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1. Introduction

Philosophy is like a city.  It has distinctive areas, like ethics and epistemology; and these all link up, sometimes in obvious ways, sometimes in surprising ways. The connections give the polis its integrity.  If you start to study philosophy at a university, then, after a few years, you have a reasonably large-scale map of the city; but you don’t really know any of the neighbourhoods very well. Later, if you are a research student, you get to know one of the neighbourhoods in great detail; but most of the rest of the city is still terra pretty much incognita.  If you have the luxury of becoming a professional philosopher, you can explore more of the city. Sometimes you walk from the suburbs you know to neighbouring areas. Sometimes take the subway, and come up in a whole new area. Gradually, over the years, you start to know the whole city: all the neighbourhoods and their wealth of interconnections.

About 15 years ago I had spent half of my life as a professional philosopher, and was just starting to feel that I had a sense of the city of philosophy. I met with a rude shock. Because of the good fortune of making new friends, I came to realise that I knew only half of the city.  I knew the Western half: those philosophical traditions that grew up West of the Euphrates. But there was a whole Eastern part of the city: those philosophical traditions that grew up East of the Euphrates.  I have spent much time since then exploring these areas of the city (as well as continuing my explorations of the Western part).  I’m sure that there is much that I do not know about both parts of the city. And maybe there are other quarters of the city that are still unknown to me.  But my knowledge and understanding is, at least, less parochial than it used to be.

2. The ignorance of Asian philosophy

How is it that I could have spent half of my professional life as a philosopher in ignorance of half of the city? Part of the answer is simple: I was educated in, and taught in, philosophy departments in Western countries, and there is just no tradition of, or knowledge of, Asian philosophy in such places. Clearly, this is a situation that is self-reproducing.

As an aside, we should note that the epithet ‘Asian philosophy’, though standard (and I shall often use it), it is inappropriate. There is no such thing as Western philosophy. There are many Western philosophies: compare the different styles and contents of Plato, Hume, Wittgenstein, Heidegger. Similarly, there is no such thing as Asian philosophy. There are many Eastern philosophies. Indeed, the situation is even less unified than it is in the West. At least there the philosophies spring from a single culture, that of Ancient Greece. But in the East, they spring from two quite different great and ancient cultures: those of India and China.

Anyway, returning to my own ignorance of the Asian traditions, what I have so far said is a very partial explanation of this. An obvious question is why there has been so little engagement with such traditions in Western philosophy departments. After all, philosophers tend to be curious people, and there was nothing stopping them finding out what they did not know.

Or was there?  Well, until the last couple of centuries, there has generally been little knowledge and understanding of Eastern cultures in Western countries.  This is now, of course, no longer the case. But in more recent times, there have been other, and more insidious, barriers.  The standard view of professional Western philosophers throughout most of the 20th century was that “Asian philosophy” is not philosophy at all: it’s religion, mysticism, non-rational.  The views, it must be said, were held even though virtually no philosophers had taken the trouble to read and engage with the material.  

Now, it is certainly true that much Asian philosophy has important connections with Asian religions, though certainly not all of it.  But the same is true of much Western philosophy.  The great period of Medieval philosophy in the West was heavily connected with Christianity (not surprising, since most philosophers then were clerics); it was philosophy none the less. And, yes, there are parts of Asian philosophy that have connections with mysticism and the ineffable. But the same is true of Western philosophy. Leave the great Christian mystical philosophers like Eckhart out of this. There are definite mystical strands in Plato – and even in writings of two of the greatest 20th century Western philosophers: Wittgenstein (in the Tractatus) and Heidegger (on Being).

3. So what is philosophy?

What is philosophy anyway?  We could spend much time talking about this: it is itself a hard philosophical issue.  For present purposes, we won’t go too far wrong if we think of it as the critical articulation of ethical and/or metaphysical views.  The word ‘critical’ here is crucial. All people and cultures have views about the nature of the world in which they live, and of how one should behave. This does not make them philosophers.  Philosophy requires the intellectual scrutiny of such views. (Which is why it is such a valuable discipline.)

