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Preface


THE EIGHTH-CENTURY Indian Buddhist philosopher Kamalaśīla, introducing his commentary to his teacher Śāntarakṣita’s master-work, the Tattvasaṅgraha, remarked that he could find no dialectical pathway that had not already been well-worn by earlier sages. The established tracks of past generations, however, may become lost with the passage of centuries. Recovering reason’s peregrinations in ancient and medieval times by following its traces in the writings that have come down to us is, of necessity, an exploration in the archeology of ideas. Just as the reconstruction of an ancient road network invites our sustained reflection on a now eroded and obscured transportation system’s purpose for being, the traffic it bore, and the peoples it brought into communication or conflict with one another, so, too, reason’s traces call upon us to imagine, and to imagine ourselves journeying within, unfamiliar worlds of thought, conversation, and practice.


My own travels along the tracks and byways of Indian and Tibetan Buddhist thought have frequently turned on questions of identity and interpretation. Both represent central concerns of Buddhist intellectual traditions, and both demand a self-questioning that at once informs and is informed by the study of traditional textual sources. In the writings of Buddhist philosophers in these areas, moreover, we must attend to a call—at once within and beyond the body of established doctrine—to investigate our own identities and our prospects for understanding. The studies gathered in this book represent a philosophical and buddhological novice’s efforts to respond to this call.


The investigations of personal identity presented here were first formulated in connection with my dissertation research at Brown University in the 1980s. It is a pleasure to express in this context my gratitude to the Brown Philosophy Department and to my mentors there: the late Roderick Chisholm, Philip Quinn (now at the University of Notre Dame), Ernest Sosa, and James Van Cleve. I am indebted, also, to the late Arthur L. Basham and to David Pingree, who generously encouraged my work in Indian intellectual traditions at Brown.


I am very much indebted to two scholars who, when we first met, were in the same āśrama as I—that is, the transition from graduate school to whatever we call it that follows—and with whom I have shared a broad range of common interests in Buddhist thought and its interpretation. Steven Collins and Paul Griffiths have contributed in a great many ways to the thinking on Buddhism that is represented in this book. I am grateful to them above all for their friendship and for their steadfast refusal to let unchallenged assumptions rest unchallenged.


Frank Reynolds has been at the center of the Buddhist Studies maṇḍala at the University of Chicago throughout the period I have taught there. It is a pleasure now to be able to acknowledge, in the year of his retirement, the remarkable generosity of spirit he has extended to all who have had the good fortune to have been his students and colleagues. Above and beyond his many substantive contributions to the study of religion, Frank has shown us something of how the great vehicle can be entered in scholarly practice.


In preparing the present work for publication, I have very much benefitted from the assistance of Daniel Arnold, both in editing the manuscript and compiling the index. Dan’s broad background in Indology and philosophy, as well as his finely honed sense of style, made him an ideal reader and critic, improving this book throughout.


Several chapters reproduce, with varying degrees of revision, articles that were published earlier. I thank the editors and publishers mentioned for their kind permission to include here the following:


  “Indra’s Search for the Self and the Beginnings of Philosophical Perplexity in India,” Religious Studies 24: 239–56.


  “Śāntarakṣita on the Fallacies of Personalistic Vitalism,” Journal of Indian Philosophy 17 (1989): 43–59. With the permission of Kluwer Academic Publications.


  “Mereological Considerations in Vasubandhu’s ‘Proof of Idealism,’” Idealistic Studies 18/1 (1988): 32–54.


  “The Trouble with Truth: Heidegger on Alḗtheia, Buddhist Thinkers on Satya, ”Journal of the Indian Council of Philosophical Research 9/2 (1992): 69–85.


  “Weaving the World: The Ritual Art of the Paṭa in Pāla Buddhism and Its Legacy in Tibet.” History of Religions 34/3 (1995): 241–62.


  “Schopenhauer’s Shakti,” in Margaret Case, ed., Heinrich Zimmer: Coming into His Own (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1994): 105–18.


  “From Dol-po-pa to ’Ba’-mda’ Dge-legs: Three Jo-nang-pa Masters on the Interpretation of Prajñāpāramitā. “ In Helmut Krasser, Michael Torsten Much, Ernst Steinkellner, and Helmut Tauscher, eds., Tibetan Studies: Proceedings of the Seventh Seminar of the International Association for Tibetan Studies (Vienna: Austrian Academy of Science, 1997) 1: 457–75.


  “Mi-pham’s Theory of Interpretation,” Donald Lopez, ed., Buddhist Hermeneutics (Honolulu: University of Hawai’i Press, 1988), 149–74. With the permission of the Kuroda Institute.


I acknowledge also the San Diego Museum of Art for its generous permission to reproduce here the lovely Rajasthani miniature, “She sees her lover see her,” from the Edwin Binney III Collection of Indian painting.


Finally, I wish to thank Tom Tillemanns of the University of Lausanne, and E. Gene Smith and Timothy McNeill at Wisdom Publications, for their welcome efforts to publish this in the series Studies in Indian and Tibetan Buddhism.


M.T.K.


Paris, June 2001







A Note Concerning History and Chronology


THROUGHOUT THIS BOOK I refer to persons, texts, and schools of thought that may be unfamiliar to readers who are not already immersed in the study of Indian philosophical thought. The following remarks are intended to introduce the most important of these within a very general historical and chronological framework.


The earliest literary record of Indian religious thought is the Veda, which consists of several main sections. The most ancient of these is formed by four great collections of hymns, the oldest of which, the Ṛg Veda, perhaps dates to the period 1200–800 B.C.E., though some scholars have held it to be much older. The literature of the Veda also includes a great corpus of prose (and occasionally verse) ancillary works, commenting on all aspects of the Vedic religion. For our present purposes, the most important class of such works is that of the Upaniṣads, which represent the esoteric speculations and teachings of a very large number of sages. Upaniṣads have been composed throughout Indian history, even in recent centuries, but the Upaniṣads that hold special importance for the study of the beginnings of Indian philosophy have been assigned approximately to the period 800–300 B.C.E.


The mid-first millennium B.C.E. represents a pivotal period in the history of Indian thought. Though there were no doubt always tendencies opposing the Vedic religion and the speculative traditions of the Upaniṣads, these had been, from the standpoint of the extant historical record, previously mute. Now, for the first time, we have such tendencies represented in the rise of important new schools, which created their own extensive literatures outside of the Vedic tradition. Among these new schools, two came to be particularly influential: that which gathered around Vardhamāna (c. 599–527 B.C.E.), better known by his epithets Mahāvīra or Jina, whose disciples thus became known as Jainas, and who created a new religious order that, though small, has remained influential in India down to the present day; and that which had as its founder the prince Gautama Siddhārtha (c. 563–483 B.C.E.), known usually as Śākyamuni or Buddha, whose school was eventually to become a world religion, a fountainhead of religious and philosophical developments of continuing importance for much of Asia. During the same period there also flourished many smaller schools, proclaiming a remarkable variety of doctrines: materialism, determinism, skepticism, hedonism, etc. In short, it was an age of intense intellectual and spiritual ferment, in some respects like the closely contemporaneous period during which the Sophists rose to prominence in Greece.


The half millennium or so that follows is of cardinal importance for the history of Indian philosophy, but, lamentably, even the relative chronology of the philosophical and religious literature of this period remains in many respects mysterious. Certainly, the following developments may be assigned to the age in question:


—the redaction of Pāṇini’s (c. 450 B.C.E.) grammar and the composition of the first great commentaries upon it (these would henceforth govern formal analysis of language by all schools of philosophy in India);


—the invasion of northwestern India by Alexander (327–324 B.C.E.), resulting in the establishment of regular ties with the Hellenistic world;


—the reign of emperor Aśoka (beginning in 268 B.C.E.), under whose patronage Buddhism first emerged as a world religion;


—the beginnings of the systematic study of inference, argument, and epistemology (all of which emerge as important topics in texts that were composed during the broad period from the last centuries B.C.E. through about 200 C.E.);


—the growth of clearly defined philosophical schools (whose divisions, one from the other, cannot be accounted for strictly in terms of religious sectarianism, but must be sought, in part at least, in substantive differences of ontology, epistemology, theory of agency, etc.).


Among the schools that became clearly defined during the period in question, which adhered nominally at least to the Vedic tradition, the following in particular should be noted: Sāṃkhya, aspects of whose doctrines may be seen emerging even in the Upaniṣads, and whose classical version, redacted in the mnemonic verses of Īśvara Kṛṣṇa, dates perhaps to the first two centuries C.E.; Mīmāṃsā, whose antecedents go back to the earliest Vedic commentarial literature, and whose main aphorisms are attributed to one Jaimini, who perhaps flourished during the first century C.E.; Vaiśeṣika, the atomistic tradition, the dating of which has aroused much controversy, and whose aphorisms, by a certain sage named Kaṇada, have been assigned to sometime during the period 400 B.C.E. through 100 C.E.; and Nyāya, the school of logic and argument, the central aphorisms of which were redacted by an Akṣapāda (a.k.a. Gautama), probably toward 150 C.E. (The teaching of the Upaniṣads themselves was greatly amplified, and given philosophical expression, in the Vedānta school, which, despite its ancient sources, became prominent only during the mid-first millennium C.E. and later times.)


