there are many — were actually taught by him during his teaching career of some forty years is difficult, most early sources agree that what the Buddha taught is captured within the framework of the four noble truths: suffering exists, there is a cause to suffering, suffering can be extinguished, and there is a path that leads to such freedom. A central message of the Buddha was that since the source of much suffering lies within our own mind, rooted especially in a false belief in an enduring self, it’s through transforming our mind that we can alleviate our suffering. The insight into “no self” (anātman) came to be closely associated with the Buddha, with its classic analysis of the person in terms of five constituents that make up its existence. Referred to as the five aggregates, they are form, feelings, discrimination, formation, and consciousness. Over time this schema of five aggregates evolved into a sophisticated framework within which the entire world of conditioned phenomena came to be subsumed and analyzed.


Evidence suggests, however, that a systematic approach to organizing the Buddha’s discourses and drawing out their larger philosophical implications, such as the development of a comprehensive worldview, began sometime in the second or first century BCE. Contemporary scholars refer to this time as the dawn of the Abhidharma period. Literally “highest Dharma (teaching)” or “directed toward the Dharma,” the term abhidharma contrasts with the word sūtra, the latter referring to the discourses given by the Buddha. While the sūtras are narrative accounts of the Buddha’s sermons as he traversed the Indian subcontinent, the treatises on Abhidharma are far more scholastic, with almost no narrative elements. They mine the expressions of doctrine in the sūtras and try to distill them in a comprehensive and systematic fashion. What was anecdotal in the sūtras becomes in the Abhidharma a complete system of thought. The influential fourth-century Indian thinker Vasubandhu defines abhidharma as “immaculate wisdom together with its attendant factors.” As a body of thought and its associated texts, however, Abhidharma is a system of knowledge that enables one to discriminate and analyze existents according to their generic or particular characteristics, establish the true meaning of the Buddha’s discourses, and help eliminate defilements of the mind and progress along the path to enlightenment. Over time there emerged what are known as the Seven Books of Abhidharma, which provided the basis for the composition of the Great Treatise on Differentiation (Mahāvibhāṣā), where what were deemed to be the received positions of the influential Abhidharma school the Sarvāstivāda came to be codified. The Theravāda Abhidharma, which developed parallel to the Sarvāstivāda, also canonized its own seven Abhidharma treatises.


A characteristic feature of Abhidharma texts is their tendency toward taxonomic organization. Matrices group factors of existence together based on shared attributes. The texts also present discursive explanations aimed at clarifying complex points. At the heart of Abhidharma thought is the notion of a dharma, a “factor of existence.” This use of the word dharma is distinct from the same word when it is used to refer to the Buddha’s teachings. A dharma here is an irreducible unit of reality with its own intrinsic nature, and the view of the world as being comprised of irreducible dharmas came to be referred to as the “dharma theory.” The Abhidharma project thus entails a reductive analysis of the composite objects of our everyday experience into their constitutive elements, so that we come to know our own existence and the world as “they really are,” not as they appear to our naïve perspective.


By the second century of the Common Era at the latest in the influential Sarvāstivāda school, all existent factors came to be classified within a comprehensive fivefold taxonomy: (1) form or matter, (2) the primary mind, (3) mental concomitants, (4) nonassociated conditioning factors that are neither physical nor mental, and (5) unconditioned phenomena. The first four, characterized by causal interaction and subject to production and destruction, subsume the category of conditioned phenomena. In contrast, those in the fifth category are devoid of arising or cessation. Through their reductive analysis the Sarvāstivāda Abhidharma enumerates seventy-five dharmas and classifies them as follows: matter (eleven), the mind (one), mental concomitants, or mental factors (forty-six), conditioning factors (fourteen), and unconditioned factors (three).


Although the specifics of the Abhidharma taxonomy as well as the underlying dharma theory came to be disputed by other Buddhist schools, the basic classification of reality into distinct categories of conditioned and unconditioned, as well as the differentiation of the conditioned world into the physical, the mental, and abstract conditioning factors (time, action, and so on), became established as part of the foundational norms of critical inquiry in Buddhist thought. However, with the growing influence of the Sautrāntika school (possibly around the third century) and especially after Dignāga’s fifth-century philosophical contributions, there was a shift from ontology to epistemology. With this epistemological turn, questions such as “What is real?” “What defines existence?” and “Do universals exist?” came to dominate the Indian Buddhist world.