Now, the Indian and Chinese traditions clearly have articulations of ethical and metaphysical views: to see this one need look no further than Buddhist metaphysics or Confucian ethics. But do the traditions have the appropriate kind of critical engagement?  The answer concerning India, to anyone who takes the trouble to read the material, is an obvious ‘yes’. There is constant argument and counter-argument between Buddhists and Hindus, not to mention the critiques and counter-critiques between various Hindu schools and Buddhist schools themselves.

Prima facie, the answer is less clear in the Chinese traditions.  Indeed, if there is a split in world philosophy, it is not at the Euphrates, but at the Himalayas.  Whilst the cut and thrust of philosophical debates is patent in Indian texts to anyone who reads them even superficially, the same is not true of Chinese texts. It is there none the less.  For example, there was much debate between Confucians, Daoists, Moists, and also between the various Chinese Buddhist schools.  What makes this harder to pick up, is that the style of argument is often rather different from more explicit debate forms.  Arguments are usually made by analogy; and the consequences of the analogy are often not spelled out, but are left for the reader to ponder. For the perceptive eye, though, critical engagement is clear.

The view that Asian philosophy is not really philosophy is, therefore, a view that can really be held only out of ignorance.

4. The times they are a changin’

Fortunately, then, Western philosophers are finally shaking off this misguided view, and are starting to engage with Eastern philosophies.  There are courses on Asian philosophy, or various parts of it, in many Australian universities. (I think that in this way Australia is ahead of countries such as the UK.)  It is still, it is true, a minority interest. But I have no doubt that familiarity will breed content.

Of course, it is not easy to engage with Asian philosophical traditions. There are many barriers in the way.  For a start, there is the language. The texts are in Sanskrit, Classical Chinese, and other Asian languages.  For scholarly purposes, it is clearly desirable to have a knowledge of these. Such languages are not taught in schools, and require hard work. Fortunately, then, much good philosophy can come out of reading the texts in translation.  (Most Western philosophers deal with texts originally written in Latin, Greek, French, German, English, and other languages. Few of them speak all of these.) Many of the extant translations are not good, qua philosophy, since they were made by people who were not philosophers, but philologists or scholars of religion who lacked the appropriate philosophical sensitivity.  But many key texts now have good translations; and the situation is getting better all the time, as more translations are being made by philosophers with the requisite language skills.

The second problem is the style of writing and arguing. I have already noted that this tends to be quite different in Chinese texts; but even in the Indian traditions, the style of arguing can be somewhat scholastic and unfamiliar to someone who is used to reading only 20th Western century texts – though those versed in Presocratic or Medieval scholastic Western texts will feel at home very soon.

The third problem is the culture.  Philosophy is not written in a vacuum. To understand the philosophy of a text properly, one needs some appreciation of the culture in which it was generated.  One needs to understand the assumptions that are being taken for granted, the allusions to historical events, religious customs, and so on.  This is true of all philosophy, whether Eastern or Western, but our knowledge of Western cultures is generally much better than that of Eastern. For a start, we live in one; and much that is now past has permeated our contemporary culture – as well, of course, as being taught in schools.  Someone who wishes to understand Asian philosophies must be prepared to learn enough about the relevant culture without these advantages.

So we have at least three hurdles to be jumped. But these are hurdles that philosophers are well used to jumping.  Someone who has read only contemporary philosophy must jump these hurdles with respect to Ancient Greek philosophy, for example. But many do, and find much of importance on the other side.

And what do we find on the other side of the Asian hurdles if we make the jump?  We find a landscape that it at once familiar and unfamiliar.  Any Western philosopher will recognise there immediately familiar problems. To name but a few: Is there a god? What is the nature of reality? How does this relate to language?  How do I know these things? How should I live? How should the state be run?  But Asian philosophers have often had singularly different takes on answers to these questions, or singularly different reasons for or against answers familiar in the West. 