The same period was one that brought great changes to Buddhism, too. Though the historical details remain uncertain, we know that the Buddhist order was wracked by a series of schisms, leading to the formation of new and distinctive Buddhist sects, and that in some of these schisms disagreement over doctrinal matters played a major role. In the present work, we will be concerned in part with one of these, the so-called Personalist Controversy, which erupted perhaps as early as the third century B.C.E. The Personalists (pudgalavādin) were the adherents of the Vātsīputrīya and Saṃmitīya monastic orders, which held that, above and beyond the stream of psychological and physical events of which experience is constituted, the “person” is in some sense an irreducible reality. Among the schools whose opposition to the Personalists has left some record, particularly important for us are the Theravāda school, which has been the dominant school of Buddhism throughout the present millennium in Śrī Laṅkā, Burma, Thailand, and much of Southeast Asia; and the Sarvāstivāda school, which, though now extinct (at least as an independent tradition), played a paramount role in the development of Buddhist philosophy in India. The Personalist Controversy, in which these and several other schools took part, represents the beginning of formal debate and argument in Buddhist circles, and so is of particular importance for the history of Indian philosophy.


The Buddhist schools just mentioned are often spoken of (pejoratively) as Hīnayāna, the “Lesser Vehicle” of ancient Buddhism, in contradistinction to the Mahāyāna, the “Greater Vehicle,” which emphasized universal salvation and probably originated toward the beginning of the Common Era. Much of the philosophical creativity of later Indian Buddhism was to come from thinkers affiliated with the Mahāyāna. The first great philosopher who appears to have been so affiliated was Nāgārjuna (fl. c. 150 C.E.), almost certainly a contemporary and opponent of the redactor of the aphorisms of the Nyāya school, and founder of the Buddhist school of philosophy known as Madhyamaka, the “middle” or “central” school, which seeks to remove the dialectical extremes of existence and nothingness (and in this way cleave to a dialectical middle path). Some two centuries following Nāgārjuna, a second major philosophical tradition within the Mahāyāna arose. Frequently referred to as Yogācara (“yoga practice”) or Cittamātra (“mind only”), its founders were the brothers Asaṅga and Vasubandhu, to whom a teaching of metaphysical idealism is often attributed.


These remarks permit us to situate historically the main philosophers with whom we shall be concerned here: Vasubandhu, active toward the early fifth century C.E., was, during some part of his career at least, representative of the old schools of Buddhist philosophy, particularly the Sarvāstivāda. His approximate contemporary was Vātsyāyana, the first great commentator of the Nyāya school. Praśastapāda, the most influential thinker of the early Vaiśeṣika school, was probably active not long after Vasubandhu and Vātsyāyana.


The fifth and sixth centuries saw very rapid developments in Buddhist logic and epistemology, primarily owing to the efforts of Vasubandhu’s direct disciple Dignāga and the latter’s grand-disciple Dharmakīrti. The refinement of Buddhist logic seems to have triggered parallel developments in the Nyāya school, and these are represented above all in the work of Uddyotakara (c. 600), a vociferous opponent of the Buddhist philosophers. An approximate contemporary among the Buddhists was Nāgārjuna’s greatest commentator, Candrakīrti, who in many respects opposed the work of his coreligionists, the Buddhist logicians. At the same time, however, we see Buddhist philosophers attempting to synthesize the dialectical approach of Nāgārjuna and his successors with the logical and epistemological research of Dignāga and Dharmakīrti. Two such thinkers will receive considerable attention in these pages, namely, Śāntarakṣita (fl. c. 750) and his direct disciple Kamalaśīla. Among other things, they were responsible for formulating a Buddhist rebuttal to the Nyāya philosopher Uddyotakara.


It should be noted, finally, that recently it has been argued that the date of the Buddha Śākyamuni (and hence also that of his contemporary, Vardhamāna) should be advanced by as much as a century, so that his passing should now be held to have occurred in about 380 B.C.E. This hypothesis has great implications for the absolute chronology of Indian religion and culture during the entire period before approximately 350 B.C.E. But, because it neither upsets the relative chronology for that period, nor the chronology (whether relative or absolute) for the period that follows, it has few major implications, so far as I can determine, for the present work. Therefore, for simplicity’s sake, I have adopted here, without comment in the body of this book, the chronological scheme that Indologists have generally favored until very recently.
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Introduction:
What Is “Buddhist Philosophy”?


   I


IT IS BY NOW A COMMONPLACE to remark that our attempts to interpret Buddhist thought in Western terms have generally reflected the intellectual perspectives of the interpreters as much as those of the Buddhist thinkers we wish to interpret. Nāgārjuna has seen Hegelian, Heideggerian, and Wittgensteinian readings come and go; Vasubandhu has been incarnated as both transcendental idealist and phenomenologist; the arguments of Dharmakīrti and his successors might have stepped out of the pages of Husserl’s Logische Untersuchungen or the Principia Mathematica of Russell and Whitehead.1 To take an ungenerous view of our encounter with Buddhism, a great Asian religion turns out to be whatever we happened to have had in our heads to begin with. Like Frank Baum’s Dorothy, we visit Oz only to discover that we never had to, and indeed never did, leave Kansas.


Nevertheless, our situation is perhaps inevitable: as Dilthey taught us long ago, understanding must be ever constituted on the basis of prior understanding, and to step altogether out of our skins is an impossibility for us. If we cannot eliminate the conceptual background engendered by our time, place, and personal circumstances, we can, however, with sufficient care, discern some of the ways in which our vision is at once constrained and enabled by it.2 Our problem is not to discover, per impossibile, how to think Buddhism while eliminating all reference to Western ways of thought; it is, rather, to determine an approach, given our field of reflection, whereby our encounter with Buddhist traditions may open a clearing in which those traditions begin in some measure to disclose themselves, not just ourselves. The difficulty presented by our recourse to the resources of the intellectual world that is given to us—a world whose inscriptions permeate our use of the English language—lies not only in our unavoidable employment of the words and concepts we find ready at hand here, but, more subtly and sometimes insidiously, in the manner in which even our grammar defines the modalities of discourse that are authorized for our use: not for nothing did the late Chögyam Trungpa, Rinpoche, sometimes characterize English as a “theistic language.” Accordingly, even to speak of “Buddhist philosophy” is already to suggest that the path upon which we now embark lies within the domain of “philosophy,” that is to say, that sphere of thought whose horizons and practices have unfolded within those discourses that have been known to the West as “philosophy.” If we try to circumvent this conclusion by marking the field of our inquiry not as “philosophy” but as “theology,” we gain nothing thereby, but only make explicit our tacit determination to hedge discourse appertaining to religion within the theocentric bounds of Western religious thought.3


I do not pretend here that, in an attempt to spring us from the pen of our established ways of thought, I have dug a better tunnel than others have before. On the contrary, I believe that the means available to our efforts to open up the dialectical space I have imagined above are in the first instance those that have been long since deployed: to adduce apparently promising avenues for comparative inquiry, while at the same time not hesitating to criticize those same avenues with rigor, and so to pursue those that seem most durable until they, in their turn, have given way. In posing here the question, “What is ‘Buddhist philosophy’?” then, I offer no bold, new synthetic vision, but at most a small gesture; it will be left to time and to others to determine if it suggests a path worth pursuing at length.


When we attempt to speak of “Buddhist philosophy,” our expression is strangely hybrid. If its hybridity is no longer unsettling to us, this is only because we have grown accustomed to it by repeated usage; but this is not to say that the strangeness embodied in the phrase has really vanished. For we cannot ask ourselves what Buddhist philosophy might be without at the same time asking what it is that we mean by “philosophy.” If we assume that we already certainly know what philosophy is, so that the question is closed even before we have had the occasion to ask it, then evidently we are not thinking philosophically at all—in which case Buddhist philosophy, whatever else it might be, apparently has very little to do with philosophy. Unquestioned, “Buddhist philosophy” is therefore a self-contradictory and self-refuting locution. If we do not welcome this outcome, we have no alternative but to linger somewhat over what we understand philosophy to be, at least when conjoined with the only slightly less problematic term “Buddhist.”


Turning to recent scholarship devoted to the chimera called “Buddhist philosophy,” it appears that philosophy is often conceived in terms of certain characteristic Buddhist doctrines and ways of reasoning about them. Contemporary work on Buddhist philosophy thus reflects in some respects the “problems and arguments” approach to the study of philosophy that defines much of contemporary philosophical education.4 In mainstream philosophical circles, precisely this approach has sometimes been deployed in order to exclude from the domain of philosophy those discourses—Buddhist, Hindu, and otherwise—stemming from outside of one’s preferred version of the Western Philosophical Canon, and so deemed non-philosophical by the prevailing orthodoxies of our academic philosophy departments. Thus, for instance, the analytic philosopher Antony Flew offers this bit of wisdom to undergraduates:


Philosophy…is concerned first, last and all the time with argument…[B]ecause most of what is labelled Eastern Philosophy is not so concerned…this book draws no materials from any sources east of Suez.5


(In this way, with a late imperial flourish Flew would exclude from Philosophy’s sainted halls not only Nāgārjuna and Śaṅkara, but also much of the Aristotelian tradition of medieval Islam!)