CLASSIFYING PHENOMENA IN EARLY BUDDHIST TEXTS


Part 1 of this volume begins with a brief comment on how different systems of classification of phenomena are utilized by Buddhist texts in their investigation of the natural world. We already noted the framework of the five aggregates, which though originally serving as a basis for analyzing the nature of the person later emerged as an overarching system for classifying the conditioned world. There are, however, two further classification systems pervasive in the Buddha’s discourses — those of the twelve bases (āyatana) and the eighteen elements (dhātu). The term āyatana literally connotes “gateway for arising,” and it is through these twelve that consciousness and the various mental factors come to arise and proliferate. The twelve bases consist of the six sense faculties — eye, ear, nose, tongue, body, and the mind — and their corresponding objects — forms, sounds, smells, tastes, textures, and mental objects. This twelvefold taxonomy encompasses all the factors necessary for the arising of mental processes. They are also thought to encompass everything that exists, with the category of “mental object” subsuming even the unconditioned.




In the classification of eighteen elements, the category of mind is further differentiated into six types of consciousness — visual, auditory, olfactory, gustatory, tactile, and mental. In this model, we now have three sets of six: the six sense faculties, their corresponding objects, and the six classes of consciousness that arise from the combination of the senses and their objects. In this system, the eighteen are referred to as elements, a translation of the Sanskrit dhātu, which has a broad range of meanings even within Buddhism. Vasubandhu defines the term in this context as a “species” or “type” as well as an “origin.” Connecting these two senses of the term, he explains how each of the eighteen elements is the origin for a continuum of its own type. In its original context in the Buddha’s discourses, the eighteen element schema was probably a pragmatic list to explore more deeply the teaching on no-self by analyzing the person in terms of sense faculties, objects, and consciousnesses. Later these classification systems became integral to the “discrimination of dharmas” (dharmapravicaya), recognized as the principal method of insight into reality.


THE STRUCTURE AND SOURCES OF THE PRESENT COMPILATION


The first two volumes of Science and Philosophy in the Indian Buddhist Sources are organized around five topics: (1) the nature of the world, the object of knowledge, (2) mental phenomena, the cognizing subject, (3) how the mind engages its object, (4) the means by which the mind engages its object, and (5) the nature of the person that knows. In this compilation, the first topic is most extensive, occupying the entire first volume. The remaining four themes are treated in volume 2. This fivefold framework takes its inspiration from the highly influential epistemological works of Dignāga and his primary interpreter Dharmakīrti (seventh century), whose writings profoundly shaped philosophical thinking in Indian Buddhism as well as the Tibetan tradition that inherited it.


The Indian Buddhist classics to which the editors of our compilation are referring constitute a vast number of texts grouped into two canonical collections in Tibetan translation. Known as the Kangyur, literally “translated sacred words,” and Tengyur, “translated treatises,” the first contains scriptures and the second over three thousand treatises. These texts were translated, sometimes multiple times, beginning in the seventh century, and the canon we have today was largely closed by the fourteenth century, after Buddhism had disappeared from India. In the present series, the Tibetan editors tell us which classical Indian Buddhist sources they relied on for each of the five broad themes. That said, this usage in no way suggests that the authors of these classical treatises saw their texts as relevant only in narrow domains of inquiry. Many of these works were written with a comprehensive aim of presenting all the knowledge essential for awakening — from regulating difficult emotions to attaining the highest wisdom of the buddha.