5. The overall landscape

Let me try to give just a little idea of this. Let’s start with a general overview of Asian philosophy.  Have a look at the timeline in Fig. 1.  This is very rough – and highly selective – but will give you a general perspective.

INSERT FIG 1 ABOUT HERE.

The first column records events in the development of Western philosophy for comparison.  Emerging from a “Homeric” period, the earliest philosophers were from greater Greece.  Western philosophy took a decisive turn with the Greek trilogy of Socrates, Plato and Aristotle. The former wrote nothing, but much of the writings of Plato and Aristotle survive; indeed these have, in many ways, provided a frame for later Western philosophy. 

There are subsequent important developments in Greek philosophy, such as Stocism, but another major turn is taken by Western philosophy with the impact of Christianity.  The early Church fathers, such as Augustine, struggled to put the new religion on a sound theoretical footing, fusing the Greek philosophy they knew with Biblical pronouncements.  This was followed by the great period of Islamic philosophy, when thinkers such as Ibn Sina (Avicenna) did the same with the Koran. (As an aside, note that Islamic philosophy is not an Asian philosophy. Though of course, Islam is widely practiced in Asia, Islamic philosophy comes out of the same cultural crucible as other Western philosophies.) The Islamic period informed the subsequent rise of Medieval European philosophy, with numerous important thinkers, such as Aquinas. 

The next major transformation of Western philosophy occurs around the 16th and 17th centuries. Many things influenced this, but probably the major one was the so called “scientific revolution”: this had a profound impact, removing Christianity from centre-stage, and defining a whole new agenda for philosophy.  If there is a major difference between Eastern and Western philosophies, it is that there was no scientific revolution in the East, and no corresponding upheaval of thought.  

The Indian philosophical traditions, in the next column, also emerge from a religious literature, the Vedas, going back well before 1000 BCE. The writings retain their religious content, but gradually become more philosophical through the later Upanishads and parts of  the epic poems, such the Bhagavad Gita.  A primary philosophical concern is god (Brahman) and the self (Atman). In some sense, these are one.  From this background emerge six schools of orthodox Hindu philosophy in the first millennium CE.  These schools articulate the Hindu view in various ways, engaging with all the other questions which it raises.  One of the most influential of these schools was that of Sankara, Advaita Vedanta.  According to this, the world of experience is a mere appearance, cloaking the identity of Atman and Brahman.

Around the 5th Century BCE, a number of views emerged which reacted against the authority of the Vedas, and so rejected a number of their claims (though, naturally, others were preserved). These included Jainism (attributed to Mahavira) and Buddhism. The most philosophically influential of these was Buddhism. This rejected both the existence of any god and of the self: a person is just a bunch of parts (physical and mental), which come together at a certain time, interact, change, and then fall apart. Buddhism developed in a number of early forms, only one of which now survives, Theravada Buddhism.  Around the beginning of the CE, another form starts to emerge, Mahayana Buddhism.  This has a much more radical analysis of the nature of reality than the earlier forms of Buddhism: everything is empty. (More of this anon.) Mahayana itself takes different forms. One, Madhyamaka, is associated with probably the greatest Buddhist philosopher, Nagarjuna (unkown dates; some time around the 1st or 2nd century). Another, Yogacara, is associated with the brothers Vasubandu and Asanga. A central difference between these two schools concerns the relationship between the mind and reality. The Yocarins are philosophical idealists of sorts, holding that reality is a mental construction. For the Madhyamika, on the other hand, there is a dialectical interplay between the mind and reality, which privileges neither.  Buddhism collapsed (or was crushed) in India with the advent of Islam. But, by this time, Thervada had moved into South East Asia, and the two forms of Indian Mahayana had merged and taken root in Tibet.