The dominant, dismissive prejudgment of the analytic tradition, however, was received by late twentieth-century anglophone students of Buddhist thought with sufficient seriousness that, during the past few decades, many of us who work in this and related areas have in effect devoted our energies to proving Flew wrong—to showing, that is, that classical Indian and Buddhist thinkers were concerned with well-formed arguments, and that the problems about which they argued were often closely similar to those that are taken to exemplify philosophy in our textbooks. Thus, recent work has concerned Buddhist examples of the analysis of concepts and categories such as truth, knowledge, perception, and memory; theories of reference and meaning; and ontological questions relating to universals and particulars, substance and attribute, causality and change, the existence of God, and other minds.


It may be fairly proposed, however, that the problems and arguments approach, whatever its heuristic utility, somehow misses the point: it brings to mind the ancient parable about the blind men and the elephant, which—though truly described by them as being at once like a pillar (the elephant’s leg), a hose (its trunk), a lance (its tusk), a fan (its ear), and a rope (its tail)—remains nevertheless unknown, so long as all they know of it are these “true descriptions.” As good pupils, we have learned, for instance, that the causal theory of perception, the argument from evil against theism, and the conceptualist view of universals are all parts of the elephant that is philosophy; and we can find these and more in certain classical Buddhist works. Ergo, in such works we find Buddhist philosophy. But this is about as good an argument as one that concludes, on the basis of the blind men’s report, that a tool-shed is actually an elephant.


There are, of course, alternatives to the problems and arguments approach to our understanding of philosophy. For some, philosophy cannot be dissociated from the historical fact of its Greek origins, so that any inquiry into what we mean by it must proceed by way of the question, “What did philosophy mean for the Greeks?” Philosophy is thus definitionally inalienable from the contingencies of its Greek beginnings, and hence from the project of reason as it unfolded and formed itself within the Greek world and in the entire subsequent intellectual experience of the West. This perspective was most radically articulated by Martin Heidegger, who held the very expression “Western European philosophy” to be tautological; for philosophy is essentially constitutive of Western thought and culture, and of no other.6 In asserting this, Heidegger was by no means endorsing the Western philosophical triumphalism we have seen articulated by Flew; he does not exclude the possibility that we might find conceptual and dialectical analogues to aspects of our philosophical tradition outside of the West. What he holds, rather, is that the formation of philosophy as a distinct domain of activity is inseparable from its historical constitution in the Greek intellectual and cultural world, and embodies a characteristically Greek preoccupation and astonishment with the categories of being, becoming, and essence.


Heidegger regarded the archaic thinkers, above all Anaximander, Parmenides, and Heraclitus, to be the true exemplars for the Greek world of an at once luminous and occluded presence of being within language and thought. The passage later traced from Socrates through Plato to Aristotle represents, in Heidegger’s view, an achievement that is in truth a rupture, whereby thinking became fatefully unhinged from being. As one of Heidegger’s interpreters has put it, “The history of philosophy becomes a nightmare from which we, Dædalus-like, are trying to awake.”7 In particular, metaphysics and the philosophical project of defining, analyzing, and hence dominating being represent no longer a conquest but a terrible fall.


It is beside the point of our present concerns to pursue Heidegger’s path at length here; I have introduced him into my discussion to make just two points. First, our understanding of the obscure self we call “philosophy” is questionable, and our questioning of it must proceed by way of constant reference to Greek thought. Second, Heidegger’s critique of “metaphysics,” the Western philosophical science of being, should caution us to be particularly wary regarding the deeper implications of the effort to assimilate Buddhist thought, that obscure other, to our category of “philosophy.” In considering a bit further the first of these points, I want now to turn from Heidegger to a more recent interpreter of Greek philosophy who I think will help us to shed some light on the second: the implications of things Greek for our reading of things Buddhist.


II


Pierre Hadot, during the past several decades, has elaborated a far-reaching rereading of the classical tradition—one that seeks to restore for us the relationship between thought and being within Greek philosophy, though not along the lines suggested by Heidegger. At the center of Hadot’s reflections is the concept of “spiritual exercise,” whereby, in his words, “the individual raises himself up to the life of the objective Spirit, that is to say, he replaces himself within the perspective of the Whole.”8 And as Hadot further affirms, “Philosophy then appears in its original aspect: not as a theoretical construct, but as a method for training people to live and to look at the world in a new way. It is an attempt to transform mankind.”9


An example of Hadot’s perspective is his reading of the death of Socrates, its treatment by Plato, and its legacy in the Stoic and other Hellenistic traditions: “For Plato,” Hadot writes, “training for death is a spiritual exercise which consists in changing one’s point of view. We are to change from a vision of things dominated by individual passions to a representation of the world governed by the universality and objectivity of thought. This constitutes a conversion (metastrophe) brought about with the totality of the soul.”10 In Hadot’s thought, the implications of this deceptively simple shift of focus ramify throughout our understanding of Greek philosophy; Stoic physics, for example, is now seen to be less concerned with supplying a complete and coherent account of the material world than with the cultivation by the philosopher of a particular attitude to the world, and with the implications thereof for self-understanding. Physics in this system is thus inextricably tied to ethics, and to the formation of oneself as a specific type of agent. It is inseparable from the Stoic “training for death” and as such “is linked to the contemplation of the Whole and the elevation of thought, which rises from individual, passionate subjectivity to the universal perspective.”11


Now, I think that anyone who has even passing familiarity with Buddhist path texts—works such as Buddhaghosa’s Visuddhimagga (Path of Purity), Śāntideva’s Bodhicaryāvatāra (Introduction to Enlightened Conduct), or Tsong-kha-pa’s Lam-rim chen-mo (Great Sequence of the Path)—will appreciate that there is a powerful analogy to be explored here. Take, for example, these verses of Śāntideva:


   By reason of what I cherish and despise, I have done much that is sinful.


   Leaving it all, I will have to go on—as if I didn’t know this would be so!


   What I despise will not be, neither will there be what I love.


   I, too, will not be. Everything will come not to be.12


Adopting Hadot’s way of speaking, Śāntideva directs us here to practice a particular spiritual exercise in which training for death is related both to scrupulous attention to the moral quality of one’s actions and to a general meditation on the nature of all conditioned entities as fleeting and impermanent. Acts that flow from our impulse to possess what we find desirable and to avoid what we do not are all grounded in a remarkable illusion, an intellectual error that is at bottom a willful refusal to confront the ephemeral quality of the constituents of our experience, a persistent and tenacious denial of our own mortality. We must, therefore, struggle against this profound disposition to regard ourselves and our properties as secure and enduring realities. The contemplation of universal impermanence reveals to us that we are no more than motes turning within a passing dust-cloud. We must order our values and actions with this humbling vision always in mind.


III


The little I have said so far suggests that Hadot’s reading of the Socratic schools, particularly in their Hellenistic iterations, offers a useful model for our thinking on Buddhism in its relation to philosophy. It is a model that depends upon a view of philosophy that emphasizes the “techniques of the self”—systematic spiritual exercises and ascesis, and paideia, here primarily the formation of the person as a moral agent refined through philosophical education. There is, however, an important challenge to this perspective, in its application both to things Greek and things Buddhist. For, although it is a contribution of inestimable value to delineate with care the manner in which classical philosophy embodied powerful commitments to well-formed regimes of self-cultivation, in which dialectic and argument played central roles, it remains nevertheless true that classical philosophy was also concerned with both speculative and practical knowledge. The Aristotelian project, most notably, with its systematization of scientific research and the acquisition of data, and its strong emphasis on theoria, all of which have been regarded as the true ancestors of our modern conceptions of scientific knowledge and discovery, seems to speak for a very different model. Analogously, over and against the Buddhist path texts I have mentioned, we find large numbers of Buddhist writings devoted to logic and epistemology, the categories, and basic ontology. These works are more difficult to interpret according to the conception of philosophy-as-spiritual-exercise that I have been discussing, and it is precisely because they are harder to interpret in this way, and more amenable to the dissection of their “problems and arguments,” that we must place them now at the heart of our endeavor.13


On reading Hadot’s œuvre one is immediately struck by the apparently diminished place of Aristotle, relative to the centrality and weight he is usually accorded. Socrates, Plato, and Plotinus are without doubt the heroes of Hadot’s account, together with some, notably Marcus Aurelius, who have been too often neglected in our philosophical syllabi.14 Nevertheless, Hadot does have a position on Aristotle, and it is one that, perhaps to some degree echoing Heidegger, stresses our mistaken tendency to read theoria as synonymous with what we now mean by “theory,” and accordingly to position theoria over and against what we call “practice.” For Hadot, theoria in Aristotle’s sense is itself the most highly valued practice; it is, in fact, that practice through which human beings may come to participate in an activity that is characteristically divine. Where Aristotle departs from Plato is not in valuing theoretical knowledge above practice, but in valuing a specific type of practice, theoria, and the way of life that it entails, over the life of political practice that had been so dear to his master.15