FOUR SCHOOLS OF CLASSICAL BUDDHIST PHILOSOPHY


One thing helpful to keep in mind when reading this series is the framework of the four classical Buddhist philosophical schools. As much as the Tibetan editors of these volumes have striven to present views of individual Indian Buddhist thinkers rather than established standpoints of the philosophical schools they are thought to belong to, the reading of these Indian thinkers remains inextricably colored by the received views on the positions of these schools. This differentiation of Buddhist philosophy into the perspectives of four main schools and critical comparison of their views began in India, at the latest by the sixth century, and became a major focus in the Tibetan tradition as well. These four schools are Vaibhāṣika, Sautrāntika, Cittamātra (Mind Only), and Madhyamaka (Middle Way). Broadly defined, the first school includes all the Abhidharma schools, such as the Sarvāstivada and the Theravāda school. Sautrāntikas, literally meaning the “proponents of sūtra” (as opposed to the Abhidharma), reject dharma theory with its monadic taxonomy of reality and propose a simpler, more epistemologically oriented, ontology. The core positions presented in Vasubandhu’s autocommentary to his Treasury of Knowledge as well as large parts of the views presented in the epistemological works of Dignāga and Dharmakīrti are recognized as standpoints of this school. Key historical figures of the Cittamātra or Mind Only school, known also as Yogācāra, are Asaṅga (fourth century) and his brother Vasubandhu; moreover, the more-evolved standpoints in the writings of Dignāga and Dharmakīrti are understood as representing the Mind Only school, which denies external material reality. The final school, the Madhyamaka, was founded by the influential Buddhist thinker Nāgārjuna. The central tenet of this school is the concept of emptiness, a radical relativistic standpoint that maintains that nothing exists outside the world of dependent origination; nothing, in other words, exists independently or possesses an intrinsic nature. In contemporary parlance, this is a nonreductionist and antirealist school that questions the very project of seeking any metaphysically complete description of reality. Key figures of this school also include Āryadeva, Bhāvaviveka, Buddhapālita, Candrakīrti, and Śāntideva.


PRINCIPLES AND METHODS UNDERLYING BUDDHIST “SCIENTIFIC” INQUIRY


An important topic in part 1 relates to what in contemporary parlance we might call “methodological issues.” These include (1) basic philosophical views on regulative principles or laws in nature, (2) epistemological theories pertaining to sources of knowledge and their scopes, and (3) logical principles — the law of identity, the law of contradiction, and so on — essential for gaining knowledge about the world.


Though not found in the Pali sources, some early Sanskrit Buddhist texts exhort the adoption of the principle of “four reliances”: rely on the teaching, not on the person; rely on the meaning, not the words; rely on the definitive meaning, not the provisional meaning; and rely on wisdom knowledge, not ordinary intellectual understanding. Similarly, in an early Buddhist scripture, the Buddha admonishes his monk disciples not to take his words at face value, out of faith and reverence to him, but to accept their validity based on one’s own investigation, just as a goldsmith tests gold by burning, cutting, and polishing it. Although for Buddhists, historically, the Buddha’s words did carry enormous weight, for the more scientifically and philosophically minded schools, there emerged a hierarchy for evaluating sources of knowledge, with direct perception the most reliable, followed by inference, and finally scriptural testimony, which is valid only within an extremely narrow scope of inquiry, when dealing with topics or facts inaccessible to ordinary cognition.


This prioritization of direct perception over inference, reason over scripture, has an ontological corollary whereby the world, the object of knowledge, is characterized by three distinct types of facts. There is, first and foremost, the world of evident facts, which are directly perceptible to our senses; second, there are slightly obscure facts, which though not accessible to our senses can be inferred based on observed facts that are logically related to those hidden dimensions. Finally, there are extremely obscure facts, such as the specific details of the subtle workings of the law of karma, which for ordinary humans are knowable only by relying on the scriptures.


Now, it is in knowledge about the second domain, slightly obscure facts, as well as interpretation of the first domain, evident facts, where reason comes to play a critical role in Buddhist inquiry. Just as in ancient Greek thought as well as its descendent, contemporary Western scientific thinking, reason in Buddhist thought is premised on acceptance of a basic set of logical principles. These include the laws of identity, contradiction, and the excluded middle, and also the laws connected with logical relationships, such as between universals and their instantiations and between causes and their effects. It’s only by taking into account these logical principles that reason can connect what is observed to something unobserved but logically related and use that to gain reliable inferential knowledge. We can see that even for reason-derived knowledge, validity depends upon a process of verifiability traced to empirical knowledge of an observed fact.


Another important methodological principle identified in this section is what is known as the “four principles of reason.” These are the principles of nature, function, dependence, and logical evidence. The idea here is that the laws of evidence or proof can only operate on the basis of the preceding three principles. One can use the logical reasoning “if a then b” because there is a causal relationship between the two that supports the principle of dependence. And this kind of dependence is possible by virtue of the fact that the two relata individually possess distinct natures of their own endowed with specific functions they perform. This entire chain is supported by the fact that things are the way they are in reality, the principle of nature. Essentially, when the line of analysis comes to the principle of nature, the process of inquiry ends, for here the only explanation that can be offered is simply this: “That’s the way it is.”
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