Let us now cross the Hamalayas and look at China (third column).  There are very definite ethical views articulated in Hinduism and Buddhism (which I have not mentioned), but I think it fair to say that for the Indian philosophers the centre of gravity is metaphysics.  Classical Chinese philosophy is quite different.  Though metaphysical issues are certainly present and debated, the centre of gravity is very much ethical, social, and political.

Classical Chinese philosophy emerges from its own religious and literary tradition.  Perhaps the book that exerted the greatest influence on it was the I Ching (Book of Changes).  This is a book, maybe first formulated about 1000 BCE, essentially for divination. A certain process is undertaken to produce a figure called a hexagram. The I Ching provides a somewhat cryptic commentary on each hexagram, which is taken to guide future actions.  The book is not a work of philosophy, but in it one finds the picture of reality as an ever changing flux, with two basic aspects, yin and yang, which wax and wane reciprocally. This provides the metaphysical backdrop of subsequent philosophy in China.  

Two philosophies, in particular, emerge around the 5th Century BCE. (It is a striking fact that this was a crucial time in the philosophical development of China, India, and Greece.)  One of these was developed by undoubtedly the most influential Chinese philosopher of all time, Kong Fuzi (Confucius).  For him, the state is a highly regimented place, ordered by customs and rites. Individuals flourish by knowing their place in society and sticking to the rules. The other philosophy was Daoism, associated with the name of Laozi, the probably fictional author of the Dao De Jing, and, a couple of hundred years later, Zhuangzi.  The Daoists rejected the regulation of the Confucians, and thought that one should “go with the flow” (the flow, that is, inherent in the cosmos, the Dao).  They are naturally thought of as political anarchists of sorts.

As an active philosophy, Daoism ended around the turn of the CE, when it transmuted into a popular religion concerned to find the elixir of life – though Daoist philosophy continued to exert an important influence on subsequent Chinese thought.  Confucianism, however, continued to develop via the thought of subsequent Confucians, such as Mengzi (Mencius), and critics such Mozi (a utilitarian) and Han Fezi (a totalitarian).  Out of this tempering emerges a Confucian view which is politically orthodox in China until the beginning of the 20th century. (Though it underwent important developments later, in a form sometimes called Neo-Confucianism.)

Mahayana Buddhism spread from India, north-east into central Asia, and thence, via the Silk Route, into China.  It started to arrive in China in the early years of the CE, and was mistaken for an esoteric form of Daoism. Good translations of the Buddhist texts into Chinese start to appear in about the 5th century, and Chinese versions of Madhyamaka and Yogacara appear, but they do not last long. Distinctively Chinese forms of Buddhism then develop, the influence of Daoism playing a large role here. Several schools flourished (only a couple of which now survive). The most distinctive of these is Chan – or, as it is more commonly known, Zen, it’s Japanese name. It is often associated with the name of the legendary Indian Buddhist monk, Bodhidharma who took up residence at Shaolin in China.  Chan is a strongly anti-philosophical school: all language is, in the end an obfuscation of reality, to be ditched. It also developed  a very sophisticated philosophy to justify this – just one of the many paradoxes that Chan juggles.  

So much for a broad map of the terrain. I have painted the canvas in rather crude (and perhaps sometimes potentially misleading) brush strokes. Moreover, there is much in India and China that I have not mentioned; nor have I mentioned other countries, such as Tibet and Japan, where important developments took place. However, it at least provides a rough orientation to Oriental philosophical traditions.

6. The metaphysics of emptiness

I cannot hope to put much flesh on these bones here. But let me just discuss a couple of issues from Asian philosophy in more detail, illustrating the way in which views in Asian philosophy can be both similar to and different from those in the West.  I shall take these from Buddhist philosophy, and start with an issue in metaphysics. 

Come back to the Buddhist notion of emptiness which I mentioned. What does it mean to say that something is empty in this sense? It does not mean that it does not exist. It means that it is empty of something: empty of self-existence (svabhava). But what exactly does this mean?  Let me try to explain by using an example from Western philosophy.  Could the universe be exactly the same as it is, except that everything was moved two kilometres in one direction? Or, could the course of events in the cosmos be exactly the same, except that everything occurred exactly two minutes later?  