Now, with this in mind, an approach to Buddhist “theoretical” knowledge may begin to emerge. I would like us to consider, in this regard, a particular text—one to which we shall have frequent occasion to return in the chapters that follow—the Tattvasaṅgraha, literally the Gathering of the Tattvas, by the great eighth-century Indian master Śāntarakṣita. Tattva is an important Sanskrit philosophical term that in both form and meaning resembles the Latin scholastic term quidditas, denoting the “essence or true nature of the thing itself.” (Tattva literally means “that-ness.”) Hence, in the extended sense in which Śāntarakṣita uses it in his title, tattva refers to “discussions and viewpoints pertaining to the real natures of things.”16 Śāntarakṣita’s text, in some 3,600 verses accompanied by the multivolume commentary of his disciple Kamalaśīla, is a veritable encyclopedia of “problems and arguments,” treating, together with much else, the existence of god, substance theories of the self, the nature of perception, the ontology of time, and the theory of reference.17 For those who may harbor doubts, à la Flew, as to whether or not there was philosophical argument “east of Suez,” this is the ideal eye-opener. Consider, for instance, the following remarks concerning the logical necessity of positing, besides those cognitive acts that are defined by their reference to an object, a class of self-presenting or purely reflexive acts. Śāntarakṣita here takes up an objection that holds that any and all acts of cognition involve objectification, so that there can be no genuine reflexivity. As Kamalaśīla summarizes the argument:


The opinion at issue is this: “That [act of consciousness], too, must be known by some knower discrete from itself, [for these reasons:] because it is a phenomenon that comes into being and is annihilated, because it is ponderable, and because it is an object of memory, just like any [other type of] object.” [However,] if one act of consciousness must be experienced by a successor, then there may be an infinite regress. For an object cannot be known by an act of awareness that is itself unknown. Thus, to establish a single object, by proceeding through [an infinite] succession of acts of awareness, the entire lifespan of a person must be thereby exhausted! Hence, owing to this danger of an infinite regress, [it must be assumed that] some act of awareness occurs that is essentially self-presenting.18


Analogous arguments can be found in the writings of Franz Brentano and Edmund Husserl.19 If Śāntarakṣita’s subject matter and his approach to it are not philosophical, then one might well wonder what is. But, to continue along the path I had set upon earlier, this point is tangential to our concerns. What we want to know is not whether and in what ways the particular topics discussed by Śāntarakṣita resemble philosophical discussions with which we are familiar, but, rather, what are the larger contours of his project, and how do these relate to the projects we otherwise treat as “philosophy”?


The very dimensions of Śāntarakṣita’s work have, I think, caused us to refrain from asking big questions about it. Once more, like the blind men and their elephant, we try to get the feel of only one part at a time; our grasp is just not large enough to embrace the behemoth’s whole girth. But the effort is nevertheless worthwhile, and Śāntarakṣita and Kamalaśīla have certainly favored us with some important clues about their intent.20 Thus, for example, in the six stanzas introducing the Gathering (which together form one long sentence), Śāntarakṣita praises his supreme teacher, the Buddha, while providing the general program for his book at the same time. The Buddha is the greatest of all teachers because he has articulated, as no other had done before, the teaching of pratītyasamutpāda, the “interdependent origination” or “arising” of all conditioned things, and Śāntarakṣita’s verses relate the entire project of the Gathering to this cardinal tenet. He writes:


   Movement devoid of prime matter, a divine creator, their conjunction, self and similar constructions;


   Ground for the deed and its fruit, their relationship, ascertainment and such;


   Empty with respect to quality, substance, function, genus, inherence and other superimposed categories,


   But within the scope of words and concepts relating to posited features;


   Ascertained by the two epistemic operations possessing distinct characteristics;


   Unmixed with so much as even a mote of extraneous nature;


   Without temporal extension, without beginning or end, like unto reflections and so on;


   Free from the whole mass of conceptual projections, unrealized by other [teachers]—


   This interdependent arising was propounded by the best of proponents,


   Who was unattached to self-justifying revelations, and moved to benefit the whole world;


   Who throughout no fewer than numberless æons became the very self of compassion;


   Having bowed before him, the Omniscient, I gather here the tattvas.21


For the sake of the present discussion, it will not be necessary to unpack this in detail (Kamalaśīla devotes some 20 pages to it). Let us consider briefly just the first line, which describes interdependent arising as:


   Movement devoid of prime matter, a divine creator, their conjunction, self and similar constructions…


This sets the agenda for the first eight chapters of the Gathering, which provide critical accounts of: the Sāṃkhya theory of prime matter (chapter 1), Śaiva theism (chapter 2), the concept of a creator working as a demiurge upon prime matter (chapter 3), and six different theories of the substantial self, or ātman (chapter 7). The word “movement” in the verse alludes to the chapter defending the Buddhist teaching of the ephemerality of conditioned beings over and against these doctrines (chapter 8). “Similar constructions” refers to three chapters refuting, respectively, the notion of spontaneous, causeless creation (chapter 4), the philosopher Bhartṛhari’s theory of the “Word-as-absolute” (śabda-brahman, chapter 5), and the Vedic conception of the primal man, puruṣa (chapter 6). In the remaining lines of the opening verses, Śāntarakṣita similarly introduces, as descriptions of interdependent arising, the other topics he will discuss in the order of their discussion; and in the concluding lines his characterization of the doctrine gives way to a eulogy of the teacher who proclaimed it:


   Who was unattached to self-justifying revelations, and moved to benefit the whole world;


   Who throughout no fewer than numberless æons became the very self of compassion;


   Having bowed before him, the Omniscient…


The last chapters of Śāntarakṣita’s treatise will be devoted precisely to refuting the claims of the Vedic revelation (chapters 24–25), and to upholding the omniscience attributed to the Buddha (chapter 26).


There is a further dimension to Śāntarakṣita’s introduction to his great work that deserves our attention. His six stanzas strongly echo the first verses of Nāgārjuna’s Treatise on the Middle Way (Madhyamakaśāstra), where the Buddha is praised in closely similar terms for his declaration of interdependent arising.22 And elsewhere in his treatise, Nāgārjuna in fact defines the key concept of śūnyatā, or emptiness, precisely as this radical contingency of conditioned things.23 In other words, in its deeper meaning Śāntarakṣita’s Gathering is perhaps not primarily a work on logic and epistemology, but rather a sustained exploration of a core soteriological theme of Mahāyāna Buddhism in its relation to the full range of the preoccupations of late first-millennium Indian thought. The Gathering, then, is not gathered together in the manner of a miscellany; it is a dialectical gathering-in, a passage through Indian systematic thought whose spiraling flight finds its center in the Buddha’s message and in the person of the Buddha himself. The dialectical path of the work is defined by its continual oscillation between moments of affirmation and of negation. On the one hand, this means that Śāntarakṣita is occupied throughout in presenting the affirmations of his intellectual rivals, Śāntarakṣita’s refutation of which points the way to successively stronger positions. But Śāntarakṣita does not proceed via negative argument alone; there is a positive content to his thought as well, which finds its culmination, once again, in the teaching of interdependent origination and in the affirmation of the Buddha’s surpassing omniscience and omnibenevolence.


The Madhyamaka philosophy of Nāgārjuna and his successors (including Śāntarakṣita) is one of the areas in Buddhist thought in which we are prone to find an exemplification of philosophy-as-theoretical-activity, according to something like what we mean by “theory.”24 We sometimes speak, for example, of “establishing emptiness,” as if the point here were to demonstrate apodictically the soundness of the particular thesis that “all things are empty of essential being.”25 As the Madhyamaka teaching of emptiness, however, is sometimes said to dispense with all expressed tenets, even this one, more nuanced readings favor finding here a type of scepticism, specifically a sceptical view of the referential capacity of language and conceptual activity.26 None of this seems to me to be wrong, but it raises the question: what connection could this possibly have with the program of spiritual exercise I introduced earlier? Indeed, we must entertain this question, for within the Mahāyāna the Madhyamaka teaching is always valued soteriologically, and from our standpoint it is perhaps difficult to see precisely how salvation flows from assenting to a sceptical view of language. But consider how Nāgārjuna’s great commentator Candrakīrti, for instance, introduces the suitable aspirant’s response to the teaching of emptiness:


   Even as a mundane person, on hearing of emptiness,


   He is inwardly moved to rejoice,


   To rejoice until tears wet his eyes


   And the hairs of his body stand on end.


   In that one there is the seed of the Buddha’s intention.


   That one is the vessel fit for this intimate teaching.


   It is to him that you should teach this ultimate truth,


   For in him the virtues that flow from it will emerge.27


Whatever else we may say of this, it should be evident that Candrakīrti is not speaking here of “theory” as something set over and against “practice.” The teaching of emptiness gives joy to the receptive individual who possesses the seed of the Buddha’s intention, in whom the soteriological orientation of the teaching is well-planted. For such an individual, “emptiness” cannot be understood primarily in propositional, or “theoretical” terms; rather it fundamentally determines one’s orientation to the Buddha’s salvific project. This is also clearly expressed by Śāntarakṣita’s disciple Kamalaśīla in commenting upon his master’s verse (“This interdependent arising was propounded by the best of proponents”):


By teaching interdependent arising the Lord [Buddha] engenders the attainment of worldly excellence and supreme beatitude, in this way: by the inerrant teaching of interdependent arising and the ascertainment of its meaning, the basis for an excellent destiny (sugatihetu), namely, the inerrant comprehension of deeds and their results, their connections, and so on, is born; and the basis for supreme beatitude, the realization of selflessness, both personal and in principle, develops progressively through audition, reflection and contemplation. For when that has developed, the unknowing that is the basis of the worldly round is undone; and with its undoing all that is rooted in it—the affective and cognitive obstructions—is undone. It is from dispelling all these obstructions that beatitude is won.28


The dialectical path of Śāntarakṣita’s text, therefore, is not to be followed solely through study and critical reflection culminating in intellectual certainty; it must be pursued further in contemplation, bhāvanā—a word often translated as “cultivation,” and literally meaning “bringing into being.” This philosophy, in the end, is not primarily about objects of thought (jñeya), but is rather a way of coming-to-be (bhāvanā)—one that we are enjoined to bring to fruition within ourselves.29


Some further specifications are called for. As we have seen above, much of Śāntarakṣita’s text is devoted to the critical scrutiny of doctrines propounded by rival schools, for instance, the Hindu Sāṃkhya theory of prime matter. Now, how does the study of this and its refutation properly belong to the program of self-culture through spiritual exercise that we have been discussing? For on the surface, at least, it appears that Śāntarakṣita’s purpose is primarily to dismiss the teachings of Buddhism’s opponents and to defend the faith; philosophical argument, so it seems, is deployed here primarily in the service of doctrinal apologetics.