There was a famous debate in the 17th century between Newtonians and Leibnizians on these questions. The Newtonians held the answers to be ‘yes’.  For them, space and time were a sort of receptacle in which things and events were dumped, as it were. They would be there even if they were not occupied, or nothing happened. They exist in and of their own accord: they have self-existence. The Leibnizians, on the other hand, held the answers to be ‘no’.  Places in space and time are just defined by certain spatio-temporal relations. If everything was picked up and “moved two miles to the east”, all the spatial relations would remain exactly the same, and so everything would be exactly at the same place as before.  Similarly for the temporal case: if everything happened “two minutes later”, all temporal relations would be preserved, and so all events would occur exactly at the same time as before. For the Leibnizians, spatial and temporal places have no self-existence: they are simply loci in a network of relations: outwith the network, they are nothing.

Now the Mahayana Buddhists mount intriguing arguments – which there is not time to go into here –  for the conclusion that everything is empty like this: nothing has self-existence. The view that some things are empty is certainly known in the West.  As we have just seen, Leibnizians took space and time to be like this. But the view that everything is empty, is not a familiar view. Generally speaking, Western metaphysics has been wedded to the view that reality is founded on substances, things that have self-existence. Thus, suppose that Leibnizians were right, and that points in space and time depend on objects and events. Maybe some of these objects themselves depend on other things. Thus, it might be thought, a chair depends for its existence on its parts – legs, back, etc. And maybe some of these things depend on other things. Thus, it might be thought, the back of the chair depends on the molecules which constitute it.  But this regress cannot go on for ever. Sooner or later, we must “bottom out” in things which do not depend on anything else, substances – or nothing, it might seem, would exist at all.

There is a story about the Western Philosopher Bertrand Russell giving a public lecture in London, in the early years of the 20th century. He was lecturing on Ancient Cosmology, and part of his lecture went something like this.  “The Ancients wondered why the earth did not fall down. Obviously it must be because it rests on something. What could it rest on?  Well, perhaps an elephant.  After a while, it occurred to them to wonder why the elephant did not fall down. Presumably it had to rest on something. What could it rest on? Perhaps a tortoise. After a while, it occurred to them to wonder why the tortoise did not fall down. After further reflection, they decided…  to change the subject.” At the end of Russell’s lecture a little old lady from the back of the audience came rushing up to him excitedly.  “Mr Russell, Mr Russell,” she said. “I’ve got it: it’s tortoises, tortoises, all the way down!”  We find the story funny, because it seems pretty clear that if one tortoise cannot support the earth, a whole infinite regress of tortoises won’t do the job either. The whole lot would fall down together. 

The urge to require substances is of a piece with this.  If every  x depends for its existence on a y, and y depends for its existence on a z, and so on for ever, there would nothing that determined anything to exist.  But if the Buddhist arguments are right, reality really is “tortoises all the way down”. Things exist alright, but not in a grounded way. Or, to change the metaphor, things exist, but in “freefall”. Clearly, we are at the start of an interesting philosophical discussion here, but let me change the subject…

7. Compassion

…to ethics (but still in the Buddhist tradition).  The basic ideas of Buddhism were enunciated by the historical Buddha, Siddhartha Guatama (“Buddha” is an honorific – like “Christ” – it just means the awakened one.) One of these is that suffering appears to be a fact of life.  (Suffering is a standard translation of the Sanskrit “duhkha”; but it might better be translated as “unsatisfactoriness” or “uneasiness”.)  We are all going to get ill (often painfully), age, die, lose loved ones, jobs, other things we treasure.  You’d have to say that it is hard to fault him on this! The Buddha also offered a diagnosis of this suffering. We suffer because we are attached to things, such as health, our job, etc.  But everything is impermanent. (Again, it is hard to fault this claim!)  And we suffer when the things we are attached to disappear.  The attitude of attachment is itself predicated upon a failure to understand the way the world is. Impermanent, for a start; but more profoundly, we have an illusion that there is a self-existent self who can posses the things in question. But there is not. People are empty.  The good news is that once one sees the world aright, the attachment and the suffering will disappear; and the Buddha gave a list of things that can be done towards this end – the Eightfold Path.