It is undeniable that this is an entirely legitimate way of reading Śāntarakṣita’s text, and that it succeeds very well in capturing one of the dimensions to which it is directed. Nevertheless, even here I believe that Śāntarakṣita’s dialectical course suggests an alternative reading. As Kamalaśīla insists, the doctrines Śāntarakṣita is concerned to refute all involve “mistaken views of the self” (vitathātmadṛṣṭi).30 As such, the importance of critical reflection upon them lies precisely in the fact that they are not just others’ views of themselves, but that, potentially at least, they are views that any of us may harbor, whether explicitly or not, with respect to ourselves. Śāntarakṣita’s critical journey through the byways of Indian philosophy is therefore no mere exercise in doxography; rather, it is a therapy whereby one must challenge one’s own self-understandings so as to disclose and finally uproot the misunderstandings that are concealed therein. This process involves equally the positive construction of a conceptual model of the Buddha’s teaching and of the Buddha himself, a conceptual model that is to be progressively assimilated until, in the end, concept and being have merged.31 This is a self-transcending project, oriented toward that omniscient being who, as the very self of compassion, is oriented to benefit all beings.


IV


The perspective I am adopting here depends in part upon an accentuation of the Madhyamaka architecture of what, after all, is classified as a treatise on logic and epistemology. Within later Tibetan Buddhist circles, however, it was in fact sometimes disputed whether the epistemological doctrines of the philosophers Dignāga and Dharmakīrti—who, as we have seen, were among Śāntarakṣita’s major sources of inspiration—had any clear soteriological role, or instead offered merely an organon.32 Nevertheless, the assimilation of even these thinkers to the project of spiritual exercise, contested though it may have been, offers what I believe is a particularly forceful confirmation of the general validity of the approach I am adopting. For whatever may be concluded regarding Dignāga’s and Dharmakīrti’s exact intentions, it is certain that many thinkers trained within their tradition understood their thought, too, in its connection with a clear program of spiritual exercise.


This is very well illustrated in the writings of the great eighteenth-century master, Lcang-skya Rol-pa’i rdo-rje (1717–86), a figure of commanding importance in the Manchu empire’s religious affairs. Identified at the age of four as the incarnation of a famous lama, Lcang-skya was sent to Beijing to be educated at the court. There he became the playmate of the fourth-ranking Manchu prince, who, despite his rank order, was selected by his father, the Yongzheng emperor, to succeed to the throne. Known by his reign title Qianlong (reigned 1736–99), the prince became the greatest of the Qing monarchs. Lcang-skya rose with his boyhood friend to become the empire’s preeminent Buddhist clergyman.33


The text I present here is drawn from one of Lcang-skya’s most esteemed and puzzling works: it records a dream-vision in which the relationship between the systematic study of Dharmakīrti’s epistemology and progress on the Buddhist path is set out in general terms. Kept secret during the final year of Lcang-skya’s life, it was published posthumously in the superb biography authored by his disciple, Thu’u-bkwan Blo-bzang-chos-kyi-nyi-ma (1737–1802). The text does not propose to examine particular arguments in detail, but rather presents a strategy for relating the study of Dharmakīrti’s magnum opus, the Pramāṇavārttika (Exposition of [Dignaga’s system of] Logic and Epistemology), to the soteriological concerns of Buddhism. The visionary aspect of the text tends to undermine the assumption that there was any great divide between the worlds of the Buddhist logician and the Buddhist mystic. Lcang-skya, by placing this sketch of Buddhist rationalism in the context of a dream-vision, effectively annuls the gulf separating religious experience from reason. He writes:


I, Rol-pa’i rdo-rje, traveled to Mount Wutai, the supreme abode of the emanation of Mañjuśrīghoṣa,34 during the wood serpent year of the thirteenth cycle (1785). Sealing myself in meditational retreat for some months, I prayed to the three supreme jewels [Buddha, doctrine, and community], when, during the night of the seventeenth day of the sixth Mongolian month,35 there was a great torrential rainfall, and, because it brought great danger of flood, my opportunity to sleep was stolen. Spontaneously, the verbal significance of the Hymn of the Glorious One Excellent with the Virtues of Knowledge occurred to me clearly, as if explained by another, and I wrote it down the next day.36


During that retreat I experienced many altered states, in which mystical experience and dream intermingled. Mostly they seemed to be experiences mixed up with portents of obstacles, so that it was difficult to distinguish the good from the bad. Nonetheless, there were some that caused me to frequently wonder whether they might be [due to] the blessing of the deity and guru.


When I left the retreat and was returning [to Beijing], after the sun had set during the first day of the ninth Mongolian month, when I was in the vicinity of the great Chinese fort called “Baoding Palace” [in Hebei Province, en route between Mt. Wutai and Beijing], I recited about five chapters of the text of the Guhyasamājatantra together with my attendant Ja-sag Bla-ma Dge-legs-nam-mkha’, and in my mind I had various pleasurable experiences. Afterward, having turned in, I fell asleep reciting a Mañjuśrī prayer as I drifted off. Then, at some point, while experiencing myself to be seemingly awake, someone arrived suddenly and I asked who it was. “I’m ’Jam-dbyangs,” he said.37 I thought it must be my monk called “’Jam-dbyangs” who was sleeping outside my door, and I looked to see. Because my eyes were unclear I saw neither the form nor the garments of a human being; but just then there was a small, young reverend, wearing a new blouse of yellow silk, to whom I said, “Look at the wall-clock to see what time it is!” He acted as if to look at it, and said that it had reached the halfway point of the hour of the pig. After I said, “Then it’s still early. Go back to sleep!” he straightened himself up right there, but did not go off. At that time, a recollection suddenly popped into my mind of [the title and opening verses of Dharmakīrti’s Exposition of Logic and Epistemology].


Right then, that small reverend just sat there and, though it was not clear that he was speaking, there was a voice in my ear:


“This Exposition of Logic and Epistemology is a superlative treatise! In those who strive for liberation and omniscience a faith in our teacher and teaching that reaches the depths must be born from the heart. About that, even though certainty brought forth by pure reason is not born in the fideists, a faith involving conviction may well be born in them; still, it is hard [for them] to get beyond a conditional [sort of faith]. If certainty is born on the basis of genuine reason, it won’t be turned back by conditions; a firm disposition is established.


“In the second chapter of the Exposition, it explains at length…the manner in which our Teacher [the Buddha] is Epistemic Authority for those seeking liberation.38 Owing to this, fully comprehending that the plentiful talk among the Outsiders [i.e., non-Buddhists] of liberation and the path to reach it is like childish babble, there will come to be the uncontrived production of deep faith in our Teacher and Teaching, brought about on the path of reason.


“Further, when one well investigates by reason the Transcendent Lord’s declarations of the four truths, along with the injunctions, prohibitions, and methods [that follow from them, one finds that] there is not even the slightest fault, contradiction, lack of proof, or uncertainty. Not only that, but when investigating all the reasons that are articulated [in the Buddha’s teaching] through study and reflection, they are [found to] really penetrate the heart of the matter. You must reflect on that [intellectual penetration], intermingling it with your present experience: these varied pleasures and pains that occur to you now in the course of things are ephemeral occurrences. Regarding them, these pleasures and pains—whatever the degree of their intensity—are experientially proven to occur on the basis of causes and conditions. Having taken the measure of this, [one comes to know that] the acquisitive skandhas39 certainly depend on causes, and that, regarding those causes, they do not arise from permanent or heterogenous causes. Thus you arrive at the thought that [the teachings of impermanence, suffering, and causality] that have been proclaimed by the Teacher are certainly established…”40


Thus, for Lcang-skya—the urbane servant of an eighteenth-century empire, whose awareness of contemporary Russia, Germany, and France led him to scoff at traditional Tibetan Buddhist knowledge of the world from an early modern perspective41—the cultivation of reason was nevertheless tied to the exercises of the path in much the same manner that it had been for Śāntarakṣita and Kamlaśīla a millennium before. The reasoned investigation of the teaching is to be intermingled with one’s experiences; it must flow from, and in turn inform, one’s engagement in the culture of the self.


V


In view of all that I have said above, it seems fair to affirm that what we may term “Buddhist philosophy” has unfolded within those realms of discourse that might be more precisely called, in the proper sense of the term, “Buddhology,” that is, the hermeneutics of buddhahood and of the message propounded by the Buddha.42 Because this suggests that we remain nevertheless within the domain circumscribed by the authority of a revealed religious tradition, one may well object that this “Buddhist philosophy” is not really philosophy at all; it is, to appropriate an expression well-known to historians of philosophy in the West, merely the “handmaid” of the Buddhist analogue to theology. That such thinkers as Nāgārjuna and Candrakīrti remain firmly within the ambit of the Buddhological project, despite the impressively sceptical dimensions of their path, may be taken by some as proof positive that Buddhist philosophy has never claimed for itself the perfect autonomy of reason that is often supposed to be a hallmark of the Western traditions of rational inquiry derived ultimately from the Greeks. Buddhist scepticisms, like those of Western “sceptical fideists,”43 in the end remain relatively tame; the trenchant impulse to overthrow all prior assumptions that we find perhaps in a Jayarāśi Bhaṭṭa in India or in a Solomon Maimon in the West seems altogether alien to the Buddhist tradition.44 Even the most radical deconstructions of the world and the self in Buddhist contemplative experience, where the disposition to hanker after the merest grain of reality in body or mind is undone, must be seen to be indexed to specific soteriological projects and the axiological assumptions that accompany them.45


I do not raise these objections in order to quibble about the relative degrees to which the freedom of reason has (or has not) been realized and expressed in various historical settings in the West and in the Buddhist world. My point is not to underwrite a stance that values an assumed Western freedom of thought as a unique achievement, now best emulated by all those others who, despite their best efforts, have never quite hit the mark. For, as emphasized earlier, the impossibility of our just stepping out of our skins should counsel caution regarding our presumptions of perfect intellectual freedom. And far from proposing a negative assessment of the achievements of past Buddhist thinkers, I hope that I have made clear above that I regard theirs to be an intellectual tradition of supreme and enduring value. What I wish to emphasize, nevertheless, is that, whatever we may rightly assert of the powerful analogies between certain important trends in Buddhist thought and equally important aspects of the enterprise we call philosophy, the relationship between Buddhism and philosophy must continue in some respects to perplex us, even after we have grown to accept the locution “Buddhist philosophy.” In the work presented here, therefore, I wish to consider “Buddhist philosophy” not as an achievement, but as a still unrealized potentiality.


The elaboration of doctrine and argument in traditional Buddhist settings necessarily responded to the intellectual cultures of the times and places concerned. We cannot rightly expect to find there ready-made answers to the problems that confront our contemporary philosophical culture. And one of the hallmarks of philosophy is that it must forever renew itself in response to the specificities of place and time, that there is a strong sense in which there can be no perennial philosophical doctrine. From this perspective, the very notion of a “perennial philosophy” risks finishing as an annulment of the philosophical spirit. However, in suggesting that perhaps the richest analogue between traditional Buddhist thought and Western philosophies is to be found not in the comparison of particular arguments so much as in the overriding project of philosophy as a vehicle for the formation of the person through spiritual exercise, as has been emphasized by Hadot, a new perspective may also be disclosed, not only for comparative reflection on arguments and practices elaborated in the past, but in considering also our unactualized prospects. If Buddhism is to emerge as a viable current in Western thought over the long duration, its point of departure will have to be sustained and critical reflection upon its ideals of the good in relation to our contemporary predicaments. Thus, Buddhist philosophy, despite its great and ancient history, remains for us a project as yet unborn.
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The essays that follow in the body of this book relate to the perspective I have traced out here in a number of different ways. In the first part, “Situating the Self,” the connection between critical reflection on the self and the “techniques of the self” is implicit throughout and is underscored especially in chapters 2 and 5. It will also be clear, I believe, that the questions at issue in part 2, “Reality and Reason,” represent, in important respects, the extension of particular inquiries whose initial points of departure were among the problems of the self: Vasubandhu’s “proof of idealism,” discussed in chapter 7, turns on an analysis of part-whole relationships that is directly related to the analysis of persons in terms of their parts, considered in chapters 2 and 3; while the Madhyamaka teaching of two truths, taken up in chapter 8, flows from distinctions that were first adumbrated, so far as we now know, in the context of the debates on the self that are surveyed in chapters 3 and 4, concerning the complementary themes of the absence of the self and its synthesis.


The inclusion, in part 3, of three essays on tantrism may strike some as unusual in a book of philosophy, and perhaps requires some explanation. Not long ago, given the widespread presupposition in philosophical circles of an near-absolute dichotomy between “mysticism and reason,” it was almost unimaginable that some of the greatest reasoners in the Indian and Tibetan Buddhist traditions could have also been involved in “tantric mysticism.”46 The evidence now available to us, however, demonstrates that in both India and Tibet there were many important figures whose mature work involved both the tantric and dialectical dimensions of Buddhist thought and practice. This is exemplified, as we have seen above, in the life and work of Lcang-skya Rol-pa’i rdo-rje, and in the body of the book by such figures as Bhāvaviveka and Abhayākaragupta in India, or Dol-po-pa and Mi-pham in Tibet. It is therefore a prima facie problem for the interpretation of the tradition to understand just how these two spheres are related to one another. (The importance of this question in relation to the hermeneutics of Indian religious culture generally was suggested as early as the 1920s, in the writings of Heinrich Zimmer, considered in chapter 11.) Of course, tantrism engages philosophical reflection to the extent that thinkers within Buddhist traditions were influenced by tantrism in their philosophizing—this is illustrated in chapter 9, as well as in the two chapters of part 4 on “Doctrinal Interpretation in Tibet.” Perhaps more significant, however, was the role of tantric ritual and meditational practice in the formation of the religious agent; for, in this respect, tantrism complemented and cooperated with the educational formation that, as I have argued here, was essential to the project of Buddhist philosophy overall. In chapter 10, “Weaving the World,” I seek to illustrate the manner in which Buddhist tantric ritual embodied a dynamic process of world-construction in which adepts and artisans might participate in divine agency. Such a process has the formation of a Buddha-realm as its ideal culmination, and, as I have suggested above, it is the realization of the Buddha’s wisdom and love that is the proper telos of reason as well.
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NOTES


  1   Scharfstein 1998 provides useful surveys of contemporary interpretation of some of the major Asian philosophical thinkers, including (in chaps. 8, 12, and 13) the three mentioned here. Tuck 1990 studies the history of Nāgārjuna’s reception in the West. For the Western encounter with Indian thought more generally, see esp. Halbfass 1988; and with Buddhism, Lopez 1995.


  2   Or, as Thompson 1981: 38, puts it: “What historians seek to understand is what they themselves have produced.” Makreel 1992: 54–55 explains that, for Dilthey, “inner experience is limited in scope by personal dispositions and presuppositions. Such individual perspectives need not be denied, but through reflection their horizons of meaning can be shifted so as to be made more and more encompassing.… The solution is to make the perspective explicit, thereby rendering it less restrictive and more amenable to refinement.”


  3   Jackson and Makransky 2000 examines and engages the category of “theology” in its relation to Buddhism.


  4   My remarks here apply not only to the study of Buddhist philosophy, but to that of Asian philosophies more generally. See, for example, Deutsch and Bontekoe 1997, where the chapters on Buddhism (24–31) take up “ideas of the good,” “social and political ideals,” “causality,” “humankind and nature,” “reality and divinity,” “concept of self,” “rationality,” and “ontological truth.” Consider also Scharfstein 1998.


  5   Flew 1971: 36.


  6   Heidegger 1958: 31. On Heidegger’s relationship with Asian thought, refer to Parkes 1987 and now, esp., May 1996. See, further, chap. 8 below.


  7   David Farrell Krell, in Heidegger 1975: 7. The italics are in the original.


  8   Hadot 1995b: 82.


  9   Hadot 1995b: 107.


10   Hadot 1995b: 96.


11   Hadot 1995b: 97.


12   Bodhicaryāvatāra, chap. 2, vv. 35–36.
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I   SITUATING THE SELF
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1.  Personal Identity in a Comparative Perspective


IN HIS INTRODUCTION TO A History of Philosophy (1982), the Swedish philosopher Anders Wedberg makes the following remarkable statement:


There is…much that will be passed over in silence; above all, the Indian and Chinese philosophy which is independent of this Western tradition…. My silence in these matters is mainly due to my ignorance of the subject.1


What is unusual here is the affirmation by a contemporary Western historian of philosophy of the possible existence of philosophy outside of the West; and in affirming this possibility the author acknowledges the limits of his own project, withholding judgment about that which falls beyond its scope. Wedberg’s brief remarks thus stand in sharp relief against some (usually inexplicit) dogmas of philosophical history, namely, that the kind of rational discourse that is exemplified above all in philosophical activity originated in Greece and nowhere else, that this has remained the unique heritage of the West, and that whatever is known by the name of “non-Western philosophy” is invariably of little real philosophical value.2 Given the intensive interest in social and historical questions among English-speaking philosophers in the past two decades, however, such prejudgments regarding non-Western philosophies seem less assured than they once were. At the very least, we have begun to appreciate that they have often had their source not in their supposed objects, but in our constructions of the other as object. Without taking account of the data provided by the study of other philosophical cultures, we risk misinterpreting the historical data we derive from our own.3


The traditional Western philosopher’s ignorance of non-Western thought has not, to be sure, been uniquely characteristic of philosophy among the human sciences. Historians, religionists, art historians, and literary scholars alike have often shared a deep and abiding Eurocentrism. The perspective in question has been so deeply ingrained in our intellectual life that, for instance, during the late 1970s a bibliographical guide to the history of ideas not only omitted the non-Western world altogether, but apparently regarded that omission as standing in no need of explanation.4 And this was mirrored soon after in a bibliographical survey of philosophy as well.5 Given the assumption that “the East” never enjoyed the life of the mind in its philosophical or scientific manifestations, there was apparently no reason for the scholar to explain his or her complete neglect of non-Western sources.