Obviously there is much here to discuss, but let me just isolate the following: that suffering is a bad thing, and that it is good to get rid of it.  (The view might itself be contentious, but let us grant it for this occasion.)  Early Buddhism is very much oriented to each individual following the Path, and so “awakening”.  But Mahayana Buddhism broadens this. People should be concerned not just with stopping their own suffering, but with helping others to do the same.  Thus, compassion becomes a central virtue of later Buddhism.  Compassion of course, is a moral virtue well known to Western philosophy, though not, perhaps, a major one; but Buddhist philosophy has a very distinctive take on it, and especially its ground. 

Compassion is acting in such a way as to get rid of, or at least minimise, suffering. In this sense, one can obviously have compassion for oneself. Why should one?  That seems like a rather silly question. We all go to the dentist if we have a toothache.  Fair enough. But why should I be compassionate to other people? Come back to emptiness. What I am is defined by my place in a network of relations, and especially causal relations, and especially the relations between me and others: my parents, my teachers, my friends, my children. We are all, in fact, defined by this web of interconnections.

The thought is illustrated by what I think is one of the most beautiful metaphors in the Buddhist literature, that of the Net of Indra.  (And though Indra is an Indian god, the metaphor is, in fact, found only in Chinese Buddhism.)  Indra is an all-powerful god. He has hung a net (like a fishing net) through all space.  At every join in the net, he has hung a brightly polished jewel.  Each jewel, being brightly polished, reflects every other jewel. But look closer. Jewel x reflects jewel y; but jewel y reflects jewel x; so one thing reflected in jewel x is jewel y reflecting jewel x. And of course, that is itself reflected in jewel y, which is in turn reflected…  and so on.  In the same way, if you place two mirrors opposite each another, and look into one of them, you will see each reflected in the other to infinity.  In this metaphor, the jewels are to be thought of as objects in phenomenal reality. And the reflection to infinity illustrates the way in which each object depends on all other objects. Indeed, it encodes all other objects.  It’s very being is defined by  this encoding. (In this way, the objects are not like the jewels in the metaphor, which are naturally thought of as having existence independent of each other.) 

Now, come back to compassion, and apply this interdependence to people. I am not a  self-standing entity. (No man is an island.) My very being encodes all others. There is no sense in which I can detach myself from the being of others. In particular, then, I cannot hope simply to get rid of my own suffering. While there any suffering around, this will be part of me (much as I may fail to realise this). The ground for compassion towards others is therefore, in the end, no different from the ground for compassion towards myself. Thus, in Buddhist thought, compassion has a very distinctive ground, of a kind unfamiliar to Western ethics.

8. Conclusion

Of course, there is much here to be thought about and discussed too. All I have tried to do in both of the examples I have given, is to open up discussions. That is, indeed, one of the most important things that an engagement with Asian philosophical traditions can do for Western philosophy. I do not suggest that Western philosophers will find definitive answers to questions with which they have struggled for over two millennia by looking East –  any more that I would suggest that philosophers from Asian traditions will find definitive answers to the questions with which they have struggled for over two millennia by looking West. Nor do I wish to suggest that all Western philosophers should take up the study of Asian philosophers – any more than I would suggest that they take up the study of Greek philosophy, or logic, or aesthetics, or whatever. The point is simply that those Western philosophers who do make the effort to look beyond the confines of that with which they are familiar will be richly rewarded by doing so. That is what an increasing number of Western philosophers are finding as they realise that they, like I, have known only part the city.
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