The historical background of academic Eurocentrism was thoroughly intertwined, as we now know, with the phenomenon known as Orientalism, the historical deconstruction of which was begun some years ago by Edward Said.6 Said was concerned primarily with the formation of modern Western conceptions of the Arab world, and only peripherally with the Indian and Chinese spheres of civilization; and he was concerned preeminently with Orientalism as a distinct cultural/intellectual manifestation, and not so much with such related phenomena as the general ignorance of Asia among the non-Orientalist disciplines. Returning now to philosophy in particular, its marked aversion to the study of non-Western developments was itself certainly a manifestation of the same historical background, and in its own right no doubt merits an exercise in thorough historical deconstruction; but that is not the task to which I address myself here. My brief remarks about this topic are only intended to clarify my own relation to what seems to be an unfortunate and mistaken imbalance in the cultural perspective of much that is called the “history of philosophy.”


It is possible to identify more or less precisely the point at which the history of philosophy, as a distinctive sub-discipline, acquired in “canonical” form the view of the great Asian traditions to which it has adhered ever since: this was 1833, the year in which Hegel’s (1770–1831) Lectures on the History of Philosophy first appeared in print.7 Hegel, reacting in part to the idealization of ancient India and China that had marked romantic scholarship8 and mistakenly assuming that the small body of material that had become available to European thinkers by the beginning of the nineteenth century was a sufficient sample to permit generalization about the nature of Oriental thought, not surprisingly concluded that a true philosophical consciousness had never arisen in traditional Asia, that the closest one came was religious speculation of a quasi-philosophical character. In the early part of the nineteenth century such a view of the matter provided a tenable alternative to the approach taken by the romantics,9 but now there can be no excuse for it. I think it is safe to say that the mainstream among twentieth-century historians of philosophy, with respect to Indian and Chinese thought, seldom progressed significantly beyond, or in some cases even equalled, Hegel.10


Because this chapter limits itself to aspects of the problem of personal identity as it was discussed in India, it will not attempt to review the large body of relevant material that, taken together, thoroughly demolishes the Hegelian view of Asian philosophies. Instead, it will concern one specific area of philosophical research in which are exemplified both impressive philosophical achievement outside of the West and historical misunderstanding on the part of some contemporary philosophers. Moreover, because our scope is limited to classical Indian philosophy, it does not take account of philosophical developments in other parts of Asia.11 Even with this restriction, many examples could have been chosen from among the problems of philosophical logic,12 universals,13 theory of reference,14 epistemology,15 philosophical theology,16 and philosophy of mind,17 to name but a few of the many areas in which Indian contributions have begun to receive the sustained philosophical consideration they merit. But here the problem is just that of personal identity through time.


The Enigmatic “I”


There are some very strong assumptions that we sometimes make about the historical contingencies that contributed to the emergence of the problem of personal identity in eighteenth-century Europe. Amélie Rorty, for example, argues that “from a large world-historical perspective this version of the problem of personal identity is one that could only appear under very special social and intellectual conditions,” conditions that include, for example, “the movement from the Reformation to radical individualism” and “Romanticism and the novel of first person sensibility.”18 Indeed, personal identity may be said to belong to a nexus of problems regarding the self and persons that is so closely bound to specific historical and cultural conditions that the very possibility of significant communication among divergent cultures in this area might at best seem very remote.19 As Charles Taylor expresses it:


If someone summons you to decide between the Buddhist view of the self and Western conceptions of personality, you are going to be in trouble. I am not saying that even this kind of issue is ultimately unarbitrable; but clearly we start off without the remotest idea of how even to go about arbitrating it.20


At the same time, and in contrast to the opinions just noted, several contemporary philosophers have thought that they have discerned interesting resemblances between modern Western and classical Indian theories of the self and personal identity. For Derek Parfit, the apparent convergence between Buddhist views and his own suggests not a problem of arbitration, but rather the conclusion that his claims “apply to all people, at all times.”21 And Robert Nozick has referred to “a contention massively and inconclusively debated between Vedantists and Buddhists” in his discussion of a theory of the self-synthesizing activity of the self.22 Have these philosophers profoundly misunderstood the alien traditions to which they refer, and about which they can claim no specialized knowledge, or have they in fact located some philosophically interesting similarities among differing traditions? Such similarities would be philosophically interesting, and not merely curiosity pieces, in part because they challenge our assumptions about the historical contingencies underlying our modern Western problem of personal identity.


Before any of this can be of more than purely speculative interest, however, it must be established that the problems with which we are concerned were actually topics of learned discussion outside of the modern West. It will not suffice merely to point to some Brahmanical or Buddhist text that, given sufficient strain to the imagination, might be taken as vaguely suggestive of possibly rational awareness of the problem. But what kind of evidence is required in order to establish what we wish to establish here? Some clarification may be gained by considering Jonathan Barnes’ arguments in regard to notions of personal identity within the Pythagorean tradition. Barnes, of course, is challenging received opinion by contending that the problem of personal identity is not strictly a modern problem, but that it was also known to certain pre-Socratic philosophers:


It may be thought fanciful to connect the obscure superstitions of Pythagoras with modern studies on personal identity: ‘In Pythagoras’ time,’ it will be said, ‘no one knew or cared about the problems of personal identity; and Pythagoras himself was promulgating an eschatological dogma, not propounding a philosophical thesis.’ A piece of Epicharmus will refute that skeptical suggestion…23


I shall return to the actual content of the selection from Epicharmus, a Sicilian dramatist of the early fifth century B.C.E., in the following chapter. Here, however, I am concerned with what appears to be Barnes’ evidential principle, namely, that one relevant fragment in an appropriate context is all that we need.


Clearly, in the study of the pre-Socratics, where fragments are all that we have, one either accepts some principle of this sort or else abandons the project altogether. But, generally speaking, it is not a very good principle; for it is always possible that a talented writer like Epicharmus has had a flash of insight, but lacks any enduring awareness of, or, for that matter, interest in, the implications of his or her own discovery. And if such insightful episodes may thus not guarantee significant awareness of the problem at hand on the part of the subject of the episode in question, how much less can single fragments be taken as evidence of such awareness within extended intellectual traditions?


What is required, rather, is evidence of sustained interest in the problem, whether on the part of a single thinker or of several historically connected thinkers. But something more than this must be sought as well: the range of conceptual perspectives and philosophical arguments elaborated in connection with the problem should bear upon it in a manner that we can appreciate as being intelligible and coherent.24 Without this, we are not entitled to assume that the problem we find discussed in the texts upon which we focus is the problem we thought we had found there.


To say this, of course, is to risk being rebuked by many as begging all sorts of questions pertaining to the issues of cultural relativism, indeterminacy of translation, objectivity of understanding, etc. Why, one might object, should one permit modern Western notions of intelligibility and coherence to play any role whatsoever in the study of non-Western or premodern thought and culture?


I think that the correct response to this objection is roughly as follows: assuming, per impossibile, that we were in fact capable of completely bracketing out of our investigations the concepts of intelligibility and coherence (which we have acquired through the education and acculturation we have undergone in our own place and time), would we then be capable of forming any judgments at all, such as would permit us to undertake any systematic research of human culture whatsoever? I am certain that we would not; we would merely have succeeded in creating for ourselves a “buzzing, booming confusion” such as William James supposed infants to be up against. So let us assume instead that we retain our notions of intelligibility and coherence, at least to some limited degree, and that we discover that the manner in which, say, the members of community T discuss the problem P makes no sense to us whatsoever. Of course, this may reflect simply the poverty of our own understanding, but the crucial point here is this: should we find ourselves in such a predicament, we are then in no position to assume that the problem under discussion by the members of T is in fact what we call “the problem P.” In short, the apparent failure to meet the criteria of intelligibility and coherence should lead us simply to withhold judgment about the precise nature of the question being discussed by the members of T. But if, on the contrary, we appear to understand what others say, and if what they say appears to us to be coherent, then we have the best evidence we shall ever have that they are discussing what we think they are. To look for anything less fallible would be just silly. As in any other scientific investigation, should we discover at some later stage in our researches that our earlier conclusions cannot be sustained in the light of more recently acquired evidence, or of new interpretive insights, then we do not curse the lack of apodictic certainty but get on with the business of generating new, or revised, hypotheses. It is not clear to me that such an approach need involve any prior commitment to one side or the other in the debates between relativists and objectivists.


I will not pause to consider these difficult issues at greater length in this context: if understanding is not merely mysterious, but frankly impossible, then the interpretive project of this book is not the only one that will suffer. And I can see no good reason to assume that the problems of cultural relativism preclude understanding of Indian or Chinese philosophers, but that this is not the case when the object of our study is, say, an ancient Greek or a medieval Spaniard. If classical, medieval, and renaissance philology, given adequate allowance for characteristic sources of error within those disciplines, permit us to undertake the study of, for instance, the Pythagoreans, or ibn Gabirol, or Ficino as philosophers, then what would convince us that Sinology and Indology do not also pave the way for similarly studying Zhuxi and Wang Yangming, or Jetāri and Vijñānabhikṣu? As with understanding in general, so too with understanding between diverse cultural traditions: it is a mysterious phenomenon, but it is a phenomenon nevertheless.


Given just this, we can begin the philosophical investigation of traditions outside our own, and with respect to our present subject matter we may reasonably ask: is evidence to be found in classical Indian sources, as understood through the contemporary disciplines of textual-historical research, of sustained and systematic interest in problems closely resembling the modern Western philosophical problem of personal identity through time? Are the doctrines and arguments elaborated in such contexts apparently intelligible and coherent?


The short answer is that certainly there is an abundance of evidence of the required sort. (The next section of this chapter will suffice to suggest that this is so. The remaining chapters in part I will then fill in some of the details.) Before surveying the relevant history, however, it may prove useful to have before us a clear statement of the problem of personal identity in a mature formulation of its Indian version. To illustrate the seriousness with which Indian thinkers were to confront the problem of personal identity, a passage from Kamalaśīla (late eighth century) provides an unequalled beginning:


[The opponents of the Buddhist view that there are continuants but no persisting substances ask:] If everything is affirmed to be instantaneous, then how do you go about establishing causal connection, etc., which are well known to the world and to science? The “etc.” here refers to the whole mass of objections raised by our opponents concerning: inductive knowledge of cause and effect, recognition of what had been previously experienced, desire for something on the basis of prior experience of another [similar] thing, bondage and liberation, memory, resolution of doubt, recovery of what had been entrusted to another, absence of astonishment when it is the case that the [astonishing] thing had been seen before.25


Consider for a moment the range of phenomena that, according to Kamalaśīla, had thus been considered by some as counterexamples to the Buddhist scholastic view that the continuity of persons through time does not involve strict and perfect identity. The first was induction. We presume to know, for example, that we can be injured by fire. We assume that this knowledge represents the cumulative result of a series of experiences with fire, rather than our being endowed with an innate idea thereof; and we take as evidence for this assumption, for instance, the fact that small children are careless with fire. But if we are really just continuants, and not persisting entities at all, then how is it that we can ever undergo a series of experiences and acquire knowledge based on their cumulative effect upon us? Similarly, it seems odd to say that I recognize something seen previously if at the same time I assume that I exist only now, without temporal extension; or that I can resolve my doubts, given that the subject of doubt and the subject of its resolution are not supposed to be one and the same. So too, I should not be motivated to recover the copy of the Bhagavadgītā that Devī borrowed, if I believe that I am not the same person who gave it to Devī on loan. And why is it that I am no longer surprised to see a new bridge spanning the river, when every day a new “I” sees all this for the first time? It appears to be only the reference to bondage and liberation here—that is, the unenlightened individual’s bondage in the painful round of saṃsāra, and the liberation from it that comes with enlightenment—that reminds us that the context in which Indian thinkers first framed the problem of personal identity was entirely unlike that in which Locke and Reid, Butler and Hume, formulated the version about which Western philosophers have argued for close to three centuries. But can it be said that Kamalaśīla is here concerned with a wholly disparate problem?


The Development of the Debate on the Self:
Some Central Themes


The passage just quoted from Kamalaśīla, like Barnes’ citation from Epicharmus, lends a certain plausibility to the view that something much like the post-Cartesian problem of personal identity was also known to other philosophically reflective civilizations. However, I argued above that there is a limit to what the historian of philosophy can reasonably hold on the basis of such isolated fragments. It is also essential, I maintained, to demonstrate that the problem in question was the object of sustained philosophical interest. The present section and the chapters that follow will serve to fulfill that requirement.


I have no intention, however, to attempt to offer here a comprehensive survey of the development of Indian concepts relating to the questions at issue, or to survey the now extensive secondary literature on the subject. Accordingly, my approach throughout will involve isolating a few important and paradigmatic texts for consideration as representative of some of the main phases of the historical development of the debate before and during the scholastic period, which reached its apogee from about 400 through 1000 C.E.26


The study of classical Indian philosophy has by and large been the study of rival schools of thought, often considered in complete isolation from one another. This approach is not peculiar to contemporary research in this area: it partially characterizes, too, the indigenous Indian doxographical traditions, represented above all by Sāyaṇa Mādhava’s (fl. c. 1350) compendium, the famous Collection of All Viewpoints (Sarvadarśanasaṅgraha)?27 Progress made during recent decades in the historical interpretation of the philosophical heritage of India has, however, made it abundantly clear that the schools did not develop in pure isolation from one another; they were not only actively engaged in philosophical controversy with one another, they were also nourished by that controversy. The refined positions of such thinkers as Uddyotakara (c. 600), Kumārila Bhaṭṭa (c. 700), and Śāntarakṣita (fl. mid-eighth century) reflect an intention to vindicate their respective traditions, certainly, but underscore at the same time the great extent of their indebtedness to those whom they attack.


The problems of identity and individuation first confronted the philosophical and religious imagination of India during the remote age in which the Vedic literature took form. Under the guise of the search for the individual self, ātman, and its macrocosmic correlate, brahman, there emerged the central concepts around which speculative thought blossomed, the matrix from which a distinctively Indian vision of reality grew. The search itself was fueled in part by an extreme sense of anxiety aroused by a sharpening appreciation of the fundamental instability of the world of experience, increasingly thought of as saṃsāra, a realm of action and law-like retribution for action, and of death and regeneration without beginning or end. The knowledge of ātman and of brahman and of their ultimate identity—these alone were saving, revealing to the knower an eternal and stable ground that was free from the bondage of deeds, free from death and redeath. With the rise of Buddhism during the last centuries B.C.E., the problems of identity and individuation gained renewed significance for Indian thinkers owing to the challenge presented by the rejection, attributed to the Buddha, of the notion that liberation was to be gained through the discovery of an immutable substratum, the ātman.


Some centuries earlier than this Indian thinkers had already begun to delineate a considerable range of views regarding the “self” (ātman). In a famous passage from the Chāndogya Upaniṣad (c. 600–400 B.C.E.), which will be discussed in detail in the following chapter, the self is identified in turn with the body, with dream consciousness, with the blissful unconsciousness of deep sleep, and finally with brahman, the unifying ground of being beyond all of these. This last-mentioned identification represents perhaps the most well-known and characteristic of Upaniṣadic doctrines: that of the all-embracing ātman-brahman, a concept that is elaborated in the later Vedāntic teaching of Śaṅkara (eighth century) into a singularly imposing brand of monistic pantheism. It is this doctrine that many Western thinkers frequently and mistakenly take to be emblematic of the whole range of classical Indian philosophy and religion, and which a tenth-century Buddhist doxographer summarizes in these words:


The proponents of the Upaniṣads hold that there is a single pervader, which penetrates the continua of all life forms, and is eternal knowledge. All of this world, including earth, water, air, and fire, appear through the transformation of its form. Its essential nature indeed is the self. The well-known objects of cognition belonging to the external world, i.e., wholes and atoms and so forth, do not exist at all.28


This, however, does not exhaust the range of early Indian theories of the self: some held the self to be breath; others said it was a very fine substance “the size of a thumb” within the heart of man; and others still identified it with “the controller within.”29 The preoccupation of ancient Indian thought with the proper identification of the self, as the means whereby freedom from saṃsāric entanglement might be secured, provided the contextual background from which the famous dictum of the Buddha—“all things are non-selves” (sarvadharmā anātmanaḥ)—drew its power. It is possible, in fact, to construe the rich and complex debates about the self, together with the wide range of related epistemological and metaphysical discussions that those debates aroused—and that would unfold in India from the third century B.C.E. down to the early second millennium C.E.—as a continuing exploration of the philosophical challenge that this posed. To construe the course of Indian philosophy in this manner would be something like construing the development of Western metaphysics as an ongoing response to the Eleatic elenchus; for the Buddha’s teaching of anattā, “non-self” (anātman), was especially prominent among the challenges that encouraged Indian thought to rise from the inspired, but generally unsystematic, speculations of the ancient brahmanical and ascetic sages, in whose teachings can be found anticipations of many of the theories later systematically developed in the long history of Indian philosophical psychology.


Among the philosophers who attempted to meet the challenge posed by the Buddhist refutations of the reality of ātman were the adherents of the several schools of realists and pluralists, who rejected alike the monistic and pantheistic tendencies often associated with the Upaniṣads, and the reductionism of early Buddhist scholastic doctrine. Four of these schools became especially prominent philosophically, their representatives occupying central roles in the conflict between Buddhism and the Brahmanical tradition. These four were: (i) Sāṃkhya, which conceived of the self as an immaculate spiritual substance standing in absolute opposition to the dynamic realm of nature, the latter thought of as the transformations of a single prime matter;30 (ii) Mīmāṃsā, whose main focus was the elaboration of a metatheory of the Vedic cult, in which the self’s role as agent was of special importance;31 (iii) Vaiśeṣika, which sought to establish a fundamental categorial scheme through which to analyze reality in all its aspects;32 and (iv) Nyāya, whose focus was the study of knowledge, including both the means whereby it is acquired, and the means whereby it is transmitted to others through reasoned argument.33 For simplicity’s sake, I will limit my remarks here to the confrontation of Buddhism with the closely related Nyāya and Vaiśeṣika schools, whose respective logical-epistemological and ontological concerns were in most respects complementary, and so led to the formation of a syncretic Nyāya-Vaiśeṣika tradition.
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